
Dear WHACTE Members and Friends, 

Welcome to the 2014-2015 school year! We 

have started off well with the annual Fall 

Breakfast featuring Victoria Young and 

Donalyn Miller. If you came to the breakfast, 

I’m sure you took away some great ideas 

from both ladies. If not, Victoria’s power 

point is available at the WHACTE website, 

www.whacte.org.  Check out Donalyn’s blog 

at www.nerdybookclub.com.  Watch for in-

formation on the spring scholarship for new 

teachers and our spring event.  

I’m thinking about beginnings this month. 

My daughter and stepson are beginning 

their college careers. A beloved niece is 

starting her marriage journey with a won-

derful young man. My husband and I are 

first-time empty-nesters…and loving it. And 

here we are at the beginning of a new 

school year. Those first days are always so 

promising and energetic, filled with plans 

and schemes for great teaching, staying on 

top of the grading, changing children’s lives. 

How do we hang on to that energy and 

optimism that is the hallmark of a new 

start as we head into the months ahead?  

I joked with our new teachers this sum-

mer that if you aren’t behind by Labor 

Day, you’re doing it wrong. In all serious-

ness, though, some of my teachers’ faces 

already show the signs of frustration and 

weariness. I hope that some of what 

Donalyn said at the breakfast got you 

fired up, eager to try some of the sug-

gestions she had.   

If not, think on this. Adam Saenz, our 

guest speaker in January and author of 

The Power of a Teacher, reminds us to 

take care of ourselves and be cognizant 

of our value in the lives of our children. 

Believe yourself to be valuable, he says, 

and live as though your choices mat-

ter.  For some of our kids, those choices 

can affect them for a lifetime.  

As the year gets more hectic, please 

remember to take care of yourself. When 

the weariness gets to you, read a great 

book, get a little exercise, take some 

time to sit and relax.  Breathe! Hold on 

to a little of the enthusiasm of the first 

days, and know that you have great val-

ue in the lives of our children. WHACTE 

appreciates all you do! 
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The WHACTE Fall Event was a great success! 
 

Victoria Young, Director of Assessment 

from Texas Education Agency, discussed 
best practices in reading and writing instruc-

tion and their applications for STAAR.  Victo-
ria’s insights reveal that there is no quick fix 

for test scores.  Rather, deep and quality 
teaching is needed with emphasis on under-

standing author’s craft, making connections, 

having a command of academic vocabulary, 
and using text evidence. 

 
Donalyn Miller, author of The Book Whis-
per, spoke on the importance of supported 

independent reading.  Donalyn shared why a 
classroom centered on students choosing 

books they can and want to read leads to 
true growth in literacy. 

 
Both Victoria and Donalyn’s presentations 

can be found at whacte.org. 

 
Haley Fragale received the Mercedes Bon-

ner New Teacher Grant.  Haley remarked,  
"I am so thankful to WHACTE for awarding 

me the Mercedes Bonner New Teacher 

Grant. I like to do Reading Workshop in my 
classes, and this grant has allowed me to 

enhance my classroom library with more 
book choices that will interest my students. I 

want to instill a love of reading in my stu-

dents, and I encourage them to choose to 
read something they will enjoy. This grant 

has allowed me to add numerous selections 
to my classroom library that appeal to my 

unique and diverse students."  Congratula-
tions to Haley! 

 

Thanks to our speakers, all who volunteered, 
and the attendees for making this a great 

day of learning. 

2014 Fall Event Review 
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Sitting next to Donalyn Miller at the WHACTE fall 

breakfast was a bit intimidating at first, but it soon 

became both a privilege and a pleasure. She is a 

quick-witted, down-to-earth teacher who easily con-

verses about the daily lives of teachers. Her insight 

and appreciation for the nuances of teaching are im-

pressive. It is comfortable to be with one of our own

--a real teacher, BUT she also happens to be the co-

author of the wildly appealing and popular Reading 

in the Wild. Donalyn Miller and Susan Kelley have 

provided teachers with a roadmap of how to get stu-

dents on the path of becoming lifelong readers. 

Donalyn Miller's ability to share true classroom expe-

riences as a reading teacher-priceless.  

She immediately garnered the respect of the many 

teachers who turned out for the annual WHACTE 

breakfast at the Sugar Land Marriott on September 

13, 2014. In her morning address to the audience of 

educators, Donalyn explained that her point in writ-

ing the book was to find out what habits lifelong 

readers have, so that she could better understand 

the behaviors of these readers and instill them in her 

students, so that they, too, could know the joy of 

being a lifelong reader. In Reading in the Wild, she 

shows us how to move a dependent reader to inde-

pendent reader status. Her point is that once kids 

leave her classroom, she wants the joy of reading 

to continue. She points out that many students 

who no longer have grades or other tasks assigned 

with reading fail to read on their own because 

reading was never really a behavior, it was an as-

signment.  

Reading in the Wild helps teachers conceptualize 

what behaviors lead to lifelong reading, so that 

teachers will know what behaviors to encourage. 

For example, she explains that reading in the edg-

es is something she discovered from her research 

of adult readers. Reading in the edges means that 

readers are squeezing out little drops of time 

whenever possible to savor text. Lifelong readers 

always carry a book, and they have it at the ready 

whenever there are a few moments to read. The 

reading inventory examples included in the book 

show how students read in the edges through their 

reading itineraries. This activity explicitly shows 

students the behavior of lifelong readers. The re-

producible forms in the back of this book are the 

helpful tools that can be used to implement wild 

reading in your own classroom.  

If you teach language arts, this is a book you want 

to pick up. When you are finished, give it to your 

administrators, so they can understand the im-

portance of classroom libraries and financial sup-

port. The combination of speakers at the WHACTE 

breakfast was wonderful. As Victoria Young spoke 

about STAAR assessments, she and Donalyn Miller 

were sending a harmonious message. They both 

spoke of the teachers' ability to influence literacy. 

Reading in the Wild is a treasure trove of ideas for 

language arts teachers to discover and emulate. 

 

Kristi Thaemlitz, Ph.D is an Education Specialist, Reading/

Language Arts/Social Studies Solutions at Region 4     

Education Service Center. 

Reading in the Wild Book Recommendation- By Kristi Thaemlitz 
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Head down on my desk, lights are turned off and 

blinds are drawn with a mountain of papers around 

me. I’ve had three hours of sleep the night before 

and I’m on my fourth cup of coffee. Looking at the 

clock, I sigh with relief that I only have one ninety 

minute class period left to teach and I can finally 

leave for the day. My first year of teaching, the days 

tended to blur together with my stress level high and 

my emotions a whirlwind. All the advice I had been 

given about differentiating student work, LEP ac-

commodations, modifications for my special educa-

tion students, making my lesson rigorous and rele-

vant are useless at this point in my career. In fact, I 

could have survived my first year without lesson plan 

talk, data conversations and the questions constantly 

asked “why aren’t your lessons rigorous enough?”  

As I reflect on the first two years of my dream job, I 

hope that one day I will have a novice teacher to 

take under my wing and give the advice I wish I 

would have been given. Until the day arrives that I 

have my very own mentee to guide, I have complied 

a list of the things that I consider the holy grail of 

advice I would like to have known. What are the 

gems of advice that will better serve a first year 

teacher? 

Take time for you  

I learned very quickly the easiest way to resent your 

job is to bring work home with you every day. After 

a month into my first year of teaching, I realized 

that working at home every single night of the week 

didn’t allow for me to fully appreciate my job; there 

must be time during the week where you don’t allow 

yourself to work. There has to be a balance between 

your work time and personal time. What I suggest is 

setting a time limit for yourself at school. This year I 

told myself I would only bring work home on Mon-

day’s and Wednesday’s and couldn’t stay at school 

past five o’clock. Having these rules set for myself 

not only helped me work more efficiently but I also 

felt that I had a separate life outside of work which 

made me appreciate and love my job even more.  

It’s okay to say no! 

As a first year teacher, you are already up against 

a steep learning curve. Your first year is emotion-

ally and mentally exhausting, and chances are that 

you’re already at school longer than most once the 

school day ends. Of course, as a first year teacher, 

you are eager to become a part of the culture of 

your campus and being that you are new and eager 

to please, it’s only a matter of time until you are 

asked to take on extra duties. From personal expe-

rience, I think it is wise to say no and not feel 

guilty about it.  What is most important your first 

year, is learning the ropes and finding your way 

through everything your first year entails. You are 

a better teacher when you are not exhausted, 

emotionally drained, pressed for time and 

stressed. Adding extra commitments onto your 

plate when your plate is already full of first year 

teacher stresses is like trying to win first place 

when you’ve started a full lap behind the other 

contestants.  

Your first year is a learning experience  

When I first started teaching two years ago, I 

sought advice from experienced teachers I had 

gone to college with. The best piece of advice I 

was given was to be prepared to suck at your job 

your first year. You’re not a bad teacher until you 

stop trying. Don’t be too hard on yourself. How 

true these words are! Your first year is a learning 

year – I learned quickly in the first months of 

teaching that my first year wasn’t going to be the 

year I made new found teaching discoveries and 

win awards for my master teacher strategies and 

lessons I did in my classroom. Your first year is not 

the year to reinvent the wheel; your first year is 

the year to learn. From personal experience, I took 

everything I liked and disliked and molded my sec-

ond year off my first. Once I had my ground and 

two legs to stand on, then I started creating my 

own lessons, reading professional development 

books and trying my hand at innovating teaching. 

The beautiful thing about teaching is that there is 

always time to try new things and to reinvent the 

wheel…when you’re ready. Your classroom is yours 

and when you’re stable and ready, that is the time 

What They don’t Tell You by Blaire Zuvich 
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to grow into being a master teacher. Allow yourself 

your first year as a year to make as many mistakes as 

possible and to reflect on these mistakes as these 

mistakes are what mold you into the teacher you 

were born to become. 

It’s okay to tell your kids ‘I don’t know’ sometimes. 

I love when one of my students asks me a question I 

don’t know the answer to and honestly, they love it 

to. I realized quickly that my students are under the 

impression that I know everything and I can humbly 

admit that is very far from the truth. When I don’t 

know an answer to a thoughtful question one of my 

students has asked me, I use this opportunity as a 

learning experience. I thought, in my first year, that 

if I told a student that I didn’t know the answer to 

their question that that would take away from my 

credibility as their teacher. When in fact, not know-

ing the answer to specific questions they ask, has 

opened the doors for many class discussions. Using 

their peers to seek an answer is the most powerful 

learning tool and I encourage you to say “I don’t 

know” when the opportunity presents itself as this 

allows for our students learn and discover the an-

swers on their own.  

Having a relationship with your students is the key to 

student achievement.  

The relationships you have with your students are 

incredibly powerful. I didn’t fully realize the impact 

a positive teacher-student relationship can have on 

students until I started building these relationships 

of my own. Don’t just focus on preparing the perfect 

lesson, but leave some time and energy to build re-

lationships outside the classroom. Students learn 

from those they trust.  

Have a work best friend  

Having a work best friend is the best piece of advice 

I could give a first year teacher. Someone to lean on 

during the school day keeps you sane on the days 

where your sanity is at its wits end. I found and still 

find that it so valuable to have someone that is going 

through the same situation you are – someone to 

bounce ideas off of, to stress with, to laugh with 

and to help you deal with all the positives and neg-

atives of teaching. What I have learned is that a 

work best friend truly ends up becoming a lifelong 

best friend as the relationship you have created 

going through your first year together solidifies the 

bond that helped you get through one of the hard-

est years of your life.  

Focus on classroom management 

I think this was the most infuriating piece of advice 

I was given my first year. As a first year teacher I 

didn’t know the first thing about classroom man-

agement or what that really entailed. I just as-

sumed that all my students would come in at the 

bell, sit down with a pencil and begin the warm-up 

while only speaking profound thoughts and partici-

pating in class discussion. I had no idea that class-

room management means procedures from how 

students enter your classroom, to turning in work, 

to dealing with emergencies inside the classroom, 

to when a student can or cannot sharpen their pen-

cil, etc. As a first year teacher, the best thing I did 

for myself was to use my off periods and observe 

master teachers. By observing the seasoned teach-

ers on my campus, I was given the tips, tricks and 

tools to get my classroom running like a well oil 

machine. Just a word to the wise, your classroom 

management may look significantly different from 

your neighbor and that’s okay! Each teacher has 

their own style, they’re neither right nor wrong – 

it’s all about what works for you and your stu-

dents.  

When times get hard and you are about to call it 

quits, remember why you started teaching in the 

first place. You are stronger than your worst days 

and a better teacher than you may believe. Teach-

ing is a trying job that not everyone is cut out for; 

you were born to teach because you can handle it. 

My last piece of advice is to enjoy every single day 

that you are in the classroom with your students, it 

is a gift that many don’t ever get to experience.  

 

What They don’t Tell You by Blaire Zuvich 
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It felt as if all of the oxygen had depleted from the 

room, sucked up into the millisecond of deafening 

silence. Gina, a usually boisterous tenth grader, re-

counted carefully, yet viscerally, an experience of 

childhood trauma at the hands of a beloved uncle. 

The students, seated in concentric circles, were con-

ducting a Socratic seminar on betrayal and revenge 

in preparation for a unit on Shakespeare’s Julius 

Caesar.  At this point in the school year, the stu-

dents were certainly familiar with the seminar pro-

cedures, but I felt utterly unprepared for and down-

right terrified of their reactions to such a personal, 

painful anecdote.  

Roughly half of my students grew up in Gina’s part of 

town. They step off of the bus unto unpaved dirt 

roads and into ramshackle homes where internet ac-

cess is sometimes too much to ask for. The other 

half step out of their own cars, over pristinely 

trimmed lawns and into their suburban McMansions.  

The discrepancy is palpable. 

Socrates posited, “The highest realms of thought are 

impossible to reach without first attaining an under-

standing of compassion.” How could I create a cul-

ture of compassion between the two seemingly dis-

tinct worlds that were converging in my classroom? 

How could I foster this culture in an academically 

rigorous way that would prepare these kids for the 

real world (whatever that may be)?  

The answer lies in Socrates’ own method --a student-

run seminar. After observing models of different lev-

els of questioning (literal, inference-based and the-

matic/global), students are charged with developing 

high-level questions based on that week’s reading 

material. Armed with insightful and oftentimes pro-

vocative inquiries, six students in the inner circle 

take turns questioning, discussing and further prob-

ing the topics of their choice. Students in the outer 

circle add their own written commentary, and when 

they feel the need to speak, they “tap out” someone 

in the inner circle.  

If this process sounds too chaotic or too risky to 

recreate in your own classroom, your fears are not 

wholly unfounded. Yes, at first there were painful-

ly awkward silences or total devolution into giggle-

fits. Students sheepishly looked at me to be the 

arbiter of the discussion. Handing over control to a 

group of thirty fifteen-year-olds for a half hour 

block can be a frightening prospect for a teacher 

who is comfortable with a more traditional, lec-

ture-based process. However, the organic discus-

sions that blossom out of the classroom Socratic 

seminar are worth the time and patience neces-

sary in order for the students to develop self-

sufficiency.  

The silence only lasted a millisecond this time. 

Emily*, a usually silent girl from the “better” side 

of the tracks, interjected. “That article we read 

talked about coping with betrayal. How did you 

cope with what you went through?” Waves of re-

lief rippled through my being. Without any provo-

cation on my part, the students mutually agreed 

that the contents of that discussion would not 

stray beyond the walls of the classroom.  

By laying the framework for students to control 

and create their own learning, we aren’t simply 

granting them the opportunity to develop academ-

ic skills. We are laying the framework for true un-

derstanding and compassion in our racially, socio-

economically, culturally and religiously diverse 

classrooms. I implore all educators to provide their 

students with this invaluable opportunity. 

 

Grace Magnani teaches English II and English II  

Pre-AP at Ridge Point High School. 

Compassion 101 : How the Socratic Seminar is a Vital Process in Today’s Diverse Classroom 

By: Grace Magnani 
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Ever since I read Jonathan Safran Foer’s article “Emptiness” about his fascination and promise of the emp-

ty page, I’ve been wondering about my own collections concerning writing. I collect books. I collect model 

student papers, but most of this stuff was in my hand. Well, a couple of years ago, I began giving away 

framed pages of my annotations to friends. I would consider the friend, find a book that I’ve read that I 

thought they might like or made me think of them, check the text for annotations, photocopy the passage, 

frame it and give the annotated page as a gift. 

 

The Annotation Project by Javier Martinez 
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As I kept making more gifts, people kept commenting on how they enjoyed them. 

Throughout my different living spaces, I would put up annotations or frame favorite pages of books. Over 

time, using the Foer as a model, I wrote some of my favorite authors and asked if they wanted to contrib-

ute a photocopied-annotated manuscript page or a photocopy of their reading to the wall. Some replied, 

while others only read and wrote electronically. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Every once in a while, I would take one or two up to school to show students. They were fascinated. It was then I real-

ized how little modeling they had of annotations in the process of reading or writing. Yes, they’d seen me do it, but that 

was about it. So when it was appropriate, I would show annotations from readers/writers from Obama, Coppola, and 

whatever else I could find on-line. And while they thought it was cool, the students didn’t seem to respond the same 

way to the screen as they did when they saw them in a frame. The framing provided it’s own rhetoric. It told the stu-

dents that writing and the notes are important to our process as readers, writers, and persons. 

And finally the invitation. If you would like to contribute an annotated page of your reading or notes you’ve made on a 

manuscript (photocopied or original), feel free to get in touch. I’m looking to put a collection together of physical copies 

of annotations in all shapes and sizes. 

Javier Martinez teaches English at Northbrook High School.  Javier welcomes contributions to his annotation project at: 

School: Javier.martinez@springbranchisd.com 

Personal: nothingoriginal@sbcglobal.net 

Twitter: @martinez_fte 

The Annotation Project by Javier Martinez 
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Grit.  I hear this word in meetings, on Ted talks, in 

discussions, and more. But what is it and do you 

have it? Duckworth (2013) defines grit as, “passion 

and perseverance for very long term goals. Grit is 

having stamina. Grit is sticking with your future, day 

in day out, not just for the week, not just for the 

month, but for years and working really hard to 

make that future a reality. Grit is living life like it’s 

a marathon, not a sprint.”  

I realized that rich people are more likely to gradu-

ate. It has left me wondering, are they the only ones 

that have grit, or is grit learned? Tough (2014) claims 

that many poverty stricken high school seniors can 

get into college, but the likelihood of them making it 

out is one in six, compared to an affluent students 

whose chances are two in three.” I propose that grit 

is 1) being able to face obstacles and overcome them 

and 2) that support systems are vital to grit.  

College 

When I was accepted into college, I was also given 

an application for the Texas Interdisciplinary Plan 

Scholars. “The mission of TIP Scholars program is to 

transform the learning experience for UT students by 

creating a small academic community that promotes 

academic excellence and intellectual investment. 

TIP Scholars are challenged to make the most of 

what a premier, large research university has to of-

fer while also being a member of a close network of 

peers, staff, and faculty.” It NEVER reads that they 

pick first year students that are at risk of not gradu-

ating, although that is a major focus of the selection 

process. David Laude, the founder of TIP, asked stu-

dents that have low test scores, uneducated parents, 

or a low family income to become a part of the TIP 

program (Tough, 2014). The program offers that 

there will be small groups of extra instruction and 

support with a mentor. As a recent graduate, the TIP 

program provided me with a support system of other 

like-people to deal with the struggles of college.  

The first math test I took, I bombed. I was frantic 

due to the fact that the course only consisted of 

three tests and a final. Day in and day out, I was in 

my professor’s office hours. Unfortunately, he was 

a genius from MIT, and I don’t speak the genius 

language, so he was not much help. I guess he saw 

I cared- I HOPE he saw I cared. Needless to say, 

the most important key to my success in that class 

was my TIP mentees; they struggled too. The act 

of venting and studying together got me through 

the class. The TIP program supported me fully my 

first two years, and then by request through the 

completion of my degree. There is an unexplaina-

ble bond with my TIP group; those six girls will for-

ever be a part of my UT experience.  There were 

low times academically and socially in college, but 

the TIP program helped me maintain a sense of 

grit, that I really can move forward.  

Teaching  

One-third of all new teachers leave after three 

years, and 46 percent are gone within five years 

(Kapowski, 2013).  As a recent graduate, I am 

around many young and inexperienced teachers. I 

have yet to see or believe that nearly half of us are 

labeled “bad” teachers. So what is it that makes 

them quit? Is it the classroom side, or the school 

environment side? There is a lack of grit among 

these teachers, and I propose that it is their lack 

of support and willingness to ask for help.  

It was a rough first year. I walked in thinking I 

would change minds; not just mine, but my col-

leagues- that I had something to offer. I had to not 

only realize I can’t change everything, but learn 

that I can’t trust everyone- many a days I cried 

over that fact. But what helped me through was 

one specific colleague. She was an experienced 

teacher, so my venting strategically did not turn 

into complaining and hating my profession, but it 

turned into support and guidance on many minor 

and large issues. There are few experienced teach-

ers that I feel safe to share my struggles with, but 

it is necessary for my grit as a teacher. I can find 

like-minded new teachers to share my problems 

with, but those conversations quickly turn into is-

sues that are unsolvable and can cause a huge 

Feel Like Giving Up? The Key to Finishing What You Planned by Jacquelyn Phillips 
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amount of stress on all parties involved. When you 

tell an experienced, open, and honest teacher your 

struggles, they not only understand, but they have 

experience strategies to back it up.  

I began working in December, so the students had a 

long term sub in the fall semester. It was one of the 

hardest situations I have walked into, to say the 

least. My 7th period class was a TERROR. I had one 

ring leader of the pack that shot every idea that 

came across the table, one that had personal com-

ments on everything I said or did, about five that 

laid their head down as soon as they walked in, and 

then the rest of them scared to death to make a 

move in the room.  I used my minimal tools from the 

toolbox, but the class just was not handling me well, 

and I was not handling them well. I felt I couldn’t 

contact administration, because whose fault is it in 

their eyes? I couldn’t let my leaders know, because 

whose fault is it in their eyes? New teachers are ex-

pected to perform at the level of every other teach-

er, so I was very strategic on getting help- it had to 

be someone I could trust and it had to be someone 

that would not see this as a fault of mine, but as a 

step in to having a successful classroom. I finally put 

my trust in that one teacher on this issue, and told 

her I needed help my second week. She came and 

observed the zoo, and through her eyes, I could see I 

had failed as a teacher; I wanted to crawl up into a 

hole and cry.  After school she stayed, and to my 

surprise, she encouraged me by thanking me for let-

ting her come in and that it took some willpower to 

let her come in. Not once did I feel judged and to 

this day she still tells me that she gained so much 

respect for me for not walking out of education be-

cause of that class.  

I wish I could say that 7th period turned into my best 

class by the end of the three months, but they were-

n’t. I can tell you that the bonding of that experi-

enced teacher and I has gone a long way. Whenever I 

need something, she is there for me. Our profession-

al relationship has turned into a friendship that I val-

ue dearly. She has supported me the entire way 

through, oblivious to the fact that she is instilling 

grit in me by the day.  

Problems arise daily in our lives; it is inevitable. 

But what makes a successful student and teacher is 

grit. We have to see the big picture and we have to 

understand that we will fail many times. We also 

have to realize that in a completely social environ-

ment of college and teaching, it is vital that we 

express our troubles to someone. Through our pain 

and suffering, we just might realize how beautiful 

our lives really are.  
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School has been in session for a few months now, 

and my students came in with their homework com-

pleted correctly, sitting in the desk before the tardy 

bell, pencil in hand, notebook ready for note-taking, 

book open, and listening attentively, waiting for me 

to start the class. A few of the boys in the back 

started to become a little rowdy as the lesson start-

ed. “Boys,” I said, “5…4…3…2…1…all eyes front.” 

They immediately stopped the ruckus and turned to 

the front, and I continued with the lesson. Seems 

like a perfect class, right? If only this was real life.  

Julian 

During my first year of teaching fifth grade, I met 

Julian.  He was 13-years-old, and every teacher told 

me how bad he was. Being an optimistic teacher, I 

was going to give him the benefit of the doubt. That 

lasted all of a few months. I would literally pray eve-

ry single morning before walking into the school: 

“Dear Lord, please let me get through this day. If I 

can get through today, I can get through the rest of 

the year. Amen.” 

One day after recess, I noticed Julian fighting with 

two other students. I sent all three to the office. 

About 10 minutes later, the others returned, but Jul-

ian didn’t. I left my classroom unattended, which is 

always a no-no, but I was concerned about Julian. 

When I turned the corner, I saw Julian up against the 

wall with the assistant principal in his face, pointing 

and scolding him. As much as Julian drove me in-

sane, I wanted to instantly run to his defense. Right 

then I knew it was not his fault.  

From that day forward, Julian became my helper. 

Before lunch, he became responsible for giving eve-

ryone hand sanitizer. He passed out the supplies or 

graded work. And if he finished his work and be-

haved properly, he could go help the art teacher 

with the kindergarteners on Fridays. I saw a com-

plete turnaround with him. Upon fifth grade gradua-

tion, I was happy to see it end, but I couldn’t help 

feel sad about not seeing Julian. I still have the pic-

ture we took in his cap and gown.  

Jasmine 

I can remember the last day I saw her. She sat on 

the right side of my classroom, about three or four 

desks back. When handing in her test, she shared 

her great news about making the high school dance 

team for the next year. I congratulated her, and 

then the bell rang.  

While in Galveston that weekend, my colleague 

called with the devastating news. “Her mother 

found her in the closet hanging,” she managed to 

whisper over the phone. I hung up the phone and 

just stared. They don’t teach you about this in col-

lege.  

Once returning to school, my colleagues and I went 

to the funeral. I walked towards the open casket 

staring down at Jasmine’s angelic face. A scarf laid 

around her neck to cover the bruises left from the 

belt she used. I couldn’t hold back any longer, and 

soon tears streamed down my face. We followed 

the family to the burial, and still to this day, when 

I drive past the cemetery, I say a small prayer. 

Morgan 

During my second year of teaching high school, I 

became the step team sponsor, and Morgan was 

the step master (captain).   My first year as spon-

sor served as learning the ropes, so when I contin-

ued on the second year, I knew what to do and not 

to do. Unfortunately, that didn’t fly with Morgan.  

Then a senior, she developed “senior-itis” and 

came and went as she pleased. Her attitude was 

very ego-driven, and it became clear to all of us 

that the step team fell off her priority list. I gave 

her a deadline to make up her mind about being on 

the team, which she missed and ended up being 

removed. Eventually, I was called in the office be-

cause her mother was not happy with my decision 

to kick her off. Communication was cut off from 

there on since she was no longer part of the team. 

Years later, I ran into her while I was out with 

friends at a bar. Imagine one of your former stu-

Top Hat, Viel, and Fedora by Keona Bazilio 
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dents calling out your name while you’re holding a 

beer. I turned around and was completely embar-

rassed. We chatted a bit, and then she left. Some 

weeks later, I received a text from Morgan (my num-

ber hadn’t changed in 10 years, so she still had it 

from step team days) asking what I had planned for 

Memorial Day and if we could hang out. I was unsure 

of what to say because she is a former student of 

mine, and it would be so strange. I invited her any-

way.  

“You know, if there is ever anyone you wanted to 

teach something to, let it be me,” Morgan says to 

me during our second outing. I looked at her strange-

ly, “What do you mean?” “Well, she began, “my 

mom and I were never really close, so I never had 

that role model to teach me how to be a woman. 

I’ve always looked up to you and admired how suc-

cessful you were, and I just want to surround myself 

with people like you.” I couldn’t believe what came 

out of her mouth. All I could think about was how 

she acted in high school and how I would stress over 

her attitude and manipulative ways. It was refresh-

ing to hear it and was so unexpected.  “You’re going 

to make me cry,” I managed to get out, giving her a 

hug.  

Julian, Jasmine, and Morgan are the real life stu-

dents that teachers encounter every single day. I 

never knew I would have this kind of impact on my 

students, nor the impact they would have on me. 

College does not prepare you for these moments. 

Real life does. We aren’t ever just teachers. We be-

come parents, mentors, nurses, role models, counse-

lors, big sisters or brothers, coaches, disciplinarians, 

and life-savers. Our paychecks do not reflect our 

commitment and responsibility to our profession. 

The dedication and countless hours we put in often 

go unnoticed, and it only takes one sticky note, one 

letter, or one hug from a student that makes our 

jobs worthwhile.  

 

 

Keona Bazilio teachers English IV at Spring Woods 
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I’m the assistant principal of a charter school, but I still think of myself as a literacy teacher.  While much 

of my day consists of dealing with paperwork and management, my favorite part of my job is teaching and 

learning alongside colleagues and kids. 

A wonderful fifth grade ELA teacher, Laura Grabarschick, was beginning a fiction piece with her students.  

We discussed the power of a beginning narrative writing with a “what if” question.  As Stephen King (2000) 

notes, “A strong enough situation renders the whole question of plot moot. The most interesting situations 

can usually be expressed as a what-if question:  

What if vampires invaded a small New England village? (Salem's Lot).  

What if a young mother and her son became trapped in their stalled car by a rabid dog? (Cujo).” 

We thought it might be fun if I tried a “what if” lesson with her class. 

I remember that when I was a kid, I used to read a comic book called What If? in which a cosmic being 

called The Watcher told alternative reality stories about the Marvel super heroes.  
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I thought this would be an engaging way to introduce the idea of “what if” questions. 

Deciding that having students write “what if” questions about characters they already were familiar with 

would provide scaffolding and engagement, I printed out pictures of Elsa from Frozen, Batman, Spider-

Man, Dexter from Dexter’s Laboratory, Blossom from The Powderpuff Girls, Pikachu from Pokemon, and 

Rainbow Dash from My Little Pony and taped them on big pieces of chart paper where they would write.  

When kids walked into class, they already were interested in the pictures, saying “Oooh!  I want Pikachu!”  

They already were engaged and had background knowledge of the characters they were to write about.  

While eventually kids will be creating their own fictional worlds, it was a scaffold for the beginning of the 

writing process to link the known with the unknown of crafting their “what if” questions.  Too, series writ-

ing is real-world writing, as many authors make a good living crafting installments of established charac-

ters. 

Beginning the lesson as kids sat around me on the carpet, I said, “Any story has its beginning with the writ-

er thinking about a ‘what if’ statement.  When I was a kid, I used to read a comic called What If?”  I shared 

examples of storylines and showed the comic book covers on our anchor chart. 

Then I modeled the process of analyzing the possible “what if” questions from a work they would know.  

“I’m thinking about the possible “what if” question about a film I saw with my son, The Lego Movie.  I’m 

thinking that the writer might have started this story by thinking, ‘What if Legos came to life?’” 

A student volunteered, “That’s like Toy Story too!” 

I said, “Great connection you’re making.  The writer of Toy Story probably started with a similar ‘what if’ 

question.” 

Turning more responsibility over to the students, I asked, “I want you to think about what might be ‘what 

if’ questions that the writer of Frozen began with.  There’s no one right answer, as many `what ifs’ often 

go into writing a story.  Think about it a moment…” offering wait time.   “Now, turn and talk to your neigh-

bor about what you are thinking.” 

As we came back together, students shared questions such as, “What if you had winter powers? What if the 

powers went crazy? What if your parents died?” 
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As we transitioned from analyzing author’s craft to applying this to our own writing, I drew on Heather Lat-

timer’s Thinking through Genre (2003), in which the author states that “what ifs” often stem from the 

stress points of a character (p. 182).  I said, “You know, these “what ifs” often come from the stress points 

of a character.  Stress points are things the characters worry about or dangers they face.  I was reading my 

son a Ninjago story a few nights ago.  My son knows much more about Ninjago than I do so I asked him to 

tell me the stress points of the character Kai.”  I listed some of the stress points.  Part of reason of men-

tioning reading with my son was to model myself as a reader in my real life, just as when I talked about my 

comic book reading as a kid. 

 

I modelled thinking about how a stress point can lead to a “what if…”  “I’m thinking about the stress point 

for Kai of having to pass tests made by his Sensei Wu.  I’m thinking, what if one of the tests were if Kai had 

to jump over 100 knives?” 
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“Now I want you to think about Kai’s stress points.  What are some ‘what ifs’ that might come from these 

stress points?  Think about it a moment….”  Students turned and talked and then shared out.  They came 

up with some great starts to stories such as, “What if Sumakai kidnapped Kai’s sister?  What if the golden 

weapons Kai had to find were hidden at the top of a mountain?” 

I did this lesson twice, and the second time the students started crafting ‘what ifs’ that were negatives 

that didn’t really lead anywhere, such as “What if Kai had no sister? What if Kai didn’t have a sensei?” I 

realized that I had not modelled that “what ifs” have to take us somewhere interesting and quickly tried to 

reteach this, with only partial effectiveness.  If I were to teach this a third time, I would definitely model 

this more explicitly up front. 

In transitioning to students writing in groups, we used the fishbowl strategy to model the small group writ-

ing process of stress points and “what ifs” for Spider-Man.  I sat with three students while the rest circled 

around to illustrate the kind of thinking we wanted in discussing out writing.  As students shared “what 

ifs,” I tried to scaffold their writing process by moving towards specificity.  “I like your what if statement 

‘What if Spider-man’s girlfriend what endanger?’ But the job of our writing partners is to make out ‘what 

ifs’ as specific as possible.  Who is Spider-man’s girlfriend?  How could she be in danger?”  Students revised 

their “what if” to be, “What if Mary Jane were kidnapped by Doctor Octopus?” 

The transition from fishbowl to small group was rocky in both lessons.  A hard part about demo lessons is 

that you do not have established routines with the kids.  I wanted the kids to be able to choose which char-

acter they were to write about and I knew this process might get a bit chaotic.  The first lesson I just tried 
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to section kids off to go and pick, the second I numbered them one, two or three to release them.  I did 

keep a few blank sheets of chart paper for kids who wanted to pick another character or wanted to write 

about one of the characters whose group was filled.  There was some confusion in the process, but I felt 

the engagement based on choice outweighed the easier process of just assigning kids a character. 

I continued to work on specificity of “what ifs” with the groups as they worked.  One group started, “What 

if Elsa is scared of people”  I asked why she might be scared and the students revised, “What if Elsa was 

scared of people because she doesn’t want to hurt them with her winter powers?”   

I really enjoyed this lesson.  In scaffolding writing, I try to learn from the moves of writers from engaging, 

authentic pieces and then model my own thinking as I write alongside the kids.  That’s the only way I I’ve 

found effective in moving writers forward. 
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The Mercedes Bonner New Teacher Grant 

Promoting the Art and Craft of Teaching 

Scholarship Rules and Entry Form Entry must be received 

 via email by January 8, 2015 

Name:_______________________________________________________________ 

Address: _____________________________________________________________ 

Telephone Number: _____________________Work Phone ____________________ 

Email Address: ________________________________________________________ 

School District: ________________________________________________________ 

Grade and Subjects you teach:____________________________________________ 

Permission to Publish Name and Picture 

(Permission is not a requirement of eligibility to receive the grant, but it is required for WHACTE to be 

able to publish your name and picture if you do win.) 

I, _______________________________ give permission to WHACTE to publish my name and picture in their news-

letter (The Elaborator) and on their website,  

www.whacte.org. 

To my knowledge, the above information is accurate. 

Applicant's Signature ___________________________________Date_______________ 

THE GRANT: 

W.H.A.C.T.E. will review the entry forms and choose up to three deserving recipients. 

Each recipient will receive a $500.00 grant to be used for professional development, including travel 

and registration expenses for conferences, materials or tuition fees for professional growth, and/or ma-

terials for the classroom. 

All recipients will receive memberships in W.H.A.C.T.E. for a school year. 

THE RULES: 

Must be a FIRST or SECOND year teacher in a W.H.A.C.T.E. district. 

Must teach in the area of Language Arts/English/Literature 

Will receive notification following the board meeting in the spring and will be awarded the grant during 

a W.H.A.C.T.E. event. 

Must submit request for funds for professional development to W.H.A.C.T.E. 
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Must submit receipts to W.H.A.C.T.E. to validate appropriate use of funds. 

THE QUESTIONS: 

Keep the responses specific; limit each response to approximately 125 words. 

If you would like to attach a video, photo, or other artifact to your entry form, please be sure the attach-

ment relates to one of the seven questions. 

Completed entry forms will be emailed to: dyrobinson@gmail.com. In the subject line of the email, 

please type Grant. 

1. What is your educational philosophy and what contribution do you hope to make to the field of educa-

tion? 

2. What inspired you to be an ELA teacher? 

3. In what way did your undergraduate studies prepare you or not adequately prepare you for the class-

room? 

4. What is something you are struggling with as a novice in teaching and what steps will you take to find 

solutions? 

5. Share with the committee a professional “celebration” you have enjoyed in the classroom. 

6. Describe a volunteer activity you have participated in or are currently participating in that exempli-

fies your commitment to the community and what you value as a person. 

7. How will you use this scholarship to grow professionally? 

5. Share with the committee a professional “celebration” you have enjoyed in the classroom. 

6. Describe a volunteer activity you have participated in or are currently participating in that exempli-

fies your commitment to the community and what you value as a person. 

7. How will you use this scholarship to grow professionally? 
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