
 

 

President’s Message 

It’s the end of the school year! If you’re like me, you are day-

dreaming of what you will do on your first day off. For me, it’s 

thoughts of a whole day in my pajamas binge-watching Netflix 

and turning my brain off for the first time in months. Once I’m 

tired of that, there’s a tall stack of books waiting for the down 

time, including the new Pulitzer prize-winner, All the Light We 

Cannot See, Newberry winner Crossover, and new books by Jeff 

Anderson and Joyce Armstrong Carroll.  

Summer is always the time to regroup and renew. In light of our 

recent floods, some of us will have a lot of that to do. As an 

English teacher, I see metaphor in everything, and I can’t help 

but equate the overwhelming amount of water to the over-

whelming amount of work that comes at the end of the year. I 

hope your summer gives you opportunities to rebuild in many 

ways. Don’t forget to read. Don’t forget to rest. And don’t for-

get to join us again in the fall.  

Happy summertime! 

Kristen Stapp 

President, WHACTE 
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A Review of Grammar Keepers: Lessons That Tackle Students’ 

Most Persistent Problems Once and for All, Grades 4-12  

by Gretchen Bernabei (2015) 

 

Teaching grammar to students at any age can be frustrating at 

best, or like throwing jello at the wall and trying to make it stick 

at its worst. Let’s face it—most students do not have aspirations 

to be grammarians, and they want to know enough just to get 

by. However, we have all been alarmed at the state assessment 

results in the realm of writing, and students’ understanding of 

all things related to grammar are on the radar. Gretechen 

Bernabei, in Grammar Keepers: Lessons That Tackle Students’ 

Most Persistent Problems Once and for All, Grades 4-12, pre-

sents some tangible solutions to the most challenging grammar 

obstacles for students. There are no new ideas under the sun, 

and you have probably done some, if not many, of the strategies 

she promotes; however, what makes this book different is the 

three ingredient-approach to grammar instruction. First, she 

suggests that students engage in daily journal writing. In their 

journal writing, students will practice and master the lessons on 

punctuation, usage, and sentence structure in an authentic con-

text. Second, students will engage in mini-lessons that provide 

kid-friendly approaches to teaching grammar in a way that actu-

ally transfers into students’ thinking and writing. These mini-

lessons include interactive dialogue that allows for social inter-

action as students practice making grammatical choices in 

speech first. Finally, teachers attend to tracking charts to moni-

tor progress in teaching grammar. Tracking charts are visual 

tools to help both teachers and students refer to what they have 

internalized and how grammatical components fit together. The 

tracking charts are visual reminders that can also be placed in 

students’ writing journals with annotations and reminders. 

What’s even better? Bernabei’s approach doesn’t ask teachers 

to add one more thing to an already full plate—lessons are 

integrated within the context of whatever else is already be-

ing taught. Bernabei has included a handy chart at the end of 

the book so that teachers can identify the grammar rules re-

peatedly tested in a given state (also found at 

www.resources.corwin.com/bernabeigrammar). This site also 

contains free snippets from the book that are genuinely appli-

cable and helpful for ELA classrooms. In fact, a blank Keepers 

101 Chart is included at this site as well. A few of my favorites 

that will spice up a grammar lesson and make it meaningful 

and interesting for students—punctuating dialogue using the 

“chicken dance” and “pitchforking” to teach students how to 

take one individual part of a sentence and split it into multi-

ples (to produce compound sentences, compound predicates, 

compounds objects of prepositions, compound adjectives, and 

compound clauses). What I like most about Bernabei’s ap-

proach is that it WILL click and stick with students. The in-

structional ideas presented are interesting and engaging. 

Bernabei takes students away from worksheets and moves 

grammar into a realm of that which is interesting and 

worthy of attempting and doing. Additionally, the many 

approaches she provides make grammar an accessible 

subject for all students. I have books that I carry every-

where I go—just in case. My bag just got a little bit 

heavier—I will be toting this along with me everywhere I 

go! 

Kristi Thaemlitz is an Education Specialist in Reading / Lan-

guage Arts / Social Studies at Region 4 Education Service Cen-

ter. 

Book Review by Kristi Thaemlitz  
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In an effort to better serve students and help them reach their postsecondary education goals, College Board has identified those 
factors most important for college and career readiness. Key principles include improving college readiness by starting early in 
middle school and continuing through high school with a focus in greater depth on fewer areas of knowledge.  Rigorous course 

work, a strong “going-to-college” culture, and support for those students who have fallen behind are key principles. 

College Board reports statistics for 2014 which indicate that only 43% of high school graduates who took the SAT met the SAT Col-

lege Readiness Benchmarks. Such results often require remediation in one or more subject areas. 

Language Arts teachers should become aware of the changes to the SAT and begin to preview the resources available. Some of the 
significant changes to the Redesigned SAT include an optional Essay, four not five answer choices, and Rights-only Scoring, with no 
deduction for wrong responses or blank responses. Scale ranging from 400-1600, 200-800 for Evidence-Based Reading and Writing; 
200-800 for Math, optional Essay reported separately 2-8 on each of three traits of writing. Students need to consult with the col-
lege of choice regarding the optional essay as many colleges will not require it as they believe the writing portion will be sufficient 

proof of college readiness in writing.  

SAT Reading has been renamed Evidence-Based Reading. 

 The sentence completion questions have been removed. 

 Short reading passages have been replaced with long passages and one paired passage. 

 At least one reading passage will include a passage from one of America’s founding documents or a document from the “Great 
Global Conversation” such as a congressional speech, or topics on freedom, justice, or liberty. Resources can be found at 

www.let.rug.nl/usa 

 Certain questions will address the passage as a whole with questions about the purpose, tone, and soundness of reasoning, 

making it more difficult to skip the text and go directly to the questions. 

 Answers are derived from what is explicitly stated as well as what is implied or inferred. 

 The “Command of Evidence” questions will require students to analyze the evidence presented for its contribution to the pur-

pose of the passage. 

 Certain questions require students to identify a portion of the passage that provides support for an answer in a previous ques-

tion. 

 Some of the passages will include a table, chart, or graph and require students to synthesize ideas and information across mul-

tiple passages. 

 Vocabulary is tested in context and requires students to interpret a word and how the word influences meaning, shapes mood 

or tone, or how it reflects point of view. 

In short, the Evidence-Based Reading focuses on close reading of challenging passages and graphics in a wide array of subject are-

as. 

Changes to the SAT Writing Section: 

 The stand-alone sentences with grammatical errors has been replaced with longer passages. 

 Focus will be on student as editor. 

 Questions will focus on development, organization, and effective language use. 

 Questions will also address conformity to standard written English grammar, usage, and punctuation. 

 Most questions ask students to choose best of three alternatives. 

 Certain questions may ask students to correct a passage’s inaccurate interpretation of data present in a table. 

Like the Evidence-Based Reading, the Writing and Language Test focuses on revising and editing for words that reflect purpose 

and/or improve precision and concision and those answer choices that help develop ideas for improving focus and cohesion.  

Donna Robinson is retired from Katy ISD. 

Changes are coming for SAT/ PSAT/NMSQT by Donna Robinson 
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As we look forward to adding new titles for our students to read next year, take a look at some 

award reading book lists: 

 

TAYSHAS 

 
http://www.txla.org/groups/tayshas 

 

Lone Star 

 
http://www.txla.org/groups/lone-star 

 

Maverick (Graphic Novels) 

 
http://www.txla.org/groups/Maverick  
 
Newberry 

http://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/newberymedal/newberymedal 

 

Caldecott 

 

http://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/caldecottmedal/caldecottmedal 

 

Award Winning Books 
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Teaching is humbling. Every year I seem to have that 

one class period that drives me crazy. It is typically 7th 

period as they are antsy for the bell to ring, but the pe-

riod right before lunch can contend pretty hard too. 

My most academically disadvantaged students that I 

had required a different type of teacher than I was 

used to in the past. Some days I went home crying be-

cause I felt like I couldn’t help them. But then the next 

day I would leave filled with energy that I thought that 

I had reached them. “I don’t deserve to have to deal 

with them” crossed my mind so many times during the 

rough days. Reflecting on the year, I realized that the 

difficult days served as learning days for me. Of 

course I need to teach them because if I don’t, then 

who would? Of course they have the capacity to drive 

me crazy, they are children. And lastly, of course I 

wouldn’t trade them for anyone, I need them for my 

own growth sometimes more than they need me for 

theirs.  

 

Despite having good and bad days, we truly make a 

difference every day. The students grow socially and 

academically over the course of the year. I had a stu-

dent at the beginning of the year say that science was 

her favorite subject. Every week we did a journal writ-

ing and then every nine weeks we would turn it into a 

true paper that went through the entire writing process. 

She used to despise writing and was vocal about it, but 

obliged to my writing requests on a weekly basis. I 

sometimes would catch her writing after my allotted 

time period, which of course, made me smile. In April, 

the students filled out a college/career application and 

this student wrote that she wants to be a writer. Job 

done in my mind. Small successes from a small (or 

large) number of students can make our entire career 

worth it.   

      

Not only is educating rewarding, but it is challenging. 

There are frustrations that cannot be fixed in a day, let 

alone a lifetime in the educational system. Personali-

ties of students and teachers clash, deadlines come and 

go a mile a minute, data reveals unpleasant news, 

and policies from the federal, state, and local gov-

ernments sometimes clash with our expectations. 

Teachers make a countless number of decisions dai-

ly and one of those decisions is to keep coming back 

and giving our best. Day in and day out we choose to 

be the best we can be because we believe in our stu-

dents, change, and success.  

      

Most importantly, teachers make an immeasurable 

investment in our economy and world. The original 

purpose of the educational system was to create and 

foster law abiding and productive citizens.  Every 

educator is a part of creating thoughtful and reflec-

tive people. One day our students will be the leaders 

of our nation, the heads of households, and the ex-

amples for future generations. It is vital that we pro-

mote skills, humility, commitment and spirit in our 

students. Some students inspire us today and some 

require more time. Have faith that they will come 

around. Keep believing in them. We never will never 

truly fathom our influence.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jacquelyn Phillips teacher English I at Spring Woods 

High school. 

Teaching Matters by Jacquelyn Phillips 
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Upon winning the $1 million Global Teacher 

Award, Nancie Atwell commented, "Public 

school teachers are so constrained right now by 

the common core standards and the tests that 

are developed to monitor what teachers are do-

ing with them," she said. "If you're a creative, 

smart young person, I don't think this is the time 

to go into teaching unless an independent school 

would suit you."  In my tenth year in education, 

I can’t say that the same thought hasn’t crossed 

my mind. 

In the era of No Child Left Behind, teachers 

have the cards stacked against them.  Educators 

live in the pressure cooker of high-stakes testing 

which seldom measures the work that real read-

ers, writers, mathematicians, scientists, and his-

torians do.  Many of us work is school systems so 

dysfunctional that the act of teaching feels like 

one is trying to paint a forest landscape while an 

army of bulldozers roars by to tear it down.  

Teaching isn’t easy in ideal circumstances, but 

it seems America has gone out of its way to 

make it difficult to educate its children. 

Yet even when there are challenges due to dis-

trict mandates, everyday offers teachers the op-

portunity to make a difference in the lives of 

kids.  The day before I wrote these words, an 

eighth grade kid I’ve been working with all year 

came up to me and told me one of his friends 

was dying of a gunshot wound.  My student is 

extremely bright but struggles with seeing a vi-

sion for his future in the violent world in which 

he lives.  I didn’t have all the answers for him, 

but I could listen and talk about grief, hope and 

possibilities.  The same day at lunch duty, a 

fourth grade student asked me teach him how to 

draw a dragon.  After I drew one, he added a 

knight handing the dragon a heart, saying “Take 

that!”  He ran away, waving the picture and 

smiling.  Every educator who cares could tell 

such stories, and I wouldn’t trade these oppor-

tunities to work with kids for the best benefits 

package and 401k plan the corporate world 

could offer. 

So my advice in this time when the big picture 

of education seems so bleak is to think small.  

Let’s focus on what good we can do today for 

our kids.  We can be kind amid statisticians 

who treat kids like numbers, reflective in a 

profession pushing mindless standardization.     

Teachers make hundreds of decisions every 

day and we tend to beat ourselves up for our 

mistakes, rather than celebrate our victories. 

In our rocking chairs some day we can know 

that we did our best to be good and help chil-

dren.  And what could be better than that? 
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Stephen Winton is Assistant Principal at Har-

mony School of Excellence—Endeavor. 

When the Big Picture is Bleak, Think Small by Stephen Winton 
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