
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Many thanks to all those who attended and 

helped at this year’s Texas Council of 

Teachers of English Language Arts confer-

ence here in H-town. The conference was 

one of the largest in the history of the or-

ganization. WHACTE acted as local hosts, 

welcoming guests to our community.  

In addition to WHACTE members, we had a 

group of pre-service teachers from Univer-

sity of Houston-Downtown, young and fresh 

and eager, who worked tirelessly setting up 

AV, running errands for speakers, directing 

participants to rooms, and generally run-

ning hither and thither. Their excitement 

was contagious, and they seemed to view 

all of us old veterans as rock stars.  

Their presence reminded me of all our new 

teachers out there and teaching next door 

to us. Research tells us that the first se-

mester of a new teacher’s year swings 

quickly from anticipation into survival and 

disillusionment. Many of them may already 

be contemplating a future outside of edu-

cation once that last bell rings, taking their 

talent and energy with them. Check in on 

our newbies as they enter the STAAR test-

ing season, with all its requisite stressors 

and schedules and silliness. If you are 

new to the profession, hang in there. 

Focus on the relationships with your 

students, and with fellow teachers, 

young and old. In these we find support 

and solace and a little humor to get 

through the day. In the words of Dr. 

Edmund Farrell, granddaddy of all things 

ELA in Texas,  great teachers “go unher-

alded in literature, uncodified in text-

books, unobserved by outsiders, but by 

the strength of a democracy he shall be 

known” (Farrell, 43).  

As we enter this season of testing, re-
member to focus on your TEKS and the 
test will take care of itself. We are 
guiding students on their literacy jour-
neys, and testing is just a stop on that 
journey. For grins, and to try to keep it 
all in perspective, check out this list of 
“fun” things to do while actively moni-
toring:  
http://www.weareteachers.com/blogs/
post/2015/01/29/17-more-things-you-
can-do-while-actively-monitoring-a-
standardized-
test#.VM0RAhj77B8.facebook.  
Made me giggle! 

Best wishes for a happy spring! 

Kristen Stapp-Nance 

Farrell, Edmund. (2011). Toward the 

definition of a great teacher. In L. Pat-

terson (Ed), Living the English Profes-

sion: Selected Writings of Edmund J. 

Farrell (pp.40-43). Spring, TX: Absey 

and Company. 
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I waited over 15 years to attend NCTE—
the timing had not been right, the loca-
tion inconvenient, the cost too high—and 
yet, I was finally here. I was so excited 
that I could barely wait for my first ses-
sion to begin. When I closed my eyes, I 
could see my schedule. Instant recall for 
those of use who can order from the 55 
and older menu is very exciting!  For 
months I selected, reselected, deleted, 
added, and generally rearranged my four 
(or more) preferred sessions for each 

time slot; yes, I was ready. 

I began with a session by the Smithsonian 
American Art Museum, Telling American 
Stories Through Art. In a single word, A-M
-A-Z-I-N-G! “Finding the Story in Artwork” 
leads the students through character 
analysis, setting, plot, conflict, and 
theme before they realize that they are 
actually learning. If you are interested, 
check out the very affordable summer in-
stitute opportunities at http://
americanartsi.edu/education/dev/

institutes/. 

My favorite session, Hacking Our Stories: 
The Landscape of the Hackjam, was so 
much fun that no one wanted to leave! 
We looked at the notion of hacking by re-
imagining the possibilities that hide with-

in the ELAR classroom. This session 
started with what I would have sworn 
was a heart attack—she ripped those 
books apart! The session ended with 
laughter, sheer joy, and such profession-
al growth. No words can adequately de-
scribe the experience, but you can get 
the general idea by visiting http://
digitalis.nwp.org/site-blog/hacking-

ncte-conference-ncte14-hackjam/6251. 

 
Monday, I attended a workshop, Teach-
ing Students Research Writing: Ques-
tions, Stories, and Resources; it was an 
eye opening experience, literally. I sat 
there with all the other nerds who 
couldn’t bear to go home on Sunday, 
peering at the screen, and there it 
was . . . the answer to the short answer 
dilemma in Texas. Pull out a single para-
graph from the Turabian method and 
you have an excellent way to teach the 
short answer! And even better, all the 
worksheets (26 in total) you need for 
teaching Turabian-based research and 
analytical writing (analytical paragraph) 
are free and printable! Take a look at 

bit.ly/TCCtopics.  

 
I eventually had to leave; the hotel 
made me. Apparently there is some silly 
rule where if you don’t pay, you can’t 
stay. But as the taxi driver took my life 
in his hands on the trip to the airport, I 
was smiling. TCTELA was just around 
the corner. 
 
Sandra Starr is an Education specialist 
at Region 4. 

NCTE or Bust by Sandra Starr 
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I was drawn to Beyond the Five-Paragraph Essay 

by Kimberly Hill Campbell & Kristi Latimer from 

the moment I saw it, and it wasn’t because one 

of the authors spells her name as I do, I prom-

ise. I was drawn to this book because this is the 

most frequent conversation I hear discussed by 

ELA teachers of all grade levels: to write with a 

formula or not to write with a formula. We have 

all been teachers in classrooms where we pro-

vide structure as a scaffold, but we often have 

to decide when and how much structure our stu-

dents need. Most ELA teachers would agree that 

too much structure sort of destroys the voice of 

the writer, making the writing singular-minded 

and cookie-cutter-ish. However, some kids will 

sit and endlessly stare at a blank sheet of paper 

without specificity on how to write and what to 

write. On the other hand, we want our students 

to be independent thinkers and writers…so…

what to do?  

For many teachers, there is an endless debate 

regarding the pros and cons of providing too 

many formulaic requirements. This book ex-

plores the WHAT TO DO? question. This profes-

sional book presents strategies that move writ-

ers beyond the five-paragraph essay into real 

thinking and analyzing. The book begins by 

teaching students to read like writers. Most of 

us who have been in the education realm for a 

decade or two (or more) have seen strategies 

come and go, but this book presents teachers 

with possibilities that have a fresh instruction-

al approach to teach abstract concepts. One 

recommendation is to provide students with an 

envelope of an article that has been cut into 

separate paragraphs. Students are asked to 

arrange the text in a way that makes sense to 

the reader. After students have completed this 

activity, they are given the text as it was origi-

nally written. They note and discuss the differ-

ences. This activity provides students with an 

opportunity to see how writers guide readers 

through organizing structure, transitions, and 

even word choice. The close reading of the ar-

ticle allows students to focus on the choices 

authors make in crafting a text. Beyond the 

Five-Paragraph Essay presents many activities 

that will help students realize that writing 

takes on all shapes and sizes, not just a five-

paragraph essay. 

 

 

Kristi Thaemlitz, Ph.D is an Education Special-

ist, Reading/Language Arts/Social Studies So-

lutions at Region 4 Education Service Center.  

A Review of Beyond the Five Paragrph Essay by Kristi Thaemlitz 
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Oh my! You’ve Got to Read This Book! 

Jacqueline Woodson’s Brown Girl Dreaming is 

one of those books-you know them-the ones 

your friends call you on the phone to tell you 

about, email you the title, post them on Face-

book, Twitter & Good Reads.  

Brown Girl Dreaming, winner of ALAs Coretta 

Scott King Award and a Newbery Honor book, is 

a memoir told in poetic verse of Jacqueline 

Woodson’s growing up life. She was born in Co-

lumbus, Ohio in 1963 from a father raised in the 

North and a deeply rooted southern mother from 

Greenville, South Carolina. We travel with Jack-

ie as she moves from Ohio to South Carolina and 

eventually to Brooklyn, New York.  

We learn of her deep love for her southern 

grandparents and her siblings as she spends 

many months each year living with them in 

Greenville, calling her grandfather ‘Daddy’ and 

treasuring her grandmother’s cooking. Upon her 

Grandmother’s orders, Jackie, with her siblings, 

goes door to door in Greenville as a Jehovah 

Witness spreading The Good News.  

Jackie is the middle child of four siblings-a 

charismatic bother and a brilliant sister and a 

baby brother they all take care of. Jackie soon 

finds her voice and her calling in the gift of 

writing. Her family catches her writing stories, 

poems, letters-anything her mind takes her to-

in the backyard. Although her siblings don’t 

quite understand her love and gift of writing, 

others soon will.  

Jackie and her brother & sister eventually 

move to Brooklyn, New York with their Mother 

where Jackie finds her best friend in the en-

tire world just down the street and the teach-

er who says “Jacqueline is here. Now our day 

can begin.” With this encouragement, Jackie 

goes on to fill composition books with stories & 

poems that inspire.  

So, go fast, run, don’t walk-to get this book. 

It’s that good. You will fall in love with 

Jacqueline, her siblings, her family, her story 

and her dream.                   

 

 

Cathy Roth is an Interdisciplinary  

Instructional Coach at Woodview Elementary 

at Spring Branch ISD.  She is  also the VP of 

Programs for WHACTE.   

 

 

Book review of Brown Girl Dreaming by Jacqueline Woodson 
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A few years ago, I took my 

daughters to Washington, D.C., 

for a good dose of history and 

patriotism. We trekked all over 

the Mall, visited museums, 

gazed up at the enormity of the 

Pentagon, and toured the White 

House and Capitol Building. But 

their favorite spot, and mine, 

was the tour of the Library of 

Congress. The beautiful build-

ings, the vast collections, and 

the wealth of knowledge col-

lected there inspired even my 

10 year old. 

At NCTE in November, I redis-

covered the Library of Congress 

when we happened upon their 

booth in the Exhibit Hall and 

found a gold mine! They have 

rich collections of primary 

sources, with mixed media and 

genres, ready for teachers. They 

have just created a series of 

“Student Discovery Sets” that 

can be downloaded for free on 

Ipads. Students can annotate 

the texts, use questions to 

probe their understanding, and 

see history through the eyes of 

the men and women who lived 

it. The opportunities for the-

matically linked texts abound!  

And the best part—it’s all free! 
This includes summer profes-
sional development for teach-
ers offered at the Library. For 
information and downloads, go 
to http://www.loc.gov/
teachers/.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Kristin Stapp-Nance is Second-
ary ELA Helping Teacher at 
Fort Bend ISD and the Presi-
dent of WHACTE. 

Time to Go to the Library (Of Congress) by Kristin Stapp-Nance 
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It sounded like and interesting title 

for a session at the TCTELA’s con-

vention in Houston this past month. 

Always helps to have a good hook, 

right? And then I noticed the pre-

senters, and I was DEFINITELY 

hooked: Teri Lesesne, Donalyn Mil-

ler, Karin Perry, Cynthia Alaniz. It 

was 4 book lovers who presented 

THEIR top 10 books in each decade 

since TCTELA began in 1965 (in 50 

minutes’ time). 

1965-1974- From WHERE the WILD 

THINGS ARE to THE OUTSIDERS to 

WHERE THE SIDEWALK ENDS 

1975-1984- From FOREVER to 

CLOUDY WITH A CHANCE OF MEAT-

BALLS to HOUSE ON MANGO STREET 

1985-1994 From THE GIVER to OWL 

MOON to JOYFUL NOISE 

1995-2004  From CLIK, CLACK, Moo 

to HARRY POTTER to SPEAK 

2005-2014   KITTEN’S FIRST FULL 

MOON to HATTIE’S BIG SKY to THE 

FAULT IN OUR STARS 

If you want to get a GREAT list of 
the top 10 books of each decade, go 
to this site for the whole list to  

www.slideshare.net/
professornana.    
 
In case you don’t know, Teri 
Lesesne is professor nana, so look 
at all of her great ideas!  Also, 
don’t forget Donalyn Miller’s ( the 
Book Whisperer) sites . (She shared 
her nonfiction workshop with us at 
www.slideshare.net/donalynmiller 
called Dead Presidents and 
Whales: Engaging Students with 
Nonfiction Texts. What a wonder-
ful list it was too! 
 
 
 
 
Marilyn Melton is Literacy Coach 
at The Village School. 

50/50/50: Fifty Books in Fifty Minutes for TCTELA’s Fiftieth Anniversary  by Marilyn Melton 

Page 6 Volume XVI, Issue 1 

http://www.slideshare.net/professornana
http://www.slideshare.net/professornana


It is inevitable that most of our students 

will work on a team in college and their 

careers. It is our responsibility to start 

them out young: three to four students 

working for a common goal and objec-

tive. I was hesitant at the beginning of 

the year because as a teacher with not 

much experience, “talking” can turn into 

a problem in just a few seconds. The key 

is going into it with your clear vision and 

not settling until it is exactly what you 

envisioned.  

To begin, I arranged my desks into seven 

groups of four. I only have one class that 

is over 30, so there are a couple of extra 

desks for that specific period.  

Random Groups  

How to use: Get a deck of cards, and 

take out every card above seven as you 

will not be needing those. Shuffle the 

cards, and when the students come in, 

have them draw a card and sit at that ta-

ble number.  

Goal for this strategy: Get students to 

work with different people 

When to use: I use this with high interest 

texts, and very specific activities that 

complement the skills we are learning.  

Disclaimers: Sometimes the students 

trade cards before they sit down, so 

watch them, or they will end up with 

their friends every time.   

Personality Groups 

How to use: Post a slide on the board 

with two columns: introverted and ex-

troverted. Under introverted, explain 

qualities of an introvert. For example, 

introverts feel energized when they 

spend time alone or in a small group 

and require processing time of deci-

sions. Extroverts tend to bounce ideas 

off of others and feel very comfortable 

in group settings.  

Goal for this strategy: Awareness of per-

sonality type, interests, and processing 

of different assignments.  

When to use: I use this for more daunt-

ing, challenging discussion type assign-

ments, as they feel safer to take risks 

with their own types.  

Disclaimers: The introverts will try to 

make it into a silent assignment, while 

the extroverts will get off tasks as they 

thrive from talking. The assignment has 

to be very detailed and direction heavy, 

so they know exactly what to do, and 

how much time they have to do it.  

Skill Groups 

How to use: After a major assignment, 

analyze the skills they are lacking on or 

the skills they have as strengths. Put 

them in groups based on your prefer-

ence and the assignment.  

Goal for this strategy: Work closely with 

Grouping Strategies by Jacquelyn Phillips 
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strengths or weaknesses and have pur-

poseful conferences with groups of stu-

dents.  

When to use: After a major assignment 

that you have analyzed and separated 

the question into skills, and when you 

have personal conference time for specif-

ic groups.  

Disclaimers: Make sure the students know 

their strengths if you separate them 

based on their weaknesses. By knowing 

both, students will feel successful, alert, 

and motivated to work on their weak-

nesses.  

Student Choice Groups  

How to use: Students walk in and let stu-

dents “pick where they are most success-

ful.” 

Goal for this strategy: Students talk at 

complete ease to solve problems togeth-

er.  

When to use: A challenging assignment 

that you want students to have to prob-

lem solve and struggle through without 

any hesitation of giving up.  

Disclaimers: This is never my first group-

ing strategy to use, so I can hold my 

ground. The assignment needs to be very 

purposeful and require deep thinking and 

require distinct time limits for the assign-

ment.  

With all of my fears going into this year, 

grouping has been one of the best deci-

sions I have made as a teacher. It natu-

rally inspires students to take risks and 

work together for common goals. 

Grouping taps into student interest into 

becoming lifelong readers, writers, and 

thinkers while at the same time taking 

the emphasis off teacher presentation-

talk, so teachers are able to work indi-

vidually with specific skills and specific 

students.  

 

Jacquelyn Phillips teaches English I at 

Spring Woods High School. 

Grouping Strategies by Jacquelyn Phillips 
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In the era of No Child Left Behind, there is much talk 
from politicians and school administrators about 
“holding teachers accountable” to teaching the 
standards.  Comparatively few in the education com-
munity are aware of the State Board of Educator 
Certification (SBEC) Texas Principal Competencies, 
standards principals must be proficient in for certifi-
cation.  Competency 001 (SBEC, 2015) states, “The 
principal knows how to shape campus culture by fa-
cilitating the development, articulation, implemen-
tation, and stewardship of a vision of learning that is 
shared and supported by the school community.” 
The need for a shared vision of instruction is sup-
ported by research, as Stenge et al. (2012) write, 
“the shared vision…incorporates…a clear vision of 
the current reality, a clear statement of the desired 
outcomes, and a collective choice on how to pro-
ceed” (p. 88).   
 
I am lucky enough to work with a principal who puts 
the above shared vision of instruction involving all 
stakeholders’ participation into practice.  Every year 
at Harmony School of Excellence – Endeavor, Aman-
da Patton leads discussion in which all staff members 
reflect upon our school’s belief statements and re-
fine them.  When difficulties arise, such as recently 
when we sought to increase motivation for middle 
school students, Ms. Patton facilitates team brain-
storming sessions rather than issue top-down man-
dates.  She treats her educators as the professionals 
who are closest to the students and know them best.  
When mandates come down from on high, she bal-
ances these with the teachers’ expertise and views.    
Moreover, when teachers have concerns, she actual-
ly listens to them.  I have never known her not to 
put aside paperwork and talk seriously with a staff 
member who has an idea or just needs to vent.  As a 
result, our school has the highest teacher retention 
rate in the district.  The collaborative environment 
led by Ms. Patton treats parents and students as 
stakeholders just as important as teachers, and our 
charter school has the highest student reenrollment 
in the district as well. 
 
However, despite the fact that a shared vision of in-
struction by stakeholders is underlined and highlight-
ed in the standards by its placement at the top of 
the list, campus and district leaders too often rule as 
autocrats.  District staff who have not worked with 
actual children in years issue mandates without even 
talking with the educators who are to follow their 

orders. Campus principals often relay these edicts 
unfiltered in emails or staff meetings.  It would 
seem obvious that the classroom teacher spends 
more time with students than any district or cam-
pus administrator, and might have some insight 
into the effectiveness of a program, practice, or 
assessment.  Yet too often, the education generals 
fail to listen to the troops on the ground.  I worked 
at a campus that will remain nameless where the 
principal failed to lead a shared vision of instruc-
tion.  Five years later, out of a staff of forty, three 
teachers remained. 
 
In times of fear, authoritarians flourish.  It’s easy 
to draw parallels between the panic of today’s 
testing craze which gives rise to autocratic school 
administrators and the historical examples of dic-
tators who rose to power in periods of crisis.  One 
becomes an educator out of hope.  Hope for the 
future, hope that one can make a difference.  Eve-
ry year thousands of educators leave the profession 
with their hopes crushed by the forces of fear.   
 
The nature of life is change, and it doesn’t have to 
be this way.  Ms. Patton proves it.  We can carve 
out a little corner of the world where we respect 
and listen to one another, teaching from a place of 
hope.  We must remember that we teach not only 
content to our students, we teach values, if only 
implicitly.  If we want a democratic society to sur-
vive, we should model it in how we run our 
schools.  
  
 
 
State Board of Educator Certification. (2015).   
Texas principal’s competencies. Retrieved from 
https://www.region10.org/r10website/assets/
File/sbec_principal_competencies(1).pdf 
 
Stenge, P.M., Cambron-McCabe, N., Lucas, T., 
Smith, B., Dutton, J., Kleiner, A. (2012).  Schools 
that learn: A fifth discipline fieldbook for educa-
tors, parents and everyone who cares about educa-
tion (1st revised ed.).   New York, NY: Crown. 
 
 
 
 
Stephen Winton is Assistant Principal at Harmony 
School of Excellence - Endeavor. 

Leading a Shared Vision of Instruction by Stephen Winton 
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