
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

President’s Message 

Today, I am participating in a Career 

Day for 8th graders at one of our middle 

schools to talk about the career of 

teacher. It took a while to shape the 

presentation. How do I tell 13 year olds 

that teacher is not a destination at which 

one arrives, but rather a lifelong journey 

of flexibility, adaptation, change, and 

growth? I want to inspire the future 

teachers in the room, but also help 

others see that this isn’t just a job you 

do for a paycheck.  

 

We need you, as teachers, to get a little 

inspired to participate. First, please 

monitor the developments coming out 

of Austin and Washington, D.C. for 

changes to our responsibilities as 

educators. In our state, our TEKS are 

under revision by the state board. The 

drafts and initial feedback form experts 

are available at http://tea.texas.gov/

Curriculum_and_Instructional_Program

s/Curriculum_Standards/

TEKS_Texas_Essential_Knowledge_an

d_Skills_(TEKS)_Review/

English_Language_Arts_and_Readin

g_TEKS/. Watch this site for 

opportunities for commentary. To 

contact your State Board of 

Education representative directly, 

use this site to find the name and 

contact information: http://

www.fyi.legis.state.tx.us/Home.aspx.  

At the national level, the Every 

Student Succeeds Act became law in 

December and replaced No Child 

Left Behind. It will take time to see 

the effects of this legislation in our 

schools. It has generated 

conversation. I urge you to be part of 

the dialogue. 

 

Locally, we hope to inspire you at 

the first ever WHACTE conference 

on Saturday, February 27. Titled  

Inspiring Authors: The Book That 

Changed My Teaching, it’s a 

morning of great strategies and new 

ideas gleaned from some of our 

favorite professional books. It’s a 

great bargain, and a wonderful 

opportunity to share ideas and feed 

your spirit. We hope to see you at 

Cinco Ranch High School at 8:00 on 

the 27th! 

 

Best wishes for the new semester! 

 

Kristen Stapp Nance 
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When Reading Nonfiction by Kylene Beers and Robert Probst appeared at my door last fall, I jumped out of the 

car, ripped open the package, and eagerly began reading. I knew that this book would provide me with earth-

shattering, life-changing ideas for teaching. Although this sounds a bit dramatic, it is a true story! I was not 

disappointed! I had previously read Notice and Note: Strategies for Close Reading and learned how to effectively 

help students cultivate critical reading skills through close reading using signposts. The latest book focuses on 

signposts and strategies for nonfiction.  Beers and Probst discuss the purpose and intent of nonfiction this way, 

“We are required to read beyond the four corners of the text; we are required to let nonfiction intrude; we are 

required to wonder what it means on the page, in our lives, and in the world.” Furthermore, they discuss what 

nonfiction really means to readers. The reading of nonfiction places demands upon the reader by often requiring 

readers know more background knowledge than fiction does. Knowledge of specialized, technical vocabulary is 

often needed, as is an ability to encounter and forge ahead when confronted with unfamiliar syntax. Beers and 

Probst point out more than once that the demands of the reader in nonfiction text requires that the reader question 

the text, question understanding of a topic, and accept that as the reader gains information, views might change. 

This requires heavy lifting by the reader, and this is where the rigor resides: with the reader! Many articles and 

books have been written of late regarding rigor. The authors explain that the act of arriving at decisions as new 

information is gained and more background knowledge is understood is rigor. The reader’s responsibility to 

question the text and the author, to realize that one version of the truth is being presented, might result in 

tentativeness and a sense that the truth is still under scrutiny. The authors encourage readers to “enter into that 

potentially messy reading as a co-constructor of meaning.” After much discussion about the role of non-fiction, 

Beers and Probst arrive at this definition for their readers: nonfiction is the body of work in which the author 

purports to tell us about the real world, a real experience, a real person, an idea, or a belief. They take great care in 

explaining that this definition might be too abstract for young students, but they also point out that when teachers 

use the term not fake to describe nonfiction, they have led students down a very simplistic path that will not 

prepare them for the demands of reading nonfiction.  

Beers and Probst suggest that we teach students to adopt a questioning stance as nonfiction text intrudes in our 

thinking. They suggest asking students to read with these questions in mind: 

What surprised me? 

What did the author think I already know? 

What changed, challenged, or confirmed what I already knew? 

The signposts discussed in this book are used to help students examine the intrusion produced by nonfiction. The 

following signposts are discussed in detail with connections to reading skills. 

Contrasts and Contradictions: 

The author presents something that contrasts with or contradicts what the reader is likely to know, think , or 

have experienced, or shows a difference between two or more situations, events, or perspectives. 

 

Extreme or Absolute Language: 

The author uses language that leaves no doubt about a situation or event that might exaggerate or overstate a 

case. 

Numbers and Stats: 

The author uses numbers or words that show amounts or statistical information to show comparisons in order 

to prove a point or help create an image. 

Quoted Words: 

Book Recommendation: Reading Nonfiction by Kylene Beers & Robert E. Probst by Kristi Thaemlitz 

Page 2 Volume XVII, Issue 2 2016 



The author quotes others with a voice of authority or a personal perspective. 

Word Gaps: 

The author uses words or phrases that students recognize they don’t know. 

Although the authors point out that every signpost will not show up in every nonfiction text, knowing the 

signposts and recognizing them in text will help students know WHEN to think critically about the claims an 

author makes. 

Another section of the book discusses the role of strategies. Beers and Probst explain strategies as the scaffolds to 

make the invisible thinking process visible. These strategies are accompanied by QR codes linked to videos of the 

authors working with students in classrooms. The modeling displayed by the authors with students is very helpful 

in understanding how to implement the strategies. The materials and resources need for each strategy are 

provided, as well as a detailed explanation for teaching the strategy. The authors also include a section after each 

strategy: Questions Y ou Might Have. These sections provide nuggets for teachers so that they can build their own 

capacity in presenting the strategies to students. The QR codes and the online resources that are already created 

will make the strategies accessible and implementable for teachers. The thoroughness of the authors in presenting 

information demonstrates their knowledge and passion for improving students’ ability to access and read 

nonfiction text.   

For me, reading this book was an opportunity to attend professional development. It provides detailed 

explanations, resources, checklists, templates, QR codes linked to modeling videos, helpful websites, and 

suggestions for implementation. The authors provide teachers with everything they need to support their students 

as they become skilled and sophisticated readers of nonfiction. 

 

 

Kristi Thaemlitz is an Education Specialist in Reading / Language Arts / Social Studies with Region 4 Education 

Service Center. 

kristi.thaemlitz@esc4.net  
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Hello, it's me. I just want to share a few things I‘ve seen throughout the year.  

In elementary classrooms I’ve observed a host of ever evolving changes.  I have found that change is 

often triggered by that which may be difficult to understand and beyond our ability to control. I am not 

judging. I just want to spread the word about the complex teachers and students who work and learn on 

the elementary side of things. I bear witness to a myriad of school house scenarios that are regularly 

playing out.  Thank goodness, there is laughter and joy amid so many other turbulent emotions that seem 

to constantly flow freely from classroom to classroom in our warm old building.    

 

Precious Primary 

 

My journey into the primary classrooms allows me to participate in the unfettered joy and enthusiasm of 

learning, as brand new kindergarten and first graders step into a "real" classroom for the first time. Their 

joy is infectious. I see the smiles on the teachers' faces as they greet their new students.  As the year 

continues, teachers and students slowly become members of a very positive learning community. I am 

welcomed here, and I would love to be a part of this world every day.  The teachers are caring, 

concerned, engaging, and working to give their students positive learning experiences. Ah ha, students 

are thriving in these magnificent classrooms!  It looks like magic, but, this kind of magic comes from 

hard work and dedication. 

 

Savvy Second Grade (Not So Primary After All) 

 

Second grade, oh, second grade!  I am now on the other side of the school to visit my second-grade 

friends. Oh, my!  Second grade is such a transitional grade level. At the beginning of the year, the 

students are happy to return to school, see their friends again, and meet their new teachers. There is a 

kind of mystery about second grade. It is just different. The beginning is so positive and reaffirming, a 

new beginning. As the year rolls on, things change. Second-grade teachers begin to think about best 

practices for preparing their students for third grade. On their minds are the monumental changes their 

students will face.  New expectations, unexplored curriculum, and adaptations to a more mature grade 

level become the force that drives the teachers. It appears to be a strong force, and even a positive one in 

many of the classrooms.  Students are now reading to learn, and they are slowly moving beyond learning 

to read. Students are encountering new horizons and preparing to go further into the unknown. They no 

longer use the lovely brown headline, midline, baseline writing paper.  Oh no, they are using regular, 

wide-ruled, crisp white notebook paper. It is just another new and mysterious thing to navigate with their 

number two pencils as they work to communicate their bright ideas in writing.  In some cases, they are 

no longer with the same teacher in a self-contained environment. No, these students begin to travel 

through the curriculum in a blocked schedule format that gives them two lovely teachers now, instead of 

just one. It might be fun for some second graders, and a little scary for others. They are still making the 

transition from primary to intermediate grades. This journey takes time and can result in tears of joy in 

third grade. 

 

Third Grade Transformations 

Hello from the Elementary Side! (One Teacher's Year Long Journey) by Mary White 
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I travel through third grade and can see transformations happening right before my eyes.  At the 

beginning of the year, the third-grade students are excited and reluctant to return to school. This grade 

can be like the great unknown that was feared in second-grade. I can see that the hard work of the 

second-grade teachers is paying off as prepared students march into the room. While many are ready for 

this new experience, others are overwhelmed. They work to learn new rules, procedures, and learning behaviors. 

Over time, as I make my visits to third grade, I witness students becoming self-motivated, independent, critical 

thinkers. I am inspired by their willingness to work, play, and learn in a strange new world. I have high hopes that 

they will be successful because a foundation of learning continues to be laid. 

 

Fourth Grade Fears 

 

Now, I’m heading in the direction of fourth grade. The forces in fourth grade hit me like a whirlwind. Wow, this 

is different!  I move in and out of classrooms and see students (and teachers) not quite so excited about the new 

school year. Some students are so ambivalent about everything; they are not even interested in trying to have a 

positive outlook. How can this be?  I ask questions and find that some students don't even like school. As time 

passes, I can feel their frustration growing. It makes me wonder, why is this happening?  I think and think. I meet 

with teachers and teams to develop strategies to engage these students and lower their frustrations. We sit. We 

talk. We brainstorm. We talk some more. Ah ha!  We have a plan to get our students back on track.  Using the 

plan each day the teachers can open the minds and hearts of their pupils.  As time goes by, the reading, writing, 

and mathematics become linked to learning and growing---it is no longer weighed down by the heavy old iron 

anchor of a standardized test. The students now stand tall as they move about the classroom. They know they have 

what they need to accomplish their goals. It didn't happen overnight, it took patience, practice, pruning, and 

progress. 

 

Fabulous Fifth Grade 

 

Come with me now to travel the road called Fifth Grade Lane.  The classrooms on this hallway are abuzz with the 

sound of students talking and moving about the rooms.  I even hear some of them laughing. Is this fifth grade? 

They are back, it is a new year, and they are happy. A door opens, and I move into a classroom.  I am welcomed 

by the teacher and students.  I move to a small group in the corner and stop to listen.  I hear them discussing why 

they believe an author wrote a story. There are differing opinions, but they agree to disagree and defend it.  I visit 

fifth grade later in the year, and the spirit of learning continues to reside in these classrooms. The year moves on, 

and I make other visits. There are struggles and successes, as these students strive to become sixth graders.  The 

year slowly comes to a close, and the fifth graders are no longer in elementary school. They are now ready for the 

long journey into the uncharted territory of middle school. Will they be successful? Yes, a wonderful foundation 

of learning and loving has been laid for these students, and there are inspired teacher in middle school waiting to 

welcome them into a brave new world. 

 

 

Mary White is a Reading Specialist, MRT with Barrington Place Elementary with Fort Bend ISD. 

 

Mary.White@fortbendisd.com  
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In 2008, I found myself navigating the uncharted waters of a newly minted high school instructional 

coach. 

One morning, an assistant principal stopped me outside of the counseling wing. “Amanda, I need you to 

develop something on differentiation,” she said. 

I stood for a moment and let the word roll around in my brain before slowly saying, “Differentiation?” 

How did I admit to this administrator that her new instructional coach had no idea what she was talking 

about? Fortunately, I was adept at practicing vulnerability long before it was in vogue. I quietly 

admitted, “I don’t know what that is.” 

But, I did. I had been differentiating in my English classes for years. I just didn’t know it had a fancy 

name. I called it, “Getting [insert student name here] to participate.” Lessons were filled with 

collaborative grouping, choice activities, and a myriad of other ways for students to make connections to 

their personal worlds. 

After my hallway discussion, I took a crash course in all things Carol Ann Tomlinson, beginning 

with The Differentiated Classroom: Responding to the Needs of All Learners. Her words gave me a 

conceptual framework, but mostly they affirmed what I expected: differentiation is the constant 

reminder that we teach individuals, not courses or content. 

English instructors often focus on the creation of shared meaning via a single text. Even within a single 

text, teachers can differentiate. These texts can be used to create projects, provide roles, promote 

differing student interests, and engage in discussions that follow many meaty tangents. And yet, there 

are many more opportunities to improve differentiation and the overall learning experience, particularly 

as students seem to enter the classroom less engaged, more apathetic, and with a device in their hand 

linking them to all of the information they think they need. A constant commitment to providing 

students with learning experiences that meet their individual needs validates and engages learners. 

Consider these suggestions for further differentiation in the secondary language arts classroom. 

Provide Choice in Independent Reading Selections 

Providing choice enriches instruction on a multitude of levels (Tomlinson, 1999). Students come to 

language arts classrooms with a variety of reading abilities and vast differences in background 

knowledge. Providing choice through independent reading ensures that all learners’ needs are met and 

allows learners to make connections with texts that are accessible and of interest. 

Recently, I visited a freshman English class. At first, the lesson appeared to be a basic whole-class 

review for a grammar test. However, as I talked with students, the teacher’s efforts to differentiate based 

on interest and ability using student-selected books during class became apparent. 

As students worked through the different elements of grammar and mechanics, the teacher required that 

they find examples within their independent reading books. Students recorded the examples in their 

notebooks, providing them the opportunity to see the elements in action and leading them to think 
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about why the author made these grammatical decisions. By giving students choices, the teachers made 

grammar relevant and seamlessly directed students to the rigorous activity of addressing an author’s 

purpose—a driving force in the reading, writing, and discussion of texts. 

Establish a Writing Workshop Structure 

Perhaps the clearest path to meeting all learner needs runs through writing instruction. Writing is a 

journey of self. It requires only a guide and eschews conformity. Allowing students to partake in this 

journey with writing workshop—a type of instruction dependent on the writing process, authentic 

practice, and teacher feedback—is key. Some assume writing workshop to be an elementary-level 

practice; however, it actually originated at the University of New Hampshire in the writing course of 

Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and professor Don Murray (Murray, 2009). Writing workshop invites 

differentiation into the classroom as students select topics, maintain writing partnerships and groups 

based on learner needs, and receive timely differentiated instruction during individual and small-group 

teacher conferences. 

Use Performance Tasks and Standards-Based Grading for Assessment 

Language arts is performance. Reading, writing, speaking, and listening are actions. They are performed. 

It seems natural that the teachers should assess instructional goals with performances, such as essays, 

discussions, and presentations. These acts are generally better suited to highlight individual learner 

needs than a multiple-choice test. 

In Embedded Formative Assessment, Dylan Wiliam (2011) discusses how the need for ongoing 

assessment lies in the inability to predict what students will learn no matter how well teachers plan 

curriculum or instruction. Tomlinson and McTighe (2006) devote an entire chapter to the importance of 

standards-based grading, noting that backwards design cannot be claimed if the assessments do not 

report on specific learning goals and the learner’s level of proficiency. Aligning performance tasks with 

a proficiency scale for assessment provides students with skills practice and individual instruction for 

improvement. 

Differentiation is a paradox; it is both simple and complex. It is a craft to be learned and an art. 

In Creativity, Inc., Ed Catmull brilliantly explains the difference between the two: “Craft is what we are 

expected to know; art is the unexpected use of our craft”(2014, p. 196). If teaching is a craft, then the 

creative planning—the differentiation—to deliberately meet each student’s needs is sheer art. 

References 
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Amanda Palmer is a member of the ASCD Emerging Leaders class of 2015. She began her career as a 

high school English teacher and moved to campus instructional coach. She currently serves as a 

secondary language arts coordinator in the Katy Independent School District in Katy, TX. Connect with 

her on Twitter @AmandaPalmer131. 

 

This text was originally published here: http://inservice.ascd.org/employing-differentiation-in-secondary

-language-arts/ 

Reprinted with the author’s permission. 
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 I never thought much of my writing abilities nor did I ever really desire to share it with the 

masses, but for some strange reason, Ms. Russell, my 8th grade Language Arts teacher, was the first to 

acknowledge the voice in my writing and ignite my passion for literacy. She was a former Louisianan 

dance instructor, who procedurally massaged the popular Bath and Body Works Summer Apple into her 

veteran skin each morning followed by her bopping application of Mary Kay’s ruby colored lipstick. 

Her petite frame matched her gentile southern nature; however, if a student happened to cause her angst, 

the authoritarian glare of a dormant banshee was evoked. The truth is she was my very own Julia 

Sugarbaker just as a Language Arts teacher. I remember segments of my year in Ms. Russell’s class; it 

was within that year I began to emerge as a reader and writer. 

I do not recall the literacy rich content posters most administrators harp about teachers having 

strategically placed upon the walls, but I do remember how the chalk rail made an L-shape around our 

particle board classroom. My classmates and I thought it humorous to imagine ourselves reenact the 

Biblical scene of the Walls of Jericho, by habitually swaying the walls back and forth. Our hope was to 

eventually cause the walls to crash down and liberate our emergent adolescent selves into the wilds of 

the junior high hallways while harmoniously singing Teen Spirit. Aside from our class being part of an 

open concept construct, Ms. Russell had a massively sized SONY television and VCR attachment 

centered in the front of the classroom. This should have been our first indication that she was not a 

typical Language Arts teacher, for it was not common practice to have digital equipment in the 

classroom, especially not on the first day of school. I can still recall how Ms. Russell gently slid her 

chair back from her desk and stood erect in front of 28 hyper and geeky students. We immediately 

noticed her small stature, yet we were intimidated by her presence. For me, her thoughts and 

expectations were clearly communicated through her eyes. Her Caribbean crescent blue eyes seemed to 

have weighed our mischievous souls and determined she could wield our ingenious natures toward 

gaining a literary consciousness we had never utilized. With her freshly manicured nails, she pressed 
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play and Robin Williams appeared on the screen. He continued to utter the words Carpe Diem at the 

male students in a ghostly voice. At the time, I did not know we were watching a scene from the film 

Dead Poets Society. As a reader, you would assume that we would go about the rest of the year with a 

spirit to seize the day and begin living life to the fullest, but to accredit that much maturity to the 

mischievous group we were is to truly discredit understanding psychological development of teenagers. 

What did I do with my peers instead? We, being middle school students, decided to pun this epic phrase 

as “Carpet BM”. Needless to say Ms. Russell was not impressed, and as she began to explain what the 

phrase meant and its applicability toward our daily lives, we were remorseful of our initial reciprocity. 

We could not believe that we were actually ashamed of a rather funny joke we made, but again we 

thought of Ms. Russell’s stare and, oddly, her expectation of us. Our class agreed that any text we shared 

with others would be done so positively around the school. So, when she taught a lesson on repetition 

and utilized Edgar Allan Poe’s The Bells, my peers and I rhythmically sang The Bells for our other 

teachers and shared why we repeated particular sections. I can still see  Ms. Russell’s right hand resting 

over the top of her left had sharing how appreciative she was that we enjoyed her lesson, but politely 

asking us to refrain from discordant pitch ranges because we may be ironically murdering Poe’s works; 

basically she told us sometimes it’s not what we sing, but how we sing it. We laughed a majority of that 

class period. What was this unnatural power this southern belle had over us? I remain bewildered that, 

she, out of all my Language Arts teachers prior to her, evoked within me reason to intently listen to her 

words as she read texts, reason to question the author’s words and intertwine them with my own lived 

experiences, and give my words relevance when I was courageous enough to write my thoughts on paper 

and share them amongst peers.  

 I remember before Thanksgiving break, she said she wanted to challenge us with a reading of a 

novel entitled To Kill a Mockingbird. At this particular point in my life, I hated reading, and I only read 

to keep my grades up and to get free pizza from Pizza Hut. So, to have me read over the holiday break, 
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well, I believed it was going to be torture. As she handed us the crisp copies, I began flipping the pages 

back and forth to notice black strips over particular words. She had blotted out “the n word” but had left 

the curse words. I will never forget her rationale; she told us the former was more abominable than the 

later; I laughed; her Julia Sugarbaker spirit never disappointed me. As the final bell sounded for us to be 

released back to our families to enjoy the holiday break, I glanced at the novel in disdain. I just knew I 

was not going to be able to read it all in its entirety, but I didn’t want to disappoint Ms. Russell. Little 

did I know, reading and writing over the holiday break would be practice I would continue into and 

during my adulthood.  

Usually it would be my brother who would pack several books with him. Seemingly, he would 

create an invisible shield around himself with his Walkman and his books, and for six to seven hours 

while we road in the van, my brother would sit in his corner with his WALMART shades and devour 

page upon page of his books. I, in my imaginative geekling phase, would, in the front seat, play with my 

Barbie dolls, curling and braiding their hair and trying different outfits on them. That year travel was 

different, my dolls still traveled with me, but this time, I set them around me as though I was the reading 

circle leader.  As I read the novel, my dolls and I chuckled, cried, and questioned realities concerning 

Scout. As I finished the novel, we pulled into my grandparent’s driveway; I had just read my first novel. 

Sure, I had the years where I received the personal sized Pizza Hut pizzas, but they never checked if I 

had really read them.. Looking back I cannot honestly say I regret getting free pizzas, but I do regret not 

having forged relationships with the unknown characters from the classic novels sitting on my dresser 

week after week until it was time for me to return them to the library. As the week of family, food, and 

shopping passed, it was time for my family to pack and return home. Pulling out my binder, I noticed I 

had only done half of the assignment. I was to read the novel, but I was also to have written a summary 

of the novel and reveal a personal truth. As I wrinkled my face at my brother for being able to once 

again shield himself from the world surrounding him, I pulled out my wired composition tablet and 
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began writing. I would typically write according to the attitude and belief of the teacher; intertwining his 

or her words, so the teacher would love it, but I could not just turn in this assignment like I had for 

previous teachers; I had actually read the book, I might as well attempt to place my own thoughts into 

the paper. When I arrived home, I remember, for the first time, rereading what I had written and writing 

my truth about the text. Also, there was a piece of me envisioning Ms. Russell’s expression as she read 

my paper to ensure I crafted moments of passion, humor, and honesty. This was the first paper I had 

ever written that I was proud to submit to my teacher.  

 Typically, going back to school after the holiday break, my friends and I would like to talk about 

what we ate and bought, but for the first time, our conversation began with a discussion about the novel, 

and which parts we thought were funny. What I remember most was being able to contribute and 

elaborate creatively using context from the novel; I felt powerful; I felt intelligent. She asked us to 

approach her desk to hand her our papers. I remember walking with an internal confidence knowing I 

had produced a masterpiece of exceptional quality and thought. As students do when handing in 

projects, we inquired when we would receive our papers back daily. It was right before the Christmas 

break that she was ready to give us our papers. Our papers always contained two grades; the top grade 

was always our content grade and the bottom grade was our mechanics grade. I was sure I had made an 

A on both parts. She laid my paper face down on my desk, as was her practice for privacy, and I lifted 

up the edges and cautiously flipped the paper over. It read 110/60. I could do nothing but read the 

numbers over and over again, and the more I read them, the heavier my tears built up in the crevices of 

my eyes preparing to cascade down my cheeks. I could not focus on the fact that I had marvelous 

content; I could only see that my mechanics were unacceptable. I felt like a failure, and as I heard other 

students boast of their grades, I gradually slid down in my seat.. I remember my confidence fading and 

believing that maybe the counselors were right; maybe I didn’t belong in GT. But, then, as she always 

did, she did the unimaginable.  
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 She said, “Ladies and gentleman I have some honorable mention awards to give”. She called the 

names of students we all knew would be our class’s valedictorian and salutatorian in four more years. I 

attributed their honorable mentions to them good writers and always knowing how to use those irritating 

punctuations marks.  But, then, she called my name. 

 “Brandie, Brandie, come receive your treasure piece from me.” 

 I remember having to bat my eyes to rebuke my tears. When I reached her desk, she tilted her 

southern mother’s head and smiled. She handed me a cream colored mug with a friendly sky blue whale 

painted around the face of the mug. Inside, she had filled it with Hershey’s kisses.   

 “I am so proud of your work Brandie; I want you to try to get into Pre-AP English next year”.  

 By the end of the day, my friends and I had eaten all of the chocolate out of the whale mug. How 

did she even know I loved whales? I never mentioned my fascination with aquatic science. Perhaps, it 

was her mother’s intuition. I remember taking my mug home with me that afternoon and telling my 

parents I had received it from my teacher for being a good writer. Me, a good writer, an anomaly to 

some, but for Ms. Russell, I was a protégé in the making. I cleaned out my mug and set it amongst the 

other mugs in my mother’s cabinet. I never drank from the mug; as a matter of fact, it remains in my 

mother’s cabinet. Today, I sit, thinking, maybe it is time to bring my treasured mug home and place it in 

my own cabinet.. I find myself realizing the mug was just a token, but Ms. Russell’s foresight into who I 

could become has been an ever present aura of confidence, faith, and sweet southern stubbornness 

toward my continued pursuit to be an excellent educator, speaker and writer.  

 

Brandie Buford is Assistant Professor at Texas Southern University in the Department of Curriculum and 

Instruction. 

brandie.buford@tsu.edu 
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Piazzale Michelangelo 

 

Silvered veins 

 wind their way 

  through a marble body.  

Perfumed soap, 

 ochre blush 

  grace the red-head Duchess. 

 

 

Michael Elka is an Instructional Coach  

with Houston Independent School District. 

melka@houstonisd.org 
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Best-practice literacy instruction has decades of research behind it but unfortunately little widespread 

implementation.  One of the best kept secrets in teaching reading and writing is the use of picture books 

with older students. 

Many are startled by the idea of picture books being read aloud to middle and high school students, but 

the idea is supported by our leading practitioners (Laminack 2006, Wood Ray 2006, Beers & Probst 

2015).  The skepticism often stems from the idea that an interactive read aloud of a picture book is too 

babyish for teenagers.  I can tell you that if one picks a picture book with a sophisticated theme, few 

modes of teaching are more effective in facilitating higher-level thinking as one introduces new 

strategies.   

I was in a classroom a few days ago working with Kylene Beers and Bob Probst’s Reading Nonfiction 

signposts of contrasts and contradictions and absolute and extreme language.  I chose a picture book to 

introduce these strategies, Jeanette Winter’s beautiful paired text Iqbal: A  Brave Boy from Pakistan on 

one side and Malala: Brave Girl from Pakistan on the other.  Any possible skepticism from the students, 

though I detected none, was lost as we were engrossed in exploring author’s craft through powerful 

words and striking illustrations in the context of important social issues such as child labor and girls’ 

right to an education.  

There are a myriad of reasons why picture books work so well.  By their nature, picture books are 

accessible to all students. The readability of the text and the illustrations are supports for all students, 

and in particular English language learners.   When first exploring challenging cognitive strategies, such 

as making inferences or thinking about author’s craft moves, one doesn’t want to difficulty of the text to 

be a barrier.   

And there is nothing like a picture book for engagement.  The fact that every few seconds one can show 

a beautiful or thought provoking illustration is a boon to keeping students’ interests. 

Picture books also serve as a bridge to more challenging texts.  After using Iqbal to introduce contrasts 

and contradictions, we moved to a newspaper article on Apple’s child labor violations.  After reading 

Malala through the lens of absolute and extreme language, we transitioned to exploring a piece of 

Taliban propaganda and an excerpt from Malala’s autobiography.  I’m not sure if the readings of the 

later texts would have been as rich if not preceded by the deep discussion of the picture books first, with 

the visuals in everyone’s minds. 

Of course, it is not necessary to use picture books for every lesson.  But if you’ve never tried using the 

medium for teaching older students, you’re missing out. 

Here are a few of my favorite picture books and why I like them. 

Bosak, Susan.  Dream: A Tale of Wonder, Wisdom & Wishes. 

A beautiful poem of the journey of a life with the metaphor of color throughout. 
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Fleming, Denise.  Where Once There Was a Wood. 

Great for teaching repetition, nice environmental message. 

Hegedus, Bethany and Gandhi, Arun.  Grandfather Gandhi. 

Includes a great metaphor for channeling anger, the lightning or the lamp.  Great for teaching peace to 

teenagers. 

Hill, Laban Carrick and Taylor, Theodore.  When the Beat Was Born: DJ Kool Herc and the 

Creation of Hip Hop. 

Great for making connections, especially how artists influence other artists.  

Innocenti, Roberto. Rose Blanche. 

A powerful tale of the Holocaust. 

Joyce, William.  The Fantastic Flying Books of Mr. Morris Lessmore. 

A tale of the power of reading.  My favorite picture book of all time.  If nothing else, read this. 

King, Martin Luther and Nelson, Kadir.  I Have a Dream. 

King’s speech powerfully illustrated. 

Kosser, Ted and Klassen, Jon.  The House Held Up by Trees. 

A haunting work about the struggle against inevitable change. 

McCarney, Rosemary.  Malala, We Stand with You. 

A moving expository essay on Malala’s experience with photographs of girls from all over the globe. 

Rylant, Cynthia and Catalanotto, Peter.  An Angel for Solomon Singer. 

Inferring for social imagination. 

Schaefer, Lola.  An Island Grows. 

Great for teaching strong word choice, action verbs, show don’t tell. 

Smith, Charles and Evans, Shane.  28 Days: Moments in Black History that Changed the World. 

Nice for teaching Beers and Probst’s quoted words or numbers and stats. 

Tonatiuh, Duncan.  Separate is Never Equal: Sylvia Mendez & Her Family’s Fight for 

Desegregation. 

School segregation told from the Latino perspective. 
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Van Allsburg, Chris.  The Wretched Stone. 

A nice allegory of the effect of technology on our lives. 

Winters, Jeanette.  The Librarian of Basra. 

A powerful tale of reading, war, and how one person can make a difference. 

Woodson. Jacqueline and Lewis, E.B.  Each Kindness. 

Social imagination. 

Woodson. Jacqueline and Lewis, E.B.  The Other Side. 

An amazing metaphor of a children of different races, separated by a fence. 

Wyeth, Sharon. Something Beautiful. 

A young girl goes in search of the meaning of life. 

Yamada, Kobi.  What Do You Do With an Idea? 

An allegory about the power of imagination to change the world. 

Yolen, Jane.  Owl Moon. 

Sensory imagery. 
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WHACTE’s The ELAborator:  Submission Guidelines 

 

The ELAborator is the journal of the West Houston Area Council of Teachers of English.  In the journal, we 

explore: 

 

News Updates 

 

This includes reviews of professional developments or updates on educational policy changes. 

 

Book Reviews 

 

Share your thoughts on professional reading or literary works. 

 

Best Practice 

 

Share what makes meaningful and effective literacy instruction. 

 

Personal Reflections 

 

This might include meaningful stories from your teaching life or big picture thoughts on education. 

 

Research 

 

Share research studies you have conducted on literacy. 

 

Fiction and Poetry 

 

As teachers of reading and writing, we should model that we too are writers.  Publish your fiction and poetry! 

 

When Submitting 

 

Please use Times New Roman 12 point font.  Please cite quotations and references using APA style.  For more 

information on this, see here: 

 

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/560/01/ 

 

Writing may be as brief or lengthy given the demands of your subject. 

 

Please email submissions or send questions to Stephen Winton at stephenjoelwinton@gmail.com. 

 
Submission deadline for Summer 2016 Issue: April 8, 2016  
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