
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

President’s Message 

Hello, all, 

At the Abydos conference, I had the privilege of 

meeting and listening to Shanna Peeples, the 

2015 National Teacher of the Year, Abydos 

trainer, and proud Texas teacher. What follows 

is my summary of her words, which I felt were 

just what we need as STAAR scores start coming 

in with all the stress they can cause.  

Our culture right now is steeped in fear. It’s 

cheap and easy. It’s harder to be a creator and 

take risks. Our saving grace is in writing, not as 

it is used and abused in classrooms, but as a tool 

for sanity. Shanna ends each day with a few 

minutes of writing in response to three 

questions: What went well today? What needs 

work? What do I really want to do? 

“What went well?” Aristotle said, “We are what 

we repeatedly do. Excellence, then, is not an 

act, but a habit.” Recording what went well 

documents your daily successes. No one else is 

keeping that record, and you must. Remember 

the small successes. Take the voice of praise 

you share with your students and turn it on 

yourself. 

“What needs work?” Don’t be afraid to face 

areas of improvement. This may actually be 

where you find your strength. Shanna’s example 

was anxiety. Because she worries, she 

watches facial expressions and body 

language, and responds to what she sees. 

That attention has developed her empathy. 

Where can you reflect and grow? 

“What do I really want to do?” Get to a quiet 

place and listen for that quiet voice in your 

head. Think about what the voice doesn’t 

say. What are you not saying? What are you 

not thinking about? What do you love? Track 

on these for your inspirations and be 

courageous in pursuing the dreams you have. 

Shanna spends two minutes per question 

each night. As the school year ends, I 

challenge us all to take time for this 

reflection and rejuvenation. I reflected on 

WHACTE’s year. 

What did we do well? The Fall Breakfast 

was terrific with Kylene Beers. And the new 

format for the Spring Event was awesome! 

We loved seeing so many new teachers at 

our mini-conference. 

What needs work? We must continue to 

grow our Spring Event and use it to 

celebrate the talent in our membership.  

What do we really want to do? We must 

support our teachers as the state revises our 

TEKS and as ETS takes over testing. We must 

be a resource for information, ideas, and 

inspiration for our members, collaborating 

with the national and state councils to keep 

current with the changes coming in 

education.  

Hang in there as the year winds down. 

Happy summer! 

Kristen Stapp Nance 
WHACTE President 
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At the spring meeting of the Coalition of Reading and English Supervisors in Texas, we 

received updates on legislative affairs, STAAR, and the TEKS update. Here’s a recap of the 

key points.  

Legislative Update from ATPE 

The May elections will be critical, and every vote counts. There are candidates for our 

legislature who will make critical decisions about school funding and a variety of 

other issues in the upcoming sessions. In addition, there are run off elections for the 

State Board of Education that are a concern.  To learn more about candidates in a non

-partisan format, check out www.teachthevote.org. The first tab on the page is “2016 

Races.” You can use this to see who is running in your district. Click on the 

candidate’s name for further information, including responses to an ATPE survey and 

voting records. ATPE expects low turn-out at this election, making each vote 

powerful. Shona Rose, CREST President, said, “Votes come from the singular pronoun, 

I.” Advocate for our profession by researching candidates and showing up to vote. See 

you at the polls! 

Testing Update from TEA’s Brad Vasil 

Brad Vasil is the new Director of Assessment for ELA and Social Studies. He comes to Texas 

with his wife and two children from Arizona. In his first six weeks in Assessment, he has 

tackled a few issues.  

He echoed Commissioner of Education Mike Morath’s statement that the issues we saw in 

the electronic testing were “unacceptable.” 14,220 students’ answers were 

compromised due to a time out issue in the online program. This issue has been fixed. 

The online call center was swamped with calls for assistance on testing days, and 

customer service was compromised. Vasil himself called in to test the system and 

waited on hold for an hour. ETS is increasing personnel and training, and in the future 

their “top person” will be present in the call center on Texas testing days.  

He reviewed the scoring and training process for constructed response answers, taking us 

on the journey of a student’s essay or short answer response. In addition, he shared 

the training process raters go through before and during scoring.  

There have been some questions about readability of selections on the assessments. 

While the process is based on qualitative and quantitative elements, he recognizes 

that teacher judgment is an ultimate determiner. TEA will try to be more transparent 

about the process in the future. 

Due to HB 743 which called for time limits on the assessments, testing monitors were 

required to record bathroom breaks for all students. This requirement has been 

streamlined to simply recording the start and stop time for students.  

Communication between TEA and teachers is critical. Vasil intends to send out 

newsletters to explain important topics, record and post webinars, and grow 
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participation in teacher committees, all to keep the feedback loop more consistent 

and  up to date. Watch for these opportunities in the future. 

 

TEKS Revisions 

The writing committees will finalize their revisions this summer with input from the State 

Board of Education (SBOE). The current schedule has the first reading and filing 

authorization date as July 20-22. Public commentary will open in August and September. If 

all goes according to schedule, the second reading and final adoption will occur September 

14-16.  

So what do you need to do?  Be informed and be vocal! 

Use this link to review the proposed revisions: http://tea.texas.gov/
Curriculum_and_Instructional_Programs/Curriculum_Standards/
TEKS_Texas_Essential_Knowledge_and_Skills_(TEKS)_Review/
English_Language_Arts_and_Reading_TEKS/. 
Please share your feedback, especially of those elements you think should be kept, with your 
SBOE member. Use the www.teachthevote.org website to find your representative’s name 
and contact information. The board especially likes hearing from parents, so let them know 

you are responding as a parent and as a teacher.  

Watch the webcasts of the board meetings to listen to the conversations about our TEKS and 

see where feedback is needed. 

Join the conversation by registering for the TCTELA TEKS Forum. Register and get started 

here: http://community.tctela.org/. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Kristen Stapp– Nance is a Secondary ELA Helping Teacher with Fort Bend ISD. 
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Test prep has not only become a standard practice at many public schools, but also 

part of a pervasive campus/district culture. Students often engage in meaningless exercises 

and assessments in order to “prepare” them for S.T.A.A.R. The long-term results of such 

practices is typically apathy amongst the student body; who can blame them. People in 

general, and kids in particular, see little meaning in constantly working with multiple choice 

items unconnected from real skills or important ideas. Yes, we want our standards and 

expectations to be rigorous, but we do not want intellectual rigor mortis! 

Instead, some students need alternative means of communication their understanding 

and interpretations of texts and the issues they deal with.  As Marzano has pointed out, 

“Rigorous standards highlight the need to expand the types of representations elicited from 

students . . .” (Marzano & Toth, 2014). 1 

To that end, teachers should avail themselves of a powerful, but often overlooked set 

of strategies that engage students and help them grapple with complex texts and issues. I 

am speaking of dramatic enactments strategies, in which students assume a variety of 

dramatic roles in order to help them explore nuances of texts. According to Jeff Wilhelm, a 

leading authority on adolescent literacy,   “Enactment strategies are the most powerful 

strategies I use . . . (but) they are the most underused strategies in the American teaching 

repertoire.” 2      

Enactments are not merely “fluff,” or just something fun for students to do in lieu of 

more serious activities.  Rather, enactments provide multiple benefits for students because 

they motivate students to explore issue more deeply, become engaged in the learning 

process, discover new ideas, perspectives, and insights, remember information and concepts 

better, and take responsibility for their learning. Enactments are very flexible and are 

limited only to the imagination of the participants. Accordingly, there are a variety of 

options in terms of roles students can assume, including: 

Narrator/commentator (and another character or characters)—Pretend you are a narrator 

or commentator and interact with one or more characters or historic figures.    

Character/Historic Figure—Play the role of the protagonist, antagonist, main character, 

or even a minor character and show your perspective. 

Setting—Pretend you are the setting and talk to the narrator, a character or historic 

figure, and/or audience. 

News reporter—Pretend to be a news reporter and interview people, historic figures, or 

characters about their experiences.  

Radio host—Pretend you are a radio host and take phone calls (from characters or historic 

figures). Challenge each other about opinions or perspectives.  

Event—Pretend you are an important event from a novel or a time period. What would 

you say to an audience? 

To maximize student success, here are a few tips: 

 Provide a close reading strategy to process text during reading. 

 Give students an instructional/literary focus connected to the TEKS. 

 Limit time (10-20 minutes) for students to discuss and plan enactments (enactments have 
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an improvisational quality). 

 Provide models/examples of enactments by capturing them on video. 

Suggest potential roles or content/topic focus. 

Used judiciously and purposefully, enactments will enliven your classroom and expand 

your teaching repertoire. As William Shakespeare pointed out nearly 500 years ago, “All the 

world's a stage, And all the men and women merely players.” 

 

 Sources cited: 

1. Marzano, R.J. and Toth, M.D. “Teaching for Rigor: A Call for a Critical Instructional 

Shift Why essential shifts in instruction are necessary for teachers and students to succeed 

with college and career readiness standards.” March 2014. 

2. Wilhelm, Jeff. Action Strategies for Depending Comprehension. New York: Scholastic 

Inc., 2002. Print.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gary loss is an educator with Region 4 Educational Service Center.  
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While preparing for the STAAR EOC exam, I gave students the prompt of “write an essay 

explaining the importance of failure” in hopes that I would receive magnificent and engaging 

epiphanies from my fourteen year olds. I didn’t. I read over and over again the example of 

failing a test, then studying, and then magically they are top of their class again. After all of 

my attempts at creating authentic writers, I was disappointed in the lack of depth and 

thought. I knew I needed help.  

     I scoured the internet and came across a book titled Crunchtime (yes, I clicked on it 

because of the title) by Gretchen Bernabei. I ordered it and to my amazement and with the 

stars aligned in my favor, the first chapter was titled “Selecting a Topic.” She discusses 

different levels of experiences and how choosing a topic in an appropriate experience is key 

to authentic writing. Below are the four levels to talk about with your students that actually 

stick with them. I’ve also included short student examples from the failure essay so you can 

see the difference. Now, every time we generate ideas, I hear them debating which level 

the example belongs to amongst each other. I introduced it when it was actually “crunch 

time,” but next year I will introduce in the beginning of the year.  

Level 1 experiences are times that most everyone has gone through. Students should stray 

away from writing about these topics because they are usually boring.  

Example in the failure essay (see above): I failed a test, I studied, and then I passed.  

 

Level 2 experiences are the times that you share with your group of friends, and that most 

people can relate to, but may not have experienced it in the same way.  

Example in the failure essay: After trying out to be a cheerleader, I didn’t make it. I had 

failed. I did learn that this failure helped me build a friendship that I never would have had 

otherwise. It is still better to fail than to not try because there may be something positive 

that will come out.  

 

Level 3 experiences are very personal and usually something that you need support for while 

going through that particular time.  

Example in the failure essay: Hanging out with the wrong crowd helped morph me into a bit 

of a bully. My “friends” and I started a rumor about someone. This made the person cry after 

just a few times they heard it. Everyone got called into the office and it was my first time 

that I ever was in ISS. I had failed as a son and a person. I did think of the pain I must have 

caused and learned what it is like to apologize with sincerity.   

 

Level 4 experiences are definitely too personal to write about and probably something you 

would never publicly share because it will most likely stay bottled in. These are not usually 
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acceptable in any school writing.  

Example in the failure essay: I failed to listen to my parents despite everything I knew on 

computer safety. I chatted with strangers online and, unfortunately, gave them my number. 

I was mortified when my mother found out that I was talking to this “boy” for months. 

Thankfully I was able to block the number, but learned that even if you believe them to be 

the real person that voices and words are deceiving.  

 
 
Bernabei, G. S., Hover, J., & Candler, C. (2009). Crunchtime: Lessons to help students blow 
the roof off writing tests--and become better writers in the process. Portsmouth, NH: 
Heinemann.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Jackie Phillips is an educator with Spring Branch ISD. 

Generating Quality Examples in Student Writing by Jacquleyn Phillips 

Page 7 Volume XVII, Issue 3 2016 



Many of you may be familiar with Sharon Draper, author of Tear of a Tiger, forged by Fire, 
Darkness Before Dawn, and many other favorite YA novels that fly from our shelves. She 
spoke to teachers at the Abydos Conference in Houston, and her words lifted us up. At the 
end of Darkness Before Dawn, the seniors graduating from high school recite a poem, which 
Draper revised slightly for teachers. After she spoke, she had us join hands and repeat the 
following with her. It’s worth sharing. 
 

Let out circle be unbroken 
Let our joys and sorrows sing  
Let all the children hear our message 
Let our mighty spirits bring  
All the powers of our teachers 
All our dignity and pride 
Let our circle be unbroken 
As we clasp our hands and guide 
All our voices to the heavens 
As each hand to hand is pressed 
And our love and will are strengthened 
And our minds and bodies blessed 
By the power of the ancients 
And the wisdom of the winds 
Let our circle be unbroken 
For our circle never ends. 
 

--adapted from Darkness Before Dawn by Sharon Draper, 2001. 
Used with permission. 
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 Minecraft, dress uniforms, advisory, and chromebooks. In September, I returned to 
the middle school classroom after a thirteen year hiatus. My sojourn had taken me from a 
title one ELA classroom in Aldine ISD to a downtown Houston office before I settled in as a 
curriculum coordinator in Fort Bend ISD. In the past year, I felt again that I was at a 
crossroad – continue to slog on through an exhausting, high stress job leading curriculum 
revision and overseeing some fifty plus secondary English courses in a large school district – 
where I worried that I was to become a scapegoat if STAAR scores did not improve - or start 
looking for other opportunities – I had tried my hand at adjuncting, enjoyed teaching 

graduate school, and I yearned to be back in the classroom fulltime. 

 In late June, I landed my dream job through a contact on Facebook. Fifth. Grade. 
ELA. Really, almost like online, speed dating. A simple instant message led to an interview 

the next Friday and an immediate job offer. From that day on I became a Village Viking. 

 Much was the same as when I left in 2002, but classroom technology had definitely 
made quite a few leaps in the intervening years. Though somewhat tech savvy, I had never 
relied much on computers beyond simple word processing or power point presentations. My 

new school would be tech heavy. I knew I had a steep learning curve ahead. 

I learned quickly that I had to recalibrate my understanding of fifth grade. What could 
fifth graders be expected to do? How would these students be different – or the same – as my 
students at Drew Academy? What challenges would teaching in a private, college prep school 

throw my way? 

 I found my joy. The majority of my students are avid readers – in fact, one of the 

main parent concerns is that the students are always reading. My students and I began the 

school year writing personal narratives and because my school has reached critical mass in 

the implementation of writing/reading workshop, most of my students are surprisingly 

skilled as beginning writers. The majority of my students are more traveled than I and I 

enjoy learning from them daily about different cultures and the many places they have 

lived. The biggest dilemmas I face now are trying to learn the ins and outs of the digital, 

paperless classroom and keeping current on young adult literature  

 

 

 

 

Originally published in Texas Voices: A Newsletter of the Texas Council of Teachers of 

English, Winter 2015, vol. 28, 4.  Reprinted with permission from the author. 

Tim Martindell is an educator with The Village School. 
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Once, there was a teacher… 
And she loved her students. 
And every day the students would come 
And they would engage in her lessons, and read wonderful stories, and write personal narratives. 
 
And she would teach them right from wrong,  
And how to encourage each other,  
And she would even eat with them during lunch 
And they would play Scrabble to help with their spelling. 
 
And when the students were tired, they would sleep at their desks or in the reader’s corner. 
And the teacher loved the students…very much… 
And the teacher was happy. 
 
But time went by, 
And the students grew restless 
And the teacher was often alone in her teaching. 
Then, one day, the students came to the teacher, and the teacher said: 
 
“Come, students, come and write in your journals and read from my library and listen to my wisdom 
and be happy!” 
 
“It is so boring to write in our journals, read from our books, and listen to your daily motivations,” 
said the students. “We want to party and have fun. We want some free time. Can you give us some 
free time?” 
 
“I’m sorry,” said the teacher, “but I have no free time. I have only stacks of notebook paper and 
unused construction paper. Take my stacks of notebook paper and construction paper and recycle 
them in the city. Then you will have money to have a party and enjoy your free time, and you’ll be 
happy.” 
 
And so the students took the stacks of notebook paper and construction paper  
And recycled them quickly and without much thought,  
And they were paid money to have a party, and they enjoyed their free time 
And the teacher was happy… 
 
But the students stayed away for a long time… 
And the teacher was sad. 
And then one day the students came back, 
And the teacher was with joy, and cheerfully said: 
“Come, students, come and read from my library and listen to my wisdom and be happy.” 
 
“We are too hyper to read and listen,” said the students.  “We want a PS4 to give us stimulation,” 
the students said. “Can you give us a PS4?” 

 
“I have no PS4 to give you,” said the teacher. “But you may take my books and sell them at the 
bookstore, so you can purchase a PS4 and be happy.” 
 
And so the students gathered her books and took them to the bookstore to sell them for a PS4. 
And the students were stimulated. 
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And the teacher was happy. 
 
And when the students came back, the teacher was so happy she could hardly speak. 
 
“Come, students,” she whispered, “Come and listen to my wisdom and be happy.” 
 
“We are too intelligent for wisdom,” said the students. “Our iPhone tells us everything we need to 
know,” said the students. “What answer is there that we cannot access without you? Just give us a 
worksheet and a basal reader, so we can get a grade and relax. We don’t need to think anymore.” 
 
“Here are the worksheets and basal readers for you to complete,” said the teacher. “When you 
finish, you will have thought about nothing, but you will have a grade…and be happy.” 
And so the students used their iPhones and worked on the worksheets and completed the questions in 
their basal readers and thought about nothing and earned a grade  
And the teacher was happy… 
But not really. 
 
And after a long time the students came back again. 
 
“I’m sorry, students,” said the teacher, “but I have nothing left to give you- 
“My notebook paper and construction paper are gone.” 
 
“We have not read anything to write about,” said the students. 
 
“My books are gone,” said the teacher. “You cannot sit on my sofa and read from my library.” 
 
“We have not thought about what is good to read,” said the students. 
 
“My wisdom is not necessary,” said the teacher. 
 
“We cannot understand why we feel so lost, even with GPS,” said the students. 
 
“I am sorry,” sighed the teacher. “I wish that I could give your something…but I have nothing left. I 
have given you all of me as your teacher. I am sorry…” 
 
“We don’t need very much now,” said the students. “Just a quiet place to question, listen, discuss, 
and imagine. We are teachable. We are ready and listening.” 

 
“Well,” said the teacher, straightening herself up as much as she could, “well, this teacher 
is still good for thinking and imagining. Come, students, sit down…let us question, listen, 
discuss and imagine together.” 
 
And the students did. 
And the teacher was happy… 
 
 
 
Brandie Buford is an Assistant Professor with Texas Southern University. 
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 READ 3307, a course named “Language Arts Instruction EC-12,” is required of 

all Urban Education majors at the University of Houston-Downtown.  The writing 

methods course is crafted around a workshop model, in which pre-service teachers 

engage in writing as preparation for teaching writing, exemplifying the professor’s 

mantra:  In order to teach writing, you must write.  This approach reflects the Peter 

Effect, a research concept based upon the biblical tale of the Apostle Peter.  When 

Peter is approached by a beggar seeking money, he responds that he is unable to 

provide what he himself does not have (Acts 3:5).  Previously, literacy researchers 

have applied the Peter Effect to both enjoyment of (Applegate & Applegate, 2004) 

and knowledge of (Binks-Cantrell, Washburn, Joshi, & Hougen, 2012) reading and 

reading instruction.   

To apply this concept to writing is a natural extension of their literacy-oriented 

work.  Calkins (1994) writes, “If we have even once in our lives experienced the 

power of writing, our teaching will be forever changed” (p. 13).  Today, this advice 

continues to be the cornerstone of guidance given to writing teachers.  Kittle (2008) 

challenges these teachers:  “If you want better writers, all of the power lies within 

you” (p. 2) and that “you can’t really teach writing well unless you write yourself” (p. 

7).  The Peter Effect, it seems, is just as applicable to writing as it is to its 

counterpart in literacy, reading. 

 In the READ 3307 course, students produce original multi-genre projects 

on topics of their own choosing.  They present drafts to their writing groups in a 

workshop format, seeking critical feedback to guide the revision process.  The 

students, pre-service teachers only two years away from having students of their own, 
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engage in the myriad forms of writing they will encourage in their future classrooms.  

What follows is an example of a student’s poem, both in its original and revised 

forms.  We conclude by offering instructional suggestions for using these versions to 

reveal the benefits of revision.   

 

Gossamer to Wool (Original Version)  

Gossamer— 

A gown, covers her from head to toe 

And leaves a trail behind her, 

Snags on branches and twigs, 

The ground is hard and frozen. 

The wind blows hard against the fabric, 

seeps through to the skin. 

Goose bumps along her arms, the back of her neck. 

She sees the effect, 

but does not feel it.  

Even if she did, 

she would not care. 

 

The cold has hardened her heart. 

Water freezes along her skin 

Forming ice crystals along her body. 

When she moves there is resistance. 
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The gossamer grows stiff, hardened. 

Pale skin, pale lips,  

Her hair is wild around her face. A gust causes it to hit and scratch at her   

 cheeks. 

Pale skin, with red marks, 

Hands shake. 

A stray bit of laughter escapes her lips, 

the ice cracks, allowing a smile 

before a gust of cold wind seals it up again. 

The wind penetrates her skin and travels to her core. Trying to freeze every  

 inch of her. 

The blood slows— 

But the heart remains. It refuses to stop. It fights against the cold. Knowing   

that one day, there will be warmth again. 

 

Wool— 

A sweater covers her body, 

Warmth wraps around her. 

A smile appears as the sun touches her face. 

Its rays chase away the last of the chill.  

The wind tries to touch her skin again 

But is stopped. 

Her hair is loose around her face, 
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it touches her cheeks 

causing a pleasant pink shade to appear. 

A stray chill latches onto her neck, 

Causing her pulse to slow, 

Her skin to prickle, 

But ice will not form again. 

 

The sweater she wears scratches against her too sensitive skin. 

It reminds her that she is alive, warm. 

She will not let that go again. 

 

In describing her personal writing process, Calkins (1994) states, “I write 

quickly, since nothing is permanent.  This is drafting” (p. 40).  Similarly, the student 

author of “Gossamer to Wool” described how the poetic form was not a permanent 

part of her initial plan.  She began the piece in prose; however, the powerful imagery 

and raw emotion that stemmed from her topic evolved naturally into the distinct lines 

and subtle rhythms of free verse poetry.  

 

Gossamer to Wool (Revised Version) 

Gossamer— 

A gown covers her from head to toe, 

Trailing in her wake, 

Snagging on branches and twigs, 
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Skimming the earth—hard, frozen, unyielding.  

The wind blows hard against fabric, 

Seeping through to skin, 

Creeping up arms in goose bumps. 

She sees the chill 

But does not feel it.  

Even if she did, 

She would not care. 

 

The cold hardens her heart, 

Freezing water droplets cling to skin, 

Forming ice crystals along her body. 

When she moves there is resistance. 

The gossamer grows stiff, 

Immobilizing pale skin, pale lips. 

Her hair thrashes wild about her face, 

Whipping strands hit and scratch at cheeks, 

Exposing pale skin with red marks, 

Hands shake. 

A stray bit of laughter escapes her lips, 

Cracking the ice, permitting a smile 

But only a moment— 

Gusting wind refreezes the fissure. 
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The wind penetrates her skin, 

Travelling to her core, 

Controlling her every inch. 

The blood slows, depresses— 

But the heart remains, 

Refusing to stop,  

Combatting the cold, 

Hoping—knowing—warmth will one day return.   

 

Wool— 

A sweater covers her body, 

Wrapping warmth around her. 

A smile appears as the sunrays touch her face, 

Chasing away the last of the chill.  

The wind tries clinging to her skin once more 

But is stopped. 

Her hair flows soft about her face, 

Touching her cheeks, 

Framing a pleasant flush. 

A stray frost nips her neck, 

Slowing her pulse, 

Prickling her skin. 

Ice’s grip loosens and melts. 
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Sweater scratches sensitive skin, 

Restoring warmth, reassuring life. 

Worsted wool balances graceful gossamer. 

 

Both versions are provided to illustrate the revision process.  To highlight the 

“re-seeing” of this poem, we provide the following instructional suggestions: 

  Display the original version of the poem.  Ask students to read it silently.  Next, ask a 

student volunteer to read the poem aloud.  After both readings, ask students to record 

any words or phrases that grabbed their attention and any thoughts that occurred to 

them during the readings.   

  Repeat this process with the revised version of the poem.  Again, ask students to record 

their thinking.   

 Next, facilitate a discussion about the changes made during the revision process.  

Specifically, ask students to consider elements such as verb usage/changes (present-

tense verbs, present participle formatting, elimination of linking verbs in favor of action 

verbs, etc.) 

 Transition between “gossamer” and “wool” sections 

 Concise language (prose-to-poetry conversion) 

 Clarification and sharpening of imagery 

 Altered alignment of margins 

 Ask students to speculate about what “gossamer” and “wool” might symbolically 

represent.  Have them point out evidence from the poem that supports their assertions.                
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                After students discuss their impressions, you may or may not choose to share the        

          author’s actual intent, which was to describe the isolating cold of depression as it is a   

           altered by the sometimes-harsh warmth of healing.  

     Ask students to extend their study of this poem in their own writing.  After 

identifying a strong emotion or condition with which they are intimately familiar, they 

should choose a tangible object to represent that emotion or condition.  Using some 

of the revision elements listed in #3 above, students could craft an original piece of 

poetry (or prose) that explores the tangible interpretation of an intangible presence 

in their lives.  

 

A multitude of poetry anthologies populate the shelves of bookstores and libraries; 

however, those volumes most often include pristine, edited, and revered published works.  If 

the process of revising writing is important enough to teach, then it is important enough to 

show.  As Gallagher (2006) writes, “Instead of presenting my students with a polished, 

finished product, students are given an extensive look at the many steps that go into 

creating a polished, finished product” (p. 53).  In offering both versions of “Gossamer to 

Wool,” we have provided an instructional model that will encourage your students to revise 

in authentic and meaningful ways.  Additionally, we hope that we have, in some small way, 

encouraged you to create revision models of your own for your students, remembering 

always that “writing teachers must write” (National Writing Project & Nagin, 2003, p. 65).   
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As the school year comes to a close, many high school students are focused on summative projects 

where research knowledge and skills are required. For decades, Kate Turabian’s Student’s Guide to 

Writing College Papers from the University of Chicago Press has helped students in both high school 

and colleges develop and write coherent research papers. The fourth edition of Turabian’s popular 

research writing guide is redesigned by Chicago’s The Craft of Research team. In this redesigned 

edition, Gregory G. Colomb and Joseph M. Williams introduce students to the skills necessary in 

crafting research. Students are given instruction on defining a topic, doing high-quality research, and 

writing an engaging and well-reasoned paper. This revised edition, published in 2010, brings 

relevance and clarity to the research process. 

The Student’s Guide is organized into three sections that lead students through the process of 

developing and revising a paper.  

Part 1, "Writing Your Paper," guides students through the research process with discussions of 

choosing and developing a topic, validating sources, planning arguments, writing drafts, 

avoiding plagiarism, and presenting evidence in tables and figures.  

Part 2, "Citing Sources," begins with an introduction explaining why citation is important and 

includes sections on the three major styles students might encounter in their work. 

Part 3, "Style," covers matters pertaining to style, from punctuation to spelling to presenting 

titles, names, and numbers.  

This book also has practical tips that will improve your students’ likelihood of success in their 

research endeavors. Many students I have had in my classroom over the years had great difficulty 

getting their research started. There are numerous mini-lessons that teachers generally must provide 

so that students can begin the research process. This book provides approaches that can be easily 

converted to mini-lessons so that the research process becomes one that teaches students to write 

AND think. One suggested strategy is to question the topic by making a list of all the questions that 

might be answered. Students are directed to place the questions in loose and perhaps overlapping 

categories in the initial stages of planning. Students are also directed to think of how the topic fits 

into larger contexts: a larger history, a larger system, or a category that includes things like it. The 

book’s example asks the following questions about this topic: masks in religious ceremonies. For the 

question How does your topic fit into larger history?, the following questions are given as suggestions 

for research: 

What came before masks? 

How did masks come into being? 

What changes have they caused in their social setting?  

Questions for each approach to the topic are provided as examples for students to follow. This 

questioning technique brings a rigorous approach to the research process, as students are the ones 

generating and determining appropriate and contextual questions to be answered through research.  

The authors also advocate for a research topic that originates from a creative disagreement. In the 

creative disagreement, students do not just show that a source is wrong, they show that something 

else is right. The research question is stated in terms of the difference between what a source says 

and what the research will show.   These creative disagreements are arranged into categories: Kind, 

Part-Whole, Change, and Cause and Effect.  

 

 

 

Book Recommendation for Student’s Guide to Writing College Papers by Kristi Thaemlitz 

Page 21 Volume XVII, Issue 3 2016 



Here are examples from each category: 

Kind 

Smith claims that __________ is normal/good/significant/useful/, but I will show that it is 

__________.  

Part-Whole 

Smith claims that  ___(whole)_____ always has _____(part)_____ as one of its defining features/

components/qualities, but I will show that _____(part) is not essential. 

Change 

Smith claims that __________ is changing in a certain way, but I will show that it is really the same 

as it was. 

Cause and Effect 

Smith claims that __________ causes __________, but I will show that it really causes __________. 

Smith claims that __________ is caused by __________, but I will show that it is really caused by 

__________.  

Students are encouraged to develop research questions based on the creative disagreements found in 

their research topic. 

Another one of my favorite tips that can be used to get research writing off the ground is using a 

storyboard. The storyboard is used as a plan and guide for student work. The storyboard is actually 

created before the outline so that students can engage in thinking before they are committed to 

points on an outline. Storyboards are more flexible than outlines because the pages can be left 

unfinished until students have found the information needed to fill them. Students can also easily 

move pages around so that they can sort out their organizational method. Students can spread out 

ideas that are represented on each page across a wall, or related pages can be grouped by major 

ideas and sub-points. This methodology allows for students to access a “picture” of the research that 

shows at a glance the design and the progress they have made in finding sources to support their 

research ideas. Students are also encouraged to try out several orders for their ideas by laying out 

the storyboard pages and ascertaining a logical, reasonable order to pursue and plan. Students might 

choose from chronological order, cause and effect, order of importance, order of complexity, or a 

variety of other organizational patterns. The storyboard allows students to more easily think and plan 

potential ways that they can logically construct the answer to their research questions. 

Although the innovative teaching ideas found in this book are too numerous to mention here, another 

favorite is the Elevator Story. Students can present their elevator stories to sum up the big idea they 

have for their research plan. 

 

The Elevator Story will provide teachers with a check in on students’ progress. Students who are 

unable to articulate the Elevator Story need support and guidance. 

Here are the sentence frames for the Elevator Story: 

I am working on the problem of [state your question]. 

I think I can show that [state your hypothesis] because [state your reasons].  

My best evidence is [summarize your evidence]. 

Students working in writing groups can refine their elevator stories at the beginning of each class 

period before they begin working. 

 

There are many other tips for students in this book, such as finding useful sources, planning 
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arguments, how to grow arguments from questions, how to turn a working hypothesis into a claim, 

evaluating claims, supporting claims with reasons and evidence, assembling arguments, converting 

the storyboard into an outline, and creating an introduction. 

To help students sketch a working introduction, they are given a guide that can be used as a 

framework. Students are asked to think of their introduction in four parts: 

Current situation (what your readers now think or do) 

Research question (what your readers need to know but do not) 

Significance of the research question (answers the So what? question)  

Answer (what your readers should now) 

This is a working introduction that students will later revise, but it is essential that they understand 

the key components that researchers address when providing an introductory paragraph.  

As students move through the book, they are given guidance on how to do the following: 

Identify key terms that unite the paper 

Develop productive drafting habits 

Quote, paraphrase, or summarize 

Prevent plagiarism 

Present evidence in the form of tables and graphs 

Cite evidence 

Revise for coherency 

Revise effectively 

This engaging how-to book will provide both teachers and students with fresh ideas to give research 

writing relevance and context. The suggestions and guidance provide opportunities for students to 

engage in activities that will lead to rigorous thought so that the research is reasonable. More 

importantly, the approaches will help students understand that research is a process that is defined 

and managed by the researcher. The depth of the research is also a direct result of the quality of the 

research question and the willingness of the researcher to delve into the answers by filling a void in 

the readers’ understanding of a topic or reshaping readers’ opinions based on claims supported by 

reliable evidence. This book is a wealth of ideas that will present students with a context and 

purpose for their research pursuits. 

 

Kristi Thaemlitz, PhD, is an Education Specialist at Region 4 Education Service Center. 
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Picture an amateur mechanic huddled over an engine.  Wired up is a computer diagnostic machine, spitting 

printouts, and the mechanic scratches his head as he looks at reams of data.  After reading, he replaces a spark 

plug.  The engine doesn’t start.  He fiddles with the distributor cap.  Still nothing.  He swaps out the battery.  

Nothing. 

As the camera pulls back, you see the car is a rusted hulk up on blocks in the front yard. 

Every day, the man hooks up his machine, pours over the print outs, and fiddles with the engine.  Finally, a 

neighbor who has watched this unfold from his window can’t resist stopping by. 

“How goes it with the car?” 

“Darn thing won’t start.  I keep going over these reports and I can’t seem to find the problem.” 

“When was the last time you drove this thing?” 

“Well, I moved in five years ago and I’ve been testing it ever since.” 

The neighbor walks away, thinking the mechanic must be a bit off in the head. 

In the wake of No Child Left Behind’s “data-driven decision making,” too often we are like that mechanic, 

puzzling over benchmark scores, trying to find the TEKS or reporting category to focus on for remediation.   

At the risk of mixing metaphors, we cannot see the forest for the trees.  It should be obvious: students who 

find joy and meaning in reading and writing tend to read and write a lot.  And students who read and write a 

lot do well on standardized tests.  Too often our classrooms are like that rusted car on blocks, lacking the 

maintenance of a steady diet of authentic reading and writing experiences.  

Of course, there is a place for collecting and analyzing STAAR-like test data.  But the savage irony is that the 

benchmark and test prep cycle steers the learning away from what will really help students grow as readers 

and writers.  More benchmarks lead to more test prep.  And too often, the data doesn’t reveal much.  If a 

student answers a multiple choice reading question incorrectly, the reason might be that they struggled with 

the reading strategy, were thrown by an unfamiliar academic vocabulary word, the passage was above their 

reading level, or they were simply (probably!) disengaged from the test.  The most common answer to why 

students struggle with benchmarks and standardized tests is that they have never experienced meaningful 

reading and writing.  The car is rusted. 

Indeed, oftentimes the only data utilized by teachers and administrators is quantitative data from standardized 

tests.  In-the-moment informal assessments like conversations in interactive read alouds and reading and 

writing conferences often better illuminate where readers and writers are.  However, often there is no real 

reading, writing or talking happening.  Readers’ and writers’ workshop is too often seen as doing something 

different than what is expected on the test, rather than the only test prep that actually works. Mapping good 

thinking onto the genre of the test is a conversation best had in the weeks immediately preceding the exam 

itself.  

One definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over and expecting different results.  We have tried 

the test prep experiment for many years and scores are stagnant.   

But we can have our cake and eat it too. If we center learning on joyful and meaningful reading and writing 

experiences, not only will our students grow as readers, writers, and human beings, but they’ll also do better 

on tests.   A robust dialogic classroom centering on authentic reading and writing experiences is a lean, mean, 

driving machine.  Our students deserve better than to be left to rust. 

Stephen Winton is an Instructional Coach with Houston ISD. 
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