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Embracing boldness
I’m still floating. Our 2022 conference reinvigorated me in a 

way that I didn’t know I needed. I must give another round of 
applause to Amanda Palmer, TCTELA Past President, for putting 
on an amazing conference. Seeing so many of your faces, hearing 
your ideas, and being inspired by you creativity gave me the push 
I needed. 

As I continue to float, I can’t help but look to the next time 
we’ll meet face-to-face. Work has already begun for our 2023 
conference. The theme of that conference is Embracing Boldness: 
An Exploration of the Power of Language. I encourage you to 
begin thinking about this theme. Begin to explore what it means 
to be a bold teacher in the State of Texas. Start chronicling acts 
and moments of boldness from teachers and especially students. 
Journal about the power of language in your classrooms. 

The Lioness of Literature Toni Morrison said, “Language alone 
protects us from the scariness of things with no name. Language 
alone is meditation.” As you prepare to meet us in Denton, TX 
for the 2023 conference, let the boldness of powerful language be 
your guide.

Reference:

Morrison, T. (1993, December 7). Toni Morrison nobel lecture. 
NobelPrize.org. https://www.nobelprize.org/prizes/
literature/1993/morrison/lecture. 
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I know that many of you were able to join us in Galveston in February for the 57th 
Annual Conference, Challenge Accepted: Teaching with Strength and Resilience in 
Times of Change. Whether you were able to be with us in person, online, or only in spirit 
this year, I thought you might like a short review of some thoughts from our keynote and 
luncheon speakers.

On day one, Naomi Shihab Nye opened our hearts and reminded us to “focus on the 
moment,” and to remember that “passion is much more important than perfection.” She 
urged us to accept the challenge of teaching and learning about poetry, to write every 
day, and to give the gift of poetry to our students by reading a poem to them every day, 
knowing that “exposure, experience, and enthusiasm may be much more important 
than expertise.” And what a gift to give ourselves as well — time to read and experience 
a poem with our students, for poetry is, as Naomi says, “one of the best ways to stay in 
mental, spiritual, and emotional shape.” 

Later that day, Kelly Gallagher energized us with a similar reminder that we need to 
read, write, study, create, and share every day with our students. He focused his talk on 
the Art of the Essay, reminding us that real essays, as opposed to school essays, give space 
to explore ideas, to think on paper. These essays often begin as responses to what we’re 
reading and take shape in our writer’s notebooks. We must remember for ourselves and 
remind our students that “You have stories to tell that only you can tell,” and essays give 
us the space to tell them.

We then welcomed Kate Roberts whose challenge to us to create more humanity in 
our literacy instruction echoed Kelly’s ideas. To do this, we need to think about one thing 
we want to dig deeply into and design our instruction in ways that provides time and 
practice with that one thing. As teachers, that means understanding deeply how to coach 
students into the next step of the work they are doing and crafting conditions of growth. 
Kate demonstrated a tool for this kind of teaching: a microprogression, which allows 
us to see the progression of a skill we want to get better at. (Check out DIY Literacy: 
Teaching Tools for Differentiation, Rigor, and Independence for an in-depth explanation of 
how to use this tool with your students.) Both Kate and Kelly emphasized the importance 
of practice as key to improvement and growth, and that idea fit perfectly with our theme 
as we continue to practice every day, navigating this time of change.

On Day 2, we shared some time with Julia Torres who asked us to think about under 
what conditions we flourish, what we need to grow, what we need to feel safe, and who 
nourishes us. The answers to these important questions are ones that give us the strength 

Challenge accepted: TCTELA 2022 conference 
highlights
By Valerie Taylor, PD2Teach Liaison

mailto:meredith@characterstrong.com
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Challenge accepted: TCTELA 2022 conference highlights (continued)

and resilience mentioned in the title of our conference this year. 
The answers also can help us to tell our stories and to help our 
students create their stories. The spaces we build are the spaces 
where these stories can emerge if we take on a listening stance. 

As the day developed, we listened to Minh Lê share the story 
of how he found his home in books even though he didn’t see 
himself in those books when he was a child. As an adult, he 
finally saw himself in Gene Luen Yang’s American Born Chinese, 
and now he hopes to help younger children see themselves in his 
books, like Drawn Together. Books like these not only provide 
the mirrors that Rudine Sims Bishop wrote about, but also the 
windows and sliding glass doors because, as Minh asserted, 
“stories are how we connect.” We need to make sure that we keep 
books like these on our shelves as we remember Minh’s reflection 
that when we take away books, we take away opportunities for 
children to see themselves, and as a result also take away the 
opportunity for people represented there to be seen as human—a 
thought reminiscent of Kate Roberts’ challenge to us. 

Minh Lê’s thoughts were picked up later in the afternoon 
when Ann David and Anna Mary Consalvo presented practical 
strategies and resources that can help us support students’ right 
to read. They recommended that we “assemble our ingredients” 
for fighting censorship by establishing our support systems 
(e.g., our departments, administrators, parents, and professional 
organizations), by knowing the policies that exist in our 
departments, schools, and districts, and by creating or gathering 
rationale statements for the texts we use. They also reminded us 
of the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) Policy 
Statements that could be helpful and can be found on the NCTE 
website: Statements on Academic Freedom, Students’ Right to 
Read, “Red-Flagging” of Books, Students’ Right to Write, and 
Classroom Libraries.

Our last morning together ended with the wisdom of Sara 
Ahmed. Her words were a fitting conclusion to our theme, for 
she asked us to think about this question: “In what ways has your 
identity evolved or grown this year?” On the flip side, she also 
asked us to consider what we have lost this year. These kinds of 
questions help us consider how we gather and regather and what 
can and should be disrupted in our worlds (ideas Sara told us she 
learned more about from Priya Parker’s The Art of Gathering: How 

We Meet and Why It Matters). Throughout these last hours of the 
conference, Sara led us on a journey of mapping our identities, 
pondering the importance of our identities, the influences on 
those identities, and the implications, privileges, and visibility 

of those identities, as well as thinking about where 
identities, tension, and social comprehension meet. This 
exploration offers an opportunity to say, “I didn’t know 
what I didn’t know…” (an idea you can find out more 
about on the DKDK Project website). As we explore 
our own identities and make space for our students to 
explore theirs, we will discover our shared humanity.

The humanity shared throughout this conference 
inspired me to share these thoughts with you and to 
invite you to join us next year at the conference where 
we can again be inspired by the 58th Annual Conference 
theme: Embracing Boldness: An Exploration of the 
Power of Language.
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I’ve found now, after experiencing two in-person conferences 
as a board member of TCTELA, that working a conference is 
both exhilarating and exhausting; simultaneously. The whole 
vibe of the conference rolls wave-like from the board member 
dinner Thursday night, through Friday and Saturday, ultimately 
cresting with the annual post-conference board meeting Sunday 
afternoon. 

Serving as a board member at a conference provides a peek at 
the machinations and moving parts that come together to create 
an amazing experience for attendees and presenters. In no way 
is it easy, but nothing worth doing ever is. For me, I roll out of 
bed each morning eager to make my way to the conference area, 
stopping to meet new friends, grabbing a cup of coffee, checking 
my phone for alerts. I love the feeling in the air at our conferences. 
That feeling carries me through the day until late that evening I 
hurl myself onto the bed before falling asleep.

Leaving the conference Sunday afternoon usually means a long, 
exhausted trip home. The miles roll by and the mind can’t help 
but reflect on the experience, relishing newfound friendships 
and building upon relationships carried over from previous 
conferences. While the trip home is a time for reflecting on the 
four days from the near past, it also allows for thoughts of the 
future.

This year, my trip was only 22 miles from Galveston back to 
League City. Short enough to stumble through my front door in 
short order, but long enough to brainstorm the next steps our 
organization might need to take if we intend to continue our 
recovery from the effects of the pandemic.

Like other organizations, no matter their size—those with 
whom we are affiliated or unaffiliated—our membership and 
conference attendance decreased over the past couple of years. 
This was an inevitable byproduct of tightened restrictions, a 
looming teacher shortage, and a need for students to have their 
teacher in the classroom with them as much as possible. 

Honoring the needs of students and teachers in the short term 
is a task literacy leaders cannot fail to consider. Our schools still 
struggle to emerge from devastating circumstances made even 
more difficult by the pervasive political climate that has made 
many teachers feel, at the very least, uneasy with their beloved 
profession. 

Due to these and other circumstances, attendance at a TCTELA 
conference must be more relevant and rewarding than ever 
before. We must provide a home for English teachers where they 
are able to feel fulfilled both emotionally and professionally. They 
have to take learning back to their campuses for themselves and 
their colleagues. They must make connections with speakers 
and presenters that feel like meeting a new best friend. This 
work doesn’t start at the registration desk on the Thursday of the 
conference. This year, the work of next year’s conference started 
at the annual poetry reading on Saturday night as the conference 
was in full swing.

Over the past few years, I’ve had this nagging thought about 
how leaving a conference feels to me like my people are scattering 
to the four winds, to be interacted with sparingly until the 
following year, each of us a year older and wiser, but also more 
tired and in need of each other. 

But what if we could carry our efficacy and enthusiasm through 
the year, one conference connecting to the next through the work 
of our organization? What if we could collect more like-minded 
individuals in the in-between and fold them into our work? 

In order to reach lofty goals, big ideas must be put into practice 
and that starts with an action plan. It also starts with an idea to 
connect the date of this year’s conference to the date of next year’s 
conference; that time is often represented by a “dash.” This “dash” 
was what most troubled me about my work with this organization. 
Section Leadership and our Rising Leader cohorts had monthly 
work that carried them through the Summer and Fall. What work 
can draw other members into a position where they could support 
our organization’s goals? 

It was in the waning minutes of our poetry reading social hour 
wherein the inspiration struck. The voices in that room were too 
important to leave silent for 362 days. They were too powerful and 
clear to set aside with “until we meet again.” So the invitation went 
out to those in the room that important obstacles will need to be 
addressed in the coming months. Big ideas will need to be molded 
into specific strategies that could aid us in our quest to further 
strengthen our organization. 

Now, the call goes out to you. If you are interested in supporting 
the work of the Dash Committee, go to the provided link and 
submit your information. Maybe we can get you plugged into 
a section or added to one of our forming sub-committees 
supporting social media or our calendar of events. Maybe you just 
want to see behind the curtain and plug-in as we shoulder our 
way out of the troubles of the last two years. 

Whatever your reason, reach out to us. Our collective spirit and 
the health of our profession rely on the response we provide in the 
next few years. That response must be guided and crafted by our 
people, together.

Interest form link: https://bit.ly/TCTELADash

Interest form QR code: 

Thinking beyond the conference: dare to dash with us
By Charles Moore, President-Elect

https://bit.ly/TCTELADash
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 “That was really weird.” expressed my colleague and fellow 
TCTELA Conference attendee.

“What was?” I responded.
“The photographer following us around and asking us to pose 

for pictures.” She clarified, glancing, confused yet intrigued.
Astounded momentarily, I had not realized what my fellow 

educator had verbalized out loud. Had I become so blindly 
accustomed to it? We had just finished meeting Kelly Gallagher at 
the 2022 TCTELA Conference and were instructed to pose with 
Kelly with guidance from the hired photographer.

“You don’t know why?” I asked carefully.
She shook her head slowly, still trying to uncover the mystery 

of why her and I were the only actively photographed TCTELA 
attendees.

“Well, how much visible diversity do you see here?” I asked 
hesitantly.

“You’re right…not much”
“How many teachers here look like me?” I resumed my probing 

questioning. 
“Wait…so you’re their token?” she exclaimed with a slight falter 

in her step, halting our trek up the stairs.
As a visibly Muslim woman, I am easy to spot in most crowds. 

Having attended various conferences, festivals, and conventions, 
I unconsciously suppressed this momentary attention I receive 
occasionally. Whether it was attending a teen book festival, an 
off-campus professional seminar, or a teacher conference, a 
reoccurring effect took place. I found myself the main attraction 
for many of the hired photographers. If I stopped to pick up a 
pamphlet from a vendor’s booth, a picture would be taken of me 
reading its contents. If I was speaking to a speaker or presenter, 
several photographers would seize the opportunity to capture the 
token shot.

However, the question now transcends into the true definition 
of a token. What exactly does that entail? What or who assigns 
this supposed value to the token and under what circumstances? 
What kind of passage does the token bring? A token ought to 
grant access, entrance, or exposure to a new length of sort. The 
issue centers around the reasoning for its existence. In today’s 

social mission, acknowledging and embodying the need for 
diversity has become a rite of passage for several fields. Their 
relevancies depend on the fact of whether they are adhering to 
different people (while still maintaining a sense of unity).

What does it mean to go beyond the realm of this supposed 
diversity drive? What does that look like? Our classrooms are a 
prime example of pushing that envelope. While there have been 

multiple efforts to include a range of diverse reading material in 
our classrooms and curriculum, a serious concern arises. Are we 
merely doing it for the sake of checking off a diversity box? Or are 
we actively attempting to dismantle the systems in place beyond 
what we have? Perhaps it now relies on how far beyond we, as 
educators, explore and delve into this matter; beyond what has 
only been given to us.

Beyond token diversity
By Zainab Jabak, High School Section Chair

from the blogosphere...

Fill your tank with loads of instructional ideas at:
 

https://movingwriters.org
 http://twowritingteachers.org

https://www.weareteachers.com

https://pernillesripp.com

https://www.cultofpedagogy.com

https://blog.heinemann.com

https://readingbyexample.com

...to the websiteVisit us online at: http://www.tctela.org

https://movingwriters.org
http://twowritingteachers.org
https://www.weareteachers.com
https://pernillesripp.com
https://www.cultofpedagogy.com
https://blog.heinemann.com
https://readingbyexample.com
http://www.tctela.org
http://www.tctela.org
http://www.tctela.org
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William Shakespeare 
penned in Measure for 
Measure, “Our doubts are 
traitors, and make us lose 
the good we oft might win, 
by fearing to attempt.” 
Shakespeare was onto 
something back in 1604 
that still plagues many 
professionals, including 
myself, in the 21st century: 
doubt.

I earned my first 
opportunity to become a 
teacher leader my third year 
in education. I was ecstatic 
and beyond proud of my 
accomplishment, but even 
as I served as department chair I worried that I had only received 
the position because either no one else wanted it, or the principal 
wanted to make changes at her school. I never thought it was 
because of my merit as an educator.

I never questioned the promotions, accolades, or praise my 
peers received, but anytime a compliment came my way I tried 
to put the attention on someone else as quickly as I could. Even 
as more leadership opportunities came my way, I often would 
question myself, thinking that the only reason I had received 
the position or opportunity was because I was BIPOC and some 
quota needed to be fulfilled.

I despised feeling like 
this, and it took several 
one-on-one sessions with 
my mentor to let me see 
that I was enough, and 
everything in my resume 
was earned and deserved. 
This May, I will finish my 
21st year as a classroom 
teacher, and my 18th year 
as department chair. I 
have also served in various 
leadership capacities on my 
campuses.

It isn’t easy fighting 
through the smokescreen 
that is doubt, but 
our students need all 

passionate, diverse teachers to move the work forward for student 
betterment. As the school year winds down and the leadership 
positions become available on your campus or district level, go 
after the ones that your heart is calling you toward. Don’t let any 
doubt or person stop you.

If your calling is beyond your district and lies within the state or 
national level, become a squeaky wheel and figure out how to get 
involved. Write a proposal to present at the next conference, talk 
with a local politician about changes that need to come to your 
classroom, run for office with any organization. The opportunities 
are endless and always remember: you are enough.

You are enough
By Eva Goins, Vice President-Elect

We continue to learn the best ways to conduct our lives while 
still living amid the pandemic. Thankfully, we were able to engage 
in a successful 2022 virtual and in-person conference while 
maintaining safety and recharging our literacy batteries to finish 
the year strong. This year we were able to receive income from the 
in-person and virtual attendees, as well as registration fees. We 
have $22,945 in outstanding receivables which are due from the 
conference. Attendees enjoyed reminiscing with familiar faces and 
making memories with new ones. As we think forward to next 
year, let’s work to get more educators involved! 

2023 will bring an increase in expenditures to everyone, and 
TCTELA will be no different. As we begin thinking of 2023, the 
TCTELA board’s goal remains the same, which is to maintain 
the equivalent of one and a half year’s operating expenses in 
reserves. TCTELA has 740 members throughout Texas and those 

members receive the peer reviewed journal, English in Texas as 
part of membership. The annual conference brings in 90% of the 
organizations revenue. TCTELA uses that revenue to invest in 
monthly webinars and bring members phenomenal speakers.

Financial update 
By LaWanda Williams, Executive Secretary
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Let’s be honest, we have some AMAZING teachers in Texas! 
Across the state we have teachers changing students’ lives 
through expanding minds to new learning, developing supportive 
relationships with their communities, creating equity in spaces 
that have been historically ignored, and leading their schools and 
teams in a number of areas. So, how can we maximize our impact 
beyond classrooms and campuses? Here are a few ways to share 
the greatness happening in classrooms and schools today: 

Social Media 
The most common 

way to share and impact 
teachers across the 
globe is through the 
use of social media. 
Twitter, Instagram, and 
Facebook have great 
education communities. 
Professionally, LinkedIn 
is one of my new 
favorite platforms. If 
you have yet to tap into 
that platform, I highly 
recommend setting up 
an account. Resources 
are shared generously, 
and it is a great way to 
expand your network 
internationally while 
having an impact on 
those closest to you in 
your network. 

Blog
Having a place to 

collect your thoughts, ideas, videos, lessons, and successes can 
be really helpful. I began blogging for my classroom in the early 
2000s. Over the years, I have been able to use it many different 
ways. A blog is a great way to analyze your growth as an educator, 
track educational trends, and share resources that have helped 
you develop into a skilled educator. There are many blog sites 
available, my favorite being Wordpress. Your blog can also be 
beneficial to more than just educators. My classroom blog also 
had a significant effect on my parent relationships as they felt 
invited into our classroom to see the amazing learning happening. 

Publish 
If you have finessed a certain instructional strategy, project, 

or achievement growth with a targeted student group, consider 
developing your idea into a professional article. There is an 
abundance of platforms who accept articles—like the newsletter 
you are reading now! Here at TCTELA we have opportunities for 
you to write for Texas Voices in a more informal newsletter as well 
as our professional journal, English in Texas, that goes through a 

peer review process. Our home organization, NCTE, also offers a 
variety of writing opportunities listed on their website. There are 
also educational entities who publish articles written by educators, 
like Edutopia and TeachBoost. Publishing your work with an 
educational organization can help you reach far beyond your 
classroom and campus. 

Speak at Conferences 
Lastly, one of the liveliest ways to share your work is 

through presenting 
at educational 
conferences. Presenting 
your work can bring 
an energy (and some 
nerves) that you 
might not experience 
otherwise. The 
proposal submission 
process helps you think 
through your work 
and message. I have 
found the process to 
be extremely helpful in 
analyzing my work and 
my impact on student 
learning in order to 
share out with other 
educators. Creating 
an engaging session 
with colleagues takes 
thinking and reflection 
that is helpful in 
refining your craft. 

When presenting 
your work, you then 

have the opportunity to network with like-minded educators. 
To get started, try looking for opportunities in your district or 
at your local Region Center (ESC). Also, consider proposing a 
session for our next TCTELA conference in 2023! Our submission 
window will open later this spring/early summer. The connections 
made while presenting and attending conferences can be very 
inspirational!

As with all sharing of classroom materials and media, ensuring 
you have permissions is important. During Meet the Teacher 
I always spoke with parents about my intentions to share the 
wonderful things happening in our classroom and got their 
permission levels (face/no face). Luckily today, many social media 
platforms and mobile phones offer privacy tools to cover up 
students’ (or colleagues’) faces. It is also worth having a discussion 
with your principal or boss to ensure posts meet the organization’s 
expectations. Once you have the appropriate permissions, then 
the world is your stage! Have fun and go make an even BIGGER 
difference in the world!

Beyond the classroom: How educators can create change  
around the world 
By Brandy Alexander, Digital Coordinator
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Educators, your teaching practices are meaningful, and your 
impact in the classroom is profound. Why not widen your 
influence beyond your classroom by writing for English in Texas? 
The editorial team of English in Texas would like to invite you to 
submit a manuscript to the journal. You are doing great work, and 
we would love to share it with our membership.

What would you write? Well, I’m glad you asked. We have several 
possible formats for you to consider. There are three article formats: 
columns, classroom innovations articles, and research articles. 

Columns are short-form articles that relate personal 
experiences in the classroom integrating technology (“The 
Tech-Savvy Teacher”) or differentiating for special populations 
(“Putting It All Together”). For example, in the “Tech-Savvy 
Teacher” column, you could explain ways to incorporate 
technology into your daily teaching, any technology tools you’ve 
found useful, how students responded to the tools, and/or what 
is required to use specific tools. In the “Putting It All Together” 
column, you could share experiences in differentiating reading, 
writing, listening, and speaking instruction, including any 
challenges you faced and how you addressed them. Help your 
colleagues by sharing your experiences! 

The classroom innovations articles share effective classroom 
practices in language arts instruction. For example, you could 
explain a specific teaching strategy (or strategies), research related 
to this strategy, how you implemented it in your classes, and 
how your students responded. You could even include student 
work samples (after securing appropriate permissions to publish 
them, of course)! You might also write a classroom innovations 
manuscript around a unit you have developed, explaining the 
planning and implementation process and even including 
resources, book lists, and the unit plan itself. These are just a few 
ideas that are possible.

Our final format is the research 
article. The graduate students or 
higher education faculty among 
our readership will be most 
interested in writing this type 
of manuscript. Research articles 
report original research conducted 
with primary data sources 
(e.g., collecting and analyzing 
qualitative or quantitative data) 
or with secondary sources (e.g., 
literature reviews and research 
syntheses). We consider all types 
of research for publication, and 
we are especially interested in 
research syntheses related to aspects of teaching and learning in 
language arts from preschool through higher education.

Now that you have some ideas for what and how to write for 
English in Texas, pour a cup of your favorite caffeinated beverage, 
grab your favorite writing utensil and notebook, turn on your 
laptop, and get started! Brainstorm a few ideas, try elaborating 
a few of those ideas to see which one is the best fit for a full 
manuscript, and then allow yourself to write that messy first 
draft. You can always revise once you get the words drafted! 
Write in short sessions with small, achievable goals. You can even 
encourage a colleague to write with you and share the manuscript 
drafting and revising. 

For more details and submission guidelines, see our Fall/Winter 
2022 call for manuscripts at https://www.tctela.org/english_in_
texas. Take your work beyond the four walls of your classroom! 
Our next submission deadline is September 1, 2022. We look 
forward to receiving your submission! 

Sharing beyond your classroom in English in Texas
By Polly Treviño, Ph.D., Co-Editor, English in Texas

As you’re looking forward to professional learning 
opportunities this the summer, take a look at the classroom videos 
and webinars available on the PD2Teach Bulb. 

The TEKS in Action: Classroom Video page on the Bulb 
provides examples of integrating literacy skills of reading, writing, 
listening, speaking, and thinking. These teaching strategies relate 
to reading and writing conferences, peer response to writing, 

authors’ purpose and tone, responding to and comparing texts, 
spelling, phonemic and phonological awareness, punctuation, 
collaboration, writing processes, comprehension, text and genre 
features, and more. These videos spark discussions about the 
work teachers are doing in these classrooms and the work that is 
happening in the classrooms in your school or district.

The Webinars page on the Bulb contains 17 hour-long webinars 
designed to spark additional discussions. You might use just a 
segment of one of the webinars or have your group watch the 
entire presentation. For each webinar, you will also find a list of 
additional resources that can support a more in-depth study of 
any of these topics, ranging from early reading and writing work 
with students, to using digital portfolios, to ways to connect 
reading and writing, to dealing with censorship, to incorporating 
multimodal literacies.

We hope you will take advantage of this resource from TCTELA 
and share it with your colleagues, and we look forward to hearing 
how you’re using it. Happy learning!

PD2Teach: Opportunities for professional learning 
By Valerie Taylor, PD2Teach Liaison
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Walking into our home, the first item in your line of sight is 
the fruit bowl. As a parent, I try to keep it stocked with healthy 
options in hopes my children will choose them rather than 
holding out for the possibility of sweets or junk food. More than 
once bananas have drooped there turning brown. Forgotten. 

Those rotting bananas–every single corpse–haunt me after 
reading I Must Betray You by Ruta Sepetys. 

Set in the weeks leading to Christmas 1989 in Bucharest, 
Romania, Sepetys immediately begins to set the mood with these 
sentences at the bottom of the cover:

Trust no one.
Tell no one.
Spies are everywhere.
I Must Betray You is told through 

the eyes of seventeen-year-old Cristian 
Florescu who shares a minuscule two-
room apartment with his parents, 
grandfather, and adult sister. Bathrooms 
are communal and electricity and 
hot water are luxuries that can be lost 
without warning for indeterminate 
periods of time. They are living under the 
communist dictatorship and oppressive 
rule of Nicolae Ceaușescu, who the 
people must refer to as “Beloved Leader” 

and his wife, their “Heroine Mother”. 
In the opening chapters, the reader learns that Cristian, who 

hopes to be a writer someday, chafes under the restrictions of 
communism. By the end of the second chapter, he has been 
turned into the Securitate by a spy. As a result, he is forced to spy 
on an American teenager he has befriended through his mother’s 
work. However, Cristian has questions and his American friend is 
exposing him to ideas and truths that encourage him to consider 
how much he is willing to risk.

Many times while reading and listening to the book I had 
to pause and remind myself the setting was 1989. The world 
described in Romania in 1989 is so vastly different from what I 
recall of 1989 in the United States. The food shortages and hunger 
are overwhelming throughout the book. Cristian dreams of fruit, 
particularly of the luxury of tasting a banana. At one point he 
even wonders about settling for the taste of banana-flavored food 
(hence my guilt over food waste). Coca-Cola and chocolate bars 
are rare items to be given as Christmas gifts and shared with 
reverence.

Ruta Sepetys delivers the immersive experience that all of 
her books provide readers. But this book at this time feels more 
important than others. She manages to take the reader beyond 
borders, beyond fundraisers, beyond hopes and prayers, to see 
and feel what people are really fighting against halfway around the 
world. She offers a very real glimpse of the cost of communism 
without the traps of extreme violence or gratuitous scenes that 
might steal from the power and purpose of the message. 

This historical fiction is an excellent classroom resource to assist 
teachers as students struggle to make meaning of the Ukraine 
and Russia war. While it does not involve these countries, it does 
provide background knowledge in an easily accessible manner 
that will assist students in making connections and it is an 
excellent instructional resource for teaching all of the skills listed 
in the ELA TEKS. 

School Library Journal recommends this book for Grade 9 
and up.

References: 

Abdul, A. (2022, February 1). Fiction: I Must Betray You. School 
Library Journal. https://www.slj.com/review/i-must-betray-you.

Sepetys, R. (2022). I must betray you. New York, New York: 
Penguin Random House LLC. 

Book review: I Must Betray You by Ruta Sepetys 
By Amanda Palmer, Past President

https://www.slj.com/review/i-must-betray-you
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One of the most valuable collaborative opportunities lies 
between the campus librarian and an English Language Arts 
teacher. Since the COVID-19 pandemic, librarian roles have 
experienced a major digital shift, and, given the right pairing 
of librarian and teacher, the students will greatly benefit from 
engaging in a truly blended learning experience. 

Digital literature circles and book clubs are becoming 
increasingly familiar to high school students at Dickinson High 
School in Dickinson, Texas. I work closely alongside the 9-12 
English Language Arts Curriculum Specialist, Charles Moore, and 
team leads to provide digital access to enriched lessons. During 
initial planning meetings, clear expectations and timelines are set 
to ensure curriculum standards will be met while students engage 
with the text during their novel study. Moore and I both bring our 
own expertise to the table, but we have a common appreciation 
for all things literature. Moore’s experience with curriculum and 
pedagogy supports my proficiency in digital tools, which in turn 
creates a dynamic co-teaching opportunity between the librarian 
and English teacher. This unique and powerful duo provides 
a progressive learning experience for the students, while also 
supporting the teachers. 

The English team chooses between six to eight novels for the 
literature circle or book club. There is no set formula for the way 
titles are chosen; however, they are usually based on theme, genre, 
or literary works of merit for AP students. After I receive the 
selected titles, I prioritize purchasing eBooks and audiobooks to 
accommodate all learners.

 I then create a Google Site where all the material will be housed 
for students to have easy access. Each title has its own section 
on the site, and the section includes a picture of the book cover, 
a short video clip of the book trailer, and a summary. The initial 
introduction of the literature circle or book club activity requires 
the students to engage with all titles before making their selection. 
The students then access a Google Form to make their top two 
book selections. The beauty of using the Google Site is that it can 
be used with almost all learning management systems (LMS). 
Dickinson ISD currently uses Schoology, and it works seamlessly 
because all the teacher needs is the published link to the site. That 
link can easily be embedded in their personal course to allow for 
student interaction. 

Many digital assignments are also created for the literature 
circles and book clubs. Librarians are available to assist in 
the digitizing of assignments and help the students with 
accommodations to ensure they are aware and comfortable 
using features available to them through the LMS. For example, 
Schoology allows students to turn in a discussion post by 
speaking instead of submitting a typed response. Oftentimes, 
teachers are so engulfed in curriculum, that they are not aware or 
may forget about some of the simplest features that can support 
all students to aid in their success. 

One of the key components for the literature circles and book 
clubs is a digital notebook for the students to work through as 
they delve through their reading journey. The digital notebook 

is customized based on the team leads’ vision for the specific 
activity. Some examples of activities are interactive vocabulary 
assignments, book discussions, character analysis, and even 
conferencing with the teacher. The digital notebook can be used 
in a variety of ways. A class can share a single notebook and 
interact collaboratively, or each student can have their own. A 
key difference between the two different methods is that the 

whole-class notebook allows for collaboration and teaches 
digital citizenship. The experience of shared vocabulary is also a 
powerful tool because it allows the students to be exposed to a 
wide variety of new words. Conversely, the individual notebook 
allows for more one-on-one monitoring and interaction with the 
classroom teacher. Conferencing and working more closely with 
the students on an individual level can provide additional support 
for struggling readers. 

Other digital tools can be used to enhance the learning 
experience. Padlet, for example, is used as a tool for instant 
feedback. I closed out a literature circle session using a Padlet to 
ask the students for honest feedback regarding their experience. 
This served as a way for future activities to be tweaked if needed. 
Chart paper can be used for character analysis and then the 
students can record a Flipgrid to show their concept of knowledge 
and their response reflections with the text. There are numerous 
apps and websites that can be used with digital lessons that allow 
students to interact with texts in many ways. 

While the initial setup of literature circles and book clubs 
may seem daunting, it is well worth it in the end. Do not 
underestimate the power between a librarian and the English 
department. Leveraging and utilizing the school librarian can 
unleash many learning opportunities that will lead to student 
success while building confident readers. This partnership is 
invaluable and the support teachers can receive will build higher 
expectations and a stronger literacy foundation for years to come. 

Unleashing learning opportunities: The power of collaboration 
between librarians and English teachers 
By Deanna Williams, Librarian, Dickinson High School
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As a teacher, we are used to seeing 
the reader’s slump – students mindlessly 
reading words but not truly digesting what 
the book has to say. Pre-COVID, we knew 
this was a speed bump when jump-starting 
the year or, in some cases, ending the year 
when senioritis kicks in. Surprisingly, or 
maybe not so surprisingly, post-COVID it 
seems that our sometimes-teaching-woes 
have now become a screeching alarm or 
have driven us us to a sudden halt. 

With COVID came a distance between 
students and educators. We created it out 
of safety and fear, but that very distance 
has isolated the emerging writer and 
reader. It pains us to see our students, who 
had to fend for themselves, be repulsed 
by books more now than before. In the 
year following COVID, I desperately 
clung to my prior training in Capturing 
Kid’s Hearts, hoping to unify my already 
divided classroom. It was hard to spark 
their declining love for reading when health and safety were 
more on their mind than picking up a book. We know fostering a 
literacy-rich environment built around inclusivity and diversity is 
critical for developing readers. Even so, it feels as if the year and a 
half hiatus and the mindless clicking students resorted to during 
quarantine have made them pull away from books even more. 

Academic gaps have only been stretched further by the 
pandemic and, like the heroes that teachers are, we are now tasked 
with closing them at once! To complicate things further, we must 
reevaluate our current teaching practices or perhaps revise our 
current curriculums to make way for the new and “improved” 
STAAR exam, full of systematic biases and putting our already 
struggling learners at a bigger loss. For our emergent bilinguals, 
or for any of our struggling readers, picking up a book has now 
become more intimidating. 

To re-energize my students’ reading spirits, I have found a lot 
of success with self-selected novels and whole-group novel study, 
depending on the needs of the student and class. What seems to 
draw in the most reluctant readers has been self-selected novels 

and community reading among their peers. Middle school is a 
special place for identity development and acknowledgment of 
students’ free will; unfortunately, the demands of the pandemic 
often took that exploration away from them. Now is the time 
to give students autonomous learning to navigate their future 
middle school experiences and decisions. What they choose to 
read can amount to decisions they want to make across their 
academic career. Reading autonomy and self-selected books lay 
the foundation for a more student-centered classroom, the holy 
grail of pedagogy. 

We see now, more than ever, the challenge of teaching diversity 
in our classrooms—book bans, restricting and reframing history, 
closing dialogues of inclusivity our predecessors struggled so 
much to even bring into the light. Reading is freedom. Reading 
is not just STAAR prep or irrelevant and outdated novels. There 
needs to be a place for autonomy in a Language Arts classroom 
with learners’ demographics and interests always in mind. We are 
teachers, we are learners, but, above all, we are passionate with an 
infinite amount of love to offer. 

Reader’s slump and other worries 
By Donna Herrera, Middle School Section Chair
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Continued on next page

I was fortunate to be part of an internship program at the 
Center for Teaching and Learning in Edgecomb, Maine, a 
demonstration school founded by beloved educator Nancie 
Atwell. As an intern, we sat elbow to elbow with school personnel 
and sometimes with students, and we observed and learned 
from their daily routine. This included a gathering of all staff and 
students every morning wherein they sang songs, read poems, 
and celebrated each other. 

During these gatherings, there were days when a teacher read 
a poem aloud and elicited responses from students. They made 
connections, they noticed word choice, and they found beauty 
and meaning in each line. I was teaching sixth grade back then, 
and the thought of having students huddle together to listen to 
and discuss poetry made me cringe. But as I observed a seventh 
and eighth-grade class have a deep conversation about a poetry 
anthology, I felt challenged and inspired to bring the same 
appreciation to my students. They used academic vocabulary to 
dive deep into the meaning of the poems written by Billy Collins, 
and I felt ashamed of how little my experience was in what they 
were doing. In one of our debrief sessions, I asked about poetry 
and the rationale for the practices that were in place, and I was 
introduced to Naming the World: A Year of Poems and Lessons, 
a book that held my hand as I introduced poetry circles to my 
quirky, sometimes rowdy six graders. 

On my first day back after the internship, I immediately carved 
out 15 minutes of class time to bring students together and 
have them study the poem I chose for that day. It sounded easy! 
Schedule a poetry circle time, choose a poem, read aloud the 
poem, and then have students talk about it. With all firsts, there 
is both enthusiasm and defeat, and my first poetry circle was a 
flop. It didn’t stop me though. I kept practicing and refining the 
work until I was able to establish a routine that incorporated both 
ELAR TEKS and language domains. In the following section, 

I outlined all the ideas I have learned and gathered with the 
intention of making it easier for other educators to explore and 
establish poetry circles. 

1. DEFINE SPACE AND TIME
15-20 minutes is more than enough time to do poetry circles. If 

you have a 40-minute block, having poetry circles once a week is 
sufficient. I usually do it on a Friday as it 
has a calming effect on students. I make 
sure that the front of the room has 
enough space to have my students sit in a 
circle or semicircle. They can sit on the 
floor or on chairs that are located in the 
front of the room. I intentionally ask some 
students who are shy or those who cannot 
sit still to sit right beside me as a thought 
partner. On some days, you can hear 
students arguing about who gets to be my 
thought partner as it has become a 
privilege to sit beside me. 

2. SET CLEAR EXPECTATIONS
Each poem in the book Naming the Year: A Year of Poems and 

Lessons includes a setting-the-stage section, and this is where each 
poem is introduced and students are invited to take action before, 
during, and after the poem is read aloud. Below is an example of 
how I adapted the setting-the-stage component.

Readers, today I’m going to share a poem that I use a lot 
when teaching students and adults. It’s fun and contains 
multiple layers of meaning that can be different for each 
reader. You’ll notice that the speaker of the poem has a 
speech impediment; that’s why some of the words are spelled 
differently. You’ll also notice that Spiderman seems to be 
confused as Batman with the mention of the governor. 

There are five stanzas in the poem, “Maybe Dats Your 
Pwoblem Too,” and as I read it out loud, I ask that you mark 
the line/s that strike you the most in your own copy of the 
poem. You’ll be sharing your responses with a partner and 
with the rest of the class afterward. 

3. STATE THE PURPOSE 
Just like we want students to tell us what the point of a text is, 

they also expect us to articulate why on earth we need to read and 
discuss poetry. Some of the teaching points we can teach them 
through poetry circles include: 

• Readers read poems from top to bottom more than once. 
• Readers make sense of poems stanza by stanza. 
• Readers create images in their heads as they read each line of 

a poem. 
• Readers make connections across texts. 
• Readers annotate on the sides of the poem to show their 

thinking. 

Poetry circles: Harnessing the power of poems to promote language 
and literacy development 
By Isabel Tuliao, Recording Secretary
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Poetry circles: Harnessing the power of poems to promote language and literacy development (continued)

• Readers notice patterns and think about why the poet wrote 
it that way.

• Readers study repetitions and line breaks and how it impacts 
meaning.

• Readers think about the message of a poem. 
There is so much we can teach about poems, but the most 

important one is the right attitude on how to approach poems. 
If we want them to be excited and curious about poems, we 
educators need to emulate that. 

4. TEACH STUDENTS HOW TO HAVE DEEP CONVERSATIONS 
Remember my chagrin as I watched and listened to the students 

at the Center for 
Teaching and Learning? I 
learned that if you teach 
it, it becomes a reality. If 
you have students 
repeatedly partake, they 
become active 
participants in the 
process, and they get to 
know each other more 
through the ideas and 
responses they share. 
Also, start small and 
gradually increase the 
intensity of the 
conversation. Some of the 
strategies that can 
leverage talk include: 

• Partnerships - strategically assign talk partners to ease 
students into sharing their ideas. You may want to keep the 
same partnership for 6 - 9 weeks.

• Fishbowl method - when you see and hear a pair of students 
exemplifying quality conversation, interrupt the class and 
have them circle around and listen to the example you want 
them to work towards. 

• Talk prompts - some students need a scaffold to get to the 
point of independence and to guide the structure of the 
conversation. 

• Green Card Blue Card - there will come a day that everyone 
wants to talk, but not everyone will get a chance. That is 
a good indicator of engagement, but you would also want 
to establish a system that will allow most students to get 
a chance to share. One way to do this is to have small 
laminated cards that are blue on one side and green on the 
other side. Any color or pattern will do as long as it’s different 
for each side. Give each student a card and have them all 
show the same side up. After they get a turn to talk, they will 
flip the card to the other side which will help you know who 
has not participated yet. 

5. MATCH THE METHOD WITH THE NEEDS 
Depending on the level of student comfort and proficiency, 

you can choose which method to use to facilitate a poetry circle 
lesson. 

• Read Aloud - The teacher reads aloud the text while a copy of 
the poem is projected for the whole class to see. If you don’t 
have a projector, you can rewrite the poem on chart paper or 
butcher paper. The goal is for the teacher, a proficient reader, 
to model the reading while pausing at certain parts of the text 
to think aloud or have students turn and talk while he/she 
leans into the conversation. It’s a quick formative assessment 
or pre-test of what they know and how they are processing 
the text. This is a low-stakes method to ease the whole class 
into the routine. 

• Video Aloud - This process is similar to reading aloud in 
many ways. The big difference is that you anchor the lesson 
and discourse to a preselected video of a poem being read 
aloud by the author. The teacher needs to determine when 
to pause the video to allow students to have a text-based 
discussion on structure, word choice, or elements of poetry. 

• Close Reading - This strategy requires intentionality. You 
can provide a copy of the poem to each student and have 
them compile or glue the copy onto their literacy notebooks. 
It starts with a brief introduction of the text and a stated 
purpose for reading it. Students will read the same text 
multiple times and have a different focus to notice and think 
about, such as figurative language, structure, author’s craft 
and purpose, and theme or author’s message. 

Poetry is not the most popular genre of choice in the classroom, 
and yet it’s one form of literature that can invoke a person’s 
deepest thoughts and emotions. In teaching poems, attitude and 
purpose impact outcome, and we educators serve as catalysts that 
fuel the passion and appreciation of poems. 

Reference:

Atwell, Nancie. (2016). Naming the World: A Year of Poems 
and Lessons. Portsmouth, NH: Firsthand.
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As we discussed in the previous issue, our prewriting strategies 
should lead to a better draft. As Samantha and I worked through 
this thought experience, we realized how many standards overlap 
to craft a coherent response to the texts. We worked backward 
to consider what we have to know and do as writers to move 
from the prompt and through the prewriting process. Using the 
common acronyms didn’t really match the order our thinking 
needed to take to figure out what to put down on the page in an 
organized and developed response that met the rubric category.

Chelaine Marion shared the following information about the 
Extended Constructed Response at the 2020 CREST meeting. 
The extended constructed response will be scored with a 5 point 
rubric with 3 points given for Idea Development and 2 points for 
Language Conventions. 

Here is a sample prompt for an informational text:

After reading the excerpt from Air Traffic Control, think about the following 
question. In what ways has air traffic control changed over time? In a written 
response, explain how air traffic control has changed over time. You must 
support your response with details from the selection 

I couldn’t find a released passage that fit the prompt, so I chose 
this one: https://www.enotrans.org/article/history-air-traffic-
control-provision-united-states. 

Below is the exemplar essay we crafted from the prompt, 
writing with strategies that combined composing, comprehension, 
genre characteristics, and author’s purpose TEKS:

Before the 1926 Air Commerce Act, “the only laws governing 
aviation in the U.S. were Isaac Newton’s”. While the physics 

laws for planes to escape gravity have always been in place, 
Air Traffic control wasn’t always a “thing.” In the beginning 
of the age of flight, pilots needed only to attend to what was 
around them and steer clear of other craft or birds. 

Today, a governmental agency with over 46,000 employees 
manages “certification, safety regulation, airport oversight, 
grants…en-route and terminal air traffic control, and 
technical operations…infrastructure and maintenance.” 
Massive changes in air traffic control occurred since its 
inception in 1926, involving technology as well as the impact 
of war and postwar policies.

Originally, pilots communicated through radio and used 
ground beacons to keep them safe. Unfortunately, many 

accidents revealed the need for a person to be in charge of 
watching over the air, especially at airports. In 1936, the 
federal government took over that responsibility to manage 
flight paths between airports. Local airports managed air 
control at airports. To prepare for war operations in 1941, the 
government took over air traffic control at the local level as well.

After World War II, more accidents showed that the current 
system of air control was not working. Air Traffic radar’s 
invention in 1950 provided a technological solution and 
led to the creation of the Federal Aviation Agency (FDA). 
By 1958, the FDA became part of the US Department of 
Transportation and had its own position in the Presidential 
Cabinet. So in 32 years, the skies went from no one watching 
but the pilots to complete governmental oversight through 
the Federal Aviation Agency. (1707 characters)

Prewriting strategies that move us beyond the trite but true: 
Extended constructed response 
By Shona Rose, PhD, Teacher Development & Samantha Bradley, Learning Leader, Pampa ISD

(November 2020 CREST Presentation, RLA Assessment Update)

(November 2020 CREST Presentation, RLA Assessment Update)

Continued on next page

https://www.enotrans.org/article/history-air-traffic-control-provision-united-states/
https://www.enotrans.org/article/history-air-traffic-control-provision-united-states/
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Poetry circles: Harnessing the power of poems to promote language and literacy development (continued)

Here is an exemplar where we used RACE to structure our 
writing: 

Air Traffic Control has changed over time. It has changed 
in who is in control and with technology. When people first 
started flying, the pilots paid attention to what was around 
them. 

“Pilots had to be aware of their surroundings, and separate 
themselves from other traffic.” Then, the accidents began. 
To solve the problem the “federal government took over 
provision of en-route air traffic control.” The change went 
from no one in control to the government being in control. 

Another change was in technology. More accidents started 
to happen after WWII. Radar was invented to help watch 
the skies. A new department was needed to manage it. “...the 
Federal Aviation Agency was created in 1958.” Now pilots 
and the people who helped them used the radar and worked 
for the government. 

Air Traffic Control went through changes in technology and 
control between 1920 and 1958.(145 characters)

Using an acronym such as RACE (Restate the Questions, 
Answer the Question, Cite Evidence, Explain) may tell students 
what order the final essay could be in, but it does little to raise 
awareness of how to get to that point. As we wrote the second 

exemplar, we felt constrained, as if there was little to say. The 
premise of RACE is to provide students with a box in which to 
fulfill the requirements to answer a prompt. The second essay, 
although comprising the most basic components, lacks the 
development of ideas that are required to earn the three points 
within the development category. The solution is not answered 
with a simple strategy, but yet, a beautifully crafted year-long 
experience with writing as a craft that students must hone in 
order to successfully create and develop ideas. RACE may explain 
one required text structure, but it does nothing to help the writer 
with the process of composing. 

Yet, this leaves classroom teachers begging the question, “So...
What can we do?” As we strove to answer the question in the 
prompt, we realized that the approach to writing the response 
was very different from what we have been asking students to do 
in their expository essays. Instead, we were using informational 
techniques and characteristics to craft, as well as the steps in both 
the comprehension and composing processes. We needed a set of 
steps to guide the process we used to compose the response. 

• Select and interpret the evidence: First, we had to have a very 
clear understanding of the text and what pieces of the text 
were relevant to answering the question. We had to make 
a decision about how the evidence answered the question/
prompt.

• Organize ideas: From there, we had to determine how to 
organize the ideas. We decided on a comparison and contrast 
structure for the introduction and then a chronological 
listing of the major developments.

• Introduce and connect: We needed a hook that helped show 
the contrast of changes over time and selected a quote from 
the passage we thought was funny. The hook had to connect 
to our purpose. 

• Respond to the question to craft the thesis: To develop the 
thesis, we had to generalize to name the category, or type, of 
changes over time: technology and governance. 

• Extend with examples, paraphrases, and summaries from 
the text evidence: We had to reread and then paraphrase, 
summarize, and structure the ideas from the text into 
paragraphs that met each section of the organizational 
structure.

• End: Finally, we wrapped up the text with a conclusion 
that named the big changes in air traffic control from the 
beginning to about 1960. 

Goodness. We created another acronym by accident. SOIREE: a 
writing party to help connect writers to the internal thinking and 
reasoning processes that lead to effective responses. 
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I recently walked into a 
teacher’s classroom and was 
immediately concerned when 
I noticed she was crying at her 
desk. I placed my extra-large 
tumbler of coffee and computer 
on the first desk I could reach, 
and I made my way over to her. 
What I witnessed next was not 
uncommon; nonetheless, it 
was disheartening. The teacher 
looked up from her computer 
with utter exhaustion in her 
eyes, and she released words of 
anger, defeat, and frustration. 
The scores from the last common 
assessment were pouring in, 
and let’s just say they were less 
than stellar. Before diving into 
the data, the teacher received 
reminders to complete compliance logs for the latest district-
purchased program, submit student updates on the HB4545 
program, and submit her weekly dyslexia logs (not necessary, but 
the district wants them in case there is an audit). The teacher still 
needed to enter her grades for the assessment, contact parents for 
unsuccessful students, and create a re-test. Needless to say, the 
teacher was overwhelmed, exhausted, and at the end of her rope. 

What worried me the most was that the teacher had to 
prioritize what she needed to complete, and she admitted that she 
would have to compromise the other items or not do them at all. 
So, what did she choose to complete? My friend, unfortunately, 
decided to complete the program compliance items because if 
she did not do them, individuals not in the classroom would be 
knocking at her door. What did she have to push to the side? 

• Spending time digging into and reflecting upon the 
assessment data

• Creating highly-impactful intervention and extension 
opportunities for her learners

• Breaking down the TEKS for the upcoming unit and finding 
ways to cycle back through the previously taught standards

• Making positive phone calls home celebrating the growth of 
individual students

I don’t know about you, but the bulleted list mentioned above 
sounds like it would have a more significant impact on student 
success than program compliance. Too often, our teachers 

are faced with demands 
from multiple departments 
throughout the district. The 
task may seem small to the 
department up top; however, 
chaos is inevitable when eight 
other departments add “small 
tasks” to the teacher’s plate. 

District leaders, here is my 
plea. 

Meet weekly with other 
departments across the 
district and create a list of 
compliance tasks you re-
quire of teachers. 

Having this conversation and 
compiling a list of what each 
department asks will create a 
visual for all stakeholders. When 
stakeholders communicate 

frequently, there is an excellent opportunity to prioritize what 
is necessary and what is not. It even opens the door for district 
leaders to see where maybe some of the demands are redundant 
or unnecessary. 

Create a whole-district goal and invite your teachers.
Conduct a whole-district root-cause analysis and invite teachers 

when determining which RFPs (Request for Purchases) to post. It 
is essential for classroom teachers to be a part of the conversation 
when determining what students need. I don’t know about you, 
but I want my actual trusted doctor, not the management system, 
to decide what is best for me. When educators feel that their voice 
matters and are valued, a district’s culture will improve drastically. 

Invest in our teachers!
If we want our students to soar, invest in the individuals who 

directly influence our scholars’ learning. A program will not 
help our students if the teacher does not have a firm grasp of 
Tier I best practices and the standards. Districts waste millions 
of dollars buying computer programs that will not succeed, and 
unfortunately, the solution is right under their noses. Use the 
money to build and strengthen professional learning communities 
through master scheduling solutions, training, and time. Use 
the money to invest in instructional coaches who can facilitate 
learning opportunities for educators. Use the money to invest in 
our teachers!

Beyond programs: District leaders, let’s prioritize Tier I  
instruction and our teachers! 
By Alissa Crabtree, TCTELA Vice President 
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Call for submissions
Review the submission guidelines at https://www.tctela.org/english_in_texas.

English in Texas, Vol. 52.2 (Fall/Winter 2022) 
Theme: Conference Theme:  From Zed to Alpha: Reflecting on the past to teach for the future 
Manuscript Deadline: September 1, 2022 
Column Deadline: September 15, 2022

Call for Submissions: The Fall/Winter 2022 issue will focus on how the implementation of the 2017 ELAR TEKS has evolved during and 
after the pandemic, how the equity issues that have been raised have impacted the classroom work, and what Generation Alpha (those 
born in 2010 or later, following Gen Z) requires in our teaching. Principal Kafele (The Equity and Social Justice Education 50) has said, 
“Our work is more than just content and curriculum,” while Mark McCrindle, speaking of Generation Alpha, says that this generation, 
which will be the largest in the history of the world, is given “screens as pacifiers.” So how has this changed our teaching...or has it?

In this issue of English in Texas, we want readers to share their experiences and insights into how all the things that have happened 
since the 2017 TEKS were adopted have changed what happens inside the classroom in both the content and the curriculum. As you 
consider this, think about the following questions:

• How is Generation Alpha changing how we implement the TEKS in our classrooms?

• Are there particular strategies you use in language arts instruction that are specific to the needs of Generation Alpha?

• How are you using the ELAR TEKS and best practices to teach toward equity and social justice?

• Considering the trauma of COVID and other real-life occurrences, how do we ensure that our standards-based teaching is also 
relatable and that the social and emotional needs of both Gen Z and Generation Alpha students are met?

• What about texts/trade books? Are there particular ones you use to reflect the diversity in our state/classrooms? Which books 
have made the most impact on you and your students?

We welcome you to share your experiences and learnings through articles that are practical, research-based, and/or theoretical, as 
related to this topic of “From Zed to Alpha: Reflecting on the past to teach for the future.” Please refer to English in Texas on the 
TCTELA website https://www.tctela.org/english_in_texas for manuscript submission guidelines. Do not hesitate to contact the editorial 
team at EnglishinTX@hbu.edu should you have any questions. 

Furthermore, we invite interested individuals to submit ideas for our Fall/Winter columns, “Putting It All Together” and “The Tech-Savvy 
Teacher” as related to the theme of “From Zed to Alpha: Reflecting on the past to teach for the future.” The below descriptions detail 
each column as well as provide information for contacting the editorial team regarding your column idea. Please query the editorial 
team BEFORE submitting your full column.

The columns to be published in this issue include:

Putting It All Together: This column focuses on how teachers differentiate for special populations, including gifted/talented, English 
learners, struggling readers, and other students with special needs. What experiences have you had in integrating reading, writing, 
listening, and speaking with these populations? What resources have you consulted? What challenges have you faced and how did you 
address them? To submit a column for publication consideration, please contact the editorial team at EnglishinTX@hbu.edu.

The Tech-Savvy Teacher: This column focuses on ways to incorporate technology into your daily teaching. What are some technology 
tools you have found useful? How do these tools inform your instruction? How do students respond to these tools? What is required to 
use these tools? To submit a column for publication consideration, please contact the editorial team at EnglishinTX@hbu.edu. 

The Texas Council of Teachers of English Language Arts neither endorses nor opposes political candidates or parties. TCTELA 

encourages a free and open exchange of ideas. For this reason, the content of conference presentations or articles in English in Texas 

and Texas Voices may not necessarily reflect the views of TCTELA or its members. 
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