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Teachers and students around the country are grappling with several important issues during these precarious times,
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NCTE is responding to these needs with Special Issues, a series of books designed to directly address these pressing topics
in K-12 and college classrooms today. Fortunately, NCTE’s journals have been addressing these topics for years.
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to make our most relevant material accessible and practical.
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offerings, professional learning communities, and diverse stakeholder groups within the school.
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OUR WORK
IS STUDENT
FOCUSED
Dear Member,
We don’t have to look far to be reminded of how
difficult our times are; there’s an abundance of
examples. We do owe it to our students and
ourselves to look for the light. As this year’s
Convention theme reminds us, there’s light even
in darkness.
Student voice is alive and growing within NCTE.
The positions and areas of emphasis for this
organization continue to follow and respond to
student need and, increasingly, student ideas.
Look into this issue with the frame of reference
being the students we serve. What do they say
about the urgency of media literacy? What do
we hear them offer related to high-interest,
responsive books? If we listen closely, we hear the
reasons why a particular book should be not only
defended, but also celebrated.
In order to empower and elevate student voice,
educators must be able to use the material
and the methods they deem best to engage
and involve their students in learning. The need
for teacher autonomy becomes even more
pronounced in the current climate of censorship

and challenges to intellectual freedom. Without
the freedom to teach, the very spirit of student
voice is threatened.
NCTE and our field need your involvement.
Please consider joining This Story Matters by
writing a book rationale or by contributing your
time as a rationale peer reviewer. Contributing
your time and expertise to this effort not only
helps a peer literacy educator but also says a
student truly matters. Their story matters.
Belonging to this organization is a gateway to
actionable progress and support of each other.
Let’s press forward in the name of student
interest.
Warmly,
Emily Kirkpatrick, NCTE Executive Director
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BY CHRISTINA
TORRES CAWDERY

THE MEDIUM AND
THE MESSAGE
How Media Shapes and Supports ELA Classrooms
When people think about English teachers, the first
thing that comes to mind is “books.” Many English
teachers are self-proclaimed bibliophiles who want to
share the joy of reading.
We also know that, in addition, English educators
teach valuable life skills: identifying and analyzing
the intended audience and purpose of a piece, reading
multiple kinds of texts, and communicating effectively.
This is encapsulated in NCTE’s recent position
statement, Media Education in English Language Arts.
The statement, written by ten NCTE members,
speaks to the ways learning shifted during the
pandemic. “COVID forced people to interact in
increasingly digital ways,” Kristin Ziemke, a resident
teacher for Big Shoulders Fund and statement author
shared. “You had to be on Zoom, you had to learn
from home—there’s been an influx of digital [media] in
our lives. It’s only natural we have to teach people how
to use it as a tool for thinking and offer strategies to
engage with information.”

“Students today process so much information
through media,” Lisa Stringfellow, a teacher at The
Winsor School and another author of the statement,
shared. “It’s not simply print text that they’re
interacting with—so much is through video and
short-form posts on Instagram, Twitter, or TikTok.
As English educators, part of our responsibility is to
give them the skills to process that information and
determine what the messaging is, who’s behind the
messaging, and what types of persuasion are at work.”
English teachers also play a particularly important
role in teaching not just how to read books or poems,
but how to read the world. Helping students learn to
be critical thinkers and strong communicators will
benefit them across all disciplines. Stringfellow noted,
“Communication, writing, and reading—[English
class is] the bedrock of helping students cultivate those
skills that they can scaffold and then apply in different
situations.”

Read the complete Media Education in English Language Arts position statement:
ncte.org/statement/media_education/
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Kristin Ziemke

Lisa Stringfellow

Sara Kajder

Sara Kajder, an associate professor in language
an assignment she does with digital poetry and noted
and literacy education at the University of Georgia,
that “genres of visual essay or digital poetry are actually
agreed: “I cannot remember a time when my
deepening our engagement with texts.”
English classroom didn’t deal with media literacy in
This also helps build a deeper relationship with the
some way. In the past, it would’ve been looking at
text’s context. “Say students are reading something
advertisements and thinking about gender depiction,
related to the Harlem Renaissance,” Stringfellow
which we continue to do, but the media landscape
explained. “Along with reading that text, maybe they
our kids are growing into is vastly different than it
can listen to the music of that time and interpret how
has been in the past.”
that is in conversation with what
Media can be read as
the characters are experiencing.
another kind of text, to the
What does that show them about
“Students today process so
benefit of kids, “by giving
the society?” She continued,
much information through
our students the opportunity
“It’s asking how we can take
media. It’s not simply print
to have experiences in
the multiple forms of media that
multiple mediums and with
are part of our lived experiences
text that they’re interacting
multiple types of content,”
and help students interpret them
with—so much is through
Bill Bass, an instructional
in conjunction with the print
video and short-form posts
coach for Parkway School
and writing we value in our
District, explained. “[Media
curriculum.”
on Instagram, Twitter, or
literacy] skills are similar …
The statement’s authors and
TikTok.”
to what we teach in reading
supporters also felt that bringing
—Lisa Stringfellow
in terms of decoding and
in current and popular culture can
trying to find the main
provide an opportunity for students
idea. The approach that
to consider representation and
we take in the medium may be different, but the
power in the world. “[We can ask students] what kinds of
medium doesn’t necessarily change the message. If
messages is it giving to us, whose voices get represented,
we’re interested in the story and communication,
whose voices don’t?” Kajder said. “We can answer back
then media is a part of everything we bring to our
to media by looking at depictions of youth and then create
classrooms.”
our own depictions. That’s an invitation for any English
Many also shared how media and print
teacher to create as well as to consume.” Bass agreed,
have a strong relationship that can work well
saying, “Media literacy is not diminishing text. It just says
in conversation with each other. “I see print in
that there are other ways that we are communicating”
conversation with media,” Candance M. Doerrwhile acknowledging that “one way of communication
Stevens, an associate professor at the University
isn’t necessarily ‘better’ than another.”
of Wisconsin-Milwaukee, said. “[Print pieces]
CONTINUED ON P. 8
themselves are their own media.” She discussed
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“If we’re interested in the
story and communication,
then media is a part of
everything we bring to
our classrooms.”
—Bill Bass

Bill Bass

The empowerment that media education can bring
into classrooms is also important. Students “have all
this knowledge and are spending time consuming and
responding to media. Let them bring that knowledge into
the classroom,” Doerr-Stevens
recommended. “When you
bring that in, it levels the
playing field when we think
about whose knowledge we
value between teachers and
students.”
“It also gives us the
opportunity to have thirtyfour teachers in the room,”
Ziemke agreed. “Five-yearolds will come up with
things to share, and I’ll say,
‘Show me how you did that.’”
Learning from students helps
create a community that is
more empowering. Ziemke
continued, “There’s relevancy
that digital publication affords
kids through an audience. No
longer do things have to live
in the halls and walls of classrooms. Classrooms can have
a website where student work is featured. Knowing their
work matters enough to live in the real world empowers
every kid to start thinking what they think or say has
value. Even if it’s just open to their families, seeing their
work online completely changes how they viewed audience
and their work.”
When starting that creation, teachers engage their
students in the process. “Invite their students to become
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Candance M. Doerr-Stevens

media sleuths to find pop culture references to the
literary texts being taught in class,” Doerr-Stevens
recommended. “Or invite students to reboot some
of the classics by composing new popular culture
references. These activities
build conversation across
the genres of culture.”
Teachers can also start
small, rather than revamping
their entire curriculum.
“Pick one particular unit or
element of your curriculum
to see how you could
expand and add a bit more
multimedia to that work,”
Stringfellow shared. “Or,
add a multimedia option
to a summative project for
students to be assessed on.
A good place to start is to
look at what resources you
have and consider what your
students work best with.”
Ultimately, teachers
can do this work well
by modeling it in their own lives. Ziemke noted
this, saying, “We have to be the chief learners in the
classroom. We have to keep learning something new
and updating our practice.”
CHRISTINA TORRES CAWDERY TEACHES EIGHTH-GRADE ENGLISH AT PUNAHOU
SCHOOL IN HONOLULU, HAWAI’I. SHE HAS WRITTEN FOR LEARNING FOR
JUSTICE’S TEACHING TOLERANCE, ASCD’S EDUCATION UPDATE, AND EDUCATION
WEEK’S TEACHING NOW BLOG. VISIT HER AT CHRISTINATORRES.ORG.

Illustrator: Rafael López

NCTE is proud to share this latest resource in our intellectual freedom efforts,
Open Books, Open Doors, developed in partnership with School Library
Journal, PEN America, National Coalition Against Censorship, Penguin Random
House Secondary Education, and #FReadomFighters, featuring the artwork
of award-winning illustrator Rafael López. Poster and social media assets
available for download at: slj.com/page/readfree
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BY PAUL BARNWELL

PRESERVING THE
FREEDOM TO TEACH
For years, NCTE member and award-winning teacher
Patti Bobbitt of Chaparral Junior-Senior High School
(Anthony, KS) has taught and provided students with a
diverse array of literature and ideas. After all, she says,
her students live in racially homogenous, small-town
Kansas, where they aren’t exposed to many different
perspectives. “Some of my students want to see the world
and they want to leave our town, but they didn’t know
who Malcolm X was. They didn’t know about the Tulsa
massacre,” says Bobbitt. “They have been very vocal in
expressing what they don’t know and want to know to
be prepared [to enter the world].”
But in the spring of 2022, her local school board
began trying to censor and restrict the materials and
conversations she and her students were having about
race. “The attack, for me, is personal,” she says. “If the
public, my board, and my fellow teachers don’t perceive
me as qualified to lead in this new chapter, then I will
retire…[but] I will not go without a fight,” Bobbitt says.
With a multitude of challenges already facing teachers,
the latest widespread movement to weaken teacher
autonomy and externally control curriculum is adding
additional strain on the profession.
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But fortunately, NCTE and other professional
organizations—in addition to individual teachers,
advocates, and parents—are pushing back to help
educators maintain the freedom to teach.

WHAT’S THE BIG DEAL?
If you’ve watched the news or consumed any media
over the past year, you’ve probably noticed a number
of stories featuring aggressive attempts to suppress
how—and what—teachers teach. There’s Florida’s
so-called “Don’t Say Gay” law, which prohibits
classroom discussions of sexuality in the lower grades.
Math textbooks have been axed from curriculums in
some states for treatment of race (because of alleged
student indoctrination in the form of CRT, or Critical
Race Theory). As of early summer 2022, Republicanled legislatures have passed 36 laws restricting
teaching about race and racism. And of course, there
are continued attempts to ban books. According to
the American Library Association, book challenges
and bans reached a twenty-year high in 2021. Most
of the challenged books were by or about Black or
LGBTQIA+ people.

Patti Bobbitt

Shelli Thelen

At a more local level, school boards across the
country have gotten involved either to protect teachers’
academic freedom or to restrict it, as in Bobbitt’s
case. All of these efforts to suppress what students
are exposed to and can learn is certainly mobilizing
individuals and organizations alike. After all, whether
or not schools can assist students in becoming
informed, respectful, and critically thinking members of
society is at stake.

NCTE ORGANIZATION REACTION
In response to the various levels of attempted teacher
censorship, NCTE partnered with several organizations
to create the Freedom to Teach statement: National
Council for the Social Studies, National Council of
Teachers of Mathematics, National Science Teaching
Association, and the National Coalition Against
Censorship all contributed. As excerpted below, this
strongly worded statement pushes back on the current
climate of censorship:
Teachers are being maligned as “harming” children
and are subjected to constant scrutiny (and even
direct surveillance) by many parents, school
administrators, and activist groups. Some are afraid
to offer their students award-winning books that
may violate vaguely stated laws about teaching
the history of racism or that may be misleadingly
labeled as pornographic. As a result, teachers’ very
ability to do their job is under threat.

Unsurprisingly, NCTE members’ experiences with
attempted and successful threats and actions infringing
on teacher freedom are seemingly as diverse as the
organization’s membership.

TEACHING TO MIRROR SOCIETY
Shelli Thelen, who teaches fifth grade in Columbia,
Missouri, says that her district’s ELA and social studies

Holly Spinelli

Lisa Watson

curriculum doesn’t shy away from multiple perspectives
and power dynamics in American history. Recognizing
not only the successes in our shared history but also the
stains is one aspect of an approach being called antiAmerican by some politicians and culture warriors. Her
local school board is currently supportive of teachers
exercising professional judgment when teaching
potentially controversial topics, however, and Thelen
is cautiously optimistic that she won’t have to change
her lesson plans any time soon. Nonetheless, there is a
vocal contingent of parents and community members
pushing an anti-teacher agenda on Facebook, “and they
will continue to push their agenda through in any way,
shape, or form…so they have not made it enjoyable in
our community.”
Like Thelen, Holly Spinelli of Monroe-Woodbury
High School (Central Valley, NY) and SUNY Orange
County Community College believes that teachers
should present materials that mirror our society’s
diversity and complexity. What’s taught in classrooms,
she says, should represent a range of perspectives that
reflect the reality of living in a multicultural society. “...
We want to make sure that we’re [teaching] a culturally
responsive curriculum that involves everyone. So if you
don’t like [any given history or group of people], that
doesn’t mean it doesn’t exist in the world!” Spinelli says.
Across the country in Arizona, veteran educator
Lisa Watson of Sonoran Science Academy (Tucson)
is also a strong advocate of giving students access
to a range of texts that reflect their various realities
and backgrounds. “We have different cultures in our
school, and so we decided we need to have our students
embrace themselves by reading about themselves,”
she says. Watson’s inspiration to diversify her own
classroom library offerings was sparked at the 2021
NCTE Annual Convention (held online), and after
she returned to her classroom, she and her students
CONTINUED ON P. 12
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John Hansen
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Heather Jennings

examined the texts on the shelves. The authors weren’t
very representative of her student body, they noticed,
and Watson promptly purchased numerous books from
different authors and cultures. She displayed the new
texts, and students eagerly began devouring the new
material. Perla, one of her more reticent students, loved
I Am Not Your Perfect Mexican Daughter by Erika
Sánchez so much that she asked Watson if she could
keep the book. “‘Of course you can,’ I told her. It was a
beautiful moment.”

DEALING WITH DISAPPOINTMENT
Regardless of NCTE members’ individual experiences
and circumstances, it is clear that dismay, disgust,
and disappointment are widely shared reactions to
the current movement. “Honestly, it’s infuriating, but
I take that frustration and channel it towards active
engagement with my students, school community, and
professional learning spaces,” Spinelli says.
John Hansen of Mohave Community College
(Kingman, AZ) admits that he’s bolstered his curricular
choices relating to race, sexuality, religion, and more,
also taking his frustration and turning it into positive

action. “[The current climate] makes me rethink my
approach and it seems that I’m actually a little more
forward in those topics that are being banned [in some
places],” he says, adding that he feels like he can’t
provide students with a well-rounded education by
shying away from difficult subjects and discussions. “If
these things are being taken out of the curriculum, then
I don’t see how we can set these students up to critically
think for themselves.” In states or districts where
content restrictions have not been as prevalent, some
teachers feel fortunate and appreciative to maintain a
continuing freedom to teach.
“We’re kind of aghast at some of the things that are
being challenged in other states. And sometimes when
we say things like, ‘wow, would we have been fired if
we were in one of these other states for what we just
said?’” says Heather Jennings of Rosedale Alternative
School (Rosedale, MD). Jennings’s comments reflect
the reality that for teachers, dealing with these
controversies are more abstractions than a daily worry
or reality.

WHAT DO PARENTS AND STUDENTS ACTUALLY
THINK?
Perhaps one of the biggest ironies about school board
and legislative attempts to silence teachers is that the
vast majority of students and parents are supportive of
what’s happening in schools. According to a national
poll conducted by NPR and Ipsos, 76 percent of
parents and guardians agree that “my child’s school
does a good job keeping me informed about the
curriculum, including potentially controversial topics.”
In addition, less than 20 percent of respondents stated
that their students were being taught about race,
racism, gender and sexuality, and US history in a
manner that clashed with their own family’s values.

September’s #NCTEChat will discuss

BANNED BOOKS WEEK
Sun., Sept. 18, 8:00–9:00 p.m. ET
Join the conversation using

#NCTECHAT
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It’s not just parents who overwhelmingly support
the discussion of difficult and potentially controversial
topics, however. NCTE teachers report that their
students don’t want to be coddled intellectually
and academically. “A majority of [my] students
enjoy learning about difficult issues and hearing
what their classmates have to say—all while having
cordial exchanges that help broaden their thinking
or, at the very least, allow them to consider differing
opinions,” Hansen says. Even when students become
uncomfortable, Spinelli adds, many acknowledge that
that’s life, right? Spinelli prefers to facilitate and listen
to her students as they grapple with difficult topics. “I
try really hard to hold a democratic classroom. I want
to make sure that my voice is not swaying a student’s
[opinion] or discouraging them from sharing,” she says.

CONTINUING LEADERSHIP
The conclusion of the Freedom to Teach statement is
clear in its rejection of the current movement to silence
teachers:

The truth is that teachers are uniquely important
leaders who, in educating current and new
generations of students, bear responsibility for this
country’s future….

In Kansas, Bobbitt’s own leadership led her to
empower students to offer presentations to the school
board, but sadly, she says, and “ever-so-disappointing
for my students, none of the board was receptive
to our presentations” on topics ranging from block
scheduling to cultural awareness and racial matters.
As there’s little doubt culture wars will continue to
impact teacher freedom in various ways, educators
like Bobbitt and legions of others will continue to do
what’s best for students and, by extension, for a more
tolerant, healthy society.
PAUL BARNWELL IS A VETERAN MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOL ENGLISH
TEACHER NOW WORKING AS A FREELANCE WRITER. HE HAS WRITTEN
FOR EDUCATION WEEK AND THE ATLANTIC. HE CAN BE REACHED AT
PSBARNWELL@GMAIL.COM.

In their zeal, activists of the current culture wars
unfortunately treat teachers as if they are enemies.
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2022 NATIONAL
AFRICAN AMERICAN READ-IN
This February, schools, libraries,
churches, and community organizations
across the country took part in the
National African American Read-In, a
program that has been organized and
promoted by NCTE’s Black Caucus
since 1990 to encourage communities
to participate in book readings during
Black History Month. Originally
championed by Dr. Jerrie Cobb Scott,
the African American Read-In now
publishes an annual list of books by
African American authors, collects and
promotes events being planned in local
communities, and hosts live-streamed
readings and events.
The Council Chronicle recently
spoke with Ayanna F. Brown, associate
professor of education at Elmhurst
University and an NCTE Black Caucus
leader, who moderated an inaugural
virtual national event this year.
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BY DREW HIMMELSTEIN

Q: The National African American Read-In is about the
importance of literacy in the study of African American
history. What impacts do you see on the students and
communities who participate?
The African American Read-In was initiated in an effort to try
to increase the reading of African American literature or African
American authors. Through the leadership of the Black Caucus of
NCTE, in the month of February, we invite schools and communities
to participate and to host their own African American Read-Ins, and
the idea is to gather in schools, community centers, churches, across
the United States.
All of these events have been far more about recognizing the
generational closeness that exists as opposed to a generational gap.
The live-streamed reading of [picture book] Because Claudette was
one of many events that were hosted in celebration of the African
American Read-In in February of 2022. You have adult readers who
are 60 years old, but they’re enjoying a children’s book about their
own history that they remember as a child, when they were literally
the marchers. Adults are reading it or listening to it with their kids,
but they’re also able to share their own stories.
There are contributions that African Americans make in American
society all the time, but typically they go unrecognized until you get to

Visit ncte.org/get-involved/african-american-read-in/ to find
more information about the National African American Read-In
and resources to help plan an AARI event of your own.

READ-IN TOOLKIT

Black History Month, or until you get to Juneteenth.
So the impact has been people feeling really strong and
empowered by the beauty of African American history
and culture within the African American community.
Because Claudette is a picture book that tells the story
of Claudette Colvin, the Montgomery, Alabama, teenager
who was arrested for refusing to give up her seat on the
bus nine months before Rosa Parks.
Q: Can you tell me about the live-streamed
reading that you moderated with author Tracey
Baptiste and illustrator Tonya Engel?
The illustrator did a live drawing, while she talked
through the value of color and what she thinks about
when she’s trying to tap into feelings. And in the
live chat, you had students, families, and teachers
commenting and asking questions.
We had maybe about 35 schools that we’re aware
of across the nation logged into the live Zoom while
that was happening. Kids got their art supplies out, and
they were able to learn the perspective of the illustrator
about how they use color and the way they make
decisions. We got email responses from teachers saying,
“This is amazing; my kids loved it.”
Q: The African American Read-In was
developed to place an emphasis on literacy
during Black History Month, and it makes
sense that you feature and recommend books
focused on history. Outside of February, what
are your thoughts on promoting more books by
African American authors or featuring African
American characters that are not specifically
tied to historic or cultural themes?
This speaks to the erasure of African American culture
and African American history throughout the school
year, because by proxy or by default, it positions
people to use February to try to accomplish everything.
You’re trying to read about history, to understand

and critically read American history, which is African
American history.
And the challenge with that is that there is tons of
literature that is what I’m going to call entertainment:
books that are just about kids doing stuff, about
families doing stuff that is no different than any other
group of people. Oftentimes these are not placed
in front of kids or are part of school reading and
curriculum that has nothing to do with what it means
to read and what it means to be a reader. And so when
we start seeing books with African American characters
and their families going into the park and discovering
nature and just doing normal, everyday life—human
stuff—then you make African American culture, life,
and people a part of the American landscape for
reading all the time.
Q: What books have you enjoyed recently with
your family?
Our daughter is 16, our son is 11, and Tristan Strong
Punches a Hole in the Sky is a book that we read as
a family together, and we are all laughing out loud.
We’re all taking on the voices of characters. We can
hear the sounds and tones of grandparents and aunties,
because it is written from the perspective of an African
American boy, and what it’s like to travel through time,
and to meet characters that are a reflection of African
mythology and American folklore; it’s sort of a fusion.
It helps sometimes for Black kids to know that your
identity and your life didn’t begin with slavery. And far
too often, that’s the only thing that African American
children learn about their history in American school. It
starts off with this position of bondage. And it doesn’t
tap into the value or the beauty of African history.
It begins with bondage. And that is a very limiting
perspective.
DREW HIMMELSTEIN IS A FREELANCE JOURNALIST WHO WRITES ON
EDUCATION, MEDIA, AND RELIGION. SHE HAS WRITTEN FOR SCHOOL LIBRARY
JOURNAL AND THE DAILY BEAST, AMONG OTHER PUBLICATIONS.
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BY SARAH MILLER

INTELLECTUAL
FREEDOM
CENTER
PROVIDES
SUPPORT FOR
CENSORSHIP
CHALLENGES
New Rationales Database Is One of Many Resources Available
Censorship and book bans have been dominating the
lives, fears, and news cycles of educators for the past
year, and the struggle only seems to be growing. To
help educators combat these challenges and defend
their professional autonomy, the Intellectual Freedom
Center (IFC) continues NCTE’s decades-long work
providing guidance, tools, and other supports decrying
censorship and upholding freedom of thought.

BOOK RATIONALES DATABASE
A recent standout example of this work is an online
book rationales database, launched in June 2022 by
the Standing Committee Against Censorship (SCAC)
with grant support from Penguin Random House
Education. Book rationales are one of the strongest
resources educators can use to advocate for individual
books by drawing on literacy and educational best
practices, and the new database includes more
than 600 rationales created by teachers, students,
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committee members, and general NCTE membership
over the past four decades. This resource is available to
all NCTE members and is searchable by title, author,
and age range.
SCAC chair Annamary Consalvo speaks to
the importance of the new tool. “With the recent
resurgence of censorship efforts aimed at teachers and
schools, librarians, and ultimately at students, the
newly created database of book rationales for NCTE
members holds the promise to be a timely and powerful
resource for English educators. Reviewed rationales, in
an updated format, written for and by NCTE members
and friends will be continuously added to the database
as a testament to the ongoing commitment of NCTE to
our community.”

THIS STORY MATTERS
The rationales database is one component of the “This
Story Matters” campaign, which covers a broader

range of resources and opportunities in the fight
against censorship. Another piece of the campaign is
a modernized “How to Write a Rationale” template,
created to aid in the creation of rationales. Previous
rationale frameworks tended to be long, including
many pages of plot summary, quotes from reviews,
statistics, etc. While these elements are useful, they are
more easily accessible in today’s digital age through
a simple internet search. The most valuable parts of
a rationale are the educator expertise applied to the
process and the curation of important contextual
details that can be used to prepare the book for use in
the classroom or library or defend it from challenge.
The updated template focuses more closely on these
aspects, making it easier to use and share.
Community engagement and participation is
another critical piece to This Story Matters. In addition
to using the rationales to defend text selections in
their curriculum, NCTE members, partners, and all
supporters of students’ right to read are invited to
suggest specific titles to be added to the database, write
rationales based on their experience and expertise,
join a review team for newly submitted rationales, and
participate in upcoming virtual and in-person events.

Mark Your Place!
The power of story is undeniable. A story
can encourage diversity of thought,
broaden global perspectives, celebrate
unique cultures, and motivate readers to
achieve their dreams. Use this bookmark to
help spread the word that
This Story Matters.

STATE AFFILIATE WEBINARS
The second significant project in the works by SCAC
is the State Affiliate webinar outreach program. The
ambitious goal is to provide a webinar for every State
Affiliate group who would like one. Committee members
have been contacting affiliate leaders since May to set
up dates for a one-hour webinar that works for them.
All members of the affiliate group, along with interested
educators in that state, will be invited to attend. Each
session includes in-depth sharing of resources, an
overview of the current state of censorship, chances
to ask questions, and opportunities to connect with
fellow educator allies. You can reach out to your State
Affiliate leadership or contact SCAC and NCTE at
IntellectualFreedom@ncte.org for more information.

INTELLECTUAL FREEDOM FELLOWSHIP
Also in 2022, the Intellectual Freedom Fellowship
was launched. It is designed to fund research, at any
stage, on censorship in K–12 English language arts
classrooms. In addition to engaging in research, the
Fellow will be responsible for participating in public
communications and advocacy with NCTE, sharing
the unfolding research and its implications for teachers
and students in K–12 English language arts classrooms

ThisStoryMatters.com

CONTINUED ON P. 18
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INTELLECTUAL FREEDOM CENTER

Standing Up for Students’
Right to Read in
the Face of Censorship
The book rationales database is available
to all NCTE members at
ThisStoryMatters.com.

CONTINUED FROM P. 17

via multiple communication channels. Applications
were accepted through September 15, and the recipient
will be named later this fall. Visit ncte.org/intellectualfreedom-fellowship/ for more details about this new
opportunity.
The fight for students’ right to read and access
quality, diverse texts requires efforts on many levels at
once. We invite you to participate in these initiatives
in any capacity, based on your interest, expertise, and
available time. NCTE is strong because of its members
and because of its story. The work we do together does
make a difference in the educational landscape, for
educators, students, parents, and our communities.
SARAH MILLER IS THE SENIOR COORDINATOR OF INTELLECTUAL FREEDOM AND
BOOK INITIATIVES AT NCTE.

Have you faced challenges to texts, to
student writing, or to teaching methods
used in your classroom or school?
To report a censorship occurrence or
situation, contact the NCTE Intellectual
Freedom Center:
ncte.org/report-censorship-incident
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BY LORNA COLLIER

TEACHING GRAMMAR
IN CONTEXT
“The kids got it. They were able to learn.”
You look at your teaching calendar and sigh. It’s
time to teach your eighth graders about appositives,
as mandated by your state standards. This means
reminding yourself of the definition (“a set of words
set off by commas that describe a person or group”),
while rustling up some worksheets and handouts. You
can already picture your students’ glazed expressions
and can only hope they’ll retain some of this knowledge
when state testing rolls around. Surely there is a better
way to teach grammar, you think.
There is, according to proponents of “grammar
in context.” This approach eschews the “grammar
instruction” silo—the meaningless worksheets
unconnected to what students are reading or writing;
the sense of grammar as a bunch of rigid, often arcane
sets of rules, easily forgotten.
Instead, with grammar in context, principles are
taught as part of a student’s reading or literature unit,
using the texts the student is working on. The focus
is less on memorizing rules and more on seeing how
grammar helps us communicate, how principles provide
the framework upon which language is built and
meaning is made.
“I don’t think if we start with the rules that it ever
works,” says Deborah Dean, professor of English at
Brigham Young University and author of a new book,
What Works in Grammar Instruction (NCTE, 2022).

“If someone starts with the definition, you see the light
go out of students’ eyes.”
Also, she says, research from as far back as the 1970s
shows that “grammar that’s taught like rules” doesn’t
help improve student writing and usually isn’t retained
by students. Grammar in context, on the other hand,
“can make students better readers and more effective
writers,” Dean says.
So, what does this look like in the classroom?
Dean recommends using mini-lessons, ideally about 15
minutes long. These encourage students—Socratic-method
style—to recognize grammar in action, based on relevant
text examples. Terminology and rules aren’t mentioned
until later, after students have already sussed out for
themselves the purpose for a particular grammar principle.
For example, to teach appositives, Dean puts
appositive-containing sentences from a book (such as the
young adult novel Al Capone Does My Shirts) on the
board to see what students notice.
“Students will say, ‘there’s this set of words set off by
commas,’” she says. Dean will reply, “Great! So what
do those sets of words do?” The students discuss this
and then agree that the words appear to be “words to
describe” or “words to rename.”
At this point, Dean will then reveal the formal name
given to this concept: appositive. In another mini-lesson,
CONTINUED ON P. 20
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she may place examples of appositives on the board beside similar
constructions—such as participial phrases—to help students further
understand the principle.
“I’ll say, ‘What’s different between the two lists?’” Dean says.
“And they start to refine their definition of what an appositive
is and what it does as separate from other things that look a lot
like it.” Students also write their own appositives, working with
partners to check each others’ work.
Dean has taught other grammar concepts using this method. For
instance, she’s had students view sentence fragments from Al Capone
Does My Shirts compared to full sentences to see why the author uses
fragments, what purpose they serve in the book (such as conveying
suspense), and what would be needed to turn them into sentences.
Or, in another example, Dean has used Where the Red Fern
Grows to teach participial phrases. First, she shows students
sentences with the phrases stripped out. Then she displays them
returned to their original, participial glory. The contrast helps
students understand what participles are and what value the phrases
bring to their perception of the action in the book.
Dean says any grammatical principle can be taught this way. She
recommends starting with examples, then asking students questions
such as: “What do we see here? What do these things have in
common? What can we call that? How does it work?” After students
have worked out for themselves what’s happening, she gives the
formal definition and rule. Students also can engage in hands-on
practice with the principles they’ve helped uncover.
Sometimes Dean shows students what not to do first—what
she calls “teaching from the opposite direction.” She’ll display
something ungrammatical, such as a run-on sentence, and discuss
what would be needed to make it better. With this approach,
“students develop their sense of what a sentence is and they can
work back from that,” she says.
Dean says her college students, who are preservice teachers, come
back from classroom experiences during which they’ve tried out her
methods and tell her: “The kids got it. They understood. They were
able to learn.”
Dean has noticed that students respond to a grammar in context
approach by noticing more about how words work while reading
and writing. “They start talking about the effects of what they
notice in the texts we read. Sometimes they bring me sentences
they find that they think I will like. It’s more like awakening an
awareness of language and its possibilities that shifts the talk and
work in the classroom in meaningful ways.”
Here are some additional classroom tips from Dean, to help you
bring grammar in context to your students.
• Keep mini-lessons short and focused. Dean advises planning ahead,
choosing grammar principles to highlight based on which would
most enhance student understanding of the text you’re reading, as
well as which are in your state or school standards. Dean usually
teaches up to three to four grammar principles per text.
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Deborah Dean

• Save prep time by saving your notes.
Dean prepares her mini-lessons by
reading mentor texts with an eye on
examples of grammar concepts, which
she writes down in a separate notebook,
plus sometimes marking pages of her text
where examples appear. While doing this
once might be time-consuming, you can
re-use your notes if you teach these texts
with future classes.
• Use examples from class texts, not
Google. “Sometimes teachers go looking
online for little video clips . . . And I’m
like, ‘No, no! Don’t lose yourself down
the rabbit hole online,” Dean says.
Instead, she advises identifying sentences
in the classroom text and being prepared
to explain them. “That’s pretty much
prep time, because the learning happens
with the student engagement and their
discussion.”
• If your text doesn’t have examples, create
them. Not all texts will have examples you
need, such as run-on sentences. But you
can “decompose” them, Dean says. Take a
correct sentence from your text and change
it to demonstrate improper grammar. Then
compare it to the correct usage, which
helps your student learn the concept by
seeing the differences.

BLOG POSTS
• “Teaching Grammar . . . or Teaching Language?” (05.20.22)
ncte.org/blog/2022/05/teaching-grammar-or-teaching-language/
• “Finding Answers for What Works in Writing Instruction” (04.10.21)
ncte.org/blog/2021/04/finding-answers-works-writing-instruction/
• “Becoming Strategic Writers—and Teachers of Strategic Writing” (10.04.18)
ncte.org/blog/2018/10/becoming-strategic-writers-teachers-strategic-writing/

• If you use other texts, have them on hand. Sometimes,
you may find better examples in other texts. If so, tell
students which book you’re using and have it on hand.
They may be inspired to read it!
• Consider picture books for examples. Dean uses
picture books, such as Scarecrow by Cynthia Rylant,
with older-than-intended audiences (even up to high
school level), because the tight and often lyrical
language can sometimes illustrate grammar concepts
well. The imagery also can be engaging.
• A rules-based approach may sometimes be needed.
Two situations where this can occur is prepping
students for standardized tests and working with
English language learners, says Dean. However,
she says this approach should be temporary—a
“reductive” space to visit, but not live in.
• Try to personalize required grammar lessons. If
your school or district compels separate grammar
instruction, such as Daily Oral Language, Dean
suggests asking administrators if you can write your
own lessons. This way, you can focus on specific
grammatical concerns you’re having with your
students, while also using sentences or examples from
texts students are or soon will be reading.

• Bring in digital writing examples. Most students are
fluent in digital language. Dean says textspeak is fine
in the right context and with the right audience, but
that students need to learn when it is not appropriate.
Also, memes can illustrate how improper grammar or
punctuation changes meaning, providing motivation
for students to learn correct practices. Dean suggests
having students bring such memes to class.
• Don’t be intimidated by grammar. “One of the things
that frightens teachers is that they feel like they don’t
know enough. I tell them, ‘Don’t worry about that,’”
says Dean. If you can’t answer a student’s grammar
question, it’s OK to say you have to look up the
answer. “Nobody seems bothered by that, and then
we both learn,” says Dean. Plus, you’ve modeled what
it means to be a lifelong learner.
What’s most important in teaching grammar, Dean says,
is not necessarily for you as the teacher to have a deep
knowledge of rules and definitions. Instead, it’s to be
curious and interested in language, and to share that
enthusiasm with your students.
LORNA COLLIER’S ARTICLES ABOUT EDUCATION AND TECHNOLOGY HAVE
APPEARED IN US NEWS & WORLD REPORT, THE CHICAGO TRIBUNE, AND
MSN.COM. REACH HER AT LORNA@LORNACOLLIER.COM.  

What Works in Grammar
Instruction

What Works in Writing
Instruction: Research and
Practice, Second Edition

Dean’s straightforward
approach to teaching
grammar in context allows
her—and us—to share the
excitement and wonder to
be found in the study of
language.

Using teacher-friendly language and
classroom examples, Dean looks
closely at instructional practices
supported by a broad range of
research and weaves them together
into accessible recommendations that
can inspire teachers to find what works
for their own classrooms and students.

bit.ly/3A7nonD
Both titles are available in print and digital formats.

bit.ly/3A3xRQR
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STUDENTS, TEACHERS THRIVE
WHEN FREEDOM IS THE NORM
LaMar Timmons-Long leads a class discussion at ATech High School in Brooklyn, New York.

Freedom to teach. It’s no secret this concept has become
an anomaly for many educators throughout the US.
The challenges many in our community have been
facing on a multitude of fronts concerning various
issues are blaring as headlines simultaneously decry the
future of the profession.
From the books being read, to the subject matter
being taught, to the very nature of who is doing the
teaching, 2022 brought into focus the weight educators
have to bear in one of the most tumultuous eras in
recent history.
But what happens when teachers are indeed given
the freedom to teach?
“When I think of the terms of autonomy, when
I think of the term freedom to teach, here at ATech
that reminds me, or is synonymous with, a term we
use called ‘liberation,’” said Neil Harris, principal of
Brooklyn’s ATech High School.
Harris calls the school a place where regular, normal
Brooklyn, New York, or New York City students come
with the goal in mind to learn—and to learn in different
ways.
As highlighted in the NCTE position statement,
Recognizing Teacher Experts and Their Paths to
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Expertise: “…it is critical to recognize the strength and
importance of creating sustainable structures that allow
teacher experts to remain teaching in P–12 classrooms
for at least part of their professional work.” (ncte.org/
statement/recognizing-teacher-experts-and-their-pathsto-expertise/)

ATech High School principal Neil Harris is founder of The
Urban Mosaic Center for Social Justice and The Harris
School for Global Empowerment.

And the liberation he has given his staff to foster student
learning is the energy that feeds LaMar Timmons-Long from
the time he sets foot in his classroom. Timmons-Long is
equipped daily with curriculum experiences he created to best
benefit the students he affectionately refers to as his children.
Timmons-Long has also upped his role within NCTE.
During the 2021 Annual Convention, he served as moderator
of the general session featuring We Are Not Broken author
George M. Johnson and presenting with other NCTE
members earlier this year at SXSW on “Civics Education:
Embracing Our Shared Community.”

That overall freedom fuels his creative ability
and allows him to co-construct with his students
an entire year of learning, he says, that is not
boggled down by state or school mandates.
Timmons-Long says their curriculum also
ensures that all identities, walks of life, and
cultures are accounted for. His Cloisonne pin of
“Brooklyn’s Finest,” The Notorious B.I.G., Pride,
and Black Lives Matter flags are just a few signs
that his classroom is a safe space for all.
Embracing the culture that envelops the
school enables him to connect in ways that
show empathy and entreats a greater level of
participation from students.
“People may not agree that teachers should
have this freedom to teach—I think they’re very
wrong because when we’re creating curriculum,
when we’re creating lessons, when we’re creating
experiences with students and for students, my
children come first. I think about my kids before
I think about anything else.”
While facilitating an “ATech Table Talk,”
a small-group activity that allows students to
break down specific components and aspects of
texts, Timmons-Long had his students center
Nikki Giovanni’s “Ego Tripping” by making
text-to-text, text-to-self, and text-to-world
connections.
“Let Joy Thrive” is at the bottom of a
long list of discussion norms displayed on the
smart board for this group activity that largely
encourages an open and respectful dialogue,
habits that will serve the students well into their
professional careers and personal interactions.
Liberation Fridays are another way ATech
teachers work with students to provide a forum to
discuss current affairs and possibly find solutions
to issues that occur outside of school time.
“I believe there is no content until there is
community,” Harris said.
And the numbers show it. ATech has seen an
89 percent attendance rate, an increase in the
graduation rate from 59 percent to 85 percent,
and college and career readiness rates at their
highest levels. These and other successes have all
been achieved with these intentional changes.
CONTINUED ON P. 23
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“Before we even hit academics, we have to center
this in socio-emotional learning, we have to center this
in care, we have to center this in empathy. Because
once the students know that we care—I believe that
students first work for you—and if you do your job
right, you teach them how to flip that and you teach
them how to then work for themselves,” Harris added.
The NCTE Freedom to Teach statement states:
Teachers need our support; they need our trust;
they need to have the freedom to exercise their
professional judgment. And that freedom includes
the freedom to decide what materials best suit
their students in meeting the demands of the
curriculum, the freedom to discuss disturbing
parts of American history if and when they judge
students are ready for it, and the freedom to
determine how to help young people navigate the
psychological and social challenges of growing
up. In short, teachers need the freedom to
prepare students to become future members of
a democratic society who can engage in making
responsible and informed contributions and
decisions about our world.
(ncte.org/freedom-teach-banning-books/)

Many are preparing for life after high school. And
to support this, Timmons-Long recently took his
students on a tour of Historically Black Colleges and
Universities (HBCUs).

Sophomore Pride Joy Chitolie was one of the students
who took part. Chitolie said he plans to attend college
and was taking a college-credit class on Saturdays.
“He’s not the regular teacher in a regular classroom,
but more of a modern teacher where he makes sure that
you understand,” Chitolie said. “He pulls you aside [to
see] if there’s anything going on and reminds you of what
you need to do to succeed.”

Watch a video with more insights from LaMar Timmons-Long and ATech High School on the
freedom to teach. Scan the QR code or visit bit.ly/ATechHSvideo.
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Timmons-Long also avails himself to parents of his
students, building further a sense of community that
fosters success because an understanding is reached that
both are there to support the student.
“I want them to know that I am a part of their
community and they’re a part of mine. And that
whatever we can do together to best support the child,
I’m with it.”
MARVIN YOUNG IS A FREELANCE PHOTOJOURNALIST AND IS VISUAL
COMMUNICATIONS COORDINATOR FOR NCTE.

BLOG POST
“The Time is NOW: Affirming Black Queer
Youth” by Lamar Timmons-Long (05.24.19):
bit.ly/affirm-black-queer-youth
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BY JEY EHRENHALT

READING
TO RISE UP
Children’s literature and education scholar Laura
Jiménez asks us to rethink what we read—and how we
read it. A disconnect, she says, lies between students
and their texts. While a little over half of students in the
US are students of color, that diversity is not reflected
in the books they read at school. This creates a gulf
between young readers and the characters in their texts,
constructing a cultural and linguistic barrier as well as
a racial one.
A professor at Boston University’s Wheelock
College of Education & Human Development, Jiménez
researches literature in education. She examines a text
as a piece of literature, as well as the ways readers
relate to it—rather than one separate from the other.
Her findings corroborate what so many educators
know already: that what students are reading influences
how they read it. Text, reader, and the reading
experience shape each other in constant conversation.
For Jiménez, educators must acknowledge this link
between the text and the reader’s context to help their
students thrive. If readers are able to place themselves
in a protagonist’s shoes, they will likely read a text
more closely. “When students are involved in what
they’re reading,” she says, “when they feel they have
a personal stake in [it], they’re all in. If you talk to
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teachers in the classroom, they instantly see when
students are interested.” When students identify with
the characters in a text, they pay more attention. They
read more intimately. This supports their capacity to
succeed in school and shine.
When students cannot see themselves in what they
read, however, it hinders their innate eagerness to learn.
“When children cannot find themselves reflected in
the books they read,” writes Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop,
author of “Mirrors, Windows and Sliding Glass
Doors,” “or when the images they see are distorted,
negative, or laughable, they learn a powerful lesson
about how they are devalued in the society of which
they are a part.” Students are searching for themselves
in books—and when they find them, these are the
books they want to read. In a survey of 2,000 schools
by We Need Diverse Books, 90 percent of educators
believed students would be more enthusiastic readers if
books reflected their own lives.
Jiménez presents a three-pronged approach for
educators to correct this failure of homogeneous texts
to speak to the multiplicity of student realities. The first
step, she says, is simply to name the identities of a text’s
protagonists out loud. This allows readers to begin
surfacing an iceberg of unspoken norms.

“What ends up happening is the students in the
classroom are [initially] like, ‘Reading about another
white guy. Okay. Got it,’” Jiménez explains. “By the
fourth one, they’re like, ‘Wait a sec. We’re reading
about another white guy.’” This simple act breaks the
ground for reconstructing who is represented in the
classroom and who is not. Shining light on whiteness as
the invisible default, for instance, illuminates the path
towards action and meaningful change.
Jiménez next encourages educators to teach texts
written by a range of authors from marginalized and
diverse identity groups. Amplifying voices from the
margins is particularly important for students from
dominant identity groups, who often have less exposure
to difference. Without this exposure, a dangerous
empathy gap begins to form. “We will have empathy for
those of us who we think of as us,” Jiménez explains. “If
I don’t think of you as part of my ‘us,’ I do not need to
have empathy for you. I can starve you of empathy.” Yet
when we expand our circle of care to include those with
diverse lived experiences, it becomes more difficult to
deny others our empathy and understanding.
For Jiménez, our capacity to care is fundamental to
what it means to be a human being. Empathy can be felt
as a simple resonance with others, a place of kindness
we can touch into at any time. Homogeneity is not a
prerequisite to a warm heart and mind. “Do I have to
understand your lived experience?” she asks. “Do I have
to understand how you see the world? How you interact
with the world? No. I just have to respect it. That’s the
minimum. I don’t have to agree with you.”
Jiménez’s own circle of care eclipsed physical
similarity from an early age. Growing up as a whitepassing Latina within her Latino-presenting family, she
grew accustomed to looking different from those closest
to her. “My interpretation of ‘us’ started out being a lot
more complicated than most people’s,” she says. “My
‘us’ always included people that didn’t reflect the way
that I look.”
Young people from marginalized backgrounds are
relentlessly bombarded with opportunities to empathize

with those from
dominant identity
groups. Theirs are
the faces we see most
often in movies, TV
shows, and books.
In literature, books
representing the global
majority are not
published at nearly
the same rate of books
about dominant
groups. According
to the Cooperative
Children’s Book
Laura M. Jiménez
Center, children’s
literature features fewer
main characters from diverse backgrounds than main
characters who are animals.
Young people from dominant groups have fewer
chances in the media and their surroundings to
empathize with people from minoritized groups.
When diverse characters do appear in movies,
television, or books, they frequently reinforce flattened
generalizations or harmful stereotypes. Without
exercising their innate impulse to empathize, young
people’s muscles of understanding diverse experiences
atrophy. Over time, it becomes more difficult to relate
empathically to difference. “The closer you are to
white, straight, cis, able, male, Christian, land-owner,”
Jiménez says, “the harder it is to read a book as a
sliding glass door.”[1]
“I’ve had students reading Aristotle and Dante
Discover the Universe,” she remembers, “which is
the most beautifully written teen gay love story I’ve
ever seen in my life. I’ve had straight students be like,
‘Well, this is just unbelievable.’ I’m like, ‘Exactly what
is unbelievable about this?’ They’re like, ‘Well, they’re
two guys. And who’s the girl?’ I’m like, ‘Okay, let’s
work backwards.’ Because it’s such a faraway concept.
It’s so distant for them. They don’t know how to do
CONTINUED ON P. 28

Celebrate Diversity in Children’s and YA Literature
• Blog post: “Multicultural Children’s Book Day” (01.23.22): bit.ly/NCTE-blog-MCBD
• Booklist: “A Rainbow of Pride Books”: bit.ly/BYS-pride-books-list
• Video: “A Rainbow of Pride Books”: bit.ly/BYS-video-pride-books
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that work.” To counteract this dangerous empathy gap,
Jiménez says, it’s critical to seek out texts and media
featuring cross-cultural characters that young students
can practice relating to.
Finally, Jiménez urges educators to be thoughtful
in the way they integrate diversity into the classroom.
She suggests incorporating diversity incidentally into
curricula, rather than only through token characters,
cultural holidays, or short-term diversity units.
Educator Lynsey Burkins defines incidental diversity as
“books that have characters and storylines that depict
communities of people who have historically been
marginalized in incidental ways. The storyline is not
about the oppression or injustice that the community
has historically faced.”
If every book featuring a person from a marginalized
identity group is about marginalization or oppression,
Burkins says, it diminishes their humanness and
perpetuates the falsehood that those individuals are
nothing more than a shallow, flattened stereotype.
Incidental books, on the other hand, allow for students
to “see people and communities in ways that connect
across the human experience.”

When students are exposed to books depicting a
multitude of realities and experiences in the classroom,
they all have more opportunities to become enthralled
with a text, get engrossed in the story, and empathize
with protagonists who are different from themselves—
yet still complex and relatable. In this expanded
sphere of connection, everyone has an opportunity
to be seen and valued as complex, whole individuals.
In this reality, says Jiménez, possibilities are limitless.
“Everybody rises up.”
[1] Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop states that books should
be “windows” into the realities of others and “mirrors”
that reflect the experience of the reader. Her phrase
“sliding glass door” refers to a reader’s experience
stepping into a story and becoming fully immersed in
the experience of another. For Bishop, approaching
children’s books with a combination of “windows,”
“mirrors,” and “sliding glass doors” honors a
diversity of cultures and identities and promotes the
development of empathy.
JEY EHRENHALT IS A MINNEAPOLIS-BASED WRITER AND THE PROGRAM
MANAGER FOR SCHOOL PARTNERSHIPS FOR LEARNING FOR JUSTICE.

Photo: Marvin Young
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BY LORNA COLLIER

A PRINCIPLED APPROACH

How Focusing on Writing Principles
Helps You Become a Better Writing Teacher
Photo: Marvin Young

Whether you are a new or veteran teacher, you’ve
likely encountered multiple approaches to teaching
writing. The longer you’ve taught, the more you’ve
seen theories, curricula, strategies, and policies come
and go.
So how do you know what’s right when it comes to
writing instruction?
The answer, says Anne Elrod Whitney, a professor
of English education at Pennsylvania State University,
is to base your practice not on ever-shifting guidelines
but on ten basic principles, developed by NCTE
and borne out by decades of practice and research.
Whitney, a former high school English teacher,
believes so strongly in using these principles that she
wrote Growing Writers: Principles for High School
Writers and Their Teachers (NCTE 2021).
“It’s important that we be able to think for
ourselves about what we want to do,” says Whitney.
What and how you teach shouldn’t be based on
“something that kids will like, or something that
would be easy for us to do, but because it’s the right
thing to do,” she says. “And since there are a lot of
versions of what’s right, we need principles; we need a
filter or model to think with.”
You’ll still have to design your lessons based on
your students’ needs, but using principles gives you a
touchstone to measure your efforts against, she says.

HOW CAN YOU USE PRINCIPLES IN THE CLASSROOM?
Whitney’s book includes seven chapters contributed by
high school teachers showing examples of how they’ve
taught in ways that reflect NCTE writing instruction
principles.
Some involve “thoughtful and diverse work around
genre,” Whitney says. Sometimes this means using
different modalities, such as having students:
• Compose tweets and analyze others.
• Write text for an escape room or murder mystery
party.
• Examine, compare, and compose song lyrics.
• Analyze social media comments on online forums
to see what is effective and why.
One writing principle holds that writing is a tool
for thinking. Students can practice this by writing in
journals, writing on classroom project walls, and writing
to each other.
Or, they can write a “log of process” alongside their
other writing work, Whitney says—a type of “writing
about writing” that can spark reflection and learning.
Other examples of principles in action center around
the process of writing, including revision. Derek Miller,
an English teacher in suburban Michigan, has students
CONTINUED ON P. 30
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make detailed revision
plans looking together
at their own work,
at peer feedback, at
their previous work,
and at what they’ve
learned in class.
Students write and
discuss plans for how
they intend to revise
their work—making
writing process the
Anne Elrod Whitney
center of conversation.
Whitney also favors having teachers write and revise
alongside students in class. She recommends giving
yourself the same assignment you give your students,
then modeling your writing process—showing and
explaining your writing decisions as you make them.
This approach has several benefits. “When we can
be writers side by side with our students, we encourage
them to take more risks,” she says.
They also see you struggling—and overcoming—
the same difficulties they are dealing with. “Writing
is difficult,” Whitney says. Showing writing in action
helps students not become discouraged, but to
recognize that “struggle isn’t a sign of failure—it’s just
a sign of this is what the process is,” she says.

ENCOURAGING STUDENT WRITING THROUGH
REPRESENTATIVE TEXTS

Lyschel Shipp, an English teacher in Georgia who
contributed to Whitney’s book, uses several principles,
including that writing and reading are related.
When she first
began teaching 13
years ago, Shipp says,
she followed assigned
curricula “to a tee.“
But within a couple
of years, she realized
that her students—
most of whom were
Black—were not
represented in the
assigned texts, which
often consisted of “all Lyschel Shipp
white male authors,
dead authors.” Shipp
brought in texts by Black authors, including some
suggested by students.
“We were able to expand the curriculum to really
reflect everybody around us and then also learn about
people who are not like us,” Shipp says. “Reading
informs what we write about and can inspire students.”
Using a more culturally relevant pedagogy sparked
students’ awareness of
social issues. Students can
use “different forms of
writing, like narratives or
Growing Writers
Principles for High School Writers and Their Teachers
arguments, where they’re
able to write authentically,
either about themselves
Anne Elrod Whitney
or what’s happening in
When principles guide our teaching, we can better understand our teaching
purposes, make decisions about approaches and content, vet ideas supplied by
society,” Shipp says.
others, and grow as teachers of writing.
As part of the students’
Anne Elrod Whitney explores how the principles defined in NCTE’s Professional
study of Between the
Knowledge for the Teaching of Writing position statement can support high school
writers and teachers of writing through a conscious search for meaning in our writing
World and Me, by Taactivities.
Nehisi Coates, they created
Growing Writers includes snapshots from high school teachers working in a variety
of settings who illustrate how their own principled classroom practices have helped
an interactive wall outside
both them and their students to grow, whether they are writing for advocacy,
the classroom, including
learning the importance of revision, experimenting with new audiences, or embracing
artwork, sketch notes,
the vulnerability and the power of writing. Whitney’s compassionate support and
151 pp. 2021
Grades 9–12 encouragement of active, ongoing learning is supplemented by further-reading lists
and questions the students
and an annotated bibliography of both print and digital texts.
came up with about the
book during a Socratic
$23.96 Member | $29.99 Nonmember | ISBN 978-0-8141-1917-4
eISBN 978-0-8141-1918-1
seminar. The wall also had
Visit our website: bit.ly/GrowingWhit
blank space where other
or call toll-free: 1-877-369-6283
students or teachers could
ncte.org
leave comments.
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“The students were excited,” says Shipp. “It was
like, ‘Oh, this is not just something we’re doing in
class. People are talking about this!’” Shipp also
fielded questions from other teachers about how to
create their own walls.
Shipp has taught in a majority Black high school
and in another where the student population was
more diverse. For both, she approached the teaching
of American literature by first asking students to
explore what being an American means. Students
analyzed lyrics of songs that both positively and
critically addressed living in America (from Lee
Greenwood’s “God Bless the USA” to Jay-Z’s
“American Dreamin’,” and others) to help inspire
their writing.
Sometimes Shipp’s work has—to her frustration—
ruffled feathers among administrators concerned
about students’ discussing touchy subjects or
studying certain hip-hop songs in class.
If something like this happens, showing
administrators the NCTE document explaining the
principles and the research behind them may help
support your teaching decisions. Whitney says she
also has given the document to parents to help explain
her teaching.
“The basis that we have in research for these
principles is becoming clearer and clearer as time
passes,” Whitney says.
What’s most needed, she says, is for students to
write more. If you can make time in class for your
students to draft, to revise, and to practice writing—
especially with your principles-based guidance and
support—they are more likely to become better,
more fluent, and more confident writers.
LORNA COLLIER’S ARTICLES ABOUT EDUCATION AND TECHNOLOGY HAVE
APPEARED IN US NEWS & WORLD REPORT, THE CHICAGO TRIBUNE, AND
MSN.COM. REACH HER AT LORNA@LORNACOLLIER.COM.  

PRINCIPLES OF GOOD
WRITING INSTRUCTION
1. Writing grows out of many purposes.
2. Writing is embedded in complex social
relationships and their appropriate
languages.
3. Composing occurs in different
modalities and technologies.
4. Conventions of finished and edited
texts are an important dimension of
the relationship between writers and
readers.
5. Everyone has the capacity to write;
writing can be taught; and teachers
can help students become better
writers.
6. Writing is a process.
7. Writing is a tool for thinking.
8. Writing has a complex relationship
to talk.
9. Writing and reading are related.
10. Assessment of writing involves
complex, informed, human judgment.
From the Feb. 2016 position statement,
Professional Knowledge for the Teaching
of Writing
(ncte.org/statement/teaching-writing/)

#WhyIWrite Twitter Conversation
Connect with us on Twitter, Wednesday, October 20,
as we chat about writing all day. We will be posting prompts,
sharing resources, and discussing all things writing!
Join the conversation using the #WhyIWrite hashtag

9/2022  COUNCIL CHRONICLE  31

BY CEL CHAIR
CHRIS BRONKE

THE THREE Cs OF LEADERSHIP
Over the past year, the Conference on English Leadership
hosted a monthly series entitled “On Leadership” in
which I was lucky enough to facilitate a fireside-style
chat with incredible leaders from all areas of education.
These guests shared insight and intelligence, anecdotes
and advice, and in an effort to draw upon their
brilliance, I attempted to extrapolate out some common
themes that these great leaders all shared.
The Universal Design for Learning (UDL) world frames
learning through the lens of having “firm goals with
flexible means,” and what I learned over the course of
the “On Leadership” series is that great leadership is no
different. Sure, those firm goals might be thought of more
as a vision, but at the end of the day, it is incumbent upon
leaders to have a clear target to which they are trying
to move the collective, and in doing so, there are three
leadership moves that stand out as essential to success:
communicate, challenge, and celebrate. These are my
three Cs of outstanding leadership.

COMMUNICATE
Clear, consistent, and careful communication may
seem obvious and easy, but sadly, it is a challenge that
can doom even the best of leaders. While there is no

32  COUNCIL CHRONICLE  9/2022

single way to be
effective in one’s
communication, it
is incumbent upon
leaders to find the
style that works for
their own workflow
but also is useful to
those they lead. This
is a place where UDL
concepts should
be considered;
leaders should ask
themselves “does
every member of the
team I lead really
take in information
in the same way?” The answer is no. So, in thinking
about how leaders communicate, consider the varied
ways people prefer and digest information. Some might
prefer a face-to-face meeting when information is being
shared, while others might work better with a bulletpoint email, while others still might want a video so
that they can go back to it later.

CEL TALKS PODCAST
Changing the Verb with Chris Bronke
Josh Flores talks with Chris Bronke, English teacher and department chair at Downers
Grove North High School, about stepping into leadership, standards-based grading,
and creating curriculum that both meets students where they are and prepares them
for the future. Bronke was CEL Associate Chair when this podcast was recorded; he is
now CEL Chair.

ncte.org/groups/cel/cel-talks-podcast/

Removing barriers by considering the varied ways
that your team prefers to receive information only helps
everyone be and stay on the same page as leaders seek
to articulate and work toward their goal(s).

home the positive emails/calls for kids doing great
work, it is easy for leaders to get bogged down in the
day-to-day minutia of the job, and as such, overlook
or forget how important celebration is. But just as not
every team member wants to be challenged in the same
way, not every team member
CHALLENGE
wants to be celebrated the same
The second C to great leadership
way. Some might crave public
is to challenge; great leaders find
recognition, while others are
ways to challenge their teams
Great
leaders
find
a
embarrassed by it. At the end
as unique individuals and as a
of the day, great leaders find the
way for every member
holistic entity. Much in the way
right way to make every person
great teachers will use different
of their team to feel
on their team feel valued and
teaching strategies to reach the
cared for.
as
if
they
are
the
most
varied learners in their classes,
Here is another way to think
important member
great leaders seek to understand
about this. A mentor of mine
how each team member reacts
of that team.
once told me that great leaders
to being challenged and pushes
find a way for every member
them in ways that allow the
of their team to feel as if they
team member to feel empowered
are the most important member
to grow and contribute. In
of that team. The inherent
addition, great leaders are not
differences in personalities can make this difficult to do,
afraid to push their team members and the collective,
but great leaders find ways to celebrate and value all
even if that means having difficult conversations if/
members of the team.
when a team member is not living up to the challenge
At the end of the day, there is no magic wand for
in front of them.
great leadership, and of course, great leaders make
That said, great leaders are also able to adjust how
many more leadership moves than these three elements.
they have those difficult conversations in ways that will
But over the course of the Conference on English
best speak to the team member in question and remove
Leadership’s 2021–2022 On Leadership series, these
any barriers to both challenging but also supporting the
three Cs emerged as essential elements valued by the
team member. When done well, everyone on the team
various leaders who joined the series as guests. May
feels respected, supported, and challenged, which is the
they serve as a source of reflection as you look back on
perfect foundation for growth toward a goal.
this school year and forward to the next.

CELEBRATE
Finally, great leaders find ways to celebrate the work
of individuals and the collective. Oftentimes, just like
the classroom teacher who “runs out of time” to send

CHRIS BRONKE IS IN HIS 10TH YEAR AS THE ENGLISH DEPARTMENT CHAIR
AT DOWNERS GROVE NORTH HIGH SCHOOL. ADDITIONALLY, HE WORKS AS AN
EDUCATIONAL CONSULTANT FOR NOVAK EDUCATION AND IS THE CHAIR OF THE
CONFERENCE ON ENGLISH LEADERSHIP.
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BY NCTE PRESIDENT
VALERIE KINLOCH

LEARNING
WITH AND
FROM
TEACHERS
I am of many people, particularly parents,
families, and communities in Charleston,
South Carolina, where I attended preK–12
public schools. There, I learned with
and from brilliant, caring, and inspiring
teachers who actually saw me, listened to
me, and loved me. They encouraged me
to lean into who I was—an inquisitive
person with ideas for productively and
positively impacting the world. They
always wanted what was best for my
peers and me, and they cheered us on
during joyous and challenging times. I
love my teachers!
The lessons learned with and from
teachers have shaped who I am. As a
Black woman who is an educator, a
researcher, a leader in higher education,
and daughter of working-class parents,
I rely on wisdom from my familial
community (which includes my teachers)
to commit to equity and justice in
education. This requires that I create
humanizing spaces with and for others,
that I understand my responsibility to and
in justice work, and that I listen intently
and intentionally to what others say they
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Dr. Valerie Kinloch with Jember and Ruhani, two of the many children she
other-mothers and who motivate her to continue pursuing educational
equity and justice.
(Photo courtesy of Ruhani’s mother, Ryann Randall.)

need and want. My work as President of the National Council of
Teachers of English and as dean of the Pitt School of Education, is,
to use the words of poet June Jordan, “directed by desire.” I desire
to leave the world better than I found it, and that is, in large part,
because of how teachers poured into me.
This Council Chronicle focuses on censorship, the freedom to
teach, intellectual freedom, leadership, writing instruction, and the
important work of teachers who have always been—and continue
to be—leaders in classrooms and schools. They are also leaders in
communities, professional organizations, and in larger debates about
teaching as a sustainable and crucially important profession. Teachers
know what it means to teach and learn with students, even in
contexts, unfortunately, that might not value and respect their work,
expertise, and humanity.
Teachers inspire us to dream, produce knowledge, work on behalf
of the public good, care about others, lead with integrity, and to
work for justice. Let’s remain in solidarity with teachers!

NCTE Members Elect Officers,
Committee Members
In NCTE’s 2022 elections, current Director for NCTE’s Cultivating New Voices among Scholars of Color
program and National Writing Project Board of Directors member Tonya B. Perry was selected as the
organization’s next Vice President. Learn more about Perry at ncte.org/ncte-2022-vice-president/.
High school English teacher Darius B. Wimby, DeKalb County School District, Georgia, was elected
as Secondary Representative-at-Large (ncte.org/secondary-representative-at-large/), and Yolanda
Sealey-Ruiz, Teachers College, Columbia University, New York, New York, was chosen as a Trustee of
the Research Foundation (ncte.org/trustees-of-the-research-foundation/).
Those elected to the 2022–23 NCTE Nominating Committee were Qianqian Zhang-Wu, Chair,
Northeastern University, Boston, Massachusetts; Linda Christensen, Oregon Writing Project, Lewis
& Clark College, Portland, Oregon; Tricia Ebarvia, Greene Street Friends School, Pennsylvania; Paula
Lamina, Arlington Community High School, Virginia; and Carmela A. Valdez, kindergarten dual
language teacher, Austin, Texas.
Election results for the NCTE Sections (Elementary, Middle Level, Secondary, and College), ELATE
(English Language Arts Teacher Educators), and LLA (Literacies and Languages for All) offices can be
found on the NCTE website (ncte.org/get-involved/volunteer/elections/).

HELP SHAPE NCTE POSITIONS BY SUBMITTING A RESOLUTION
If you have concerns about issues that affect your teaching or if you’d like to see NCTE take a
stand on a position you support, you have an opportunity to be heard! Propose a resolution that
may be voted on by all NCTE members.
For details on submitting a resolution, to see resolutions already passed by Council members, or
to learn about proposing position statements or guidelines other than resolutions, visit the NCTE
website (ncte.org/resources/position-statements/share-your-idea/) or email resolutions@ncte.org.
Resolutions are due October 15, 2022.
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