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PRESIDENT'S WELCOME
Daring to Grow

Since 1911, English teachers from across 
the country have convened for a common 
purpose at the N CTE annual convention: 
to challenge each other to be better than 
what we were before we came. St. Louis 
2017 was no different!

Jimmy Baca inspired us with a personal 
poem calling us the ?way finders.? 
Jacqueline Woodson encouraged us to look 
for our rainbows through the dark clouds. 
Dr. Ernest M orrell reminded us that 
literate lives change the trajectory of all the 
lives that come after. Angie Thomas 
reassured us that recognizing the ?ness? of 
our students is not the problem; what we 
do with the information is what makes all 
the difference. Tim O?Brien evoked 
powerful images when he simply stated 
that we endure to tell stories.

But there is more! You may have thought 
you were having a quiet dinner with your 
friend, but you suddenly noticed Jason 
Reynolds stroll to a table across the room 
and sit by himself for a nice meal of his 
own. As the frantic crowd was finally let 
into the exhibit hall you caught a glimpse 
of Andrew Smith reading a book in a big 
comfy chair. Debating between one 
breakout session or another, you actually 
bumped into Brendan K iely. Rock stars 
one and all in our world, all up close and 
personal.

It is inspiring. It is overwhelming. It is 
spectacular. M ost importantly, it is 
necessary. The world of education is 
changing faster than any of us can imagine 
because our audience is changing faster 
than any of us could have dreamed. Science 
has proven that every single child sitting in 
our classrooms? today have brains that look 
different than the people trying to teach 
them. If we want to pass on our love for 
YA literature or Shakespeare, then it is an 
absolute necessity that we pursue 
professional development. M aybe it?s not 
reasonable to attend a national conference. 
Fortunately, OCTELA has a stellar 
conference of our own this February 23 
and 24 in Columbus, Ohio.

Ask yourself, are you ready to be better 
than you are right now?

M ichelle Best
OCTELA President 

M ic hel l e Best
OCT ELA  Pr esident
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NCTE CHATTER:  
HIGHLIGHTS FROM ST. LOUIS

PreK Stor ies: Young Children as Authors
--Sara Marker

Dana Frantz Bently, a preschool teacher in Cambridge, 
M assachusetts, and her colleague, M ariana Souto-M anning 
from the Teachers College at Columbia University, led a 
session framed by Vivian Paley's philosophy of 
storytelling.During their session,Bently and Souto-M anning 
provided attendees with strategies for helping students capture 
the ideas and play of their daily lives.Through this method of 
careful teacher observations, picture documentation, and 
running records of child play experiences, students can 
become authors, illustrators, editors, and publishers. The 
speakers had examples of classroom-published books that 
were inspired and created by the children.The works ranged 
from simple illustrations and notebook papers stapled together 
to a professionally bound book that included a copyright date, 
dedication, and author biographies. According to the speakers, 
the kids in Bently?s classroom wanted a "real" book because 
they were authors and authors write REAL books that are on 
bookshelves and are read by people. The children in this 
classroom wanted to share their memories and leave a 
presence in the classroom once they moved on to 
kindergarten.

This session left me in awe! I cannot wait to begin this 
journey with the young children in my classroom. M y 
preschoolers have so many stories to tell about their daily 
experiences. They are eager to share their thoughts, ideas, and 
creations. What better way to encourage a lifelong love for 
books and reading than to guide them to create books about 
the stories of their lives.

Beers and Probst and Calkins, Oh M y!
--William Kist

Kylene Beers, Bob Probst, and Lucy Calkins spoke to a huge 
crowd Saturday morning, N ovember 18, at N CTE in St. 
Louis. The question-and-answer format led to a freewheeling 
discussion that included the following quotes from the panel:
Lucy Calkins: "Writing is even more important in today's 
world. Our job is to teach higher- level comprehension and 
higher- level composition."

Kylene Beers: "I grew up in the age of Warriner's H andbook. 
We were given topic sentences. I made good grades. . . Then 
you end up teaching 7th grade and you begin to assign 
writing. I (realized) I didn't understand writing to discover."

Lucy Calkins: "You can begin to teach writing without being 
a writer. If you wait for the day when you feel comfortable, 
that's a mistake. We're not all going to be mathematicians. 
You will (ultimately) end up being a writer alongside them as 
you teach writing."

Kylene Beers: "When you write, you figure out what you're 
writing. The idea you have to outline the paper in advance is 
wrong. . . It's about being vulnerable in front of your kids. . . I 
think that shows kids that writing is really a process."

Kylene Beers:"Tying your job to one test score is shameful. . . 
When you have a building principal who says 'we're not going 
to have choice reading,' ask where that research is?"

Bob Probst told an anecdote about how his grandson was 
worried about whether the book he wanted at the bookstore 
was the correct level for him. The crowd groaned. Kylene 
said, "How many of you know your AR level?"

Lucy Calkins: "One of the problems with the Core is that 
there is too much writing about reading. . . I encourage kids 
to read nonfiction without holding a pencil. Overemphasis on 
copying notes."

Kylene Beers: "Just because you don't agree with it, doesn't 
make it fake."

Secondary Luncheon
--Lena Moore

This year marked my third time attending N CTE's Annual 
Convention. After attending the convention in 2014 and 
2015, I had a better sense of how to navigate the sea of 
teachers who were as equally excited as I was about being able 
to go. This round I went to the Secondary Luncheon. After 
the N CTE H igh School Teachers of Excellence were 
recognized, Daniel Jose Older, author of Shadowshaper, spoke 
about teaching, fantasy literature, and diversity. He led off his 
keynote by telling us that ?teaching is magic.? As a huge fan 
of fantasy literature, I really enjoyed listening to how he was 
influenced by classic fantasy authors, like Tolkien, but also 
how he, as a kid, struggled with a genre whose central 
characters weren?t diverse. The genre is changing and 
becoming more reflective of the diversity of its readers. This 
was definitely one of my favorite parts of N CTE this year.

Photos courtesy of Sara Marker and Lena Moore

Mariana Souto-Manning and Dana Frantz Bently

Daniel Jose Older
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Teachers of Excellence were recognized, Daniel Jose Older, author 
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diversity. He led off his keynote by telling us that ?teaching is 
magic.? As a huge fan of fantasy literature, I really enjoyed listening 
to how he was influenced by classic fantasy authors, like Tolkien, 
but also how he, as a kid, struggled with a genre whose central 
characters weren?t diverse. The genre is changing and becoming 
more reflective of the diversity of its readers. This was definitely 
one of my favorite parts of N CTE this year.

Photos courtesy of Sara Marker and Lena Moore

Mariana Souto-Manning and Dana Frantz Bently

Daniel Jose Older

mailto:wkist@kent.edu
mailto:wkist@kent.edu
mailto:no-lmoore@seovec.org
mailto:no-lmoore@seovec.org


This session left me in awe! I cannot wait to begin this journey 
with the young children in my classroom. M y preschoolers have so 
many stories to tell about their daily experiences. They are eager to 
share their thoughts, ideas, and creations. What better way to 
encourage a lifelong love for books and reading than to guide them 
to create books about the stories of their lives.

Beers and Probst and Calkins, Oh M y!
--William Kist

Kylene Beers, Bob Probst, and Lucy Calkins spoke to a huge 
crowd Saturday morning, N ovember 18, at N CTE in St. Louis. 
The question-and-answer format led to a freewheeling discussion 
that included the following quotes from the panel:
Lucy Calkins: "Writing is even more important in today's world. 
Our job is to teach higher- level comprehension and higher- level 
composition."

Kylene Beers: "I grew up in the age of Warriner's H andbook. We 
were given topic sentences. I made good grades. . . Then you end 
up teaching 7th grade and you begin to assign writing. I (realized) I 
didn't understand writing to discover."

Lucy Calkins: "You can begin to teach writing without being a 
writer. If you wait for the day when you feel comfortable, that's a 
mistake. We're not all going to be mathematicians. You will 
(ultimately) end up being a writer alongside them as you teach 
writing."

Kylene Beers: "When you write, you figure out what you're 
writing. The idea you have to outline the paper in advance is 
wrong. . . It's about being vulnerable in front of your kids. . . I 
think that shows kids that writing is really a process."

Kylene Beers:"Tying your job to one test score is shameful. . . 
When you have a building principal who says 'we're not going to 
have choice reading,' ask where that research is?"

Bob Probst told an anecdote about how his grandson was worried 
about whether the book he wanted at the bookstore was the correct 
level for him. The crowd groaned. Kylene said, "How many of you 
know your AR level?"

Lucy Calkins: "One of the problems with the Core is that there is 
too much writing about reading. . . I encourage kids to read 
nonfiction without holding a pencil. Overemphasis on copying 
notes."

Kylene Beers: "Just because you don't agree with it, doesn't make it 
fake."

Secondary Luncheon
--Lena Moore

This year marked my third time attending N CTE's Annual 
Convention. After attending the convention in 2014 and 2015, I 
had a better sense of how to navigate the sea of teachers who were 
as equally excited as I was about being able to go. This round I 
went to the Secondary Luncheon. After the N CTE H igh School 
Teachers of Excellence were recognized, Daniel Jose Older, author 
of Shadowshaper, spoke about teaching, fantasy literature, and 
diversity. He led off his keynote by telling us that ?teaching is 
magic.? As a huge fan of fantasy literature, I really enjoyed listening 
to how he was influenced by classic fantasy authors, like Tolkien, 
but also how he, as a kid, struggled with a genre whose central 
characters weren?t diverse. The genre is changing and becoming 
more reflective of the diversity of its readers. This was definitely 
one of my favorite parts of N CTE this year.

Photos courtesy of Sara Marker and Lena Moore

Daniel Jose Older

mailto:wkist@kent.edu
mailto:wkist@kent.edu
mailto:no-lmoore@seovec.org
mailto:no-lmoore@seovec.org


Kylene Beers: "I grew up in the age of Warriner's H andbook. We 
were given topic sentences. I made good grades. . . Then you end 
up teaching 7th grade and you begin to assign writing. I (realized) I 
didn't understand writing to discover."
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writer. If you wait for the day when you feel comfortable, that's a 
mistake. We're not all going to be mathematicians. You will 
(ultimately) end up being a writer alongside them as you teach 
writing."

Kylene Beers: "When you write, you figure out what you're 
writing. The idea you have to outline the paper in advance is 
wrong. . . It's about being vulnerable in front of your kids. . . I 
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characters weren?t diverse. The genre is changing and becoming 
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OCTELA Receives Highest  Honors at  NCTE

OCTELA was honored with the following awards sponsored by the 
N CTE Standing Committee on Affiliates.  Thank you to our members.  
You make this possible!

- N CTE Affiliate of Excellence Award
- N CTE Affiliate Intellectual Freedom Award--Connie Z itlow
- N CTE Affiliate Journal Award
- N CTE Affiliate Multicultural Program Award
- N CTE Affiliate Website Award
- N CTE Fund Teachers for the Dream
- N CTE H igh School Teacher of Excellence? Lena M oore
- N CTE Kent D. Williamson Affiliate M embership Award
- N CTE Leadership Development Award? Alexa Zeeff
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Meet Carla Mae Phillips, the Lead 6-12 English 
Curriculum Coordinator for Columbus City Schools.  

What is your favor ite par t of teaching?
M y favorite part of teaching is when the 
classroom becomes an academic community. This 
happens when teachers and students take 
ownership and derive value from the learning as a 
result of relationship building. It makes each class 
period seem like a group of friends has gathered to 
study a topic.

D o you have a least favor ite par t? I f so, please 
descr ibe.

M y least favorite part of teaching is when 
decisions are made about teaching by those who

 do not have educational expertise or experience. 

What has been your biggest success as an 
educator?  Your biggest struggle?

As the lead 6-12 English curriculum coordinator 
for my district, I support over 600 teachers. M y 
biggest success as an educator has been 
transforming this role by increasing 
communication, creating useful standard-aligned 
resources that are used by my district and districts 
across the nation/world, and bridging partnerships 
with district and community groups. M y biggest 
struggle in this role is not having enough time to 
do all of the items that I want to do to support 
teachers. As with all roles in education, there is 
too much to do and too little time.

Why are you a m em ber of OCT ELA?  Please 
descr ibe som e of the benefits you see in 
being a m em ber of the organizat ion.

I am a member of OCTELA because I enjoy 
growing my practice. I firmly believe that collegial 
learning is one of the best ways to learn and this is 
exactly what happens each year at the conference
and through the publications.
  

What did you enjoy m ost about this year?s 
conference?  Please explain.

At this year?s conference, I was introduced to an 
author I did not know. Each year, authors are 
keynote speakers or presenters. This is always a 
highlight of the conferences, but it was even more 
special this year when I was able to meet an author 
whose novels I had not read. It allowed me to add 
some novels to my reading repertoire.
  

D escr ibe your favor ite teaching resource 
AN D /OR share a t ip for other teachers.
Because we are living in a time of devaluation of 
the education profession, my tip for teachers is to 
not let others determine their value. As teachers, 
you know how important you are to your students 
and your school, so you should be the one who
determines your self-worth.
 

What are you cur rently reading?

Calling Me Home by Julie K ibler, N ational 
Geographic?s Walking Prague, ?Is the 
Five-Paragraph Essay Dead? by Tina N azerian, 
?Six Reasons to Try a Single-Point Rubric? by 
Danah H ashem, and ?Why I Write with M y 
Students? by Vicki M eigs-Kahlenberg.
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D ebr a  Nic k l es
OCT ELA  Univ er sit y   Lia iso n

Debra Nickles, OCTELA's University Liaison, offers 
insights about the importance of connecting with students 
and forging professional K-16 bridges.

W here do you teach, how long have you been at 
this position, and what is your educational focus?

I am an Assistant Professor of English at Ohio 
University Chillicothe (OUC) campus where I?ve 
been teaching and directing the campus writing 
center for ten years. I also teach classes for 
Women?s, Gender, and Sexualities Studies 
department. I focus on teaching students to think 
critically and more deeply about their 
communities. M ost of the course work at the 
university relies heavily on different types of 
writing incorporated into academic thinking and 
learning. I believe the teaching I do with writing 
has the fundamental capacity to actually change 
lives.

W hat have you done for your students that they 
have benefited from the most?

As the director of the writing center on campus, I 
am able to mentor students one on one. I work 
with six to ten tutorages each semester, many of 
which stay for three to four years as they complete 
their undergraduate degrees. During that time, 
we work together and that has often encouraged 
students to go on to graduate school.
M y students benefit most from a type of critical 
pedagogy that recognizes teaching as an act of 
civic duty, preparing them to become active 
members in their communities. Outside of class, I 
develop workshops, cultural lectures, coffee 
hours, campus publications, and other student 
activities; these events often open important 
conversations about social justice issues.

W hat experience has had the most impact on you 
as a teacher?

In 2012, OCTELA recognized me with an 
educator award and that moment presented a 
whole new field of possibilities. With an award 
from a state-recognized organization, I felt 
confident in applying for a fulltime position at 
OUC. When I was hired as an Assistant Professor, 
I gained more purpose in my teaching. For me, it 
was a position signifying more responsibility to 
focus my energies purposefully and make stronger 
commitments. To keep current in my field and 
bring the best to my students, I joined OCTELA 
and CEAO.

As the university liaison, how do you think we can 
get more university professors and students 
involved in OCTELA?

University professors tend to spend their travel 
allowances on conferences that speak directly to 
their specialized studies. I think OCTELA does a 
great job of connecting to university education 
programs. I will be bringing pre-service teachers 
to OCTELA?s conference and introducing them 
to a state network. I also plan to bring university 
teachers together at the 2018 conference to discuss 
College Credit Plus (CCP), which could be a 
common ground to bridge K-12 and higher 
education. I?m incredibly optimistic that great 
connections can be made at this conference.
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TIME FOR BOOKS--
REVIEWS FOR ALL

Jen Bak er - 
OCT ELA  Sec r et a r y

Looking for m ore 
recom m endations?  
Want to suggest a 
book for review?

  
Contact Jen at  

bakerje@westerville.k12.oh.us

Student Recom m endation

On the surface,Turtles All the Way Down 
is a mystery. Aza and her friend Daisy 
find themselves investigating the 
disappearance of Russell Pickett, a 
fugitive billionaire, in hopes of collecting 
the $100,000 reward for information 
leading to his recovery. Soon, Aza finds 
herself falling for Russell?s son Davis, 
who she knew when she was in 
elementary school. The focus, however, 
is not on the mystery or the romance. 
Rather, it?s on Aza?s battle with her 
spiraling thoughts as she struggles to 
navigate her burgeoning relationship 
with Davis, her flailing relationship with 
Daisy, and her desire to be a good 
daughter to her widowed mother. 
Inevitably, it all comes crashing down in
true John Green fashion.

A current trend in young adult literature 
treats mental illness as a character quirk. 
It?s quickly becoming a tired trope: 
characters come to terms with their 
illness and live happily ever after. Green, 
however, portrays the shattering pain of 
mental illness, a force that must be 
battled back daily. The toll Aza?s 
thought spirals take on her relationships 
is heartbreakingly real, as is her internal 
dialogue as she struggles to defeat her 
demon.

Perhaps the most beautiful aspect of 
Turtles, however, is the metaphor of the 
self as a character versus the self as an 
author that carries throughout the novel. 
Can we be ourselves if our thoughts 
control us? If we don?t want to have 
certain thoughts, but we can?t get rid of 
them, are we our thoughts? Are we 
characters and our thoughts our authors, 
or vice versa?

Professional Recom m endation  

A recent N CTE blog post established 
there is no such thing as an apolitical 
classroom. Too often as teachers, we err 
on the side of caution and don?t discuss 
anything political in class. I myself shut 
down a lot of political discussion in my 
English class because it wasn?t related to 
the curriculum. But according to 
N oddings and Brooks, the controversial 
issues we try to avoid are the foundation 
of critical thinking, and, thus, are part of 
all curricula. The book opens with 
foundational chapters on the ideas of 
morality, authority, and critical 
thinking, outlining the why of 
incorporating controversial issues into 
the classroom. The book then covers 
thehowof addressing issues like religion, 
race, gender, economic issues, equality, 
and justice in a way that fosters critical 
thinking and moral development in 
students without indoctrination and 
hostility.

The beauty of this book rests in its 
thematic chapters. If I am teaching To 
Kill a Mockingbird, I can turn directly to 
the chapter on race, for example. The 
chapter gives sample discussion questions 
and possible topics for discussion. 
Basically, it serves as a brief overview of 
the issue and things teachers should 
consider when teaching these issues, but 
it lacks the concrete and specific lesson 
ideas that a busy teacher would value. 
This book serves as support for those 
already seeking to incorporate these 
issues into our classrooms, and as a basic 
plan for those just dipping their toes in 
the water. I highly recommend that 
English teachers read this book, but save 
it for the summer when you can really
soak in all it has to say.
  
  
Pleasure Recom m endation  

Imprisoned in Auschwitz, fourteen-year 
old Dita works as an assistant to Jewish 
leader Fredy H irsch in Block 31, where a 
small group of adults work as teachers, 
organizing games, sing-alongs, and story 
times for the children while their parents 
work in the camp. They also sneak in 
lessons in history and math when the SS 
aren?t around. Dita?s job is the most 
dangerous: she?s the librarian. Each day, 
she pulls the eight priceless books that 
have been snuck into Auschwitz from 
their hiding place in Fredy?s office, 
rotates them between the teachers for 
their lessons, and lovingly repairs them 
before placing them back in their hiding 
place. Death is certain if she is caught 
with the books, but the pressure 
becomes even greater when she catches 
the eye of Dr. Josef M engele during an 
inspection. Fearful that he will discover 
her secret, she tries to reach out to 
Fredy, only to overhear him talking to 
an SS officer about how he is tired of 
lying to everyone about who he is. 
Concerned that Fredy is a spy for the SS, 
and confused about where to turn, Dita 
seeks solace in the pages of the books in 
her care.

The first part of the book moves slowly 
and some of the transitions between 
Dita?s present and the flashbacks to the 
start of the war are disjointed, but overall 
the novel is a beautiful and inspiring 
story. Iturbe and Thwaites describe the 
desperation of life in Auschwitz, 
tempering it with small stories of hope 
and inspiration that restore one?s faith in 
the human condition. Based on a true 
story,The Librarian of Auschwitz illustrates 
the power of books to offer hope and 
distraction in desperate times.
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John Green
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Rather, it?s on Aza?s battle with her spiraling thoughts as she struggles to navigate 
her burgeoning relationship with Davis, her flailing relationship with Daisy, and 
her desire to be a good daughter to her widowed mother. Inevitably, it all comes
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A current trend in young adult literature treats mental illness as a character quirk. 
It?s quickly becoming a tired trope: characters come to terms with their illness and 
live happily ever after. Green, however, portrays the shattering pain of mental 
illness, a force that must be battled back daily. The toll Aza?s thought spirals take 
on her relationships is heartbreakingly real, as is her internal dialogue as she
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critical thinking, and, thus, are part of all curricula. The book opens with 
foundational chapters on the ideas of morality, authority, and critical thinking, 
outlining the why of incorporating controversial issues into the classroom. The 
book then covers thehowof addressing issues like religion, race, gender, economic 
issues, equality, and justice in a way that fosters critical thinking and moral 
development in students without indoctrination and hostility.

The beauty of this book rests in its thematic chapters. If I am teaching To Kill a 
Mockingbird, I can turn directly to the chapter on race, for example. The chapter 
gives sample discussion questions and possible topics for discussion. Basically, it 
serves as a brief overview of the issue and things teachers should consider when 
teaching these issues, but it lacks the concrete and specific lesson ideas that a busy 
teacher would value. This book serves as support for those already seeking to 
incorporate these issues into our classrooms, and as a basic plan for those just 
dipping their toes in the water. I highly recommend that English teachers read this 
book, but save it for the summer when you can really
soak in all it has to say.
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discover her secret, she tries to reach out to Fredy, only to overhear him talking to 
an SS officer about how he is tired of lying to everyone about who he is. 
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teacher would value. This book serves as support for those already seeking to 
incorporate these issues into our classrooms, and as a basic plan for those just 
dipping their toes in the water. I highly recommend that English teachers read this 
book, but save it for the summer when you can really
soak in all it has to say.
  
  
Pleasure Recom m endation  

Imprisoned in Auschwitz, fourteen-year old Dita works as an assistant to Jewish 
leader Fredy H irsch in Block 31, where a small group of adults work as teachers, 
organizing games, sing-alongs, and story times for the children while their parents 
work in the camp. They also sneak in lessons in history and math when the SS 
aren?t around. Dita?s job is the most dangerous: she?s the librarian. Each day, she 
pulls the eight priceless books that have been snuck into Auschwitz from their 
hiding place in Fredy?s office, rotates them between the teachers for their lessons, 
and lovingly repairs them before placing them back in their hiding place. Death is 
certain if she is caught with the books, but the pressure becomes even greater when 
she catches the eye of Dr. Josef M engele during an inspection. Fearful that he will 
discover her secret, she tries to reach out to Fredy, only to overhear him talking to 
an SS officer about how he is tired of lying to everyone about who he is. 
Concerned that Fredy is a spy for the SS, and confused about where to turn, Dita 
seeks solace in the pages of the books in her care.

The first part of the book moves slowly and some of the transitions between Dita?s 
present and the flashbacks to the start of the war are disjointed, but overall the 
novel is a beautiful and inspiring story. Iturbe and Thwaites describe the 
desperation of life in Auschwitz, tempering it with small stories of hope and 
inspiration that restore one?s faith in the human condition. Based on a true 
story,The Librarian of Auschwitz illustrates the power of books to offer hope and 
distraction in desperate times.
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Power of Talk (part 1)

If you haven?t had a chance to read Disrupting 
Thinking by Kylene Beers and Bob Probst, I 
encourage you to move it to the top of your 
professional reading list! In it, Beers and Probst 
explore the importance of ?how we read.? In 
today?s world, we need responsible and 
responsive readers--those who are well 
informed and read with a skeptical eye. 
Responsible reading is essential to a healthy 
society.

As we read, so too should we talk about what 
we read. Why does what we read matter? How 
does it impact, influence, or even change us? 
These are questions we should be asking our 
students to explore in our classrooms. In the 
final chapter, Beers and Probst explore the 
?power of talk? and the power conversations 
have. But when we stop and think about the 
kind of talk we foster in our classroom, who 
really is in control? Ask yourself these questions:

- Who is in control?
- Who does most of the talking?
- Are students raising hands to be called on?
- Are students answering questions that 

have been pre-selected?
- Are the answers to questions ?simple??
- Is the dialogue ?reciprocal??
- Does everyone agree in the end or leave 

with the same idea?

If your answers include you being in control 
and doing most of the talking, then are you 
really fostering ?talk? in your classroom. We 
don?t raise hands in the real world for turns and 
we don?t respond with pre-selected responses. 
Real conversation is a dialogue, an exchange, a 
back and forth. Furthermore, talk promotes 
understanding.

Yet often we fear releasing that responsibility to 
students and giving up our control because, 
after all, we are held accountable for growth on 
those tests? So how can we prepare students for 
the real world of social interaction and harness 
the power of talk to develop deeper, more 
complex thinking? That is our challenge.

This is to be the first in a series of articles on 
using talk in classrooms. It is a topic that I have 
been researching and ?field-testing? for many 
years now. I am amazed at the success making 
this one change has brought to my classroom. 
Furthermore, my ?scores? have not suffered a 
bit. Unleashing the power of talk has brought a 
whole new layer to the learning my students do.

So where should you start? Well, collaboration 
is complex and difficult. There are many layers 
to setting the stage for unleashing the power of 
talk in the classroom. First, there are four key 
elements: environment, establishing boundaries 
or rules, modeling and direct instruction, 
and--finally--holding students accountable. I 
will begin with setting the environment.

There are two types of environmental factors to 
consider when starting your journey into the 
power of talk. The first is the physical 
environment. While most of us have minimal 
control to the spaces we are given to teach in, 
we can still ensure our classrooms promote and 
encourage talk. N umber one on the list of 
things to do in our space is consider providing 
areas where students can congregate in smaller 
groups and can sit so that they can face each 
other. M any classrooms are one large gathering 
area. Whole group instruction still has a place, 
but if we consider how we can create smaller 
spaces or arrangements to promote more of that 
?real talk,? it will pay off.

This could mean something as simple as being 
able to move desks into groups to investigating 
flexible seating arrangements. Whatever space 
considerations you have to work within, try to 
think of ways you can give students 
opportunities to sit so that they can make eye 
contact and face each other. This is critical to 
?real talk.?

The other environmental consideration is the 
emotional climate. The emotional climate is 
everything. Students need to feel safe to speak 
and share ideas. They need to feel they can take 
risks. Elementary teachers tend to be masters at 
this so my only advice here is to promote 
respectful disagreement. Perhaps give students 
opportunities to ?disagree? with each other 
through light debates. Being able to feel safe 
when we don?t agree is important so anything 
you can do to promote this is important.

Directly related to your emotional environment 
then is what boundaries or rules you establish 
with your students. This can be pre-determined 
or generated with students depending on the 
age/grades you teach. For example, I establish 
these rules to be followed and practiced: (1) 
make eye contact with the speaker, (2) wait 
until others finish speaking, (3) listen for the 
pause and then speak, (4) be empathetic towards 
the ideas of others, (5) respectfully agree and/or 
disagree, and (6) support your claims with 
evidence. These work well for my 8-10 year old 
students and are general enough to be adaptable 
to any age.

Before you start to release control to your 
students and explore the power of talk, be sure 
to consider your environment and the 
boundaries you plan to set. This will set the 
stage for you to unleash the power of talk and 
guide your students on a path to deeper 
understanding.
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those tests? So how can we prepare students for the real world of social 
interaction and harness the power of talk to develop deeper, more 
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This is to be the first in a series of articles on using talk in classrooms. It 
is a topic that I have been researching and ?field-testing? for many years 
now. I am amazed at the success making this one change has brought to 
my classroom. Furthermore, my ?scores? have not suffered a bit. 
Unleashing the power of talk has brought a whole new layer to the 
learning my students do.

So where should you start? Well, collaboration is complex and difficult. 
There are many layers to setting the stage for unleashing the power of 
talk in the classroom. First, there are four key elements: environment, 
establishing boundaries or rules, modeling and direct instruction, 
and--finally--holding students accountable. I will begin with setting the 
environment.

There are two types of environmental factors to consider when starting 
your journey into the power of talk. The first is the physical 
environment. While most of us have minimal control to the spaces we 
are given to teach in, we can still ensure our classrooms promote and 
encourage talk. N umber one on the list of things to do in our space is 
consider providing areas where students can congregate in smaller groups 
and can sit so that they can face each other. M any classrooms are one 
large gathering area. Whole group instruction still has a place, but if we 
consider how we can create smaller spaces or arrangements to promote 
more of that ?real talk,? it will pay off.

This could mean something as simple as being able to move desks into 
groups to investigating flexible seating arrangements. Whatever space 
considerations you have to work within, try to think of ways you can 
give students opportunities to sit so that they can make eye contact and 
face each other. This is critical to ?real talk.?

The other environmental consideration is the emotional climate. The 
emotional climate is everything. Students need to feel safe to speak and 
share ideas. They need to feel they can take risks. Elementary teachers 
tend to be masters at this so my only advice here is to promote respectful 
disagreement. Perhaps give students opportunities to ?disagree? with 
each other through light debates. Being able to feel safe when we don?t 
agree is important so anything you can do to promote this is important.

Directly related to your emotional environment then is what boundaries 
or rules you establish with your students. This can be pre-determined or 
generated with students depending on the age/grades you teach. For 
example, I establish these rules to be followed and practiced: (1) make 
eye contact with the speaker, (2) wait until others finish speaking, (3) 
listen for the pause and then speak, (4) be empathetic towards the ideas of 
others, (5) respectfully agree and/or disagree, and (6) support your claims 
with evidence. These work well for my 8-10 year old students and are 
general enough to be adaptable to any age.

Before you start to release control to your students and explore the power 
of talk, be sure to consider your environment and the boundaries you 
plan to set. This will set the stage for you to unleash the power of talk 
and guide your students on a path to deeper understanding.
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