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PRESI DEN T 'S  WELCOM E

As the 2017-2018 school year comes to a close, I hope 
that you have had a wonderful year. With the end of 
state testing in the last couple of weeks, I?m sure many 
of you are exhausted from the long hours that you 
have spent preparing your students for these tests. As 
the end of the year approaches and graduation 
ceremonies commence, I hope you can reflect on all 
the wonderful things you?ve accomplished.  
  
In the spirit of accomplishment and motivation, I 
would like to highlight the podcast that OCTELA 
began this year under the efforts of N oah Waspe. 
N oah has been our middle school liaison for the last 
few years, and he has brought energy and passion to 
the OCTELA Board. He began brainstorming ideas 
for the podcast last year and began releasing episodes 
in February. You can catch the most recent episode at 
https://www.octela.org/octela-podcasts/ 
  
Below is a Q&A with N oah about the podcast:  
  
H ow did you com e up with the idea for a 
podcast? 

I can nail the idea for this podcast down to two to 
three points of inspiration. I attend quite a few 
teaching conferences, and I voraciously read teacher 
best practice books. I always wish I could spend more 
time with these speakers and authors, digging into the 
origins behind some of their ideas...and, really, just 
getting to know them better as teachers. There are so 
many instances in which my appetite to know more 
isn't completely satiated within the pages of the books 
or the slides in their presentations. So, I think I've 
always had a desire to somehow interview some of my 
favorite thinkers in the profession.  
  
I also am an avid podcast listener. When it comes to 
teacher podcasts, I especially enjoy John Spencer's The 
Creative Classroom, Jennifer Gonzalez's Cult of Pedagogy, 
Franki Sibberson's Choice Literacy, any of Penny 
K ittle's podcasts, and any of the podcasts that N CTE 
puts out. I think that the big flash of inspiration 
actually occurred while I was listening to N CTE's 
Language Arts podcast, and it hit me. I knew that 
OCTELA needed to start up its own podcast, and I 
knew the format would involve interviewing my 
favorite teachers and authors about their current 
thinking and the origins behind these ideas. 
  
H ow were you able to get so m any interest ing 
people to com m it to speaking with you? 

All these writers and national speakers are also 
teachers or retired teachers, and teachers are generous 
people. On top of that, OCTELA and N CTE are 
extremely well-respected organizations through 
which these teachers' ideas can reach a lot of people. 
M ost of the authors I reached out to were excited to 
speak with me because of this.  
  
What does it  takes to put i t  all together? 
  
I'd like to say it's a labor of love, but honestly at times, 
it is a labor of pure frustration. The interview prep 
and the conversations that I record are nothing short 
of inspirational. Don?t get me wrong, the learning 
curve has proven to be much steeper than I'd 
originally thought--especially when it comes to mic 
placement, recording best practices, and figuring out 
how to use this new editing software. 
  
So, here's how I worked to create each episode for 
season 1: 

I don't have a team of people reading and doing 
research for me. So in episode 1 when I interviewed 
Smokey Daniels, it involved my  doing some basic 
background research on all this work, which included 
reading his newest publication, listening and reading 
other interviews he's done, reading his newest book, 
re-reading his newest book to mark the sections I'd 
like to discuss further, and developing a flow chart of 
questions so as to be prepared for any of the different 
directions our conversation might take. 

The interview is then scheduled in advance. M ost of 
the interviews occur over the phone in my classroom 
about 30 minutes after school lets out. Some authors 
are in different time zones or have packed schedules so 
we have to get creative by scheduling interviews on 
holiday breaks and during long weekends. One of my 
interviews (Kate and M aggie Roberts) actually 
occurred during my lunch break on the day before 
winter break! 

After the interview, I go back and listen to the "tape," 
which I record with a Zoom Audio handheld digital 
recorder. I listen to the episode with a pen and 
notebook handy so that I can jot down ideas to discuss 
in the Intro and Outro. Then comes the most 
excruciating part: editing. I record my intro and 
outro, punch in the theme music and interview...and 
then edit out all the places where the interview is too 
loud or quiet...and all the places where I say 
something that's too stupid--even by my standards! 
  
The overall sound quality is still a work in progress, 
but I'm learning a lot--and I think, by the second 
season, our podcast will sound as professional as 
anything out there! That said, all the feedback 
OCTELA members have given me so far has been 
overwhelmingly positive. I think that most of our 
members are proud and excited to be part of an 
organization that would provide this kind of service.  
  
If you haven?t listened to the podcast, we hope you 
can check it out  to hear interesting interviews and to 
gain ideas. H ave a great summer and look forward to 
our next newsletter in August. 
  
Sincerely,  
  
Josh Younge  
President, OCTELA 
 

Jo shua  Yo unge
OCT ELA  Pr esident
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Sim ply Serial: Using Podcasts 
to Revitalize Student 

Engagem ent

 

Jen Bak er

There are two weeks left of school.  State testing is over, but finals are 
on the horizon--the last barrier between students and summer.  The 
sunshine and summer breezes taunt us through the windows.  At this 
point in the year, my students usually alternate between little bundles 
of stress that practically vibrate with anxiety...and bored teenagers
who replace reality with Fortnite.

But not this year.  This year, the bell rings and they keep discussing 
the day?s topic.  They are ahead in their homework.  They are all on 
time to class, and no one ever asks to use the restroom.  In the course 
of one class period, students made connections to the rumors about 
Jay Gatsby, John Proctor?s concept of identity, the injustice in To Kill 
a Mockingbird, and Chimamande N gozi Adichie?s ?The Danger of a 
Single Story.?  N ot a single one of those connections was prompted.

And it?s all thanks to season one of Serial. 

Each season of Serial focuses on one real-world story told in chapters 
released one week at a time.  Season one focuses on the murder of 
H ae M in Lee, an 18 year old honors student in Baltimore who was 
murdered in 1999.  Her ex-boyfriend, Adnan Syed, was ultimately 
charged with the crime and sentenced to life in prison plus 30 years, 
but he has always maintained his innocence.  N arrator Sarah Koenig?s 
quest for the truth captivated audiences everywhere in 2014, attracting
a new audience to the medium.

From a high school student?s perspective, there?s a lot in Serial to keep 
garner interest: a head-over-heels, star-crossed romance; embarrassing 
parents; a breakup; a new boyfriend; a drug dealer; and at least one 
person who is lying.  The story is ongoing--Syed was just granted a 
new trial--so there?s no real ending, which means all of our 
discussions have implications for real people, not just names on a page.  
The internet offers a plethora of opportunities to pose theories and 
explore others? ideas.  Plus, students always love to see their teacher 
stumped, and in this case, I?m just like the kids--I don?t know what to
think about Syed?s guilt or innocence.

From a teacher?s perspective, the content and structure of the podcast 
has as much literary merit as many of the canonical works we already 
read.  It?s so rich, in fact, that you can devote an entire week to just 
the first episode!  Serial easily hits many of those elusive listening 
standards in addition to the literary ones, and the true crime nature of 
the season naturally lends itself to real-world argumentative writing.  
Even better, it can be linked to a wide variety of literature, as 
evidenced by my students? allusions to other works in class discussion.  
Students are motivated to figure out the whodunit, so they are reading 
transcripts, listening to interviews, reading theories, and watching 
videos while trying to crack the case, making this a multimedia
treasure trove of activities.  

This is my second year teaching Serial, and I?ve worked with several 
teachers in our district who also teach it.  The beauty of this unit is 
that you can teach it to any high school group of kids, and you can go 
as in depth as you want.  I teach it to my Honors sophomores, another 
teacher teaches it to her inclusion juniors, yet another to her 
traditional juniors.  It?s high-interest, and you don?t need to listen to 
every episode, which makes it great for the fourth quarter, when 
interruptions are a daily occurance.  You can listen to the episodes 
together in class while showing a transcript on a projector screen, or 
you can have kids listen outside of class and use class time for activities 
and discussions.  There?s really no end to the creative lessons you can 
implement.  

Here?s a taste of what my colleagues and I have done in our 
classrooms for those of you who may have missed our presentation at
OCTELA 2017.

Author?s Purpose
In ten years of teaching, I think Serial has made the concept of 
author?s purpose clearer to students than anything else I?ve done.  
Before the first episode begins, we talk about Sarah?s, the narrator, 
background as an investigative reporter for N PR who had worked on 
This American Life (which, by the way, is another excellent podcast to 
use in the classroom!).  M ost students conclude that Sarah?s purpose is 
to inform the listener about this case based on her background.  
During episode 1, we analyze her word choice--she refers to Adnan 
Syed as having ?big brown eyes, like a dairy cow? at one point, for 
example--and many students start to wonder if Sarah?s purpose is 
really to persuade the listener to believe Adnan is innocent.  By the 
time we get to episode 3, when Sarah goes on a tangent about M r. S, 
the man who discovered H ae?s body and only appears in this episode 
(and no more than five minutes of a later episode), students start 
asking why Sarah spends all this time on something that ultimately 
doesn?t matter.  In the end, they determine this episode is meant more 
for entertainment (M r. S discovers the body under odd circumstances) 
than informing, an opinion that is further cemented when students
realize Sarah is producing the show as it is airing.  

We keep revisiting this question as we go, and students start to 
question how Sarah?s point of view impacts the way she portrays those 
she interviews.  After all, she can?t play all of her interviews or the 
recordings of police interviews and the court proceedings, so how 
does she choose what to include?  Is she manipulating us as listeners, 
intentionally or otherwise?  Sarah interviews a variety of people 
involved in the case; how do their points of view shade what they
share with Sarah?  

Conspiracy T heor ies
This is my favorite activity to do with students.  I tell them to do their 
best to keep off the internet until we are through most of the episodes 
(it?s not easy!), but around episode 8, I turn them loose for an entire 
class period.  The only requirement is that students share the most 
interesting thing they learned with the rest of the class via a discussion 
board before the end of the period.  I don?t restrict them to certain 
websites, but I do tell them to note in their post where the 
information came from and evaluate its credibility.

I was amazed at how quickly my students turned into crime scene 
investigators and FBI profilers.  Some theories are improbable and 
even laughable, but others are remarkably insightful.  Between all 90 
of my students, no stone goes unturned.  And they talk to one another 
on the discussion board, taking it to a deeper level and adding to their 
own theories.  You can see some of my students? discussions in figures
1 and 2.

Figure 1

Figure 2

Connections
Bring in a speaker.  There are so many opportunities to bring in an 
expert.  Students can easily get lost in the legal process-- invite a 
prosecutor or defense attorney to talk about the legal system and 
answer student questions.  Invite a psychologist in to talk about the 
difference between psychopaths and sociopaths, or the concept of 
?snapping? in a moment and committing a violent act, or even 
dissociative states (all possibilities Sarah considers over the course of 
the podcast).  Invite a police officer in to talk about the process
involved with interviewing a suspect.

Bring in other nonfiction works.  Serial pairs perfectly with Bryan 
Stevenson?s Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption, which is a 
reflection on justice and mercy through the eyes of an attorney who 
specializes in death row appeals.  Stevenson also has a TEDTalk, ?We 
N eed to Talk about Injustice? that works nicely if you don?t have time 
to read another full work.  Play an episode of the podcast Undisclosed, 
which is produced by Rabia Chaudry, who is friends with Adnan and 
originally brought the case to Sarah?s attention.  Students can compare 
how Rabia presents information to how Sarah presented it.  Play an 
episode of any other podcast and compare its structure to Serial?s.

Incorporate student research.  There are so many subtopics that 
students can really dig into as they listen to the podcast: wrongful 
convictions, DN A evidence, teen drug use, how memory works, cell 
phone data, surveillance practices, the appeals process, etc.  H ave 
students pick a topic related to the case that interests them, and turn
them loose!

A Word of Advice
Before you start Serial, be sure to listen to the entire season to see if it?s 
appropriate for your students, as some episodes contain strong 
language and some references to drugs and teen sex.  
Whatever you decide to do with Serial, be ready for passionate debate 
and endless conspiracy theories...and for the occasional student to pop 
their head into your room, ask if this is the room where people are 
listening to that true crime thing, and if you have an extra desk they 
can sit in during their study hall. 
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restroom.  In the course of one class period, students made connections to the rumors about 
Jay Gatsby, John Proctor?s concept of identity, the injustice in To Kill a Mockingbird, and 
Chimamande N gozi Adichie?s ?The Danger of a Single Story.?  N ot a single one of those 
connections was prompted.

And it?s all thanks to season one of Serial. 

Each season of Serial focuses on one real-world story told in chapters released one week at a 
time.  Season one focuses on the murder of H ae M in Lee, an 18 year old honors student in 
Baltimore who was murdered in 1999.  Her ex-boyfriend, Adnan Syed, was ultimately 
charged with the crime and sentenced to life in prison plus 30 years, but he has always 
maintained his innocence.  N arrator Sarah Koenig?s quest for the truth captivated audiences 
everywhere in 2014, attracting
a new audience to the medium.

From a high school student?s perspective, there?s a lot in Serial to keep garner interest: a 
head-over-heels, star-crossed romance; embarrassing parents; a breakup; a new boyfriend; a 
drug dealer; and at least one person who is lying.  The story is ongoing--Syed was just 
granted a new trial--so there?s no real ending, which means all of our discussions have 
implications for real people, not just names on a page.  The internet offers a plethora of 
opportunities to pose theories and explore others? ideas.  Plus, students always love to see 
their teacher stumped, and in this case, I?m just like the kids--I don?t know what to
think about Syed?s guilt or innocence.

From a teacher?s perspective, the content and structure of the podcast has as much literary 
merit as many of the canonical works we already read.  It?s so rich, in fact, that you can 
devote an entire week to just the first episode!  Serial easily hits many of those elusive 
listening standards in addition to the literary ones, and the true crime nature of the season 
naturally lends itself to real-world argumentative writing.  Even better, it can be linked to a 
wide variety of literature, as evidenced by my students? allusions to other works in class 
discussion.  Students are motivated to figure out the whodunit, so they are reading 
transcripts, listening to interviews, reading theories, and watching videos while trying to 
crack the case, making this a multimedia
treasure trove of activities.  

This is my second year teaching Serial, and I?ve worked with several teachers in our district 
who also teach it.  The beauty of this unit is that you can teach it to any high school group 
of kids, and you can go as in depth as you want.  I teach it to my Honors sophomores, 
another teacher teaches it to her inclusion juniors, yet another to her traditional juniors.  It?s 
high-interest, and you don?t need to listen to every episode, which makes it great for the 
fourth quarter, when interruptions are a daily occurance.  You can listen to the episodes 
together in class while showing a transcript on a projector screen, or you can have kids listen 
outside of class and use class time for activities and discussions.  There?s really no end to the 
creative lessons you can implement.  

Here?s a taste of what my colleagues and I have done in our classrooms for those of you who 
may have missed our presentation at
OCTELA 2017.

Author?s Purpose
In ten years of teaching, I think Serial has made the concept of author?s purpose clearer to 
students than anything else I?ve done.  Before the first episode begins, we talk about Sarah?s, 
the narrator, background as an investigative reporter for N PR who had worked on This 
American Life (which, by the way, is another excellent podcast to use in the classroom!).  
M ost students conclude that Sarah?s purpose is to inform the listener about this case based 
on her background.  During episode 1, we analyze her word choice--she refers to Adnan 
Syed as having ?big brown eyes, like a dairy cow? at one point, for example--and many 
students start to wonder if Sarah?s purpose is really to persuade the listener to believe Adnan 
is innocent.  By the time we get to episode 3, when Sarah goes on a tangent about M r. S, the 
man who discovered H ae?s body and only appears in this episode (and no more than five 
minutes of a later episode), students start asking why Sarah spends all this time on something 
that ultimately doesn?t matter.  In the end, they determine this episode is meant more for 
entertainment (M r. S discovers the body under odd circumstances) than informing, an 
opinion that is further cemented when students
realize Sarah is producing the show as it is airing.  

We keep revisiting this question as we go, and students start to question how Sarah?s point of 
view impacts the way she portrays those she interviews.  After all, she can?t play all of her 
interviews or the recordings of police interviews and the court proceedings, so how does she 
choose what to include?  Is she manipulating us as listeners, intentionally or otherwise?  
Sarah interviews a variety of people involved in the case; how do their points of view shade 
what they
share with Sarah?  

Conspiracy T heor ies
This is my favorite activity to do with students.  I tell them to do their best to keep off the 
internet until we are through most of the episodes (it?s not easy!), but around episode 8, I 
turn them loose for an entire class period.  The only requirement is that students share the 
most interesting thing they learned with the rest of the class via a discussion board before the 
end of the period.  I don?t restrict them to certain websites, but I do tell them to note in 
their post where the 
information came from and evaluate its credibility.

I was amazed at how quickly my students turned into crime scene investigators and FBI 
profilers.  Some theories are improbable and even laughable, but others are remarkably 
insightful.  Between all 90 of my students, no stone goes unturned.  And they talk to one 
another on the discussion board, taking it to a deeper level and adding to their own theories.  
You can see some of my students? discussions in figures
1 and 2.

Figure 1

Figure 2

Connections
Bring in a speaker.  There are so many opportunities to bring in an expert.  Students can 
easily get lost in the legal process-- invite a prosecutor or defense attorney to talk about the 
legal system and answer student questions.  Invite a psychologist in to talk about the 
difference between psychopaths and sociopaths, or the concept of ?snapping? in a moment 
and committing a violent act, or even dissociative states (all possibilities Sarah considers over 
the course of the podcast).  Invite a police officer in to talk about the process
involved with interviewing a suspect.

Bring in other nonfiction works.  Serial pairs perfectly with Bryan Stevenson?s Just Mercy: A 
Story of Justice and Redemption, which is a reflection on justice and mercy through the eyes of 
an attorney who specializes in death row appeals.  Stevenson also has a TEDTalk, ?We 
N eed to Talk about Injustice? that works nicely if you don?t have time to read another full 
work.  Play an episode of the podcast Undisclosed, which is produced by Rabia Chaudry, who 
is friends with Adnan and originally brought the case to Sarah?s attention.  Students can 
compare how Rabia presents information to how Sarah presented it.  Play an episode of any 
other podcast and compare its structure to Serial?s.

Incorporate student research.  There are so many subtopics that students can really dig into 
as they listen to the podcast: wrongful convictions, DN A evidence, teen drug use, how 
memory works, cell phone data, surveillance practices, the appeals process, etc.  H ave 
students pick a topic related to the case that interests them, and turn
them loose!

A Word of Advice
Before you start Serial, be sure to listen to the entire season to see if it?s appropriate for your 
students, as some episodes contain strong language and some references to drugs and teen 
sex.  
Whatever you decide to do with Serial, be ready for passionate debate and endless conspiracy 
theories...and for the occasional student to pop their head into your room, ask if this is the 
room where people are listening to that true crime thing, and if you have an extra desk they 
can sit in during their study hall. 



their teacher stumped, and in this case, I?m just like the kids--I don?t know what to think
about Syed?s guilt or innocence.

From a teacher?s perspective, the content and structure of the podcast has as much literary 
merit as many of the canonical works we already read.  It?s so rich, in fact, that you can 
devote an entire week to just the first episode!  Serial easily hits many of those elusive 
listening standards in addition to the literary ones, and the true crime nature of the season 
naturally lends itself to real-world argumentative writing.  Even better, it can be linked to a 
wide variety of literature, as evidenced by my students? allusions to other works in class 
discussion.  Students are motivated to figure out the whodunit, so they are reading 
transcripts, listening to interviews, reading theories, and watching videos while trying to 
 crack the case, making this a multimedia treasure trove of activities.  

This is my second year teaching Serial, and I?ve worked with several teachers in our district 
who also teach it.  The beauty of this unit is that you can teach it to any high school group 
of kids, and you can go as in depth as you want.  I teach it to my Honors sophomores, 
another teacher teaches it to her inclusion juniors, yet another to her traditional juniors.  It?s 
high-interest, and you don?t need to listen to every episode, which makes it great for the 
fourth quarter, when interruptions are a daily occurance.  You can listen to the episodes 
together in class while showing a transcript on a projector screen, or you can have kids listen 
outside of class and use class time for activities and discussions.  There?s really no end to the
creative lessons you can implement.  

Here?s a taste of what my colleagues and I have done in our classrooms for those of you who
may have missed our presentation at OCTELA 2018.

Author?s Purpose
In ten years of teaching, I think Serial has made the concept of author?s purpose clearer to 
students than anything else I?ve done.  Before the first episode begins, we talk about Sarah?s, 
the narrator, background as an investigative reporter for N PR who had worked on This 
American Life (which, by the way, is another excellent podcast to use in the classroom!).  
M ost students conclude that Sarah?s purpose is to inform the listener about this case based 
on her background.  During episode 1, we analyze her word choice--she refers to Adnan 
Syed as having ?big brown eyes, like a dairy cow? at one point, for example--and many 
students start to wonder if Sarah?s purpose is really to persuade the listener to believe Adnan 
is innocent.  By the time we get to episode 3, when Sarah goes on a tangent about M r. S, the 
man who discovered H ae?s body and only appears in this episode (and no more than five 
minutes of a later episode), students start asking why Sarah spends all this time on something 
that ultimately doesn?t matter.  In the end, they determine this episode is meant more for 
entertainment (M r. S discovers the body under odd circumstances) than informing, an 
opinion that is further cemented when students
realize Sarah is producing the show as it is airing.  

We keep revisiting this question as we go, and students start to question how Sarah?s point of 
view impacts the way she portrays those she interviews.  After all, she can?t play all of her 
interviews or the recordings of police interviews and the court proceedings, so how does she 
choose what to include?  Is she manipulating us as listeners, intentionally or otherwise?  
Sarah interviews a variety of people involved in the case; how do their points of view shade 
what they
share with Sarah?  

Conspiracy T heor ies
This is my favorite activity to do with students.  I tell them to do their best to keep off the 
internet until we are through most of the episodes (it?s not easy!), but around episode 8, I 
turn them loose for an entire class period.  The only requirement is that students share the 
most interesting thing they learned with the rest of the class via a discussion board before the 
end of the period.  I don?t restrict them to certain websites, but I do tell them to note in 
their post where the 
information came from and evaluate its credibility.

I was amazed at how quickly my students turned into crime scene investigators and FBI 
profilers.  Some theories are improbable and even laughable, but others are remarkably 
insightful.  Between all 90 of my students, no stone goes unturned.  And they talk to one 
another on the discussion board, taking it to a deeper level and adding to their own theories.  
You can see some of my students? discussions in figures
1 and 2.

Figure 1

Figure 2

Connections
Bring in a speaker.  There are so many opportunities to bring in an expert.  Students can 
easily get lost in the legal process-- invite a prosecutor or defense attorney to talk about the 
legal system and answer student questions.  Invite a psychologist in to talk about the 
difference between psychopaths and sociopaths, or the concept of ?snapping? in a moment 
and committing a violent act, or even dissociative states (all possibilities Sarah considers over 
the course of the podcast).  Invite a police officer in to talk about the process
involved with interviewing a suspect.

Bring in other nonfiction works.  Serial pairs perfectly with Bryan Stevenson?s Just Mercy: A 
Story of Justice and Redemption, which is a reflection on justice and mercy through the eyes of 
an attorney who specializes in death row appeals.  Stevenson also has a TEDTalk, ?We 
N eed to Talk about Injustice? that works nicely if you don?t have time to read another full 
work.  Play an episode of the podcast Undisclosed, which is produced by Rabia Chaudry, who 
is friends with Adnan and originally brought the case to Sarah?s attention.  Students can 
compare how Rabia presents information to how Sarah presented it.  Play an episode of any 
other podcast and compare its structure to Serial?s.

Incorporate student research.  There are so many subtopics that students can really dig into 
as they listen to the podcast: wrongful convictions, DN A evidence, teen drug use, how 
memory works, cell phone data, surveillance practices, the appeals process, etc.  H ave 
students pick a topic related to the case that interests them, and turn
them loose!

A Word of Advice
Before you start Serial, be sure to listen to the entire season to see if it?s appropriate for your 
students, as some episodes contain strong language and some references to drugs and teen 
sex.  
Whatever you decide to do with Serial, be ready for passionate debate and endless conspiracy 
theories...and for the occasional student to pop their head into your room, ask if this is the 
room where people are listening to that true crime thing, and if you have an extra desk they 
can sit in during their study hall. 
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the narrator, background as an investigative reporter for N PR who had worked on This 
American Life (which, by the way, is another excellent podcast to use in the classroom!).  
M ost students conclude that Sarah?s purpose is to inform the listener about this case based 
on her background.  During episode 1, we analyze her word choice--she refers to Adnan 
Syed as having ?big brown eyes, like a dairy cow? at one point, for example--and many 
students start to wonder if Sarah?s purpose is really to persuade the listener to believe Adnan 
is innocent.  By the time we get to episode 3, when Sarah goes on a tangent about M r. S, the 
man who discovered H ae?s body and only appears in this episode (and no more than five 
minutes of a later episode), students start asking why Sarah spends all this time on something 
that ultimately doesn?t matter.  In the end, they determine this episode is meant more for 
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interviews or the recordings of police interviews and the court proceedings, so how does she 
choose what to include?  Is she manipulating us as listeners, intentionally or otherwise?  
Sarah interviews a variety of people involved in the case; how do their points of view shade 
what they share with Sarah?  
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This is my favorite activity to do with students.  I tell them to do their best to keep off the 
internet until we are through most of the episodes (it?s not easy!), but around episode 8, I 
turn them loose for an entire class period.  The only requirement is that students share the 
most interesting thing they learned with the rest of the class via a discussion board before the 
end of the period.  I don?t restrict them to certain websites, but I do tell them to note in 
their post where the 
information came from and evaluate its credibility.

I was amazed at how quickly my students turned into crime scene investigators and FBI 
profilers.  Some theories are improbable and even laughable, but others are remarkably 
insightful.  Between all 90 of my students, no stone goes unturned.  And they talk to one 
another on the discussion board, taking it to a deeper level and adding to their own theories.  
You can see some of my students? discussions in figures
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Connections
Bring in a speaker.  There are so many opportunities to bring in an expert.  Students can 
easily get lost in the legal process-- invite a prosecutor or defense attorney to talk about the 
legal system and answer student questions.  Invite a psychologist in to talk about the 
difference between psychopaths and sociopaths, or the concept of ?snapping? in a moment 
and committing a violent act, or even dissociative states (all possibilities Sarah considers over 
the course of the podcast).  Invite a police officer in to talk about the process
involved with interviewing a suspect.

Bring in other nonfiction works.  Serial pairs perfectly with Bryan Stevenson?s Just Mercy: A 
Story of Justice and Redemption, which is a reflection on justice and mercy through the eyes of 
an attorney who specializes in death row appeals.  Stevenson also has a TEDTalk, ?We 
N eed to Talk about Injustice? that works nicely if you don?t have time to read another full 
work.  Play an episode of the podcast Undisclosed, which is produced by Rabia Chaudry, who 
is friends with Adnan and originally brought the case to Sarah?s attention.  Students can 
compare how Rabia presents information to how Sarah presented it.  Play an episode of any 
other podcast and compare its structure to Serial?s.

Incorporate student research.  There are so many subtopics that students can really dig into 
as they listen to the podcast: wrongful convictions, DN A evidence, teen drug use, how 
memory works, cell phone data, surveillance practices, the appeals process, etc.  H ave 
students pick a topic related to the case that interests them, and turn
them loose!

A Word of Advice
Before you start Serial, be sure to listen to the entire season to see if it?s appropriate for your 
students, as some episodes contain strong language and some references to drugs and teen 
sex.  
Whatever you decide to do with Serial, be ready for passionate debate and endless conspiracy 
theories...and for the occasional student to pop their head into your room, ask if this is the 
room where people are listening to that true crime thing, and if you have an extra desk they 
can sit in during their study hall. 
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the course of the podcast).  Invite a police officer in to talk about the process
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an attorney who specializes in death row appeals.  Stevenson also has a TEDTalk, ?We 
N eed to Talk about Injustice? that works nicely if you don?t have time to read another full 
work.  Play an episode of the podcast Undisclosed, which is produced by Rabia Chaudry, who 
is friends with Adnan and originally brought the case to Sarah?s attention.  Students can 
compare how Rabia presents information to how Sarah presented it.  Play an episode of any 
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Connections
Bring in a speaker.  There are so many opportunities to bring in an expert.  Students can 
easily get lost in the legal process-- invite a prosecutor or defense attorney to talk about the 
legal system and answer student questions.  Invite a psychologist in to talk about the 

 difference between psychopaths and sociopaths, or the concept of ?snapping? in a moment 
and committing a violent act, or even dissociative states (all possibilities Sarah considers over 
the course of the podcast).  Invite a police officer in to talk about the process
involved with interviewing a suspect.

Bring in other nonfiction works.  Serial pairs perfectly with Bryan Stevenson?s Just Mercy: A 
Story of Justice and Redemption, which is a reflection on justice and mercy through the eyes of 
an attorney who specializes in death row appeals.  Stevenson also has a TEDTalk, ?We 
N eed to Talk about Injustice? that works nicely if you don?t have time to read another full 
work.  Play an episode of the podcast Undisclosed, which is produced by Rabia Chaudry, who 
is friends with Adnan and originally brought the case to Sarah?s attention.  Students can 
compare how Rabia presents information to how Sarah presented it.  Play an episode of any 
other podcast and compare its structure to Serial?s.

Incorporate student research.  There are so many subtopics that students can really dig into 
as they listen to the podcast: wrongful convictions, DN A evidence, teen drug use, how 
memory works, cell phone data, surveillance practices, the appeals process, etc.  H ave 
students pick a topic related to the case that interests them, and turn
them loose!

A Word of Advice
Before you start Serial, be sure to listen to the entire season to see if it?s appropriate for your 
students, as some episodes contain strong language and some references to drugs and teen 
sex.  
Whatever you decide to do with Serial, be ready for passionate debate and endless conspiracy 
theories...and for the occasional student to pop their head into your room, ask if this is the 
room where people are listening to that true crime thing, and if you have an extra desk they 
can sit in during their study hall. 



difference between psychopaths and sociopaths, or the concept of ?snapping? in a moment 
and committing a violent act, or even dissociative states (all possibilities Sarah considers over 
the course of the podcast).  Invite a police officer in to talk about the process involved with 
interviewing a suspect.
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Story of Justice and Redemption, which is a reflection on justice and mercy through the eyes of 
an attorney who specializes in death row appeals.  Stevenson also has a TEDTalk, ?We 
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Before you start Serial, be sure to listen to the entire season to see if it?s appropriate for your 
students, as some episodes contain strong language and some references to drugs and teen 
sex.  Whatever you decide to do with Serial, be ready for passionate debate and endless 
conspiracy theories...and for the occasional student to pop their head into your room, ask if 
this is the room where people are listening to that true crime thing, and if you have an extra 
desk they can sit in during their study hall. 



Coping: Facing the Stress and 
Winning 

AJ R icker

?A teacher has to be on every moment of the day, despite his/her 
actual state of mind.? 

? Robert John M eehan 

Anger, worry, self-doubt, physical and mental exhaustion, a sense of 
isolation: these are some of the feelings that many people in the 
workforce deal with on a daily basis. Teachers are no exception. In 
fact, quite often, teachers deal with an onslaught of stressors that, if 
not dealt with appropriately, can adversely affect our quality of life. 
However, there are ways to identify and cope with these stressors ? 
thus minimizing their negative effects on our mental and physical 
health.  

 Classroom  Chaos  
Since we spend most of our working day in the classroom, then it?s 
only logical that many of our stressors originate from there. One of 
the most important daily functions of a teacher is the maintaining of 
professionalism in the face of chaos. Whether it be events that tend to 
arouse anger and frustration (such as discipline issues, technical 
malfunctions, lack of time) or something more emotional (such as a 
student confiding that his mother is in jail, he has been left to care for 
a younger sibling, and there is little food in the house), teachers are 
expected to internalize emotions and to stay in control at all costs.  

But there IS a cost; this ?acting? or tamping down of emotions can 
lead to serious emotional and physical stress. Understanding that this 
professionalism, although vital, does have the ability to cause stress in 
our lives is an important part of coping. Perspective helps us deal with 
the conflicting emotions that are an integral part of our job. A bit of 
alone time amid the chaos can become an opportunity to reflect: ?In 
the big scheme of things where does this rank?? ?Will I laugh about 
this tomorrow?? and, most importantly, ?This too shall pass.? If it is 
something that requires more attention, we should acknowledge it 
and trust that we can resolve the issue in time. Being professional is an 
important part of a teacher?s job and, with perspective and a bit of 
practice, the ability to cope with the stress of maintaining our 
professionalism will become less demanding. 

?Upstairs? Issues 
There is a lot of dialogue about bullying in schools these days, most of 
it centered on students being bullied by their peers. But what many do 
not realize is that it is often the teacher who experiences bullying (by 
students, parents, or even administrators) and this can lead to crushing 
stress.  

N ow, many of us will not experience complete betrayal by colleagues 
or the administration. The people ?upstairs? can sometimes get 
tunnel vision (such as a fixation on standardized test scores) or they 
may be working on some personal problems of their own, maybe they 
have a leadership style that needs to be better communicated. In any 
case, when a teacher is on the receiving end of administrative 
negativity it can lead to a variety of damaging emotions. While there 
are ?official? avenues of dealing with outrageous conduct, what can 
teachers do to lessen the effects of tension with administrators? A 
good start is to remind ourselves of our primary mission: we are not in 
the classroom to make the powers that be happy; we are in the 
classroom to help students learn. This foundation is solid. Observing 
and attempting to discern an administrator?s leadership style and/or 
having an honest discussion with the administrator can often build 
bridges and defuse misunderstandings.  
 
Similarly, it is imperative that we retain a sense of power over our 
career. When others encroach on our ability to make decisions, to 
organize our day, and to decide when enough is enough with regard 
to ?extra? obligations, it tends to make us feel powerless, vulnerable, 
and resentful ? none of which are good for stress levels. The 
overwhelming consensus on how to cope with this issue is to reach 
out to other educators. Remember, others have experienced (or are 
currently experiencing) many of these same feelings. By 
commiserating with colleagues, we gain perspective. Spending quality 
time with other educators will help us feel part of a larger community 
and will definitely help ease stress. In addition, this quality time can 
be as little as a fifteen minute snack break or as in-depth as a 
professional development course. The key is to not turn inward, but 
to stay connected to our peers. 

H om e Woes 
When all is said and done, though, remember that we are all human 
beings and we have lives outside of teaching. Just as our work stresses 
can impact our home lives, our personal lives can exacerbate our 
overall stress load. There is nothing wrong with talking to our loved 
ones about the stresses of our work lives. The problem is that many of 
our relatives and friends simply do not understand our actual work. 
Instead, they choose to believe the old stereotypes that we have it 
made because we are basically babysitters who teach because we 
?cannot do,? are gifted an endless supply of apples, and get a three 
month vacation every year. With great patience, we can dispel these 
notions and, hopefully, help our loved ones to understand that we 
experience the same (or greater) workplace stressors that the average 
fighter pilot does. Then we can at least turn to our loved ones when 
we need to unload a bit. 

On the other hand, stressors in our private lives can seriously affect 
our workplace stress. We should be aware of this and even plan for it. 
N obody can be on top of the world all the time. At times we will deal 
with personal grief, pain, and fear for our loved ones and ourselves. 
The expectation to perform at top efficiency during those times can 
often times be asking too much. When home-life stress rears its ugly 
head, we should remember to take care of ourselves. Be open with 
colleagues, supervisors, and even students. We don?t have to go into 
all the details, but displaying a willingness to be vulnerable around 
others builds relationships and trust with those around us.  

T here is No One-Size-Fits All Solut ion 
After reading through multiple academic articles, teacher forums, and 
self-help blogs, it became apparent that there are several ?truths? 
about teacher stress. First, everyone has a unique perspective that 
affects how individuals perceive situations. This means that if a 
colleague who is experiencing similar stressors copes with them 
differently, we shouldn?t be surprised or discouraged. We need to 
remind ourselves that we all matter and that there are many unique 
ways to cope. N ext, it is important to have a support system. Whether 
it is a single colleague, a group of colleagues, a spouse, best friend, or 
even a professional counselor, we need to reach out for advice, 
direction, or just a friendly ear to bend. Consequently, if we see other 
teachers struggling we should let them know we are there for them. It 
could make a big difference. 

We should also do something physically or mentally challenging to 
help de-stress. Be it exercising, working a crossword puzzle, napping 
in the sunshine, or spending time socializing, these types of activities 
can really help a stressed teacher unwind. Finally, and please do not 
take this as trite, teachers must take time to take care of ourselves. The 
idea is to take a mental break from all that culminates into our stressful 
surroundings. When we are in a good place, then we are better able to 
fulfill our mission in the classroom and take pride in our efforts and 
accomplishments. 
  
Through all that we face on a daily basis, it can be easy to fall victim 
to the stresses and (sometimes) overwhelming odds in our lives. 
However, when we stop and take a deep breath, reflect to gain 
perspective, and share with those close to us we are more equipped to 
cope with our profession and are reminded why we became educators 
in the first place. 
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only logical that many of our stressors originate from there. One of the most 
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internalize emotions and to stay in control at all costs.  
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students being bullied by their peers. But what many do not realize is that it is often 
the teacher who experiences bullying (by students, parents, or even administrators) 
and this can lead to crushing stress.  

N ow, many of us will not experience complete betrayal by colleagues or the 
administration. The people ?upstairs? can sometimes get tunnel vision (such as a 
fixation on standardized test scores) or they may be working on some personal 
problems of their own, maybe they have a leadership style that needs to be better 
communicated. In any case, when a teacher is on the receiving end of administrative 
negativity it can lead to a variety of damaging emotions. While there are ?official? 
avenues of dealing with outrageous conduct, what can teachers do to lessen the 
effects of tension with administrators? A good start is to remind ourselves of our 
primary mission: we are not in the classroom to make the powers that be happy; we 
are in the classroom to help students learn. This foundation is solid. Observing and 
attempting to discern an administrator?s leadership style and/or having an honest 
discussion with the administrator can often build bridges and defuse 
misunderstandings.  
 
Similarly, it is imperative that we retain a sense of power over our career. When 
others encroach on our ability to make decisions, to organize our day, and to decide 
when enough is enough with regard to ?extra? obligations, it tends to make us feel 
powerless, vulnerable, and resentful ? none of which are good for stress levels. The 
overwhelming consensus on how to cope with this issue is to reach out to other 
educators. Remember, others have experienced (or are currently experiencing) 
many of these same feelings. By commiserating with colleagues, we gain 
perspective. Spending quality time with other educators will help us feel part of a 
larger community and will definitely help ease stress. In addition, this quality time 
can be as little as a fifteen minute snack break or as in-depth as a professional 
development course. The key is to not turn inward, but to stay connected to our 
peers. 

H om e Woes 
When all is said and done, though, remember that we are all human beings and we 
have lives outside of teaching. Just as our work stresses can impact our home lives, 
our personal lives can exacerbate our overall stress load. There is nothing wrong 
with talking to our loved ones about the stresses of our work lives. The problem is 
that many of our relatives and friends simply do not understand our actual work. 
Instead, they choose to believe the old stereotypes that we have it made because we 
are basically babysitters who teach because we ?cannot do,? are gifted an endless 
supply of apples, and get a three month vacation every year. With great patience, we 
can dispel these notions and, hopefully, help our loved ones to understand that we 
experience the same (or greater) workplace stressors that the average fighter pilot 
does. Then we can at least turn to our loved ones when we need to unload a bit. 

On the other hand, stressors in our private lives can seriously affect our workplace 
stress. We should be aware of this and even plan for it. N obody can be on top of the 
world all the time. At times we will deal with personal grief, pain, and fear for our 
loved ones and ourselves. The expectation to perform at top efficiency during those 
times can often times be asking too much. When home-life stress rears its ugly head, 
we should remember to take care of ourselves. Be open with colleagues, supervisors, 
and even students. We don?t have to go into all the details, but displaying a 
willingness to be vulnerable around others builds relationships and trust with those 
around us.  

T here is No One-Size-Fits All Solut ion 
After reading through multiple academic articles, teacher forums, and self-help 
blogs, it became apparent that there are several ?truths? about teacher stress. First, 
everyone has a unique perspective that affects how individuals perceive situations. 
This means that if a colleague who is experiencing similar stressors copes with them 
differently, we shouldn?t be surprised or discouraged. We need to remind ourselves 
that we all matter and that there are many unique ways to cope. N ext, it is 
important to have a support system. Whether it is a single colleague, a group of 
colleagues, a spouse, best friend, or even a professional counselor, we need to reach 
out for advice, direction, or just a friendly ear to bend. Consequently, if we see other 
teachers struggling we should let them know we are there for them. It could make a 
big difference. 

We should also do something physically or mentally challenging to help de-stress. 
Be it exercising, working a crossword puzzle, napping in the sunshine, or spending 
time socializing, these types of activities can really help a stressed teacher unwind. 
Finally, and please do not take this as trite, teachers must take time to take care of 
ourselves. The idea is to take a mental break from all that culminates into our 
stressful surroundings. When we are in a good place, then we are better able to fulfill 
our mission in the classroom and take pride in our efforts and accomplishments. 
  
Through all that we face on a daily basis, it can be easy to fall victim to the stresses 
and (sometimes) overwhelming odds in our lives. However, when we stop and take 
a deep breath, reflect to gain perspective, and share with those close to us we are 
more equipped to cope with our profession and are reminded why we became 
educators in the first place. 
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Samant ha  Sha f f ner

21st century classrooms across the country, especially 
in Common Core adopted states, have made a shift 
from the traditional paper state assessments, to 
assessments that are offered in a digital format. For 
teachers, at first, this was a bit scary because 
curriculum and lesson delivery needed to be revised. 
As a result, many schools are now using Google Apps 
as an online learning platform to create Common 
Core based assignments and to communicate with 
students, parents, and administrators. The flipped 
mastery model can be employed using Google 
Classroom as the major vehicle, and it can be 
supported and executed by the use of Edulastic. 
Because these two systems can ?talk,? teachers can 
create assessments that prepare students for online 
testing and provide rigor. 

Resources vary by district due to disparate funding 
along with varying staff and student experiences. 
Students from across demographics share the same 
tests, but the format of the test is largely ignored as far 
as its potential impact relative to the sophistication of 
the digital assessments themselves. Obsolete paper 
testing alone cannot prepare students adequately 
anymore in a digital age. The flipped model employs 
practices that, if implemented in ELA classrooms, 
benefit students from both practical and pedagogical 
perspectives. Students practice the skills they need for 
authentic testing settings, familiarizing themselves 
with the digital environments at the same time. 

Test preparation and data tracking takes an 
understanding of the tools and resources available 
which, if used appropriately, offer more in the way of 
differentiating among the needs of several students 
than traditional methods. Considering the 
implementation of CCSS, data tracking is vital, if not 
(almost) mandatory to student and school success in 
regard to assessments based on them. In other words, 
the shift in standards is as important as the shift in the 
testing format from paper to digital for some students 
and teachers, particularly in certain schools. 
  

Assessm ent Tool/D ata and M astery Tracker: 
Why Edulast ic? 

  
 Edulastic is an online assessment tool that is designed 
to track student mastery, as well as organize libraries of 
resources for teachers who can share and modify 
assessments that are labeled by standard and depth of 
knowledge. Additionally, this digital assessment 
platform allows teachers and administrators to work 
together to create rigorous and relevant assessments. It 
has a bank full of CCSS items and the ability to 
emulate the exact question types and content that will 
appear on Ohio?s ELA AIR tests in grades K-12. The 
program also provides a real-time data tracker which 
you can monitor if students struggle or master any 
given concept in class or at home. The additional tools 
provided by Edulastic provide various supports to 
students to help deepen their understanding of the 
testing process itself, as well as master the standards 
embedded in the high-stakes tests in all content areas, 
with a particular focus on the English Language Arts 
CCSS.  

In practice, I was able to duplicate the state AIR 
testing protocols, format, materials, and environment. 
Using the school?s platforms, Google Classroom and 
Edulastic, I was able to link assessments and track 
student progress in real time with transparency to 
district administrators and the students themselves. Just 
as the students can acclimatize to the digital world, 
teachers can do the same.  

  

Online Learning Platform : Google Classroom  
and Apps for Education 

  
M any educators are already familiar with the learning 
management system Google Classroom. Google 
Classroom organizes student workflow and provides 
functions that allow ELA teachers to discreetly 
differentiate content and scaffold, amongst many other 
useful functions within the program. Edulastic 
assessments can be synced and posted to a class?s 
?stream,? making a seamless transition to the 
assessment page to avoid student confusion. Google 
Classroom keeps teachers and students organized, 
supporting preparation and one-on-one instruction 
with struggling students. Without the use of 
technology in the classroom, this individualized 
approach to education would be nearly impossible for 
most ELA teachers. 

M any schools are adopting Chromebooks and the 
Google Classroom platform to organize their curricula 
and provide students access to cloud-based 
technologies across the country. States are following 
suit by eschewing the traditional paper assessments for 
digital-only formats. At some point, I can see most 
schools using tools such as Edulastic for test prep, 
content delivery, and data tracking. With access to 
these programs, teachers can create functional 
equivalents of the state assessments themselves, and the 
digital environment where the tests are presented to 
students. With daily data points and the tools to create 
accurate tests (many types of questions used on the 
Ohio AIR are available), students can be taught to 
spend their time wisely among reading passages, 
answering questions, organizing their thoughts, and 
finally typing responses. 

On the teacher end, real-time data and feedback are 
offered by the use of these programs. They also 
provide the ability to efficiently create daily data points 
that emulate state questions to help students deepen 
their understanding regarding the more difficult 
critical thinking and writing items on the Ohio state 
tests and within the ELA classroom in general. This 
monitoring of student progress also allows for 
differentiation in the classroom. Combined with the 
flipped class model, instructional time can be used to 
deepen the students? understanding of specific topics. 
  

Edulast ic: M il lennium  Com m unity School?s 
Assessm ent Tool 

  
M y district, M illennium Community School, serves 
600 students and receives Title 1 funding because most 
of our students meet the federal poverty guidelines. 
M CS began to use Edulastic as its main online 
assessment and data tracking tool at the beginning of 
the 2017-2018 school year. Initially, Edulastic was 
chosen as the primary assessment tool by the schools? 
administrators for four reasons: 

     1. Ease of use 
     2. Assignment/assessment creation modeled after     
     AIR Testing functionality  
     3. M ore online testing practice for student via
     weekly quizzes 
     4. Data Analysis & Reporting  
  
After interviewing my supervisor at M CS, M r. 
Tijuana Russell, I was able to unpack the relationships 
between data driven instruction, data analysis, 
assessments, and student success. When asked the 
question, ?Does administration find an advantage in 
having more data about students?? Russell replied, 
?Yes. Absolutely. We are a data driven and informed 
school. The data can be used to drive reteach of 
instruction and be used to create customized learning 
activities/plans for each student.? Additionally, 
data-driven instruction has been implemented through 
the use of Edulastic and Google Classroom for the 
purpose of differentiation and data tracking. From an 
administrative perspective, Russell and his 
organization stand behind what they see as the 
undeniable benefits of data driven education tactics. 
Data driven instruction is a main component of 
academics district wide at our school, and has proven 
to be an effective way to keep students and teachers 
current with the shift.  

Student achievement, goals, and the depth and rigor in 
individual teacher?s assignments and assessments can 
be transparent for all invested parties: students, parents, 
teachers, and school administrators who make district 
wide choices based on data trends that meet the needs 
of their students, or emulating the data trends of other 
high performing schools that face challenges of the 
same nature through using similar best practices. 
 
Every day, learning should be valued...even with the 
pressures of state tests, vendor assessments, and school 
board requirements making it seem like an endless 
road of obstacles. Pressure to have flawless audits, 
record breaking scores, and consistent/transparent data 
that meet the presented requirements is always present 
in schools. The point is that there is zero wiggle room 
for mistakes, and this includes test scores--more 
specifically, state test scores. 

Whatever we can do to strengthen our students? level 
of tech skills while offering practice with AIR-style 
readings, main ideas, and essay topics is vital. Without 
Edulastic, I would have been printing off the same 
practice tests from the state website and hoping for the 
best. The combination of Edulastic and Google 
Classroom has given our teachers, administrators, and 
students the tools they need to succeed on digital 
assessments. From a teacher?s perspective, it felt really 
amazing to be able to analyze and track data and trends 
to create assessments that actually are producing 
results.  

    
Student Feedback: Online Learning Platform s 

and Assessm ent Tools 
  
The following survey questions were given to my 6th and 7th 
grade ELA students at Millennium Community School this 

past spring (2018).
  
Q: How did Edulastic, if at all, help better prepare you 
for the Ohio Spring ELA AIR test? 
  
? ?It helped us learn how to use testing tools on the 
Chromebooks. We were forced to stop using paper 
and learn how to type and learn computer functions 
especially specific to the AIR test.? 
  
? ?Our teacher used it every day to collect data, and 
every day we had writing assignments on Edulastic 
that really helped us understand the parts of an essay 
and the AIR test.? 
    
Q: When creating assessments, how did your teacher 
personalize or differentiate your learning experiences 
through the use of Edulastic? 
  
? ?She explains things step by step, and assigns thing 
that most, some or even one of us need to work on. 
She redirects assignments I don?t understand so I can 
try again.? 
  
? ?M y teacher created her own tests every day, so she 
would use our data from the day before to make sure 
we weren?t behind or ahead.? 
    
Q: H ave your writing skills improved as a result of 
using flipped methods and resources like Edulastic and 
Google Classroom? 
  
? ?We practice our multi-paragraph responses on 
Edulastic, and she teaches us the different things you 
need to do in a multi paragraph. We practice for the 
Ohio test every day with Edulastic and Google Apps.? 
  
? ?I feel that my writing skills have improved, and I 
like to add more to my writing prompts now. Before, I 
lacked organization and depth in my writing for online 
or other state tests.? 
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provided by Edulastic provide various supports to students to help deepen their 
understanding of the testing process itself, as well as master the standards embedded in 
the high-stakes tests in all content areas, with a particular focus on the English 
Language Arts CCSS.  

In practice, I was able to duplicate the state AIR testing protocols, format, materials, 
and environment. Using the school?s platforms, Google Classroom and Edulastic, I was 
able to link assessments and track student progress in real time with transparency to 
district administrators and the students themselves. Just as the students can acclimatize 
to the digital world, teachers can do the same.  

  

Online Learning Platform : Google Classroom  and Apps for Education 
  
M any educators are already familiar with the learning management system Google 
Classroom. Google Classroom organizes student workflow and provides functions that 
allow ELA teachers to discreetly differentiate content and scaffold, amongst many other 
useful functions within the program. Edulastic assessments can be synced and posted to 
a class?s ?stream,? making a seamless transition to the assessment page to avoid student 
confusion. Google Classroom keeps teachers and students organized, supporting 
preparation and one-on-one instruction with struggling students. Without the use of 
technology in the classroom, this individualized approach to education would be nearly 
impossible for most ELA teachers. 

M any schools are adopting Chromebooks and the Google Classroom platform to 
organize their curricula and provide students access to cloud-based technologies across 
the country. States are following suit by eschewing the traditional paper assessments for 
digital-only formats. At some point, I can see most schools using tools such as Edulastic 
for test prep, content delivery, and data tracking. With access to these programs, 
teachers can create functional equivalents of the state assessments themselves, and the 
digital environment where the tests are presented to students. With daily data points 
and the tools to create accurate tests (many types of questions used on the Ohio AIR 
are available), students can be taught to spend their time wisely among reading passages, 
answering questions, organizing their thoughts, and finally typing responses. 

On the teacher end, real-time data and feedback are offered by the use of these 
programs. They also provide the ability to efficiently create daily data points that 
emulate state questions to help students deepen their understanding regarding the more 
difficult critical thinking and writing items on the Ohio state tests and within the ELA 
classroom in general. This monitoring of student progress also allows for differentiation 
in the classroom. Combined with the flipped class model, instructional time can be 
used to deepen the students? understanding of specific topics. 
  

Edulast ic: M il lennium  Com m unity School?s Assessm ent Tool 
  
M y district, M illennium Community School, serves 600 students and receives Title 1 
funding because most of our students meet the federal poverty guidelines. M CS began 
to use Edulastic as its main online assessment and data tracking tool at the beginning of 
the 2017-2018 school year. Initially, Edulastic was chosen as the primary assessment 
tool by the schools? administrators for four reasons: 

     1. Ease of use 
     2. Assignment/assessment creation modeled after     
     AIR Testing functionality  
     3. M ore online testing practice for student via
     weekly quizzes 
     4. Data Analysis & Reporting  
  
After interviewing my supervisor at M CS, M r. Tijuana Russell, I was able to unpack 
the relationships between data driven instruction, data analysis, assessments, and 
student success. When asked the question, ?Does administration find an advantage in 
having more data about students?? Russell replied, ?Yes. Absolutely. We are a data 
driven and informed school. The data can be used to drive reteach of instruction and be 
used to create customized learning activities/plans for each student.? Additionally, 
data-driven instruction has been implemented through the use of Edulastic and Google 
Classroom for the purpose of differentiation and data tracking. From an administrative 
perspective, Russell and his organization stand behind what they see as the undeniable 
benefits of data driven education tactics. Data driven instruction is a main component 
of academics district wide at our school, and has proven to be an effective way to keep 
students and teachers current with the shift.  

Student achievement, goals, and the depth and rigor in individual teacher?s assignments 
and assessments can be transparent for all invested parties: students, parents, teachers, 
and school administrators who make district wide choices based on data trends that 
meet the needs of their students, or emulating the data trends of other high performing 
schools that face challenges of the same nature through using similar best practices. 
 
Every day, learning should be valued...even with the pressures of state tests, vendor 
assessments, and school board requirements making it seem like an endless road of 
obstacles. Pressure to have flawless audits, record breaking scores, and 
consistent/transparent data that meet the presented requirements is always present in 
schools. The point is that there is zero wiggle room for mistakes, and this includes test 
scores--more specifically, state test scores. 

Whatever we can do to strengthen our students? level of tech skills while offering 
practice with AIR-style readings, main ideas, and essay topics is vital. Without 
Edulastic, I would have been printing off the same practice tests from the state website 
and hoping for the best. The combination of Edulastic and Google Classroom has given 
our teachers, administrators, and students the tools they need to succeed on digital 
assessments. From a teacher?s perspective, it felt really amazing to be able to analyze and 
track data and trends to create assessments that actually are producing results.  

    
Student Feedback: Online Learning Platform s and Assessm ent Tools 

  
The following survey questions were given to my 6th and 7th grade ELA students at Millennium 

Community School this past spring (2018).
  
Q: How did Edulastic, if at all, help better prepare you for the Ohio Spring ELA AIR 
test? 
  
? ?It helped us learn how to use testing tools on the Chromebooks. We were forced to 
stop using paper and learn how to type and learn computer functions especially specific 
to the AIR test.? 
  
? ?Our teacher used it every day to collect data, and every day we had writing 
assignments on Edulastic that really helped us understand the parts of an essay and the 
AIR test.? 
    
Q: When creating assessments, how did your teacher personalize or differentiate your 
learning experiences through the use of Edulastic? 
  
? ?She explains things step by step, and assigns thing that most, some or even one of us 
need to work on. She redirects assignments I don?t understand so I can try again.? 
  
? ?M y teacher created her own tests every day, so she would use our data from the day 
before to make sure we weren?t behind or ahead.? 
    
Q: H ave your writing skills improved as a result of using flipped methods and resources 
like Edulastic and Google Classroom? 
  
? ?We practice our multi-paragraph responses on Edulastic, and she teaches us the 
different things you need to do in a multi paragraph. We practice for the Ohio test 
every day with Edulastic and Google Apps.? 
  
? ?I feel that my writing skills have improved, and I like to add more to my writing 
prompts now. Before, I lacked organization and depth in my writing for online or other 
state tests.? 
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driven and informed school. The data can be used to drive reteach of instruction and be 
used to create customized learning activities/plans for each student.? Additionally, 
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Classroom for the purpose of differentiation and data tracking. From an administrative 
perspective, Russell and his organization stand behind what they see as the undeniable 
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? ?It helped us learn how to use testing tools on the Chromebooks. We were forced to 
stop using paper and learn how to type and learn computer functions especially specific 
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? ?Our teacher used it every day to collect data, and every day we had writing 
assignments on Edulastic that really helped us understand the parts of an essay and the 
AIR test.? 
    
Q: When creating assessments, how did your teacher personalize or differentiate your 
learning experiences through the use of Edulastic? 
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prompts now. Before, I lacked organization and depth in my writing for online or other 
state tests.? 
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Power of Talk
(Part 3)

In my last column, I continued with part 2 of the 
?Power of Talk? and focused on ?setting the stage? for 
discourse with modeling and direct instruction. The 
next consideration for harnessing the power of talk in 
classrooms is accountability. Often, it is hard to release 
control to our students because they can and often do 
stray off task. So how do we keep their discussions on 
point, on topic, and on track?

When we turn control over to our students to have 
conversations, we have to trust them; however, they 
are still children. Therefore, we need to hold them to 
high expectations for being focused and applying what 
we teach them to do. Students need to be held 
accountable for the discussions they have and so the 
first consideration is to be sure to set some type of 
?focal point? for the discussion they are going to have. 
For example, when my students discuss a chapter of a 
text, I give them some type of discussion guide or 
resources to refer to if they need ideas to prompt each 
other. One caution with this is to not give students too 
much direction. Conversations need to be natural so 
when we give ?guides? with a list of topics or 
questions to focus on, we have essentially scripted the 
discussion for students. The key is finding the right 
balance.

While I am not a fan of giving my students a list of 
questions that often linger at the lower levels of 
Bloom?s Taxonomy, I am a fan of open ended 
questions. Consider prompts such as the 3 Big 
Questions found in Beers and Probst?s Reading 
N onfiction: N otice and N ote Stances, Signposts, and 
Strategies. ?What surprised/surprises me??, ?What does 
the author think I already know?? or ?What changed, 
challenged, or confirmed my thinking?? These work 
well for both literature and informational texts. As a 
rule of thumb, if I give students a question that has a 
clear, objective answer then I am doing them a 
disservice. Questions that invite multiple perspectives 
or viewpoints give our students something to really 
grapple with and help ensure a lively debate. M ore on 
this later?

Back to accountability...I keep it simple for younger 
students and find that I set a timer to make sure 
students have time to chat but run out of time before 
they run out of things to say. N othing derails a 
discussion more than that lack of urgency. When 
students know time is short, they feel more inclined to 
make those minutes count. Over time, you can start to 
add minutes but if you call ?times up? when they are 
on a roll, you leave them wanting more time. This 
truly starts to cultivate the desire for using time 
discussion time effectively so that not a precious 
minute is wasted.

The next thing to instill in regards to accountability is 
?giving evidence? to back or support thinking.  
Students need reminders to go back into the text or 
resource to give credibility to what they say. In other 
words, they need to challenge each other to ?prove it?; 
you think what because ____. Through modeling the 
use of text to support claims, you help empower 
students to take ownership of holding each other to a 
standard of reliability. N othing is more satisfying than 
to hear a group of students having a discussion and 
calling each other out to be accountable for what they 
say and back it up with ?proof? of their thinking. It 
takes time and modeling to make this impactful but it 
is worth it!

Finally, after ensuring that I get permission from 
parents, I record student discussions. This ensures that 
students stay more ?on task? because they know I can 
review their discussions for appropriateness. While this 
might feel like a burden, I think of it is an extra pair of 
ears. It seems to be human nature to behave a bit 
differently when we know someone is ?watching,? or 
in this case ?listening.? Think about it?  how many of 
us slow down on the highway when we see the cop car 
up ahead? When students know their words are being 
recorded, they are much more mindful.

Does that mean then that you have to listen to them 
all? Of course not. But your students don?t have to 
know that. I find it serves as great ?back up? because if 
I have 4-5 discussion groups going on and I try to 
position myself in a location where I can observe them 
all, I can make a note if I hear something I might want 
to double check later. If I see that a group seems to 
have been a bit off task, I?ll make a note to review that 
recording more closely. Overhear a comment that 
really just blows me away? I?ve got proof of that to 
share with students later.

Usually, I use the recordings to complement or as 
examples of how to share different views/ideas, but 
recordings also serve as a big social teaching tool. 
There have been times that I have used a group 
discussion for review with individual students. Often, 
a student may not realize how they might be coming 
across to others. Their tone might be harsher than they 
intend or their word choice ineffective. Reflection on a 
conversation can help students learn to hold 
themselves more accountable to others. I?ve sat down 
with many students who ended up being upset or 
embarrassed by what they said after the fact. It is a hard 
lesson, but it is one that they really appreciate in the 
long run. 

Keep in mind there are some considerations before you 
jump in. First and foremost, secure parent permission. 
I always send a permission slip to families for doing 
audio and video recording for learning purposes in the 
classroom. This is an extra ?safety? piece for myself. 
I?ve only had a few parents question and when I tell 
them what and why; they are always understanding. In 
fact, they often ask if they can hear a discussion their 
child participates in to hear how they are thinking and 
interacting with peers. Parents also appreciate that I 
use the recordings to help their child develop and 
strengthen communication skills.

There are many options out there for recording if this 
is something you are interested in looking into. I use 
iPods/iPads with recording apps. M y current favorite is 
Voice Recorder but I have also used iTalk. Both are 
free. I?ve tried M ic N ote with Chromebooks before as 
well. Keep in mind you aren?t looking for top notch 
sound quality. An app or extension that just records

voice is all you need. 
 

Want to continue the conversation?
Send your questions and feedback to Heidi at 
weberhe@lovelandschools.org

TOP TEACH IN G T IPS:
EDUCATIN G AN D LEARN IN G 

IN  THE ELA WORLD
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When we turn control over to our students to have conversations, we have to trust 
them; however, they are still children. Therefore, we need to hold them to high 
expectations for being focused and applying what we teach them to do. Students need 
to be held accountable for the discussions they have and so the first consideration is to 
be sure to set some type of ?focal point? for the discussion they are going to have. For 
example, when my students discuss a chapter of a text, I give them some type of 
discussion guide or resources to refer to if they need ideas to prompt each other. One 
caution with this is to not give students too much direction. Conversations need to be 
natural so when we give ?guides? with a list of topics or questions to focus on, we 
have essentially scripted the discussion for students. The key is finding the right 
balance.

While I am not a fan of giving my students a list of questions that often linger at the 
lower levels of Bloom?s Taxonomy, I am a fan of open ended questions. Consider 
prompts such as the 3 Big Questions found in Beers and Probst?s Reading N onfiction: 
N otice and N ote Stances, Signposts, and Strategies. ?What surprised/surprises me??, 
?What does the author think I already know?? or ?What changed, challenged, or 
confirmed my thinking?? These work well for both literature and informational texts. 
As a rule of thumb, if I give students a question that has a clear, objective answer then 
I am doing them a disservice. Questions that invite multiple perspectives or 
viewpoints give our students something to really grapple with and help ensure a lively 
debate. M ore on this later?

Back to accountability...I keep it simple for younger students and find that I set a 
timer to make sure students have time to chat but run out of time before they run out 
of things to say. N othing derails a discussion more than that lack of urgency. When 
students know time is short, they feel more inclined to make those minutes count. 
Over time, you can start to add minutes but if you call ?times up? when they are on a 
roll, you leave them wanting more time. This truly starts to cultivate the desire for 
using time discussion time effectively so that not a precious minute is wasted.

The next thing to instill in regards to accountability is ?giving evidence? to back or 
support thinking.  Students need reminders to go back into the text or resource to 
give credibility to what they say. In other words, they need to challenge each other to 
?prove it?; you think what because ____. Through modeling the use of text to 
support claims, you help empower students to take ownership of holding each other 
to a standard of reliability. N othing is more satisfying than to hear a group of students 
having a discussion and calling each other out to be accountable for what they say and 
back it up with ?proof? of their thinking. It takes time and modeling to make this 
impactful but it is worth it!

Finally, after ensuring that I get permission from parents, I record student discussions. 
This ensures that students stay more ?on task? because they know I can review their 
discussions for appropriateness. While this might feel like a burden, I think of it is an 
extra pair of ears. It seems to be human nature to behave a bit differently when we 
know someone is ?watching,? or in this case ?listening.? Think about it?  how many 
of us slow down on the highway when we see the cop car up ahead? When students 
know their words are being recorded, they are much more mindful.

Does that mean then that you have to listen to them all? Of course not. But your 
students don?t have to know that. I find it serves as great ?back up? because if I have 
4-5 discussion groups going on and I try to position myself in a location where I can 
observe them all, I can make a note if I hear something I might want to double check 
later. If I see that a group seems to have been a bit off task, I?ll make a note to review 
that recording more closely. Overhear a comment that really just blows me away? I?ve 
got proof of that to share with students later.

Usually, I use the recordings to complement or as examples of how to share different 
views/ideas, but recordings also serve as a big social teaching tool. There have been 
times that I have used a group discussion for review with individual students. Often, a 
student may not realize how they might be coming across to others. Their tone might 
be harsher than they intend or their word choice ineffective. Reflection on a 
conversation can help students learn to hold themselves more accountable to others. 
I?ve sat down with many students who ended up being upset or embarrassed by what 
they said after the fact. It is a hard lesson, but it is one that they really appreciate in the 
long run. 

Keep in mind there are some considerations before you jump in. First and foremost, 
secure parent permission. I always send a permission slip to families for doing audio 
and video recording for learning purposes in the classroom. This is an extra ?safety? 
piece for myself. I?ve only had a few parents question and when I tell them what and 
why; they are always understanding. In fact, they often ask if they can hear a 
discussion their child participates in to hear how they are thinking and interacting 
with peers. Parents also appreciate that I use the recordings to help their child develop 
and strengthen communication skills.

There are many options out there for recording if this is something you are interested 
in looking into. I use iPods/iPads with recording apps. M y current favorite is Voice 
Recorder but I have also used iTalk. Both are free. I?ve tried M ic N ote with 
Chromebooks before as well. Keep in mind you aren?t looking for top notch sound 
quality. An app or extension that just records

voice is all you need. 
 

Want to continue the conversation?
Send your questions and feedback to Heidi at weberhe@lovelandschools.org
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Back to accountability...I keep it simple for younger students and find that I set a 
timer to make sure students have time to chat but run out of time before they run out 
of things to say. N othing derails a discussion more than that lack of urgency. When 
students know time is short, they feel more inclined to make those minutes count. 
Over time, you can start to add minutes but if you call ?times up? when they are on a 
roll, you leave them wanting more time. This truly starts to cultivate the desire for 
using time discussion time effectively so that not a precious minute is wasted.

The next thing to instill in regards to accountability is ?giving evidence? to back or 
support thinking.  Students need reminders to go back into the text or resource to 
give credibility to what they say. In other words, they need to challenge each other to 
?prove it?; you think what because ____. Through modeling the use of text to 
support claims, you help empower students to take ownership of holding each other 
to a standard of reliability. N othing is more satisfying than to hear a group of students 
having a discussion and calling each other out to be accountable for what they say and 
back it up with ?proof? of their thinking. It takes time and modeling to make this 
impactful but it is worth it!

Finally, after ensuring that I get permission from parents, I record student discussions. 
This ensures that students stay more ?on task? because they know I can review their 
discussions for appropriateness. While this might feel like a burden, I think of it is an 
extra pair of ears. It seems to be human nature to behave a bit differently when we 
know someone is ?watching,? or in this case ?listening.? Think about it?  how many 
of us slow down on the highway when we see the cop car up ahead? When students 
know their words are being recorded, they are much more mindful.

Does that mean then that you have to listen to them all? Of course not. But your 
students don?t have to know that. I find it serves as great ?back up? because if I have 
4-5 discussion groups going on and I try to position myself in a location where I can 
observe them all, I can make a note if I hear something I might want to double check 
later. If I see that a group seems to have been a bit off task, I?ll make a note to review 
that recording more closely. Overhear a comment that really just blows me away? I?ve 
got proof of that to share with students later.

Usually, I use the recordings to complement or as examples of how to share different 
views/ideas, but recordings also serve as a big social teaching tool. There have been 
times that I have used a group discussion for review with individual students. Often, a 
student may not realize how they might be coming across to others. Their tone might 
be harsher than they intend or their word choice ineffective. Reflection on a 
conversation can help students learn to hold themselves more accountable to others. 
I?ve sat down with many students who ended up being upset or embarrassed by what 
they said after the fact. It is a hard lesson, but it is one that they really appreciate in the 
long run. 

Keep in mind there are some considerations before you jump in. First and foremost, 
secure parent permission. I always send a permission slip to families for doing audio 
and video recording for learning purposes in the classroom. This is an extra ?safety? 
piece for myself. I?ve only had a few parents question and when I tell them what and 
why; they are always understanding. In fact, they often ask if they can hear a 
discussion their child participates in to hear how they are thinking and interacting 
with peers. Parents also appreciate that I use the recordings to help their child develop 
and strengthen communication skills.

There are many options out there for recording if this is something you are interested 
in looking into. I use iPods/iPads with recording apps. M y current favorite is Voice 
Recorder but I have also used iTalk. Both are free. I?ve tried M ic N ote with 
Chromebooks before as well. Keep in mind you aren?t looking for top notch sound 
quality. An app or extension that just records

voice is all you need. 
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THE CURIOUS 
CLASSROOM:

OCTELA'S SUM M ER BOOK 
STUDY

OCTELA is getting ready to launch its annual 
summer book study.  M embers may participate 
for CEUs or simple professional enrichment.  
Visit Octelasbs.weebly.com for information!

Outline for those seeking CEU credit through 
OCTELA:

- 10 weeks to read sections and respond to 
blog

- Discussion threads posted weekly 
however participants can join in at 
their own pace

- CEU option: 3 CEU?s (30 contact hours) 
through OCTELA (must be a member)

- Expectation for credit is weekly 
reading, reflecting/posting on blog, 
reading posts of others and 
responding to at least 3 other people

- If seeking credit, individuals have 
until August 31, 2018 to complete

- Heidi Weber M UST be contacted by 
July 1, 2018 if credit is desired 
(weberhe@lovelandschools.org)

Week 1: June 4
- Demonstrate Your Own Curiosity

Week 2: June 11 
- Investigate Ourselves and Our Classmates

Week 3: June 18 
- Capture and Honor K ids? Questions

Week 4: June 25 
- Begin the Day with Soft Starts

Week 5: July 2 
- Check Our N ews Feed

Week 6: July 9
- H ang Out with an Expert

Week 7: July 16
- Pursue K ids? Own Questions with 

M ini-Inquiries
Week 8: July 23

- Address Curricular Units with 
M ini-Inquiries

Week 9: July 30 
- Lean into a Crisis

Week 10: Aug 6
- Learn with Partners and Pioneers 

Octelasbs.weebly.com is the hub for all communication!

http://octelasbs.weebly.com/
http://octelasbs.weebly.com/
https://octela.org/
http://octelasbs.weebly.com/


                   reading, reflecting/posting on blog,
        reading posts of others and responding
        to at least 3 other people

- If seeking credit, individuals have until August 31, 2018 to complete
- Heidi Weber M UST be contacted by July 1, 2018 if credit is desired 

(weberhe@lovelandschools.org)

Week 1: June 4
- Demonstrate Your Own Curiosity

Week 2: June 11 
- Investigate Ourselves and Our Classmates

Week 3: June 18 
- Capture and Honor K ids? Questions

Week 4: June 25 
- Begin the Day with Soft Starts

Week 5: July 2 
- Check Our N ews Feed

Week 6: July 9
- H ang Out with an Expert

Week 7: July 16
- Pursue K ids? Own Questions with M ini-Inquiries

Week 8: July 23
- Address Curricular Units with M ini-Inquiries

Week 9: July 30 
- Lean into a Crisis

Week 10: Aug 6
- Learn with Partners and Pioneers 

Octelasbs.weebly.com is the hub for all communication!
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- Address Curricular Units with M ini-Inquiries
Week 9: July 30 

- Lean into a Crisis
Week 10: Aug 6

- Learn with Partners and Pioneers 

Octelasbs.weebly.com is the hub for all communication!

http://octelasbs.weebly.com/


Pat t ie Niese- 
BCT BA  Lia iso n

Student Recom m endation

I originally picked up Alan Gratz?s Refugee 
because it was nominated for the Buckeye 
Children?s award, and I am so very glad I did! 
Gratz does a great job of weaving three very 
distinct stories together to bring the idea of 
being a refugee from the holocaust into the 
modern world. This story is told from three 
different points of view. First, Josef is a young 
Jewish boy fleeing N azi Germany with his 
family after dad was released from Auschwitz. 
Then we meet Isabel, who is trying to flee 
Cuba in 1994 after there are riots in the streets. 
Finally, M ahmoud is from Aleppo, Syria, and 
leaves with his family after their apartment is 
destroyed in 2015.  Each chapter is told from 
all three perspectives. You read Josef?s story, 
then Isabel?s, and finally M ahmoud?s. The style 
may not appeal to every reader at first, but it 
allows the book to move quickly and students 
will find that even though the book is 300+ 
pages, it is overall a quick read. Students will 
get personal stories from both historical and 
current events. Scholastic has also developed 
some discussion questions to accompany the 
text.  
I am looking forward to integrating this novel 
into my current curriculum. I usually do a 
holocaust unit and this will be a great addition. 
Students can make personal connections to 
events that may be very difficult to 
comprehend? and they may begin to question 
how people are treated today. Personalizing 
history is key to getting students to truly grasp 
not only what happened, but why. Using 
current events to tie it all together is helps 
students to become change-makers in our 
world today. I would recommend this book for 
middle school readers and above.  

Professional Recom m endation  

 

I picked up this book at our Spring 2018 
Conference: REVITALIZE: Getting Back to 
Teaching. I enjoy talking to the vendors and 
finding new titles to help with any area that 
seems to be a struggle at the time. This spring 
it was definitely research writing. M y students 
were working on a research paper and it was 
painful! I picked up this title and wish I had 
started the unit with this in my hands. Lehman 
does a GREAT job sharing practical ways to 
engage writers and guide them through the 
research process. He takes teachers through 
each step of the process starting with 
developing their own research questions all the 
way to citing sources and why. Each chapter 
has a section with differentiated ideas as well as 
how to use this in content area classes. He has a 
wonderful way of looking at the process. He 
shifts the focus from being researchers, where 
student just feel like they need to recite a 
bunch of facts or statistics to becoming experts 
on their subject. He notes the difference 
saying, ?Experts not only know a log of facts 
about their subject, they are also able to group 
these facts in a meaningful way-noticing 
patterns or themes and they can apply these 
patterns in a variety of settings.? Wow! That 
really hit me hard. Another idea shift was to 
move away from just handing out graphic 
organizers to getting students to make a list of 
ways they already knew how to take notes, 
such as timelines and drawings, and having 
them create what works best in their situation. 
I?m planning to have an anchor chart with 
these different note-taking strategies displayed 
at the beginning of next school year and add to 
it as we move through different ideas. One last 
strategy that I really like was having students 
teach their readers to ?speak the same expert 
language by explicitly teaching new words.? I 
tend to teach them to look for words they 
don?t know and go through those ideas but 
shifting from vocabulary being just a reader 
focus to a writing one is a major shift.  

With only 141 pages, this book is a quick read 
with short chapters and practical ideas. 
Lehman?s final chapter gives the reader a look 
at ways to incorporate short and long term 
projects into established curriculum as well as 
the standards to connect them to. I will be 
using this over the summer to revamp my 
writing plans for next year.  

Pleasure Recom m endation  

      

M y daughter has been after me to read this 
author for the last few years. I regret not 
listening to her sooner. When I finished 
reading this book, I immediately purchased the 
rest of this series and promptly read through it 
within two days. (There are 5 books, so not 
much grading was accomplished!) I then went 
on to read two of her other series and an 
additional novel. M any of Armentrout?s books 
are listed as young adult, but several are more 
adult than not. I love that she includes pop 
culture references that coincide with my 
personal interests. Supernatural, anyone?  
Her Lux series is a paranormal high school 
romance. There are so many layers to story 
that it takes all five books to truly figure out 
the underlying issues. I would not recommend 
these books for younger than high school as a 
few of them reference sex, but it is truly not 
the focus and is handled in a way that respects 
the reader. These are a fun read for the 
summer.  

T IM E FOR BOOKS--
REVIEWS FOR ALL

Before we get to this month?s books, I want to remind you to 
look at the Buckeye Children and Teen Book Award 
website for our current nominees. If you don?t know, the 
nominees are chosen by OHIO Students and voted on by 
OHIO students! It?s a great way to get students 
reading--especially over the summer. The voting window 
opens September 1.  
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Student Recom m endation

I originally picked up Alan Gratz?s Refugee because it was nominated for the Buckeye 
Children?s award, and I am so very glad I did! Gratz does a great job of weaving three very 
distinct stories together to bring the idea of being a refugee from the holocaust into the 
modern world. This story is told from three different points of view. First, Josef is a young 
Jewish boy fleeing N azi Germany with his family after dad was released from Auschwitz. 
Then we meet Isabel, who is trying to flee Cuba in 1994 after there are riots in the streets. 
Finally, M ahmoud is from Aleppo, Syria, and leaves with his family after their apartment is 
destroyed in 2015.  Each chapter is told from all three perspectives. You read Josef?s story, 
then Isabel?s, and finally M ahmoud?s. The style may not appeal to every reader at first, but it 
allows the book to move quickly and students will find that even though the book is 300+

 pages, it is overall a quick read. Students will get personal stories from both historical and 
current events. Scholastic has also developed some discussion questions to accompany the 
text.  
I am looking forward to integrating this novel into my current curriculum. I usually do a 
holocaust unit and this will be a great addition. Students can make personal connections to 
events that may be very difficult to comprehend? and they may begin to question how 
people are treated today. Personalizing history is key to getting students to truly grasp not 
only what happened, but why. Using current events to tie it all together is helps students to 
become change-makers in our world today. I would recommend this book for middle 
school readers and above.  

Professional Recom m endation  

 

I picked up this book at our Spring 2018 Conference: REVITALIZE: Getting Back to 
Teaching. I enjoy talking to the vendors and finding new titles to help with any area that 
seems to be a struggle at the time. This spring it was definitely research writing. M y 
students were working on a research paper and it was painful! I picked up this title and wish 
I had started the unit with this in my hands. Lehman does a GREAT job sharing practical 
ways to engage writers and guide them through the research process. He takes teachers 
through each step of the process starting with developing their own research questions all 
the way to citing sources and why. Each chapter has a section with differentiated ideas as 
well as how to use this in content area classes. He has a wonderful way of looking at the 
process. He shifts the focus from being researchers, where student just feel like they need to 
recite a bunch of facts or statistics to becoming experts on their subject. He notes the 
difference saying, ?Experts not only know a log of facts about their subject, they are also able 
to group these facts in a meaningful way-noticing patterns or themes and they can apply 
these patterns in a variety of settings.? Wow! That really hit me hard. Another idea shift was 
to move away from just handing out graphic organizers to getting students to make a list of 
ways they already knew how to take notes, such as timelines and drawings, and having them 
create what works best in their situation. I?m planning to have an anchor chart with these 
different note-taking strategies displayed at the beginning of next school year and add to it as 
we move through different ideas. One last strategy that I really like was having students 
teach their readers to ?speak the same expert language by explicitly teaching new words.? I 
tend to teach them to look for words they don?t know and go through those ideas but 
shifting from vocabulary being just a reader focus to a writing one is a major shift.  

With only 141 pages, this book is a quick read with short chapters and practical ideas. 
Lehman?s final chapter gives the reader a look at ways to incorporate short and long term 
projects into established curriculum as well as the standards to connect them to. I will be 
using this over the summer to revamp my writing plans for next year.  

Pleasure Recom m endation  

      

M y daughter has been after me to read this author for the last few years. I regret not 
listening to her sooner. When I finished reading this book, I immediately purchased the rest 
of this series and promptly read through it within two days. (There are 5 books, so not 
much grading was accomplished!) I then went on to read two of her other series and an 
additional novel. M any of Armentrout?s books are listed as young adult, but several are more 
adult than not. I love that she includes pop culture references that coincide with my 
personal interests. Supernatural, anyone?  
Her Lux series is a paranormal high school romance. There are so many layers to story that 
it takes all five books to truly figure out the underlying issues. I would not recommend these 
books for younger than high school as a few of them reference sex, but it is truly not the 
focus and is handled in a way that respects the reader. These are a fun read for the summer.  
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pages, it is overall a quick read. Students will get personal stories from both historical and 
current events. Scholastic has also developed some discussion questions to accompany the 
text.  
I am looking forward to integrating this novel into my current curriculum. I usually do a 
holocaust unit and this will be a great addition. Students can make personal connections to 
events that may be very difficult to comprehend? and they may begin to question how 
people are treated today. Personalizing history is key to getting students to truly grasp not 
only what happened, but why. Using current events to tie it all together is helps students to 
become change-makers in our world today. I would recommend this book for middle 
school readers and above.  

Professional Recom m endation  

 

I picked up this book at our Spring 2018 Conference: REVITALIZE: Getting Back to 
Teaching. I enjoy talking to the vendors and finding new titles to help with any area that 
seems to be a struggle at the time. This spring it was definitely research writing. M y 
students were working on a research paper and it was painful! I picked up this title and wish 
I had started the unit with this in my hands. Lehman does a GREAT job sharing practical 
ways to engage writers and guide them through the research process. He takes teachers 
through each step of the process starting with developing their own research questions all 
the way to citing sources and why. Each chapter has a section with differentiated ideas as 
well as how to use this in content area classes. He has a wonderful way of looking at the 
process. He shifts the focus from being researchers, where student just feel like they need to 
recite a bunch of facts or statistics to becoming experts on their subject. He notes the 
difference saying, ?Experts not only know a log of facts about their subject, they are also able 
to group these facts in a meaningful way-noticing patterns or themes and they can apply 
these patterns in a variety of settings.? Wow! That really hit me hard. Another idea shift was 
to move away from just handing out graphic organizers to getting students to make a list of 
ways they already knew how to take notes, such as timelines and drawings, and having them 
create what works best in their situation. I?m planning to have an anchor chart with these 
different note-taking strategies displayed at the beginning of next school year and add to it as 
we move through different ideas. One last strategy that I really like was having students 
teach their readers to ?speak the same expert language by explicitly teaching new words.? I 
tend to teach them to look for words they don?t know and go through those ideas but 
shifting from vocabulary being just a reader focus to a writing one is a major shift.  

With only 141 pages, this book is a quick read with short chapters and practical ideas. 
Lehman?s final chapter gives the reader a look at ways to incorporate short and long term 
projects into established curriculum as well as the standards to connect them to. I will be 
using this over the summer to revamp my writing plans for next year.  

Pleasure Recom m endation  

      

M y daughter has been after me to read this author for the last few years. I regret not 
listening to her sooner. When I finished reading this book, I immediately purchased the rest 
of this series and promptly read through it within two days. (There are 5 books, so not 
much grading was accomplished!) I then went on to read two of her other series and an 
additional novel. M any of Armentrout?s books are listed as young adult, but several are more 
adult than not. I love that she includes pop culture references that coincide with my 
personal interests. Supernatural, anyone?  
Her Lux series is a paranormal high school romance. There are so many layers to story that 
it takes all five books to truly figure out the underlying issues. I would not recommend these 
books for younger than high school as a few of them reference sex, but it is truly not the 
focus and is handled in a way that respects the reader. These are a fun read for the summer.  
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I picked up this book at our Spring 2018 Conference: REVITALIZE: Getting Back to 
Teaching. I enjoy talking to the vendors and finding new titles to help with any area that 
seems to be a struggle at the time. This spring it was definitely research writing. M y 
students were working on a research paper and it was painful! I picked up this title and wish 
I had started the unit with this in my hands. Lehman does a GREAT job sharing practical 
ways to engage writers and guide them through the research process. He takes teachers 
through each step of the process starting with developing their own research questions all 
the way to citing sources and why. Each chapter has a section with differentiated ideas as 
well as how to use this in content area classes. He has a wonderful way of looking at the 
process. He shifts the focus from being researchers, where student just feel like they need to 
recite a bunch of facts or statistics to becoming experts on their subject. He notes the 
difference saying, ?Experts not only know a log of facts about their subject, they are also able 
to group these facts in a meaningful way-noticing patterns or themes and they can apply 
these patterns in a variety of settings.? Wow! That really hit me hard. Another idea shift was 
to move away from just handing out graphic organizers to getting students to make a list of 
ways they already knew how to take notes, such as timelines and drawings, and having them 
create what works best in their situation. I?m planning to have an anchor chart with these 
different note-taking strategies displayed at the beginning of next school year and add to it as 
we move through different ideas. One last strategy that I really like was having students 
teach their readers to ?speak the same expert language by explicitly teaching new words.? I 
tend to teach them to look for words they don?t know and go through those ideas but 
shifting from vocabulary being just a reader focus to a writing one is a major shift.  

With only 141 pages, this book is a quick read with short chapters and practical ideas. 
Lehman?s final chapter gives the reader a look at ways to incorporate short and long term 
projects into established curriculum as well as the standards to connect them to. I will be 
using this over the summer to revamp my writing plans for next year.  

Pleasure Recom m endation  

      

M y daughter has been after me to read this author for the last few years. I regret not 
listening to her sooner. When I finished reading this book, I immediately purchased the rest 
of this series and promptly read through it within two days. (There are 5 books, so not 
much grading was accomplished!) I then went on to read two of her other series and an 
additional novel. M any of Armentrout?s books are listed as young adult, but several are more 
adult than not. I love that she includes pop culture references that coincide with my 
personal interests. Supernatural, anyone?  
Her Lux series is a paranormal high school romance. There are so many layers to story that 
it takes all five books to truly figure out the underlying issues. I would not recommend these 
books for younger than high school as a few of them reference sex, but it is truly not the 
focus and is handled in a way that respects the reader. These are a fun read for the summer.  
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Pleasure Recom m endation  

      

M y daughter has been after me to read this author for the last few years. I regret not 
listening to her sooner. When I finished reading this book, I immediately purchased the rest 
of this series and promptly read through it within two days. (There are 5 books, so not 
much grading was accomplished!) I then went on to read two of her other series and an 
additional novel. M any of Armentrout?s books are listed as young adult, but several are more 

dult than not. I love that she includes pop culture references that coincide with my personal 
interests. Supernatural, anyone?  
Her Lux series is a paranormal high school romance. There are so many layers to story that 
it takes all five books to truly figure out the underlying issues. I would not recommend these 
books for younger than high school as a few of them reference sex, but it is truly not the 
focus and is handled in a way that respects the reader. These are a fun read for the summer.  
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adult than not. I love that she includes pop culture references that coincide with my 
personal interests. Supernatural, anyone?  
Her Lux series is a paranormal high school romance. There are so many layers to story that 
it takes all five books to truly figure out the underlying issues. I would not recommend these 
books for younger than high school as a few of them reference sex, but it is truly not the 
focus and is handled in a way that respects the reader. These are a fun read for the summer.  



Meet Anglea Rickly, a sixth grade ELA teacher at 
Yorktown Middle School in Columbus, Ohio.  

What is your favor ite par t of teaching?

M y favorite part of teaching is all of the insights that my 
students have shared with me over my twenty years. I am 
quite sure that my students have taught me more about 
real life than I have ever taught them in the classroom. 
They challenge me to be more aware and to be a risk 
taker everyday.

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 an individual 
looks at each of my students as just a test score or judges 
them without really knowing them as individuals who 
have the whole world in front of them.

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

M y biggest success as an educator has been realizing that 
providing an education to a student doesn?t just involve 
academics. It means being there in the role that the 
student might need from you at any given moment: 
parent, counselor, nurse... On a lighter note, I take great 
delight when a student shares that they love reading and 
can?t wait for the next book we are going to explore or 
when the students beg to read more Shakespeare. Those 
moments make me feel successful as an educator.

M y biggest struggle is that I am not the perfect teacher. 
As much as I want to be perfect, I know that I have to 
continue to change and learn new things to better meet 
the needs of my students.

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. 

There are a multitude of benefits to being a member of 
OCTELA. First, I thrive on gaining new ideas from 
other teachers. Listening to presentations from colleagues 
in Ohio, along with being able to collaborate with others, 
inspires me to implement new learning adventures into 
the classroom such as engaging in dramatic inquiry, 
exploring fresh ideas in creative writing, debate and 
much more. Second, it is a constant reminder that I am 
not alone in the world of English Language Arts. 
Although our school districts, grade levels and students 
are not the same, there is always another teacher who is 
experiencing similar successes and struggles within the 
classroom. Lastly, I appreciate all of the resources. In my 
opinion, the more resources you have available, the more 
opportunities you have to meet the learning needs of all 
students.

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

Where to begin...? Authors, sessions, new resources, 
time to plan ways to implement the new ideas? I think 
the thing I enjoy most about the conference is a renewed 
sense of inspiration and energy, an excitement to try 
something new, and not be stuck in the same spot doing 
the same thing year after year.

D escr ibe your favor ite teaching resource 
AN D /OR share a t ip for other teachers.

Too hard to choose just one ...

a. Great literature books that captivate the students and 
hook them into being life- long readers.
b. Mechanically Inclined by Jeff Anderson
c. The Royal Shakespeare Company Toolkit for 
Teachers,  along with all those who encouraged my love 
of  Shakespeare.
d. Advanced Differentiation

What are you cur rently reading?
Young Adult: Magnus Chase - The Ship of the Dead
Adult: Drums of Autumn

M EM BER SPOTLIGHT



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

M y biggest success as an educator has been realizing that providing an education to a student 
doesn?t just involve academics. It means being there in the role that the student might need 
from you at any given moment: parent, counselor, nurse... On a lighter note, I take great 
delight when a student shares that they love reading and can?t wait for the next book we are 
going to explore or when the students beg to read more Shakespeare. Those moments make 
me feel successful as an educator.

M y biggest struggle is that I am not the perfect teacher. As much as I want to be perfect, I 
know that I have to continue to change and learn new things to better meet the needs of my 
students.

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. 

There are a multitude of benefits to being a member of OCTELA. First, I thrive on gaining 
new ideas from other teachers. Listening to presentations from colleagues in Ohio, along 
with being able to collaborate with others, inspires me to implement new learning 
adventures into the classroom such as engaging in dramatic inquiry, exploring fresh ideas in 
creative writing, debate and much more. Second, it is a constant reminder that I am not 
alone in the world of English Language Arts. Although our school districts, grade levels and 
students are not the same, there is always another teacher who is experiencing similar 
successes and struggles within the classroom. Lastly, I appreciate all of the resources. In my 
opinion, the more resources you have available, the more opportunities you have to meet the 
learning needs of all students.

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

Where to begin...? Authors, sessions, new resources, time to plan ways to implement the 
new ideas? I think the thing I enjoy most about the conference is a renewed sense of 
inspiration and energy, an excitement to try something new, and not be stuck in the same 
spot doing the same thing year after year.

D escr ibe your favor ite teaching resource AN D /OR share a t ip for other 
teachers.

Too hard to choose just one ...

a. Great literature books that captivate the students and hook them into being life- long 
readers.
b. Mechanically Inclined by Jeff Anderson
c. The Royal Shakespeare Company Toolkit for Teachers,  along with all those who 
encouraged my love of  Shakespeare.
d. Advanced Differentiation

What are you cur rently reading?
Young Adult: Magnus Chase - The Ship of the Dead
Adult: Drums of Autumn
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Jessic a  Shar p
M ember ship Lia iso n

Every year, OCT ELA looks for ways to m eet the 
needs and better serve its m em bership. Our 
cur rent board m em ber who is responsible for 
developing ideas to br ing new people to OCT ELA 
is Jessica Sharp. She, and a team  of people, work 
together to keep OCT ELA relevant and dynam ic.
 
Where do you teach, how long have you been in the classroom, 
and what is your educational focus? 

I'm currently teaching at Buckeye Valley H igh School in 
Delaware, but I started my career in Reynoldsburg City 
Schools.  This is my sixteenth year of teaching.  I've 
taught everything from 8th grade reading to 12th grade 
Cultural Studies, but I'm currently teaching English 9
and English 12.

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

I hope they?ve been impacted by the fun, engaging, and 
relevant lessons I create for them, but I think what 
benefits them most is that I?m constantly trying to 
remind myself that, before they?re my students, they?re 
their own people.  Whenever I can, I try to bring 
relevance to what we?re doing in the classroom by 
connecting it to their own lives. I also try to remember 
that, if a teen is less than thrilled about being in my 
English classroom, it might have nothing to do with me 
and everything to do with what happened at home, at 
lunch, or in their lives before they arrived at my door. 
Like most of my colleagues, I do my utmost to respect 
their interests, beliefs, and passions and help them grow 
in their abilities to explore the world and express 
themselves.

What experience has had the most impact on you as an educator?

The Dramatic Inquiry work I?ve done with the Royal 
Shakespeare Company and The Ohio State University, 
under the direction of Dr. Brian Edmiston, has 
revolutionized my teaching.  Over the past eight years, I 
have been working to learn, develop, and implement 
drama-based approaches to complex texts which invite 
students to enter the world of the text and explore and 
question the world of the story.  I?ve had the opportunity 
to work with amazing colleagues here in Ohio, across the 
country, and overseas.  I?ve been fortunate to be able to 
present at dozens of conferences (including N CTE and 
OCTELA?s annual convention). M ost importantly, I?ve 
grown as a teacher and found new ways to engage and
energize my students.

Being OCTELA's membership liaison, you have been 
responsible for recruiting new members and keeping current 
members active. What is your biggest hope and goal for the future 
of OCTELA?
 
I?m very proud of the membership growth OCTELA has 
experienced and the professional development 
opportunities we offer our members.  Our annual 
conference is an excellent opportunity for Ohio teachers 
to engage in collegiality, share best practices, meet other 
educators and authors, and reenergize for the remainder 
of the school year.  It is my hope that we can continue to 
grow our membership, become even more inclusive of all 
the different types of teachers who are responsible for 
young people?s literacy, and offer more opportunities for 
collegiality and professional development around the 
state.  I also hope to be able to proudly represent our 
state?s ELA educators at N CTE and other affiliate events.  
I just want everyone to know what an amazing 
organization OCTELA is and join us as we work to 
improve the ELA education of Ohio?s students.
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OCT ELA recognized following educators at the annual spr ing conference last 
m onth.  We sincerely appreciate their contr ibut ions and dr ive within the field 
of education.  

Outstanding English Language Ar ts Educators

Alesha Trudell--Elementary
Chris Wagner --H igh School

Dr. Cheryl Conrad DoBroka --College
Dr. Patrick Thomas -- College

Pat Bjerstedt--Special Distinction

D r. Cindy Bowm an Presentat ion Endowm ent
Shawna Coppola

Bonnie Cham bers Grants

Kristine Gillespie 
Erika Reynolds 

Information (and nomination forms!) for each recognition can be found at 
https://www.octela.org/awards/

REVITALIZIN G THE WORLD 
OF TEACH IN G
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The OCTELA newsletter is published throughout the year and distributed to OCTELA members. Articles 
cover events and topics of interest to OCTELA members and English Language Arts educators at large. If you 

have information you think would enliven or inform our audience, please submit it to the editor via mail or email. 

Ohio Voices
Karla Hayslett, Editor

1209 Heather Run
Wilmington, OH 45177

Email:  octela@gmail.com

OCT ELA M em berhip Inform ation

N CT E M em berhip Inform ation
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