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2018 NSTWP INQUIRY (PLAY!) 
DAY BY MOLLY ADAMS 

Just before the first round of STAAR tests, you probably wish you could relax, decompress, check out for a 

bit.  We know just what you need! Come participate in our "spa day for the mind," an atypical PD offering 

from North Star of Texas Writing Project which will provide some activities that not only stimulate your 

mind, but also help you relax.  You can collaborate or work alone, you can float from one room to the next, 

or you can stay in one place the entire time. We will be offering maker-based activities, empathy-building 

tasks, and artistic and creative tasks to unravel the tangles in your mind....and hopefully in your upper 

back and neck, too.... We will provide some coffee and light snacks, and you can receive professional 

development hours for participating! 

It's not your typical PD - come ask, explore, and play with us on: 

Apr. 7, 2018, from 9 am to 1 pm, at the Keller High School Library. 

601 North Pate Orr Road, Keller, TX  76248 

Don't forget to RSVP to the Google Form so we can send you more information as the day draws near! 

http://bit.ly/NSTWPplay 

If you have questions, feel free to write us back at nstp.denton@gmail.com. 

(Thanks to Keller ISD and their library/media and ELA teams for partnering with us on this!) 
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NSTWP 
UPDATE 
BY DR.  CAROL WICKSTROM 

No matter how you slice it, we haven’t 

been loafing! Wondering why there’s a 

bread allusion? According to Glenda 

Eoyang (Human Systems Dynamics), 

“this is the time of year when 

leadership teams come together to 

prepare for the future.” Rather than 

referring to this time as strategic 

planning, HSD calls it stretching and 

folding. Eoyang likens the ways that 

organizations “stretch and fold” to the

way that her grandmother used to 

knead bread dough --- stretching and 

folding the dough to achieve the right 

consistency for baking. As 

organizations move toward different 

goals and try new activities and ideas, 

they stretch. After times of stretching, 

organizations experience times of 

folding when individuals reflect on 

their work, which leads to more 

stretching. For the last 5 years, NSTWP

has had an amazing period of 

stretching and folding because of 

various opportunities that have come 

our way. 

Through our work with school 

districts, Finding True North, our 

accelerated writing instruction used 

in writing camps, was developed and 

has continued to grow and expand 

with each writing camp opportunity.  

Instead, we continued our “Baker 

Transform,” the formal name for 

stretching and folding, knowing we 

had more meaningful work to do. 

Last fall a team of NSTWP TCs 

reflected on our work and on the 

kinds of work that was most 

important for our site. Through 

ongoing discussions using lots of 

chart paper, the team worked to 

stay true to the mission of the 

National Writing Project, but at the 

same determine what activities 

made the difference for our site. So, 

in the days, weeks, and months 

ahead we look forward to other 

stretching opportunities --- an ELA 

Playday, Teachers as First 

Responders (an advanced 

institute), an Invitational Literacy 

Leader Institute (formerly ISI), 

Writing in the Wild and/or A Day of 

Writing on the DART (aka Writing 

Marathons), and more. Site leaders 

hope that you will join us for any/all 

of these activities as we are sure 

they will lead to more site, as well 

as individual, stretching and 

folding!  

NSTWP Teacher Consultants 

continuously respond to the needs of 

various districts and students. These 

camps have led to increased passing 

rates on the STAAR, including passing 

rates for those students who have 

repeated failures. More importantly 

teachers have begun to use the 

Finding True North lesson cycle as 

their “frontline” instruction. For 

example, in a recent professional 

development session, I overheard a 

participant tell another participant 

about the importance of the NSTWP 

writing cycle and the four square. The 

participant insisted that the other 

teacher needed to use the writing 

cycle and the four-square strategy to 

build her students’ capacity for 

writing. Overhearing this conversation 

made me aware that Finding True 

North strategies were stretching 

beyond the one or two week writing 

camps because teachers recognized 

that the strategies were effective 

teaching practices. 

Because of monies provided by the 

Texas Education Agency and The 

Higher Education Coordinating Board, 

we provided professional 

development and tools for numerous 

teachers. These opportunities 

stretched NSTWP work beyond the 

metroplex so that it reached various 

locations around the state. We know 

our work impacted hundreds of 

teachers and thousands of students. 

Funds for this kind of work ended on 

February 28, 2018, but our work did 

not stop. 



TEACHER CONSULTANTS, JOIN 
US FOR HEAD AND HEART 
RENEWAL 

IMAGE:  HTTPS://AWAREMEDITATIONAPP.COM/EVERYTHING-YOU-NEED-TO-KNOW-ABOUT-MINDFULNESS/

By DR. LESLIE PATTERSON 

What:  Advanced Institute 

Teachers as First Responders: 

Uncertainty, Hope, and Healing 

Why? 

Tragically, teachers are now 

joining the ranks of “first 

responders” in K-12 and university 

schools across the U.S. Too many 

teachers have been called on to 

protect students in the face of 

gunfire. Teachers must also 

support students who face 

physical and emotional violence 

at home and in their 

neighborhoods. Others support 

refugees and immigrants striving 

to build new lives in the U.S. Still 

others must recognize and 

respond to signs of anxiety, 

depression, and drug addiction in 

their students. 

• To continue our work in a 

mindful and generative way--To 

deal with “compassion fatigue” 

  

• To explore the power of 

multiple perspectives, 

imagination, and empathy 

• To explore “trauma-informed” 

work with children, adults, and 

ourselves 

Who? 

• North Star Teacher 

Consultants 

When?     

• June 13-16, 9:00-3:00, at 

Harmon High School 

• Follow Ups:  Once per month 

through December (TBA) 

How Do I Sign Up? 

Watch for an e-mail inviting you 

to register! 

There will be a modest 

registration fee to pay for 

materials and supplies. 

Contacts? 

Holly Genova   

genovaholly@yahoo.com 

Dee Paiva   

dpgolions@yahoo.com 

Whitney Young Lawrence     

whitjordan10@gmail.com 

Leslie Patterson   

 leslie.patterson@unt.edu

Unfortunately, teachers are 

dealing with these challenges 

while also navigating a divisive 

political and policy environment. 

In this Advanced Institute, we 

want to try to make sense of these 

challenges and seek options for 

action. This is an open-ended 

search for practices that will 

support our work:  Yoga? Visual 

arts? Digital media? Poetry? 

Dance? Mindfulness? Humor? 

Play? Research on trauma and 

resilience? Oh, yes – and WRITING! 

Goals? 

• To learn how to integrate 

self-care into our work and play 

• To “fold” and build strength 

within – in order to be able to 

“stretch” and learn to make 

changes where we can 



SEEING OUR STUDENTS 
BY CHRISTAL BLOOMER 

Do you see who’s in your classroom? 

I hope you do. 

Until recently, I took this notion for granted.  I thought all teachers see their students. Know their 

students.  How can they not? They are their customers to a certain extent.  In order to do their job 

properly they have to know their consumer, right?   

Yes, that’s right. 

But the reality that I’m coming to understand is that not all teachers see their students.  Instead, some 

teachers see what they want to see. Or see what colleagues tell them to see. Or what society tells them to 

see. 

I have no way of knowing whether or not you truly see your students, so I write this article hoping that if 

you wonder if you do or not, you’ll keep reading.  Or if you feel like you 100% do see your students, you’ll 

still keep reading.  My desire either way is to inspire a change in your classroom views, or on what you can 

do as an educator to pass on the message.  Perhaps both. 

Today I attended a workshop on micro messages.  In a nutshell, micro messages are the various ways we 

tell a person or a particular group what we think of them.  As you can imagine, micro messages carry a 

great deal of power and influence.  They can be used either to lift someone up or keep someone down. 

Here is the chilling scenario that inspired this article: during the workshop, we were asked to share with 

our table partners an education experience where positive micro messages were received regularly. There 

were four of us at the table.  First we wrote down our experience, then we shared.  I easily recalled a high 

school experience, and as I reflected, middle school experiences as well.  When it was time to share I did, 

and eagerly awaited my peer’s stories.  The first person said she did not receive any.  Then she 

remembered one time in high school when a teacher told her she was smart.  That was it.  The next person 

chimed in that she could not think of any either.  Then the third person repeated the same sentiments.  I 

was shocked and prodded them. What do you mean? How can that be?           

       Partner #1: I wasn’t seen. It was a primarily white school. 

       Partner #2: Me too.  I was told I was well behaved but that’s about it. 

       Partner #3: Yeah, me too.  I was told I was nice and I didn’t act out. 

       Me: [appalled] Are you saying that the best thing your teachers had to say about 

               you was that you were obedient?! 

       Partner #3: Yeah. I was invisible. 

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE) 



(CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS)  

Invisible. 

I thought I knew the power of that word before today, but I didn’t. I now know the true meaning of that word and what it 

can do in the classroom. 

          If you can’t see me, how can you teach me? 

          If you can’t see me, how can you help me? 

          If you can’t see me, how can you encourage me? 

My table partners all moved on to bigger better things academically, of course, despite feeling invisible throughout their 

elementary and secondary years. So, it would be easy to say that it doesn’t matter.  That there are other factors at work 

when it comes to micro messages in schools. Perhaps we should continue our current outlook and say that it starts in the 

home, or the neighborhoods, or the culture of the student. 

But… 

If that is our stance as educators, can we really say that we believe all students are capable of learning? To take it further, 

who or what will be the deciding factor in whom has the ability to achieve or does not?  Testing data?  Socio economic 

status? Ethnicity? Culture? And what qualifies an educator to have the ability to decide? What gives that person the 

authority to predict someone’s potential? 

Instead… 

What would happen if we make it our duty to see every child in our classroom and make certain they know we see them? If 

we say “good morning” or “good afternoon”?  If we compliment their academic ability? If we seek out their talents and 

integrate those concepts into lessons?  Do you have gamers in your classroom?  Is the latest lesson focusing on how 

character influences conflict?  Then you have experts sitting before you that are waiting for their chance to shine and they 

don’t even know it. Do you? 

No student should ever feel invisible.  Not the smartest student in the room, nor the student that struggles the most.  All 

students should be recognized for their talents and abilities, because all students have talents and abilities. The million 

dollar question is do they know them? And the million dollar answer resides in a teacher’s ability to reflect them.   

That is the true power of micro messages.  The positive side of its influence.  You as a teacher have seven hours 183 days 

out of the year to reflect to students what they may not yet see in themselves.  The ability to rise above.  The ability to 

grow as a learner.  The ability to have long term goals and accomplish them.  The ability to have a future that is charted by 

them, not dictated to them. 

Yes. A smile can have that much power. A “good morning” or “good afternoon” can have that much power. A lesson that 

gives soccer players a chance to show off their talents and connect to curriculum can have that much power. 

No student should ever feel invisible. 

Do you agree? 

What can you do to bring that idea to life every single day? 

Please do it. 

Christal Bloomer is an Academic Language Development Specialist in Ft. Worth ISD and a North Star of Texas Writing Project 

Teacher Consultant



BY AMBER COUNTS 

The saying goes that 

time is money 

but if this were true, 

I would be wealthy 

beyond measure 

becuase when people ask 

"How was your weekend?" 

or "What did you do 

over Spring Break?" 

My answer is always: 

"I graded essays." 

The planning, grading, 

recommendation-letter-writing, 

and parent-emailing 

that are all part of the job 

can't be done on-the-job 

while I mold America's future 

one student at a time 

(but in groups of 32) 

and I don't earn overtime - 

just the intrinsic peace 

that comes from knowing 

that I've done all I can 

the best that I can. 

But peace doesn't 

pay the bills, 

fund a vacation, 

repair my house, 

make time for family, 

or give me "me" time. 

So I make plans 

to see friends "soon," 

declutter my house 

on the next break, 

take that vacation 

when I can afford to 

because I am not 

adequately compensated 

for my time. 



LEARNING. LEADING. AND LETTING GO. 
BY RHONDA LEMIEUX 

Recently, I attended the TCTELA 

conference in Galveston to help 

me restore my ability as a teacher 

and as a learner. The conference 

was focusing on how to refuel the 

soul in order to allow more 

learning to occur in the mind of 

the teacher and the students who 

we serve each and every day. Well, 

it had only been the last month 

that I had returned to the 

classroom. In a district I had not 

ever intended to teach in. In a 

school where I had earlier in the 

year been an Instructional 

Facilitator. In a town that I was 

trying desperately to build 

relationships to last. My world had 

been turned upside down. What 

was I supposed to do in this 

school and in this seventh grade 

classroom? Where would my feet 

land? 

At the conference,  I was to go a 

workshop by Anne Goudavis. This 

woman had transformed me as a 

reader and as a teacher of literacy. 

Her book, Strategies that Work 

actually taught me how to read 

and comprehend. Now, almost 20 

years later, I was to sit in a 

workshop that she was leading to 

hear her and her son discuss a 

new book. 

Don’t get me wrong about being 

angry and frustrated, but this 

was not the position I was hired 

to hold. This was not the district 

I had moved to in order to 

teach. However, this is where I 

had landed and with the good 

Lord walking beside me and 

often carrying through the halls, 

this is where I was. I opened 

another book. I read many of 

the pages. I created some 

meaning, and then I began to 

realize...this is where it all had 

started. This is where I was 

supposed to be, and so my story 

continues like Mr. Lessmore, 

“Then one day he filled the last 

page in his book. He looked up 

and said with a bittersweet 

sigh, ‘I guess it’s time for me to 

move on.’” After almost two 

months of being in this 

classroom, I realize that my 

story is taking another turn: The 

path I believe I am to follow 

may be a page in my book, or it 

may change and evolve into 

something else. I know that 

books and my NSTWP group will 

always help me to make the 

next right move.

A picture book of all things, The 

Fantastic Flying Books of Mr. Morris 

Lessmore. Some of the opening 

words of the book, “Morris 

Lessmore loved words. He loved 

stories. He loved books. His life 

was a book of his own writing, one 

orderly page after another.” These 

words were being spoken to me. 

In thinking of one orderly page 

after another, I began to think 

about how this was my life. I 

thought everything was 

happening in the orderly way that 

it should in my life. I had imagined 

that I had spent enough time in 

the classroom. Now, it was my 

time to share thoughts and ideas 

primarily with teachers. This book 

would stop my anger and 

frustration of not having the job I 

had planned. This book would 

make me stop and try to decipher 

the best possible strategy to teach 

this group of children that I had 

been handed. This book would 

make me realize that there are a 

thousand stories and this is the 

story I am being expected to write 

today. 



WHAT HAPPENS AFTER... 
BY STEFANIE GARCIA 

2/14/2018 

5:50 PM 

Another 10 hour day….I never knew I would have to wear so many hats at one job. Exhausted, I walk in the door of my 

home and fall onto the couch. Time to switch off, turn on Facebook, pictures of cats and babies. 

Only instead of a smiling baby, there’s a woman embracing a child. She has an ash cross on her forehead and her 

mouth, silenced by the photograph, screams only in my mind…not my child….not mine! 

My husband interrupts my moment of national connected horror. It’s Valentine’s Day, we’ve all had the flu for the last 

month, and we finally have a babysitter and a night to go out to see The Greatest Showman. 

9:45 PM 

Humming “This is Me”, I wait for my husband to get out of the bathroom, and what else would I do in 2018? I grab my 

phone, mindless scrolling time. 

The reactions are starting to feel familiar. 

Thoughts and prayers. 

Thoughts and prayers don’t work. 

Stop trying to capitalize on a tragedy. 

Gun control doesn’t work. 

And underneath it all, buried beneath the loudly passionate comments, the white noise hum .“We didn’t do anything 

when this happened before, and we won’t do anything now.” 

But my husband is coming out of the bathroom – FINALLY - and its Valentine’s Day, and a school night. 

2/15/2017 

8:10 AM 

School doesn’t start for twenty minutes, and in the copy room, the line of teachers is already pretty long. We start to 

talk about it. 

As we always talk about it. After. 

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE) 



(CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS)  

“Well, what do you expect? Of course they will come to schools…we have a big GUN FREE ZONE’ sign outside.” 

We are all silent. 

11:20 AM 

I’m in a PLC. Abruptly I feel hotness spreading around my neck and face. This room is in the interior of the building. I 

am stuck in this windowless painted cinder block room. No closets. One exit. Nowhere to hide but the desks. 

I feels like I want to laugh and cry simultaneously, but I keep staring at the door. I can’t take my eyes off of it. 

My colleague suddenly asks my principal what admin is doing or thinking after yesterday. He tells us about everything 

that school did that was right. 

It still happened. 

This student, a victim of foster care and loneliness, felt like his way to make himself heard was to show us. He was sad. 

He was lonely. And like many others who express sadness as rage, he acted out to hurt those who would not help him 

heal. 

My principal promises us that our culture of connectedness, that we support and encourage in hundreds of ways, is 

how we prevent this type of tragedy. This will not happen to us because we are doing things right. 

The same colleague mentions all the exterior doors to the school. There have to be at least 50. 

I just keep staring at that one classroom door. 

9:50 PM 

It’s getting harder and harder to unplug and Facebook is not helping. 

An old student posts about putting soldiers in classrooms. It feels so surreal to me, because when I knew him as a 

teenager, this student would have HATED the very idea of having a police officer roaming our campus. He had a sweet 

heart, but he had a history of getting in trouble with the police, and let’s say questionable after school activities. How 

would he have felt if his school was like a prison that didn’t trust him?   

(CONTINUED ON NEXT PAGE) 



(CONTINUED FROM PREVIOUS)  

But he is not a teenager now. He is a parent. He has a little girl. 

2/16/2018 

7:15 AM 

My son was out sick all last week with the flu, and he is getting dressed for his first day back. 

As I put together his lunch, I ask him, in that happy mom voice, if he is excited to get back to school and see all of his 

friends. He says, “Well I only have three friends.” 

He doesn’t talk much about school friends. “Oh yeah? Who are your friends at school?” 

“You’re my number one best friend, mom. Then I guess Julian and Gabe.” 

Me. And two kids from his old school. Where he doesn’t go anymore. My little five-year-old boy. 

Lonely. 

Read more of Stephanie Garcia's writing on her blog at http://realtalkintervention.blogspot.com  

Hello, educators and colleagues! Special thanks to all of our newsletter contributors for 
this issue. We all have interesting stories, reflections on teaching experiences or 

strategies, creative writing pieces, lesson plan ideas, or upcoming opportunities to share. 
If you would like to have a piece published in the next newsletter, please send it in 

according to the schedule listed below. I am looking for anything that will help your 
fellow educators or inspire them in some way. Let’s make this a great resource for our 

writing and teaching community! 
 

Send entries to: ambercounts@gmail.com with “newsletter” in the subject line 
 

Submissions due: by February 28th, May 31st, August 31st, and November 30th 
 

Corresponding Publication dates: 
On or around: March 5th, June 5th, September 5th and December 5th

http://realtalkintervention.blogspot.com/

