
Students,     
 
Over the past two days, I have listened 
to your stories about your journey to 
America. Many of you faced hardships 
that I could never imagine; your tenaci-
ty inspires me on a daily basis to work 
harder and to be grateful for all that I 
have in life. Some of you left behind 
your parents, while others are meeting 
their parents for the first time, as a 
teenager. Some of you leave school 
and go to work in order to help your 
families pay bills, all while keeping up 
with your studies and learning a new 
language. While others leave school 
and take care of your younger sibling 
because your parents are working two 
or three jobs. I heard stories about 
your parents and how they want a bet-
ter future for you. In fact, that was the 
one thing that all of you had in com-
mon, despite where you are from: ALL 
of your parents want a better future for 

you. But, I also fought back tears 
as you talked about the fear your 
parents have for your future. I lis-
tened as you described escaping 
violence, religious persecution, and 
walking across deserts. I am in-
spired by your dreams of becoming 
doctors, lawyers, radio host, fash-
ion designers, working for the Unit-
ed Nations, and joining the military 
to fight for your new country, Amer-
ica.  I laughed with you as you de-
scribed your brothers and sisters, 
or told your classmates not to say 
your sister is pretty. Thank you stu-
dents for sharing and trusting me 
with your stories. 
 
You are the reason I teach. You 
are the future. One day, your story 
will inspire the next generation of 
immigrants that they too will have a 
better future in America. 

Points of the Star 
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Let us help you teach writing. 
www.northstaroftexaswritingproject.org 
 

Contact Us! 
NSTWP.Denton@gmail.com 
Follow us on Twitter: @NorthStarTxWP 
Like us on Facebook: North Star of Texas Writing Project—a National Writing Project Site 
 

For newsletter entries, comments, or questions, please contact Amber Counts, newsletter 
editor, at ambercounts@gmail.com. Entries for the next edition are due by May 31st, 2017.  
 



    It’s okay to want to quit. It’s 
okay. There is so much more be-
ing asked of us than ever before. 
 The standards, the amount of 
standardized tests, our students 
and community’s needs continue 
to grow while supports like com-
miserate pay, enough time in the 
day, and professional respect feel 
lacking.  I know how all of these 
weights can burden us until we 
find ourselves at the brink of a pro-
fessional standstill.  I also know 
how they represent the tip of the 
iceberg in complexities facing con-
temporary educators. These 
weights make the siren’s call for 
an easier life all that more appeal-
ing. And while so temporarily allur-
ing, these sirens are an allusion; 
they’re a lie, because nothing 
compares to the priceless impact 
you have on our students and 
communities. 
 
    So I say, it’s okay to want to 
quit, but I implore you to routinely 
remember the passionate ideals 
that called you to education in the 

first place. Remember your burn-
ing desire for justice. Remember 
the joy of sharing the love of your 
content and the hope that is writ-
ten in your students’ faces. Re-
member to ask with deep convic-
tion: if I don’t serve them then who 
will? Remember your vision of a 
future that is better because of 
your daily service of bringing your 
whole self to your students and 
campus. 
 
    Then, after you remember why 
you fight this good fight, I encour-
age you do whatever it takes to 
keep your fire of inspiration lit. 
 Spend time in the morning reflect-
ing on your values. Rally with oth-
er like-minded and hearted educa-
tors. Take your lunch break. Leave 
early when you have to.  Even 
take a personal day or a vacation 
away.  It’s okay to want to quit, but 
I beseech you to do whatever it 
takes to keep going with joyful 
hope.  In other words, I charge 
you to maintain a spirit of “patient 
impatience”, coined by educational 

giant Paolo Friere. 
 

    Keep being impatient with the 
all-out wrongs and the almost-but-
not-yets.  Patiently persevere until 
the “wrongs” become right and the 
“almosts” become complete. Keep 
being impatient with the status 
quo for our kids, with legislation 
and greater systems that are not 
yet ideal.  Be impatient for this 
better world in your mind’s eye, 
but patiently live out your impa-
tience over time.  Then, one by 
one, each day, week, month and 
year watch as the victories start to 
accumulate. You will see your 
principles become a reality. You 
will see your love and unabashed 
joy ripple out through this genera-
tion, in ways you can only begin to 
imagine. You will see true equity, 
true democratic education and will 
be so very glad you did whatever 
you could so you didn’t have to 
quit. As you are patiently impa-
tient, we will all be better for it. 
 

A Response to the Siren’s Call 
By Alexandra Babino, Ph.D. 
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On Saturday, February 25th, seven of 
NSTWP’s TCs went to Gainesville Junior High 
School to offer 7th grade students an opportunity to 
delve into exploring how writing can change who 
they see themselves as a writer, as well as what 
they thought they couldn’t do. 
     
“I know I don’t model enough,” said one Gainesville 
teacher when asked one thing she learned about 
the demonstrations that she would take back to her 
classroom on Monday. My heart sung a song of 
happiness when Monday morning came around and 
there she was, modeling her writing for her stu-
dents. She was opening herself up in front of a 
group of 7th graders.  From that modeling and Sat-
urday, those students finally began to look at writing 
as an opportunity to share their thoughts and ideas. 
     
“I just want to stay in here for a few more minutes to 

finish this final copy. Is that okay?” asked a stu-
dent who only a few hours earlier regarded him-
self in his “I Am” poem as someone who wasn’t 
school smart. This young man after only being in 
the “True North” framework and around NSTWP 
TCs for only a few hours realized he did have 
something to say, and he could when given the 
freedom to write his thoughts and ideas. 
     
Almost 6 months ago, I visited Gainesville Junior 
High for the first time. I left this challenging school 
with a heart full of “want” to help them feel suc-
cess, help give students confidence, love and 
compassion for education. Today, I am fortunate 
enough to work here. I know we can help guide 
these students to a world of confidence and allow 
the teachers to know the “Finding True North” 

pedagogy. 

“Finding True North” in Gainesville 
By Rhonda Lemieux 
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Model your own writing of a short text, generally choosing one particular aspect of a genre to write-aloud 
(such as an opening or closing paragraph of a longer essay or a dialogue between characters). 

 Plan write-aloud lessons for types of writing that present particular challenges to your students. Prepare for the 

lesson by writing your own short texts and developing awareness of your own decision-making while you write. 

 Tell students that you will be verbalizing your own thinking for them as you write. Ask students to pay attention 

to the decisions you make as you write, and remind them that they will be producing this same type of text 
themselves. 

 Explain to students what kind of text you will be writing and what you want to accomplish as you write this text. 

If you are writing a persuasive essay, for example, remind students very briefly that you will need to convince 
readers of your own point of view. For narrative dialogue, point out that characters' talk should explain the 
main problem of the story. 

 As you write (using chart paper or document viewer), make verbal statements that describe your own decision-

making processes: 

 Now I need to summarize my main points. I think I should look back at my outline of points that I made in the 

rest of the essay. 

 Hmm, what can I have this character say now in order to show how upset she is? 

 How can I spell this word? It will help if I say the word slowly to myself first. 

 After you have completed the write-aloud for a short text, ask students to comment on what they noticed about 

your thinking during the activity. You may want to ask students to talk about what seemed to be most important 
to accomplish as you were writing. You might also ask students to describe what you were thinking about as 
you wrote a challenging part of the writing. 

 It may also be useful to ask students to talk about their own thinking and decision-making used while they are 

writing this same kind of text or to work with a partner to write their own example. 

Write-Alouds to Model the Writing Process 
From Readwritethink.org  



As public school teachers who are 
apparently on the “wrong side” of 
the accountability movement at 
this time, we are challenged quite 
a bit. Standardized tests are unfair 
and biased. Standardized tests 
only test a student’s ability to 
guess. Standardized tests are in-
authentic experience that aren’t a 
judge of anything other than them-
selves. And after all - “Don’t you 
think that every student is an indi-
vidual, and every kid has 
strengths, and every kid can 
learn…Don’t you want to teach 
them and not teach a test?” 

Yes, of course. No one wants to 
spend their lives wasting their time 
teaching students things that don’t 
matter. 

Hence the impact of politically 
charged legislation like The 
Teaching Over Testing Act – 
which aims to reduce the account-
ability piece of the STAAR perfor-
mance system. 

But standardized testing and 
standardized measures of ac-
countability are not incompatible 
with teaching, individuality, or 
strengths finding in students. The 
trouble with the reinforcing this 
idea of teaching OVER testing is 
the polarization of those two con-
cepts. Rhetoric would have you 
believe that to do one, you must 
not do the other. But actual educa-
tional research says that the two 
work in tandem. To understand 
what your kids know, you assess. 
Then, you plan instruction. Then 
you assess to see if your plan pro-
vided good instruction. Then you 

plan again. That is what good 
teaching looks like. It is targeted, 
precise, and purposeful. 

And you know what? Some of our 
colleagues have this figured out. 

Standardized tests, like the 
STAAR, reveal deep demographic 
biases, right? The test could really 
just be an income test right? 

It’s funny isn’t it? In the high-
performing schools – let’s call it 
like it is, the wealthier schools - in 
the wealthier schools the teachers 
there are SOMEHOW managing 
to provide high quality education, 
valuable life skills, educational 
content AND those students are 
still somehow passing standard-
ized tests. Right? No one’s argu-
ing that the 1% are just teaching to 
the test, agreed? 

There is a reality in education. 
That reality is that our vulnerable 
student populations are underper-
forming their privileged peers in 
higher education. The demograph-
ic lines that we see our standard-
ized tests follow are rooted – not 
in the invalidity of the tests – but in 
THIS reality. The privileges that 
the wealthy classes enjoy day-in 
and day-out are heightened by the 
preparation of the academic insti-
tutions for the rigors of higher edu-
cation – which include high perfor-
mance on standardized exams 
such as the GRE, the MCAT, the 
LSAT, and so on. 

  

So we must concur with former 
Secretary of Education Dr. Rod 
Paige when he said bills like the 
Teaching Over Testing Act are “a 
loss for Texas children but a win 
for those dodging accountability”. 

If we in public education remove 
accountability measures such as 
the STAAR, if we remove our in-
centive to train our students how 
to use their knowledge on 
“inauthentic” standardized test, do 
you think the “high performing” 
students will stop preparing for the 
SAT? Do you think they will no 
longer pay thousands of dollars for 
College Boards preparation pro-
grams? No, they will not. Because 
they understand that not only must 
you learn, but you must be able to 
demonstrate that learning in the 
way our society requires. 

Is the true purpose of the Teach-
ing over Testing Act to hide the 
gross systemic inequity that we’ve 
exposed here? This Act wants 
public schools to “choose their 
own systems of accountability”. 
Great, let’s send Texas education 
into the wonderful world of Who’s 
Line is it Anyway? where every-
thing is made up and the points 
don’t matter. 

But education DOES matter. The 
decisions that educators make – 
whether they be well-meaning or 

Why We Must Resist the Teaching Over Testing Act 
by Stefanie Garcia and Sarah Underbrink 
Check out their podcasts at realintervention.blogspot.com  
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“not only must you learn, but you 

must be able to demonstrate that 

learning in the way our society 

requires.” 

http://keyetv.com/news/local/teaching-over-testing-act-aims-to-reform-staar
http://keyetv.com/news/local/teaching-over-testing-act-aims-to-reform-staar
http://keyetv.com/news/local/harsh-criticism-for-proposed-legislation-to-reduce-standardized-testing
http://keyetv.com/news/local/harsh-criticism-for-proposed-legislation-to-reduce-standardized-testing
http://keyetv.com/news/local/harsh-criticism-for-proposed-legislation-to-reduce-standardized-testing
http://realintervention.blogspot.com


negligent, benign or maleficent, 
intentional or not – ricochet 
through the rest of a person’s life, 
often changing that course forev-
er. And accountability measures - 
particularly those in the lower 
grades – are absolutely crucial. 

Stefanie – our resident English 
expert – is a smart, capable wom-
an who is a product of the Texas 
public school system under the far 
less rigorous TAAS framework. 
She tells a story that is, let’s face 
it, not an unusual one in public 
education. 

Once, I had a love for math as a 
child, and always did well in the 
subject, until geometry, when a 
teacher decided he did not want to 
teach anymore. No one was 
watching, so our tests were hand-
ed out, and he called out answers. 
It was understood that we should 
make sure to copy a question or 
two wrong here and there. The 
rest of the time, he read the news-
paper and we hung out. There 
was no standardized test to show 
that this teacher’s students had no 
idea what an equilateral triangle 
was. By looking at our grades, this 
teacher looked like a boss! 

Later, I couldn’t do Algebra 2. I 
chose to not take Trig because 
math was suddenly “too hard”. I 
went to UNT, which required un-

dergrads to take pre-cal, and I 
took it four times without ever 
passing. I ended up going to an-
other college with a less stringent 
math requirement. This string of 
failures all stem from one teacher 
with no accountability, and literally 
changed the trajectory of my life. 

And make no mistake - our society 
requires accountability. Parents 
want to teach their kids to be ac-
countable for their mistakes. Doc-
tors must be accountable for hurt-
ing their patient through negli-
gence. Politicians should be ac-
countable to their constituents. But 
somehow education is this golden 
calf that we cannot touch with ac-
countability but must simply wor-
ship. 

But don’t worry. There are those of 
us who will look at the painful truth 
– that decades after Brown v 
Board of Education public schools 
are still not providing equal out-
comes for their students. We will 
be brave enough to look at the 
data from the tests, accept that 
this data means we have work left 
to do, and try to figure out how to 
do it. There are those of us who 

will fight for equity in public educa-
tion. 

We have to face adversity, not run 
from it. When we are challenged, 
we rise. 

Texas needs accountability. We 
have huge problems facing us as 
a state, and we need the best, 
most highly educated group of 
kids in order to help solve them. 
This is not a sweet platitude, I 
know. This is not popular, I know. 
But change starts with us, today, 
demanding that we know the 
truths of our schools, and that in-
stead of hiding it, or trying to de-
stroy public education with vouch-
ers, we need to fund our schools 
that take ALL students and hold 
them to high standards of excel-
lence that we know every school 
and every student can achieve. 
 
For podcasts by Sarah           
Underlink and Stefanie Garcia, 
check out:  
realintervention.blogspot.com  

Teaching in a Heated Political Climate 

by Amber Counts 

Volume 3, Issue 1 - March 2017 Page 5 

“We have to face adversity, not 

run from it. When we are 

challenged, we rise.” 

Opening a Space to Help Others and the Spirit to “Lean In” 

by Amy Rasmussen, continued... Why We Must Resist the Teaching Over Testing Act (continued) 
 

http://realintervention.blogspot.com


North Star knows that amazing moments are happening in classrooms 
across the Metroplex, and we encourage you to publish – not only in 
our NSTWP newsletter, but to a wider audience as well. Here are some 
links to publications that will help you share your expertise with the 
world!  

NCTE Journals: see www.ncte.org 
English Journal http://www.ncte.org/journals/ej/calls 

Language Arts http://www.ncte.org/journals/la/call 

Voices from the Middle http://www.ncte.org/journals/vm/call 

International Literacy Association 

Journal of Adolescent and Adult Literacy http://qap2.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/10.1002/(ISSN)1936-

2706/homepage/ForAuthors.html   

The Reading Teacher http://www.reading.org/general/publications/journals/RT.aspx 

Texas Journals 

TCTELA (Texas NCTE Affiliate)  - English in 

Texas 

http://www.tctela.org/english-in-texas/ 

TALE (Texas IRA Affiliate) – Texas Journal for 

Literacy Education 

http://www.texasreaders.org/journal.html 

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 opportuni-

ties 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                 

 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  

Sage on a Stage vs. Facilitator of Learning  

As I began teaching a new group of students mid-January, I noticed that when 

we read a short work together—especially a poem—they tried to wait out my 

questions until the point where I would simply tell them what it meant, but this 

isn’t how my classroom works. They learn little about how to think critically or 

retain knowledge if we simply tell them what texts mean instead of guiding 

them as they find meaning on their own or via collaboration with peers. I know 

it is difficult for some to give up their position as the all-knowing master, but 

our kids will “get it” if we set up the conditions for them to do so, and they’ll 

appreciate the confidence they gain in the process. Teach them to take risks 

and to back up claims with evidence. That’s a skill that more adults need to 

master.       ~Amber Counts   

http://www.ncte.org
http://www.ncte.org/journals/ej/calls
http://www.ncte.org/journals/la/call
http://www.ncte.org/journals/vm/call
http://qap2.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/10.1002/(ISSN)1936-2706/homepage/ForAuthors.html
http://qap2.onlinelibrary.wiley.com/journal/10.1002/(ISSN)1936-2706/homepage/ForAuthors.html
http://www.reading.org/general/publications/journals/RT.aspx
http://www.tctela.org/english-in-texas/
http://www.texasreaders.org/journal.html

