ENGLISH N TEXAS

A JOURNAL OF THE TEXAS COUNCIL OF TEACHERS OF ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS - FALL/WINTER 2015 - VOLUME 45.2

INQUIRIES & INNOVATIONS

Face(book) Value:
Creating and Curafing
ldentity and Literacy Online

Everyone
Has a
Story

Are We “Reading Right”? Bringing Connected Reading Practices to the Classroom
By Sara Kajder, Kristen Hawley Turner, and Troy Hicks

Fop
6

Bl BT EJ % aasad

Exploring Student Voice Across a Digital Landscape
By Kevin 0. Cordi

#criticalthinking: Using Social Media and Pecha Kucha
in the Community College Classroom
By Laura Ann Metzger

We’ve Cast a Pebble! Edmodo Prolects Rlpple Across the Nation
By James Garner and Rachel Stokes with Adrianna Brumbaugh and Nicole Vriens

STANDING COLUMNS

New Media Notes

Exceeding Expectations NCTE Achievement Awards

Lefter From the Editors... ...

Call for TOTELA Manuscripts ... 4

Editonal Policies. ...

Membersnip Application......o. 7

Auvertising Information ...

33 Backchannels in the Classroom:
Using TodaysMeet to Sustain Safe
Conversations In and Out of the
Physical Classraom
By Lauren E. Burrow and
Shaunna Smith

36 In an Insta: Building Writers' Identity
Through Instagram
By Katie J. Monsour

38 Five Easy Ways to Bring Blogging to
Your Classroom
By Jonathan Rogers

Educator Epiphanies

41 Coaching the Writer, Not Just
the Writing
By Joél Johnson

Leading With Quality Literature
43 ‘| Knew What | Had to Do Next":
Writing (and Reading) Middle

Graders’ Lives
By Rodrigo Joseph Rodriguez

46 Author Study in the 21 Century:
Following Digital Footprints
By Rose Cherle Reissman

48 Teaching a Book Does Not Mean in Writing

Preaching a Book 64 Her.

By Diana Austin By Tiffany Wang
50 Difference, Design, and Dominance: 67 Telepnone

A Way to Wake Up Passive Readers
By Christine Gorychka and Bill Martin

56 A Case for Reading Workshop
By Lisa Brown

68

By Kathering Mansfield

JiaJia, King of the World
By Kati Chen

71 Stuck in the Past
Children’s and Young Adult Literature 8y Brandon Li
58 Books for Tweens 73 Instagram

By Margaret Hale

Professional Book Reviews

By Justin Connor

Capitol Communiqué

61 The Imporance of Read-Aloud: 74 ELAR/SLAR TEKS
A Review of In defense of read-aloud: Revision Update
Sustaining best practice By Margaret Hale

By Marla King Robertson

Student Scribes

63 We Hold...
By Kathleen Rust

Kim Pinkerton, Diane Miller,
and Valerie Taylor

English in Texas | Volume 45.2

| Fall/Winter 2015 | A Journal of the Texas Council of Teachers of English Language Arts




FACE(BOOK) VALUE: CREATING AND CURATING IDENTITY AND LITERACY ONLINE

By Rodrigo Joseph Rodriguez

LEADING WITH QUALITY LITERATURE |

“I Knew What | Had to Do Next™:
Writing (and Reading) Middle Graders’ Lives
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Thank you to the Sterling Publishing for permission to reproduce the illustration, by Andrea Miller, from
Zack Delacruz: Me and My Big Mouth (p. L).

Rodrigo Joseph Rodriguez is an assistant professor of literacy
and English education in the Department of English at The University of
Texas at El Paso. His research on language acquisition and the teaching
of academic writing, socially responsible literacies, and children’s and
young aduit literatures has appeared in various education and language
arts journals and books. He is an advocate of El dfa de los nifios / El
dia de los libros (Children’s Day / Book Day), which is an initiative and
daily commitment to link all children, adolescents, and families to books,
languages, and culftures. He can be reached at rjrodriguez6@utep.edu.

CHAPTER 1

ASSEMBLY REQUIRED

[t follows then to imagine
the challenges faced by

a 12-year-old boy whose
determination is to
remain under the radar—
unnoticed—all through
middle school. His plan

to be a patient, low-key
observer through avoidance works
for a short span of time, until the
tide turns and disrupts the peace,
zack Delacruz: Me and My Big Mouth
(Anderson, 2015} is the story about
a middle-school aged hero whose
bravery, wit, and industriousness help
his sixth grade class to victory.

A\ s we remember our middle-school years—as teachers,
/' \students, or both—images surface and keep us suspended,
awakened, or entertained. Teachers of the middle grades can attest
to the difficulties and changes faced by young adolescents who
are between the ages of 11 and 13. Too often, their stories remain
overlooked or missing while they juggle their lives in a middle
space: between child’s and young adult’s world. Their challenges
and stories range from starting at a new school to growing up
in their changing bodies and trying to make sense of all that is
happening in their lives in and out of school.
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One of the greatest strengths of the
nove) rests in its realistic fiction
approach with characters and
conflicts that call for creative problem
solving through a youth-based
network. Batchelor and Bintz (2015)
observe, “Creativity today is viewed
as individuals involved in a creative
process-—the process of taking an
existing idea or problem, seeing the
idea or problem in multiple ways with
multiple solutions, and solving or
transforming it into something new
and worthwhile” {(p. 3).

It follows then to imagine the challenges faced by a 12-year-
old boy whose determination is to remain under the radar—
unnoticed—all through middle school. His plan to be a patient,
low-key observer through avoidance works for a short span of
time, until the tide turns and disrupts the peace. Zack Delacruz:
Me and My Big Mouth (Anderson, 2015) is the story about a
middle-school aged hero whose bravery, wit, and industriousness
help his sixth grade class to victory. Best known for guiding us
through workshops and professional books on our teaching of
grammar and writing, the author is Jeff Anderson.

Young adolescents are presented through a realistic comedy and
youth perspectives that value their ways of speaking and knowing
for survival. As the novel opens in medias res, the reader is
provided a deeper lens into a school assembly that sets the stage
for all the sixth grade strife, humor, and triumph to come. We get
a glimpse of Zack as he grows physically and emotionally from
one chapter to the next. He explains, “Suddenly, my too-long,
grow-into-them-soon khaki pants seemed even longer. My Harry
Potter glasses felt bigger and shinier and dumber than ever” (p.
2). Despite the self-effacing humor, Zack becomes someone we
can picture and understand as he adapts to some of the moves of
middle school, especially when a classmate screams out, “Don't
sit here, Enrique Potter; a kid with a gold earring said. “This seat is
saved” (p. 2). A middle-grade female who is nicknamed Pigtails
adds, “Did you see his pants? That little boy needs to shop in
the toddler’s section next time; Pigtails said loud enough for me
to hear” (p. 2). These insults seem like they are enough to get a
middle-grader down, but not Zack Delacruz. He keeps moving
and advancing in sixth grade.

As readers, we hear the students’ voices and experience
complexities surrounded by drama and conflict at Davy Crockett
Middle School in San Antonio, Texas. For instance, Zack explains,

“Besides cruel and unusual punishment, advisory is an avoiding
game: avoiding eye contact, avoiding talking, and, so far, avoiding
trouble” (p. 1). This avoidance is significant, since it proves to
be resourceful for Zack who must endure unwanted, aggressive
behavior from his classmate José Soto who is also known as “E|
Pollo Loco” Zack learns to outwit the school bully and gaing
his own sense of self and strength in the company of his loya]
classmates who fuel his organizing and deeds for the common
good at Crockett Middle School. The decision to speak up for a
female peer who is being harassed is best summed up by Zack
when he says, “I sure wasn’t going to say anything. If you answer
questions, everybody called you a schoolboy. Embarrassment to
middle school students was like kryptonite to Superman” (p. 11),

More insights about each character are revealed when we learn
that Zack and his classmates yearn to be heard and understood
in a tough, young adolescent and adult-made world. Zack admits
that he is not as quick to speak up for Janie Bustamente who
endures bullying in the presence of her classmates. Unfortunately,
Jani€’s classmates remain quiet and unassuming as bystanders.
Zack explains, “I should have stood up for her. But if I'd said
something, it wouldn’t be long before I was the one being
embarrassed” (p. 15). How could our hero become embarrassed
and ridiculed? Zack adds, “Since my name is Zack Delacruz, José
called me Shrimp Delacruz—like a bad pun on the seafood dish
Shrimp Veracruz you order at Mexican restaurants. I get it. I'm
small, P'm Mexican. Hi-larious” (p. 15). Despite the fact that Zack
initially says nothing to defend Janie and she bows her head in
humiliation, Zack finally shouts, “Stop it, José!” and becomes
more than a bystander.

The novels setting in a community with students of diverse
backgrounds, including Latino origin, further strengthens the
dialogue, drama, and local color. Anderson’s meticulous lens and
middle-school teaching background capture a wholesome school
community with students who rise to become themselves and
even empathetic human beings. One of the greatest strengths of
the novel rests in its realistic fiction approach with characters and
conflicts that call for creative problem solving through a youth-
based network. Batchelor and Bintz (2015) observe, “Creativity
today is viewed as individuals involved in a creative process—the
process of taking an existing idea or problem, seeing the idea or
problem in multiple ways with multiple solutions, and solving
or transforming it into something new and worthwhile” (p. 3)-
The “multiple ways with multiple solutions” are confirmed by
the novel as the reader meets a cast of characters, such as Janie
Bustamente, Marquis Malone, Sophia Segura, and Cliché Jones,
who can make middle school strife unfold from one school bell to
the next.

Anderson’s versatility with language is evident and entertaining as
we meet Ms. Darling, the librarian, and Mr. Akins, the principal'
They hold significant roles in shaping middle school as a place
where adults care and listen. Actually, Anderson understands the
middle grades and how hiccups and life’s realities can stifle our
youngest adolescents. Specifically, Anderson packs the novel with
English language arts signature programming to advance literacy
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such as National Punctuation Day and figurative language that
lend original similes and playfulness to the narrative. To illustrate,
in a passage, Zack wonders if he is starring in “one of those
extreme-survival shows, secretly being filmed” only to speak out,
“Cut! T quit!” (p. 38).

The graphic novel design that appears throughout with Andrea
Miller’sillustrations complements the text with arealisticrendering
that resembles middle school artifacts and mementos. The art
is comedic as we picture the opening pages of a yearbook that
lists the classmate Jests Johnson as “NO PHOTO AVAILABLE
because he is “PROBABLY IN THE BATHROOM.” These uses
of language and illustrations advance the narrative about middle
graders’ lives and the classrooms we can build for them to speak
up as they become themselves.

Although the Crocket Middle School students hear some
cautionary tales and learn some anti-bullying tips from the
Goodfriend Express program during advisory, these efforts
seem to be missing both relevance and reality. In fact, we learn
that life in the middle grades occurs in the midst of things with
neither warning nor caution. In the book What Every Middle
School Teacher Should Know (2014), Brown and Knowles observe,
“Middle school provides an opportunity for young adolescents to
explore their social world and try to find their place in it. While
dependence on the family decreases and the need for peer approval
increases, young adolescents attempt to navigate an increasingly
complex social milieu in order to find a place where they can
be themselves” (p. 42). As an illustration, while organizing and
then launching the Nation’s Best Chocolate Bars fundraiser and
an unapproved car wash for the sixth grade dance, Zack and his
classmates must act quickly to survive middle school, deliver the
demands of leading from the sidelines, lead a peer mediation for
the common good of preteens, find ways to collect funds for the
unsold candy bars, and endure repeated bullying behavior such as
teasing, name calling, and taunts. Lastly, Zack is learning about
living between young adolescent and young adult worlds as he
navigates coming of age through his parents’ divorce.

After the stellar sixth grade dance that raises the Crockett Middle
School roof, Zack Delacruz confirms, “Instead of embarrassed or
afraid, I felt happy and proud. And relieved that I didn’t have to sell
chocolate bars anymore. Relieved that I didn't have to disappear
anymore. Relieved that I didn't think I really wanted to anymore.
For the first time, I felt like everyone else. Not worse, not better.
Just Zack” (p. 161). Zack becomes the everymiddleschooler
who is wholly present and whose presence we acknowledge and
care about as the narrative unfolds. Daniels and Ahmed (2015)
summed it up best recently as they described the middle school
life as follows: “We enjoy these [students]; they crack us up. We
teach a distinctive age group that displays the whole range of
human development, from cuddly dependence, to narcissism, to
total hilarity, to deep questioning, to world-embracing empathy—
sometimes all within the same class period. If you love this job,
you probably like roller coasters too” (p. 13). The empathy and
rollercoasters are matched in this middle-grade novel that

Anderson has penned to remind us that young adolescents in
middle school seek to be heard and understood by their peers
and by the adults in our schools. From young adolescents, we
can learn how they navigate their lives in and out of school as a
community circle of sorts with imperfections toward becoming
whole or a “sixth-grade kind of perfect” (p. 162).
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