
  

  
Back to School:  Suggestions for a 
Great Year. 

The OCTELA Newsletter, member of The NCTE Information 
Exchange, is a publication of the Ohio Council of Teachers of English 
Language Arts (OCTELA), founded in 1957 as the English Association 
of Ohio (EAO). OCTELA is the only statewide affiliate of the National 

Council of Teachers of English (NCTE) representing teachers of 
English language arts, prekindergarten through college. 

Fall 2012 Ohio Council of Teachers of English Language Arts  

Ohio Voices 

In this issue: 

 Common 

Core          
Calisthenics  

 Regional    

Affiliate 
Meeting     
Update 

 Membership 

and Award 
Information 

Page reference: 

Cover story 2 

I Remember 8 

Zombie 
Apocalypse  

12 

Regional     
affiliate  
meeting 

16 

Affiliate      
information 

17 

  
  

“The mediocre teacher tells.  The good teacher    
explains.  The superior teacher demonstrates.  The 
great teacher inspires."  

—William Arthur Ward  
Author, educator, and motivational speaker 

 

A Note from the Editor: 
 Every year, each teacher hopes to have 
a great year—an inspiring year.  However, 
each teacher often encounters obstacles that 
threaten to  darken his or her days.  Whether 
these obstacles stem from society, work, or 
home, they present challenges that need to 
be addressed.  This edition of Ohio Voices 
takes a candid look at a sampling of problems 
teachers might encounter and suggests 
“common sense” approaches to conquering 
them and having a great year.  

 
Karla Hieatt Bisig, Editor 

karla.bisig@wilmington.k12.oh.us 

2012 NCTE        
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Award:   

 
Honorable Mention 
Recipient  
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“Reading is to the mind 
what exercise is to the body. It is 
wholesome and bracing for the 
mind to have its faculties kept on 
the stretch.” This quotation is 
special to me because there was 
an abbreviated version of it on a 
sweet Snoopy poster that hung in 
my classroom for years. My   
family, full of sports enthusiasts,   
always believed in physical      
fitness, so perhaps there was a 
personal connection for me when 
I first read these words. I could 
use the quote as a defensive tool 
against the teasing of my bookish 
ways. I could point out that    
intellectualism needs to be 
stretched and developed, much 
like the strength and stamina 
needed to finish a strenuous 
race, a vicious boxing match, or a 
fourth quarter shootout in a 
game of hoops. 

I often referred to that 
poster containing these words of 
wisdom upon hearing the cue 
from a classroom full of eleventh 
grade college prep level students 
groaning because they had to 
read (gasp!) two chapters of The 
Scarlet Letter for homework. 
“You aren’t serious!” I remember 
one student with a bleached 
blonde swimmer’s Mohawk  
shouting to the cheers of his 
classmates. He went on to say, 
“This book is way too hard for us 
to understand, and we will just 
use SparkNotes.” While this scene 
might have represented just one 

group of rebellious students, the   
reality is that this is what the       
majority of students are telling their 
high school English teachers upon 
receiving rigorous assignments. At 
the risk of seeming horrifically     
cynical, I believe that many students 
have been so conditioned to do  
minimal work that they not only    
eschew challenging tasks, they either 
blow them off entirely or (dare I say 
it?) cheat their way through them to 
get good grades. And what happens 
if they get busted for plagiarism or 
receive a poor grade for submitting 
substandard work? The helicopters 
begin their assent via emails,    
voicemails, and classroom visits. 
Throughout each year of teaching 
high school English, student and   
parental challenges to rigor have put 
me on defense; on a few occasions, I 
contemplated sacrificing my       
standards in order to save my sanity.  

Seasoned teachers will attest 
that language arts standards are 
nothing new to the field of education. 
Though the standards movement 
took a more (pardon the pun)    
standardized form at the turn of the 
century, good teachers have always 
used academic anchors to develop 
their curriculum. Serving on the team 
that facilitated Ohio’s English       
Language Arts Standards twelve 
years ago, I worked with groups of      
dedicated instructors who believed in 
challenging their students and   
maximizing learning. Ohio’s        
standards raised the bar for the rest 
of the nation, and there is little doubt 

Common Core Calisthenics:  Why Our Students Need a Little 
More Exercise —Colleen Ruggieri 

colleenruggieri@gmail.com 
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that our state’s best practices were 
examined and incorporated during 
the development of the CCSS. Yet, 
with the good comes the bad; while 
some teachers in the trenches    
struggled to make the grade, others 
were coasting—admittedly or not.  

I once worked for a wonderful 
principal, Mr. T., who noted that 
“Good kids will generally succeed in 
spite of mediocre teaching. But they 
won’t grow unless they receive the 
expert instruction they deserve.” 
During a recent talk with a different 
school administer, he told me that a 
colleague had boasted to the        
district’s superintendent about the 
school’s success on the Ohio   
Achievement Test, cheering the    
district’s excellent report card rating. 
The superintendent responded, “…
and just how hard is that test?” This 
question begs answering because it 
directly impacts what has been    
happening in Ohio’s classrooms for 
many years. Since we educate such a 
diverse population of students with 
special educational needs, medical 
problems, language acquisition     
issues, gifted skillsets, and          
dysfunctional family lives, reinforcing 
rigor and differentiating instruction 
for classrooms of up to thirty-six   
students have sometimes seemed 
like quests for the holy grail. We 
spend so much of our time nudging 
the struggling students that our 
gifted students get little nourishment. 
Meanwhile, we try to reach students 
who do not speak English or who live 
in homes that have no literacy     
foundation—only to discover that 
they have moved away from our area 
and are no longer on our rosters. 

Perhaps it is due to all of these complications that 
our standards have measured minimal competence 
rather than exceptional skills.  
 
The Common Core: An Exercise in Text Com-
plexity 

 
 When we return to school this fall and align 
curriculum materials to the Common Core Content        
Standards, we will need to incorporate stronger           
expectations as we face accountability for teaching 
the standards in the document. In Appendix A of 
the CCSS, the need for rigor is reinforced: “The 
clear,   alarming picture that emerges from the evi-
dence … is that while the reading demands of  col-
lege, workforce training programs, and citizenship 
have held steady or   
risen over the past fifty years or so, K–12 texts 
have, if anything, become less demanding” (2).  
 
 When I first read this, I took issue with it. 
Shakespeare. Chaucer. Milton. Hawthorne. Emeson. 
Really, CCSS? Really? Calming down and thinking  
rationally, instead of defensively, about this     as-
sertion, I remembered “the incident” in my own 
high school. The one in which a group of infuriated  
teachers bashed the  superintendent for putting the 
kibosh on their decision to nix the standard Folger 
Library version of Hamlet and substitute it with the 
controversial No Fear Shakespeare (SPARKNOTES!) 

Cover story (continued) 
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version of the play. Their        
motivation was to make the play 
more accessible to unmotivated 
students who viewed          
Shakespeare as a spiral into  
boredom and inaccessible       
language. While their honest   
intent was to improve instruction, 
their decision was one that would 
have robbed their students of 
rigor. Thankfully, the              
superintendent valued          
scholarship more than popularity, 
and his actions maintained the 
standards that his students     
deserved. 

 
Success through Stretching 

  
 As I contemplate the  
complications of implementing 
the CCSS, I am in pain. I rode my 
bike and lifted weights earlier  
today, and I am a bit sore.    
However, I know that my muscle 
tone is coming back. I can feel 
and see the physical rewards of 
exercising. Students can         
appreciate the analogy of “no 
pain, no gain” in their co-
curricular activities, but they are 
so overwhelmed in our fast-paced 
culture that all too often they just 
want the bottom line when it 
comes to their academic          
assignments. They want to do 
what is necessary to earn a good 
grade, but they lack the vision to 
appreciate the real value of what 
they are learning. Stretching our 
students means forcing them to 
encounter texts that might seem 
too hard for them. It means  
making them engage in the  

reading and writing process. It 
means creating independent citizens 
who will comprehend texts beyond 
the classroom walls. 

For years, I have believed in 
the importance of text-to-self      
connections theorized by Louise 
Rosenblatt in “The Acid Test for    
Literature Teaching.” Rosenblatt   
contends that teachers select texts 
for their students, “But books do not 
simply happen to people. People also 
happen to books” (62). I still believe 
in Rosenblatt’s theory. Interestingly 
enough, the CCSS do not emphasize 
readers’ transactions with texts.  
Conversely, the attention is now on 
textual analysis: “Objective, close, 
analytical reading is what is valued as 
deep comprehension and interpreta-
tion by the Common Core” (Caulkins, 
Ehrenworth and Lehman 26). Our 
students will still need to make those 
personal connections so that they 
can make meaning with texts.    
However, to compete in a global 
workplace, learners will need to take 
their comprehension and analysis 
skills to higher levels. If this       
paradigm shift seems troublesome, 
consider the comparison of a       
professional conference call in which 
engineers are being asked to analyze 
a report. The report suggests      
substitutions for solvents needed to 
reformulate a profitable product. 
When reading the report, participants 
need to be able to interpret what the 
data means to the manufacturing, 
cost, and quality of the newly       
formulated product. Would it matter 
if they had personal connections with 
specific chemicals when forming their 
opinions? Would it be incredibly  
helpful for one to add, “I really like 
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the idea of using Triclosan, because 
the Dawn dishwashing soap I use 
contains that ingredient”? Though 
personal experience might serve as a 
testimonial, in the end, it is not the 
best analysis or argument from a  
scientific or business approach. 
 What are we to do, then, 
when we present more challenging 
texts to students? The answer is  
simple: Dig in and make learners 
work for their knowledge. The edict 
to lavish time on a few difficult 
texts—rather than to race through 
huge units of instruction and provide 
superficial coverage—is long      
overdue. In the words of my great-
grandmother, less is indeed more. 
Deeper reading of fewer selections 
will give students chances to 
strengthen their analysis, synthesis 
and argumentation skills.             
Furthermore, by teaching think aloud 
strategies and other comprehension 
constructors, we have the power to 
help our students manage their  
reading for life. Rather than telling 
students what they should know, we 
should be providing them with      
opportunities to figure things out for 
themselves.  
 
Writing the Future 

 
 For years, we have read 
pedagogical theorists who endorse 
writing as an essential layer of       
literacy. As a teacher leader of the 
National Writing Project at Kent State 
University, I wholeheartedly promote 
the power of writing. All too often, 
however, writing has been given a 
backseat to reading. As we approach 
the CCSS, our students will be held 
to new standards of rigor when it 

comes to their writing skills. This 
is a positive change, because it 
will empower English teachers to 
command students to write at 
new levels of excellence. In the 
past, composition grades seemed 
ambiguous and subjective to   
students. To tackle this issue, 
instructors began using rubrics. 
While these rubrics set the bar 
for excellence, they still did not 
take students to the highest 
echelon of expectations and   
performance. When designing 
rubrics for coming school years, 
Caulkins, Ehrenworth, and     
Lehmen advise us to pay careful 
attention to Appendix C of the 
CCSS (107). This section of the 
document provides models of not 
just exemplar work, but models 
of what all students should be 
able to independently produce. 
Using this appendix as a teaching 
tool, instructors can throw the 
ball back into the court of       
students. Young writers need to 
see the level of excellence      
expected of them—on a national 
level— and they need to hone 
their skills in narrative,            
informational, and argumentative 
writing.  

 
Rigorous Pains 
 

A few years ago, I had a 
parent take me to task for the 
rigorous instruction I was       
providing in his daughter’s    
classroom. My response to him 
was simple. “Help me understand 
why you don’t want your     
daughter to grow as much as 
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possible this year. Help me     
understand why you think that 
getting an ‘A’ now is more      
important than having the skills 
necessary to compete in college 
and in the workforce. Help me 
understand why you don’t want 
her to have an expanded        
vocabulary and an ability to     
successfully argue her point    
beyond what she discovers in a 
Google search.” His silence was 
deafening.  

Now, as I teach college 
students preparing to be high 
school English teachers, I share 
my challenges with them. Like 
the parents and students who 
fought for the easier path to 
good grades in my classrooms, 
there will be others who fear that 
rigorous instruction will damage 
their children’s grade point      
averages. This is not to be taken 
lightly, as GPAs determine college 
admissions and scholarships. 
However, if all teachers are    
asking students to stretch, there 
will be changes across the board 
in student averages. An “A” will 
really be an “A.” Colleges will no 
longer assume grade inflation. 
Ultimately, there might even be a 
societal epiphany. How many of 
us have had a condescending 
parent state, “C’mon this is    
English”? As we increasingly  
challenge our students, we will 
create a new view of our        
vocation. We will no longer be 
stereotyped by some people as 
the individuals who were not 
smart or driven enough to      
become this country’s attorneys, 

physicians, or engineers. Instead, we 
will garner the respect we deserve. 
We will be remembered not as the 
sages on the stage, but the         
purveyors of the page—the          
intellectual professionals who helped 
unlock the mysteries of deeper    
reading, advanced writing,           
sophisticated speaking and listening, 
and convincing argumentation. We 
will be the ones who threw away the 
old dittos and meaningless        
worksheets and replaced them with 
mental exercises that challenged  
students to read and write for life. 
Indeed, English teachers have the 
potential to be revered as one of the 
nation’s most important tools in   
preparing students to compete with 
their peers in rising nations such as 
India, China, and Brazil. We may still 
struggle to reach all learners, the 
huddled masses, the tired, the poor. 
However, as Emma Lazarus depicts 
our nation in “The New Colossus,” we 
can lift our lamps of learning and 
open all kinds of golden doors. 
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 Every year about three weeks before graduation our district 
honors teachers chosen by the top ranked students of that class.  
These teachers are the ones they remember as having a large       
influence on them as students and as learners. A list is sent to all of 
the schools to be posted.  The esteemed teachers are invited to a 
fancy dinner and the students introduce them, celebrating the stories 
and giving accolades to the teachers that helped bring these bright 
young people to the top of their class. It is a big event.  Everyone 
waits to see which names are on that list. 
 

  I will probably never be chosen. 
 
 One reason is that I teach first grade.  Most of the time   
memories from this time in your life are just like pictures in your 
head.  Flashes of scenes caught in the camera of your mind, the way 
you see things as a child.  When I look back to some of the things I 
know I experienced as a child that is the way it is for me:  desks    
sitting in a group in a classroom, chalk and eraser on the chalk well, 
sitting in a chair facing a circle of friends in a reading group, flashes 
of faces.  All just a quick picture of what was. 
 
 There are also feelings that go along with these memories,  
especially if the event caused a surge of emotion.    I specifically have 
a memory of not wanting to go to preschool.  I didn’t want to leave 
my mom. I loved her too much. I have the flash of what that looked 
like in my mind.  I was sitting on the stairs that led to my room and 
my mom was trying to get me dressed.  I didn’t want to get dressed 
so I was holding my body as stiff as I could so that it would be      
impossible to dress me—by the way, it wasn’t impossible.  I can see 
my mother struggling to get my straight legs into a pair of pants as 
she balanced herself on those stairs.  Even now, I can feel the ache 
in my stomach that I had just thinking about leaving my mom. 

 
 Memories also can be cultivated.  If there is some reason to 
hold onto what happened it can be made into a movie in your mind 
instead of a still picture…or if you are reminded of things that have 
happened to you because of talking or hearing about it…the picture 
becomes more vivid. 
 

I Remember—Amy Forchione 
amyforchi@yahoo.com 
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 Much of my first grade memory is like 
this.  I moved in March of my first grade year.  
I went from a new school with a   progressive 
whole learning environment and lots of 
money being spent per pupil to an old     
fashioned district with a strict do-as-you-are-
told-or-you-will-get-the-ruler environment 
where it seemed everything was as old as dirt  
compared to where I had been.  Yet it was 
the best change I ever made.   
 

 This was because of my fist grade 
teacher.  When I got to my new old school I was the only one who didn’t know how to 
read!  I had never been taught.  My teacher Mrs. Amos was quick with the paddle if you 
disobeyed but she loved her children; I felt the love that first day of school.  Likewise, she 
cared if her students learned.  She cared if I knew how to read.  In those three months of 
school she rearranged many things in the classroom just for me in order to make sure that 
happened.  By the end of the year I was in the “bluebird” reading group. 
 

 This is one reason I teach.  It has become my mission and I have a heart for the  
students who could be in a group labeled the “blackbirds.”   I want to do what it takes to 
help the ones who have it the hardest to achieve high goals.  It seems that every year 
there are at least one or two children in my class who fit this description.  
 
 Recently, one of those students was Robbie.  Robbie came from a very fractured 
family.  There were kids and parents everywhere! After a while I lost count of the brothers 
and sisters and which set of parents belonged to which.  It didn’t matter to me.  Robbie is 
what mattered to me.  Robbie was smart, but he didn’t know it.  He could learn, but he  
didn’t believe it.  His life was full of chaos and he filled my life with chaos.  He exhausted 
me!  He became my mission. 

 
 In the mornings he entered the room with a bang, loud feet, loud voice, and loud 
presence.  He made sure everyone knew he was there.  This went on all day.  He wanted to 
rule the world and he did everything he could think of to make sure he did:  he talked out, 
he ran everywhere he went, he pushed and shoved, he took things that weren’t his, he lied 
to get his own way and lied even when there was no reason…and guess what?  He was a 
great kid!  Inside that explosive personality was a sweet tender little boy, but he was hard 
to teach. 

 
 Throughout the school year there were many extra hours spent trying to manage the 
behavior of Robbie in order to teach him.  There were countless phone calls to and from 

I Remember (continued) 
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home, and I cannot even recall the number of behavior management 
techniques that were tried.  The one thing that was consistent was 
the fact that I loved Robbie, even when he wasn’t very likeable, and 
he knew it.  I have to say that it was probably because of this that 
Robbie was as successful as he was in the classroom.  He wanted to 
please me.  I hoped I pleased him.  I want him to remember. 
 
 This is the type of child I want to reach.  This is my mission.  
This is what I cling to when I feel I have nothing more to give.  I look 
back at my own situation and even though I did not have the        
behavior issues that many of my lower students have, I remember.   
For me there were many negative emotions that went along with   
being the only one who couldn’t read.  But I loved Mrs. Amos and she 
loved me. 
 
 I will probably never be chosen to attend the dinner          
celebrating the achievements of the top ranked students. Realistically, 
the odds are against Robbie being a top ranked student in his   
graduating class.  Those odds are stacked against him.  He might 
even be ranked in the bottom of his class.  But do you know what?  It 
actually matters more to me if the students that have struggled and 
have finally made it to graduation have some good memory of their 
first grade year.  This is the hope I have.  This is the mission that I 
have.  This is what gets me through when times are hard.   
 

 I remember. 
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OCTELA has a long history of advocacy on behalf of literacy teachers 

and learners in Ohio, working  to communicate what we know about 
how students read and write. We encourage our  members to use their 

voices not only in their  classrooms, but in their communities to      
educate and raise awareness of events that may impact laws           

concerning literacy education. 

To that end, one of our main avenues of dissemination is a listserv 

which  provides subscribers with updates , consisting of the most    
current information about happenings around the state related to    

literacy education.   

To subscribe to this free listserv, e-mail  
OCTELAISSUES@listserv.kent.edu 

with the following command in a message: 
 

sub OCTELAISSUES firstname lastname  
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 The zombie apocalypse:        
Supposedly, that is when zombies 
are going to take over the world.  
Society as we know it will fall 
apart and each man, woman, and 
child will have to fight for       
survival.   

 
  I once had a group of  
students who was obsessed with 
the zombie apocalypse.  These 
boys would spend every possible    
moment discussing the event.  
When—not if—it happened, 
where would they go?  Who 
would be in charge of what?  It 
was interesting to listen to them 
categorize each other by skills 
and interests and make what was 
a very sound plan.  Jokingly, I 
told them that I would be     
showing up at the designated 
place if need be.  With that flip 
comment, I was pulled into the 
plan and placed under scrutiny. 

 
 “Ms. Bisig, can you shoot 
a gun?” 
 
 “No.” 

 
 “Do you think you could 
kill a zombie, or a possible    
zombie, in some other way?” 

 
 “Umm…no.” 
 
 “What do you even know 
about zombies?” 

 
           “Well…Isn’t there a tv 
show about zombies on now?” 
     The kids sat and shook their 
heads. One student joked that 

they needed to buy me book about 
zombies;   otherwise, I would never 
understand.   However, another boy 
had faith in me.  He “just knew” 
there had to be something I could do 
to contribute to our survival.  In the 
end, it was    determined that I 
would get to stand at entrance of the 
compound and decide whether or not 
people could join in with us.       
Also, I could read stories aloud if 
anyone so desired.  I would be the 
gatekeeper;  I would be mom. 
 
     Granted, those weren’t the most 
exciting jobs within the ranks, but at 
least I was doing something and, in 
that way, I was contributing to our 
survival. 

 
  I think this game of zombie      
apocalypse was more meaningful to 
me than it was for my high      
schoolers.  At the time, my life—the 
world as I knew it—was falling apart.  
Issues at home were making me feel 
powerless.  I wasn’t sleeping.  I  
wasn’t socializing.  I was worried 
about money.   I was in constant 
battle.  In essence, I was fighting for 
survival.  And, if truth be told, school 
was not my number one priority.   
 
 We all have spurts where 
have are not fully energized by work.  
We would rather be at home…
shopping…travelling…getting a root 
canal than sitting in a district      
sponsored professional                 
development...grading another      
essay….disciplining that one kid who 
just won’t calm down…explaining for 
the millionth time what the definition 
of symbolism is.  With short spurts, 

Zombie Apocalypse—Karla Hieatt Bisig 
karla.bisig@wilmington.k12.oh.us 
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we can look at the clock and say, 
“Okay, I’ve just got to make it to 
3:10.  Then I can go home.”  If the 
spurt is shaping up to last a week, it 
is still somewhat manageable.  How 
many of us have chanted “Friday!  
Friday! Friday!” in our minds?  Little 
things, seeing that light at the end of 
the tunnel, help us endure. 
But what if that light is harder to 
see?  In my case, it was impossible 
to see the light of June in the dark 
days of August.  With everything else 
that was going on, the mere thought 
of going into work day after day was 
overwhelming.  But, alas, it had to be 
done.   
 
 And that’s where my brief 
foray into the world of training for 
the zombie apocalypse saved me.  
Just like my students had done, I 
evaluated my strengths.  What could 
I do—easily—to survive the days that 
could very easily push me over the 
edge?  Throughout that year, I wrote 
my own survival manual: 
 
Embrace Normalcy (aka Go Through 
the Motions): 

· Go to work and appreciate 
the consistency of a schedule.  
Yes, each day is unique.  
However, there is something 
comforting about knowing 
that you will eat each day at a 
certain time and see the same 
people day in and day out.  
Laugh with your students and 
learn about them.  Make the 
days about the kids, not your 
problems. 

· Do what is asked, but don’t 
stress about it.  District, 
school, and department     
initiatives must be followed.  

If you are asked (told?) to 
collect data, collect it.  If 
you are asked (told?) to 
serve on a committee, serve 
on it.  However,  realize 
that there are times when 
you do not have to be super 
excited and energetic about 
doing these things.  Attend 
your meetings and prepare 
your spreadsheets.  You 
may even find comfort in 
these little things as they 
are black and white:  Did 
you go to the meeting?  
Have you turned in such-
and-such information?  In 
some ways, these          
activities can provide     
routine and distract you. 

· Use your arsenal of    
teaching tools.  Depending 
upon your personality, this 
may not be the best time 
totally revamp every unit 
you teach.  Look at what 
you’ve done in the past, 
modify, and keep on   
marching.  Students       
deserve  quality lessons—
things that you know will 
work—as  opposed to   
scattered assignments that 
were not quite finished  
simply because the teacher 
zoned out during planning 
and preparation. 

 
Organize Realistically (aka The   
Index Card): 

· Realize that when you are 
struggling, the categories of 
life can mix together and 
become a mess.  Tasks can 
pile on top of one another 
and quickly become scary.  

Zombie Apocalypse (continued) 

“Make the 

days about 

the kids, not 

your 

problems.” 
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    I know that when I would 
sit down and make my to-
do list for work, I would 
want to cry.  The list was 
endless with grading, 
planning, meetings, map-
ping, in-services, etc.  
Each of those  categories 
had  subcategories—there 
is always grading for each 
class, planning for each 
class.  My suggestion?  
Buy a pack of index cards.  
When creating your to-do 
list, have one item on 
each line of the index 
card.  When you run out 
of lines, your to-do list for 
the day is done.  And, as 
the day goes on, cross 
things off.  Give yourself 
the visual reminder that 
you are doing what needs 
to be done (even if you 
cross off “staff meeting” 
while simply going 
through the motions of 
attending the meeting). 

 Be flexible.  Just because 

you have something listed 
on your index card does 
not mean you are tied to 
finishing it that day.  I had 
many times when “grade 
essays” carried over onto 
the index card for multiple 
days.  Did the kids care 
that it took five days, as 
opposed to three, to find 
out their grades?  No, not 
really.  And if I was able 
to sleep or relax a bit 
more during that week, it 
was a win-win for        
everyone involved.   

 
Branch Out (aka Work Life vs. 
Real Life): 
 Leave your work at work 

whenever you can.  Seriously.  
If your life is in shambles and 
just going to work can be a 
challenge, you need to take a 
breather.  If you have to stay 
an extra hour on Friday to 
organize lesson plans for the 
following week, do it.  That 
way, everything is ready for 
you on Monday morning and 
you don’t have to worry about 
it over the weekend.   

 Understand that grading will 

always be there.  As an    
English teacher, I know this is 
a struggle.  There is so much 
grading to do, but it is fine to 
take a night off.  At times, 
allow yourself the luxury of 
walking out of the school 
without your big bag of     
papers and projects.  Go 
home, play with your        
children, eat pizza, and watch 
television.  Do whatever is 
going to make you happy. 
Yes, you’re a teacher, but 
contrary to popular belief, you 
are also human. 

 Go beyond the English De-

partment.  It is so easy to 
stay in our groups at work.  If 
you have a problem, you bop 
across the hall and tell your 
department colleague.    
However, if you are having 
personal issues and they are 
clouding your work life, be 
realistic.  Under normal     
circumstances, would work be 
so bad?  Would the newest 

Zombie Apocalypse (continued) 

“Leave your 

work at work 

when you can.” 
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Zombie Apocalypse (continued) 

“I was humbled 

and reminded 

of all the things 

I love about my 

content area.” 
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department initiative bug you quite so much?  Are other department 
members as frustrated as you are?  If not, don’t complain to those in 
your department.   Understand that, more than likely, the problem is you.  
Considering everything else that is going on, it is not really your fault and 
you shouldn’t feel guilty.  But don’t bring others down with you or create 
battles at work.  If you need to vent, complain, or question, look beyond 
those you work closely with day in and day out.  I relied on three 
friends—none of whom I worked with—to be my sounding board and 
cheering section.  This allowed me to keep more of the drama of my  
personal life out of the school building and also let me complain and cry 
without sounding totally unprofessional with to my colleagues.  One 
friend in particular, a math teacher in another district, was especially 
helpful.  As he told me, teachers “have thoughts, emotions, and problems 
also—and are we are held to unrealistic standards at times.”  From him, I 
realized that other districts are facing the same problems as my district.  
Teachers everywhere are stressed and feel pressured.  Add personal 
problems to the mix, and anyone can feel overwhelmed.  Looking back, 
my dear friend was trying to get me to think beyond myself.  And do you 
know what?  It worked.  Often, I was humbled and reminded of all the 
things I love about my content area.  I am not sure this would have been 
possible if I had talked only to people with the same interests and areas 
of expertise as myself. 
 My survival guide may not work for others.  Each situation is       
different, but we all have some similarities.  We want to be happy, we 
want to be relaxed, and we want to be energetic.  Sometimes, we have 
to shift our priorities for a period of time in order for these desires to be 
fulfilled.  In the meantime, keep doing the best you can.  Utilize your 
strengths and cut yourself some slack when you can.  In the event of the 
zombie apocalypse, everyone has a role to play; you just have to figure 
out what that role is.  As for me, I’ll meet you at the door and read you a 
story later in the day, and I bet you anything I will be holding an index 
card. 
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Summer. A time for teachers to relax, recover, and reenergize. It’s also a time to examine 
previous lessons and to prepare for the following school year.  And to help OCTELA prepare for the 
upcoming year, board members Karla Hieatt Bisig and Michelle Bednarczyk attended the three day 
NCTE Affiliates Leadership Meeting in St. Louis, Missouri, during July. The Early Career Educators of 
Color took place simultaneously and the two groups mingled frequently to exchange ideas and learn 
from one another.   

 
Ernest Morrell, NCTE Vice-President, opened the weekend with a look back at a century of 

NCTE and education then projected a grassroots movement for state affiliates and nationally that 
will strengthen and grow both levels.  He challenged the attendees to create the second century of 
NCTE by saying, “As affiliates, as early career leaders, as NCTE staff and elected representatives of 
the body, how can we invent the future of English that we would like to inhabit?” This, then,       
became the focus for the remainder of the weekend.  

 
The days were filled with information and teamwork, providing participants the opportunity 

to collaborate with other affiliates’ leaders and NCTE staff in order to improve the organizations and 
better how they aid their members. In attendance were approximately 65 people, representing    
affiliates from across the country, one Canadian Provence and the NCTE staff. Topics ranged from 
national issues in education such as funding and the Common Core State Standards to planning and 
promoting a successful conference.  

  
“I really enjoyed learning about the National Center for Literacy for Education [NCLE] and 

how it’s promoting literacy across disciplines and I’m excited work with the Literacy in Learning   
Exchange,” Michelle commented.  NCLE is a new initiative sponsored by NCTE, The Ball Foundation 
and multiple other organizations “…to celebrate the work of successful school teams across the 
country who are achieving remarkable results in advancing literacy learning, and to share what we 
learn with education policymakers.”  More information may be found at http://www.ncte.org/ncle.   

 
 The weekend concluded with the Early 
Career Educators of Color presenting to the 
Affiliates Leadership Meeting attendees the 
projects they had been planning during their 
meetings. Each project was innovative, yet 
specific to the person’s teaching environment.  
It will be interesting to see what progress is 
made over the course of the year.  
 
 To learn more about the NCTE       
Afiliates Leadership meeting or to become  
involved with OCTELA, please visit the website 
at http://www.octela.org/executiveboard.html 
and contact any board member.   

2012 Affiliate Leadership Meeting—Michelle Bednarczyk 
bednarczykm@uvjvs.org 
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OCTELA 2013 
Outstanding English Language Arts Educator 

Nomination Form 
  

 All nominees MUST be a member of OCTELA, and all nominators MUST either be     

members of OCTELA or be a     building principal.  Nomination forms MUST be typed or printed 

and submitted to the chair of the Selection Committee by November 1, 2012.   AWARDS GIVEN 

IN MARCH 2013. 

 
Nominee’s Name:___________________________________________________________ 

 

Home Address:_____________________________________________________________ 

 

City, State, Zip:_____________________________________________________________ 

 

Home Phone: __________________________ Work Phone :________________________ 

 

Email Address: _____________________________________________________________ 

 

Current Position:___________________________________________________________ 

 

Please write a brief statement telling why this individual is qualified to receive this award. 

(Statement may be used if nominee is selected.) 

  

 

 

Nominator:____________________________________________Date:_______________ 

 

Home Address:____________________________________________________________ 

 

City, State, Zip:____________________________________________________________ 

 

Home Phone:____________________________Work Phone:______________________ 

 

Name of School or Institution:_______________________________________________ 

 

E-mail nominations:  kcarney716@yahoo.com 

or  

Send nomination via USPS: 

Karen Carney   

6722 Wyndclift Circle, Austintown, OH 44515 

  

Deadline: November 1, 2012 
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In our next issue: 

 
 OCTELA Conference overview 
 
 Trends in English Language Arts 
 
 

 

Ohio Council of Teachers of English Language Arts 

1209 Heather Run 
Wilmington, Ohio 45177 

 
Karla Hieatt Bisig, Editor 

karla.bisig@wilmington.k12.oh.us 

 
 
 
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. 

 

Editorial Advisory Committee: 
Stephenie Eriksson, sm_eriksson@mac.com 
Sarah Ressler Wright, sarahressler@gmail.com 

 
Visit us online: 
www.octela.org 


