
called “girls.”  “Stop talking and listen,” she 
said and then continued reading the informa-
tion to the group.

Granted, my memory may have intensi-
fied the shock and chagrin I felt at that unex-
pected, and totally uncalled for, rebuke. But I 
was soon to learn that her behavior was not 
uncustomary; talking about our practice was 
not common or encouraged a this school. This 
school had offices for teachers to share with 
others; however, we didn’t do any pedagogi-
cal sharing in those offices, and we certainly 
didn’t at department meetings!

I’ll  not bore you with details of the level 
of professional conversation that was encour-
aged at each of the jobs I had, but it seems 
remarkable to  me the variety of behavior I 
experienced at each site. Of the nine schools 
where I’ve taught, only three had what I 
would consider to be open, supportive, ques-
tioning English departments.

So I ask you to consider your work envi-
ronment. Are you a part of a department that 
routinely   and   enthusiastically   engages   in  
“teacher talk”?   Or  do  you  work in a school 

Collegial Conversations, continued on page 2

I launched my year of presidency of 
VATE as Program Chair for the October 
2006 conference.  The theme of that confer-
ence was “Teaching our Students to Question: 
Inspiring a Certain Ragamuffin, Barefoot 
Irreverence.”  There’s quite a bit of value in 
asking questions; my comments for the Presi-
dent’s Corner of The Needle’s Eye  will keep 
that in mind.

  In my nearly two decades in public 
education, I have taught at nine schools in 
seven counties and  three states.  While all 
that movement has wreaked havoc on my 
retirement funds, it has afforded me an un-
usual level of exposure to the many ways a 
school system, a school, and a department 
can work.

At my first school, which I readily admit I 
saw through very young eyes, I experienced 
what I would call an ideal professional set-
ting.  I had a fabulous student-teaching situa-
tion and taught with and learned from other 
English teachers who spent almost all of their 
non-teaching hours at school talking with each 
other about what they were doing in the class-
room.  We discussed lesson plans, novels, 
what was working and what wasn’t, super 

kids, and kids who worried us.  Lunch, plan-
ning periods, before-and-after-school hours 
were packed with pedagogical conversation.  
In my naiveté, I thought this was normal.     

Then I moved and accepted my first 
official teaching job.  You know, the one that 
comes with a paycheck.  I was giddy about 
the idea of a paycheck, but my introduction to 
the English department at that school rather 
dampened my enthusiasm.

It was the first day of pre-planning, and 
my roommate and I were participating in our 
first department meeting of the year.  Twelve 
English teachers sat in the department chair’s 
classroom in student desks lined up in rows.  
The department chair sat on a stool behind 
her lectern at the front of the classroom.  She 
read a series of announcements from the 
administration, including one about a school-
wide goal for incorporating study skills into 
our lessons.  I turned around and whispered to 
my friend, “Oh, I’ve got a great resource for 
teaching study skills.”

“Girls!” the chair snapped.  I whipped 
my head back around, totally surprised, but 
self-consciously aware that we were the only 
two in the room who could reasonably be 

President’s Corner

Supporting Collegial Conversations for ELA Teachers in VA
Carrie Perry, VATE President

Struggling with Writer’s Block 
Chuck Miller, VATE Executive Secretary

Remember the Far Side cartoons? One of my fa-
vorites, that was included in the cartoon collection on my 
classroom door for many years, pictured Edgar Allen 
Poe in a state of quandary. He held an otherwise blank 
manuscript that had several titles which had been 
crossed out: “The Tell-Tale Spleen,” The Tell-Tale Liver,”  
etc. The caption for the cartoon read something like 
“Poe suffers writer’s block.” 

I fear that I am suffering a similar malady as I sit 
at the computer to write my article for the Needle’s Eye.
But, the deadline for this issue is approaching, and I am 
trying to take advantage of a snow day, or rather a 
freezing rain/ sleet day, and knock it out before 
(hopefully) returning to the classroom tomorrow. Now, I 
can empathize with my students when they struggle to 

come up with something to write during journal time. Not 
only am I suffering from a case of writer’s block, but I 
also find myself deep in the heart of winter doldrums.

I just finished shoveling out my driveway for the 
second time in less than a week, and tomorrow I face 
the prospect of yet again, trying to get my students to 
focus after yet another impromptu vacation. I must con-
fess that I too will need some refocusing.

When I return to school, I will not only be returning 
to my students, but I will also be returning to a group of 
women that I have come to respect and admire, my 
fellow seventh grade teachers at J.T.Henley Middle 
School. 

Writer’s Block, continued on page 2
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where teachers go into their own rooms and 
work independently, with little or no interac-
tion with their department peers.

If the latter is the case for you, I want to 
offer a place with wide-open-door policy, a 
place where English teachers gather to share 
ideas and ask questions about what we do. 
That place is the Virginia Association of 
Teachers of English. In particular, there are 
three ways VATE offers this kind of communal 
support for English language arts teachers: 
our annual conference, our affiliate organiza-
tions, and our website.

Ask anyone who has been to the VATE 
annual conference and I’m sure you’ll hear 
comments such as “It’s so much fun to talk to 
other English teachers,”  “That’s where I go to 
get recharged every fall,” “I learn so much,” 
and “It is so rewarding to spend to other Eng-
lish teachers who are as passionate about 
teaching as I am.” The annual conference is 
certainly one place where VATE helps teach-
ers continue to ask questions about their own 
practice. The concurrent sessions, usually led 
by practicing teachers, and the keynote 

speakers provide great inspiration for teach-
ers who want to grow, learn, and become 
better at what they do. If you aren’t getting 
that where you work, I strongly encourage you 
to consider attending the VATE annual confer-
ence. You may find that it’s the highlight of 
your professional year.

Once upon a time, VATE had several 
thriving local affiliates, but times changed and 
teachers changed and many areas that used 
to support an affiliate no longer do so. How-
ever, affiliate organizations are wonderful 
resources for teachers to meet to discuss their 
trade. They allow teachers to meet regularly, 
which is nice for years when you can’t make it 
to the conference, and meetings are often 
idea-shares, social events, or special speakers. 
If your division has an affiliate organization 
and your are not currently a member, do con-
sider joining. Dues are typically very low, but 
the return is extraordinarily high. If there is no 
affiliate in your area, be bold—contemplate 
starting one. It’s not that difficult (we’re doing 
it right now in Loudoun County and would cer-
tainly share our process and experience with 

you), and in the end you’ll have created a 
resource for English teachers who want to talk 
about what they do. 

The VATE website has, over the past few 
years, become one of the most useful websites 
available for teachers of English. Not only 
does it have links to the activities of VATE, but 
it also keeps teachers in touch with the work-
ing of the National Council of Teachers of 
English, VATE’s parent organization. Addition-
ally, we’ve just added a new blog, and we 
hope that over time it will become a very 
active conversation site for teachers who want 
to share ideas and ask questions about what 
we do. If you’ve never been to the website, 
take the time to check it out at. www.vate.org. 
I’m sure you’ll find many items of interest.

And so, whether you get your fill of col-
legial support where you work or have nearly 
none, I invite you to remember how VATE can 
add to that support. In all honestly, that is 
what VATE should be all about, and if we 
don’t take advantage of this forum, then 
we’re not extending the conversation as far 
as we should.

Collegial Conversations, continued

This year promised to be quite an uncer-
tain one, as our school staff, which usually 
changes little from year to year, experienced 
a large amount of turnover. We also gained 
some new staff as our school population 
greatly due to redistricting. My department 
chair, Pat Harder, and I predicted that it 
would be a challenging one, but instead it has 
been very rewarding. We have meshed to-
gether well as a team, and I feel that my 
students and I have benefited greatly.

Of course, we have regularly scheduled 
professional learning conferences, where we 
compare notes and map out the curriculum, 
but it is the informal sharing of ideas and 
lesson plans that have made this year very 
special.  Pat, in addition to being an excellent 
English teacher, is also very much into the use 
of technology, and she keeps me up to date 
on ways to use it in my classroom.

My two new colleagues, Lanell Rakness 
and Lydia Bledsoe, are full of enthusiasm, 
and they are also full of fresh and novel 
ideas, many of which I have already tried out 
in my classroom. I like to think that I have 
contributed to their growth as teachers in 
some small way, but I know that I have 
gained from working with them.

So, why, you might ask, do I choose to 
write about my relationship with these women 
in my Needle’s Eye column? I do so because 
this is what being an educator and a profes-
sional should be about. Teaching can be a 
lonely profession sometimes. Even through we 

4) Of course, one of the best ways to net-
work with hundreds of English and lan-
guage arts teachers is to attend the an-
nual VATE conference, which will be held 
Oct. 19-21 at the Washington Dulles 
Airport Holiday Inn. This year’s theme is 
“Sharing Inspiration in a Time of Stan-
dardization.”

5) In fact, don’t just plan to attend the con-
ference, but take the time to develop a 
session for the program. You may submit 
a proposal online at the VATE website. 
And, presenting a session is also a great 
way to earn recertification point. Also, a 
new addition to this year’s conference will 
be an idea exchange patterned after the 
highly successful idea exchange at NCTE 
conventions. 

Despite my writer’s block, thinking about 
VATE inspires me to write. I have been a 
VATE member for 27 years, and I have found 
my membership to be very worthwhile and an 
important part of my professional growth.

Before closing though, I would be remiss 
if I did not thank Lisa Kenny for the wonderful 
job that she has done as the editor of the 
Needle’s Eye. Sadly, this will be Lisa’s last 
issue as editor, though she promises to help 
our new editor during the transition process. 
She also promises to stay active in VATE. Lisa 
has given our newsletter an attractive new 
look, and I appreciate so much her efforts in 
making it a high quality publication.

Writer’s Block, continued

are in a room full of kids, we can be very 
isolated from each other. We need to work 
together to foster an esprit de corp, if you 
will, a sense of collegiality.

And not so coincidentally, this is what 
being a member of the Virginia Association of 
teachers of English is all about. By being ac-
tively involved in VATE, one can network not 
just with colleagues in the same school build-
ing but with teachers of English and language 
arts throughout the Commonwealth. Following 
is a list of the ways that VATE can help keep 
you connected with others

The VATE website, www.vate.org, is an 
excellent source of information about the 
teaching of English, as well as the latest news 
about the organization itself. 
1) New (as I write this article) to the website 

is the VATE blog where you can communi-
cate with other VATE members in a timely 
fashion.

2) This newsletter, like the website, is an 
excellent source of information about 
teaching and VATE, but why not take the 
next step and become a contributor to the 
Needle’s Eye and not just a reader?

3) Our professional journal, The Virginia 
English Bulletin, is full of scholarly articles 
as well as suggestions for classroom 
teaching. Again, why not is a contributor? 
Writing articles for our publications is not 
only a great way to share your thought 
with others, but it also a great way to 
earn recertification points. 
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VATE 2007 CONFERENCE
REGISTRATION FORM

Sharing Inspiration in a Time of Standardization
Creating a network of the “tried & true” in Virginia’s Language Arts classrooms

October 19-21, 2007
Holiday Inn Washington Dulles Airport
1000 Sully Road (off  of  Route 28)
Dulles, Virginia 20166

Directions:  Complete form.  Make check payable to Sara Symons, VATE Conference Treasurer.  Mail check and com-
pleted registration form to VATE Conference Registration
                c/o Lisa Kenny

150 Clubhouse Drive SW, #102
Leesburg, VA 20175

REGISTRATIONS BY MAIL MUST BE POSTMARKED  NO LATER THAN SEPTEMBER 15, 2007.
An email address is required.  Registration confirmation will be sent via email only.

Please circle one:  Dr.,   Mr.,   Mrs.,   Ms.
             

(Last Name) (First Name) (MI)

(NAME AS IT SHOULD APPEAR ON YOUR NAME TAG)

Institutional/School Affiliation: 

Position and /or Title: 

E-mail Address (required):  

Mailing Address:  
(street) 

(city)                                         (state)                                      (zip)

Phone #s:                   (Home)                 (Work)                                   (Cell) 

Local Affiliate of VATE (if known), School District or County:  

Please check all that apply:
____ VA Assoc. of Teachers of English member ____ VATE board member
____ Author/Speaker ____ VA Assoc. of Diversity Education member ____ VATE affiliate member
____ Conference presenter ____ First-time conference attendee ____ VATE affiliate leader

OPTIONAL: Ethnicity Identification (This information is only used in our paperwork for NCTE.)

___ African American  ___ Asian American ___ Hispanic/Latino ___ Other
___ American Indian ___ Caucasian ___ Pacific Islander  
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     VATE 2007 CONFERENCE REGISTRATION FEE SCHEDULE

* Are you a first year teacher?   ____ Yes   ____ No        If yes, then you may register at the VATE member rate.

MEMBERSHIP STATUS: VATE membership is on an annual rotation from the date of your last membership date.  Check the mailing 
label of the VATE newsletter The Needle’s Eye for your membership status; “2007” indicates that you are a current dues-paying member and 
you may register as a member for the 2007 conference.  (First year teachers may register as members for the 2007 conference.)  If you register 
as a non-member, your registration fees will cover the costs of VATE memberships for the remainder of 2007 and for all of 2008.

REGISTRATION

Membership Status Pay by Mail Pay On-Site Amount Due

VATE Member* $50.00 $60.00

VADE Member $60.00 $70.00

Non-Member $75.00 $85.00

Student $10.00 $15.00

* Meal selections must be ordered and paid for in advance.  On-site meal orders will not be available.

Make check payable to VATE Conference 2007 Registration.  Mail this registration form and your check (payable to Sara Symons, VATE Con-
ference Treasurer) no later than September 15, 2007 to VATE Conference Registration

c/o Lisa Kenny
150 Clubhouse Drive SW, #102
Leesburg, VA 20175

VATE regrets that NO REFUNDS will be given after September 16, 2007.

For Registrar’s use only:  Date Rec’d:  Amt Encl:                  Chk No: 

MEALS/FUNCTIONS

Date Keynote Speaker/Meal Selections Cost*

Fri-Oct 19
OPENING

Ethelbert Miller, poet and literary activist
Attending?  ____ Yes  ____ No

Free ———

Sat-Oct 20 Continental Breakfast with the Publishers/Vendors
Attending?  ____ Yes  ____ No

Free ———

Sat-Oct 20
LUNCHEON

Marina Budhos, novelist and YA author
(select one)
____ Mushroom ravioli in a sundried tomato cream sauce
____ Chicken potpie: chicken & veggies in a puff pastry crust
Meals served w/salad, rolls, lemon cake, coffee, tea, water

$21.00

Sat-Oct 20 Afternoon Snacks with the Publishers/Vendors
Attending?  ____ Yes  ____ No

Free ———

Sat-Oct 20
BANQUET

Kwame Alexander, writer and producer of the annual Capital BookFest
(select one)
____ Grilled chicken in a Dijon cream sauce w/pecan rice
____ Tuscan pasta tossed w/pear tomatoes and mozzarella
Meals served w/salad, rolls, vegetables, chocolate mousse cake

$39.00

Sun-Oct 21
BRUNCH

Carolyn Kreiter-Foronda, VA Poet Laureate
(select one)
____ Scrambled eggs, home-style potatoes, and bacon
____ Pancakes, cinnamon apples, and bacon
Meals served w/Danishes, muffins, croissants

$16.00

REGISTRATION FEE FROM ABOVE

TOTAL COST

Due 
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VATE 2007 CONFERENCE LODGING INFORMATION

PLEASE NOTE:  Participants must reserve their own hotel accommodations. Be certain to make reservations before 
SEPTEMBER 25, 2007, to avoid late fees and to secure a room. There are only a limited number of rooms available at 
the conference rate. Be certain to say you will be attending the VATE Conference.  Conference rates will be unavailable 
after SEPTEMBER 25, but rooms may still be available.

For our bookkeeping purposes, please check all that apply: __Single Room Reserved
(REMINDER: You must make your own reservations.) __Double Room Reserved

__Stay Thursday night
__Stay Friday night
__Stay Saturday night

Contact: Holiday Inn Washington Dulles Airport
1000 Sully Road (off of Route 28)
Dulles, Virginia 20166
703-471-7411

Room Rates: $92.00 per single, double, triple, or quad

Check In: 3:00 p.m.
Check Out: 12:00 p.m.

Facilities Amenities & Services
Chantilly’s Restaurant Free In-room High Speed Internet
O’Malley’s Sports Pub and Grill Desk, Phone w/Data Ports & Voicemail
Jr. Olympic Size Indoor Pool In-room Coffee Maker, Coffee & Tea
   (w/men’s and women’s locker rooms) In-room Hair Dryer, Iron/Ironing Board
Fitness Center Free HBO, ESPN, CNN, and more
Arcade Game Room Restaurant Room Service
Business Center Free USA Today
Convenience Shop Free Airport Shuttle Service 
ATM Free Parking
Coin Operated Laundry Daily Dry Cleaning Service

Nearby Attractions Nearby Dining
Udvar-Hazy Air & Space Museum Macaroni Grill
Dulles Town Center Mall Red Robin
Ashburn Ice House Pizzeria Uno
Dulles Expo Center Pacific
Public Golf Courses Don Pablos
Sully Plantation IceHouse Cafe
Leesburg Premium Outlets Zeffirelli Italian
Morven Park Anita’s Mexican
Oatlands Five Guys
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VATE 2007: Come to Loudoun County!
Loudoun County is located between Washington, DC, and the Shenandoah Valley of Virginia. To the east, Dulles 
International Airport and commerce thrive; while the western section still maintains its small farms, towns, and villages.

Downtown Leesburg

Charming brick sidewalks alongside narrow streets 
and beautiful, historic architecture can be found in the 
Downtown Leesburg Historic District, also home to 
many one-of-a-kind shops and restaurants. From old 
to new and everything in between, there is something 
for everyone. A charming, intimate atmosphere, the 
Historic Downtown is host to numerous specialty 
shops with an eclectic mix of home furnishings, 
artwork, stylish jewelry, gifts, cafés, spas, traditional 
antiques and more.  World class shopping 
opportunities are found throughout the town and at the 
Leesburg Corner Premium Outlets, an upscale outlet 
village that is home to over 110 stores.  

Wineries

With 336 acres, Loudoun County ranks second in 
Virginia in wine grape acreage planted. Soil 
conditions, temperate climate, and skilled winemakers 
all contribute to Loudoun's growing reputation as wine 
country. Loudoun County's wine country is now home 
to twelve wineries, featuring rolling hillsides dotted with 
vines and unique tasting rooms located in historic barns, Mediterranean-like villas, and caves. 

The Town of Middleburg, located just an hour's drive west from the nation's capital, is best known as the capital of 
Virginia's famous Hunt Country. The town was so named because it was midway on the Winchester-to-Alexandria 
trading route known as the Ashby Gap Road, now Route 50. A host community for more than 250 years, Middleburg has 
developed a high concentration of fine inns, shops, and restaurants.

Other Attractions

Other attractions include Oatlands Plantation, a stately mansion, beautiful rolling farmland, exquisite gardens, and 
repository of more than 200 years of American history and culture near Leesburg, Virginia.  You can also visit the 
Smithsonian Naturalist Center, a public, “hands-on” study center that offers more than 30,000 natural history and 
anthropological specimens, as well as books, microscopes, measuring tools, and other equipment for study, free, and 
open to visitors 10 years of age and older.  And don’t miss the Udvar-Hazy Center (National Air & Space Museum), 
where you can see thousands of aviation and space artifacts that cannot be exhibited on the National Mall.  We’re 
also a short drive away from Harper’s Ferry, Tyson’s Corner, and Washington, DC.

Attend the VATE Conference 10/19-21/07.  

While you’re in Loudoun County,                            
enjoy all the area has to offer!
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VATE Announces Start 
of a Brand New Forum:             
The VATE Blog

As part of VATE’s continuing efforts to 
foster communication among the English 
language arts teachers of Virginia, VATE 
webmaster Linda MacCleave has opened  
the VATE Blog.

Weblogs, or "blogs" for short, refer to 
webpages that are frequently updated in 
the form of a series of posts archived in 
reverse chronological order. Most posts are 
primarily textual and may contain hyperlinks 
to other websites and may also have pic-
tures, photos, or even videos. 

Many blogs have the option for users to 
post their comments on a particular entry. In 
essence, what distinguishes a blog from 
other types of websites is the notion of fre-
quently dated posts on webpages that be-
long to an individual or a very small group 
of people for the purposes of conveying 
information.

The current authors represented on the 
VATE blog are Carrie Perry (president), 
Chris Woods (president-elect), Chuck Miller 
(executive secretary), Jan Suppa-Friedman 
(NCTE liason), and Linda MacCleave 
(webmaster).  Any VATE member who would 
like to blog may contact Linda MacCleave.

A number of posts have already been 
made, but board officers know that it will 
take some time before actual conversations 
begin via this forum.

Visit the blog often to read and com-
ment on what these VATE board officers are 
saying. If you would like to be a blog au-
thor ,  con tac t  L inda MacC leave 
(webmaster@vate.org). 

The VATE Blog can be found at http://
www.vate.org/blog.

2007 VATE Conference Planning Progress... 
Is It That Time Again, Already?
By Chris Woods, President-Elect

Attention Advisers of High School and Middle School Literary Magazines
NCTE’s Program to Recognize Excellence in Student Literary Magazines (PRESLM) is under way this year.  If you would like your maga-

zine to be considered and evaluated for literary quality, design, and graphics, you can send queries to PRESLM, NCTE, 1111 W. Kenyon 
Road, Urbana, IL 61801-1096 for entry forms and guidelines.  Or you can go to NCTE’s website:  www.ncte.org/about/awards/student/
preslm and click on student awards and look for PRESLM 2007 guidelines.  To be considered, your magazine must be published between 
September 2006 and July 2007.  Deadline for entries is July 1, 2007.  Please do not send entries to NCTE.  After you have received guide-
lines and entry forms from NCTE, send three copies of your magazine to the VATE coordinator: Theresa Street, Norview High School, 6501 
Chesapeake Blvd., Norfolk, VA 23513.

It is May, and already our fall conference planning is well underway! By January, I re-
ceived the first proposal from a potential presenter, and we’ve already lined up our four 
keynote speakers. I have enjoyed working as the Exhibit Chair for the last two years and 
meeting all the vendors, but I am even more excited about this new conference planning role 
– selecting and contacting fabulous writers to present for us.

Our conference will open Friday night, October 19, with E. Ethelbert Miller, whose work I 
have loved since my time in Fairfax county with ETA-NV days. Aside from being a dynamic 
speaker and poet, he is a literary activist, the director of the African American Resource Cen-
ter at Howard University, and an often featured writer on National Public Radio. To learn 
more about this talented man, you may visit his web site: www.eethebertmiller.com. 

Novelist Marina Budhos is author of Ask Me No Questions, a young adult novel about the 
lives of two daughters and their parents of Middle Eastern descent in post 9/11 America. It is 
an eye-opening novel which allowed me to understand and empathize with the situation of 
immigrants in America. At our Saturday luncheon, Budhos will touch on her international writ-
ings based on her observations as an Indo-Guyanese woman, world traveler, and on her 
experiences producing this ALA Best Book for Young Adults/Notable Book. More information 
may be found on her website: www.marinabudlos.com.

On Saturday evening, October 20, our dynamic banquet keynote speaker is the poet, 
playwright, and producer of the Capital BookFest, Kwame Alexander. He will present for us 
a mosaic of his works as producer and poet, as well as his Book-A-Day concept, where he 
outlines the details for turning your students’ writings into a publishable novel. Nikki Giovanni 
says of Alexander, “He’s truly a Renaissance man.” More information regarding Alexander 
may be located at www.kwamealexander.com.

Virginia Poet Laureate Carolyn Kreiter-Foronda will speak at the Sunday brunch, shar-
ingher visions for poetry in the Virginia classroom and offering resources with which to foster 
student interest in and love of poetry. Described as poet, educator, artist, Foronda is a living 
encyclopedia of Virginia poets, poetry, and resources. Learn more about Foronda at her 
website, www.carolynforonda.com. 

One new aspect of this conference will be our provision of names of some Virginia poets 
who are willing to donate their time to present in your classrooms. We will have drawings by 
region at the conference for the opportunity to schedule a donated poetry presentation of-
fered by these poets. 

As expected, there will be concurrent presentations scheduled for all day on Friday and 
Saturday. The Lesson Swap will arm us all with many ideas to implement in our classrooms. I 
am pleased to have volunteers already lined up to help with the swap, but I will soon be 
soliciting help for other areas of conference planning, if anyone is interested (nudge, nudge, 
wink, wink).

VATE’s  past-president, Hood Frazier, is working closely with newly renamed VADE 
(previously VC- NAME) again this year.  This year, VADE’s presence will be in the form of a 
strand of sessions focused on multi-cultural themes available to all conference attendees, 
rather than a single full-day workshop on Friday.  

Proposals to present a session at the conference will be accepted until July 16, but it is 
never too soon to start working on yours. Thank you in advance for your proposals, and I will 
keep you posted on the conference planning details as I know more. If you have any ques-
tions for me, or if you wish to volunteer your services, please send a note to 
cwoods@rcps.info or call (540) 915-0085.

Lastly, I would like to wish Lisa Kenny the best of luck on her endeavors. Lisa, you will be 
sorely missed at our meetings.   

While you’re in Loudoun County,                            
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What Does Threading the Needle 
Really Mean for Educators?

As educators try to “thread the needle,” 
the “thread,” an ever-changing, ever-
expanding and demanding curriculum to meet 
state and federal mandates, and the 
“needle,” the standards, accountability, etc., 
are lengthening while the “eye,” time, be-
comes smaller and smaller. Certainly I fret 
and fume as others probably do, but some-
how we rise to the increasing demands of our 
time and energy.

Each year, I endeavor to change, add 
something new and drop “what didn’t work” 
from my lesson plans. I return each year to 
find a myriad of changes made by all levels 
in the chain of command. These changes and 
others throughout the school year (case in 
point – my school has finally, I think, settled on 
a bell schedule after three tries during the 
first semester alone) can be extremely frus-
trating to students and the classroom teacher. 
Fortunately, at my school our faculty is resil-
ient.

Some change keeps me creative and 
dynamic. The increasing barrage by local, 
state, and federal requirements, endless pa-
perwork, meetings, email which must be an-
swered, etc. forces me to be more creative, 
self-motivated and utilize my time efficiently 
and effectively when planning my profes-
sional and personal life.

Although I am not a proponent of block 
scheduling at the middle school level, team 
formation has made cross-curriculum planning 
of student educational opportunities more 
creative and enables the team teachers’ time 
in the classroom to be more effective while 
fulfilling our curriculum requirements. For ex-
ample, our team’s science teacher assigned a 
research paper to her students and asked my 
English teammate and me to collaborate on 
the assignment – we taught formulating a 
thesis statement, a claw, note-taking strate-
gies, citing quotes, the outline, the works cited 
page, and the title page. I graded each step 
of the research paper and the final paper as 
an English teacher (organization, mechanics, 
grammar, and punctuation). The science 
teacher graded for content -- certainly not a 
new concept, but one which is more feasible in 
a “team” environment and fulfills an English 
7th grade curriculum requirement. The three of 
us learned how to make the process work 
more smoothly for next year.

Sharing ideas, working together within 
our own school and across the county, and 
utilizing relevant Internet sites for ideas can 

only improve and help ease the stress of “time 
constraints” allowing creativity to flow.

Yes, time constraints can affect or limit my 
creativity in the classroom, but only if I allow it. 
I’m still working on that  . . . check back later!

Sara Symons
Blue Ridge Middle School
Loudoun County

“Things That Annoy Me”: My      
Reflections on Kelly Gallagher’s 
Presentation during Loudoun County 
Professional Development Days

Impenetrable CD packaging, MTV’s Sweet 
Sixteen, loud cell phone discussions: these are 
things that annoy Kelly Gallagher.

Kelly Gallagher, author of Deeper Read-
ing: Comprehending Challenging Texts, 4–12,
met with Loudoun County educators in the fall 
of 2006 during our county wide professional 
development days. He was the key speaker 
during one of the professional development 
days, and the next day held a smaller work-
shop session.  Both sessions were entertaining 
and enlightening, and left teachers with a 
sense of “I can help my students become better 
readers!”

Gallagher taught English for fifteen years 
in a multicultural area of Southern California 
and is involved with the California Reading 
and Literature Project and other programs, as 
well as teaching at the university level. He 
stresses strategies that are practical and that 
enable the reader to take the ideas and con-
vert them to his or her needs. 

At his fall presentation, Gallagher dis-
cussed collaboration using metaphorical re-
sponse and reflective response to establish a 

deeper understanding of a difficult text.
Reading is an endangered species; vo-

cabulary is shrinking; and weakened sentence 
structure is rampant in books and media. 
Gallagher asks four key questions used to 
plan an effective reading lesson:
1. With the teacher’s assistance, what do I 

want my students to take from this read-
ing?

2. Without any teacher assistance, what will 
my students take from this reading?

3. What can I do to bridge this gap be-
tween what they would learn on their own 
and what I want them to learn? What 
support should I offer in the following 
stages?

4. How will I know if my students “got it”?
Students, Gallagher implies, will not be 

actively engaged in the world around them if 
they are not readers. To combat weak read-
ing skills, we, as teachers, model reading by 
having reading initiatives such as competi-
tions. Also, we foster the love of reading by 
modeling good reading strategies, such as 
reading while the students read. Personally, I 
use sustained silent reading 90% of the time 
at the start of the class. Yes, we can chart 
reading though book responses, literature 
circles, and informal assessment. 

At the smaller workshop session, Galla-
gher presented on the topic “The Importance 
of Audience and Purpose,” and began the 
session with the question of “Why do Writers 
Write?” He showed us how to apply tone and 
mood to non-fiction text by providing exam-
ples of newspaper text and then offering 
revisions through persuasive, descriptive, and 
humorous tones. 

Recently, Gallagher also attended the 
Northern Virginia Writing Project Bernadette 
Mulholland Glaze Language and Learning 
conference. This conference, held at the Fair-
fax campus of George Mason University, 
included representatives of various school 
districts across the state. At this conference, 
Gallagher focused on “The Importance Of 
Modeling.” He offered the STAR technique 
for helping students revise their writing –
Substitute, Take stuff out, Add stuff, and Re-
arrange.

What annoys me most about Kelly Gal-
lagher?  His presentation’s ending. Granted I 
am left with incredible handouts and my own 
notes and reflections, but it’s his humorous 
tone that most resonates as he passionately 
discusses how to inspire our nation’s readers.

Yvonne Maisel
Eagle Ridge Middle School
Loudoun County

Threading the Needle
Dear Readers:  It is with some sadness that I announce this is my final issue as editor of The Needle’s Eye. It has been my pleasure to bring 
you the happenings of VATE, and I expect that the VATE member who takes this post will do a wonderful job.  I am not deserting VATE.  I 
am serving as registration chair for the annual conference in October and encourage you all to get involved.  I hope to see you all at the 
conference in the fall!  Until then...thank you for reading.  Lisa Kenny
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Virginia Association of Teachers of English

Application for Membership
Print, complete, and mail the form with your $25.00 or $10.00 (student membership) annual dues to 
our Executive Secretary, Chuck Miller. You can also join through your local affiliate.

Date                New member              Renewal

Name 

(Circle one)

K-12 English Teacher, Grade _____     K-12 ____________Teacher, Grade_____

College English Teacher K-12 Administrator

College Administrator VDOE Employee

Student   Retired Teacher

Parent   Citizen Other 

Address 

Phone Number   E-mail 

School 

Address 

Phone Number   E-mail 

Mail the above with a check to VATE for $25.00 or $10.00 for a student membership to

Chuck Miller

Executive Secretary—VATE

1417 Birchwood Drive

Crozet, VA 22932

(434) 823-1483

CMillerCrz@adelphia.net

J.T. Henley Middle School

(434) 823-4393

(434) 823-2711 fax
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VATE Talent File
Can you help VATE? If you are willing to help with any VATE activity, we ask you to print and mail the follow-
ing form with your membership form.

Name and Title 

Name of Institution 

Mailing Address 

Phone  FAX  E-mail

Highest Degree Held__________Total years in work associated with English teaching 

Are you a current member of NCTE? Yes No

Are you a current member of VATE? Yes No          If so, which affiliate? 

If you are a teacher, full or part time, what is your current teaching level? 

Your Classification
_____American Indian _____Asian/ Pacific Islander
_____Black/African American _____Latino
_____White/Caucasian _____Other

Type of service you would prefer providing VATE or its affiliates
______Executive Board Officer
______Conference Session speaker
______Conference Chair / Recorder
______Conference Registration Desk
______Conference Local Arrangements Committee Member
______Any kind of Service

Competencies and Interests

List three or four areas of strength that you are willing to share with VATE.  Some examples of categories in-
clude 

Conference and Affiliate programming, Publicity, Techniques with Special Groups, Reading, Writing, Book 
talks, Literature, Language, Mass Media, Speech, Dramatics, Linguistics, Research and Scholarship, Instruc-
tion and Supervision Mentoring, Testing,, SOL Preparation, Affiliate Leadership, Reading Promotion, CRISS

Please feel free to add any other categories!

I can offer these skills to VATE:

1.

2.

3.
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Corporate Sponsor

Applied Practice, Ltd.
3519 Cedar Springs Road, 
Suite A
Dallas, TX 75219 

Corporate Members 

EMC/Paradigm Publishing
875 Montreal Way
St. Paul, MN 
55102 

Pearson Prentice-Hall
One Lake Street
Upper Saddle River, NJ 
07458

APPLIED PRACTICE AD
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“The Needle’s Eye doth supply the thread that runs so true.”
Call for News Items!

If you have any news items that you would like to share with fellow
English/language arts teachers, please send them to

Lisa.Kenny@loudoun.k12.va.us

WE’RE ON THE WEB!
WWW.VATE.ORG

The Needle’s Eye
Lisa Kenny, Editor
150 Clubhouse Dr  SW
Leesburg, Virginia 20175


