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Virginia Association of Teachers of English

A Conference to Remember
By Adria F. Merritt, President-elect

The end of August has arrived and ushered in all things… school. Schedules, 
class rosters, classroom resources, bulletin board displays, seating 
arrangements, professional development, and building initiatives all proclaim 
that it is the start of another school year. And if my mind (and body) had any 
doubts, the alarm clock blaring at 6:00 am solidifies the deal; summer vacation 
is over and it’s time to get back to the business of learning and teaching.

As I consider my roster of 78 students, I acknowledge the awesome 
responsibility that I have assumed as their classroom teacher. Cathy Toll’s 
question from The Literacy Coach’s Survival Guide creeps into my mind as I 
envision my role and establish my expectations: “When you think of the kind of 
readers and writers you want your students to be and when you think about the 
kinds of teaching you want to do, and when you think of the kind of classroom 
you want to have, what gets in the way?” At some point in our careers, all 
teachers ponder the issues that pervade this question.

VATE’s 2009 fall conference “The Stories of Our Lives: Weaving a Multimodal 
Tapestry” was designed with this question in mind. That question, along with 
Richard Allington’s assertion in What Really Matters for Struggling Readers 
that “the most powerful feature of schools, in terms of developing children as 
readers and writers, is the quality of classroom instruction. Effective schools 
are simply schools where there are more classrooms where high-quality 
reading and writing instruction is regularly available,” is at the core of our 
conference theme. As I review, revise, and revamp the conference schedule, I 
revisit Cathy Toll’s question and Richard Allington’s declaration and smile. I am 
pleased that our conference is designed to help Virginia’s educators walk away 
refreshed, rejuvenated, and revved up with new ideas and new relationships 
that will help us create the classroom we want to have, where high quality 
reading and writing are available─ daily.

Our 2009 conference boasts a cadre of classroom teachers, administrators, 
college professors, museum historians, pre-service teachers, and authors who 
have designed a plethora of workshops to help Virginia’s English/Language 
Arts educators implement high quality reading and writing instruction—daily.
This conference will equip educators with more tools, purposeful strategies, 
and helpful resources that will engage a variety of learners and honor the 
stories inherent to their individuality.
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How will the story of your school year unfold? What details will your narrative include? What role will 
the VATE 2009 conference play in shaping your daily reading and writing instruction? Travel to 
Williamsburg from October 30-November 1 as we weave innovative ideas and empowering 
relationships with colleagues into the tapestry of our year. Yes, all things school are here; as you 
make your plans for a successful one, join VATE in Williamsburg at the Woodlands Hotel as we craft 
a conference to remember that helps us create a school year to never forget!

To view the 2009 Conference Schedule at Glance and find out more about featured speakers,                                    
go to www.vate.org.

VATE 2009 - Participation in Literacy 
by Chris Woods, VATE President

National Gallery of Writing
I am pleased to announce that VATE now has a gallery set up on the 
National Gallery of Writing web page. To submit under the VATE Gallery, 
visit the National Gallery web site at www.galleryofwriting.org and then 
“Browse Galleries” to locate the “VATE – Virginia Association of Teachers 
of English” gallery through the card catalogue. Once there, you will find a 
page that will give you all the details and guidelines you need to submit 
your work. 

The galleries will be open for viewing after October 20, 2009, but I suggest you submit your writing as 
soon as you can to ensure your work being posted by the opening date, as it will take some time to 
review the submissions prior to posting. I am excited to assist in VATE’s participation with this piece 
of history and look forward to reading your submissions! What will you submit? Poetry, a short story, 
a memoire, a lesson plan? Please send me an email at cwoods@rcps.info with any questions.

The Big Read 
VATE is participating as a partner with The Big Read this year. As a Big Read partner, we have 
agreed to help advertise and promote The Big Read as well as allow them to use our name as a 
supporter of the initiative. Other Big Read partners include Barnes and Noble, the Jefferson Center, 
the Taubman Museum of Art, Virginia Foundation for the Humanities - Center for the Book, Virginia 
State Reading Association, and WVTF Public Radio. I will be attending a meeting 
here in Roanoke on September 24th to participate in their first advertising planning 
session. 

The title for this year’s Big Read is A Lesson Before Dying by Ernest J. Gaines. 
This is an interesting time in history to revisit this story of racism and injustice in 
America and contrast it with the 1940’s about which Gaines wrote the novel, the 
time in the 1990’s in which he wrote the novel, and the times we are living in now. I 
had the privilege of hearing Gaines speak at the Smithsonian and found his 
humble spirit to speak directly to the nature of the main character Jefferson, who 
learns a valuable lesson on humanity and dignity before dying. 

http://www.vate.org/
http://www.galleryofwriting.org/
mailto:cwoods@rcps.info
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Agecroft Hall, Richmond, Va.
(Photo from www.agecrofthall.com)

“To be or not to be…” Students Investigate the Bard’s Life
By Carrie Starr, Moody Middle School

Sixth grade… anyone who has lived through and aligned curriculum with this age group knows that it 
is challenging. When our seventh grade International Baccalaureate English teachers at Moody 
Middle School in Henrico, Virginia, discussed through vertical planning the need for “background on 
Shakespeare,” we sixth grade teachers were intrigued, so we worked together to design a unit to 
make Shakespeare meaningful to our students.

The objectives of our unit are to have students learn about William 
Shakespeare─ the language and time period, but not read any of his plays.
We also feel it is imperative to align lessons with a diverse pedagogy of 
standards, to develop interdisciplinary adaptation, and to incorporate 21st

century skills. In essence, we are to engage our students in discovering 
background knowledge of the era and man to “set the stage” for the 
reading of his plays in seventh grade.

One of our summer reading selections was Shakespeare’s Secret─ chosen 
to spark a myriad of questions surrounding the legitimacy of the supposed 
poet and playwright. Beginning the year with etymology and derivations will 
help pave the way for discussion of Elizabethan language and the study of

basic wording and structures. This will lead to the creation of Elizabethan Comic Life strips, 
differentiated with support of our Gifted program by prior knowledge, interest, and computer skills.

Agecroft Hall, a manor house built in Lancashire, England, in the late 15th century, was disassembled 
and brought to America in 1925. A field trip to this manor home now 
located in Richmond, Virginia, will allow students to “walk into the 
lives of the landed gentry in England’s Tudor and early Stuart 
periods.” Students will learn everything from the armor used in battle 
to the expressions derived from foreign language during the 
Shakespearean era. After working with the process and types of 
writing for several months, students will utilize their newly acquired 
information along with their online and library research skills to draft 
an informational piece on three self-selected aspects of the 
Elizabethan period.                                           

Revisiting language with more insight and knowledge, students will 
begin to cooperatively read some of Shakespeare’s sonnets. Each 
group will select a sonnet and revise the writing to reflect 
contemporary wording. A conclusion paragraph of explanation is incorporated into a final draft that is 
composed with writing style and appearance indicative of the time period.

Finally, through research, students will select a quote that inspires or intrigues them. They write an 
explanation of the quote after identifying the source. A modern picture is selected or created that the 
student feels is representative of the quote, giving it a classical feel and encompassing the idea that 
the written phrase can reflect many time periods.

At the end of the year, students will be knowledgeable about the Elizabethan era and language, as 
well as the famous playwright, William Shakespeare. They will be ready to delve into the writings and 
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study the Globe Theatre, for the “stage has been set!” for their study of Shakespeare’s works in the 
seventh grade. 

My Class Cares Releases New Publication for Teachers
By Ben Schumaker, Memory Project Director and Hopeful Voices Director

The nonprofit organization My Class Cares has just released a brand new (and free) publication for 
educators. This publication, named Hopeful Voices, is a collection of ten essays from youth around 
the world whose incredible challenges have given them much to share about life and hope. Each 
essay concludes with prompts for student writing and research assignments, making Hopeful Voices
a unique and powerful curriculum supplement for social studies and language arts classes. Hopeful 
Voices is 25 pages in length and is available for free as a PDF document. To download or print a 
copy right now, visit www.hopefulvoices.org.

The ten featured essays come from countries as diverse as North Korea, Uganda, and Afghanistan.
All of the youth involved have faced significant challenges, such as child labor, violence, 
homelessness, and abandonment. While these may sound like sad stories, they are actually life 
teachings, gifts of inspiration, and hints of the authors’ futures. The kids share their dreams and 
thoughts about life, as Morakort from Cambodia does in her essay reprinted here. Morakort has 
already faced harsher challenges than most people will see in a lifetime. She has truly worked hard to 
rise to her current standing and is now attending one of Cambodia’s most prestigious high schools. If 
you are inspired by her story, you won’t be alone.

Morakort’s Story
I am a friendly person who likes to talk a lot. I like to smile because smiling makes you feel happy with 
everything around you. Smiling is the most important thing for me. I like to be kind to others, take care 
of others, make friends from all over the world, and share good ideas and experiences. I never give 
up on the things that I do.

My favorite memories are when I was with my parents. They were such good parents. They never hit 
me or my siblings and never fought. I like to plant vegetables, and every day when I came back from 
school I always helped my parents to plant because sometimes when we didn’t have any money to 
buy food we had those vegetables to cook. In front of my house there was also a small lake which 
was full of fish. My siblings, my dad, and I liked to go fishing every Saturday and it was really fun. 

I was born in a very poor family with five siblings, and I am number three. My parents were an 
uneducated people, and therefore my dad worked as a security guide at the airport and my mum just 
stayed at home taking care of her children. Even though my family was poor, we still had happiness 
with the sound of laughter all the time. We have been through happiness and sadness together. My 
parents tried their best to find money to feed me no matter how hard it was.

However, when I was around nine years old my dad was killed by HIV, so my mum had to look after 
us. It was a difficult situation because she didn’t have an education to help find a job. She started 
selling fruit.  My mum died one year after my dad with the same sickness. 

My old grandmother took me and my siblings to live with her. We started to work at the garbage dump 
called “Smoky Mountain” to earn money to support ourselves because my grandmother could not 
feed us. We needed a lot of stuff, such as school uniforms, clothes and food.

http://www.hopefulvoices.org/
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Working at Smoky Mountain is really a hard life. It is a huge place which is full of garbage. Smoke 
comes out of the ground because it is burning inside. There are a lot of trucks that come and drop the 
garbage and go and come back again. There are a lot of people recycling materials who look eager to 
pick up the garbage from the trucks. They climb on the trucks, and when they do that they are in 
danger of falling off and being crushed by the truck.

I would get up at 5:00 am to clean our house and then go to work. I worked from 5:30 am to 6:00 pm 
picking up stuff that can be recycled, such as plastic bags, aluminum, paper, and iron. I earned $1.50 
or sometimes $2 only. I sometimes got cut by glass or zinc and didn’t have any medicine to treat it. I 
was so busy working at the dump that I went to school only two or three days a week and didn’t have 
time to study at home. I sometimes got forced by my uncle to bag money for him because he is using 
drugs.

The best day of my life was the 25th of May, 2003. That was the day when I left the dull place where I 
lived and didn’t have enough food to eat or time for school. I came to 
live in an educational and peaceful place - the Center for Children's 
Happiness.

Now I don’t pick any garbage. I learn how to take care of young kids, 
how to live with other people like a family, and how to make for 
myself a prosperous future. The director, staff, and children at the 
home are like my second family. I have a new peace because of 
them. What makes me happy is that I can go to school.

When I first arrived at the home I didn’t know how to speak, write, or 
read English. However, I tried my best to learn from others and to teach 
myself, and I succeeded. I am even studying at the international school with other people from 
different countries, which I always dreamed about.

Now I have a dream that I will become a surgeon because my parents died from HIV with no 
medicine. Being a surgeon you get paid a lot of money; therefore I can use that money to help myself, 
my family, my society, my country, and my world. I can be like my sponsors who are paying for me to 
study and have an international education. They give me the things that I never ever had before.
They are such good people. I never had a birthday party before, but when I turned 16 years old I got 
my first birthday party because my sponsor celebrated for me.

When I was working at the dump it was a hard life for me and others. It is also a memory that I never 
forget even though it is a sad memory. But it will keep reminding me to think of who I am and where I 
am from, and to try hard to change my life from a garbage picker to a better person who can help 
myself, my family, my society, my country, and my world.

To make the world a better place we all should be friends and help each other, no matter if we have 
different nationalities, cultures, and religions. The most important thing is that we cooperate and 
understand each others’ feelings without fighting. I think all we need is unity. The special dream that I 
have is that all children can go to school and live in a happy family, and that none will have to be 
garbage pickers.

Center for Children’s Happiness
(Photo from www..cchcambodia.org)
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“How I Spent My Summer Vacation”
Responses to the English teacher’s favorite Fall writing prompt

Ahh, September. I float into my newly painted and clean classroom, ready to lead my students to new 
levels of knowledge, broaden their horizons, and shape them into writers and readers. I have been to 
the writing project, and I am armed with new techniques that will revolutionize my teaching. I breathe 
in the smells of fresh floor wax and Sharpie markers. The tardy bell rings, and I face a classroom of 
students with freshly scrubbed faces who are eager to pick up their pens and respond to the time-
honored writing prompt I have neatly printed on the board: “How did you spend your summer 
vacation?”

Ok, well maybe not every face is freshly scrubbed… and what about that spider that is now preserved 
in wax on the floor by your desk… ok, ok, not everyone’s classroom has a newly painted, spiffy red 
stripe like mine, and well, only an English teacher could see the irony of finding a family of mice living 
in a box that contains a class set of Animal Farm… and OK! I know, not all students are ready to 
respond to a writing prompt, especially this writing prompt, on the first day, but I can dream, can’t I?

This summer I asked for submissions to find out how you, the members, spent your summer vacation. 
Three brave souls submitted their work, and two visited Rome. I hope you enjoy their responses as 
much as I have.

Sara Zeek, Editor

Summer Vacation: Professor Style
Deborah Carrington and Chapman Hood Frazier

“What vacation?” we asked, when presented with this opportunity to share what we did over the 
summer. But that’s just it, we think of lounging on the beach, swimming in the surf, and listening to 
the waves roll in or sipping wine on the porch of our trailer in the mountains of West Virginia watching 
wild turkey tiptoe across the stream below. Sure, we did those but we did other things, as well. 

This spring we supervised a 4-week James Madison University practicum for education students in 
Rome, Italy. Deborah Carrington and I took sixteen seniors and graduate students to Rome to 
complete a practicum at the exclusive, English-speaking Marymount International School, where they 
had the opportunity to work in Pre-School through Secondary programs on a daily basis. Each day, 
they would take the bus from where we lived near the Vatican to north Rome and walk to the school. 
There, they went to their respective classrooms, collaborated with teachers, and taught lessons. We 
went regularly to observe, provide feedback on their lessons, and do a couple workshops ourselves 
on Poetry Writing and on James Madison University. On the weekends, we organized trips to 
Florence, Cinque Terra, Pompeii, and Vesuvius. When our students left at the end of the fourth week 
to return home, we stayed and traveled to Capri with our daughter Caitlin and her boyfriend. There we 
swam through the Blue Grotto, shopped in the local stores, ate exquisite food, and took a boat tour of 
the island.

Upon returning home, we immediately began our tenure at the Content Teaching Academy, an 
annual weeklong series of workshops for teachers on discovering innovative methods of working with 
the SOLs. Deborah organized the largest academy at James Madison University, the K-5 Core for 
elementary teachers. Its focus was on language arts and social studies, and she organized the 
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presenters and coordinated sessions. Hood supervised the 6-12 Secondary English Academy and 
presented several workshops on innovative methods of using poetry in the classroom. After the week 
was complete, we still had to grade online lesson plans and responses posted by out respective 
participants. 

The rest of the summer? Family, writing, and getting ready for the fall. Though my garden grew a 
wonderful summer squash vine, it yielded no fruit; Deborah, however, planted sunflowers that yielded 
not only eight to ten foot blooms, but goldfinches as well. We watched them from the window of our 
kitchen over morning coffee as we counted down the final days of summer.

Rome is Where the Heart Is
By Chuck Miller, J.T. Henley Middle School

“Only it seems to me that once in your life before you die, you ought to see a country where they don’t 
talk in English and don’t even want to.” Thus confides Julia Gibbs to her neighbor, Myrtle Webb, in 
Thornton Wilder’s classic play, Our Town. So when my daughter had the opportunity to study in 
Rome for a month, I encouraged her to take advantage of it, even though she would be incurring 
more student loans. Then as I watched the economy tumble, I threw financial caution to the wind and 
decided that I really needed to visit her while she was there. My wife, my son, and his girlfriend joined 
me on what was surely one of the most memorable weeks of my life.

Those who travel abroad frequently may snicker, but I found myself 
agreeing wholeheartedly with Mrs. Gibbs’s sentiment. Since we did 
visit all the major tourist locations, there were plenty of people in 
those places who spoke English. But in the neighborhood where my 
hotel was located, there were few English speakers except for the 
front desk staff. With a few phrases from an Italian CD I listened to 
on the plane, my knowledge of the Latin ablative case, and broad 
gestures, I blundered my way through giving directions to taxi 
drivers, ordering meals at trattorias, and shopping at the little market 
down the street from my hotel. And I had a blast while doing so. I 
also enjoyed a week without cell phones or internet service. Though I 
must confess that I missed the cell phone a bit on the occasions 
when we went our separate ways shopping or sightseeing and we 
needed to coordinate plans for dinner.

In one of her early emails to us, my daughter, who was studying Vatican Law, reported that running in 
Rome was like running through the Canterbury Tales. When I joined her on an early morning jog from 
St. Peter’s Square, the only people astir were nuns, priests, monks, and friars. We added a couple of 
“millers” to the collection. My runs along the Tiber River were like a fantasy fulfilled for a closet 
classicist, who is endorsed to teach Latin. Equally enjoyable was the nightlife in Piazza Navona. The 
whole time that I was in Rome, I did not find a bad bottle of wine, but I did find a bar that sported a 
UVA pennant, “Go Hoos!”

The best times during the week, however, were those that called for quiet reflection. I marveled at the 
sight of the Colosseum; its size and majesty cannot be justly portrayed in a photograph. I 
contemplated how it was built without modern technology and yet has survived through the ages, 
while the new wing in my school building is showing signs of deterioration after just four years. But in 
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counterpoint to the Colosseum was a pile of rubble, all that 
remained of a temple, in the foreground of a photograph I took of 
the arch of Septimius Severus in the Forum. 

The truly best times were the two evenings my family spent sharing 
pizza, wine, and laughter on the rooftop patio of our hotel. We 
watched as dusk stole upon the city. The mountains in the distance 
gradually disappeared, and the lights of the dome of St. Peter’s 
Basilica illuminated the night sky. Rome, “the Eternal City,” evokes

images and moments in time I will cherish forever.

Blue Ridge Writing Project: We Got Naked!
By Jackie Oster, West Salem Elementary 

I received a flyer in my school mailbox. “The Southwest Virginia Writing Project: 2009 Summer 
Institute June 22 –July 17.” I skimmed the information sheet, saw that it was a month long and six 
graduate hours, and then put it aside. I did not pick it up again until after one faculty meeting when 
the principal explained that Mrs. Atkins, a fourth grade teacher, had participated in the writing project 
years ago and found the experience very valuable. I was curious but hesitant. It would satisfy the rest 
of my recertification points. It would look good on a resume. But a month long? How much work 
would this be?

I decided to check into this further. I interrogated Mrs. Atkins--How much work is this, really? Is there 
a stipend? Do you know when summer school is? I wonder if the dates conflict. Mrs. Atkins said it 
was a wonderful experience and that she still keeps in touch with some people that she met that 
summer. After finding out that the dates for summer school did not conflict, I decided to go forward 
with registering. I emailed aileen@vt.edu. It would be fun to be back on Virginia Tech campus again, 
and I remembered that once upon a time I used to write.

Aileen Murphy and Nyanne Hicks met me at the school where I teach during my planning time and 
asked me a few questions in order to get to know me. They were curious about how I used writing in 
the classroom and what type of personal writing I enjoyed doing. I did not figure out the answer to the 
latter questions until the summer’s project was well underway─ nonfiction. I asked them about some 
of the logistics of the project, and then they left. A couple of weeks later I heard that I was indeed a 
member of this summer’s institute. I was both excited and remorseful. What had I done? Did I really 
want to give up a month of my summer? Did I really want to share my writing with a room full of 
strangers? I felt that I would just have to tough it out.

In one of the emails that Aileen sent out, she explained that there would be a meeting in May. I must 
be honest; I was a little perturbed to be spending an entire Friday night with strangers. However, once 
I arrived, I sat next to Suzanne Reisinger, who was delightful and inviting. When I heard that there 
was Zeppoli’s food for dinner that night, a few more of my anxieties subsided. Nyanne gave us a taste 
of a demo, “A Place Where Everybody Knows My Name.” I didn’t realize at the time how this lesson 
would be the mantra of my time in the Blue Ridge Writing Project. Nyanne explained the importance 
of creating a classroom community so that the students feel free to share writing and be vulnerable. I 
voraciously took notes as she explained the legacy box. A legacy box is created by each student in 
the class. It is box in which each person places items that are significant to them and in some way 
expresses who they are. Through explaining each item to the class, each student becomes more 

mailto:aileen@vt.edu
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known and shares a piece of themselves with the rest of the class. It is a wonderful way to create 
classroom community. “I have to do this in my class!” I thought.

We received Anne Lammott’s Bird by Bird and a listing of all of the institute assignments. Greg, who 
had been a part of a past writing project, likened sharing your written work to getting naked in front of 
one another─ a phrase that followed him throughout the four weeks. I remember thinking that this 
would be a lot of work but would be extremely rewarding.

June 22nd came around before I knew it, and I had all of my first-day assignments completed. The 
days rolled quickly by as we got into the swing of things--reading and writing groups, snacks, daily 
logs, demos, Thursday brought socials and sharing goals at 
the end of the day. My bouts with insecurity ebbed and 
flowed. As I got to know my fellow participants, I realized that 
despite our differences, we had a lot of common ground. We 
were there four weeks, after all. I was blessed to be a part of a 
writing group with my moms--Sara Zeek, Georgia Mayo, and 
Nyanne Hicks. They are beautiful, encouraging, and intelligent 
women who helped to show me that I can: I can write, I can 
dance, and I can offer a lot.

I made friendships that I am sure will last much longer than four 
weeks. I learned lessons that will stay with me forever. I met 
kindred spirits, friends that made me laugh. I heard people read their writing that made me think and 
some that made me cry. I am so grateful to those who shared a piece of themselves. I’m amazed how 
giving they are with such personal thoughts. Greg was right when he said we would get naked. I 
learned more about people than I could have imagined or, at times, wanted. I feel privileged to have 
been seen as an equal among such phenomenal people. The Blue Ridge Writing Project gave me 
courage to write and share my soul and dance.

Editor’s Note: Check out the fall edition of Needle’s Eye for more on Virginia Writing Projects so that 
you can “get naked” next year during a summer institute.

Meet Your VATE Board
Over the course of this year we will feature members of the VATE Board to allow you to become acquainted with 
your peers who are working to further the ideals of English educators in Virginia.

Meet Chris Woods, Current VATE President
I am Chris Woods, your current VATE President. I am a graduate of Longwood University and earned 
a Master’s in Educational Psychology from the University of Virginia. I am a Teacher Consultant for 
the Northern Virginia Writing Project and became Nationally Board 
Certified in 2008. Currently I am a dual employee of State Operated 
Programs and Roanoke City Schools as the English teacher at the 
Roanoke Valley Juvenile Detention Center. Though I loved my years of 
teaching in public education, I have found my teaching niche in 
detention. 

I began working with VATE back in 1995 as a member of ETA-NV, the 
Fairfax County affiliate, and quickly became an active member through 
serving as first the Vice President and then President. I volunteered to 
help rejuvenate PATE, the local Roanoke area affiliate and was asked 

Blue Ridge Writing Project Fellows, 2009
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by Kathy Kelly in 2004 to assist as the vendor chair for the fall conference. In 2006, I became the VP 
for VATE and have served my second term as president this year.

I truly believe VATE is a great professional development opportunity for those who choose to join 
VATE as general members, but VATE provides even greater learning for those who choose to serve 
as officers on either an affiliate board or the executive board. Through our conferences and other 
VATE events, I have met and learned from incredible teachers, speakers, and exhibitors whom I not 
only admire as educators, but count as friends as well. 

Meet Adria Merritt, VATE President-elect
As a little girl, I distinctly remember donning my grandmother’s newest 
high heels, a vividly colored muumuu, and ear-bobs, topped off with a 
wig and lipstick. The final accessories to complete my ensemble were 
chalk and a yard stick. If you stepped into my grandmother’s house on 
any given weekend, you would not only see me in my “teacher outfit,” 
but you would also hear my voice reverberating through the house as I 
instructed my students and wrote on my blackboard (the black contact 
paper my grandmother had stretched across the paneling on her kitchen 
wall). At my grandmother’s house, I was no longer Adria, but often to the 
dismay and annoyance of my older brother, I was “Teacher.”

I am 12 years into my career as an English/Language Arts teacher, 
enjoying my role helping develop eighth graders into stronger readers and writers. Now, to the dismay 
of my husband (my brother is in the clear), I can’t turn off the “teacher button,” no matter how hard I 
try because as most teachers would attest, teaching is not what we do, it is who we are. Yes, I 
proudly proclaim that I am “Teacher”!

Meet Chuck Miller, VATE Secretary                                                   
At the risk of sounding like the introduction to an episode of the old Waltons television series, I have 
lived my entire life in the shadow of the Blue Ridge Mountains. I attended the University of Virginia 
because of the reputation of its English department and to participate in 
track and cross country as a student athlete. I earned a BA in English 
from UVA and then moved into the professional world of teaching.

My first three years of full time teaching were at Nelson County High 
School, where I also coached the track and cross country teams. It was 
the need of a cross country coach at Western Albemarle High School 
that opened the door for an interview at its feeder school, J.T. Henley 
Middle School. Little did I realize that when I walked through the doors 
of Henley, I would be spending more than half of my life in the place.
This fall marks the start of my thirtieth year there, with most of those 
years spent teaching seventh graders (including my son and my 
daughter). 

Early on in my career at Henley, three noteworthy things happened. I received my MA in English from 
UVA (lots of summer and evening classes). I left high school coaching to serve as a part-time coach 
at UVA for 16 years, kind of paying back for the wonderful experiences I had there as an athlete. And 
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perhaps most importantly, I became a member of the VATE executive board after serving as the 
affiliate president for the now (sad to admit) dormant JATE affiliate in central Virginia

Meet Sarah Tanner-Anderson, VATE Vice President
My name is Sarah Tanner-Anderson, and I am Vice President of VATE. The 
Vice Presidential year is the first of four years of executive service to VATE, 
and some of my duties include serving as the contact for the Affiliate 
Showcase and coordinator of the Writing Relevance in Teaching English 
(W.R.I.T.E.) Program, as well as shadowing the President-Elect.

I am excited to begin teaching my fifth year of eighth-grade English at 
Buckingham County Middle School. I received a Bachelor of Arts in English 
(2002) and a Master of Arts in English, Education, and Writing (2007) from 
Longwood University. I will begin a Doctor of Education program at The 
George Washington University this spring. 

I am looking forward to an exciting presidential term!

Meet Linda MacCleave, VATE Webmaster                                              

I am a retired middle school English teacher and department chair from Henrico 
County. I have served as the webmaster for VATE since 2003 and the Policy 
Manual chair since 2006. I have also designed and managed web sites for 
several small businesses and educational institutions. I live Midlothian, Virginia, 
with my husband. My hobbies include playing duplicate bridge and teaching a 
class for intermediate bridge players.

Linda's web site: www.websitesbylinda.com

Meet Chapman Hood Frazier, VATE VCEE Chair
I am Chair of VCEE and a Professor of Middle and Secondary Education 
at James Madison University. A Past President of VATE, I also 
coordinate the JMU English 6-12 Content English Academy during June 
and have published articles in The English Journal, Voices In The 
Middle, Journal of the Assembly for Expanded Perspectives on Learning 
and other professional publications, as well as poetry in The Virginia 
Quarterly, The South Carolina Review, The Patterson Literary Review,
and other small press publications. In addition, I have served as a past 
poetry editor of The Dos Passos Review and guest editor for The
Hampden Sydney Poetry Review. Currently, I am working on a collection 
of interviews with contemporary poets, one of which with Gregory Orr
has been accepted for publication in The Writer's Chronicle. I have also 
been a frequent presenter on innovative ways of working with poetry in 
the classroom.

http://www.websitesbylinda.com/
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Great Teaching Ideas
Call for Manuscripts
Virginia English Bulletin

The Virginia English Bulletin invites you to submit articles of two to ten pages describing great 
teaching ideas. Chosen submissions will be featured in our Great Teaching Ideas column, which 
appears in each issue of the VEB.

No one teacher possesses all the knowledge required to teach the ever-widening range of topics and 
students that we face from year to year. Yet there is a solution. We can learn from each other. This 
column asks you to share with fellow teachers the activities, materials, or assignments that have 
worked for you and your students. By sharing ideas and borrowing ideas, teachers work together to 
develop repertoires of strategies that work. We invite your submissions.

2009 DEADLINE:
Fall / Winter 2009: October 1st

Authors should submit their articles electronically as e-mail attachments, preferably Microsoft Word or 
Corel WordPerfect; however, other formats and word processing programs, such as Open Office, are 
acceptable. We do not accept simultaneous submissions. Please include your mailing address, as 
well as a short biographical sketch including the name of your school, position, courses 
taught, and a brief statement about your professional life; also include a statement of 
submission noting that the work has not been simultaneously submitted elsewhere for 
publication. 

Send copies to Robert Williams, Radford University, P.O. Box 6935, Radford, Virginia 24142.
The editor reserves the right to modify manuscripts to fit length and language considerations. e-mail 
address: rohwilli@radford.edu. Please include “VEB Submission” in the “Subject” line of your e-mail.

The Needle’s Eye has gone digital.
In an effort to lower publication costs and go 
green, The Needle’s Eye is now being 
published in a digital format.

Please contact Chuck Miller at
cmillercrz@roadrunner.com to update your 
email address so that you will not miss a 
publication announcement.

Virginia Association of Teachers of English

Editor, Sara Zeek
801 Douglas St.
Clifton Forge, VA. 24422
Email: szeek@bcps.k12.va.us
Phone: 540-862-2581 (home)
Phone 540-272-2522 (cell)

The Virginia Association of Teachers of English is
committed to enhancing the quality of the teaching of
English and language arts in the Commonwealth.
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FFii rrsstt FFrreeeeddoomm SSttuuddeenntt CCoommppeett ii tt ii oonn
2009 / 2010

The First Freedom Center announces the 17th annual First Freedom Student 
Competition . This national essay contest offers 9th - 12th grade students an 
opportunity to compete for a $3,000, $1,500 and $750 award, as they examine the 
First Amendment and history and implementation of religious freedom in American 
democracy and the world today. Online registration by participating students is 
required on or before Monday , November 23, 2009. The postmark deadline for 
mailing in the essay and its accompanying entry materials is Saturday , November 
28. For the topic, guidelines, classroom poster, student flyer, registration, and
supporting educational materials, visit www.firstfreedom.org , and then click on the 
red First Freedom Student Competition button (center column).

The Needle’s Eye is the place to share news with your peers about 
exciting things in your classrooms and affiliates. Email your articles, 
lesson plans, essays, and press releases to szeek@bcps.k12.va.us. 
Please put Needle’s Eye in the subject line and attach your article in 
Word, along with your photos.  We want to focus on you, the 
members, your students, and the successes you share in your 
classrooms. 


