
THE NEEDLE’S EYE

our fall conference, Teaching 
Our Students to Question: Inspir-
ing a ‘Certain Ragamuffin, Bare-
foot Irreverence.' In addition, we 
need to support our affiliates 
and encourage them to partici-
pate fully in VATE.  This 
means we must increase mem-
bership at the grassroots level 
and must support this effort 
with real benefits.  Recently, 
we honored a request from 
our Virginia Beach affiliate to 
fund The Mary Barnes Schol-
arship Writing Contest and 
their eighth grade writing 
contest.  This is just one exam-
ple of how we can help our 
affiliates.

The 2005 VATE conference 
was our first collaborative 

                                    Continued on page 2

Reaching Out to Touch Someone
By C. Hood Frazier, VATE President

March Madness?
By Chuck Miller, VATE Executive Secretary

What are the issues and chal-
lenges that we, as a state affili-
ate of NCTE, face in the up-
coming year and how do these 
affect our members?

Perhaps one of the most im-
portant issues that confront 
our organization is the slow 
erosion of members.  During a 
time when we, as English and 
language arts teachers, are 
confronted by pressing issues: 
the implementation of No 
Child Left Behind mandates, 
the elimination of poetry from 
the middle school SOL tests, 
the assault of teacher-proof 
scripted instruction in our 
schools, the slow decline of 
new English teachers into the 
profession, and the attacks on 
our schools of education and 

teacher preparation programs, 
we need to band together to 
present a united front.

If anything, VATE needs to be 
proactive in attracting new 
teachers into our organization 
and to supporting those who 
are currently in the classroom.  
How can we do this?  First we 
need to provide a real service 
for teachers.  One way is to 
become a repository for “good 
ideas,” a place where teachers 
can come to get dynamic, 
engaging teaching ideas that 
are research-based.  In addi-
tion, we need to support our 
teachers with innovative ideas 
that are disseminated through 
our website, our publications: 
The Needle’s Eye and The Vir-
ginia English Bulletin, and at 

that articles for this issue were 
past due, I must confess I was 
almost at the breaking point.

My personal March Madness 
involves a recent three days 
out of the classroom for NTTI 
(along with many hours spent 
on writing the required lesson 
plan and the requisite 

                               Continued on page 2

As I write this article, March 
Madness has set in! (No, not 
the NCAA basketball variety, 
though I was elated when 
Virginia’s very own George 
Mason Patriots knocked off 
those Tarheels from Caro-
lina.)  But, the March Mad-
ness to which I an referring is 
a feeling that all classroom 

teachers experience sooner or 
later (and not always in 
March) when duties and re-
sponsibilities mushroom to 
the point that they seem al-
most overwhelming.  I like to 
think of myself as a “can-do” 
kind of guy, but when our 
Needle’s Eye editor, Lisa 
Kenny, sent a gentle reminder 
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President’s  Report, continued

effort with the Virginia Chapter of the National Association 
of Multicultural Education.  This served not only to increase 
awareness of our organization among our diverse constitu-
ents, but to embrace the importance of diversity as central to 
our mission.  This spring, we hope to connect with other 
professional organizations in the state beginning with VSRA 
(Virginia State Reading Association), our sister in literacy.  
This can only help to strengthen VATE.

My fellow educators, we must speak up and speak out.  We 
must draw from what we know, what we’ve learned, and 
what we believe to be right.

We must reach out to others:through personal, one on one 
conversations in the copy room, through our quiet discus-
sions with friends and family, through letters to the editors 
of our local papers, and through articles and ideas that we 
write for our professional organizations.

It’s time to take the first step.  Get one person to join or 
make a resolution to write a letter or craft one e-mail to a 
politician challenging what is coming down the pike.  It is 
not enough to close our doors and teach our students well.  
We must move on together.

March  Madness, continued

follow-up session), seventy-two projects to grade, end of nine weeks report 
cards, and an in-service session on bullying.  As if that were not enough 
madness, throw in the student-faculty basketball and volleyball games, the 
St. Patrick’s Day dance, and an absentee list that grows longer every day (and 
a list of equal size of requests for make-up work) as we are mired in a late-
breaking flu season.  This week alone, I have the NTTI follow-up session, 
some students reading at the Virginia Festival of the Book program (which I 
wouldn’t miss for the world), our school’s EXPO night (a major open 
house), another in-service, and a church workday (life outside of school).  
Friday is looking good.  I think I can stay at home, open a cold one, and 
watch the basketball variety of March madness.

We have all been there...March madness.  Our students are off the wall, 
even more so than usual, and our nerves are becoming frayed.  Our col-
leagues are feeling the same pressures that we are, and everyone is getting a 
bit testy, especially with SOL tests looming over us (bad pun, I know).  
Though I have no cure for this condition, I do have a suggestion that will 
help make enduring it a bit easier, and that is active participation in the 
Virginia Association of Teachers of English. “What?” You may ask. “With 
all that I have on my plate, you are suggesting that I do more?”

Yes, that is exactly what I am suggesting.  There is nothing more invigorating 
than bonding with others who share similar concerns, joys, and frustrations.  
Getting involved in your professional organization can be very rewarding 
and even therapeutic experience.

Let your voice be heard by weighing in on the “Threading the Needle” topic 
for this newsletter or if you have another current issue in the teaching of 
English/language arts that you would like to address, submit an article of 
your own choice for The Needle’s Eye.  Do you have a great teaching idea you 
are willing to share, that really good unit that excites your students and is 
fun to teach even for the umpteenth time?  Submit it to Robert Williams, 
editor of the Virginia English Bulletin, or to our Webmaster, Linda Mac-
Cleave for online publication.  Perhaps you have an idea for a more schol-
arly article that focuses on some aspect of educational theory.  The VEB 
would be an excellent forum for your idea.

Though the conference is nearly six months away as I write, it is not too 
early to plan to attend VATE’s annual opportunity for professional renewal.  
The conference is a great way to get away from the “madness” for a week-
end, to network with colleagues, and to mine a treasure of teaching ideas.  
The 2006 conference will be held October 27-29 in Richmond.  Please look 
in this newsletter for details and a conference registration form.

I would also encourage you to consider taking an active role in a VATE 
leadership position.  If you are in an area with an active affiliate, you can 
become more involved with its work.  If the local affiliate in your area is 
dormant, you could take the initiative to help revitalize it.  And, of course, 
every year around conference time we put together a slate of officers for the 
state executive board.  If you have a willingness to serve in that capacity, 
whether in an elected or an appointed position, do not hesitate to contact a 
current board member and let it be known how you might be of service.

Well, I just glanced over my shoulder and noticed that the stack of projects 
on my desk has not grown smaller.   And they say “April is the cruelest 
month of all…”

Just before the snow, I arrived home from an Advanced 
Placement workshop with Mississippi teachers. I was 
euphoric because 1) I hoped for a snow day on Monday, 
and 2) I was reminded that only when teachers go out-
side our insulated worlds are we able to get a perspec-
tive on what’s best for students.

This was my first trip to Mississippi as a College Board 
AP consultant, and I was blown away by their intelli-
gence and graciousness. It began with the taxi ride from 
the airport, where my driver described the devastation 
Katrina had wreaked on neighboring areas. “I grew up 
without electricity, drawing water from a well. I was 
fine. But others didn’t know how to manage when the 
hurricane hit.”

Upon hearing I was from the Washington D.C. area he 
commented, “You are so out of touch up there!” Why 
was I not surprised?

I assured him I had heard about the devastation in Mis-
sissippi, and that not all the coverage had been of New 
Orleans.

The next day I spent five hours with twenty-four Missis-
sippi high school teachers. Though behind Virginia in 
access to AP courses, the teachers were enthusiastic and 
intelligent.

There was none of our beltway whining.

Continued on page 11

Teachers Outside the Beltway
By Erica Jacobs
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CALL FOR 2006 PROGRAM PROPOSALS
Virginia Association of Teachers of English and  

the VA Chapter of the National Association of Multicultural Education 
welcome you to our second joint conference.

   92nd Anniversary Year 
37th Annual Conference of VATE

Holiday Inn Select Koger South Conference Center

1021 Koger Center Blvd.

Richmond, VA

October 27, 28, and 29, 2006

Teaching Our Students to Question: 
Inspiring a “Certain Ragamuffin, Barefoot Irreverence”

“It is important that students bring a certain ragamuffin, barefoot irreverence to

their studies; they are not here to worship what is known, but to question it.”

~Jacob Bronowski

Preparing students for standardized testing is one thing, but what should we be doing as teachers of English Language Arts to help our students prepare for the 
realities of their future?  What reading, writing, communication, technology, and critical thinking skills and knowledge should we help them develop?  What 
texts should they read?  What writing should they do?  

The 2006 VATE conference is a conference of questioning.  Teachers will come together in academic fellowship to share their answers to the questions above 
and to ask more questions. Our guest speakers, institutes, mini-workshops, and sessions will promote healthy and fruitful discussion and exchange of ideas.  

Please complete all parts of the proposal and send it in no later than July 15, 2006.  The program committee will consider all proposals that 
arrive on time and will contact all applicants via e-mail.  All conference presenters must pay registration fees.  Mail or email your proposal to

Carrie Perry, VATE President-Elect 

Supervisor of K-12 English Language Arts

Loudoun County Public Schools

21000 Education Court

Ashburn, VA 20148

571-252-1330

cperry@loudoun.k12.va.us
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VATE PROGRAM PROPOSAL
Teaching Our Students to Question:

Inspiring a “Certain Ragamuffin, Barefoot Irreverence”

Part I.

Person submitting the proposal:

Dr.  Mr.  Mrs.  Ms.

Last name First name Middle Initial

Institutional Affiliation: 

Position and/or Title: 

Mailing Address: (street) 

(City) (State) (Zip)

E-mail Address*: 

Phone Number: (Home)    (Work) 

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

Co-presenters:

(Please provide all information on the table.):

Type of Presentation (check only one):

___50 min. session: Provides an overview of a given specific topic

___75 min. workshop: Uses an interactive format and audience participation.

___1/2-day institute: Allows for in-depth sharing of a topic (3 hours).

___full-day institute: Allows for the most in-depth sharing of a topic with suggested follow-up activities (6 hours).

*E-mail is required.

Name Affiliation E-mail Address
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Strand (check all that apply):

____ Reading ____ Literature (traditional, canonical) ____ Instruction

____ Writing ____ Literature (multi-cultural) ____ Technology

____ Grammar                ____ Literature (young adult) ____ ESL/ESOL

____ Differentiation ____ Our Changing Language ____ VANAME presentation

____ VA SOLs                ____ Oral Communication ____ Other (please describe)

Intended Audience (check all that apply):

____ Elementary School ____ High School ____ Administrators

____ Middle School ____ College ____ Parents

Audiovisual Equipment (check all that apply):

____ Overhead ____ Screen ____ None  

____ TV/VCR ____ Internet access

NOTE: VATE cannot provide LCD projectors or laptop computers, flip charts and markers, or transparency sheets.

On behalf of the presenter(s) listed on this proposal, I understand I (we) must pre-register for the conference and be responsible for 
all conference registration fees and other expenditures for the Virginia Association of Teachers of English and Virginia Association 
of Multicultural Education Collaborative Conference to be held at the Koger South Conference Center, Richmond, VA, on October 
27-29, 2006.

Signature of Person Submitting Proposal                                Date

Part II.

Please attach a 1-page description that includes the following:

1. Session Title

2. Objectives

3. Abstract (30-50 words to be used in the conference program)

4. Narrative Description of Session

Biographical Information:

Please provide biographical information no longer than 50 words for each presenter listed in Part I.  This will be read by your session 
chair at the beginning of your session.

We welcome all proposals and give each serious consideration.  Please note the conference theme on the VATE website.  Please submit 
your proposal early, as sessions fill up rapidly.  As a professional nonprofit organization, VATE cannot reimburse program participants 
for travel, hotel, or other conference expenses.  All presenters must register for the conference.

If you have questions/concerns, check out the FAQs on the VATE web site at www.vate.org.  If you have additional questions, contact 
Carrie Perry @ cperry@loudoun.k12.va.us.
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Threading the Needle
Dear Readers:  The topic for this issue is “Classics vs. young adult literature.  Where should our emphasis be?”  Below are two responses from 
teachers in Loudoun County.  I know there are more of you out there.  The topic for our next issue is “ ‘No Child Left Behind’: Is the Goal 
Possible?”  Please share your take on this topic, which is aiming toward 100% in 2014.  Send your comments to me via email or snail mail no 
later than August 1, 2006.  I look forward to hearing from you.  - Lisa Kenny, Editor

My first response to this is a question. Why does it have to be 
either or? Why can't we connect the classics to young adult titles 
students might respond to more readily? I have taught for 25 
years, and though many of those years have not been leading 
11th grade classes, many have been. And, this is the first year I 
have followed through on my summer plans and actually had 
my students read The Scarlet Letter. I taught it this year because 
one of the young, "with it", teachers in my department (Kim 
Berger) shared a book with me, Adolescent Literature as a Comple-
ment to the Classics. I highly recommend the book. It suggested 
teaching The Chocolate War as a companion piece to The Scarlet 
Letter. The students loved The Chocolate War, and after reading 
and digesting it, they were more willing to tackle the daunting 
task of actually reading The Scarlet Letter . More of my students 
read this classic novel than might have ordinarily done so be-
cause of the connections they saw to Cormier's more contempo-
rary story. The conundrum we face as English teachers is decid-
ing what is more important- to have students know our literary 
canon, even if they know it only through reading on-line sum-
maries, or to have them read books they find appealing to read 
because they are more contemporary and accessible. 
My suggestion is to use the latter to unlock the former. It 
worked for me.

Jim Noland
Briar Woods High School
Ashburn, VA

~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~

It is important to teach the classics to students today so that they are 
included in the cultural heritage of those who came before them.  If 
a child has read the same books as their mother or grandmother, 
then there is a commonality of knowledge to be shared between the 
generations.  At a time in history when children are seemingly more 
alienated from their families, a common literary lexicon between 
the generations may help bridge an emotional or conversational gap 
between a child and a guardian.

For instance, if a child reads Huckleberry Finn in school and then 
goes home and mentions the subject of race relations to his or her 
parents who have also read the book, then the parents can take part 
in developing their child's understanding of America in its early 
search for identity.  Jim and Huck  are two halves of the same peo-
ple, of the same nation, who face a difficult journey towards true 
freedom for everybody.  Without the shared knowledge of this clas-
sic literature between the generations, not even a simple idea such 
as this could be discussed at the supper table.

Therefore, classics provide a common framework for serious learning 
by one generation from another.

However, there is much to be said for young adult literature.  The 
young adult literature of today holds few punches, covering topics 
from the apocalypse to zits.  Since it is mass produced and the quan-
tity of titles come quickly, it can, in many cases, deal with subjects 
that plague the minds of today's young learners.

We have books on the shelves where the main protagonist gets raped 
or arrested or killed or kills.  We have books where drugs, alcohol 
and lust for power ruins the lives of those who begin abusing and 
using them.  Families wrecked by the lack of education or saved by 
the desire for education are found in the pages of our librar-
ies.  There are few subjects that are taboo to modern literature and, 
in my opinion, these subjects seem real and relevant to many young 
people today.  If young people can see a human wreck on the page, 
perhaps they can more aptly keep from seeing it in a mirror some 
day.  Be it Monster or Macbeth, the lessons need to be learned by the 
reading mind rather than the living body.

This is not to say that young adult literature is only valuable for utili-
tarian lessons dealing with the degradations of society.  Much of the 
craft and elements of writing can be taught with some of the excel-
lent young adult literature around today.  For instance, Harry Potter
is an expertly written series of novels with many sub-plots and themes 
for one to study.  There are robust characters developed to such an 
exquisite degree that we feel them as friends in our hearts, and weep 
for them, cheer for them, mourn for them.  One can identify with 
the common souls found in uncommon situations.  Although a child 
may not know what it's like to have an evil wizard trying to kill them, 
most have certainly felt inadequate and dejected at one time or an-
other and have had to pull courage from somewhere within them-
selves to go forward.  Harry is real for that reason.  Harry is a clas-
sic.  The older generation needs to jump on the broom to get to 
where the children are.

Pedagogically speaking it is difficult for me to teach young adult lit-
erature because there is so much of it.  It's hard to read it all and 
know it all to the extent it takes to teach it.  Not only that, but young 
adult covers everything from Steven King to Nicolas Sparks to Mi-
chael Jordan.  Luckily, our library computer program Accelerated 
Reader allows me to teach the classics while at the same time have 
my students read any book they wish to read from a selection of 
4,000 titles.  It's a win-win situation: they read a book they choose, 
take a quiz on it, get a grade, then read another.  In this case, tech-
nology has actually provided an opportunity for personal and specific 
choice in a student's learning.

Aaron A. Trompeter
Heritage High School
Leesburg, VA 
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VATE 2006 CONFERENCE REGISTRATION FORM

---------------------------------------------------
Teaching Our Students to Question:

Inspiring a 
“Certain Barefoot, Ragamuffin Irreverence”

October 27 – 29, 2006
Holiday Inn Select Koger South Conference Center

1021 Koger Center Blvd.
Richmond, Virginia 23235-4756

Directions:  Fill in the appropriate information for registration fees and meals.  Make check payable to VATE Conference 
Registration.  Mail check and completed registration form to      VATE Conference Registration
                Jeannine Perry

700 Germantown Road
Farmville, Virginia 23901

REGISTRATIONS BY MAIL MUST BE POSTMARKED NO LATER THAN 9/30/06.

Please circle one:  Dr.,   Mr.,   Mrs.,   Ms.        
     
(Last Name) (First Name) (MI)

Institutional/School Affiliation: 

Position and /or Title: 

Courses and/or Grade Level(s), you teach: 

Home Mailing Address:  
(street and, if applicable, apartment number) 

(city)                                         (state)                                      (zip)

Phone #s:  _   __    (Home) ____              (Work) __                  (Cell) 

Are you a current member of VATE?  Local Affiliate of VATE (if known), School District, or County:  
____ Yes   ____ No

Please check all that apply:
____ First-time attendee ____ Local VATE affiliate member ____ Local VATE affiliate leader
____ Session presenter ____ VATE executive board member ____Member of VC NAME 

OPTIONAL: Ethnicity Identification.  
___ African American  ___ Asian American ___ Hispanic/Latino American ___ Other
___ American Indian ___ European American ___ Pacific Islander  

MEMBERSHIP STATUS: VATE membership is on an annual rotation from the date of your last membership date.  Check the mail-
ing label of the VATE newsletter The Needle’s Eye for your membership status; “2006” indicates that you are a current dues-paying 
member and you may register as a member for the 2006 conference.  First year teachers may register as members for the 2006 confer-
ence.  If you register as a non-member, your registration fees will cover the costs of VATE memberships for the remainder of 2006 and 
for all of 2007.

Registration confirmation will be sent via email and/or mail.
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VATE 2006 CONFERENCE REGISTRATION FEE SCHEDULE

* Are you a first year teacher?   ____ Yes   ____ No        If yes, then register as a member.

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

Make check payable to VATE Conference 2006 Registration.  Mail the two-page registration form and your check no later 
than September 30, 2006 to VATE Conference Registration
                Jeannine Perry

700 Germantown Road
Farmville, Virginia 23901

VATE regrets that there can be NO REFUNDS given after September 30, 2006.

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

REGISTRATION

Membership Status Pay by Mail Pay On-Site Amount Due

Member * $50.00 $60.00
Non-Member $75.00 $85.00

Student $10.00 $15.00

MEALS/FUNCTIONS

Date Event/Meal Selections Cost* Amount Due

Fri-Oct 27 Diversity Training (sponsored by VC-NAME) Box Lunch: 
sliced turkey roast, corn chips, dill pickle, fruit, walnut fudge 
brownie, and soft drink

$16.00

Fri-Oct 27 Opening Session/Social Hour
Attending?  ____ Yes  ____ No

Free ----

Sat-Oct 28 Continental Breakfast
Attending?  ____ Yes  ____ No

Free ----

Sat-Oct 28 Luncheon: (select one)
____grilled chicken breast over Caesar salad
____meat lasagna with marinara sauce
____vegetarian lasagna
Soup du jour, rolls and butter, iced tea, and dessert

$18.00

Sat-Oct 28 Banquet  (select one)
____Grilled fresh salmon marinated in lemon garlic, served
         with Champagne dill sauce
____ Breast of chicken stuffed with Virginia smoked ham
         and Gouda cheese and Chardonnay sauce
____ Vegetarian option
All meals include Greek salad, warm rolls and butter, coffee, 
hot or iced tea, and ultimate chocolate cake

$28.00

Sun-Oct 29 Sunday Brunch: juice, fruit, fluffy scrambled eggs, bacon or 
sausage, home fried potatoes, French toast, coffee or tea

$16.00

SUBTOTAL

Total costs Registration plus meals -----
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VATE 2006 CONFERENCE LODGING INFORMATION

PLEASE NOTE:  Participants must reserve their own hotel accommodations. Be certain to make reservations before September 30 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/VC-NAME Conference in order to obtain conference rates.

Contact: Holiday Inn Select Conference Center
1021 Koger Center Blvd.
Richmond, VA 23235-4756
Tel 804-379-3800

Room Rates: $81.00 per single room or double

For bookkeeping purposes please check all that apply: (You must make your own reservations.)

__Single Room Reserved
__Double Room Reserved

__Stay Thursday night
__Stay Friday night
__Stay Saturday night

Please send this document, with your Conference Registration, to VATE Conference Registration
                Jeannine Perry

700 Germantown Road
Farmville, Virginia 23901
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Reasons, Perhaps, to Teach 
Students How to Write a 
“Five-Paragraph" Essay

Inspiration is wonderful when it happens, but 
the writer must develop an approach for the 
rest of the time...The wait is simply too long.

Leonard Bernstein

There are three rules for writing the novel.  
Unfortunately, no one knows what they are.

W. Somerset Maugham

Writing is easy.  All you do is stare at a blank 
sheet of paper until drops of blood form on 
your forehead.

Gene Fowler

English usage si sometimes more than mere 
taste, judgment and education—sometimes it’s 
sheer luck, like getting across the street.

E.B. White

Arguments over grammar and style are often 
as fierce as those over IBM versus Mac, and as 
fruitless as Coke over Pepsi and boxers versus 
briefs.

Jack Lynch

To get the right word in the right place is a 
rare achievement.  To condense the diffused 
light of a page of thought into the luminous 
flash of a single sentence, is worthy to rank as 
a prize composition just by itself...Anybody 
can have ideas—the difficulty is to express 
them without squandering a quire of paper 
on an idea that ought to be reduced to one 
glittering paragraph.

Mark Twain

I don’t wait for moods.  You accomplish 
nothing if you do that.  Your mind must 
know it has got to get down to work.

Pearl S. Buck

Writing ought either be the manufacture of 
stories for which there is a market demand—a 
business as safe and commendable as making 
soap or breakfast foods—or it should be an 
art, which is always a search for something for 
which there is no market demand, something 
new and untried, where the values are intrin-
sic and have nothing to do with standardized 
values.

Willa Cather

    Confronting the Monster of the Five-Paragraph Essay
                                 By Carrie Perry, VATE President-Elect

Reasons Many Argue 
Against Teaching Formulaic 
Writing

Better to write for yourself and have no pub-
lic, than to write for the public and have no 
self.

Cyril Connolly

I write entirely to find out what I am thinking, 
what I’m looking at, what I see and what it 
means.  What I want and what I fear.

Joan Didion

There is only one way to defeat the enemy, 
and that is to write as well as one can.

Saul Bellow

Why do writers write? Because it isn’t there.
Thomas Berger

The pen is the tongue of the mind.
Cervantes

Fill your paper with the breathings of your 
heart…

William Wordsworth

All children are artists.  The problem is how 
to remain an artist once he grows up.

Pablo Picasso

Cautions to Those Who 
Teach the “Five-Paragraph” 
Essay, or Any Other Formula

A teacher affects eternity; he can never tell 
where his influence stops.

Henry B. Adams

Too often we give our children answers to 
remember rather than problems to solve.

Roger Lewin

It is a miracle that curiosity survives formal 
education.

Albert Einstein

The illiterate of the 21st century will not be 
those who cannot read and write, but those 
who cannot learn, unlearn, and relearn.

Alvin Toffler

As the twig is bent the tree inclines.
Virgil

Education either functions as an instrument 
which is used to facilitate integration of the 
younger generation into the logic of the pre-
sent system and bring about conformity or it 
becomes the practice of freedom, the means 
by which men and women deal critically and 
creatively with reality and discover how to 
participate in the transformation of their 
world.

Paulo Freire

This is clearly not a 
traditional five-
paragraph essay; never-
theless, I hope it conveys 
my message to my read-
ers.

The introductory quotes 
aren’t mine, but I think 
they capture the paradox 
many of us face when 
trying to decide how to 

help our students develop as writers.

In a nutshell: The five-paragraph essay is only 
one tool.  Sure, our students may be able to 
hammer a nail into a piece of wood, but if this 
is the only tool we provide to our students, we 
may forever condemn them to knocking holes 
in the wall simply to remove a screw.

Even more directly: The five-paragraph essay is 
quite like a hammer.  It will get some chores 
done, but it lacks subtlety, nuance, grace, 
sophistication, and inspiration.  It actually 
derives from public speaking — when it is a 
good idea to tell your listeners what you’re 
going to say, to remind them when you’re 
done of what you just said, and to keep your 
points brief — only three, for instance.

Finally: Thinking should be our number one 
goal.  Writing without thinking is dangerous, 
perhaps criminal!  If we teach our students 
how to earn 24 points on their SOL direct 
writing test without helping them know how 
to say something thoughtful and consequen-
tial, then we — not they — have failed.
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                 VATE Web Site Ready for Another Makeover
                                           By Linda MacCleave, Webmaster, VATE

The home page has some features that I 
want to keep. On the right side, current 
events are listed. This information includes 
everything from opportunities for teachers, 
workshops, programs, and items of interest 
in the news locally and nationally. The 
right side also features a monthly teaching 
idea taken from an idea previously pub-
lished in the Virginia English Bulletin and a 
list of suggested sites for teachers taken 
from the VATE Teacher Resource page.

What would make this site really special 
would be to have photos of you, the teach-
ers of Virginia, adorning some of the site’s 
pages as accent photos. If you have photos 
of yourself and others, especially snapshots 
that show teachers in action: writing on a 
whiteboard or blackboard, working on your 
computer, talking together, etc, please send 
them to me. Please be sure that the photo 
does not include any faces of students. You 
will find a photo publication permission 
form on the web site at: 
http://www.vate.org/
pdf/other/permissionforpicture.pdf
If you have any suggestions for making our 
site better, please send them to me. We 
want our site to be used and useful. I hope 
to have the new and improved version of 
the VATE web site up and running by the 
end of this school year.

When I first took over the VATE web site 
in the fall of 2004, I was impressed by the 
wealth of information that Roark Mulli-
gan, the former webmaster, had gathered 
there. My first job was to find a way to 
organize the information logically and to 
have it easily accessible.

When I first take on a web site project, 
there are three major elements I consider, 
in this order: information, navigation, 
design. The information was already on 
the site. Naturally, it was excellent infor-
mation, and to make it even better, it was 
well written. How could it not be?

The navigation I planned helped me to 
organize the information. I organized it 
into 5 major categories: About VATE, 
Professional Issues, Publications, Grants 
and Awards, and Fall Conference. (I later 
added a forum for teachers to discuss is-
sues and a page of links to other organiza-
tions.) On many of the five main pages, 
subcategories needed to be added. For 
example, Grants and Awards needed infor-
mation about Student Contests and Edu-
cator Awards. Submenus appeared on the 
left side of each of the main pages.

This method has worked fairly well, but I 
have never liked the idea that in order to 
get to some of the pages, the user has to 
click another page or even two pages. So 

now that the information has been organ-
ized, categorized, and subcategorized, it’s 
time for me to think about a better naviga-
tional plan.

For the redesigned site, I am planning on 
creating a menu bar with subcategories 
that scroll under each topic. This method 
of navigation is used on many sites, and it 
will work well on the VATE site. It is 
rather complicated to program, but it will 
be a great improvement over the naviga-
tion system on the site now.

The design of the site that I have now 
works well, but it could be better. I chose 
blue as the dominant accent color, of 
course, because the VATE symbol is blue. 
To contrast with that color, I chose a 
lighter shade of blue, a light gray, and a 
bright gold. On the top, I designed a col-
lage of authors in blue with Virginia Asso-
ciation of Teachers in English in white.

When redesigning the site, I have a few 
changes I plan to make. I like the colors, 
so I will stick to the same color scheme. 
However, I would like the site to cover less 
of the screen to make it easier to read. I 
also want the top decorative collage to 
reflect the modern English teacher. I have 
collected some photos of the tools of the 
trade, including books, notebooks, and 
computers to make a new collage.

Seriously---what is so bad about our lives in the D.C. area? Does 
traffic ruin our lives? Schools? The price of gas? Political wrangling? 
Try visiting Mississippi and see how compelling our complaints 
sound.

Having met with teachers who cope with more basic problems, and 
solve them in ways that would make us proud, I wondered:  “Why 
am I teaching them instead of the other way around?”

My epiphany came with Robin. She teaches near the Tennessee border, 
and her ideas were revelations. She believes that students can teach one 
another. They plan their own Shakespeare units, each group reading a 
different play, using her as a resource rather than the font of all wis-
dom.  They present their plays to the whole class, including sophisti-
cated analyses of theme. They even choose the nature of their culminat-
ing test---essay or multiple choice.

In my own lessons, where does my Columbia Ph.D. come in, with my 

many graduate courses in Shakespeare?  That degree and $3.60 will buy 
a Starbucks’ latte.  So I am rethinking my classroom. Yet I was the con-
sultant who was supposed to be delivering ideas to them!

The teachers assured me I had provided good information on the AP 
test. But  they taught me that teachers everywhere are grateful for an 
opportunity to share the successes of their classrooms.

Graduate school degrees and AP insider tips count little in an exchange 
of lessons that work. Hurricanes and geography also play no role in a 
forum of educators. We can learn from one another, but first there 
must be a way to meet.

While we consider increasing education budgets, we should build into 
every teacher’s schedule a mandatory gathering with teachers from an-
other state. That would moderate our “insulated” points of view.

Teachers, unlike politicians, would never be “out of touch” — an impor-
tant first step to including “outside the beltway” ideas in our D.C. area 
classrooms.

Outside the Beltway,  continued from p. 2
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