
 

Visions & Revisions 
Tennessee Council of Teachers of English 

A Message from the TCTE President 
In my letter on the TCTE website I confess to becoming disillusioned with my career choice as a 
teacher.  Fast forward many years later and I’m sad to say that I still, at times, am unhappy with this 
most noble profession.  Let’s face it; sometimes meeting students’ needs is, to be honest, time-
consuming and difficult.  The same can be said for the expectations placed upon us by administrators 
and current educational policies.  There never seems to be enough of me to go around.  In spite of 
this, or possibly because of it, I have recently come to realize that my disillusionment is a catalyst of 
sorts.  It causes me to reevaluate and reflect, to think critically and creatively, and to dig deeply into 
my teacher’s soul and examine what it really means to be a teacher of worth.   
 
When I am truly honest and investigate my, to borrow my mother’s phrase, heart-of-hearts, I realize 
that often the disillusionment is of my own making, that I am, to be blunt, in a teaching rut.  True 
reflection forces me to let go of my negativity and recognize that there are many students who enjoy 
learning, who want to chat about a fantastic novel they are reading, who write simply for the joy of 
writing, and who understand that earning a good grade is an inherent part of learning.  It is these 
things that keep me going, that remind me teaching is a calling, and that, yes, it is a noble profession.   
I’m thankful to be a part of it. 
 
Longtime English educator, mentor, and dear friend Ted Hipple once told me that it is critical to 
allow myself to just be (disillusioned or starry-eyed, stressed or relaxed, sad or happy).  Good advice 
. . . as was Ted’s reminder that I should never take myself too seriously.  His haiku, “The Traditional 
Grammarian as Poet,” makes me smile and reminds me that teaching English can be fun.  Enjoy! 
 
The Traditional Grammarian as Poet 
Hai ku, you ku, he 
She, or it kus.  We ku, you 
Ku, they ku.  Thang ku. 

- Ted Hipple 

Melissa Comer 

W I N T E R  2 0 1 3  
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 2013  
Advanced Placement Institute at 

Western Kentucky University 
June 23-June 28, 2013 

 
English Offerings: 

Beginning Workshops 
These workshops are for educators who have not previously 

attended a week-long AP Institute. 

English Language and Composition 
English Literature and Composition 

Learn how to raise test scores and increase 
engagement in your Advanced Placement English 
Language & Composition and English Literature 
& Composition classes by participating in the 
region's most well-established Advanced 
Placement Summer Institute hosted by The 
Center for Gifted Studies at Western Kentucky 
University. 
 
This year we are offering workshops for both 
beginning and experienced AP English teachers. 
Our English Language instructors include AP 
exam readers and table leaders, as well as a test 
development committee member. Our English 
Literature instructors have more than 40 years of 
combined teaching experience and have been AP 
exam readers, table leaders, or test development 
committee members for many years. 
 
Join the thousands of educators from all over the 
U.S. and beyond who have participated in the 
exemplary Advanced Placement training offered 
by The Center for 30 years. Since that time, the 
program has serviced more than 7,600 teachers 

Experienced Workshops 
These workshops are for educators who have attended at 

least one  week-long AP Institute. 

English Language and Composition 
English Literature and Composition 

Our many years of experience have allowed us to 
handpick the finest College Board certified 
consultants. Among them, our consultants have 
roughly 530 years of teaching experience and 
have won nearly 30 awards for teaching. All of 
our consultants have been or are AP exam 
readers and AP exam table leaders for the AP 
readers.  
 
Become a part of the great tradition of Advanced 
Placement excellence at WKU. 
 
 
To learn more or apply, visit  
http://www.wku.edu/gifted/ap_institute.php 
or call 270.745.5991. 
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The Graffiti of My Life: Exploring the  

Interconnectedness of the English Language Arts 
 

The Tennessee Council of Teachers of English (TCTE) Annual Conference 
September 27-28, 2013 – Sevierville Convention Center – Sevierville, Tennessee 

TCTE is an affiliate of the National Council of Teachers of English  
 

Proposal Submissions Due: March 1, 2013 
Proposal Submission Link: http://mcomer.form2go.com/41912.html 

Or contact Melissa Comer at mcomer@tntech.edu 
 

2013 CONFERENCE THEME: This year’s theme explores the concept that teaching English involves change and 
that change, much like graffiti, is everywhere!  More than that, the graffiti of change touches every aspect of our 
teaching lives.  As such, The Graffiti of My Life:  Exploring the Interconnectedness of the English Language Arts themed 
conference hopes to examine the various changes in English pedagogy and methodology.  As always, teachers and 
educators from across the state and beyond will share their knowledge and ask you to join with them as they learn, 
un-learn, and re-learn what it means to be an effective English teacher.  
 
 CONFERENCE PROPOSAL DETAILS: While we welcome presentation proposals from all aspects concerning 
the teaching of English, we are particularly interested in those that fit into one or more of the strands identified in 
the section below.  TCTE is seeking proposals that are informative and relevant to today's teachers/educators, that 
provide opportunities for learner engagement, and that stimulate discussion and reflection.  Please note:  all 
presenters must register for the conference; presentation equipment is not supplied (i.e. projector, computer, etc.) but 
conference presentation venues are equipped with Wi-Fi. 
 
GUIDELINES FOR SUBMITTING A PROPOSAL: All proposals will be peer-reviewed and submitted 
electronically (link below).  Presenters will be notified if their proposal has been accepted by mid-April, 2013.  If a 
proposal is a group presentation submission, the person submitting the proposal is expected to communicate to the 
co-presenter(s) all relevant conference information.  Proposals will be reviewed by members of the conference 
planning committee and external reviewers using the following criteria: 
• Observance of proposal submission guidelines 
• Applicability to the conference theme and strands 
• Potential for engaging participants techniques 
 
PROPOSAL TYPES: 
Presentation (traditional):  Individuals or groups of presenters are encouraged to submit proposals that fit into a 45 
minute block.  Presentations should include time for question period, encourage audience participation, and center 
on a specific topic. 
Panel Presentation: Individuals or small groups of presenters are encouraged to submit 3 distinct but thematically 
linked presentation proposals of 15 minutes each (including question period).  
Poster Presentation: Individuals or groups of presenters are encouraged to submit proposals for interactive poster 
presentations in which they discuss their work with conference participants. *Poster presentations may be 
showcased via technology or through traditional poster displays. 
 
STRANDS (more than one may apply): Writing, Reading/Literature, Technology Integration, Information 
Literacy, Common Core Integration, Engaging Reluctant/Struggling Readers 
 
AUDIENCE LEVEL: Upper Elementary, Middle School, High School, College/University, General 
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Call for Papers 
Tennessee English Journal is seeking articles for its next 
print edition to be published in October 2013. We seek 
articles that are of interest to teachers of English and 
language arts at all levels, including research reports, 
descriptions of teaching practice, lesson plans, book 
reviews, interviews with authors, educators and political 
figures or opinion leaders and editorials, as well as 
creative works by our members. We will also consider 
student writing and art work. Articles should be no more 
than 3000 words and should be in MLA format. 

The deadline for articles for the 2013 edition is 31 July 
2012, but we welcome your submissions at any time. 
We prefer articles to be submitted electronically via e-
mail as a Microsoft Word Document or rich text format 
file (.rtf). If you cannot submit articles on-line, we will 
accept manuscripts, provided you include an electronic 
copy saved on a CD. 

Direct inquires or submit articles to Susan North, 
Editor, Tennessee English Journal via e-mail at Susan-
North@utc.edu or at Department of English, The 
University of Tennessee at Chattanooga, 615 McCallie 
Ave., #2703, Chattanooga, Tennessee, 37403, or by 
phone at 423-425-5807. 

Tennessee English Journal is seeking individuals willing 
to act as reviewers. Duties include reading and 
responding within three weeks to articles submitted for 
publication to the Journal. Teachers in K-12, university 
faculty, and graduate students are all encouraged to 
apply. Reviewers would be asked to review no more 
than three articles per year. If you are interested in 
serving as a reviewer, please communicate your interest 
to the editor via e-mail at Susan-North@utc.edu. Please 
attach a copy of your resume or CV and indicate your 
area of interest or expertise. 

Call for Reviewers 
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Argument for Classes Over Courses 
 
Do you teach a class? Or do you teach a course? 
What’s the difference? 
 
By one definition a class is a single event, occurring 
once: I went to class today. Class is also used loosely, 
however, in referring to the regular study of a single 
subject repeated over time: I took a class in English. 
Course, on the other hand, is used to designate a unit of 
teaching that runs for an academic term, multiple 
events over time: last semester I took Dr. Gottfried’s 
literature course, “Cities of the Imagination.” 
 
In the name of developing and sustaining student 
interest in learning, I propose a technical distinction 
between a class and a course. This distinction illustrates 
two contrasting modes of delivering education.  
Let class be defined then as a loosely organized 
aggregate of related skills or topics under a single 
subject. Middle schools language arts classes are   
typically organized as such a bundle of skills and topics: 
typically grammar, vocabulary, composition, spelling, 
and reading comprehension. Each of these “sub-
subjects” are taught discretely; typically no unifying 
thread strings all of these skills and topics together 
under a common thesis. The teacher toggles between 
the topics, as if the sum were simply a hodgepodge 
bearing only a general family resemblance under the 
rubric “language arts.” 
 
Consider a course, however, to be quite the opposite, a 
unified aggregate that coheres under a guiding question 
or thesis.  We have all taken courses with at least one 
such thesis. Among these, one thesis of a British 
Literature class may been “The Role of Spontaneity in 
English Romantic Poet.” Likewise, the theses of an 
American literature class might have included “The 
Autobiographical Nature of Nineteenth Century 
American Realism.” We usually conceive of such 
theses, however, as among the threads that might be 
developed over the duration of a university seminar. 
We do not commonly conceive that a middle or high 
school English class would so deliberately constructed 
as to bring all the aims of the class into focus in this 
way. 
 
Yet, it can be done. Pacing guides and curriculums may 
be rigid, and so teachers are not always 
afforded a great deal of latitude in the literature 
selections they are to teach, but with a little study, 

imagination, and research, it is possible to put a 
focus on arguably any assortment of texts. Ideas for 
interrelating texts may or may not come easily, but 
once a set of theses is identified, then secondary (or 
informational) readings, research topics, 
vocabulary, diagrammed sentences and the like can 
all be made to cohere as interrelated ideas. Doing 
so may require some artfulness, but the creative 
ability to bring a set of concepts to life is arguably 
what teaching is all about. It is what sets the dull, 
pedantic task-master apart from the energizing, 
inspiring guide who empowers students. 
 
And, if it can be done, it should be done. Middle 
and high school English topics should be organized 
under common threads. Doing so demonstrably 
develops student interest in the “course,” far more 
so than if the same material is presented as 
unrelated chunks. Rather than routinely 
“rebooting” as a teacher jumps between literature, 
composition, grammar, and vocabulary, student 
interest is maintained as specific theses are 
developed and built-upon over the duration of the 
“course.” The hearts and minds of every student 
will not necessarily be won, but a certainly greater 
numbers will be intrigued than if the elements of a 
class are presented and studied as an array of topics 
related only under the broad umbrella of English or 
language arts. Aspects of a class that students 
might otherwise discard as being uninteresting are 
brought to life with an interest that grows as the 
ideas of the course are variously expanded upon. In 
this way, the course could almost be said to have 
an exposition, rising action, a climax, and even a 
resolution. A tedious class now becomes a 
compelling course. Moreover, an additional benefit 
is garnered: the very act of bringing the topics of 
the course to coherence is itself an example of the 
writing act. We are modeling composition par 
excellence in demonstrating to students how to use 
the divining rod of a thesis to find the water of 
ideas running beneath the ground of any class. 
Recognizably, there is something of an art to 
putting such a diving rod to use when one enters 
the field of teaching English, but with each 
successive course, teacher confidence grows in 
the potential to irrigate even the driest ground, 
turning classes into courses. 

Rob Wade 
Executive Director,  

Tennessee Council of Teachers of English 
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The Writing Life: A Recap 

Those who worked so hard and long before, 
during, and after the September TCTE 
conference deserve my plentiful and humble 
gratitude.  The team of people who made phone 
calls to recruit participants, worked with 
exhibitors, coordinated registration, identified 
and arranged for the presenters, helped 
troubleshoot technical difficulties, beautified the 
space with flowers, and fielded questions from 
anyone and everyone deserves a tremendous 
round of applause and has earned my 
admiration.   
 
Next year, all of you will enjoy a conference 
that, I feel certain, will far exceed this one.  
Melissa Comer has successful conference 
planning experience and contacts who will 
inspire and educate us.   Please plan now to 
attend – get it in your school’s budget for 2013 – 
and think of the expertise you or a colleague 
could offer as a presenter.  Please participate 
when you can in our TCTE conversation 
through these newsletters and in your local 
chapters.  I look forward to seeing you again 
and welcome your comments and suggestions. 
 
With respect and relief that the conference is 
over, 
 
Christi Williams 
Immediate past president 

The Writing Life conference boosted the 
membership of our professional organization, 
offered ideas for improving teachers’ practice, 
and fostered new friendships between teachers 
of English in Tennessee.  I count it as successful 
and sincerely hope it was a productive use of 
each attendee’s time.  The keynote address by 
Beverly Chin opened the conference on an 
insightful note and presenters shared their 
expertise abundantly.  Those participating 
seemed to be improving on their professional 
“toolboxes” and preparing to take back their 
notes and materials to share with colleagues.  I 
watched and listened to teachers sharing and 
commiserating and felt glad that we had the 
opportunity to meet for just a few short hours. 
 
As you heard, we enjoyed a great turnout for 
the conference, which was invigorating and 
exciting for us as an affiliate of TCTE.  The 
enthusiasm for the conference also caught some 
of us, the planners, by surprise.  We know we 
did not fully live up to the expectations of 
everyone who came to the conference, and 
sincerely hope that you will return for more 
TCTE at future conferences.  The benefits of 
hearing from leaders in the field and meeting 
with fellow teachers outweigh any 
inconveniences.  And each time we plan a new 
conference, we, as teachers of integrity and 
lifelong learners, work to get better.    

Visions & Revisions is published three times per 
year (June, October, and February) by the Tennessee 
Council of Teachers of English. For information, or 
to submit articles, please contact the editor, Susan 
Giesemann North, Department of English, #2703, 
615 McCallie Ave., Chattanooga, Tennessee, 
37403or by telephone at (423-425-5807), or by email: 
Susan-North@utc.edu or TEJ-English@tc.edu. 
The University of Tennessee at Chattanooga is an 
equal employment opportunity/affirmative action/Title 
VI/Title IX/Section 504/ADA/ADEA institution. 
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Jenkins Award Acceptance Talk 

my peers too juvenile to acknowledge, the dirt 
from working in my grandfather’s tobacco patch 
too caked on my arms and legs and in my 
fingernails to even bother to attempt to scrub off. 
 
 
I went into it because I also learned, firsthand, the 
power of teachers to encourage and cajole, to 
soothe and calm, to challenge and constructively 
criticize. Thank you, Mrs. Fisher, Mrs. Stanley, 
Mrs. Holmes, and Mrs. Litton. 
 
This profession has been good to me. It continues 
to surprise and energize me almost every day.  
 
I have been fortunate in it. I have taught at only 
two schools in my sixteen years—this is year 
seventeen. Both of those schools have national 
rankings and national reputations. They have been 
peopled with bright, motivated, driven, 
determined, artistic, creative, brilliant students. 
They have been led by eccentric, equally brilliant, 
sometimes maddening, always entertaining, 
endlessly funny, and talented teachers. Over the 
years, I have sometimes said to myself that if I am 
one of the teachers who sets the bar for normalcy 
and balance, we are in an interesting place. 
But the children do make the job worth doing. 
Every day. 
 
Educational policies come and go. This year’s 
Blackboard will be replaced with next year’s 
version of Facebook for Teachers. Grading for 
Learning will be placed by next year’s Bad Policy 
for Teaching Young People to Be Irresponsible. 
Common Core, changes to TCAP to mirror 
Common Core, AP students will take the End of 
Course, AP students won’t take the End of 
Course . . . the one constant that I have enjoyed 
my entire career is the intellect of bright young 
men and women; their broad-mindedness, their 
grace to one another; their tolerance; their joy at 
being told that they have done a good job, written  
 
Continued on page 7 

This year’s Don Jenkins Award winner is 
Christopher L. Dowlen, Chair of the English 
Department at Martin Luther King Jr. Magnet 
School in Nashville, Tennessee. His inspiring 
acceptance speech is reprinted here. 
 
To Christi Williams, TCTE president and my 
colleague, who has shown that she seems to have 
more energy than any middle school teacher 
should be allowed to have; Dr. Schunn Turner, my 
principal, my favorite goddess, and very good 
friend—I am so glad I took that chance six years 
ago to come work for you, not the least of which 
because you greet me on random Monday 
mornings with smiles and fabulous presents; and I 
have not regretted my decision at all; and my 
wonderful colleagues who nominated me for this 
award: Sue Gilmore, one of the best people I 
know; Avril Syes, whom I have had the privilege 
of watching grow into a fierce woman and a 
fine,confident teacher; KathleenTurnmire, an 
awesome practitioner; Rita Bullinger, another 
goddess; Kevin Edwards, the height of grace and 
modesty; Jesse Tidyman, our favorite cheerleader; 
Cathy McCurdy and Shirley Blakely at the helm 
of our middle school; fellow English teachers and 
other assembled guests: 
round of applause and has earned my 
admiration.   
 
Upon receiving his knighthood, Sir Noel Coward 
is said to have remarked, “The world has been 
very good to me. But then again, I’ve been 
very good to it.” I will not flatter myself by 
suggesting that I have been good to the teaching 
profession. I’ve been teaching longer than I care 
publicly to admit these days. I, like all of you here, 
did not go into this profession, this career, to seek 
accolades, to boost my own ego, to have 
something to do until something else came along. 
 
I went into it because I learned, firsthand, the 
power of words, ideas, and imaginary worlds as a 
child, when the battles between my parents got to 
be too much, the name-calling and smirks from 
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intolerance and prejudice and discrimination made 
me grateful to be a teacher and optimistic that the 
future of the world will be in very fine hands. 
 
Working for the College Board as a Reader of the 
AP Exam and now as a member of a national 
committee to align expectations for Pre-AP to 
Common Core has challenged my pedagogy and 
made me a better teacher. 
 
Along the way, I hope I have been a role model 
for young men. I hope that they took and continue 
to take from me that it is right and proper to 
carry themselves a certain way, to speak a certain 
way, to have respect for ideas and those who value 
them. I hope I have been a role model for young 
women, whose voices I value, one of whom wrote 
in a note to me last year, “Thank you for teaching 
me the precious art of confidence—easy for me to 
consider, but a lot more difficult to master.” I hope 
I have been a role model for my colleagues. I hope 
that they have taken from me an ounce of 
knowledge and wisdom I have taken from them. 
 
The profession continues to be good to me. 
Thank you, colleagues, for this honor. 
Today is a good day. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Christopher L. Dowlen 
 
English Department Chairman 
Adviser, The Royal Banner 
Martin Luther King Academic Magnet School 
for Health Sciences and Engineering 
 

Continued from Page 6 
 
an excellent essay, approached a complex and 
convoluted idea from a perspective I didn’t even 
know existed, let alone considered. 
The profession continues to be good to me. I have 
been fortunate enough to be a teacher of Advanced 
Placement English Language and Composition 
since 2006. This course has broadened my own 
mind by challenging me to learn more about 
history, philosophy, sociology, popular 
culture, current events and to seek innovative 
ways to introduce my own knowledge into my 
classroom. An AP class is by definition a 
specialized little learning community. I have set 
very high expectations and I have watched 
students meet and exceed them again and again 
and again. Just these past two days with my 
students have been among the best I have 
experienced with a group of AP students since I 
began teaching the course. We had a sort of 
“rhetorical perfect storm” this week: that perfect 
moment when what we were studying in class was 
directly related to a discussion in public discourse. 
I had it last year when my students and I read 
“Civil Disobedience” and studied the Occupy 
movement. For the past two weeks, my students 
and I have been analyzing Narrative of the Life of 
Frederick Douglass. Their analysis of the very 
emotionally volatile issue of slavery, one adults 
rarely discuss, was measured, mature, and 
thoughtful. Then on Monday, President Obama, in 
his speech before the Clinton Global Initiative, 
called human trafficking modern slavery. 
Scaffolding a discussion of the president’s speech, 
Douglass’s autobiography, and Robert Hayden’s 
poem in praise of Frederick Douglass, whom 
Hayden says envisioned a world “where none is 
lonely, none hunted, alien” and then watching my 
students make the connections among the 
president’s rhetoric, Douglass’s criticism of 
slavery, and Hayden’s vision of a world free of 

 

Jenkins Award Acceptance Talk cont. 



 

 

  
  

TEJ Online 

Tennessee has some great student writers and artists. 
We know this because we’ve seen the results of their 
work in a variety of places. The Tennessee English 
Journal would like to encourage student writing and 
artwork and to that end, we’re announcing that TEJ-
Online will begin publishing student work on-line 
March 1, 2013. We invite you to submit your 
students’ creative work, including poems, short 
stories, essays, artwork and photography. Entries will 
be submitted to reviewers, and those approved will be 
published on-line at the Tennessee English Journal 
website. 
 
For more information or to submit your students’ 
work, please contact Susan North, Editor, at susan-
north@utc.edu. Please feel free to share this with 
your colleagues, even those who are not yet members 
of Tennessee Council of Teachers of English. Rules 
for submission are below. 
 

Publishing Student Writing 
Online 
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Rules 
 

• Any teacher member of the Tennessee Council of Teachers of English may submit his or her 
students’ writing or artwork for consideration. 

• Work should be submitted electronically in .pdf, .jpg, or .gif format. Please Entries should include  
teacher’s name, student’s name, age, grade, and school. Non-member teachers who wish to submit 
their students’ work can visit the TCTE website for information about how to join. 
http://tncouncilofteachersofenglish.webs.com/  

• Submissions accepted any time throughout the school year, and will be submitted to a review panel 
as soon as they are received. 

• Submissions chosen for publication will remain on the website for one year. 
• Author retains all rights to publication and may submit material elsewhere.  

The TEJ website is currently undergoing construction but will be open on March 1 at 
http://www.utc.edu/Academic/TennesseeEnglishJournal/. We look forward to hearing from you 
and to seeing the exciting work your students are doing. 


