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FEBRUARY’S  “ASK THE EXPERTS” QUESTION  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
If you have a great suggestion or idea to share with other middle level educators, please submit 
it to the newsletter editor (along with your name, subject/grade level/school name, and school 
system) no later than  March 1st.  The winner will receive a $10 Starbucks gift card. 

 
Solution for January on Page 2 

A Message from the Editor 

TEST STRESSORS 
Many students will take the Writing 8 SOL Test in March.  Many other schools 
will opt for April test windows for other content areas.  With the major storms 
we have had since January, how do you cope with test stressors?  How do 
you help your students cope? 

The Virginia Middle School Association web page has a new look!  www.vmsa.org 

        Is it spring yet?  Who says winter days are shorter than summer days?  It is a scientific fact, of course, but 

emotionally it can feel far from the truth.   Some of us are already counting the days till the last day of school 

while others of us are obsessing about the number of days until “the test”.   Are you in your classroom chrysalis 

working hard to help your students prepare for life?  It is what middle level educators do best—help children 

transform into young adults.  It happens every year, and it does not matter what the weather is; you put everything 

you have into those lessons and connections so your students grow.   

       As the Virginia Middle School grows its digital presence, it is important that this newsletter offers members a 

little flavor, some humor, some wisdom, and access to resources.  As we transition away from paper, it is possible 

for everyone in the organization to contribute thoughts and ideas.  The VMSA has the wonderful opportunity to 

be what members need it to be, and with that notion comes the request to let us know what you would like to see 

in your monthly news.  Several things have been tried—Problem of the Month, greetings from board members, 

information about the annual conference, a quarterly edition, a bi-monthly edition, and themed editions.  Now that 

these have been tried, which ones work?  Which ones don’t?  Are we ready for a few featured columnists to help 

you with your work in the classroom?  Is there a cartoonist out there? 

       This edition has a Writing Across the Curriculum focus.  Many schools have been working on this concept 

for a long time, but there are plenty of schools that are just beginning a school-wide adventure into writing. The 

March edition of the newsletter will continue to explore how writing looks in different classroom settings.  If you 

have a lesson that embraces writing across the curriculum, won’t you please share it with us?  You may submit 

your  lesson to your regional director (contact information on the VMSA website under the Contacts tab) or di-

rectly to the me.  If your team does something amazing, share with readers! 

       Please take a few  minutes to offer general newsletter feedback.  If you do not feel comfortable sending a 

message to me (Email: ljphillips@wcs.k12.va.us), please contact your regional director.  He/she will forward ide-

as to me so I can make sure this periodical is what it needs to be.   

        Best, 

        Liz Phillips, Editor 

Find us on Facebook!        Follow us on Twitter! 

     Virginia Middle School Association (VMSA)    @MiddleVMSA 
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The deadline for VMSA’s Master in the Middle 

Awards is approaching fast!  March 15th is not that 

far away, so plan accordingly. 

 

TEACHER OF THE YEAR 

Recognizes a classroom teacher who is 

 Enthusiastic about teaching young adolescents 

 Currently teaching middle level students in a 

VMSA-member school 

 Serves as an educational leader / role model 

 Promotes developmental responsiveness and 

social equity for all students 

 Models effective middle level practices 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

EDUCATOR OF THE YEAR 

Recognizes an educator that is not in the class-

room who  

 demonstrates a devotion to working with 

young adolescents 

 demonstrates a commitment to best instruc-

tional practices at the middle level 

 

All the information you need to submit a PDF 

nomination packet can be found on the VMSA  

website (www.vmsa.org). 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
JANUARY’S  “ASK THE EXPERTS” QUESTION  

 

 
WINTER DOLDRUMS 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
This month’s Starbucks card goes to Ann Woleben, Librarian at Nansemond-Suffolk Academy in Suffolk.  
Ann has been at the academy for 36 years and has embraced digital literacies that can help students 

enjoy literature.  She has      
suggested that teachers and 
students try Popplet.com, a site 
that offers mind mapping tools.  
Here is an example of how to 
use the site: Students can use 
Popplet for projects such as a 
year-long study of the plants 
and animals of the Chesapeake 
Bay.  Part of their project can 
show the niche their respective 
plants and animals have in the 
bay and how this niche is      
related to the ecology of the 
bay.  Students can insert a    
picture of their plant or animal in 
the center of the popple. 
 

The winter months cause unplanned disruptions in instruction—oftentimes right    
after a long break in December.  It can be challenging to keep your students plugged 
in and motivated.  What do you do to help your students stay motivated and excited 
about learning?
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REGION 2 

Alex Bergren, Region Director 

 

The PAMS Power Paragraph Writing Program, devel-

oped by Princess Anne Middle School Literacy Coach 

Jennifer Stubbe is featured in this month’s newsletter 

and on the VMSA website just in time for the Writing 8 

SOL test.  This writing project was created for writing 

across the curriculum, which helps students and parents 

understand that the importance of effective writing is 

not limited to English classes. 

 

 

 

 

REGION 6 

Ken Nicely, Region Director 

 

Region 6 is home to two middle schools that have been 

designated as Schools to Watch (STW).  Hidden Valley 

Middle School in Roanoke County was first designated 

in 2009 and it (along with E.B. Stanley Middle School 

in Washington County) was among the first two schools 

west of Richmond to earn STW designation. In 2014, 

Northside Middle School in Roanoke County joined the 

STW ranks. Profiles describing some of the practices 

from both of these schools may be read on the national 

STW website. The website features profiles from all of 

the STW school from across the United States. To view 

these profiles, go to the STW website 

(middlegradesforum.org), click on Schools to Watch, 

and then view the various state programs in the right-

hand menu box. The school profiles are listed under the 

state programs. 

  
The STW school profiles are one way middle grades 

schools can get a glimpse into the STW-designated 

schools. Another effective way for schools to collabo-

rate and learn from one another is for STW schools to 

host regional meetings and share their story. In Region 

6, Hidden Valley principal Mike Riley and Northside 

principal Lori Wimbush recently hosted such a meeting. 

Middle school leaders from eight middle schools, repre-

senting five school divisions, participated in an informal 

session in which the STW principals discussed their 

STW journey and the positive impact the process has 

had on their respective schools. Both principals af-

firmed how positive it is for their staff, students, and 

community to receive recognition, but the most im-

portant benefit has been the way the STW process in-

vites school to engage in self-reflection, celebrate the 

successes, and continuously work on the challenges. For 

all of the school leaders participating in this regional 

meeting, the opportunity to network and share experi-

ences fulfilled the goal of encouraging a new cohort of 

future STW applicants. Many thanks to Hidden Valley 

and Northside! 
 

 

 

 

REGION 7 

Scott Allen, Region Director 

 

A big thanks to all who attended the annual conference 

in the fall—and a special thanks to those who presented.  

If you have any suggestions for the 2015 conference, 

please let me know so I can pass them on to the Board.  

Remember to check the VMSA website on a regular 

basis as we continue to expand our digital presence, and 

UPCOMING AMLE WEBINARS FOR EDUCATORS AND ADMINISTRATORS 

 
 

February 25—Creating Student-Led Conferences in the Middle Grades (Patti Kinney) 
 March 11— Building a Positive School Culture in the Middle Level  (Ed Vittardi)  

March 18—Teaching with Diversity & Cultural Competency in Mind in the Middle Level!  
(Crystal LaVoulle) 

March 25—Health, Wellness & Student Achievement in the Middle Level  
(Pam Powers & Let’s Move Active Schools) 

 
Go to the AMLE website for more information:  www.amle.org 

NEWS FROM YOUR DIRECTOR 

http://middlegradesforum.org/
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READ ACROSS AMERICA DAY 
MONDAY, MARCH 2 

Resources at www.readacrossamerica.org 

 

Transition from WINTER INSTRUCTIONal FOCUS: 
Writing Across the Curriculum 

ABINGDON— Here are the cold, hard facts about 

writing.  It’s not just for English.  There’s not a “not 

anymore” after that statement because, frankly, writ-

ing has NEVER been exclusive to English classes.  

Just take a moment to think about it. We used to be 

students, and if we think back (some of us at least), 

there was that dreaded Blue Book—the exam booklet 

where we had to write out responses to exam ques-

tions in narrative form.  I had a Blue Book exam for 

Marine Biology, General Biology, Medieval History, 

United States History, U. S. Government, and three 

literature courses.  Luckily I did not mind writing my 

thoughts and ideas about content area prompts.  It 

gave me an edge over those tricky true/false items 

that could blow my GPA. Time flies, and now I’m 

rather old compared to most of my peers. 

       Somewhere between the Stanford 9 and NCLB, 

somebody got the bright idea to create a platform for 

writing.  It was classic—five paragraphs, five sen-

tences—as elaborate as possible—to fit the criteria 

for a narrative, an exposition, or a persuasion piece.  

As soon as that formulaic model was established, it 

was shockingly evident to me that writing would be 

English class exclusive.  In other words, English de-

partments owned it.  How sad! 

       It is 2015, and we have had at least a year of 

implementation of something revolutionary (NOT!)

—writing across the curriculum.  Teachers who have 

been the classroom long enough, know that instruc-

tion swings on a giant pendulum, and the reappear-

ance of writing probably doesn’t surprise them.  But 

what about educators who have never taught writing 

in their non-English Language Arts classrooms?  

What about teachers who have been in the classroom 

fewer than five years?   

     How do English teachers offer support for other 

content area teachers?  How do we convince students 

that writing is important?  It is the Year of the Goat, 

and we need to make sure that Writing Across the 

Curriculum does NOT get our goats!  We have to 

come to an understanding of what Writing Across the 

Curriculum is—and what it is not.  We need to share 

ideas, come out of the cold, and help our students 

achieve writing excellence—regardless of the 

prompt,  in spite of the rigor and expectations set 

before them.  It is a challenge for everyone, from 

student to administrator.   

       Remember we are not inventing the wheel.  We 

aren’t even building a clock for that pendulum.  For 

me to say I love to write, that I write professionally 

whenever I can, does not help another educator figure 

out how to encourage writing in his/her classroom.  

To offer websites, workshops, and seminars that pre-

scribe a magic writing pill that helps every student 

grow is ridiculous.  I know how to teach writing 

across the curriculum.  So do a lot of teacher across 

the Commonwealth.  What CAN we do as a collec-

tive to improve writing in every classroom, in every 

school, in every school system in Virginia? 

     We are going to begin with one idea, an idea pre-

sented by Jennifer Stubbe.  She’s a literacy coach in 

Region 2 (Virginia Beach area), and her idea starts 

with a PARAGRAPH.  Her model will work in ANY 

classroom, in ANY content area.  The beauty of her 

idea is that it is simple, easy for teachers to model, 

easy for students to grasp.  If an entire team or an 

entire school used her model, evidence of student 

growth would be shown in writing samples.   

       If a student can write about a concept, you know 

he/she understands it.  What is more, you can see 

where a student confuses or misuses content.  One of 

the best aspects of students writing for understanding 

is seeing how content is synthesized to wonder about 

things beyond expectations for your course.  Many 

teachers get great ideas for future lessons by reading 

student writing.  Likewise, student writing can help 

you weed out old lesson material in favor of some-

thing new.  Writing across the curriculum facilitates 

metamorphic growth of adolescent cognition.  Writ-

ing about what we know, how we know it, what we 

wonder about, and how we can answer our own ques-

tions helps everyone show growth in their learning. 
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OUR FEATURED INSTRUCTIONAL STRATEGY 
SEE A NEED FILL A NEED:  THE IMPLEMENTATION OF PRINCESS ANNE MIDDLE SCHOOL’S POWER PARAGRAPH    

SEE A NEED FILL A NEED:  THE IMPLEMENTATION  
OF PRINCESS ANNE MIDDLE SCHOOL’S POWER PARAGRAPH     

BY JENNIFER STUBBE, LITERACY COACH  

PRINCESS ANNE MIDDLE SCHOOL AND LANDSTOWN MIDDLE SCHOOL 

In 2005, Blue Sky Studios’ animated film Robots popularized the phrase “see a need, fill a 
need.”  That phrase has taken on new life this year at Princess Anne Middle School (PAMS) in 
Virginia Beach where teachers unveiled a structured paragraph writing method in response to 
student need evidenced in last year’s SOL Writing results and Integrated Performance Task 
(IPT) results.  
 
See a Need 
In the 2013-2014 school year, Princess Anne Middle School saw room for improvement in both the 7

th
 

grade IPT and the 8
th
 grade Writing SOL.  Only slightly above 12% of our students scored proficient or 

advanced on the Written Communication portion of the IPT assessment.  This was in contrast to our 
combined proficient and  
advanced scores on the other scored portions of the IPT assessment: 32% proficient/advanced in  
Critical Thinking 1 (Analyzing Credibility), 43% proficient/advanced in Critical Thinking 2 (Analyzing  
Sufficiency), and 28%  
proficient/advanced in Problem Solving.  On the Writing SOL, PAMS had an 81% pass rate.  This was 
one  
percentage point lower than in 2012-2013.  Clearly Princess Anne Middle School could see a need in 
the student body:  the students needed to write more often and with greater academic purpose  
throughout their content classes. 
 
Fill a Need 
At the outset of the 2014-2015 school year, Principal D. Alex Bergren tasked the English department 
with developing a paragraph structure to meet the needs recognized through data analysis from the  
previous year’s assessment results.  Teachers knew the structure had to have an academic nature to it, 
and it had to be useful in all the content areas.  Throughout most of their elementary school years  
students had been asked to write a paragraph the same way: a topic sentence, 3 detail sentences, and 
a concluding sentence.  Quite literally in this case, the  
students were getting lost in the details.  Their paragraphs were coming out looking like bulleted lists 
with very little depth of response or evidentiary support.   
The English department’s response to their student’s needs was to give them POWER.  They wanted to 

give the students an acronym they could work with to help them get into the details of academic writing 

a little further.  Additionally, teachers wanted the students to have room to grow and develop, so PAMS 

created a more advanced version of The POWER Paragraph called The Second POWER which  

doubled the OWE elements of the original.  The teachers worked through many drafts and revisions 

before finalizing them both to send to Dr. Bergren for  approval. While knowing how PAMS English 

teachers wanted students to organize and elaborate their paragraphs was an important step, of equal 

importance was the need for a usable and malleable rubric to help the students and content teachers 

feel comfortable with the structure.  After consulting the division writing rubrics, the VDOE SOL writing 

rubrics, and the IPT rubric for Written Expression, PAMS settled on a four part rubric allowing teachers 

to have the flexibility to consider their own content standards as the true evaluative measure.  Addition-

ally, the rubric included a Writer’s Checklist to facilitate student use and understanding.  Together, the 

paragraph structure and rubric create a workable model for both non-Language Arts content teachers 

and students allowing all to benefit from its inception.  The need was filled, but how was it received? 
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Teacher and Student Response 
Learning to write for an academic purpose effectively is a huge challenge for many students, but with 
the POWER format, students at PAMS are warming up to the idea of writing in all of their classes.  An 
overwhelming number of student feedback forms indicate how happy they are to have a format they can 
memorize and use throughout their academic day.  One student writes, “I liked how once I completed 
the template, [writing the] paragraph just made sense.”  Another says, “Paragraphs are so much easier 
to write following this template.” In one form or another most of the students are excited to have an or-
ganizational structure they can remember using an acronym and template that makes sense. 
Likewise, implementing effective writing lessons can be problematic for non-English content area  
teachers.  They are not trained in teaching writing, and are often intimidated by student questions they 
worry they cannot answer. Using a specified format gives them the support they need to feel confident 
working with writing in their content.  Sixth grade social studies teacher Nancy Womick writes, “I wasn't 
nearly as good with [the initial learning plan as the Literacy Coach], but the kids really did seem to both 
understand and enjoy [using] it.  I did tell them that they would be using this in all of their classes for 
writing, and one student asked whether she could have an extra copy [of the template] to put in her 
binder since she had to leave the [one I gave her] glued into her [social studies] notebook.”  Another 
sixth grade social studies teacher, Debrah Campbell, noted, “At first, it isn't easy, some steps seem a 
bit repetitive in transferring from the brainstorming template to the power template - BUT...practice 
makes the process become clearer.”  The practice with the paragraph not only makes it clearer for the 
students, but it will also cement the process in the teacher’s minds giving them confidence to truly I 
incorporate writing across the curriculum. 
 
Kathleen McClelland, eighth grade English teacher, sums up why PAMS is excited about the POWER 
paragraph: 
 

I love the POWER paragraph.  I think it gives students a concrete guide to use when formulating  
their ideas for a paragraph or essay.  I know it will take some time to fully integrate this format as  
something that students automatically think about when a prompt is presented, but practicing a  
few times a week will help support that effort.   
 

If we implement this across the board – beginning even in elementary school, by high school and  
on college apps, even the weakest writers should have a good understanding of how to stay on  
topic, provide appropriate details and introduce and conclude a well-constructed paragraph. 
 

McClelland and other eighth grade English teachers are excited to see what using this format will do for 

their Writing SOL scores over the next few years.  Both they and the administrative team feel the data 

from the next few IPT and Writing SOL results will confirm what they are already seeing in their       

classrooms—that ALL students, given the proper tools, can learn to write effectively and for academic 

purpose. 

The POWER Paragraph 

P—PRESENT your main idea (topic sentence) 

O—OFFER a reason why this is your main idea.  What point do you 
want to make about the topic? 

W— WIDEN your information.  What is your proof?  Go to the text for 
support—offer evidence! 
E— EXPLAIN how or why your reason and proof are connected to 
the topic—clarify. Why did YOU prove your reason that way? 

R— RESTATE your main idea.  What do you want your readers to 

really know about this topic? 
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Rubric for Writing across the Content Areas 

List standard(s) being evaluated: 
1. 

2. 

 
 

ASSESSMENT ITEMS 

  AP (4) 
Advanced Profi-

cient 

P (3) 
Proficient 

DP (2) 
Developing Profi-

cient 

N (1) 
Novice 

CONTENT Content demonstrates 
mastery of the subject 

specific learning objec-

tive(s) or topic being 
evaluated in the writing. 

Content demonstrates 
understanding, though 

not full mastery, of the 

subject specific learning 
objective(s) or topic 

being evaluated in the 

writing. 

Content demonstrates 
limited understanding of 

the subject specific 

learning objective(s) or 
topic being evaluated in 

the writing. 

Content may be off topic 
or it shows little to no 

connection to the subject 

specific learning objec-
tive(s) or topic being 

evaluated in the writing. 

CONTENT VO-

CABULARY 

  

The writer makes delib-
erate subject or text 

specific word choices to 

make the response clear, 
informative, and engag-

ing. 

The writer has included 
some subject or text 

specific word choice; 

however, the word 
choice is not as purpose-

ful as an advanced re-

sponse. 

The writer relies too 
heavily on general, 

vague language, yet the 

generalized language 
does not distract from 

the development of the 

ideas. 

The writer relies too 
heavily on general, 

vague language that 

interferes with the mes-
sage. 

OPTIONAL ASSESSMENT ITEMS 
The following items will not necessarily be graded, but they are included for your consideration and understanding. 

  AP (4) 
Advanced Profi-

cient 

P (3) 
Proficient 

DP (2) 
Developing Profi-

cient 

N (1) 
Novice 

ELABORATION 

and ORGANIZA-

TION 
OPTIONAL 

The organizational pat-

tern includes an engag-

ing topic sentence.  The 

details are well devel-
oped and unified through 

transitional words and 

phrases.  An effective 
concluding sentence is 

included, as well. 

The organizational pat-

tern includes an engag-

ing topic sentence.  A 

lack of transitional 
words and phrases may 

make the details appear 

more list-like than uni-
fied.  A closing sentence 

is present although it 

may be repetitive or 
contrived. 

The writer provides all 

of the necessary infor-

mation with the para-

graph but has yet to 
purposefully select and 

apply an organizational 

plan. 

No organizational plan 

or elaboration of the 

topic is evident. 

SENTENCE 

STRUCTURE, 

GRAMMAR, US-

AGE, and ME-

CHANICS 
OPTIONAL 

The writing is free of 
most errors in grammar, 

usage, and mechanics.  

Specifically, the writer 
avoids fragments and 

run-on sentences. 

The writing is generally 
free of most errors in 

grammar, usage, and 

mechanics. An occasion-
al fragment or run-on 

sentence may be present, 

but the writer generally 

has mastered how to 

maintain complete sen-

tences. 

The writing has some 
errors in grammar, us-

age, and mechanics.  

Fragments and run-ons 
are present indicating 

that the writer needs 

work in this area; how-

ever, these sentence 

faults do not distract the 

reader. 

The writing has signifi-
cant errors in grammar, 

usage, and mechanics 

that hinder the reading 
of the text, specifically 

frequent sentence faults 

(fragments and run-ons). 
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Writer’s Checklist 

Content and Word Choice 
I accomplish all of the following in my paragraph: 

Answer the question being asked or responds directly to 

the prompt given in the topic sentence. 

Provide details that support the topic sentence. 

Provide supporting evidence to support the main idea.  

Possibilities include the following: 

Textual evidence 

Anecdotes/personal experiences 

Examples 

Details/elaboration 

Use content specific vocabulary accurately. 

Paragraph Structure and Mechanics 
Additionally, my paragraph meets these goals: 

I have a clear topic sentence focused on a central idea. 

My supporting evidence makes sense. 

I use transition words to help my paragraph flow. 

My concluding sentence restates my central idea. 

I avoid run-on sentences. 

I avoid sentence fragments. 

I use standard punctuation at the end of each sentence. 

I use correct capitalization. 

I spell commonly used words correctly. 

I spell my content vocabulary words correctly. 
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Power Plates Deadline: March 2!                                                
New Year's Resolutions? This is a perfect time to encourage healthy eat-

ing habits by sharing the Power Plates Program with your students! It's 

open to students from grades pre-K through grade 12. There are five cate-

gories:    breakfast, lunch, snack, dinner entrée or side dish, and dessert. 

Entries must be received via email or mail by March 2, 2015 to Virginia 

PTA. 

  

Entries will be judged by professional chefs. Winners will be recognized in early May at a special luncheon hosted 

by Virginia PTA. For more details, go to Virginia PTA's Power Plates. (Please hyperlink to: http://www.vapta.org/

health-and-safety/power-plates.html) 

VMSA PTA Representative: Debbie Kilpatrick 

News from Virginia pta 

Do you subscribe to the VDOE e-News that is delivered to teacher mailboxes each week?   

Do you need the latest and newest resources sent directly to you so you never have to hunt for 

them?  Here’s a solution!  

 

Subscribe to TeacherDirect! 

www.doe.virginia.gov/testing/

teacher_direct  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

INTERESTING CALENDAR  

OBSERVATIONS 

 

National Heart Month 

Black History Month 

Canned Food Month 

Children’s Dental Health Month 

National Grapefruit Month 

 

3rd Week: International Flirting Week 

 

 

 

23 International Dog Biscuit Appreciation Day 

24 National Tortilla Chip Day 

26 National Pistachio Day 

 Tell a Fairy Tale Day 

27  Polar Bear Day 

 No Brainer Day 

28 Public Sleeping Day 

 National Tooth Fairy Day 

Most of these days have website resources for your 

planning convenience.  Time to Google! 

http://r20.rs6.net/tn.jsp?f=001QDrZjR0J-4U1YmudG8ghz68JTVbWvtVma-8mhLf4wc9ME_s-fymyi8vOWxUg140pkPvoltzL72HXf4h87h_S0u8o5az4w_LSQ_wmqt9msAMLzAJDKJSt91HJIaE_XtUGl6Ndqhm_fAmly-qnyioYA9QR0fo1NBOG60tQq0j6Cj14a2oWjTCeaKJeJib887hGrB_VdV28V_CPDoZ1daEjcVS2qBJKLoS1&c=3
http://www.vapta.org/health-and-safety/power-plates.html
http://www.vapta.org/health-and-safety/power-plates.html

