
7th/8th Grade English: 2018-19
A Conversation with the Principal



At Hommocks we are a community of 
readers and writers.

It’s a simple, but BIG shift. We teach the READER 
and the WRITER, rather than a fixed continuum 
of Reading and Writing. 

Each reader is unique. Each writer is too! 



What do we mean when we talk about “traditional learning?” 



Why Teach Reading and Writing through Inquiry and 
Project Based Learning? 

Donna Santman, middle 
school literacy teacher 
and author of Shades of 
Meaning, consults with 
schools around the 
country supporting 
teachers in developing 
and implementing 
rigorous reading and 
writing workshops.

“Reading to develop an active imagination 
involves more than just getting lost in the 
world of great stories. If they read carefully 
and thoughtfully, and pay attention to the 
details of the books they read, our kids will 
be able to explore big issues and ideas in 
their lives. This kind of reading will help 
them to inform decisions about the work 
they’ll undertake and the friends they’ll have. 
Reading in this way helps us decide who 
we’ll vote for, where we’ll donate our money, 
how we’ll treat people. When we teach kids 
to read this way, they will learn to harness 
their imaginations and use them to 
accomplish great things” (Santman, 2005). 



What does Inquiry look like in a 
Hommocks Middle School English 
Classroom? 

● Reading and Writing workshops that 
privilege student independence and 
agency. 

● Using big student constructed 
questions to frame the study of reading 
and writing, like, “Why do we write 
stories and read the stories of others to 
develop empathy?”  

● The difference between studying 
something and making a study of 
something. 

● The investigation of language, 
grammar, and mechanics beyond 
“rules.” Students make a study of 
language and its impact on meaning 
across genres. 







All students write a process piece in each 
genre that is either narrative, 
opinion/argument, or informational.

Teach all children from a fixed  sequential 
set of lessons and skills within genre-based 
units.

Students read voluminously in 
self-selected books.

Students read voluminously and design independent 
reading projects across the year that show their 
thinking and demonstrate skills  in self-selected books.

Students write voluminously in a writer’s notebook, 
use model--critique--feedback with peers to improve 
writing, and decide what to publish every 2-3 weeks. 
Across the year, write within multiple genres, modes, 
and for a variety of authentic purposes.

Use initiating task assessments to determine what 
students can do and what they can’t do YET. Units 
respond to student needs as well as teach skills  that 
all students need to know before high school.

Whole Class Novel study and literary 
analysis result in assessments that 
simulate literary criticism.

Through project-based learning, students deepen 
their understanding of the impact of different kinds of 
writing in the world.  Each student develops a project 
that contributes to a whole class public product, much 
like a collaboratively written  annual report. 

Shifts in English Language Arts Instructional Approach





Teaching Reading  

Skill Building
Getting ideas in 
books, tracing them 
across a text or texts, 
and building 
arguments. 

Independent Reading
At first I thought this book was about 
friendship, but now I’m realizing it’s about 
how sometimes good people can do 
not-good things because...

PBL
Determine what these texts reveal about 
groups. What is the most convincing 
evidence within and outside this text that 
supports your ideas? 

Shared Text
At first we thought Fly Away Home was 

about the relationship between a father 
and son, but then we realized it was about 
how even a small bird can instill hope into 

the hearts of those who need it most. 



Mamaroneck District Stretch Goal (Reading)        

All students will read capably and voluminously 
across genres for a variety of meaningful purposes 
(e.g., for pleasure, to learn about the world).

By the numbers: 

As of today, Hommocks 
students have logged 4,992 
books. 659 students didn’t 
have a next-up book as they 
finished their book - that’s 
13% percent! 



Critical Lens Work

Groups / Labels Power Fairness

Insiders / Outsiders

The American Dream: 
Hopes, Dreams, and 
Opportunity in America

Social Justice 
and Injustice

Grade 6

Power and Fairness
Grade 7

Grade 8





Students also explore big ideas in 
books through talk! 

https://www.google.com/url?q=https://drive.google.com/file/d/1QrOoh-fugsayQOXUyV_U87z09FErp7p0/view&sa=D&ust=1542060362973000&usg=AFQjCNFUONUt4k8UZ3DgQ5t3NkWmQfP9aA
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://drive.google.com/file/d/1QrOoh-fugsayQOXUyV_U87z09FErp7p0/view&sa=D&ust=1542060362973000&usg=AFQjCNFUONUt4k8UZ3DgQ5t3NkWmQfP9aA


Writing Workshop

Students maintain writer’s 
notebooks in which voice and 
choice are valued. They write 
across multiple genres and 
produce lots of writing. 
Teachers model ways to 
generate, add, and revise 
writing.

Frequent publishing

Each unit, students choose 
pieces to take through a writing 
process to publish. Published 
pieces are polished. The 
expectation is that the pieces 
are revised and edited. This 
includes feedback from peers 
and teacher and a grade. 

Word Study 

To become more powerful 
writers, children study words in 
ways to help develop 
vocabulary, spelling sense, 
grammar, and usage. Through 
mini-inquiries, they have 
opportunities to notice and 
practice using conventions, 
and to study the many ways 
sentences can go.



This Writer:

● Has a reaction to a 
challenging text. 

● Clarifies her point. 

● Asks a powerful 
rhetorical question. 

● Makes a claim about 
her generation 
around a pressing 
social issue. 





A Note on Feedback….



6th Grade
Building Blocks 

7th Grade 
Usage and Complexity

8th
Control and Voice

September Grammar:  nouns (common and 
proper) and personal pronouns

Mechanics: end punctuation 
(.?!)
Capitalization:  I as a proper 
pronoun, first letter of sentences, 
proper nouns, months, days of 
the week, holidays

Word study and application:  
launch personal spelling and 
“vocabulary” lists; sentence 
imitation

Grammar:  review complete 
sentence formation 
(subject/predicate)

Mechanics: revisit 
non-negotiables (capitalization, 
end punctuation, comma in a 
series, comma in compound 
sentences, apostrophes with 
possessives)

Word study and application:  
launch personal spelling and 
“vocabulary” lists; sentence 
imitation

Reminders about paragraphing 
and neatness

Writing Assessment 

Voice Study 
Consistency across paragraphs 
Consistency across a whole text
Punctuation
Agreement 
Tone

October Grammar:  verbs (action, 
helping, state of being)

Mechanics: comma in a series; 
commas used with dialogue
Capitalization: titles and 
indication of, streets/roads, 
historical episodes, nationalities, 
religions, planets, organizations

Word study and application:  
commonly confused words and 
personal vocabulary lists; 
sentence imitation

Grammar:  relative pronouns 
(who, which, where, etc)

Mechanics: comma to set off 
nonrestrictive phrases and 
clauses

Word study and application:   
personal vocabulary lists; 
sentence imitation

Voice Study 
Verbs: Infinitive, Gerunds, 
participles
Active and Passive Voice 
1st Person Narration: impact and 
deficits 

Grammar 
and 
Language 
Curriculum 
Working 
Draft 

2018-19



Project Based Learning
Project Based Learning is a teaching method in which 
students gain knowledge and skills by working for an extended 
period of time to investigate and respond to an authentic, 
engaging and complex question, problem, or challenge .

Essential Project Design Elements include:
 

Student Voice & Choice 

Reflection

Critique & Revision

Public Product 

Key Knowledge, Understanding, 
and Success Skills 

Challenging Problem or Question 

Sustained Inquiry

Authenticity 

from  the Buck Institute: http://www.bie.org/

https://www.google.com/url?q=http://www.bie.org/&sa=D&ust=1542060364612000&usg=AFQjCNGJnJYrMJqL1iBbIYXv-yBshqsvsw


“Big Art” Power Projects



We believe educators should have a 
positive and expectant view of 
children, with an understanding that 
children enter school with personal 
histories and particular strengths that 
teachers should recognize and use 
as the foundation for working with 
them. 

The Teacher You Want to Be



Reach out with questions! 

Emily Macias-Capellan, Principal

emaciascapellan@mamkschools.org

Rob Andrews, Assistant Principal

suandrews@mamkschools.org

Lisa Ramos-Hillegers, 8th Grade English Teacher  

lramoshillegers@mamkschools.org

mailto:emaciascapellan@mamkschools.org
mailto:suandrews@mamkschools.org
mailto:lramoshillegers@mamkschools.org

