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by Lorna Collier

Bruce Penniman was a brand-new teacher when—just 
as the school year began— he was given a surprise 
assignment: teach a seventh-grade remedial reading 

class. A class for which there was no curriculum.
Each weekend, Penniman scrambled to come up with a 

course of action for the week, only to find by Wednesday his 
plans in shambles, with nothing working as he had hoped.

“The worst feeling in the world is to finish a long day of 
teaching and then sit at your desk after school and won-
der, ‘What am I going to do tomorrow?’” says Penniman, a 
teacher at Amherst Regional High School in Massachusetts.

The experience taught Penniman the importance of long-
range planning and classroom organization. Today, after 37 
years in the profession (including recognition in 1999 as 
Massachusetts Teacher of the Year), he is sharing his tech-
niques, tips, and strategies in a new book, Building the English 
Classroom: Foundations, Support, Success (NCTE, 2009).

Planning and Organization Are Crucial
Penniman says he is not by nature an organized person, as 
his paper-stacked desk shows.

“Like many teachers, I think my natural tendency was 
always to focus on, ‘well, this would be a cool lesson’ or 
‘kids would really enjoy doing this,’ but that doesn’t nec-
essarily make it an effective lesson.”

Instead, Penniman says teachers need to learn, as he 
did, to see the big picture before filling in the details; to 
go from “macro to micro” rather than attempt the reverse. 

“I often liken planning to doing a jigsaw puzzle,” says 
Penniman. “The first thing you do is spread all the pieces 
out on the table and figure out what goes with what, then 
you look for the borders and try to outline it, and then you 
start working on the details.”

Once teachers lay out long-term goals, they can work 
backward, seeing which elements fit the goals and when 
these activities should occur. 

Having a structure in place doesn’t mean being rigid. 
Kristen Iverson, who also teaches English at Amherst Re-
gional High School, says that being organized “allows you 
to be spontaneous. If you have your long-range planning 
and goal-setting down, if you know where you are headed, 
this gives you more freedom on a day-to-day basis to go 
where the kids are going.”

If you are confident your term is well-planned, you can 
live more in the “here and now” of daily teaching, says 
Penniman.

“I can really focus on how it’s going while I’m teaching 
so that I’m not still trying to figure out where this is all 
leading—it’s all clear in mind so that when I’m actually 
teaching, I can really concentrate on, ‘Is this working?’, ‘Do 
I need to modify?’, and so on.”

How to Assess and Grade 
Once a teacher determines the big ideas he or she wants 
to get across in a course, the next step, says Penniman, is 
figuring out how to assess success.

“When we figure out what we want students to learn, 
how will we know if they’ve learned it?”

He says any project, test, or other assignment should 
be “closely related to what those big ideas are” to be an 
authentic measure of whether they’ve been realized.

Another important principle in assessment, says Penni-
man, is that it should be “meaningful for students—they 
should feel like they’re engaged in it, and that it’s pur-
poseful for them.”

Penniman suggests de-emphasizing grading.
“The thing that was most liberating for me was when I 

stopped grading individual assignments,” he says. Instead, 
he set up a portfolio system, assigning one grade to a col-
lection of papers. 
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“The amount of time I spent reading papers didn’t 
decrease, but I did a much better job, because I wasn’t so 
focused on trying to justify the grade; I was trying to give 
encouraging feedback that would help the student im-
prove rather than saying here’s why you got a B-plus.”

Be Open to Modifying Your Teaching 
Techniques
Besides being structured, teachers also need to be open to 
new ideas and to changing their approaches.

“In the course of my career I went through several cycles 
and found it really important to rethink what I was doing,” 
says Penniman. “You do what you think is working well for 
awhile, but then it tends to get stale or maybe it doesn’t 
fit the students you’re getting now or other things have 
changed in the school.”

For instance, in his first few years of teaching, Pen-
niman created a long list of detailed questions for his 
students to answer while reading assigned literature. The 
students hated the questions.

“They felt like I was destroying the enjoyment of read-
ing by making them stop every page or two and answer a 
question.”

Penniman eventually decided the questions weren’t 
serving his students. Instead, he asked one or two simpler, 
bigger-picture questions about the reading, followed up with 
writing (not to be graded) at the beginning of class the next 
day. 

“I found that would serve just as well and probably 
better than having a series of 30 questions about the first 
chapter,” he says.

Similarly, Penniman quit teaching grammar as “the 
naming of parts,” which he says did not improve students’ 
writing. “Half the students would get it, at least until I 
tested them, while others never seemed to get it.” So, 
instead of having lessons about tenses, clauses, phrases, 
and so forth, Penniman focused on improving style.

Tips for Designing Literature Curricula
Don’t underestimate students; stretch them instead, says 
Penniman. 

While a book like Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man might be 
too long for some students, a teacher can still assign pas-
sages or chapters, rather than not use it at all, he says.

“The students who are [lowest achieving] in schools are 
often the ones that know the most about invisibility,” says 
Penniman. “They can really identify with a book like that.”

Other tips from Penniman:
•	 Don’t	be	driven	by	textbooks;	be	creative	in	the	texts	

you choose. 

•	 Use	variety	in	the	kinds	of	text	you	assign	and	your	
approaches for discussion and study. 

•	 Move	off	center	stage;	encourage	students	to	dis-
cuss literature among themselves through literature 
circles. 

How to Avoid Being Overwhelmed by 
Paper Load, Other Duties
Penniman suggests teachers assign writing in three cat-
egories: “low stakes,” “medium stakes,” and “high stakes” 
writing. “Low stakes” writing is done daily, if possible, and 
is rarely seen by the teacher and never graded (such as a 
student journal).

By increasing the amount of low-stakes writing, teachers 
can encourage writing fluency without adding to workloads. 

Penniman also recommends teachers spend the most 
time grading mid-process drafts, rather than final papers. 
“That, to me, is the time to spend quality time respond-
ing to the student. I’ll still want to respond to the finished 
paper, but it’s more important when they’re still in the 
process of writing it.”

Some teachers may believe they need to set aside time 
to teach basic skills, such as vocabulary and grammar, but 
Penniman says these skill lessons often can be integrated 
into the literature and reading sessions. 

For example, if a teacher chooses vocabulary words 
from a class text, then a discussion of these words can also 
involve the literature. Also, students can use the words in 
writing assignments about the text—“and it all fits togeth-
er,” he says.

Differentiated instruction can present another challenge 
to overburdened, time-crunched teachers. Penniman says 
teachers can design solutions that help not only the stu-
dent with different needs, but the rest of the class as well.

For example, course activities can be designed to reach 
more students by using a variety of intelligences (per 
Howard Gardner’s multiple intelligences theory). Another 
strategy: have all students read the same book, but modify 
assignments based on ability levels.  

If accommodations need to be made for a special-needs 
student, see if these can be built into the fabric of the 
class, says Penniman. For instance, if a student with par-
ticular needs is entitled to extra time on tests, “why can’t 
that be done for everyone?”

Incorporating 21st Century Technologies 
Today’s 21st century teachers have the opportunity to use a 
rapidly growing toolbox of technological devices—provided 
their districts can afford them. 
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One of the challenges, says Penniman, is “just keeping 
up with what all the tools are.” Another: to figure out which 
tools really help students learn better versus picking “a 
new Web gizmo because it’s really cool.”

Some innovations he thinks might be worthwhile include 
replacing some writing assignments with multimedia pro-
duction and some classroom discussions with online ones.

Keep Growing through  
Professional Development 
Teachers need to avail themselves of professional growth and 
development activities for several reasons, says Penniman.

“I don’t think you can be static as a teacher—you’re 
either growing or you’re withering,” he says.

It’s also important to make connections with other 
teachers, exchange ideas, and feel a part of a larger educa-
tion community, he says.

Professional development can help teachers become 
leaders as well as better teachers, says Bruce Penniman.

“It’s really reciprocal,” he says. “Professional growth 
activities stretch and challenge us but can also affirm us: 
We realize that, ‘Oh, I know this; I understand that; I can 
contribute.’ That leads to sharing best practices and ideas 
with others, which encourages us to probe even deeper 
and learn more and stretch ourselves even further.

“The more we grow, the more we have the potential to 
lead. And the more we lead, the more we grow.” 

Becky Zesinger, a reading specialist for the Great 
Prairie Area Education Agency in Missouri, provides 
professional development to K–12 teachers in reading 
and literacy, incorporating NCTE’s Pathways program. 
(Pathways is a yearlong professional development pro-
gram that gives teachers across all content areas opportu-
nities to learn about the latest trends in literacy education 
and then apply that learning in their own classroom with 
support from videos, Web seminars, lesson plans, and 
professional readings.) 

For Zesinger, professional development provides teach-
ers with “a sense of personal growth, a sense of control” 
because they have sought and secured training in an area 
of interest. “It keeps you growing professionally.”

Within the classroom, Zesinger says teachers who 
have a deeper understanding of their purpose and role 
can increase student achievement, which then causes 

Professional Development Programs (Like NCTE’s Pathways)  
Help Teachers Become Better Teachers and Better Leaders

“I think it’s really a matter of survival as a teacher,” says 
Penniman. “I think you need connections to other teach-
ers. In spite of having lots of young people, classrooms 
can be lonely places for teachers, who have a real need to 
reach out to others and learn new ideas and feel a sense of 
connection.” 

Early in his career, Penniman went to a conference of 
the New England Association of Teachers of English, which 
he found to be “a gateway experience, because it allowed 
me to get a bigger picture of the English profession and 
learn from colleagues who weren’t part of my immediate 
surroundings at school. It made me want to be part of that 
network of teachers and contribute to it.”

Lorna Collier is a freelance writer and author based in northern 
Illinois. 

 

teachers to feel more confident in their ability to improve 
students’ lives.

“It becomes a self-fulfilling prophecy: ‘I can make a 
difference,’” says Zesinger.

Stephanie Shaudel is a tutor studying for a social stud-
ies teaching credential at San Francisco State University 
and is also using the NCTE Pathways program. 

As a result, she says she’s brought into the classroom 
“a heightened awareness about literacy, being conscious 
of the multiple intelligences and learning styles, and the 
need to incorporate a variety of instructional models.”

Teachers whose districts can’t afford to send them 
to conferences might find growth opportunities nearby, 
through local universities, National Writing Project or 
NCTE affiliates, or even in their own schools, says Bruce 
Penniman.

For example, teachers could form a study group with 
a few other teachers. “Maybe you meet once a week or 
once a month after school to talk about a book or some-
thing like that. It’s pretty low cost and potentially a very 
enriching experience.”

Kristen Iverson has been a teacher consultant for the 
National Writing Project for 10 years.  

“It has entirely changed my life, my career, my goals, 
my ideas,” she says. “It’s giving yourself a community of 
teachers who are like-minded who believe all children 
can learn.”




