To the members of the Board, thank you for this opportunity to speak to you regarding the revision of the English language arts TEKS.  My name is Amy Smith and I coordinate secondary language arts for McKinney ISD. When I came to McKinney almost 14 years ago, there were 7 elementary schools, 1 middle school and 1 high school. We now have 19 elementary schools, 4 middle schools with the 5th opening in the fall, 3 high schools with the 4th already in the planning stage, and 3 alternative campuses. 

We live in a world of change. Of course change is not new; growth like we have seen in McKinney is not an anomaly. What is different is the complexity of the change. It’s not about numbers; it’s much more complex. While building more schools and adding more teachers is certainly necessary for our district at this time, it is only one component of meeting the needs of our increasingly diverse student population.

We live in a complex world. Complexity means change – change that is rapid, unpredictable, nonlinear. We all know that literacy has always been much more complex than decoding print or writing words, but I believe language arts teachers today have a more expansive and critical job than ever before. Today’s students must learn to sift through exploding volumes of often-conflicting information; work with knowledge that is increasing exponentially; and eventually lead the way to finding solutions to an accumulation of problems we can’t even predict at this time. How they will lead this effort is riding heavily on how they are educated. It is only nostalgia, mixed in with some magical thinking, that supports the idea that there is some sort of failure in education today that is easily remedied by step by step, one-size fits all, sure fire solutions. As educators, we know that our job is much more complex than this; we know that every day, in our classrooms, we lay the groundwork for tomorrow’s creation of knowledge and breakthrough thinking. 

For this reason, I commend and thank those who worked on the revision of the ELA TEKS, and I strongly support continued revisions of the standards work document to which I, along with hundreds of other educators across Texas, have given input.  The specificity added to the TEKS concerning the analysis of informational text and media provides the framework for building the critical literacy skills all of our students need and deserve. Texas students will learn to not merely comprehend and submit to a text’s message; rather they will learn to think critically, question, and analyze a message and then form their own argument, supported with logic and clarity. Comprehension, not an end in itself, serves as a means to critical and argumentative literacy, providing support for success on AP, ACT, and SAT exams, and successful transitions to college and the workforce.  

Friedman might be right – the world might be flat, but our country is not. Critical and argumentative literacy is the language of influence, intellectual capital and economic power. Without it, we will leave children behind. This is not easy work; it cannot be addressed with lists and prescriptive solutions such as proposed through the alternative document. No, our work is not easy work, but to quote Dr. Edmund Farrell, a renowned scholar in language arts, Professor Emeritus at the University of Texas, and my dear friend and mentor “to do anything less is to do far, far too little to equip those who will be in charge of our world steadily undergoing dramatic change.”

