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Coming of Age in Freshman English 

The freshman year of high school brings many 
transitions as students move to a new building, 
adapt to a new schedule, and begin their journeys 
to post-secondary life and adulthood. NMHS Eng-
lish teacher Ms. Michelle Minto (@MsMinto1 on 
twitter), a freshman herself in some ways having 
made the move from SMS to NMHS this year, is sharing her experience 
through a classroom blog where she is chronicling her studentsô instruc-
tional year.  

For those who may not know, NMHS English classes meet every other 
day in 80-minute time blocks. Ms. Minto says she wants her students to 
be engaged as soon as they walk through the door. To that end, she set 
up a routine at the beginning of the year where students are greeted  
everyday by a poem displayed on the smart board or by a song (poetry 
set to music) playing over speakers. Ms. Minto says this start to class  
has been a great success. ñThese can be used in any way, to develop and 
deepen themes, to explore character development, to review figurative 
language. I like it because every single day, my students walk in happy 
and excited to see what is going to happen. They are called to the music 
that can be heard in the hallway, and when I hand them a lyric sheet  
and say hello as they walk in, students know that I care about them. 
They come in and talk about the song with their peers and then take 
their seats and get out their notebooks. Every day, the routine is the 
same, and they actually do it. Once the bell rings and I take attendance, 

we listen to the song again, and depending on  
the day I will give them a prompt about it to     
respond to, or just ask them to jot down things 
they like or notice. It is low-stakes writing that     
I do not grade. It gets them engaged, and think-
ing, the second they walk in the door.ò  

The Freshman English (English I) class is a      
required full-year course offered to ninth-grade 
students at the college prep and honors levels. 
Students read classical and contemporary litera-
ture including nonfiction, and they routinely 

http://www.newmilfordps.org/
https://msminto.wordpress.com/ms-mintos-2017-classroom-blog/
https://msminto.wordpress.com/ms-mintos-2017-classroom-blog/
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write for a range of tasks, purposes, and audiences. The freshman language arts theme of 
ñJourney of Discovery,ò includes study of the ñcoming of ageò novel. 

Ms. Mintoôs classes read the classic novel To Kill A Mock-
ingbird to start the second quarter as they got their feet 
wet exploring the concepts of theme, symbolism and char-
acter development. Now that they have mastered some 
basic skills, Ms. Minto is taking the learning to the next 
level. ñI really feel that my role should be as a facilitator  
to allow students the freedom to master skills and then 
transfer those skills to become more active participants.ò 
With the start of the new year, Ms. Mintoôs classes are   
doing just that through a unit long class project that has 
been given the hashtag #getlitcircles.  

For this project, students were given a choice of eight di-
verse coming of age novels and asked to rank their top 
three in order of interest. Ms. Minto then assigned small 
groups (circles) of students to each book. Students will 
have six class sessions to read the novel, create lesson 
plans for each day of the unit (including the modeled 
daily poem), create quizzes to test knowledge, compare 
the novel to To Kill A Mockingbird and produce a video 
blog documenting the experience of reading the novel 
together. Whew! 

Ms. Minto says the project has been a big success so far. In class, ñStudents work, work, 
work (I have never overheard so many amazing conversations between students that were 
self-directed). Students come to class and get into their novels immediately, without me 
even asking them to get them out. It is amazing. Their discussions about the poems are rich 
and lead to some new insights about the texts. About 60 percent of students are already 
filming vlogs (video blogs). During this time period, I check in with each group, discuss 
their progress, and whatôs happening in the books, but honestly, they havenôt needed me 
much yet.ò 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Students will be sharing 
their video blogs with 
their fellow classmates at 
the end of January and  
Ms. Minto will be sure to 
share samples on her  
blog as well.  
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SNIS Book Clubs 

ñPage by page, book by book, student readers take a lookò 

Walk into a Grade 5 classroom at SNIS on any given day and you may see students clustered 

in small groups discussing their latest read. These ñbook clubsò are based on the Columbia 

Teachers College units of study in reading which incorporate the practice of  book clubs as 

one way to allow a text to have a profound impact on its reader. Book clubs are formed as a 

student-driven routine by considering readersô interests as well as the level at which they 

are reading. Participants agree on a set of expectations, sometimes called a ñconstitutionò, 

whereby they tackle potential potholes like preparedness, scheduling their reading of the 

text, and thinking about when to reflect on their reading in writing. The teacherôs role in the 

book club structure becomes that of a coach, teaching students how to respond to the ideas 

of others, grow their peersô thinking, respectfully disagree, and to provide more targeted  

instruction one-on-one with students, teaching them what is worth noting to talk about 

when their group meets, reflecting on discussions, and writing about their reading. 

SNIS Grade 5 teacher Mrs. Lisa Montemurro says ñBook clubs are designed to instill the 

idea that the best part of reading with others is that it changes the reader by allowing the 

reader to see the text through other perspectives. Being open to seeing the text differently 

through other reader's eyes broadens how they may have seen the text on their own. Book 

club members exchange ideas with their peers, allowing their own thoughts to change as 

they grow a larger understanding of the book together.ò  

As students debate in book clubs based on their different viewpoints, they dig deeper into 

the bookôs theme, naming the problem that a character faces, the lessons the character 

learns from that problem and collecting evidence to support their positions. This close  

reading of the text is helpful when the students begin to write about the same topics in      

the Columbia Teachers College units of study in writing. 
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Speed Dating in the NMHS LLC 
 

Socializing and spending time with friends are very important to high school aged students. 

NMHS Library Media Specialist Mrs. Robin Stiles has been mimicking both in order to fos-

ter student interest in reading something new. 

 

"Speed Dating with Books" started last year with class visits to the NMHS LLC. Mrs. Stiles 

says the concept revolved around students selecting multiple books to read quickly (3-4 

minutes timed) from the newest books collection. The books were spread out on library   

tables, and students made choices based on title, design, size, shape, cover, or reading the 

flyleaf. Mrs. Stiles said ñI told students to think of it as asking someone in the crowd to 

dance at a school dance or asking someone new out on a date. Youôve got to take a chance 

and get to know the person to see if you click.ò  

 

Once students made their multiple selections, they then had time to review their choices, 

tell why they selected the books they did, and make a final choice of a book to check out and 

"date."  Books that werenôt as good a match were returned to the table where other students 

could then browse for a connection. In keeping with the dating theme, Mrs. Stiles said "Itôs 

like going to a game or a dance hoping to spend time getting to know one person and you 

wind up meeting someone else who you find has more in common with you." 

 

This year, Mrs. Stiles cranked it up a notch, with an idea that is finding its way to libraries 

and bookstores called Blind Speed Dating. ñI selected enough books so students would have 

choice, wrapped them in brown paper and placed about eight words on the cover to grab 

their curiosity and interest. Students had a certain amount of time to choose two each based 

on size, shape, and the descriptive words on the books. They had to tell why they chose the 

book they did, which one they might prefer to ódateô, then deselect one to give other stu-

dents a chance to ósteal a blind dateô all while the books were wrapped. Not until 

they checked out the books at our Main Desk did they get to take the cover off to reveal 

their choice.ò  

 

Mrs. Stiles said the students were good 

sports about trying something new and 

seemed to enjoy the exercise.  In the end, 

Mrs. Stiles said ñThis is just a different,  

fun, enticing and entertaining way to get 

more books into the hands of our kids    

and maybe give them a fun way to laugh 

and think about some of the choices they 

make, whether it be with books or dates. 

Maybe you can judge a book by its cover,  

or maybe not!ò 


