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Dear Educator,
Thank you for taking the time to involve your 6th, 7th and 8th grade students in
the 2023 “Do the Write Thing” Challenge. Starting this fall, you will be joined by
thousands of other educators, both in person and online, from across the United States
in a coordinated, unique effort to give students the opportunity to give a voice on the
impact of youth violence on their lives and to make personal commitments to reduce
violence and bullying. This program can make a very positive difference in your
relationship with your students and help reduce the level of violence and bullying in
your school. One of the things students have expressed is their frustration and their
need to have a release as a coping mechanism. In a challenging learning and living
environment, Do the Write Thing helps to give them that opportunity. As one of our
DTWT participating teachers has noted, “The Do the Write Thing Challenge Program is
responsible for one of the most important things that happened in during all the years I
have been a teacher. After the children had the opportunity to write on the issue of
violence, discussion in the classroom became open and extraordinarily emotional. The
ultimate result was positive beyond a teacher’s wildest expectations.”
In July of 2023, if your student is selected as a National Ambassador, you will be
invited by the National Campaign to Stop Violence to attend the “Do the Write Thing”
Challenge National Recognition Week in Washington, D.C. (travel and
accommodations included). During previous National Recognition Weeks, “Do the
Write Thing” National Ambassadors have met with a United States Supreme Court
Justice, members of Congress and other prominent Americans to discuss the problem
of youth violence. In addition, the students were honored at an embassy reception
hosted by the Ambassador from the State of Kuwait to the United States and the book
of their writings was placed in the Library of Congress, ensuring that the student’s
words will be available to all
With the past couple of years disrupting classes across the country, we know it
is more important than ever to listen to our young students who continue to deal with
the effects of violence. Enclosed in this packet are instructions for teachers, which
explains DtWT in more detail. This packet includes information about program rules,
entry deadlines, selection criteria, classroom discussions and student recognition. In
addition you will find a brief summary of research from the University of Texas at El
Paso outlining the benefits of using DtWT and information on how the Office of
Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention’s campaign on “Changing Minds” dovetails
with DtWT. All of this information can also be downloaded at our local website,
www.dtwTX.org.

Best regards,

Kathy Lester
State Program Director
Do The Write Thing –Houston/Harris County
klester@hctx.net

in brief

…

Youth violence and other anti-social behaviors are major public safety and public health problems
in Texas and throughout our nation. The effects of exposure to violence or crime either as a
victim, perpetrator or witness adversely impact education, family and the community. Negative
consequences for individuals include depression, poor self-image, truancy, academic failure,
alienation, substance abuse, violent acting out, delinquency and other self-destructive conduct,
which forecast a dysfunctional adulthood.
The Do the Write Thing Challenge is a multi-faceted program, focusing on middle school children,
which science says is the age group most vulnerable to anti-social influences. It is an academic
program that meets several state educational mandates and is implemented in public, (including
alternative schools) and private schools. Our educator developed lesson plan is administered
which involves classroom discussions, research and composition. The student writers respond to
three questions: How violence has affected them; what in their opinion are the causes; and what
are their solutions. Every student who submits a writing, receives a certificate of recognition
presented by the teachers. All papers are read by volunteer readers, who select a boy and girl as
School Finalists. There are nine programs in Texas and each publishes, with written parental
consent, a book of the Finalist writings and holds a ceremony for these Finalists.
The goal of the Do the Write Thing Challenge is to prevent bullying, violence and juvenile
delinquency. The program develops student empathy and problem solving, coping, social,
leadership and academic skills; which are imperatives for a productive adulthood and maintaining
a robust civil society. The students feel valued because their thoughts, analysis and solutions are
solicited…they are given a voice. They shoulder personal responsibility which creates a healthy
learning environment. Family involvement evolves from student participation.
A Lamar University study of over 1,000 Do the Write Thing Challenge papers found the program to
be one of the few in the nation to elicit youngsters’ cognitive processes and emotional responses
in dealing with violence. Understanding their perspective on the violence they experience in their
lives is vital; in other words gathering information and data from the source. This provides the
basis for designing prevention and intervention initiatives. The study further found, “Research
examining the children’s writing on the topic of violence is particularly needed”. The Challenge
has been the genesis of projects and initiatives; it has identified specific problems in specific
locations, (please see website for more information), and makes a positive difference in the lives
of Texas young people and their families.
.

DO THE WRITE THING CAN CHANGE MINDS
The “Changing Minds” campaign is sponsored by the Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention.
According to OJJDP, in 2015, 60% of all American youth were exposed to violence, crime or abuse. Based on
scientific research from Harvard, the research reveals that a child’s positive and negative experiences literally
shape and reshape the brain. The more a child witnesses violence, the more neural connections are created in
the regions of the brain that involve fear, anxiety and impulsiveness…while fewer are created in regions that
involve reasoning, planning and behavior control. This increased stress can lead to “long-term behavioral and
physiological disorders” including depression, drug abuse, diabetes, stroke and inflammation patterns.
However, the young brain is malleable. Fostering stable, supportive relationships can prevent or
help reverse this damage, resulting in lifelong benefits for the child’s learning, behavior and overall health.
Do the Write Thing is a proven program that can mitigate the negative impact of violence on a child when
teachers, educators and volunteers open pathways using the “Five Gestures” suggested by OJJDP to help heal a
child.
•
•
•
•

CELEBRATE
Publicly recognize and praise children
Encourage children to try new things and teach them about being kind and helpful to others
Engage children in open ended thinking
Encourage positive interactions between children and their peers and teachers

COMFORT
• Offer children safe ways to express their feelings and ideas
• Help children empathize and take others’ perspectives
• Expand children’s network of consistently caring adults
•
•
•
•
•

LISTEN
Encourage children to express their feelings and thoughts
Be open to their ideas and opinions
Help children to express their experiences and make sense of them
Allow them to share their story without interruptions
Create processes that allow students a chance to share and be heard

COLLABORATE
• Encourage children to think ahead by discussing challenges they would face in carrying out their plans and
help them consider how they can prevent or solve them
• Guide students to first identify and understand their obstacles, communicate how they are feeling and
describe the problems in their own words
• Acknowledge children’s problem solving attempts whether or not the attempts are successful
•
•
•
•

INSPIRE
Encourage children to spend time with other caring adults who can act as role models
Help children develop strategies to bring them closer to short and long term goal success
Support children’s abilities to speak up when things go wrong or when they are victimized
Help them become advocates for change

CLASSROOM DISCUSSION
Classroom discussion is not mandatory for participation in the “Challenge”.
However, over the years we have found that students and their teachers gain much from
the bonding that can result from the exchanges about the impact of youth violence that
occur in pre-writing classroom discussions. Teachers have indicated that they
are amazed at the openness and honesty of these classroom discussions.
They also indicate that these discussions present excellent opportunities
to identify and prevent youth problems before they reach crisis proportions.
Many of the teachers whose classes have participated in the “Challenge” in the
past have invited outside speakers knowledgeable about youth violence issues to lead prewriting discussions. Other teachers have provided their students with selected readings or
newspaper articles about violence in advance of the discussion to stimulate thought.
Speakers or articles, which emphasize personal responsibility on the part of students for
responding to the problem of violence, have proven to be particularly useful.
In addition to the bullying and youth/domestic violence scenarios taken from the news,
teachers have offered to provide scenarios based on the real-life situations they’ve experienced
for other teachers to use in their classrooms and seek solutions for issues that are at the root of
youth violence.
Below are some questions designed to generate discussion among your students
before they prepare their entries for the “Challenge”.
Questions to Consider:






How does violence affect your daily lives? Ex.:Going to the store, to sports events,
concerts and movies, at the airports
What do you consider to be violence? Bullying?
Where are you confronted by violence? Your home? Your school? Your
neighborhood? By whom? Peers? Family?
What are some of the causes of youth violence in your community?
What can you as an individual do to reduce youth violence in your community?

WHY SHOULD YOU HAVE YOUR STUDENTS PARTICIPATE IN THE
DO THE WRITE THING CHALLENGE?
The choices students make at the highly impressionable middle school age can impact
not only the rest of their lives, but the lives of others.
The Do the Write Thing is an academically designed and evidenced based program that
develops student problem solving, coping,
social, leadership and academic skills and empathy.
Students accept personal responsibility which
nurtures a healthy learning environment.
Anti-social behavior, including violence, comes in many forms and is experienced on many
levels: from bullying, disruptive conduct, domestic problems, illicit drug use and all the
way to unruly neighborhoods and gangs. Research shows students are also adversely
influenced by what they see and experience on social media, in the news and the various
entertainment venues. They need an outlet to express their concerns and anxieties.

The Do the Write Thing Texas writing challenge is designed to be compatible with a
teacher’s curriculum requirements. Rather than it being something in addition to an
already busy curriculum, Do the Write Thing satisfies a number of objectives from the
Texas Essential Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) curriculum in
English/Language Arts and Social Studies, and complements character building
anti-bullying/anti-domestic violence and drug abuse prevention programs.
Many teachers have found Do the Write Thing useful
as a stand-alone writing assignment in addition to being a learning tool.

Why Do Community Leaders, Teachers, Students and their Parents
Support Do The Write Thing?

“I was honored to be asked to participate in this program. I am a
huge proponent of Do the Write Thing!”
RANIA MANKARIOUS, Chief Executive Officer, Crimestoppers- Houston’s
leading public safety non-profit organization
“Each year, for the past nine years, I have looked forward to presenting the DtWT
challenge to my middle school students. It is an assignment that always sparks real and
productive communication in my classroom. This assignment gives my students an
opportunity to write about something they have a vested interest in, the future. Every
year, the discussions preceding this assignment seem to draw us closer to one another as
we search for solutions to the epidemic of violence in our society. It fosters a bond
between my students and myself, as we ultimately decide that the only realistic and
productive solution is love and acceptance of those different from us. Each year, my
students are enthusiastic in their writing and take pride in having a voice. They know this
is more than just another assignment; it is an attempt to truly foster a solution among
their peers and others. Every year, my students embrace this opportunity with eagerness
and inspiration. The DtWT challenge has inspired my students, while giving me, as a
teacher, an excellent motivational assignment that helps to successfully complete an
essential aspect of our curriculum. This assignment provides the opportunity for my
students to write with purpose and conviction, conveying ideas and solutions through our
most powerful tool and weapon, our voice. The only recommendation that I have for
improvement would be to publicize the events surrounding the DtWT Challenge more
widely. This program is exciting and effective. It would be nice if more people were
aware of the positive changes it fosters in our children and in our society.”

TAMARA SHURTLEFF, Teacher, St. Martha Catholic School, Archdiocese
of Galveston - Houston

“The Do the Write Thing Challenge was pivotal to my development as a
young adult. I was provided with a platform to express my personal
experiences with violence. DTWT helped me understand how violence
impacts us all and that it is possible to turn a difficult part of my life into a
source of strength. This expression of my personal story helped me
develop leadership qualities, as well as the capacity and mindfulness to
appreciate the hardships of others and understand how these experiences
have framed their lives. The people I met through DTWT are incredible
individuals with unique stories who have helped me understand violence
from many perspectives.”
DAMIR LJUBOJA, 2005 Do the Write Thing National Finalist, Interventional
Radiology Resident Physician in the Houston Combined Program at the MD
Anderson Cancer Center and UT Health

DO THE WRITE THING CHALLENGE BACKGROUND DATA
The victimization of young people and juvenile delinquency are public safety, health,
educational, family and community problems in our state and nationally. Its harmful
effects can be life-altering and enduring for individuals and have lasting consequences on
society.
The Do the Write Thing Challenge is a multi-faceted youth anti-violence program focusing on
the most vulnerable age group – 6th, 7th and 8th grade students. They are entering
adolescence, a period of bewildering physical and emotional changes. In addition, science
shows that their brains are being re-wired and the region of the brain essential to selfcontrol is the last to be developed (early twenties).
• Self-destructive behavior, violent acting out, alienation from the community, truancy
and academic failure are predictors of a dysfunctional adulthood.
• Violence is contagious--is the conclusion of a scientific study that included neuroscience,
behavioral science and epidemiology research.
• The Institute of Medicine 2013 report, “The Contagion of Violence” states that violent
behavior is transmitted by individuals as a learned behavior, some examples are:
exposure to domestic and child abuse, school and neighborhood violence. Additionally,
whether one is a victim or witness to violence, it is traumatic and can have serious mental
health consequences—it can lead to many of those affected to engage in anti-social
conduct.
• This is especially true for middle-school children. Teens tend to become less
empathetic from early to mid-adolescence because conflict makes them less sensitive,
according to Caspar Van Lissa, researcher, Utrecht University. He defines empathy as
the ability to connect and relate to others.
• Social behaviors teens develop in adolescence have a formative impact on brain
development and may become lifelong patterns for good or ill, per researchers at
University College of London, England and the National Institute of Health, Bethesda,
Maryland. Empathy has been described as the building block of morality.
Our data is unsettling: Too many middle school/junior high children, regardless of economic
status, are anxiety ridden; fear is a pall that cloaks their lives, at home, at school,
everywhere. They are constantly apprehensive, dreading to be hurt whether by malicious
words, physical assault or deadly conduct. They are enticed or threatened to join gangs;
drugs are thrust upon them; Internet pedophiles stalk them; bullying is pervasive and many
are abused children or live in chaotic environments.
The goal is to protect our young from violence, illicit drugs and other anti-social influences
by equipping them with the relational tools to avoid and resist engaging in risky activities,
thereby reducing delinquency and enhancing the learning environment. The ultimate result
is to inspire them to be constructive, civic-minded citizens in building and sustaining a robust
civil society.

The Challenge is administered through public, private and parochial schools in urban, suburban and
rural areas. Title I schools and districts are emphasized. It is an academic program that is presented in
Language Arts, Social Studies, Health or Physical Education classes. Students examine the causes of
youth violence, analyze the impact on their lives and propose solutions. Specifically, the students
address three questions:
•
•
•

How has violence affected my life?
What are the causes of violence?
What can I do about violence?

The Challenge is an on-going, enormous effort involving educators, civic leaders, the community,
government and public safety officials, health professionals, bar associations, parents and students.
Our educational advisors annually update the materials to meet Texas Essential Knowledge and
Skills, (TEKS) objectives, STAAR expository writing requirements and prepare realistic scenarios for
the lesson plan.
Teachers present the program, there is classroom discussion, students research the project, there is
further discussion of issues and debate, and then they write. This is a cognitive process in which the
students develop critical thinking skills. It involves conceptualizing; gathering information, analyzing and
evaluating it; they reason, reflect and observe and incorporate their own experiences; and they
compose. They are enthused because they are working on a subject they know, their opinions are
solicited and they feel valued and empowered. In many schools, the DtWT project is yearlong with
student poster drawing, newsletters and other student lead initiatives. Even a cursory review of the
essays shows their commitment to taking personal responsibility, to be a role model and their optimism
that they can make a difference.
Every student who writes is given a certificate. For some this is the only positive tangible
recognition they have received in their school career. Every paper is read by Community Readers
who select a boy and girl finalist for each school. A Distinguished Readers panel of community leaders
then reviews the finalist papers and selects a girl and boy national finalist to be ambassadors from
each DtWT site. These sites also publish the school and national finalist papers and conduct a
recognition event. The Texas ambassadors, their teachers, and a parent or guardian, join the
national finalists from other Do the Write Thing sites around the country in being honored with
ceremonies and events in Washington D.C. hosted by the National Campaign to Stop Violence. The
NCSV prints a book of the national finalist papers which is placed in the Library of Congress.
The Do the Write Thing Challenge is a nationwide program with additional Texas sites in Austin,
Beaumont/Southeast Texas, Brownsville/Cameron County, Corpus Christi/Coastal Bend, El Paso,
Houston/Harris County, Laredo and San Antonio.

2023 CONSENT STATEMENT
Thank you for participating in the 2023 “Do the Write Thing Challenge.”
To have your entry considered for selection as a Student National Ambassador, you and a parent or guardian
must complete this Cover Sheet and sign the Student and Parent/Guardian Consent Statement below.

STUDENT INFORMATION - Please PRINT Legibly in Black/Blue Ink
First Name: _____________________________

Last Name: _________________________________

School__________________________________________________________________________________

District_____________________________________________________________________________

Student/Parent phone number: (

) _______________ -_________________________

Grade _____________ Male__________ Female________

Home Address: _________________________________________________________________________

Student’s Teacher’s Full Name: _____________________________________________________________

Student’s Teacher’s Phone Number: (

) ________________ - ____________________________

STUDENT AND PARENT/GUARDIAN CONSENT STATEMENT
“Do the Write Thing Challenge- Houston/Harris County” will publish selected students writings and quotations in a book
and in a discussion paper on youth violence. Before publishing your writing, DtWTX requires your written consent and the written
consent of a parent or guardian. If you and your parent or guardian agree to permit the DtWTX to publish your writing, please sign
the following statement: We agree to give ownership of the attached student writing to Do the Write Thing Texas so that it can be
considered for recognition and published. Do the Write Thing Texas may further disclose the writing to the media and other parties
as part of their national program.

____________________________________________________________________
Student’s Signature

____________________________________________
Student’s Email Address

_______________________________________________________________________
Parent’s Signature

Parents’ Email Address

Visit us online:
www.dtwTX.org

INSTRUCTIONS FOR TEACHERS
Entries will be judged on the basis of content, originality and the most thought provoking
and responsiveness to these three questions:
HOW HAS VIOLENCE AFFECTED MY LIFE?
WHAT ARE THE CAUSES OF VIOLENCE?
WHAT CAN I DO ABOUT VIOLENCE?
STUDENTS WANTING TO QUALIFY AS SCHOOL FINALISTS MUST
SUBMIT THEIR WRITING ALONG WITH THE SIGNED STUDENT/PARENT CONSENT FORM.
• Please submit ALL your 6th, 7th and 8th grade student writings so a certificate of recognition may be sent to the
student to acknowledge their participation.
•

Entries that do not include a student or parental signature will still receive a certificate of recognition, however,
they will not be advanced in the judging process.

• Student (full) name on writings is encouraged, especially those submitting without consent sheet.
• Entries should be submitted in the form that they are received from the student writer. Editing for content,
grammar, or spelling by someone other than the student is not permitted.
• Essays are judged on content alone.
• Any fictional writing must be labeled as such.
• Essays can be either handwritten or typed.

• Your school may also participate using the Do the Write Thing Challenge as a writing assignment and each
student submitting an essay will still receive a Certificate of Recognition.

Essays May Be Submitted By Mail, Electronically (scan essay and signed consent form, if applicable) Or In Person
OCTOBER – FEBRUARY 17, 2023
BY MAIL: Please note our MAILING ADDRESS:

DO THE WRITE THING
P.O. BOX 19709
HOUSTON TX 77224
IN PERSON DROP-OFF: 1310 Prairie Suite 800 – Houston TX 77002
All forms, rules and additional discussion materials and resources are also available on our website:

www.dtwTX.org

STUDENT PLEDGE

I, ____________________________________________
commit to a bully-free/violence-free lifestyle.

I pledge to treat myself and others with respect and to engage in
communication instead of confrontations to resolve problems and
reach resolutions.
I will honor this pledge by do all I can to promote a bullyfree/violence-free life for myself and serve as an example to
others.

Parent Signature _______________________________
Student Signature ______________________________
Date ________________________________________

IT’S TIME TO TAKE THE CHALLENGE!

IMPORTANT DATES TO REMEMBER FOR THE

DO THE WRITE THING CHALLENGE
OCTOBER 2022- FEBRUARY 17, 2023 – ESSAY SUBMISSIONS
Essays May Be Submitted By Mail, In Person, By Scan and Email
(including consent form) or Written in an Email
PLEASE USE THE DEDICATED EMAIL FOR ESSAY SUBMISSION:
dtwtessays@gmail.com

APRIL 2023 –School and National Finalists Announced

MAY 2023 – Houston/Harris County School Finalists Recognition Ceremony
JULY 2023 –National Recognition Ceremony, Washington D.C.

OCTOBER IS NATIONAL BULLYING/VIOLENCE PREVENTION MONTH

All forms and rules are also available on the website: www.dtwTX.org

