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Surf’s Up!  

Make it four plus one more this time 

around.  The Fantastic 4 are back, and 

hot on their heels is the enigmatic Silver 

Surfer sent to carve up the Earth and 

make a few waves along the way.  Can 

Marvel’s first family of superheroes 

juggle family ties, an alien threat, and a 

sense of impending Doom?  Available 

for Xbox360, DS, Wii, PS2, and PS3.  

Shipping June 15.   Reserve a copy at 

your local GameStop, or preorder online 

now.  

  

  

  

  What Happens in Vegas. . .   

 

 
 

 

  

    

  

Fear and loathing aren’t the only things hitting the 

Vegas strip in the latest installment to Tom Clancy’s 

Rainbow Six series.  Finally, Rainbow Six: Vegas 

explodes on to the PS3.  The bullets, bombs, and gun 

blasts in the PS3 version of Rainbow Six: Vegas pop 

brighter and louder than the jackpot from any casino 

slot machine. Lead the Rainbow team through 

Vegas’ most popular landmarks including the strip, 

Freemont Street, and casino lounges as you work to 

stop terrorists from turning the city into Bosnia and 

making you deader than Elvis’ ghost.  Viva Las Vegas! 

Tom Clancy’s Rainbow Six: Vegas for PS3 ships May 

22.  Reserve your copy at your local Gamestop or 

pre-order online now! 
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Archipelago Learning Press Release 8.21.2009 

 

Archipelago Learning Launches Graphic Novel Suite for Reading Intervention 

 

DALLAS, Texas – August 24, 2009 

 

Archipelago Learning today declared its intention to make reading a priority for its students and users with the 

release of its original graphic novel suite, Reading: Revisited & Reconsidered (Reading: R&R).  The Reading R&R 

program has roots in the comic book and graphic novel medium, and its aim is to have students and users 

reconsider what literature can be and revisit the act of reading through the use of comics and graphic novels.  

 

“Literacy is the basis for all areas of learning,” said VP of Publishing Heather Harper. “However, motivating 

students to read can be challenging. The Reading R&R suite is meant to serve as an intrinsic motivator to read. 

By asking students and teachers to reconsider their preconceived ideas of literature, the aim is to allow for a 

broader variety of literature as a way to read. In this case of graphic novels and comics reluctant readers and the 

teachers who work with reluctant readers will appreciate that if you’re reading, that’s all that matters.”   

 

As the school year begins nationwide, Archipelago Learning’s Reading: R&R suite will release an original book 

The World as You Know It, aimed at middle school and high school readers. The series will continue as each 

semester will start with a with a new book release in The World as You Know It series.  In addition, the Reading: 

R&R program will include historical graphic novels through a partnership with ABDO Publishing which includes 

biographies over important figures in history such as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr., Nikola Tesla, Cesar Chavez, 

Harriet Tubman, and Amelia Earhart. The R&R program will also include a line of Timbertoes comic strips for 

younger readers through a partnership with Highlights for Children.   



 

“Most people overlook comics as literature because 

they think of it as only a visual art form,” author Abram 

Valdez said of the company’s graphic novel line. 

“However, books like Maus and Watchmen are not only 

celebrated for their literary value and by magazines like 

Time, in the case of Maus, the book is a Pulitzer Prize 

winner. They are being taught in schools because 

teachers see their value not just as motivators for 

reading, but as tool for deciphering context. I, for 

example, as a seven-year old could barely pronounce 

the word behemoth; however, seeing that word in 

dialogue bubble in a comic panel next to a giant like the 

Incredible Hulk, allowed me to connect the dots. There 

is a real value in that kind of visual component.”  

 

Archipelago Learning and its Study Island product are the first name in online state assessment and learning. 

This fall, Archipelago Learning moves beyond the shores of assessment and into the waters of reading 

intervention by allowing students, teachers, and administrators the revisit reading and reconsider what 

literature can be with the Reading R&R graphic novel suite.    

 

  



HOW ROBBIE LAWLER LOST THE TITLE AT UFC 171  
BUT WON OVER DALLAS (AND THE WORLD) 
(ORIGINALLY PUBLISHED BY THE DONNYBROOK REPORT 3.16.2014) 

 
Robbie Lawler enters the ring for the UFC 171 main event. 

 

I have a coworker who, like me is also into MMA, and a few months ago, he was telling me about a fighter 
named Johny Hendricks who was getting ready to compete in his first WEC event.  My coworker, like Hendricks, 
is an Oklahoma State University graduate, and last night, he was in attendance along with a sea of proud orange 
and black Bigg Rigg-modified-t-shirt-wearing OSU alums. They and the majority of the crowd popped for each 
Bigg Rigg promo that played on the big screen in between fights.  They cheered madly at the voiceover of GSP 
saying he wanted to take time off.  Then, during the main event intros, the hinges came off.  The roar that Bigg 
Rigg received when he entered the area was louder than any Mavs game I’ve been to at the AAC.  It was louder 
than any concert I’ve been to at the AAC.  It was louder than any previous fight I’ve attended live at the AAC.  In 
retrospect, it was the first indication that something special was going to happen. 

Before that, however, Robbie Lawler had to be introduced to the decidedly pro-Hendricks crowd.  It was a 
formality.  It was an afterthought, much in that same way I jumped into talking about Hendricks before I started 
to discuss Ruthless Robbie Lawler as an opponent.  I didn’t have a dog in the fight, but I imagined that the 
impression most had was that Robbie was a speed bump in the highway that led to Hendricks’ coronation as the 
170 pound king.  Despite being from Dallas and despite being very intrigued anytime Johny Hendricks takes to 
the cage, I appreciate Robbie Lawler’s journey to this moment too much to root against him.  I’m an old guy, and 
I remember Robbie Lawler’s first run in the UFC as well as the titans that came out of the Militech Fighting 
Systems (as documented in the brilliant piece by Chuck Mindenhall late last week). 
 
Lawler wasn’t supposed to be in the main event for the UFC’s welterweight title. He was the guy who had a 
wealth of unrealized potential.  He was the guy who had granite hands with wins that rarely went to 
decision.  But he was also the guy who lost via KO to a young Nick Diaz, whose M.O. at the time was that of a 
submission artist.  He was a guy who couldn’t avoid the Jake Shields takedown and was choked out.  In fact, 
prior to his return to the UFC, Robbie Lawler was a guy who had only won 3 of his 8 fights with Strikeforce, and 
how does a resume like that even get considered for entry into the UFC?  To answer that, you have to look 
deeper.  Maybe look at the iconic comeback performance with Melvin Manhoef, which saw Lawler eat leg kick 
after leg kick until he was literally fighting on one leg before he viciously put Manhoef to sleep with a violent 

http://www.mmafighting.com/2014/3/13/5499090/the-eagles-of-bettendorf
https://thedonnybrookreport.files.wordpress.com/2014/03/rl1.jpg


KO.  If any fight spoke to Robbie Lawler’s character as a fighter, it was the Manhoef fight.  But the main event at 
UFC 171 changed that. 

In Dallas, early into the main event’s infancy in the first, Lawler got into an exchange that left him holding his 
right hand for the rest of the fight.  Despite this, he continued to jab away and put Hendricks in trouble.  At the 
end of the first, the crowd rained boos down on Lawler and cheers onto Hendricks as each was shown on the big 
screen.  In the second round, Hendricks showed why he was a contender to the throne and moved inside of 
Robbie’s range peppering the right side of Robbie’s face repeatedly and racking up points.  Again, as they broke 
for their corners the jeers and cheers continued in decidedly hometown fashion.  Robbie likely won rounds three 
and four, bloodying up Bigg Rigg’s right eye and leaving him in a shuffling haze in several instances.  At the same 
time, between the rounds, a cheer began to swell in the upper plaza as a group of OSU alums began to sing the 
Oklahoma State University fight song in the hope of inspiring Hendricks. And then something unusual happened 
as the fans in attendance rose to their feet for the last round. When Robbie was shown on screen, there were no 
boos.  They popped for Robbie just as loudly as they did for Johny.  After four rounds, Robbie changed the POV 
of the audience.  He had managed to change my opinion as well.  This wasn’t the same Robbie Lawler I watched 
go to war with Chris Lytle in 2003.  This wasn’t the same Robbie Lawler I saw get KOed by Nick Diaz ten years 
ago.  This was the fighter Robbie Lawler was supposed to be in 2002.  Most people can never get over a first 
impression or even second impression, even if given a lifetime.  Robbie Lawler did it in 20 minutes. 

 
Robbie Lawler looks on as Joe Rogan interviews Johny Hendricks. 

 
I won’t go into the decision itself.  It was obviously a very, very tight fight. I won’t call into question the fight 
Doug Crosby watched when he scored the second round 10-8 in Hendricks’ favor.  My feeling coming out of the 
fifth was that Hendricks probably did enough to take it. However, Robbie did something few athletes outside of 
cheesy sports movies do. He won over the crowd, and in prizefighting more so than any other sport, that is 
something the fans tend to remember. 

After the round I received a text from my coworker, the OSU grad and Johny Hendricks super fan that said, “I’m 
biased and had it 3-2 Lawler. Damn.  Just damn.”  I’ll let him have the last word because I can’t think of a better 
way to sum up what Robbie Lawler did in that main event at UFC 171.  Damn.  Just damn. 

https://thedonnybrookreport.files.wordpress.com/2014/03/rl2.jpg


4 Secrets Your Body Language Reveals by 

Abram Valdez  
originally published by Match.com 2.8.2002  

  

In poker, a tell is the life and death of a good hand.  Understanding the poker face is the key to successful dating.  

There’s one constant: everyone has a tell.    

  

DON’T BE A SLOUCH  

Posture is the easiest tell to spot.  If your date is slouched in a chair, he or she is too relaxed.  This could be an 

indication of many things.  Maybe your date is a borderline narcoleptic; maybe he/she was smoking hash prior 

to your meeting.   However, if your date has perfect posture when sitting, then that person is probably too 

uptight and more worried about who’s picking up the dinner check than what you have to say.       

  

SLEIGHT OF HAND  

Someone who moves his/her hands or rubs them together too often during conversation shows that he/she is 

nervous, which is understandable, especially on a first date; however, excessive cradling of the palms, popping 

of knuckles, or fondling of cuticles is a red flag that your date has other things on his/her mind, like how he/she’s 

going to get the bodies out of the trunk of the car without you catching on.        

  

PUBLIC DEFACING   

The face is much harder to dissect.  It’s subtler with the eyes, the crow’s feet, the forehead, the mouth.   For 

example, a furrowed brow with raised cheeks and an open mouth means your date is concerned—either about 

drawing flies or which excuse to deal out in order to escape before dessert is served.  On the other hand, a 

furrowed brow with relaxed cheeks and a closed mouth shows definite interest; however, keep your eye on this 

combination and the addition of a nod.  Nods are notoriously ambiguous and can mean anything from “I 

absolutely agree with you” to “God, maybe if I nod long enough, this person will turn into a pumpkin.”  The nod 

is the wild card.  Watch for it, but don’t panic.    

  

THE WILD CARD  

In addition to the face, a combination of facial gestures with hand movements is bad news.  People who speak 

with their hands usually scare me.  I can appreciate them for their passion; however, when the limbs go flailing 

about, I sometimes feel like I should duck and cover under a table or I might lose an eye.  Actually, animated 

people give me a jolt because I feel that if I don’t respond in kind, at least once, they are going to think I’m not 

interested or I don’t “get it.”  I usually do get it, I just can’t bring myself to hand jive when I speak.       

  

In the end, reading body language is beneficial.  It shows you’re willing to put forth an effort in communication— 

verbal or otherwise.  With practice, it’s easier to see tells in others.  The hardest part is being conscious of your 

own tells.   Playing cards with close friends helps, but start with Texas Hold ‘Em, then work your way to strip 

poker—where it’s even harder to pay attention to another’s tells but even more important.  Just keep in mind 

that if poker isn’t your game, you’re probably better suited for hearts—my personal favorite.      

  

  

  



adapted from Counterfeit Cash: A Review of the Motion Picture Walk the Line  

by Abram Valdez  

  

There’s this really great story about Johnny Cash.  It starts out with U2 having dinner at Cash’s house.  His wife 

June and son John Carter are clearing the table. The boys from U2 start in about how grateful they are to have a 

home-cooked meal and how the road can be a real dog, and how the grind is starting to wear on them.  Cash sits 

silent, mostly making small grins and nods of the head.  As soon as June leaves the room, Cash pipes up in 

response.  “I remember those days well boys.  And sometimes, just sometimes, I really do miss the drugs.”  

Everyone begins to laugh.  June comes back in gives Cash a bit of a glare and a smile.  All is right with the 

evening.    

  

Johnny Cash’s life is filled with literally hundreds of small stories like this.  Most of them are trivial in terms of 

being stories onto themselves.  Others are quite profound when taken into the context of his life. This is what is 

missing from Walk the Line.     

  

I have to go on record as saying I’m not a fan of bio-pics.  How can you possible tell someone’s story in 2 hours 

and still make it relevant and entertaining?  For me the biggest failure in this genre is last year’s Ray.  It seemed 

like the filmmakers tried to cram as much of Ray Charles’s story into that last ten-fifteen minutes, and in doing 

so, they commit the ultimate sin against the audience—they tell it; they don’t show it.   This is why bio-pics 

almost always fail.  Most audiences won’t have any problem with it, but for me, that’s just too insulting to Ray 

Charles or Johnny Cash.  While Walk the Line doesn’t butcher Cash’s legacy in the same way, Cash is certainly 

short-changed.    

  

. . .The weight of the movie is clearly on the leads.  Reese Witherspoon takes what is essentially a supporting 

character and moves into the forefront.  She owns the character of June.  I was blown away at how dead-on she 

had June.  The singing, the sense of humor, the compassion—Reese hits every note solidly.  At the end of the 

day, this movie becomes a bio-pic of not only Cash’s life but June’s as well—probably even more so.  As for 

Joaquin, I think too many critics will focus on the “channeling” of Cash when it comes to his performance.  

There’s more than channeling going on here.  In fact, Joaquin grows into Cash (at least the Cash most people 

identify with).  People take for granted the fact that Johnny Cash didn’t just appear one day as the man in 

black—voice, mannerisms, etc.    They forget that his persona had to start somewhere.  How many artists, those 

that are worth their weight in salt, start out one way and end the same way?  It stands to reason then that Cash 

had to start somewhere and then developed as an artist.   Joaquin gets this.  When Joaquin first starts, he’s 

trying to find Cash’s range, just as Cash was trying to find his own range.  At the end, when Joaquin becomes the 

Man in Black, it’s only because Cash as a person was constantly growing into that persona as well.  It’s a subtle 

choice that will probably go unnoticed.  This is what keeps Joaquin from turning Cash into a caricature of Johnny 

Cash.  After all, if the producers of the film wanted someone to just copy the voice and mannerisms of Johnny 

Cash, they could have found any number of comedians or SNL alums to do this.  Anyone can wear black, but few 

can carry off the darkness on their backs the way Cash did.   Casting Joaquin was a sound decision as it could 

have gone to someone who was more concerned with sounding and looking like Cash than in telling Cash’s 

story.  To show Johnny Cash develop as an artist and a person is infinitely harder.   Joaquin does this in spades…   

  



Between a Rock and a Hard Place: 

Pedro Rizzo’s Climb to the Top 

by Abram Valdez, 2007 

written for the www.thefightnetwork.com  

  

The last time Pedro Rizzo fought in the United States, most people didn't even notice. He was a footnote. For all 

intents and purposes, he was an extra on a movie set. And despite his best efforts to make it on camera, the 

former UFC heavyweight champion was slotted in a preliminary dark match against another former UFC 

heavyweight champion, Ricco Rodriguez at UFC 45.  

  

On paper, it sounded great—two former UFC heavyweight champions opening up a night that was to celebrate 

the 10th anniversary show for the UFC. In the end, the story would have made a much better story had it stayed 

on paper and been written in ink. In the cage, "The Rock" appeared sluggish, awkward, plodding. The gloves he 

wore, which at one were filled with anvils, seemed to be filled with whispers, and the problem with whispers is 

that no one can hear them, especially over the fans' deafening boos and cackles that also seemed to drown out 

Bruce Buffer announcing "The Rock's" decision win. This was the last impression Pedro Rizzo left on the 

American public until September 1st, 2007.  

  

Four years later, "The Rock" had made it back to the United States and, of all places, Dallas, Texas for the UAFC's 

3rd major Art of War show. The night would be important for a number of reasons, but the biggest was that it 

was the Art of War's first pay-per-view televised event. Fighters like Jeremy Horn, Ron Waterman, Jorge 

Santiago, Fabiano Capoani, and Keith Wisniewski filled the card. Just as it was four years prior, the card seemed 

to be written flawlessly on paper, only this time, Rizzo's name was at the top in the main event. For Rizzo, a man 

whose large reputation precedes him, Dallas' American Airline Center seemed like the perfect venue to house 

that reputation and help him make a statement to a national audience.  

  

As the bell rang and he and Jeff “The Snowman” Monson met in the center of the cage, Rizzo seemed cautious, 

much as he did against Rodriguez four years earlier. Monson, whose background as a grappler and submission 

specialist, had just come off a major win at Pride FC's last show, choking out Kazuyuki Fujita, and was confident 

from the opening bell. Unimpressed with Rizzo's credentials, Monson put himself in harm's way and pushed the 

action early, creeping inside and outside of Rizzo's reach. Rizzo's jab was the only thing keeping Monson out of 

reach for the opening round. Despite gaining some distance, Monson managed to cut the Rizzo right eye early in 

the first round tearing through the years of scar tissue on "The Rock's" face. Monson was confident going into 

the second round and was again throwing "The Rock" off his game by finding a way inside and landing one-two 

combos at Rizzo. Despite "The Rock's" flurry of low kicks to the compact Monson late in the round, it seemed as 

if nothing had changed from the last time a televised-viewing audience had seen Pedro Rizzo. At the start of the 

third round, "The Rock" put aside the lights, production, and atmosphere of the large stage and went to work on 

Monson, throwing low kick after low kick and stuffing each shot from "The Snowman". Then, after finally finding 

his range, Rizzo opened up a cut on the bridge of Monson's nose and followed it up with a right hand that 

buckled the Snowman and sent him melting to the mat. A small flurry of shots to the helpless Monson had the 

referee step in and call the fight.   

  

The whispers had stopped. The boos had been quieted. Pedro's hands were now speaking volumes. This was not 

the same Pedro Rizzo.  

  

As he stood in the ring and was announced the winner, the blood and sweat pumped out of him and was soaked 

in by a tee-shirt he wore that displayed his two-month old daughter's face. He said, "This is why I fight," pointing 

http://www.thefightnetwork.com/
http://www.thefightnetwork.com/


to his daughter's picture, pointing at his chest. Whether he was pointing at his daughter, his heart, or himself, it 

was four years later, and this was the last impression Pedro Rizzo left on the American public.  

  



Saying  
by Abram Valdez 

originally published by 14 Hills Magazine; 
Winter/Spring 2005; vol. II, no. I 

  

I could stare you down the way Lee Marvin would— 

where the eyes wear Kevlar, tough as badger teeth. 

I could play the national anthem on spoons   

to let you know the day has just finished.  

I could cut the cable, shoot the TV like Elvis   

or juggle a school of chainsaws and balance 

acrobats on my nose.  But you would still have  

my tongue in your pocket under your keys.  

If I told you I rode a keg and barreled   

over Niagara Falls, you’d say I wet my pants.     

You go on about the oil tanker that clipped  

the belly of a bridge near Galveston  

where twelve people were killed.  I say pulling  

 their bodies out of the water will be as hard  

as pulling out the stakes from a carnival tent  

when the fair leaves town.  There’s a safe dangling 

over your head, you say.  If I were you,  

I’d go and salt a slug for good luck,  

say a dozen hail marys and write me a card.   

 You make me as nervous as a sword swallower 

with hiccups. I draw a picture of a seagull   

trapped inside plastic rings that hold a six-pack.  

You write the title “LOVERS” and hang it  

on the fridge next to the menu for takeout.  

I say, it’s freezing in here; you tell me,  

Close the doors to the refrigerator.      

    

  



Study Island Sample Work  

E-Learning/Instructional   

Topic: Context Clues  

Grade Level: 6th Grade  

Instructions: Use context to identify the intended meaning of words with meanings (e.g., definition, example, 

restatement, or contrast).  

Author: Abram Valdez  

  

Merle the Magnificent  

  

     Merle the Magnificent was the worst magician in the world. The kids at Tommy Plinkton's 8th birthday were 

on to him. He had already tried to make flames shoot out of his hands, but all the flames did was scare the kids 

sitting in the front row. When a balloon from Tommy's bouquet popped, it startled the trick doves Merle had 

planned on making appear out of thin air. The birds flew out of Merle's coat and then went right to the buffet 

table. They began to eat the hot dogs, the burger buns, and bits of the cake. Tommy's parents tried to chase 

them off, only to get stuck in Merle's magic hoops of mystery and fall into the pool.  

     For his finale, he tried to pull a rabbit from his hat only to have the rabbit bite him repeatedly. What he didn't 

know was that the rabbit had rabies. Merle ran to the bathroom as the rabbit started chasing the children 

around the Plinkton's enormous backyard. Merle had to go to the hospital. And he didn't even get to take a bow 

before the ambulance showed up.  

     This was the last straw for the Biloxi branch of the Magician's Alliance. Merle had joined them when he was a 

magician's apprentice; however, once he became a full-time magician, they seemed to be looking for an excuse 

to kick him out of the alliance.   

     When he arrived home, he found a letter waiting for him from the alliance. It read, "Dear Mearl, we regret to 

inform you that due to the recent disappointing illusion, the Magician's Alliance of Biloxi has decided to revoke 

your membership. We wish you the best." They didn't even get his name right.   

     Merle wanted to make the paper disappear, but he wanted to make himself disappear even more. That's 

when it occurred to him. I will make myself disappear! he thought.  

     Merle quit his job when he returned from the hospital. He stopped paying his bills. He stopped returning calls. 

He stayed in his house for a month. His few friends came by to check on him only to see his house looking 

deserted. The weeds grew like stretching arms. The newspapers stacked up at his front door. His mail stacked up 

in his box. No one knew where he was. When even his friends stopped coming by, Merle knew he had done it. 

He moved out of the house and decided to start over on Pensacola. As he packed the last of his things in the car, 

he looked to his house and to his neighbor's houses. Merle the Magnificent took one last bow and disappeared 

into the night.  

  

What does the bolded word mean in the following sentence?  

  

"Dear Mearl, we regret to inform you that due to the recent disappointing illusion, the Magician's Alliance of 
Biloxi has decided to revoke your membership."  
  

A. take away  

B. charge  

C. move  

D. give back  

  



Explanation: The context of the paragraph before this sentence gives you a clue. It says, "they seemed to be 

looking for an excuse to kick him out of the alliance." If they are revoking his membership because they want to 

kick him out, they must be trying to take away his membership.  

  


