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othing is riskier than writing; nothing is scarier than writing; but
nothing is as satisfying as a piece of writing that “works.” Noth-
ing, that is, except the teaching of writing. The purpose of this
book is to explore the struggles, the risks, and the potential for failure
that lurk just under the surface of teaching in a process-approach class-
room. In a 1991 speech in Rochester, New York, Tom Newkirk called
these struggles the “silences in our teaching stories—what we leave out
and why.” His description and his questions prompted us to consider the
available literature about teaching writing and compare our own teaching
stories with those that have been published (many of them written by
University of New Hampshire professors), such as Nancie Atwell's In the
Middle, Tom Romano’s Clearing the Way, Don Graves's Writing Teachers
and Children at Work, and Lucy Calkins’'s The Art of Teaching Writing
(just to mention a few). We found that our experiences didn’t always
match theirs, and because of this difference we thought we had failed in
our understanding or perhaps our implementation of writing-process
theory.

Professionally, we teachers have existed in mute isolation. For years
we’ve hidden behind closed doors, wringing our hands and wondering if
there was something special in the water in New Hampshire. The three of
us began to meet regularly to share our concerns, yet we felt as if we
were just this side of sabotage. Leery of discussing our shortcomings, our
“curriculum disabilities,” even with each other, let alone with the experts
who conduct and publish research on which we base our classroom
practices, how can we hope to drive our future when we bury the present
and deny the past? How do we open the floodgates and begin to talk to
each other, and then to the larger community we serve? How do we learn
to rely on our own experiences and instincts when the research of ex-
perts doesn’t work in our classrooms? Instead of trying to dance a little
faster, read more, attend more workshops, why not share these problems
with other teachers?

We hope that reading the articles included here will raise at least as
many questions as those with which we have struggled. The writers are
all classroom teachers who are trying to implement writing-process ap-
proaches in their classrooms. Because of our perspectives and experi-
ences as teachers, we speak to these issues in a way that experts in
writing-process theory cannot. Our classrooms are our laboratories in
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which we carefully observe and thoughtfully reflect on the knowledge
we gain from our daily interchanges. Because we are professionals who
care deeply about our students, we are continually working to blend
accepted theories in our field with productive, effective practices in our
classrooms. We hope we have found the courage to weed out those
practices which are not working, or to search for different approaches to
make them work, while trying new ways based on what we know about
learners and learning.

The book which has emerged is a collection of teachers’ stories
about teaching writing in which problems central to the writing process
are discussed and tentative solutions sometimes suggested. We focus on
how process instruction flounders because of particular circumstances or
personal quirks or idiosyncrasies, not on the failure of writing process as
a theory. Obviously we are all believers or we would have abandoned
ship a long time ago! Candid questions are raised, but not always an-
swered. In keeping with the idea that we wanted to open a dialogue, and
mindful of the importance of reader response in both our own confer-
ence group and in our writing classes, we responded to each essay from
the point of view of someone at a different grade level dealing with
similar challenges. Our goal for this book is no less than removing the
veil of silence which shrouds our classrooms and which keeps us from
sharing the trials inherent in the nature of process teaching. This commu-
nication across grade levels is vital to our growth as teachers and for the
evolution of writing process as a method of teaching.

We have been our own worst enemy, allowing just about anyone
and everyone to diagnose our ills and to prescribe cures. For example,
take the issue of time—how to balance equal amounts for different disci-
plines in self-contained classrooms, how to “cover” everything in depart-
mentalized situations, how to determine focus in integration, how to
allocate for the many components of process approach (drafting, revis-
ing, conferencing, proofreading, editing, publishing, etc.), and how to
keep abreast of the current research and keep on top of the responses
and assessments generated by the students’ daily reading and writing. At
different times, in different ways, each of the contributors has tangled
with this overriding issue of time. Who knows better what works and
what does not? Classroom teachers do. Yet where is our voice? Reformers
see time as the panacea; keep the students in their classes for longer
blocks of time, decrease the “free” time for teachers and students, extend
the school year, and all will be right with the world!

But time is only one of the many topics discussed in this collection;
the value of reflection, the particular challenges of the beginning process
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teacher, selecting curricula, fostering quality, the equal application of pro-
cess strategies for both reading and writing, the ongoing “grammar” ques-
tion, peer conferencing, and the sustaining of sanity, integrity, and
enthusiasm are all tackled.

As editors and contributors, we envision an ongoing communica-
tion among reading and writing teachers and researchers in which an
open and honest sharing of experiments, trials, successes, and perplexi-
ties could lead to important changes in how we teach and how we feel
about ourselves as teachers and spokespersons for our profession. We
need to speak out, confidently and with the conviction of our experi-
ence. The media will not be able to depict teachers as failures if teachers
do not feel like failures.

Choose a chapter and read with both your head and your heart.
Agree or disagree. Empathize, sympathize, or reject—but react! Then pick
up your pen or keyboard and write to us. Share your stories, your puzzles
and strategies. Help us to become better teachers by becoming better
collaborators. Together we can lift the veil of silence and begin a dia-
logue which will shape the nature of writing process for the future.




1 Defining the Writing
Process

Donna Barnes
Mary Hurd School
North Berwick, Maine

Katherine Morgan
Opyster River High School
Durham, New Hampshire

Karen Weinhold
North Hampton Elementary School
North Hampton, New Hampshire

Definition #1
Donna Barnes

For me the writing process is a lot like my life. I was born into a family
and I grew and I grew. I was sheltered and nurtured those first few
months and years. My mother and father talked to me, loved me, and
showed me how to do things. They didn’t yell at me or laugh at me when
I made a mistake. I grew and learned; I practiced and imitated.

I was born into the writing process the summer I went to my first
University of New Hampshire Writing Institute. Don Graves and Jane
Hansen were my parents. Perhaps Don Graves’s book Writing: Teachers
and Children at Work (1983) was my godparent—the voice and philoso-
phy that guided my thinking as I began to do some writing. The basic
lesson I lived and learned that summer was that writing teachers do write.
I heard it and repeated it and practiced it, but I didn’t really get it.

Jane Hansen and Don Graves helped me through my infancy that
summer. The reading lists and a clinic class helped me experience the
writing process. I wrote and I wrote and I shared my writing daily with a
small group of peers. This group, my conference group, were my play-
mates, my play group, during those early months and years. They helped
me hear my writing, helped me find a voice, clarify my thoughts, revise
my writing and move it toward a finished piece. The teacher helped me
edit, and the class was my audience.
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Yet when the course was over, so was my writing. I was born, but I
was not growing strong. I was not writing daily. Hell, I wasn’t writing at all.
As a toddler I probably learned more in a short space of time than I will
ever learn in a lifetime. Cripes! I learned to walk and talk and run and sing
and write or scribble. How did I do this? By watching my mom and dad
and relatives and friends; by trying out sounds, words, steps, and notes; by
practicing over and over and over again.

My second-grade classroom in North Berwick, Maine, formed my
toddler years in writing. With this class of students I did what Don Graves
and Jane Hansen told me to do that summer at the University of New
Hampshire. And I modeled what I learned with my peers in the clinic
class.

My students and I learned together. We read and we wrote every
single day. We wrote and wrote and wrote. If some event messed up our
regular schedule, we rescheduled our writing time. They conferenced
and I conferenced and we conferenced together. It was rough; it was not
polished. I thought they were writing wonderful stories. Yet, as I think
back and look back, there was a tremendous amount of garbage. Greg
wrote, “I like baseball because we can run bases and run home runs. And
Tjust hit a homerun.” James wrote, “My pencil is bad. At worktime it pops
out of my hand and I get in trouble. Sometimes it gathers up other pencils
and makes a missile launcher. And shoots out at me!"!” T.J. seldom brought
anything to completion. Jeremy only wrote meaningless drivel about aliens.
I wrote a poem called “Why Can’t I Write?” in a fit of frustration and sent
it off to Language Arts.

I believed then and I still believe that kids of any age need models.
They write and I write. They conference and I conference. They revise
and I revise. They edit and I edit. The process is the same for all of us as
we all work toward a finished piece of writing that we share together.

I'spent five years teaching the second grade. Those were my child-
hood years. I practiced writing with the kids in class. I did very little
writing out of class. I was a reader but not a writer.

As an adolescent, I was trying to find myself. Who was I, what did
I want, where was I going? It was a confusing time. Nothing worked and
everything worked. At times I knew I had the answers to everything, and
at other times I cried in despair because I knew nothing. I began to doubt
my mother and my father and my teachers. I could say with absolute
assurance that I knew more than they did. It was a wonderful time and a
horrible time.

My adolescent years in writing came the summer I returned to the
University of New Hampshire for an advanced seminar in writing with
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Maryellen Giacobbe. I am embarrassed now as I think about that summer.
It seemed like the whole class was in the same adolescent frame of mind.
It was an aloof and unfriendly class; Maryellen was trying to help us ex-
plore how people learn, and we resisted.

I now wish I had been more open and receptive to her thoughts
and suggestions. As in life, I look back and regret many things I did as an
adolescent. Maryellen wanted us to try to learn something we did not
previously know, to explore and analyze what happened in that learning
process. On some days I wanted her to tell me how people learn. And on
other days 7 wanted to tell her how people learn. I wanted to write. I
hated that class! I was confused and angry, but from that confusion and
anger came a professional friendship with a fellow student and a new
approach to teaching and learning. So perhaps I learned from that class
in spite of my poor attitude.

My personal writing at this point was still disappointing. It was
going nowhere. T only wrote in school when the students wrote—and
lots of times I avoided that. Adolescence is long and traumatic, but thank-
fully it does end. With adulthood comes growing up and independence.
As an adult, I am expected to make decisions and solve problems based
on rational processes. As an adult, I am on my own, I can set a schedule
that seems best for my needs and change it as I see fit. I am in charge of
my own destiny. I make my own friends, seek my own employment,
build my own family and . . ..

Adulthood came to my personal writing with Tom Romano in per-
son and Tom Romano in Clearing the Way (1987) and with a conference
group that began in 1988 and continues until this very day. This course
with Tom Romano at the University of New Hampshire and this group
affected my personal writing. These two circumstances made me a writer.
In Tom’s class I started writing for me. Up until that point I wrote because
something was assigned or because I needed to be a model for students.
With Tom I wrote a finished piece because I wanted to give my aunt and
uncle a gift of writing for their twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. With
Tom I wrote a book review for The Jolly Postmarn—a book I love. The
review was published in Read’em Cowboy, the Wyoming Reading Asso-
ciation newsletter. With Tom Romano I became a writer and realized the
importance of writing for real-life purposes.

Adulthood in the teaching of writing came to me from reading
Living Between the Lines by Lucy Calkins. That book revolutionized my
work with children. That book led me to New York City to Columbia
University to a ten-day writing institute with Lucy Calkins. The book and
the institute had an incredible impact. As Patricia MacLachlan said so well
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in Baby, “Life is not a straight line . . . sometimes we circle back to a past
time. But we are not the same. We are changed forever” (108).

Calkins helped me understand exactly how to lead children away
from their stories of aliens invading the city to writing that matters. So
that now Erin writes, “Dear Benson, I wish there was some way to com-
municate with you, but I don’t bark and you don’t speak. So we can’t
communicate. But if we could I would want you to read this letter. I just
wanted to say I think you’re the best dog in the world. . . .You make the
whole family’s life shine with joy. You make us feel special and I think
that we make your life special too.” And Greg now writes of his grandfa-
ther, “My grandfather liked to fish because he was good at it. He fished at
our camp on Lake Winnipesaukee. He liked camp so much we started to
call him ‘Grampa the Campa.’ I think he liked camping so much because
it made him feel so free.” And Jordan writes, “I have to write. When I
write I feel good. Writing is fun. I can tell how I feel on paper and not
have to tell anybody just the paper in words. I think writing is a good
way to help you release your emotions in a constructive way. Writing is
good for your mind.”

We all still write every day in school, but I think it is more legiti-
mate writing. No one writes of Barbie going to Bermuda. Rachel writes a
letter to the custodian asking for another coat hook to be installed, Michelle
makes a card for her mom who is about to have a new baby, Greg writes
about his grandfather who just died, and I write this because now I feel
like a writer. I no longer write just in school; I write at home and in the
car and in a cafe and wherever and whenever I feel like it.

So I reached adulthood in the teaching of writing and I continued
to think and act as a writer. I was fortunate to meet two other people who
felt the same way, Karen Weinhold and Kay Morgan. We decided to meet
once a month in a cafe to share our reading and our writing. And we
have continued to meet monthly for nine years! Nothing stops us. If a
conflict arises, we reschedule our meetings. That is incredible, a nine-
year conference group!

In our conference group we do what we will not allow our stu-
dents to do. We always catch up on our lives—who is doing what, how
they’re doing it, whose child is happy or miserable, and why. We laugh,
we cry, we carry on, AND we share our reading and writing.

Karen always has wonderful book titles to suggest to us. She used
to work at the town library. She shared the chapter she contributed to
Nancie Atwell's Workshop I Kay and I listened with sadness as she shared
the eulogy she wrote for her brother’s funeral.
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Kay edited a book of letters called My Ever Dear Daughter, My
Own Dear Mother. She transcribed these letters from the originals she
found in her grandmother’s attic. She read us excerpts and listened to our
feedback. Karen and I listened in horror as Kay shared some tense family
moments.

I shared the poem published in Language Arts. No one could ap-
preciate better than Kay and Karen my feelings when I saw the poem in
print. They listened with empathy and sorrow as I went through the
trying times of a messy divorce.

The three of us continue to meet, but now it's much more than
once a month because our conference group has produced an offspring—
this book. The idea of a book grew from our meetings. We suddenly
realized we were all teachers of vastly different ages and grades, and yet
we faced the same questions and concerns every day. It was always easy
to share classroom stories when we were together—a second-grade teacher,
a seventh-grade teacher, and a high school teacher.

We compared notes. Did we have peer conferences in our respec-
tive classrooms? Yes we did, but less and less frequently. Why was this
so? Why were we uncomfortable when students were sharing life stories?
Why did we feel this was off-task when we did the same thing at our
meetings? Where did life stories fit? We actually asked each other, “Did
conferences, peer conference, work?” We were all struggling with the
conference question.

What else did we struggle with? Time, always a time crunch; as-
sessment and self-assessment; mechanics; the implementation of a writ-
ing workshop classroom; feeling alone as a process teacher. Ah-ha—as
we talked and brainstormed, we realized our concerns and worries were
much the same. Thus, the idea of this book was born—all teachers from
kindergarten to college face the same concerns and challenges. We needed
to share this idea with others. So we solicited teachers from all grades to
share their stories and struggles with us.

Dawn Boyer, our editor, urged us to include our definition of the
writing process as part of the book. That would be easy—so we thought.
We all came from the same writing background, University of New Hamp-
shire courses and institutes. We read and reread the same professional
books. We attended many of the same conferences, and when we didn't,
we shared our notes and knowledge.

Our intent was to each write a definition of the writing process.
We would then blend them together into one, taking the best of all three.
We were amazed at the vastly different way each of us approached this
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statement of the writing process. Howard Gardner, with his theories of
multiple intelligences, would probably smile as he read each of our defini-
tions.

I took a linguistic approach to my definition. I wrote a poem—or
perhaps the poem wrote itself:

Definition of Writing Process

First thing you do is get a notebook and a pen.
They need to fit you just right.

Then you write, and you write, and you
write some more.

You write fast

And you write slow.

You write in silence and

You write in bedlam.

You write at your desk

You write in your car.

You write in the cemetery and

You write at the mall.

You reread everything you wrote,
The garbage and the gems.

You laugh and you cry.

You're surprised and you’re not.
You reread and you underline.
You reread and you take notes.
You reread and you highlight.
You talk to yourself and

you share parts with a friend.

You do everything you ask your studentstodo . . . .
They write; you write.

They reread; you reread.

They conference; you conference.

They question; you question.

You write and you write.

You find a seed and it begins to possess you.
You think about it as you shower.

You think about it as you drive to school.
You think about it as you eat lunch.

You dream about it.

You talk about it to anyone who will listen.
You share it with your friends.

You share it with your students.

You begin to wonder what to do with this seed.
You've grown it and grown it.

You've watered it and fertilized it.

Now, it is ready to bloom.
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What will it look like
A letter, a poem, an essay, a short story,
A long story, a novel, a what?

You look at different forms,

You study them; you absorb them.

You question—what will this seed turn into?
You ask friends,

You ask students.

You listen—you experiment.

You make a decision.

Your seed moves out of the notebook.
Onto the paper.

It moves into the word processor,
Again it possesses you.

It won't go away.

You can't stop thinking about writing
Until it is done.

You finish.

You edit.

You give it to a friend to edit.

You rewrite and it is ready.

You share it in some way

A way that matters to you.

The writing process as it works for me!

Definition #2
Karen Weinhold

I looked at writing spatially, defining the writing process with a flowchart
(see Figure 1). But I was not willing to live with a chart alone. I also sub-
mitted an outline:

What the Writing Process Teacher Has to Teach

L. Process (steps leading to predetermined goal)
A, Strategies
B. Audience

C. Purpose (to inform, entertain, persuade, enrich)

II. Steps
A. Generating an idea
B. Drafting
C. Conferencing

D. Revising

BEST COPY AVAILABLE 1
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E. Proofreading
F. Editing
G. Publishing

III. Structure
A. Sentence
B. Paragraph
C. Transitions
D. Total Composition

IV. Language
A. Vocabulary
B. Grammar
C. Mechanics
1. spelling
2. punctuation
3. capitalization
D. Usage
1. tense
2. agreement

V. Techniques
A. Drafting (paper, word processor)
B. Conferencing
1. self
2. partner/peer
3. small group
4. large group
C. Revising
D. Proofreading
E. Editing
VI. Ancillary Studies
A. Research strategies
B. Computing/typing/word processing
C. Reference
D. Publication
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Figure 1. What Writing Process Looks Like

And I also included a narrative:

Writing process involves a series of composing activities leading to an es-
tablished goal, which may be an edited, finished piece of writing. These
activities are teachable and definable and have a set of procedures or
steps which, although not necessarily linear, can be followed in an alter-
able pattern.

Writing means composing—forming ideas, expressing opinions, of-
fering researched facts—by putting letters, words, sentences, and para-
graphs together to form a meaningful (to the writer) whole. It is both an
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observable and definable series of actions, though due to its recursive na-
ture (a procedure that can repeat itself indefinitely), its patterns may vary
from individual to individual.

The first step involves generating an idea from which to work—a
focus, a seed, a theme. Many strategies exist for doing this, from external
imposition to individual brainstorming; the preferred one is the one that
works for each writer.

Step two requires the writer to put down on paper (or screen) what
he or she initially knows or wants to say on the topic, creating for self
what is known, and determining from this what to do next. Perhaps more
research is needed, or refining/clarification of the original idea, or dis-
carding, or interweaving, or any activity to gather more fodder. Perhaps
enough has been generated to proceed to step three, conferencing.

Now the writer collaborates with at least one other person who reads
or listens to the draft and offers suggestions, asks questions, and, in gen-
eral, responds.

In step four, the writer may need to generate more material, delete,
rearrange, refocus, all of which are considered revising strategies. Maybe
the conference was not a viable one, and the author must seek another
respondent before continuing. The author does not have to act on the
critique of the reader/listener, only take what he or she deems appropri-
ate for the piece. Trust or confidence in the conferee can be a factor here.

The middle components of writing process (conferencing and revis-
ing) thus involve constant recursive behaviors, during which the writer
produces a revised draft, finds someone with whom to conference, per-
forms some type of revision on the draft, and conferences again, until the
writer is satisfied that the piece is now capable of effectively communicat-
ing the author’s idea.

The next step involves proofreading (looking for errors in mechanics,
usage, punctuation, etc.) and editing (fixing those errors), until the piece
of writing meets the standards for written English.

The final step of writing process is publication, the sharing with at

least one other person of the polished, finished piece of writing.

Definition #3
Katherine Morgan

My definition of the writing process took an intrapersonal approach, us-
ing a diary-like entry:

I've always known that writing involved a process; that books didn’t spring
full-blown from the author’s head. On the other hand, though I intuited
that, I never translated it to my teaching of writing. In fact, I really don't
think that I taught writing in my English classes. What I did was assign
papers and assume that students would write them. After they were fin-
ished with a paper, I conducted the postmortem, pointing out all the
places they should have said something differently, or in more depth, or
more succinctly.
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In 1983 I attended the New Hampshire Summer Writing Program at
the University of New Hampshire, in which I actually experienced the
writing process for the first time. I entered as a skeptic, but departed a
believer, at least as far as my own writing was concerned. The teachers
immersed us in our own writing and created a community of writers in
which we learned to write, share, listen, provide supportive feedback,
revise, edit, and finally “publish” our writing through group sharing and a
publication at the end of the three weeks.

I wrote and wrote that summer, moving from personal narratives to
personal narratives with a dash of fiction and finally to two children’s
stories, one of which was subsequently published in Cricket magazine. I
learned that when I cared deeply about the topic, I might come close to
crying when I shared it; I learned that the questions people asked me in
conferences led me to think again about parts of my piece and then to
revise them. [ learned that not all ideas led to finished pieces; and finally
I found out there were important differences between the writer and the
critic in my head. Most important to me as a teacher, I learned what it was
like to sit in the student’s place and try to write.

I left the summer believing that I was a writer and that the writing
process was the way to teach writing to students. I didn’t need to assign
papers anymore: I could let students choose topics and begin the process
in a way that was likely to lead to a product which wouldn’t require a
postmortem by me. The writing process freed students to write and teachers
to encourage and explain during the process instead of criticizing the end
product.

One day in my Writing Workshop class, while students were writing
and I was trying to write too, I realized that there was a remarkable
similarity between the process of teaching and the process of writing. In
order to define the writing process, I want to also define the teaching
process as I experience it.

I find that I do a substantial amount of mental rehearsal for both
teaching and writing. When I am not consciously directing that reflective
process, my subconscious takes over for me. Then, usually in the mo-
ments before I fall asleep or just after I wake up, the plan for the day’s
class or the idea for revision of a piece of writing comes to me. As teach-
ers, we know how critical time for planning is, and [ believe that planning
or “thinking” time is the first step in the writing process. Just as with
teaching, time to reflect is important throughout the writing process.

At the high school level, we place a great deal of emphasis on knowl-
edge of subject matter. Indeed, it would be impossible to be a good
teacher in an unfamiliar field. Knowledge of your subject is also one of
the key elements in a successful piece of writing. As teachers, we func-
tion best when we have control over our lesson plans and over curricu-
lum decisions; as writers, we produce our best writing when we choose
the topic.

When starting a piece of writing, I like to have a general plan for the
whole piece. This is not to say that I have an outline set in stone; rather,
I'm likely to have a brief list of brainstormed ideas or a concept web of
ideas I'd like to include. One of the hallmarks of my general plan for a
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piece is that the plan is flexible. Don Murray suggests that we write in orcler
to learn what we don’t know about what we know. My lesson plans are the
same. I map out the week, with as many specifics for a given day as I can
muster, but I do so with the knowledge that the class may not get as far as
I think on a particular day, or the students may generate an idea which
leads to a new set of plans for the next day. Serendipity in teaching—the
teachable moment—is like the sudden inspiration in writing.

At some point in teaching, and preferably early and often, sharing ideas
with colleagues is important. Finding out what another teacher of ninth
graders is doing, for example, is often helpful. We find many new ideas by
talking to our colleagues. Peer conferencing in teaching is exactly like peer
conferencing in the writing process. When we ask each other questions,
whether in teaching or in writing, the outcome is a more refined idea or
approach or a brand new idea or direction for thinking.

The goal of both teaching and writing is the communication of ideas.
Words are the medium for communication, though in one case written
and the other usually oral. Just as the writer shares responsibility for
meaning with the reader, the teacher shares responsibility for learning
with the student. Both parties are integral parts of the process if the goal
is to be successfully attained. :

A significant difference between the two processes occurs at what
might be perceived as the end point of each. Presumably, in the writing
process the end result is a final piece of writing; in teaching, I suppose
the final product is the educated student. The end of the writing process
leads to a tangible product, while the end of the teaching process is often
not known to the teacher. In reality, a writer can keep revising a piece
over and over, even after the piece is allegedly finished; in that sense the
end product is never truly final. Although a teacher doesn’t keep teaching
the same student over and over, the student’s education is an ongoing
process which persists long after leaving a particular classroom. Like a
piece of writing which may be revised, a student’s ideas will grow and
change as his or her education proceeds.

As I prepare again for a new year of teaching, after I have spent a
summer of writing, I am reminded of the parallels between the two activi-
ties, and the conclusion that each is an art, not confined to a rigid set of
rules, but more an evolving form that takes the shape of the individual
who is the shaper: the teacher or the writer.

The three of us—so alike in our backgrounds and yet so different in our
visualization of the definition of writing process. Yet each definition is
exactly the same in the message it conveys. The writing process involves
many steps, and though the steps may not be in the same order for
everyone, the writing process always involves generating ideas, writing,
drafting, reading, rereading, conferencing, revising, conferencing, edit-
ing, final drafting, proofreading, and sharing with an audience or publish-
ing. Our means of delivery are different, but our message is identical!
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2 A First-Draft Society:
Self-Reflection and
Slowing Down

Robert K. Griffith
Elementary Curriculum and Instructional Specialist
Newburyport, Massachusetts

morning, off to school, then band practice, gymnastics, horse-

back riding, intramurals—the list could go on and on. Children
(and families) race from one activity to another with barely enough time
to grab a quick bite at a fast-food drive-through. This living in the fast
lane is reflected in entertainment options as well. Video games offer
rapid-fire challenges requiring split-second decisions. Television pro-
grams present problems and neatly packaged solutions, all in just thirty
minutes. TV problems are like microwave dinners—just wait a few min-
utes and they are done. Time is rarely spent on long, sustained activities.
Calkins describes this as a “one-draft-only society” (At 23).

Our school curricula are like this too. We “do” spelling for twelve
minutes, math for forty minutes, social studies for thirty minutes, off to
gym for forty-five minutes, fifteen minutes for sustained silent reading, a
safety program assembly for twenty minutes. . . . Children’s lives at school
are hasty and fragmented.

Intercom announcements constantly disrupt the classroom. “Today’s
menu has been changed. Chef's choice will be today, not tomorrow, and
tomorrow will be chicken.” “Please send Bobby to the nurse. He forgot
to take his medication again.”

Children’s lives are so blippy and fractured, lived in fast, compact
time bites. Little time is taken in children’s home or school lives for
reflecting on what they are doing, much less on how well they are doing
at any given activity. When I asked children in my classroom if they had
done their best on particular pieces of work, they looked at me like I was
crazy. “No, it’s not really my best. But at least I finished it” was a familiar
student response. The credo seems to be “Don’t worry about how you
do, just get it done and move on.”

Q ur students today lead such nonstop, crowded lives. Up in the
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Thus, our students often come to us unaware of their strengths and
weaknesses in the language arts, with no thoughts given to personal
goals. As a consequence of this first-draft society, we as teachers are
frequently faced with the dilemma of children’s shallow writing and su-
perficial responses to reading. Like many teachers, I have read children’s
sequels to Nightmare on Elm Street, blood and guts stories such as “G.I.
Joe Meets the Terminator,” “Little Princess” tales, and so on.

I wanted to help my students to slow down their lives, to thought-
fully consider their writing and reading. I wanted them to discover the
strategies they were using that were successful and to recognize the areas
each needed to work on. I wanted my students to set and strive toward
personal reading and writing goals.

To try to accomplish this, I began asking my students about their
writing strategies. Calkins wrote, “When students are asked to describe
their writing processes, they often become aware of them for the first
time. In anticipation of process conferences, children monitor their writ-
ing strategies and soon, they consciously revise those strategies” (Art
152). Not my students! They kept coming to process/reflection confer-
ences with responses that demonstrated little self-awareness of their writ-
ing and reading strategies, strengths, weaknesses, or goals.

“How did you write this? What worked and didn’t work?” T would
ask in conferences.

“Gosh, Mr. G., I don’t know. I just got my idea and wrote it.”

“Ross, what did you try in this writing piece that you hadn’t tried
before?”

“I don’t know. Nothing, I don’t think. I just sort of wrote it. You
know.”

And that was the problem. Sometimes I knew, and sometimes I
didn’t. More important, my students didn’t know what was working or
not working for them. Thus, they had little, if any, insight into how to
improve their writing. The big question was how I as the teacher could
help them to develop this insight.

Could it be that these process/evaluation conferences used with
such great success by Calkins, Atwell, and others weren’t being con-
ducted often enough in my classroom? I had been guiding conference
discussions toward children’s processes every couple of weeks. I decided
to increase the frequency that the students and I discussed our writing
and reading processes to once or twice a week. This helped a little in that
students were a bit more able to describe their literacy processes, but still
with little depth or thoughtfulness. I began to realize that for this self-
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reflection to be effective, it would have to become a continuing, regular
part of the language arts workshop routine.

I was concerned that Graves, Calkins, and Atwell didn’t talk much
about the routines that they obviously appeared to use to help students
become more reflective writers and readers. According to Robert Tierney,
“There’s a dearth of worthwhile pedagogical suggestions with respect to
getting students involved in self-assessment” (5). Regardless, I realized
that my students’ lack of insight into their literary processes, reflected in
their conference responses, illustrated the need for regular reflection ac-
tivities. Additionally, as their teacher, I knew that I had a responsibility to
be their guide and role model in reflective thinking.

I worried that these self-reflection activities might take too much
time away from the students’ writing and reading, thereby leading to
even shallower writing and reading. At the same time, I found some
helpful advice from Calkins which I tried to keep in mind as we began
these activities. She advised, “If the activities are to be a forum for think-
ing about one’s writing process, then they must become part of the back-
drop of the workshop. If they are always changing, always new, they
themselves become the focus of attention rather than a tool for focusing
on something else” (A7t 155). This helped me to see the importance of
taking time to develop self-reflection routines that would become a natu-
ral part of the workshop fabric. It is important to note that these proce-
dures are not all introduced at the same time. I begin slowly, first developing
the routines of our writing and reading workshops. The following pro-
vides a brief overview of these workshops.

In my self-contained sixth-grade classroom, we read and write ev-
ery day. As workshop routines are implemented, I model and participate
in each activity and strategy that is introduced. I walk the students through
each process, acting as a facilitator as they learn the procedures.

Writing workshop typically begins with a brief mini-lesson focused
on some strategy or tip that children have shown a need for in their
writing. At the beginning of the school year, I lead these short (five to
eight minutes) lessons. Later in the year, as students become more confi-
dent and try out new strategies, they often request to plan and lead their
own mini-lessons.

The mini-lesson is followed by sustained silent writing of approxi-
mately twenty minutes. Then, during the final twenty-five minutes or so
of writing workshop, students conference with peers or with me, or con-
tinue to work on their writing pieces. Some students may be doing illus-
trations for a final piece, while others might be self-editing or peer-editing
a rough draft.

[3
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Reading workshop time lasts about forty-five minutes. Groups of
two to four students meet to read and discuss books they have chosen.
One group may all be reading Patricia MacLachlan’s Journey, while
another reads Missing May by Cynthia Rylant. These groups, called Book
Clubs, guide their own daily activities.

On one day, a Book Club may decide to independently read the
next two chapters of its book. As students read, they jot down questions
and ideas the book makes them think about. They also record any lines
written by the author that stand out for them. The Book Club then meets
the following day to discuss the chapters, using the questions and lines
readers noticed as the starting point of their discussion. I often sit in on
part of their discussion, as a facilitator at the beginning of the year and as
more of a participant later in the year, as the students’ group skills de-
velop and mature.

Out of this conversation, students often choose to write a personal
narrative inspired by a question raised during discussion of the book. For
example, while reading Journey, Heather wrote a response to her ques-
tion “How would I feel if my mother just up and left me one day?” Other
times, Book Club members might draw a picture which makes connec-
tions between themselves and the book’s theme or a main character.

During writing and reading time, I work hard at creating a class-
room climate which is calm and relaxed. I model the difference between
an “inside voice” and an “outside voice.” We practice moving quietly
from our desks to wherever a Book Club is meeting. I approach students
and their writing pieces with respect, with an attitude of looking for what
worked in what they’ve tried. I model thoughtful responses to books I'm
reading, pondering aloud over how a book affects me and what it makes
me think about. This modeling of slow, deliberate, quiet, thoughtful think-
ing and responding is one of the first things I do in a school year to begin
helping students slow down and become more reflective.

As a class becomes comfortable with the preceding writing/read-
ing workshop elements, I begin to introduce classroom routines, activi-
ties, and procedures for regularly engaging in self-reflection. As guides in
determining when to implement these routines, I consider the students’
maturity, preceding school year’s experiences with a writing/reading
workshop approach, and the class mixture of individual strengths and
weaknesses. I have seldom used every one of the following procedures
with a single group of students. Some classes have been ready for more
of these routines than others.

The following sections more fully explain these self-reflection ac-
tivities and procedures. They are generally described in the order in which
they are introduced in the classroom.
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Daily

Mary is talking with Melissa about what she is going to do today in read-
ing/writing workshop: “Well, yesterday my Book Club began this really
neat book called The Pinballs. Today we're going to try to read the next
two chapters. They’re pretty short. I think in writing I'll bring my writer’s
notebook [see Calkins, Livingl to a conference to try to find seed ideas for
a writing project. Want to conference with me?” As Mary talks, she jots
down these plans on her daily workshop schedule (see Figure 1).

In making her plans, Mary has needed to reflect upon what she has
already done and decide what she is going to try to accomplish this day.
This process of assessing where she stands at the moment as well as
setting goals for what she will do next occurs each day. Mary, Melissa,
and the other students use the daily workshop schedule to record their
reading and writing plans. This committing to paper of daily, self-se-
lected activities places responsibility, choice, and ownership in the stu-
dents’ hands. It helps the children to slow down and think about their
reading and writing. Further, the students must be aware of what they
have already accomplished and decide what they should do next in order
to achieve their goals.

At the close of each morning’s workshop, Mary and the other stu-
dents think about how they have done with their daily goals. On their
workshop schedule, they place a check plus (V'+) if they feel they've
accomplished their goal completely, a check (V) if they made good
progress, and an asterisk (*) to indicate a goal they feel they need to
continue working on. This daily self-evaluation leads to further reflection
on what has been accomplished, as well as identifying areas in which
further attention is needed.

Weekly

As weekly self-reflection is introduced, students have been deeply im-
mersed in their own reading and writing for several weeks. The students
begin to make a weekly self-reflection record in the form of a checklist.
This checklist grows out of a series of teacher-led mini-lessons on what
strong readers and writers do as they read and write.

After this mini-lessons series concludes, I call the class to a circle in
front of our chart stand. The children gather, greeting one another as they
find a seat on the floor. Once the group is settled, I begin.

“Okay, class. You have been readers and writers for many years.
Based on your past experiences, as well as on our recent mini-lessons,
I’d like to have us brainstorm what we think strong writers and readers
do. The more aware we are of what they do, the more able we are to
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What do strong writers do?

- Write a lot, every day.

- Like to write. They choose to write during their free time.

- Write about things, people, or places they care about.

- Choose their words carefully to set a mood.

- Try new things.

- Share their writing with other people, and try out their suggestions.
- Really care about their writing.

- They write poems, books, magazine articles, etc.

- Show their writing to different people.

- Write pieces that make sense, that others can understand and follow.

- Edit their writing, after they’ve worked on their ideas.
- Change their writing sometimes when they get good suggestions.
- Meet with other writers.

What do strong readers do?

- Buy books.

- Read in their free time.

- Like to read.

- Can feel the feelings of the book’s characters.

- Pick good books.

- Try out suggestions if someone says a book is good.

- Think about what they're reading.

- Share what they’re reading with others.

- Know things to do if they don’t understand something.
- Reread sometimes.

- Use other words as clues when they don’t know an important word.

- Write thoughtfully, showing or getting across their feelings and ideas.

Figure 2. Examples of Students’ Brainstormed Ideas of What Strong Readers

and Writers Do

improve our own reading and writing strategies. Who would like to lead

this?”

Heather and Stephen volunteer to call on people and serve as

recorders, and the brainstorming session begins.

Darcey offers, “Good writers care about what they write about.

They write thoughtfully.” Heather records this on the chart.

Stephen calls on TJ. “Strong writers take their time editing their
final drafts. They try to find their own mistakes, and know who to ask for

help.”

Class members continue to contribute their ideas (see Figure 2 for

brainstorming examples).
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As our discussion continues, we take time to clarify our meanings.
“Jenny, what do you mean by ‘good writers set a mood’?”

“Well, some writers set a mood in their writing. Like some stories
make me feel calm and quiet, and other pieces get me excited or tensed up.”

“How do you think they do that?”

“I think it’s mostly because of the words and scenes they use. Like
Cynthia Rylant in Night in the Country. She uses words that make me feel
peaceful, like with the animals sleeping, and the way she describes the
quiet sounds of the night.”

Class discussion continues in this vein. Eventually we reach con-
sensus on a number of strategies and actions used by strong writers and
readers. We next make a weekly self-reflection checklist (see Figure 3)
following a procedure similar to the above.

Each week, the children take time during reading/writing work-
shop to fill out this self-reflection checklist. They also jot down any inter-
esting observations they may have regarding their reading and writing.
For example, Mary recently noticed that “Some of the stories I've written
really sound like real books. A lot of people like them, and when they
say they like them it makes me feel good because I've worked hard and
done good on what I did.”

In addition to using the weekly self-reflection checklist, students
analyze their current writing pieces. On the backs of their writer’s note-
books, children add to and update two lists: Things I Can Do Well in
Writing, and Things I Need to Work On in Writing. These comments are
quite specific. Josh has listed that he’s “doing a good job of describing
characters” and that he needs to “work on using quotation marks cor-
rectly.” Brooke says she is “writing leads that grab the reader” and that
she wants to “make some of my stories funnier.” '

Also weekly, the children write in their language arts journals. Lan-
guage arts journals are one way, among many, of having students re-
spond and think about their reading, writing, listening, and speaking.
The students brainstormed a list of potential language arts journal topics
and questions which are posted in the room (see Figure 4). Children can
either choose one of these or write on their own language-related ideas.

Often these written responses are reflective in nature. Listen to
what Meg has to say in her language arts journal about how she is chang-
ing as a reader: “At the beginning of the year, I used to read books that
were kind of easy for me, but now I'm reading books that are just right,
and some are kind of challenging. I'm also sticking to books a lot better.
Like in the first quarter I dropped quite a few books, but this quarter I

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

31



A First-Draft Society

21

I choose to write, and stick with my I choose to read, and stick with my
writing reading
I share my writing w/others in I share my reading w/others in
conferences conferences
My writing is thoughtful and makes I understand what I read
sense
I try new strategies with my writing I know and use strategies when I get
pieces confused
I edit final drafts carefully I make connections between books
and myself
Other things I've noticed about my Other things I've noticed about my
writing: reading:
Key: 5 = Excellent progress
4 = Making good progress
3 = Working toward, making some progress
2 = Not progressing as much as I'd like to
1 = Not attempting, making very little, if any, progress

Figure 3. Weekly Self-Reflection Checklist

haven’t dropped a book yet. I take more time at choosing books I'm sure
I'll be interested in. Like if the book has a character that’s like me, or if
there’s a problem that I can relate to.”

I respond to children’s entries in short letters back to them in their
journals. To Meg, I wrote, “You've definitely been thinking about your
reading! I've noticed that your reading habits have changed, also. I can
remember when you read almost all of the Peggy Parish books. Now
you're reading books that are more challenging for you, like 7he Fledgling.

Q .
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Writing:

- How can I tell the difference between a “good” topic and a “bad” topic?

- What do I do when I'm “stuck?”

- How do I know when to make changes in my writing piece? How do 1 decide?
- Why do I write? What does it do for me?

- How is writing like reading? How is it different?

Reading:

- How do I choose a book? What gets me interested in a book?

- Am I a good reader? How do I know?

~ What makes a good reader? What things does a good reader do?

- Why do I read? What does it do for me?

- What do I do when I have problems reading a section of something?

Listening:

- What kinds of things catch my attention so much that I have to listen?

- When I'm listening really closely to something, why don’t all the other little
noises around me bother me?

- How is listening like reading? Or like speaking, or writing?

- Am I a good listener? How do I know?

- Did anyone have to teach me how to listen? How did I become able to listen?

Speaking:

- How do I think I learned to talk?

- Are there ways of talking without saying anything? If so, how do people do it?
How do they learn it?

- Why do some people talk a lot, while others don’t say much?

- How would I feel if I couldn’t talk?

- Why do people sometimes forget what they were going to say?

Figure 4. Language Arts Journal Topics and Questions

You are choosing books more carefully now! I think that’s great. What do
you think caused these changes?”

In my return letters I just try to respond honestly to what the stu-
dents have said. I also typically (though not always) ask a question which
will cause the children to think a bit more deeply about what they have
written. These journals are one record of students’ increasing awareness
of their language arts processes.

Biweekly

“What is my best piece so far? What makes it the best? What did I do on this
piece that I haven'’t tried before? How can I show how much the book
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Tuck Everlasting affected me?” These are some of the questions Mike is
considering as he chooses representative samples of his writing and read-
ing for his portfolio. Portfolios are collections of students’ writing pieces,
including notes, webs, drafts, and published pieces, as well as reading
lists, reading journal letters, and other artifacts that are representative of all
of the processes and products involved in the students’ reading and writ-
ing (see Farr; Rief, “Finding”).

About every two weeks, my students and I review and update our
portfolios. Items for the portfolios are selected by both the students and
myself. Occasionally, parents will add materials as well, such as lists of
books read aloud at home. The students’ portfolios, as well as my own,
are kept in the classroom and are easily accessible.

I use portfolios to help children document their development and
growth. Portfolios provide a more complete picture of students than do
isolated pieces taken out of context or standardized tests, with their em-
phasis on one correct answer to each question. Thinking, problem solv-
ing, being able to use a variety of strategies, and tracing students’ change
and growth over time can easily be demonstrated through a portfolio.

Periodically, about every four to five weeks, I hold a portfolio
conference with each student.

“Kristen, what do you think your portfolio shows about you as a
writer?”

“I think it shows a lot. If you look at my writing pieces from the
beginning of the year, you can see how short they were. Also, I wasn'’t
really writing about things I think about, or care about. Like in this first
piece, I wrote about an elf living in my closet. How silly! I can’t believe I
wrote that!

“Now, look at what I've written recently. I feel really proud of this
piece about my grandfather. It's pretty good. I tried to make scenes showing
Grampa and I doing things together, like when we go fishing. I think it
comes across how much we love each other, and like being together.
Same thing with this one about watching my dad at hockey practice.

“Also, notice how many spelling mistakes I had in my elf story.
And that was in my final piece! I'm still not the best speller, but at least
now I can find most of my mistakes and fix them.”

Kristen has become aware of her processes and products. She is
able to see concrete evidence of her growth and changes. Her self-aware-
ness in turn leads to positive self-esteem (“I feel really proud”) and fur-
ther growth.

As portfolio conferences continue, I talk with the students about
favorite pieces in their portfolios, what new strategies and reading genres
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they are trying, and how the items are indicative of their growth as readers
and writers. I keep track of our conversations through short notes I jot to
myself in a language arts notebook. This notebook has one section for
each student. As we conference throughout the year, an anecdotal record
of students’ changes and growth emerges.

Linda Rief sums up the place of portfolios so well. “Portfolios be-
come the evidence for what we value in our classrooms. The act of
putting together a portfolio is a reflective act in itself, as students choose
what to put in there and why. That reflection on where they’ve been,
where they are now, and how they got there, is what real learning is all
about” (Seeking 145).

Quarterly

In our school system, progress reports are sent home on a quarterly
basis. The language arts component of our progress report is shown in
Figure 5. '

As an educator, I realize that the above progress report does not
give parents a clear, contextual picture of their child’s learning. However,
the original progress report used in this school system for many years
simply listed the subject area of language arts and then used a letter
grade from A to F to indicate a child’s performance. Implementing a
change from the traditional grade card to the progress report shown in
Figure 5 was a long, hard-fought battle.

It has been quite helpful to me as a teacher to have this type of
progress report, rather than one with grades from A to F. A colleague and
I developed this progress report in a manner similar to the way the stu-
dents developed their weekly self-reflection checklist. We first brainstormed
the behaviors of good readers and writers. We then clarified and revised
our ideas. Next we checked to make sure the listed behaviors were actu-
ally observable in some way in a classroom setting.

We then made an observation checklist based on the progress re-
port (see Figure 6). I have a checklist for each student in my language
arts notebook. As I conference with children and observe them working,
I write short notes or just use the key to keep track of children’s progress.

About two weeks before a quarter ends, I hold progress confer-
ences with the students. The class and I first brainstorm some questions
we would like to discuss which will help us to assess the growth that has
taken place over the last nine weeks. These questions vary somewhat
from quarter to quarter, yet always focus on three areas: changes and
growth (i.e., How have you changed as a reader/writer? Why?), trying out
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KEY:|M [ Most of the dme
S |Some of the time
R | Rarely

LANGUAGE ARTS

READING 1 2 3 4 WRITING 1.2 3 4

Inidates and Inidates and

sustains reading sustains writing

Partcipates in Participates in

reading conferences writing conferences

Understands what Produces well-

is read : developed and

Attempts to use organized writing

strategies taught in Attempts to use

class strat. taught in class

Writes effective Self-edits when

journal responses appropriate (i.c.,

to literature spelling, punct. etc.)

LISTENING 1 2 3 4 SPEAKING 1.2 3 4

Listens attentively Speaks coherently

Asks clarifying Initates

questions discussions

Listens with Pardcipates in

understanding discussions

WORK SKILLS 1 2 3 4 SOCIALBEHAVIOR 1 2 3 4

Shows effort Acccpts' o
tesponsibility

Completes work Respects self and

in a imely manner others

. isel Works
Uses time wiscly cooperadvely
Follows directions Observes rules

Figure 5. Quarterly Progress Report, Language Arts Component

new ‘strategies (i.e., What new things have you attempted? How did they
turn out?), and accomplishments (i.e., What are you proudest of? Why?).
The children next prepare themselves for their conferences. Caileen,
Julie, and Audrey sit quietly, jotting down important thoughts which they
want to remember to bring up in their conferences. Nick and Roy spread
their portfolio items out on the carpet in the reading center, sharing fa-
vorite pieces and discussing new writing strategies they have been trying.
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Writing Reading

Initiates/sustains writing Initiates/sustains reading
Participates in writing conferences Participates in reading conferences
Produces well-developed and Understands what is read

organized writing

Attempts to use strats. taught in class Attempts to use strats. taught in class
Self-edits when approp. Writes effective journal responses
Other observations: Other observations:

Writing and Reading Observations
Key: 5 = Excellent progress
4 = Making good progress
3 = Working toward, making some progress
2 = Not progressing as much as I'd like to
1 = Not attempting, making very little, if any, progress

Figure 6. Observation Checklist

Jacob and Justin conference together, discussing their responses to the
questions I will ask them.

Then, the week before the quarter ends, I hold a self-assessment
conference with each child. We talk about their peaks and valleys, at-
tempts and successes over the past nine weeks. Portfolios are reviewed
and discussed. Each conference culminates with the child setting per-
sonal reading and writing goals for the coming quarter. The next quarter-
ending conference with each child begins with a discussion of the progress
that has been made toward these goals.

During Mary’s third-quarter conference, her growing confidence as
a writer was reflected in one of her goals: “I want to try writing some
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poetry. I've been reading a lot of poetry, but I've never tried writing it
before. So I'm going to give it a try during this last nine weeks!” (See
Figure 7 for other examples of goals set by past students.)

These quarter-end conferences serve many important functions.
They acknowledge the importance of the students’ control and owner-
ship of their literacy processes. They reinforce the notion that students
are to be responsible for their own progress, as well as for assessing this
progress. Assessment is viewed as an opportunity to acknowledge and
celebrate achievements, as well as for identifying further goals to work
toward. Self-assessment conferences help students to reflect on where
they have been, as well as setting further direction for where they want to
g0.

I take the children’s observations and self-assessments into serious
consideration as I fill out their progress reports. In most cases, my obser-
vations closely mirror those of the students. I hope that some school year
in the future the children and I can fill out their progress reports
collaboratively and indicate this to the parents. At the moment, the com-
munity in which I teach is not ready to accept this degree of student
ownership. Perhaps one day, however!

Yearly

As the school year draws to a close, the students and I wrap up loose
ends. Reading and writing lists are updated. Portfolios are reorganized
one last time. Final self-assessment conferences are held. Plans are made
on what to try to read and write over the summer.

The end of the school year is a time of both sadness and celebra-
tion: sadness because our learning community is dispersing in various
directions; celebration because of all we have accomplished and become
together. The last days of school are filled with rememberings;
rememberings of favorite books and characters (who could ever forget
Gilly Hopkins? Or Anastasia? Or Winnie Foster?); of touching writing pieces
(Jenny’s story “Divorced,” Mary’s “If I Were Only Bigger”); and of work-
shop time spent together. The children and I sift through our portfolios,
notebooks, and lists. We retrace the processes and products of the past
nine months. We are aware of what we once were, revel in where we are
now, and look forward to what we may become.

Closing Thoughts and New Directions

Through these many self-reflection activities and procedures, my stu-
dents have been able to slow down their lives, at least their literary
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- Read at least 4 magazines

- Keep making predictions as I read

- Share a book in whole group sharing

- Read at least 2 nonfiction books

- Do an interview project over a book

- Read an adventure book by David Budbill, Bill Wallace, or Gary Paulsen
- Stay on task and not get distracted by what other people are doing
- Keep my Reading Record up to date

- Try one new sharing way

- Make my journal letters as thoughtful as they wused to be

- Do a play over a book I've read

- Remember to always use capitals and periods

- Write and publish at least two pieces

- Stay on topic in all my stories

- Do self-reflection once a week

- Write a fiction story that sounds true

- Learn to use commas correctly

- Start using indented paragraphs

- Plan a mini-lesson to teach to the class

- Edit finished pieces much faster

- Try to write a poem

- Listen to some author tapes to find out about how they write
- Write more

Figure 7. Examples of Goals Set by Students

lives. They are aware of their many strengths, work thoughtfully on their
weaknesses, and use a variety of strategies to achieve their goals.

This slowing down has led to insightful, meaningful writing. Two
examples in particular stand out. Mary wrote “Bigger Is Better,” in which
she explored her conflicting feelings on the advantages and disadvan-
tages of growing up, of maturing from childhood to adolescence. Sum-
mer wrote a piece, “My Beautiful Family,” which showed the various
ways love and caring are expressed in her family. Rarely now do the
children write fictional fantasy pieces which go on forever with no real
point or ending.

Reading has taken on new meaning for the students as well. While
Josh was reading Lloyd Alexander’s five-volume Chronicles of Prydain,
he was struck by the similarities between himself and Taran, the main
character: “Taran’s a lot like me! He worries about not being brave enough.
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I feel that way sometimes, too. But like Taran, I still try new things.” Josh
went on to explore this insight in great depth in his language arts journal.

With this increasing self-awareness, my students are strengthening
their metacognitive skills as well. The distinction between cognition and
metacognition is an important one and needs to be made. Briefly, cogni-
tion refers to using knowledge which one has acquired, and is character-
ized by remembering, comprehending, focusing, and processing
information. Metacognition refers to a person’s awareness and under-
standing of that knowledge. A key element in metacognition is a con-
scious attempt to control one’s thought processes. The value of thinking
about thinking has been stressed since Dewey’s important studies on
reflective thinking. Metacognitive activities (see Griffith, “Metacognition”)
are now having a greater impact on my students’ reading comprehen-
sion, thanks, I believe, to their increased participation in self-reflection
procedures. :

Now that my students are thoughtfully considering their writing
and reading, and are discovering the strategies that are successful for
them, we are looking for ways to apply this process of slowing down and
self-assessing to the rest of our curriculum. In classroom discussions, the
children have raised some important and stimulating questions, inciud-
ing, “How can we become more aware of our strategies in math? What
goals do we have for ourselves in social studies and science? How do we
reach these goals? How will we know, and show, that we have reached
our goals? Shouldn’t we have portfolios in every subject? Are there ways
that other subjects go together like reading and writing do?”

That's the wonderful thing about learning: it’s a lifelong process.
New challenges lead to new discoveries, which in turn lead to more new
questions and challenges. As teachers, we must provide the time for this
questioning to occur. We must slow down children’s classroom lives and
help them to become involved in this lifelong process.
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Response
Karen Weinbold

Nodding vigorously in total empathy with the description of the lives of students
today, teachers will chuckle and despair reading through this piece. Restructur-
ing to “middle school concept,” creating block scheduling, and building interdis-
ciplinary units through teaming have all helped to reduce the fragmentation, but
not enough. Trying to develop equality among disciplines, particularly unified
arts, seems to be complicating scheduling. Teachers think they’d like longer,
uninterrupted blocks of time like Bob has in his self-contained elementary class-
room, but are they sure? How does he deal with difficult behaviors over ex-
tended periods? Having longer periods might mean not meeting every class
daily, revamping not just the curriculum but also the schedule. In his self-con-
tained room, how does he ensure that all subjects get equal time by the end of
the week—or does he?

This chapter will prompt teachers to start thinking about why they've
been doing things the way they have for so long. How do students learn most
effectively in time blocks? What do teachers do to help students adjust to a more
sustained time period since they are quite used to the “cha-cha-cha” day now?
What are each teacher’s goals for the coming year? Reading this article will make
everyone slow down, reflect, and engage in some metacognitive activities of
their own!

Teachers will want to try many of the strategies and tools Bob suggests
here. Already I use dialogue journals with the eighth graders, focused primarily
on “packing their suitcases” for high school. Teachers may worry that they will
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not be able to keep up with all the “stuff,” such as the daily workshop schedules
and self-reflection checklists. Even though these are student-generated, it's easy
to become overwhelmed with too many records; teachers don’t need any more
guilt-inducing paraphernalia. Teachers need to adapt forms and records to meet
their needs and their students’ needs. Would it be more cumbersome if there was
more than one class to juggle? Teachers need some reassurance that they're not
creating a monster before they dive into this.
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3 Ring the Bell and Run

Kate Belavitch
Exeter Adult Literacy Program
Exeter, New Hampshire

Beginnings

I passed Maria’s preschool classroom, stopped short and backed up. In-
side, Maria sat in a chair surrounded by preschoolers. They read their
morning greeting off the word pocket chart—in Spanish. I watched for a
few minutes and saw the students thoroughly absorbed in Maria and
what they were doing.

“Welcome!” Maria greeted me, and I walked into the classroom.
“Can we greet Miss Belavitch in Spanish?” she inquired of the four-year-
olds. “Hola,” resounded throughout the room. “Stay as long as you like,”
Maria said. She returned to her students.

I taught the second grade, but since I had a few spare moments, I
decided that I would browse around. Right away, I liked what I saw. As
a first-year teacher with a degree in history, I had no concept of whole
language, cooperative learning, or process writing. However, I felt the
enthusiasm, the action, and the intense involvement of the students as I
wandered around miniature tables and chairs. Maria read to the students
in a corner filled with a large chair, mats, and books. It looked snug and
inviting. ,
A long table loaded with sand and toys sat waiting for playful
hands. Colorful baskets overflowed with overcoats, boas, old skirts, shirts,
and aprons. Busy students played, surrounded by bookcases overflowing
with soft, plush blocks, huge wooden blocks, and interlocking blocks. In
the back by Maria’s desk, slots were labeled with each student’s name.
Inside were many different papers and a folder. The room looked well
lived-in and loved.

Next to Maria’s desk was a floor-to-ceiling closet stuffed with books,
magazines, pamphlets, and folders. I leaned closer and read titles like
Houw to Read to Young Students and Writing in the Classroom; this must
be Maria’s reference collection. I made up my mind: I would be spending
some time with this woman.

As it turned out, I was taking a class after school and had to walk
to the subway once a week with Maria. We started off at a jog. For a
slight, petite fortysomething, Maria had me panting to keep up.
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“I just wanted to ask you how you got started with all that stuff in
your classroom.” Maria smiled and began to explain the usage of the
bright blue pocket chart. I hadn’t planned on walking the nine New York
avenues to my uptown subway, but I couldn’t break away from Maria’s
running monologue—and I didn’t want to. I didn’t even have to ask
questions. She just kept explaining, as if she knew what I wanted to
learn.

The next day, I went right to Maria. “Here,” she said. Into my
hands she thrust a pile of books, articles, and magazines. Thus began my
introduction to process and whole language. In this pile were books by
Donald Graves and Nancie Atwell, a copy of The Reading Teacher, a
reading-conference pamphlet that featured Lucy Calkins as guest speaker.
I began my journey toward discovery with a newfound mentor.

I spent this first year listening, reading, observing, and absorbing
details. I attended whole language workshops and took classes on imple-
menting writing in the classroom. My second-grade students worked on
their writing in groups and alone. Together we edited for spelling, dis-
cussed illustration and revision, and put final work on large poster board
or in paper-covered books. We constructed our own ABC book and pre-
sented it to the first grade. I loved what I was doing with the second
graders, but Nancie Atwell’s In the Middle became such a catalyst for me
that I, too, wanted a class of young adolescents who would create mean-
ingful prose, fraught with expectant anger, hope, anxiety, ambition, fear,
and playfulness: all the things you find in students just learning about life.

I approached my principal in April and told him I would like the
position of middle grades English teacher. I knew I would be responsible
for teaching grammar and computers as well as writing, but it was the
writing I was interested in teaching. All year long I had been reading
about writing process and writing workshops; I knew what I wanted in a
writing classroom. I wanted the writing class to develop so that I would
be able to share my love for the written word and learn from the students
as they wrote their pieces. Together we would discover our writing abili-
ties and make all our experiences, wishes, hopes, dreams, and fantasy
creations come alive on paper.

I launched into the summer with great enthusiasm. Three whole
months to develop teaching strategies and plans for my writing class. I
met many new teachers that summer at the University of New Hampshire
while attending a class on computers. I listened to their ideas and advice.
I was fortunate to meet Karen Weinhold, who plied me with folders filled
with story starters and biographical information on young adult authors.
I was on a first-name basis with the librarians in my town. Almost every
day I would stop in to pick up books by Gary Paulsen and S.E. Hinton,
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and not to forget the classics, I reread Adventures of Huckleberry Finn,
The Secret Garden, Romeo and Juliet, and Poe’s poetry and short stories.

I imagined a writing classroom. Each student would have a perma-
nent writing folder kept in the room for final papers. Each student would
also have a working folder. Inside, students would keep all their drafts
and three permanent sheets titled My Ideas, What I Want to Know, and
What I Need to Know, an idea taken from Atwell’s In the Middle. Stu-
dents would keep a list of topics on the idea sheet; the second sheet
would be for students to write down any questions they had about gram-
mar, structure, or any problems they had, to ask during conferences. The
last sheet would be something new they learned during the conferences
that they could work on while they were writing. 1 was diligently follow-
ing Atwell’s book and I planned on conferences with the students while
they were writing. T would take the last five minutes of class for group
discussion. Throughout this summer I read many other authors on writ-
ing process, including Linda Rief and Tom Newkirk. Their ideas and case
studies, along with the structure of Atwell’s In the Middle, continued to
be my main source of guidance.

My excitement grew as I envisioned an active class writing, creat-
ing, and sharing. We would become great friends as our mutual love for
literature and writing would bridge the gap between teacher and student.
This bond was to be the greatest asset of the classroom. By fostering an
environment of creativity and freedom, I would spark in the students a
desire to produce excellent work.

I, 0o, would be writing and keeping a journal about each of the
120 students. In this journal I would record my comments to each stu-
dent; I would make contact with each writer. My journal would also be
an invaluable tool to track an individual’s progress and give me informa-
tion when it came time to give grades. I would also use status sheets to
track students’ writing. I would have a legal pad with each student’s
name, all 120. At the start of each class, T would call names and they
would tell me their status. I would know if they had started a new piece,
were editing, doing another draft, or needed a conference. This would
ensure that all students were working.

Nancie Atwell also spoke of meeting with each student at the end
of the term to discuss an appropriate grade for the semester. I wanted to
do this also. It would give me and my students a chance to discuss our
expectations and set goals for the next term. This I thought very impor-
tant. Communication would facilitate better understanding and give the
students the encouragement needed to succeed.
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I did not plan to grade the students’ writing but to edit their work as
they gave it to me. 1 expected each student to write each day. They might
not hand something in every day, but they would develop an idea or just
an opening paragraph. Whatever they came up with, they would continue
the next day. I hoped for at least a rough draft of a story from each student
at the end of the week. Students would confer with peers or with me about
their drafts, which they would edit themselves and revise for details or
other additions. Next, they would give me their work. I, too, would edit
the work for grammar and punctuation. I would make comments to the
student regarding clarity, or ask the student to expand an idea or delete an
area. I would make a brief comment in my journal with regard to the
student’s topic, difficulties, and strengths. I would hand papers back on
Monday and the process would begin again.

I believed I could accomplish this task over the weekend; I needed
my other nights to correct tests and homework for my grammar classes. If
students completed work during the week, I would make their work a
priority to read so that we could conference the next day. I did not want
the students to wait for their writing or interrupt their work in any way.
We would discuss my questions and editing marks and talk about where
the piece would go next.

I planned on using mini-lessons to teach those things that would
meet the students’ needs. For example, if they seemed interested in po-
etry, I would plan a lesson to introduce different styles and forms. I didn’t
set up any structure for myself; I thought everything would fall into place.
I didn’t think it necessary to develop a strategy for when to teach a mini-
lesson. I had no plans to deal with the student who wouldn’t write; 1 did
not expect this to happen in this writing process classroom. Writing was
a creative process; my teaching of this subject would be creative too. We
would create the classroom as we went along. Atwell’s book shows a
smooth-running class where everything fits into place, a class the stu-
dents look forward to each day. Mine would be too.

Day One

Naturally, T had the jitters. But then, this was only my second year, and 1
assured myself that they would pass after the first five minutes. By last
period T accepted that the jitters were not leaving. These students were
such, such—adolescents, quite unlike the second graders I had taught. I
was not greeted with the awe and wonder, excitement, or enthusiasm I
had anticipated. 1 spent most of my time explaining how free writing

46



36

Kate Belavitch

explores and develops everyday experiences, that they all had great po-
tential to take these experiences and generate exciting pieces of writing.
My first class was the only class of eighth graders I would have this year.
Twenty-seven students entered at 8:35. Each period was to be thirty-three
minutes long, so I began right away.

“Good morning. I'm Kate Belavitch, and this morning I want to talk
about writing. You will be meeting me in here for grammar at 11:30 and
downstairs on Monday and Friday afternoons for computer instruction,
but every day at 8:30 we will be conducting a writing workshop. I expect
everyone to come prepared with their working folders, which we’ll hand
out later, a favorite pen or pencil, and a willingness to sit down and
write.”

“You mean we can write in pencil?”

“Yes. If that is what is most comfortable for you, then by all means,
write in pencil. Writing is a very personal thing. [ write only with a cheap,
blue ballpoint. Never red or black, just blue. And it has to be one of those
that just glides over the paper. As soon as I feel it run out of ink, I throw
it out and crack open a new pen.”

“You mean [ can write in red if [ want to?”

“Yes, but my point is, that you want to feel free to express yourself.
If you are going to write about your innermost thoughts or feelings, if
you want to create a vivid picture of your visit to Europe or a fantasy
fiction delight about a cruise in the islands, a fantastic murder mystery, or
a true-life comedy show from your evening dinner table, you need to be
able to express yourself freely.” (Why did I keep saying this?) “Basically,
I don’t want minor things like the color of your pen or whether you use
pencil or crayon to inhibit your thoughts. It is important just to jot down
your ideas. Also, your first draft is just that—a draft. You can focus on
spelling, punctuation, and sentence structure later. You will be able to go
back and make revisions. Have you ever had a dream that seemed so
real? A great story, almost lifelike, you felt you were actually there, but
when you woke up, you couldn’t even remember the first thing about it?”
(I spoke on like this for the rest of the period. I was really warming to my
subject.)

“Do you see these areas labeled ‘Conference Corner? You can meet
here to discuss your writing. Sometimes it helps to read your work aloud
to another person. When someone shares his or her writing, you need to
listen carefully and think about how your responses will help that per-
son. As we get started, we will share our writing. We will work on re-
sponding to other writers’ work. It helps to hear and see other people’s
writing. Often, we gain ideas for our own writing by reading. Books,
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magazines, the newspaper, and your peers’ work will all contribute to your
ability to choose and develop your topics.”

[ walked around the room talking about what pleasure I have from
spending time just writing down my own thoughts and ideas. Before I
knew it, this class was over. Before they left I told them, “There is no
homework tonight except for this: I want you to think about what you
would like to write about. Writing doesn’t just happen as soon as you sit
down with your pen and paper. Each day, you need to be thinking about
how your actions, joys, disappointments, and successes can be written
down. Will you write about breaking curfew from your point of view or
your mother’s? Will your piece be serious or funny? This is your job to be
prepared for this class. See you later in computer lab.”

Just about every class went the same. I followed the same pattern,
hoping my nerves wouldn’t cause me to miss any valuable instructions.
My sixth graders were the least vocal of the students, and I noticed they
jotted down in their homework pads my assignment, whereas I guess the
others had just committed it to memory or memory loss. Tomorrow we
would lay the foundation by outlining the writing workshop, and maybe
even get a chance to write.

Day Two

“There is only one rule in my classroom: you must write while you are
here.” My opening statement was greeted with whoops and cheers, and I
smiled back. Rapport was established—we would be friends. I was off to
a great start. “Not bad,” I thought, as I handed everyone permanent writ-
ing folders. The students marked them with their names and placed them
into the file cabinet.

Next, the students received their working folders and three sheets
of papers which were marked My Ideas, Things I Know, Things I Ought
to Know. We passed the stapler around so there would be no chance of
misplacing these sheets. I explained all the sheets, and there were no
questions. I had forgotten to mention a few things the day before, and I
wanted to draw their attention to writing contests and the idea I had for
a literary magazine. I had a bulletin board posted with all kinds of writing
contests. I told the students they were welcome to peruse this first and
perhaps choose one of these contests as a jumping-off point for their
writing. We read the contests aloud, and I explained the directions. I told
the students, if they chose to enter a contest, they would need to focus
their energy right away so as to meet the deadline. I saw some of the kids
perk up at the mention of the writing contests. I accomplished a goal by
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trying to reach out to those who might need a competitive spark to start
them off.

Also, on my desk I had two file slots. They were labeled Work to
Return and Work to Be Edited. I told the students they should hand in at
least one piece of writing a week, not necessarily a completed piece, but
perhaps the first draft they had revised, or it could be the beginning of a
story. I felt that maybe I would not have a chance to see each student
every day, but if they handed in something to me, I would know what
they were working on and could focus my direction toward a particular
student the next day. “Okay, okay, let’s get moving and get on to the
good stuff.” Uh-oh, at this point there were about five minutes left in my
thirty-three minute period. I realized we wouldn’t have a full period to
write, so I spoke with the students about reading to them at the end of
class. I had expected to do this at the end of my grammar class, but what
better way to spend the last five minutes of this class? My eighth graders
chose The Outsiders. One of the seventh grades chose a book one of the
students was reading, my other seventh grade wanted 7o Kill a Mocking-
bird, and my sixth grade chose The Cat Ate My Gymsuit.

Day Three

“Today is the day we write,” I said with a smile. They all grinned back
and I sat down with a sheet of paper. I put my head down, bit the end of
my pencil, and began to write. The words flowed easily as I wrote about
my first-day jitters. My students would get a kick out of hearing how silly
I had been, how they had made me nervous and how I desperately
wanted them to respond with enthusiasm for my class. I could hear mild
chatter around me, but I didn’t want to disturb them. I wanted the stu-
dents to find their own way. It was a chance for me to see how they
would approach this new style of classroom. Anyway, I wanted to be a
good example, so I continued writing and let the students settle into their
own writing.

[ was so absorbed that when I glanced at my watch I realized ten
minutes had flown by. Reluctantly, I put my pencil down and looked up.
Thirty-two faces gazed back at me with blank looks. I smiled sheepishly
and slowly stood up. As I walked over to the nearest student, all eyes
followed me. “So, what have you written?” I asked casually. Slowly, the
head turned, and I'looked into clear brown eyes. The eyes glanced down
at the paper and I followed her gaze to an empty sheet. Panic!!! Not her,
me! “Keep thinking,” I encouraged and moved on to the next student.
First I looked at the paper—blank. “No ideas?” I queried. A slow negative
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nod was my response. “Okay, guys, remember yesterday when I told you
that you need to use your own lives and experiences to draw ideas? And
you need to come prepared to write?” A few nods. “So? Okay. Start with
this morning. What happened? David?” (I know, a cheap shot on my part

to call on someone who hasn’t raised his hand. But I was getting no- -

where and I needed them to be involved.)

“I got up.”

“Good. Then what happened?”

“I ate breakfast.”

“What did you eat?”

“Toast.”

“Good, David. But can you tell me anything about the toast. How
did it smell? Did you make it? Was it burnt, or undercooked and slightly
soft in the middle? White, wheat, rye, pumpernickel, what kind? Did you
use butter, jam, peanut butter?

“It was just toast, Miss B. I don’t usually get that excited about it.”
Laughter from the rest of the class.

“Well, what do you get excited about, David?”

“Not school.” OK, where do I go with this?

“Great! You have plenty of material to write a piece. Be creative.
What is it that makes school unexciting? Maybe write something that hap-
pened one day and school became exciting. Imagine that school was al-
ways exciting.” (Rolling eyes all around.) “Just imagine,” I said. “What would
a typical day be like? See? Now let’s start again.”

Not the uplifting, motivating dialogue I had hoped for, but at least
it was a starting point. Eyes looked heavenward for encouragement, and
I did see some pencils reach some paper. The last ten minutes of class I
spent wandering around and having mini David-like conversations with
those students who still needed to get going. Tomorrow was another day.

Day Four

The first thing I noticed was that my writing corner was completely cleaned
out—empty. It looked like a ghost town for writing implements. A few
lone papers fluttered over the shelves, and scattered pens and marker
tops that had escaped grabbing hands rolled like tumbleweeds over a
dusty prairie. It was a pathetic sight. I had no more pens, all my loose-
leaf paper had disappeared, even the plastic canister holding the markers
was gone.

“Listen guys,” I began, “if you use material from the writing corner,
please return it. I have four other classes who would like fresh paper and
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markers to work on illustrations. Please be considerate of your classmates.”

What happened here? When I set up this area, I used Nancie Atwell’s
book as a guide. At the beginning of the chapter titled “Getting Ready”
there is a beautiful picture of her material center. It is a clean and neatly
organized bookshelf. Piles of paper stand at attention, not one piece is
astray. I mean the stacks are so neat I got the impression that her students
must gently push the piles back into place after taking their sheet. Post-it
notes and pads of scrap sit in small compartments, and a filled, yes, filled
container of pencils stands upright, and you just know each one has a
pointy tip. No returns made here without first being re-sharpened for the
next student. There is also a tidy little tray containing glue, paper clips,
white-out, and a tape dispenser. The inside of my own desk wasn’t this
organized. Also in the picture were stacks of books, lined up so you can
actually read the titles on the jackets. The caption under the picture reads,
“Keith borrows a resource book from the materials center” (52). The key
word here is borrows, since it implies the book will be returned.

My kids were kleptos. The writing material corner soon became a
disastrous pile of scrap and a few lone dictionaries. I doled out loose-leaf
paper for finals, and pretty soon it became a prerequisite to bring your
own extra writing implements as my personal stash gradually disappeared.
But this was only one aspect of the classroom; not everything could be a
carbon copy of Atwell’s book. I wouldn’t let it deter me from my main
objective—producing students who write.

One day, I decided we would try to fit in a group share at the end
of class. The students settled down, and we began to write. Again I
started writing with the class for the first five minutes and then I began to
move around the room. I had had a difficult time conferring with the
students the day before, so I reread Atwell’'s chapter on conferences. All
this reliance on one book may seem ridiculous, but I had it in my mind
that this was the prototype reading/writing process classroom. My class-
room was going to be a relatively good copy. I copied down the half
page of open-ended questions so I would be fully prepared. I wasn’t
quite sure about what I was doing, and I was a bit timid in my actions. I
approached my first student. I memorized the first five prompts, figuring
I didn’t want to look like I was reading from a guide. By number five, I
thought, they should find something they wanted to write about.

“So, Anne, stuck for a topic?”

“Yeah, what am I supposed to write about?” (Eureka! A child in
need of help with a topic, and me prepared with my handy-dandy list of
topic-guiding questions.)

“What did you do this past weekend?”
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“Nothing. I was grounded, so I couldn’t go out.”

“So this made you unhappy and maybe angry. This would be a
good topic.”

“Nah, I just vegged, watching TV. I really don’t want to relive that
situation.” I guess this would eliminate a paper on her family and friends,
SO .. ..
“What about a pet?”

“I don’t have any.”
“OK. What do you like the most? Something you own or do, or
what do you dislike the most?”

“My brother.”

“Good.” I think. “Why don’t you write about your brother.”

“OK.” Ah, success.

I had quite a few encounters similar to my conference with Anne.
I was a bit nervous as I continued approaching students struggling for
topics. I was not quite sure how to react to their questions, but armed
with my folder and trusty written prompts, I had something with which to
get started. I know the kids felt awkward, as did I, but we were just
starting out, and I knew soon things would come together.

It was a pleasure to come across someone who was writing. Very
often, this was the student who had extracurricular activities after school.
Many were writing pieces on swimming, baseball, hockey, or piano les-
sons. I noticed a similarity in most of these pieces: they almost all began,
“Ilike to . . ..” Clearly, we could use a mini-lesson on writing leads. My
lesson plan for tomorrow hatched. I was absorbed in following the stu-
dents and helping them get started when suddenly I noticed we had only
three minutes left. Hastily I called out to them to stop their writing. “Would
anyone like to tell us or read to us something they have written?” No
response. “Would anyone like to share just their opening paragraph?”
Again, no response. I volunteered to read what I wrote. It was a short
paragraph about my morning. That morning had been somewhat of a
disaster: a pipe burst in my bathroom, flooding my hall. It was funny and
some of the kids laughed and then the bell rang. Another day without
group share, but I was happy with the progress made in the classroom.

Day Five

On this day, I decided to begin with a lesson. I wanted the students to
understand what it means to grab your reader. Nothing beats example, so
I chose to share with the kids the opening lines of Natalie Babbitt’s Tuck
Everlasting. Babbitt’s tale begins, “The first week of August hangs at the
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very top of summer, the top of the live-long year, like the highest seat of a
Ferris wheel when it pauses in its turning.” The rest of the opening para-
graph paints a picture of August so vividly that we feel feverish from heat
just from reading. We discussed the use of simile and brainstormec some
on the blackboard. I spoke to the students about using specifics and the
importance of showing and not telling. I truly enjoyed this lesson.

Because I was not the reading teacher, we didn’t have a class set of
paperbacks and we did no reading together except when I read to the
students. This was a major obstacle in my room. I believe reading litera-
ture is important in order to draw examples and ideas for your own
writing. The students spent their time in reading class reading aloud and
answering questions for homework. They hated it and they were bored.
Whenever 