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ABSTRACT 

Responding to recent calls throughout the field for more studies of teaching, I 

present case studies of four elementary teachers-two fourth grade, two fifth grade

implementing process pedagogy in writers' workshops. Specifically, I examine how they 

teach, why they succeed and fail, and what they need to teach more effectively. 

Chapter 1 provides a brief overview of the study, explaining my purpose and 

rationale. Chapter 2 builds a knowledge base by presenting a survey of the recent 

literature on elementary school writing teaching. Focusing primarily on the works of 

Donald Graves, Lucy Calkins, and Nancie Atwell-the prime movers in the field-it 

details the major principles and components of the writing-process movement. Chapter 3 

lays out the concrete particulars and theoretical bases of my research, explaining context, 

methodology, and presentation. Chapters 4 through 7 present individual case studies 

of the teachers I studied. Each chapter includes four sections: (1) Teacher Profile, 

(2) Classroom Observations, (3) Interview, and (4) Interpretation. Chapter 8 analyzes 

why these teachers teach writing as they do, re-evaluates the revolution in elementary 

writing, and speculates on the future of writing instruction at this school. 

In line with the experimental movement in contemporary ethnography, I have 

written this dissertation in a conversational tone and confessional voice. Through 

alternative text-building strategies, I attempt to make my epistemology visible and to 

represent this teaching community completely. 
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CHAPTER 1 

WHY ELEMENTARY SCHOOL WRITING? AN ARRIVAL STORY 

I am not an elementary school teacher, although my first contract position was as 

a Title 1 reading instructor at School #5 in Garfield, New Jersey. During the summer of 

1973 I spent five weeks helping small groups of second, fourth, sixth, and eighth graders 

brush up on their reading skills. I felt totally incompetent: I had just completed a 

Master's degree in English literature. My thesis was on negative capability in the 

characters of Keats' major poetry. I was a literary critic, not a remedial reading teacher. 

My only pleasant memory of that experience was finding the very basal reader I had used 

in the same school nearly 20 years ago. Stashed in a dark and musty closet, Dick and 

Jane suddenly reappeared to help my second-grade students climb the ladder of literacy, 

just as they helped me a generation before. No, I am not an elementary school teacher, 

and I was certainly no reading teacher. For nearly the past two decades I have been 

primarily a writing teacher, for five years at Hoover and Lincoln High Schools in Des 

Moines, Iowa, teaching advanced placement English and college prep writing; more 

recently at Simpson College in Indianola, Iowa, teaching basic, intermediate, and 

advanced composition; and currently at the University of Arizona, teaching freshman 

composition and business writing. 

So why am I doing a dissertation on the teaching of elementary school writing? 

Let me explain. I arrived at this destination by a circuitous route. I began my doctoral 

studies focusing on college composition; indeed, right from the start I planned to work 

exclusively at the college level. However, while accumulating credits in my minor

Language, Reading, and Culture-I decided to take a course on written language 

acquisition. From my teaching and studying I knew a good deal about high school and 

college composition but virtually nothing about the other end of the spectrum. I hoped 
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this class would give me a wider perspective, a better understanding of my own 

students-where they were coming from-so that I could help them become better 

writers. In effect I planned to use the class as a means to an end. Surprisingly, I found 

the course interesting in itself. Not only was I fascinated by the way children acquire 

written language; I was stunned by the fact that writing had become an important subject 

in the elementary schools. From my hazy point of view -looking back at my own grade 

school years-I didn't remember writing. Sure I wrote the annual "What I Did on My 

Summer Vacation" essay and an occasional piece of light verse for my own amusement, 

but that was it. Writing was English: memorizing parts of speech, diagramming 

sentences, learning correct usage and mechanics, writing out-in complete sentences

the exercises at the end of each chapter in Warriner's. Writing per se simply did not exist. 

In stark contrast, during the spring of 1988 I discovered that writing had become a 

hot topic. My professor cited the work of Donald Graves, Lucy Calkins, and Nancie 

Atwell, who had recently published important books-best sellers-that had galvanized 

the field and revolutionized the teaching of elementary school writing. Across the 

country children were doing writers' workshop: composing daily, choosing their own 

topics, working at their own pace, conferencing with their peers and teachers, revising, 

and publishing their pieces. If, as Maxine Hairston put it, college composition had gone 

through a paradigm shift from product to process, elementary composition was being 

created ex nihilo-the echoes of the big bang were deafening. Frankly, I felt as if I'd 

discovered a new world; I was treading on unexplored territory, virgin land. To say the 

least my curiosity was piqued. I reported my findings to my wife, herself an elementary 

school teacher. Actually, I asked what she knew about the revolution. She said, "Not 

much." She knew something was brewing. In 1986 the state department of education 

had included writing as a part of its Essential Skills (a general curriculum framework). In 

my wife's district elementary teachers were encouraged to teach writing; the following 
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year they were required. Suddenly, at the fifth grade, she had to teach the writing process 

(prewriting, drafting, revising, editing). She was held accountable for 15 separate 

objectives. Her initial reactions were confusion and irritation. One, she wasn't sure how 

to teach the writing-she hadn't received any guidelines or training. In the past she hadn't 

taught writing because it wasn't required and because the primary emphasis in the 

language arts was on reading. She occasionally assigned creative writing, but rarely. 

Two, she didn't know how to fit writing into the rest of her already packed curriculum, 

and she resented having to teach yet another district-mandated requirement. When I 

asked her about writers' workshop, she said she'd heard about it, but that was all. 

Now, in addition to being curious, I was skeptical. I began to wonder how much 

influence Graves, Calkins, and Atwell were actually having, whether their glowing 

accounts were typical or exceptional. Of course I realized that practice always lags 

behind theory and research. When I was teaching high school in the late 1970s and early 

1980s and college thereafter, I considered myself an informed practitioner, having read 

Janet Emig, James Moffett, and James Britton. Nevertheless, I took a conservative, 

atomistic, a-rhetorical approach: I started my writing courses with the sentence, moved 

up to th~ paragraph, then on to the essay. And I taught the modes of discourse

description, narration, exposition, and argumentation. I was teaching the writing process, 

but obviously I stressed product. No doubt the teachers depicted in the literature were at 

the vanguard; everyday classroom teachers, removed from the front, could hardly be 

expected to change their pedagogy overnight. Still, the dynamic, student-centered 

classrooms that Graves and Calkins described were a far cry from the ones John Goodlad 

studied, classrooms that he characterized as teacher-centered, passive, and flat (93-102). 

And the enlightened practitioner, embodied in Nancie Atwell, didn't at all resemble the 

benighted one Stephen North criticized. In North's view, practitioners are frequently 

ignorant, relying on "lore" to guide their teaching. Experiential and pragmatic, lore is 
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defined as "the accumulated body of traditions, practices, and beliefs in terms of which 

Practitioners understand how writing is done, learned, and taught" (22). In other words 

lore is whatever "has worked, is working, or might work" (23). According to North, 

practitioners may be not only misinformed but potentially '::angerous. Take, for example, 

the teacher who continues to teach grammar because she believes it really does improve 

student writing despite voluminous evidence to the contrary. 

With conflicting viewpoints-cross-eyed and out of focus-I decided to take a 

closer look at elementary school writing. I wanted to see if teachers are, in fact, teaching 

writing. How? Why? What successes are they having? What frustrations and failures? 

What might they need to teach writing more effectively? I wasn't interested in answering 

these questions just to satisfy my own curiosity. (That may be personally worthwhile, but 

hardly justification for a dissertation.) Nor did I wish to discredit Graves, Calkins, and 

Atwell. Despite the problems I have with their idealized, often sentimental presentations, 

I support their efforts. After all, I have vested interests in the matter. I'm not only a 

writing teacher; I'm a father. My eIeven-year-old son shouldn't suffer pointless grammar 

instruction; he should learn how to write. 

Moreover, there is a genuine need to learn more about the teaching of writing. 

From across the field distinguished scholars have put out calls for this research. In the 

Chair's Address at the 1989 CCCC convention, Andrea Lunsford said: "We know much 

about writers, but very, very little about the teachers of writers. It is time we began to 

learn, and to compose stories/narratives that allow teachers to inhabit their spaces" (74). 

Writing in the Harvard Educational Review about the "new reform" in teaching, Lee 

Schulman states: "A major portion of the research agenda for the next decade will be to 

collect, collate, and interpret the practical knowledge of teachers for the purpose of 

establishing a case literature and codifying its principles, precedents, and parables" (12). 

Finally, in the preface to Stories to Grow On, a book which evolved from the discussions 
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of elementary school teachers at the 1987 English Coalition Conference, Julie M. Jensen 

writes: "Through stories, teachers can gain new perspectives on their own environments 

and the people who inhabit them. They can see how others live and how they respond to 

important questions in their lives; they can recognize themselves in stories- their beliefs 

and attitudes, hopes and fears. Stories can launch a quest for self discovery" (xv). 

This process has already begun. Graves and Calkins have told the stories of many 

teachers successfully using writers' workshop and process pedagogy. Atwell, informed 

practitioner and teacher-researcher, is the quintessential success story. However, I 

wonder if their sunny narratives are representative-the tales they tell sound remarkably 

alike. In Through Teachers' Eyes: Portraits of Writing Teachers at Work, Sondra Perl 

and Nancy Wilson present more diversified portraits; however, like Graves and Calkins, 

they too worked closely with their teachers, first during a summer writing project, then in 

a two-year study. Participant-observers, Perl and Wilson shaped and influenced as much 

as they observed and reported. They weren't just researchers, but consultants, co

workers, collaborators. In fact, Perl and Wilson and their informants became a 

community of "partners" and "friends" (17), a family of researchers and teachers 

operating from a common philosophical and methodological base. Frankly, the stories 

they tell are also quite similar. 

As Brenda Miller Power asserts, "What is needed are more detailed and carefully 

crafted research projects by teachers and researchers, which explain differences among 

process teachers" (186). What is needed are other voices and different viewpoints. 

Recently, my wife and I published an essay in Language Arts chronicling her sometimes 

less-than-successful experiences with writers' workshop. In an afterword eoitor Bill 

Teale wrote, "The issues raised in the Sudol and Sudol article are ones that many 

language arts educators are struggling with, and I feel that the field needs more discussion 

about them" (300). With this dissertation I'd like to contribute to the discussion by telling 
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the stories of four teachers who are currently doing writers' workshop. Unlike those 

mentioned above, these teachers have not had the advantage of working with a research 

team - I made no attempt to change their teaching. They are on their own, struggling 

with, as Teale puts it, "the roles of teachers and students in a writing workshop" (300). 

Their experiences are definitely diverse and not always successful; nonetheless, I believe 

it's important to tell their stories to paint a more detailed and complete picture of 

elementary school writing teaching. Their voices and viewpoints should be a part of the 

discussion, the dialogue, the debate. In fact, a major purpose of this study is to offer 

other teachers an occasion to see what a few of their colleagues are doing, to compare and 

contrast experiences, to reflect on, to better understand, and - I hope- to improve their 

own teaching of writing. 

Chapter 2 builds a knowledge base for the remainder of the dissertation by 

presenting a survey of the recent literature on elementary writing teaching. Focusing 

primaril y on the work of Graves, Calkins, and A twell- the prime movers in the field - i t 

details the major principles and components of writers' workshop and process pedagogy. 

Chapter 3 lays out the concrete particulars and theoretical bases of my research, 

explaining context, methodology, and modes of presentation. Chapters 4 through 7-the 

bulk of the project-present case studies of the four teachers I studied. Each chapter 

incl udes four sections: (1) Teacher profile, (2) Classroom observations, (3) Interview, 

and (4) Interpretation. Chapter 8 examines why these teachers teach writing as they do, 

re-evaluates the revolution in elementary writing, and speculates on the future of writing 

instruction at Coyote Elementary School. 
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CHAPTER 2 

WHERE ARE WE? SURVEYING THE SCENE 

Blazing a Trail 

As Lucy Calkins says, "These are exciting times in the teaching of writing" 

(Writing 1). Indeed, owing primarily to the influence of Graves, Calkins, and Atwell, 

writing has become all the rage in elementary schools-a hot topic. What had previously 

been a wilderness, unknown and unexplored, is now a fertile field for teaching and 

research. In the past, as Stephen North points out, composition had been the short leg of 

the English studies tripod-language, literature, and composition (10). Calkins declares, 

"When I went to school, writing was rarely taught; rather, it was assigned and then 

corrected. If there was any teaching, the focus was on categorizing written products" (Art 

13). Or it was conflated with handwriting or else subsumed by grammar. In a survey of 

language arts textbooks, for example, Graves found that writing was usually equated with 

mechanics (Researcher 53-60). In contrast, reading has long been king of the language 

arts, writing a mere foot servant. Further, although there have been major studies of high 

school and college composition, by Arthur Applebee and James Berlin respectively, little 

work has been done on elementary writing. 1 To date, for instance, there is nothing 

equivalent to Nila Banton Smith's American Reading Instruction. As S. Michael 

Halloran says, "Writing has been a virtually invisible topic in the material history of 

modern culture, and the teaching of writing has been similarly neglected in the history of 

education" (155). 

My purpose here is not to trace the history of elementary writing instruction, but I 

believe it's important to provide some background to establish a context for what has 

happened during the past decade. What were things like before Graves, Calkins, and 

Atwell arrived on the scene? What conditions helped bring about their writing-process 



16 

movement? Clearly, the 1960s and 1970s marked a turning point in composition. The 

Dartmouth Conference, the Bay Area Writing Project, James Moffett's Teaching the 

Universe of Discourse, Ken Macrorie's Telling Writing, Janet Emig's The Composing 

Processes of Twelfth Graders, Peter Elbow's Writing without Teachers, James Britton's 

The Development of Writing Abilities: 11-18 all contributed to a new interest in writing 

and the shift from product to process. Much of this work, however, focused on the high 

schools and colleges. 

During this time Donald Graves began his doctoral study at SUNY Buffalo, doing 

his dissertation on the writing processes of seven year olds. Dissatisfied with 

experimental research, influenced by Janet Emig's case-study approach, Graves decided 

to conduct an ethnographic study of how children learn to write within the context of 

their classroom environment. In A Researcher Learns to Write, a collection of articles 

and monographs, Graves chronicles his own success. To summarize briefly, phase one 

(1972-76) includes his doctoral study and dissertation and the publication of four articles. 

Graves complains that during this period he was still mired in dissertationese and was 

struggling to find his voice. When he began teaching at the University of New 

Hampshire in the fall of 1973, however, he met Don Murray, who profoundly affected his 

thinking and writing. Phase two (1976-79) includes the Ford Foundation Study and his 

research column in Language Arts. During this period Graves not only found his voice 

but began writing "about research in such a way that the data would be more accessible to 

teachers" (3). He also began traveling around the country delivering speeches, promoting 

writing. Phase three (1978-82) includes his three-year NIE study of the writing processes 

of 16 elementary students at Atkinson Academy in New Hampshire, which he conducted 

with Lucy Calkins and Susan Sowers. No doubt this is the most important stage of 

Graves' scholarly life because he "started to write about how teachers should teach 

writing" (5). He states, "Our entire research team-Lucy McCormick Calkins, Susan 
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Sowers and I - were committed to reporting our data in the articles which we published, 

mostly in Language Arts .... In all 26 articles were published" (4). Phase four (1981-83) 

includes his post-Atkinson writing, namely the publication of his seminal work Writing: 

Teachers and Children at Work, arguably the most influential book written on the 

teaching of elementary writing and the basis for the writing-process movement. 

Also stemming from this period are the publications of Lucy Calkins-notably the 

best-selling Lessons from a Child, which reports her Atkinson research, and The Art of 

Teaching Writing, a companion to Graves' book, mirroring and expanding his ideas. 

Susan Sowers' "Learning to Write in a Workshop: A Study in Grades One Through 

Four" is perhaps the most detailed scholarly account of the Atkinson research. Finally, 

there is Nancie Atwell, the teacher-researcher who-influenced by Sowers, Calkins, 

Graves, and Murray-completely rethought her teaching of writing and reading, 

implemented writers' and readers' workshops in her eighth-grade classes, and published 

her story in In the Middle, which won both MLA's Mina P. Shaughnessy Prize and 

NCTE's David H. Russell Award. Arguably more popular than either Graves' or Calkins' 

books, In the Middle has influenced countless elementary and middle school teachers. 

Although others have conducted research on elementary writing-cognitive researchers 

Bereiter and Scardamalia and dialogue journal advocate Jana Stattan, for instance-none 

has achieved the widespread popularity or had the impact of Graves, Calkins, and Atwell 

and their colleagues Susan Sowers, Mary Ellen Giacobbe, Jane Hansen, Tom Newkirk. 

Indeed, the New Hampshire folks have started a revolution in the teaching of elementary 

school writing. Theirs is the shot heard round the world-from America to Canada, 

Great Britain to Australia and New Zealand. 

Mapping the Territory 

The remainder of this chapter surveys the writing pedagogy developed by the 
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New Hampshire folks. Rather than presenting an in-depth literature review, I plan 

instead to focus on the main works of the major authors, extrapolating key principles and 

components. I am not breaking new ground; this chapter has been written before, 

although obviously not in this form.2 For clarity I've decided to organize my survey by 

topics, letting readers focus on the particulars as well as the whole, the many and the one. 

Hence what follows is a kind of glossary or handbook. In general the chapter provides 

basic information, a foundation for the rest of the dissertation, enabling readers to 

examine the teachers I studied and to better understand my interpretations. 

Writing 

How do Graves, Calkins, and Atwell view writing? According to Graves, writing 

is best understood as a "craft," which means, "There is a process to follow. There is a 

process to learn .... A craft is a process of shaping material towards an end" (Writing 6). 

Most frequently this process is presented in Donald Murray's terms: rehearsal, drafting, 

revision, and editing. As Calkins explains, "For many writers, rehearsal ... includes 

gathering raw materials: noticing shades of sunlight or the lilt of a voice, finding 

connections between ideas .... writers begin to sense the shape of their subject as they 

explore and gather their raw materials .... Sometimes during rehearsal, writers map 

possible lines of development for their pieces, or sketch out the patterns of their ideas. 

Often they rehearse by talking, observing, or reading." Calkins likes the word drafting 

for the next stage in the composing process "because it implies the tentativeness of our 

early efforts .... Some bolt quickly down the page ... their pencil leading in unexpected 

directions. Others work in smaller units, toying with their beginnings, trying a line one 

way and then another." Revision, Calkins continues, "means just that: re-vision, seeing 

again. The words become like a lens ... helping us see our emerging subjects and our 

developing meanings." Calkins says editing has "negative connotations" because "the 
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term calls to mind corrected pages branded CARELESS and margins filled with A WKs," 

but for her "editing is one of the best parts of writing. The major decisions are behind 

me ... I take my pen in hand and set to work: tightening, linking, clarifying .... I change 

a word, delete a line, and it is ready for final copy" (Art 17-18). Calkins contends, "We 

all move through these stages." In their Atkinson research, she and Graves found "that 

even very young children go through these processes" (Art 18). But she stresses that the 

stages are not in a fixed order, and not everyone follows the same sequence at the same 

rate. Instead, the process is recursive. "The shifts between rehearsal, drafting, revision, 

and editing occur minute by minute, second by second, throughout the writing process" 

(Art 18). As Graves says, "When a person writes, so many components go into action 

simultaneously that words fail to portray the real picture" (Writing 221).3 

More than a craft, writing is also a developmental process. Graves and Calkins 

both claim that at different ages children exhibit developmental trends. In the Art of 

Teaching Writing Calkins devotes six chapters to explaining how children change as 

writers, describing "the range of writing-behaviors one might find in first-grade, in fifth

grade, or in eighth-grade rooms" (33). She notes, for instance, that first graders write 

freely and fluently, but by third grade they become increasingly concerned with 

correctness and convention. Both Graves and Calkins are quick to caution, however, that 

there is no set sequence of writing development. Likewise, commenting on the Atkinson 

children, Sowers says, "If levels, stages, or phases were present in writers, then decalage, 

or uneven progress between stages, was not the exception, but the rule" ("Learning" 329). 

Amplifying this view, Tom Newkirk writes, "In his final report, Graves identifies 

tentative sequences but, in discussing the implications of his work, there is no more talk 

of 'stages of development'" in any Piagetian sense. Moreover, Newkirk notes that 

"Graves' reservations about sequences have been echoed by other researchers," such as 

Carl Bereiter and Harste, Woodward and Burke ~ 30). Graves does believe, though, 
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that children's writing development follows a pattern of balance and imbalance, centering 

and decentering. He says, "Children's growth in writing is not happenstance. Teachers 

can expect certain imbalances to appear at different stages in a child writer's life because 

of what children are prepared to see in their writing" (Writing 233). Of course, Graves 

says, "There can be no decentering unless the writer first sees a problem, an imbalance" 

(Writing 242). On the contrary, "Children grow as writers because they wrestle with 

imbalances between their intentions and the problems at hand" (Writing 238). And 

"Growth comes when problems are solved," when the child is able to achieve balance or 

to center once again (Writing 233). 

More than a craft or developmental process, writing for the New Hampshire folks 

is also a process of exploration and discovery, especially self-discovery. Although 

Graves says it is important for the writer "to manipulate words and information until they 

match ... intended meaning" (which implies a traditional view of writing-cloaking 

ideas in words), he goes on to say the writer "does not impose his decisions on the 

material too quickly" (Writing 4, 6). Instead, he "looks for differences in the material, the 

surprise, the explosion that will set him aback .... he goes through many drafts ... to 

find out the truth" (Writing 6). The following quotations typify this view: "The very act 

of writing itself, through heightening meaning and perception, prepares us both 

consciously and unconsciously to see more possibilities for writing subjects" (Graves, 

Writing 223). "Writing helps me to discover things I didn't know about myself, or if I 

have a perplexing problem, I keep on writing until something emerges from the page" 

(Graves, Building 48). "The writer pulls in to write, then pulls back to ask, 'What have I 

said? Where is this leading me?'" (Calkins, Lessons 138). "We write because we want to 

understand our lives" (Calkins, Art 3). 

For Graves the driving force behind all writing is "voice." While he concedes 

"Writing and speaking are different," he nonetheless avers "Writing, without an 
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understanding of its roots in speech, is nothing. The human voice underlies the entire 

writing process, and shows itself throughout the life of the writer" (Writing 162). 

Moreover, "The voice is the dynamo of the writing process, the reason for writing in the 

first place" (Writing 31). "To ignore voice is to present the process as a lifeless, 

mechanical act. ... Voice is the imprint of ourselves on our writing. It is that part of the 

self that pushes the writing ahead, the dynamo in the process" (Writing 227).4 

Thus the New Hampshire folks regard writing essentially as a personal process-a 

way of coming to know oneself and one's world. Further, they believe writing is a natural 

process, analogous to the way children learn language. Calkins, for instance, says, "If we 

want to help young children break the code of written language, we need to take our cue 

from how babies learn to talk .... This language development takes place on a non

sequence, whole-task basis." Therefore we must "allow children to learn written 

language by using it, as best they can, for real purposes" (Art 36). She expands, 

"Language is not content that can be taught so much as skill that can be developed. Most 

language learning occurs through self-generated, functional, holistic activities; through 

approximation and error; through bonded relationships with people who are joyfully 

literate" (Art 235). Or as Graves succinctly puts it, "The writing process is discovered by 

doing it" (Writing 250). Interestingly, the New Hampshire folks aren't so much interested 

in recreating the conditions of initial literacy as they are in giving students the same 

opportunities afforded to real-world authors. As Calkins says, "We want our students to 

do what real writers do" (Art 117). "We need to learn what writers have to say about 

their craft and use it" (Art 193). Atwell adds, "Children in the Graves team's study 

learned to write by exercising all the options available to real-world authors" (Middle 10). 

Hence the writing processes of professional writers like Donald Murray are the models 

for process pedagogy and writers' workshop. 



Children and Teachers 

Graves says, "Children want to write" (Writing 3). Calkins amplifies, "Human 

beings have a deep need to represent their experience through writing" (Art 3). 
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Moreover, Graves says children believe they can write. "Data show that most children 

entering first grade (about ninety percent) believe they can write; only fifteen percent 

believe they can read." Even when these children draw or scribble, "all believe they are 

writing" (Writing 18). The point, of course, is that "children can write sooner than we 

ever dreamed was possible" (Calkins, Art 47), or as Atkinson teacher Mary Ellen 

Giacobbe puts it, "Kids can write the first week of school" (130). Further (echoing 

Halliday), Calkins sees children as "miniature scientists- building theories of good 

writing, projecting them like transparent templates onto their evolving texts, then altering 

the texts or the theories to align one with the other" (Lessons 143). Hence the child is a 

scientist, hypothesis tester, problem solver, meaning maker-an active sender, not a 

passive recipient. 

With such children, writing-process teachers cannot play traditional roles. In the 

old school of writing, Atwell explains, teachers would sit behind the "big desk." They 

would select the topic, pace, and mode. They would be in charge (Middle 11). Or as 

Calkins puts it, teachers used to list writing traits or explain modes of discourse. "The 

emphasis was on the final products, not on the process that produced them." She reflects, 

"I do not think a single teacher ever watched me as I wrote, heard my ideas about good 

writing, or spoke with me about my composing strategies" (Art 13). By contrast, the new 

teacher of writing plays very different roles. She is first and foremost a "joyfully literate 

adult" (Calkins, Living 239), someone who writes herself and writes with the children 

(Graves, Writing 43). In fact, she's an insider who knows the intricacies of composing 

firsthand and is thus able to relate to her kids. Moreover, she is an informed practitioner: 

Her teaching is driven by research, not only the published literature but her own 
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classroom research (Calkins, Art 14-15). Consequently, she understands how kids learn 

and develop writing concepts and provides appropriate instruction (Graves, Writing 229). 

Because she's a professional, she makes her own decisions about how to teach writing 

rather than following a set curriculum (Graves, Building 1-2). During workshop she 

turns responsibility over to her kids, encouraging them to take risks and become 

independent learners (Graves, Writing 11). She sets them free (Calkins, Lessons 38). 

More than a teacher, she's also a model, demonstrating how writing works, sharing her 

knowledge, offering tips. She's also an interested audience, receiving the children's 

writing, appreciating content, looking for potential, celebrating accomplishments. She 

listens when the kids talk about their writing; she lets them tell her what they need. In 

fact, the roles are reversed as she becomes the student. As Calkins says, "The relation of 

the teacher to his (her) students is thus the opposite of the relationship one would expect 

to find" (Art 10). Responding to her students, she nudges and coaches, asking questions, 

helping them to develop and shape their ideas and to see their work with a critical eye. 

Although she may offer suggestions, she does not take control and tell them what to do, 

making the piece fit her image of what it should be. Indeed, to quote Calkins again, 

"There is no greater gift a writing teacher can give than to help another person know he or 

she has a story to tell" (Art 124). 

The Workshop 

The setting for these children and teachers is not the conventional classroom with 

desks lined up in neat rows. It is a workshop. Calkins explains, "In a writing workshop, 

the structure is more like that in an artist's studio, a researcher's laboratory, or a scholar's 

library" (Writing 33). The workshop is a productive, lively environment where kids are 

free to move about and practice their craft. The room is neither silent nor still. As 

Graves puts it, there is "a purposeful hum to the activity" (Writing 33). This is not to say, 
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however, that the workshop is a loose and open classroom, a place where anything goes 

and chaos reigns. On the contrary, the workshop is highly structured, characterized by 

simple, predictable procedures and well-established routines, adequate easy-to-find 

supplies, and set locations for particular activities. Calkins says most of the K-6 teachers 

with whom she's worked "tend to begin their workshops with a four or five minute mini

lesson. After talking to the children or giving them tips about good writing, the teacher 

sends them off to draft, revise, and confer with each other. The teacher moves around the 

room talking with individuals about their writing, quietly managing the flow of the room 

and meeting with informal clusters of children. The workshop ends with either a whole

class sharing session or small response groups" (Art 26). Similarly, Atwell starts each 

session with a status-of-the-class conference, moves on to conferencing with individual 

students, then closes with a group share. Atwell also requires her students to follow these 

rules: no erasing, write on one side of the paper only, save everything, date and label 

everything, speak in quiet voices only, and work really hard (Middle 83-84). 

While this rigid structure might seem restrictive, even oppressive, just the 

opposite is true. As Atwell explains, the workshop is organized "to support writing and 

learning" (Middle 54). Calkins adds the workshop environment is "deliberately kept 

predictable because the work at hand is so unpredictable" (Writing 33). Further, 

structure, organization, procedures, and routines ensure that the workshop runs smoothly 

and efficiently because management is built in-students know exactly what to do. As 

Calkins says, "Writing teachers cannot afford to assume ... that belief in children and 

knowledge of teaching writing will ensure a productive, smoothly run workshop .... If 

we are going to have the luxury of responding well to individuals, the class as a whole 

needs to carry on without us. For this reason, we need a simple, clear, reasonable 

management system-and we need to teach it to our children" (Art 183). As a result, 

Calkins claims, "Once the workshop is well underway and children know how to 'carry-
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on,' teachers will spend less energy rushing from child to child like the stunt man at the 

circus, who gets plates spinning on sticks and then watches until one begins to totter" (Art 

157). 

Underpinning the workshop is a strong sense of commitment and cooperation. 

That is, for writers' workshop to work well, everyone has to help out. As Calkins says of 

Atkinson teacher Mrs. Currier, "Her emphasis was on helping children to help each 

other" (Lessons 114). Describing the Atkinson children, Sowers says, "Each child who 

learned about writing became a repository of information for others. Instruction became 

diffuse, embodied in routines of listening and commenting on drafts and the exercise of 

informed judgments about writing" ("Learning" 299). In other words, the teachers and 

students became "a supportive community" (Calkins, Art 106). As Calkins sums up, 

successful workshops are those in which "writing teachers have carefully structured their 

classrooms so that students learn from each other as well as from their teacher. The pace, 

sound, tone, and texture of life in these classrooms did not happen by accident; it 

happened because teachers provided a structure that allowed for and encouraged a free

floating hum" (Art 11). 

Time and Choice 

An essential component of the writers' workshop is time. Atwell says, "Writers 

need time-regular, frequent chunks of time they can count on, anticipate, and plan for" 

(Middle 55). Calkins says, "Students cannot do their best if they write only once or twice 

a week" (Writing 34). In fact, Graves found that "children who write only one day a 

week disliked writing. Their avoidance strategies were legion" (Building 25). In 

contrast, Calkins says students "need the luxury of time" because "sustained effort and 

craftsmanship are essential in writing well" (Art 23). She believes that "the writing 

process approach requires a radically different pace than we are used to in our schools" 



(Art 24). Specifically, Graves recommends at least four 45-50-minute periods per week 

(Writing 90). Calkins urges "teachers to set aside an hour a day, every day" (Art 25). 
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And Atwell herself had the luxury of teaching writing all morning. As for how to find 

the time, Graves says, 'Teachers find the time for writing by taking it" (Writin.g 90). 

Calkins advises, "Instead of squeezing one more thing into the crowded curriculum, I 

suggest we take a good hard look at our school day to determine what is no longer needed 

there" (Art 24). Atwell says teachers must make writing a "high priority activity of the 

English program" (Middle 55). Moreover, Calkins says the time is warranted because 

"the writing workshop will encompass all the language arts" (Art 25), or as Atwell puts it, 

"Writers' workshop isn't an add-on; it is the English course, where everything that can 

validly be described as English is taught as sensibly as it can be taught, in the context of 

whole pieces of my students' Writing" (Middle 62). As for the advantages of time, 

Calkins believes that when kids anticipate writing, they take more control of their writing 

processes. "They can develop strategies and plan their writing" (Art 25). Atwell says 

time allows students to develop habits of writing, to write well, to grow, and to reflect, 

enabling them "to capture who they are and then come back and measure themselves 

against the earlier self" (Middle 55-59). 

Connected to time is choice. Graves, Calkins, and Atwell insist that kids be 

allowed to make their own writing decisions, and most importantly to choose their own 

topics. Graves has said that for too long children have been kept on "writers' welfare," 

depending on the teacher in two ways: "In the first, the teacher controls all phases of the 

writing process from the decision that children need to write to the final corrections of 

their papers. In the second children feel the pressure to make their voices correspond with 

the teacher's" (Researcher 44). As a result of this welfare system, Graves says, "Children 

who are fed topics, story starters, lead sentences, even opening paragraphs as a steady 

diet for three or four years often rightfully panic when topics have to come from them" 



(Writing 21). Calkins adds, "Teacher-led activities ... may 'stimulate writing,' but they 

do not help students become deeply and personally involved in writing" (Art 5). 
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Following the lead of Don Murray, the New Hampshire folks encourage students 

to "write from their lives" (Calkins, Lessons 28). Calkins asks kids, "What are the things 

you know and care about?" (Art 5). Graves too stresses writing about personal 

experience. He says schools have too often "denied knowledge close to home since it 

was not connected to traditional book learning. For example, a child who regularly cared 

for cows, helped with milking and assisted his father with the birth of a new calf, had no 

idea he possessed information of any significance" (Writing 78). But, Graves claims, 

"The easiest place for any writer to begin writing ... is with something you know. As 

Donald Murray says, 'You can't write about nothing'" (Writing 12). Likewise, Calkins 

says that teachers "have to help students realize that their lives are worth writing about" 

(Art 6). In fact, she implores teachers to let students pursue deeply personal and 

emotional topics, which she believes can counteract the emotional neutrality Goodlad 

observed in so many classrooms. 

The benefits of letting kids choose their own topics are many. Calkins says kids 

will care more about their writing, especially when it is "personal and interpersonal" (Art 

5); they will also "become more invested in writing" (Lesso.ns 28). Atwell concurs, 

saying of her students, "I've seen the critkal role self-selected topics play in their 

involvement and growth as writers. These writers take chances, trying new subjects, 

techniques, and fonnats. They're more apt to revise, so their writing will do what they 

intend it to, and more careful in editing and proofreading so readers will attend to their 

meanings, not their mistakes. They seldom lose pieces of wliting; they talk about their 

writing with parents and friends; they spend much of their own time writing and thinking 

about their writing; they identify themselves as authors; and 'literalure' becomes a term 

that embraces students' writing too. Most importantly, open topic choice allows young 
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writers to tap their own, rich, personal and academic resources" ("Everyone'; 180). As 

Graves says, "The data show that students who learn to choose topics well make the most 

significant growth in both information and skills at the point of best topics. With the best 

topic the child exercises strongest control, establishes ownership, and with ownership, 

pride in the piece" (Writing 21). 

The key in Graves' remark is "best" topic. Indeed, it's not enough for teachers to 

let students just choose topics. As Calkins discovered, "The biggest problem children 

faced was that they often chose giant, sweeping areas of interest rather than focused 

topics" (Lessons 28). Hence although kids are free to choose, teachers must help. In 

Graves' words, "Any time choice is given to a leamer, a teacher's work load automatically 

increases. Sensible choices are made because of the total fabric of the classroom as well 

as the specific help with their topics given to individual children" (Writing 21). Graves 

offers several suggestions to help teachers out. He says to know the kids, learn their 

interests and areas of experience or expertise. He also says to let kids pick up ideas from 

each other, something they can do by sharing their work with the class or publishing their 

pieces. He also recommends providing the kids with lots of literature, offering "different 

voices and topics for the kids to sample" (Writing 29). (Atwell refers to this practice as 

"literary borrowing," Middle 227-28.) Finally, he says to have the kids list future topics 

on their writing folders and to model ways of finding topics (Writing 22-30). 

As well as choosing their own topics, students may work on pieces as long as they 

wish. Jane Hansen says students have to decide daily, "Do I want to continue yesterday's 

piece of writing or start another?" (9). Like real-world writers, kids may decide to stick 

with a piece for an extended time, doing multiple drafts, or abandon it whenever they 

wish, filing it away for good or returning to it in the future. Moreover, they may decide 

to write on the same topic over and over again. In fact, Graves believes "repetition is 

important for some children" (Writing 85). Sowers reports that the Atkinson children 
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"wrote at their own pace, and quantity varied accordingly." To accommodate individual 

composing differences, the Atkinson "teachers did not assign deadlines for each paper" 

("Learning" 304); thus they gave the kids more responsibility. According to Graves this 

is as it should be because "When people own a place, they look after it. When it belongs 

to someone else, they couldn't care less. It's that way with writing. From the first day of 

school we must leave control of the writing with the child. Then the children write more 

and care more, even about the appeamnce of the writing on the page" (qtd. in Walshe 9). 

Models and Mini-Lessons 

Nevertheless, teachers still play active and important roles in the writers' 

workshop. Gmves especially encourages teachers to model their own writing processes 

for the students. He says children don't know how writers compose. They think writing 

is a magical process. "Children suggest that when adults write, the words flow, arrive 

'Shazam!' on the page. Like the Tablets, words are dictated to us from on high; we only 

hold the pen and a mysterious force dictates stories, poems, and letters. The better the 

writer, the less the struggle." However, Graves argues, if children "see us write, they will 

see the middle of the process, the hidden ground-from the choice of topic to the final 

completion of the work" (Writing 43). Thus modeling demystifies the process. 

Similarly, Sowers reports that when the Atkinson teachers modeled their writing, the 

children observed "writing was not a simple process for adults, for they reread, rephrased 

their sentences, and evaluated their writing according to the criteria they struggled to 

make explicit" ("Learning" 302). Gmves also believes, "Children select skills in 

modeling more easily because they are shown within the context of natuml predicaments" 

(Writing SO). 

Mini-lessons are the most direct form of instruction used in the writers' workshop. 

Originally developed by Lucy Calkins, the mini-lesson is best described as a "quick tip," 
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sharing a strategy, introducing a concept, teaching a skill (Art 168). Calkins says mini

lessons are "ways to add information to the class pot" (Art 170). Atwell says they're her 

way of "sharing personal knowledge of writing .... The mini-lesson exposes kids to 

sensible, relevant information" (Middle 78). In The Art of Teaching Writing Calkins 

describes mini-lessons to help young children get started with writing, to help teachers 

get started with workshops, to teach kids workshop procedures, to help them choose 

topics and conduct conferences, to teach them rehearsal and revision strategies, to explain 

the qualities of good writing, and to explore literature (which embodies good writing) 

(173-93). In In the Middle Atwell describes procedural mini-lessons, which explain how 

her workshop works; craft mini-lessons, which touch on matters of technique, style, and 

genre; and skills mini-lessons, which focus on format, punctuation, usage, and spelling 

(123-48). Two important points to make about mini-lessons: (1) Teachers should "not be 

afraid to teach" (Calkins, Art 165). On the contrary, high teacher input is an essential part 

of writers' workshop. (2) Mini-lessons are not delivered in a fixed sequence according to 

a predetermined curriculum, nor are they presented willy nilly at the teacher's whim. 

Instead, mini-lessons are given in response to student need. As Atwell says, "I use the 

five-minute presentations to introduce new concepts and techniques as I see writers need 

them" (Middle 124). In other words, mini-lessons teach skills in context. 

Response and Conferences 

Without a doubt the most crucial component of process pedagogy is response. 

Atwell puts it well: "Writers need to be listened to. They need honest, human reactions. 

They need teachers who help them discover the meaning they don't yet know by helping 

writers discover and build on what they do know. Writers need response while the words 

are churning out, in the midst of the messy tentative act of drafting meaning. And they 

need to be able to anticipate and predict the teacher's approach" (Middle 66). Calkins 
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adds, "The teacher of writing has two essential challenges: to establish a richly 

interactive workshop environment and then to move about within it, responding to the 

children and their writing" (Writing 53). The basic setting for response is the conference, 

the heart of the writing workshop. In fact, Calkins says, "The writing process approach to 

teaching writing is also called the conference approach to writing" (Art 21). Atwell and 

Newkirk define the writing conference as "a structured collaboration where the teacher 

(and other students) ask questions and model procedures that the student, sooner or later, 

will internalize" (3). It is where, Calkins adds, teachers intervene "with sensitivity and a 

sense of timing-so as to nudge children toward new discoveries" (Lessons 93). John 

Willinsky defines the conference as "a one-on-one meeting with the student which is 

intended, through a cleverly staged collaborative process, to facilitate, nurture, instruct 

and ultimately clear the work for publication. Students, beginning in the first grade, are 

encouraged through these brief sessions to maintain control over their work while 

learning how to question and listen to it" (49). Calkins says that two questions inform all 

conferences: "How do children change as writers and how can we extend that growth?" 

(Art 32). 

The basic principles and procedures of conferencing are these. First, teachers 

respond to the students' writing at any stage of development, from rehearsal to revision. 

Atwell says, "One constant is immediacy of response. Students know I'll respond in 

person during the writing rather than in written comments at the end" (Middle 69). 

Second, teachers let the students lead the way. The teacher does not approach the 

conference with an agenda and does not take over, telling the student what to do. Instead, 

Graves says, "Follow the child, let the child talk; let the child understand that what the 

child knows is primary. It isn't time yet to make moves to teach skills, or get into 

additional information. The teacher doesn't even have to see the paper" (Writing 101). In 

other words, "The child must lead, the teacher intelligently react" (Writing 127). Third, 
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teachers listen to the students. Calkins remarks, "Listening to children - taking lessons 

from them - is essential to the teaching of writing" (Art 10). She believes that "listening 

helps writers believe in what they have to say" (Lessons 133). (Graves calls this process 

"receiving" the writing.) Furthermore, Calkins urges teachers to give a genuine human 

response to what the child has written. She says, "Our first job in a conference ... is to 

be a person, not just a teacher. It is to enjoy, to care, and to respond. We cry, laugh, nod, 

and sigh. We let the writer know she has been heard" (Art 118-19). Indeed, she says the 

most important message she can convey is this: "I want teachers to delight in what 

youngsters do" (Art 41). The problem is that too often "we try so hard to be helpful" that 

"we forget to be real. We forget to listen" (Art 117). 

Graves, Calkins, and Atwell all agree that the conference pattern should be 

predictable. Typically, after the teacher listens to the child, receives the writing, and 

looks for potential, she asks a series of questions about the draft. Obviously the questions 

depend on the individual student's needs and vary according to the stage of completion

rehearsal, drafting, revision, or editing (Sowers, "Learning" 306). Nonetheless, Graves 

does provide teachers with question scripts, covering a number of types. For example, he 

lists opening questions, which get the writer to start talking ("How's it going, Tom? What 

are you writing about now, Jane?"); following questions, which repeat in a questioning 

tone what the child has just said, and which help children keep talking (If the child says, 

"I can't get started," the teacher replies, "You can't get started?"); process questions, 

which "help children to stay oriented in their writing" and make them "become conscious 

of how they function as writers" ("What do you think you'll do next?" and "Where had 

you thought to start?"); questions that reveal development, asked after the writing is 

completed to help children "gain both experience and perspective on how they write" 

("How did you go about writing this? Did you make any changes?"); questions that deal 

with basic structures, which "force the child to focus, reconsider major relationships in 
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information and look at fundamental issues in a piece, or in the subject as a whole" 

("Before you go on to writing a new piece, is there anything else that you might do with 

this piece?"); and questions that cause a temporary loss of control, which may cause 

problems that need to be solved in future writing or conferences ("I notice that you do an 

enormous amount of lining out and changing on first drafts. Why don't you try an 

experiment and just write several pages, not permitting yourself to make changes?") 

(Writing 108-17). Similarly, Calkins lists these types: questions that help writers focus 

("What is the most important thing you are saying? Is there anything that doesn't seem to 

fit into your story?"); questions that help the writer show, not tell ("Are there places you 

could describe more? I can't always picture it."); questions which help writers expand 

their pieces ("What else do you know about the topic?"); questions that help a writer 

reconsider the sequence ("Have you tried cutting it up and putting it in a different order? 

Could you make this into a flashback?") (Lessons 129-30). 

Calkins cautions, however, that response doesn't always have to take the form of 

questions. In fact, she says a popular myth about conferencing is that teachers must ask 

the writer questions. She says, "Questions can be important in a conference, but it is a 

mistake to believe that in an ideal conference, teachers always ask a barrage of small 

questions. Teachers must also muse out loud, repeat what they heard, make suggestions, 

explain their ideas, share knowledge, respond emotionally to a story, give tentative 

assignments" (Writing 56). As Graves notes, "One should keep in mind that questions in 

conference are asked sparingly" (Writing 112). 

Interestingly, Sowers has observed that "the dialogue between teacher and writer 

and between reader and draft can be described in terms of scaffolding." As Courtney 

Cazden explains, "A scaffold is, literally, a temporary framework for construction in 

progress. Metaphorically, the term scaffold was first used by Jerome Bruner to refer to 

adult assistance to children's language development" (qtd. in "Learning" 310). Sowers 
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continues, "The metaphor for scaffolding may be applied to two kinds of construction in 

writing. First, conference dialogue may serve as a framework for the writer's 

construction of a reflective stance toward any piece of writing but especially toward his 

or her own drafts. Second, conference dialogue may serve as scaffolding for the 

construction of a piece of writing" ("Learning" 310). Graves identifies six characteristics 

of scaffolding that he says "ought to be part of the exchange between teacher and child 

over a series of conferences: (1) Predictable-The child should be able to predict what 

will happen in conference. (2) Focused-The teacher should not center attention on more 

than one or two features of the child's piece. (3) Solutions demonstrated-Teachers need 

to show what they mean rather than tell a child what to do. (4) Reversible roles

Children should be free to initiate questions and comments, to demonstrate their own 

solution. (5) Heightened semantic domain-Both teacher and children need to have a 

growing language to discuss the process and content of subjects. (6) Playful structure

There ought to be a combination of experimentation, discovery, and humor" (Writing 

271-272). 

The conference dialogue can also be described in terms of Vygotsky's concept of 

"the zone of proximal development"; that is, "What the child can do in cooperation today, 

he can do alone tomorrow. Therefore the only good kind of instruction is that which 

marches ahead of development and leads it; it must be aimed not so much at the ripe as 

the ripening functions" (Thought 101). Clearly many of Graves' and Calkins' comments 

about conferencing reflect Vygotsky's view. Graves, for instance, says "Children are 

asked questions that they might become able to ask on their own" (Writing 117). "The art 

of teaching is to ask questions in the midst of the person's competence" (Writing 213). 

"Moving like a surgeon's scalpel, unnoticed by patient and observers, the teacher asks the 

one relevant question" (Writing 245). Calkins says, "The cutting edge-the growing 

edge-of writing is the interactions between writers, their emerging texts and their 
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developing meanings" (Lessons 138). This is exactly where the teacher intervenes, where 

conferences are conducted. As Graves remarks, "The edge of consciousness is the 

teaching edge for the craftsperson. It is the point where children are most aware of what 

they need to solve on the way to satisfying their intentions in writing. It is the point at 

which teachers can use their time most effectively. When a child has partial 

understanding of what he is doing, is frustrated because he can't get where he wants to go, 

then he is ready for a teacher's help" (Writing 234). 

Whatever metaphor one chooses-scaffold or zone of proximal development-a 

requirement for effective conferencing is a knowledgeble teacher. Calkins says, "When 

teachers have a prior knowledge of writing development, it is easier to pay attention to 

what children show them" (Art 33). Elsewhere she states, "A teacher needs, above all, to 

be responsive to whatever emerges in a conference. It is easiest to do this if the teacher 

brings to the conference a deep and broad knowledge of writing development, the 

qualities of good writing, and effective writing stategies. Above all, however, the teacher 

must rely on his or her knowledge of that particular child" (Writing 54). Graves concurs, 

saying, "As the writer moves through this growth cycle, there are principles of 

development that teachers need to understand. These must be put into practice along with 

the understanding of the writing process itself. Professionals who understand both areas, 

process and development, possess two essentials for the craft of teaching writing" 

(Writing 229). 

In sum, the goals and benefits of conferencing are many. As Calkins points out, 

the teacher's job is not so much to teach the writing as it is to teach the writer (Lessons 

131). That is, conferences should keep students in control of their writing. And by 

asking questions that help them "interact with their work-in-progress" or "emerging text," 

the teacher can "nudge students into Ire-vision,' into looking through what they have said 

to see what they can discover" (Calkins, Art 119). Furthermore, in conferences students 
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learn the language of writers and thus become able to talk about their writing with a 

critical vocabulary (Sowers, "Learning" 307). Or as Graves puts it, the child "becomes 

more aware of the language used by the teacher and her classmates to talk about writing. 

Acquiring the language to talk about writing means she will gain greater perspective on 

her text" (Writing 137-38). Most important, students eventually internalize the questions 

their teachers ask, developing writing standards and the metalinguistic and metacognitive 

strategies that characterize experienced writers. Truly successful conferences move 

students toward independence. As Calkins concludes, "Our job in a writing conference is 

to put ourselves out of ajob" (Art 120). 

As for mechanics and logistics-the nuts and bolts of conferencing-Graves 

makes these recommendations. He says that teachers should play the role of advocate, 

not adversary. Specifically, that means sitting next to the child at his level, rather than 

sitting opposite him in a higher chair (Writing 98). In addition, he says the frequency of 

conferences varies with each child. "Children who struggle with writing ... need to be 

seen daily, probably for no more than thirty seconds. Every child ... needs to be seen 

once a week" (Writing 143). Generally, he suggests that teachers spend the first 10 

minutes with kids who need immediate help, the next 15 minutes with children who are 

regularly scheduled, and the next 12 minutes doing individual conferences (Writing 142). 

Graves says the easiest way to start conferences is with the child's information; the best 

way to shorten them is to "teach one thing, no more .... Overteaching means the child 

leaves the conference more confused than when he entered" (Writing 146). 

Within writers' workshop, teachers do many kinds of conferences. In a topic 

conference, Atwell says, "The interviewer asks a few open questions about a writer's 

experiences, observations, and areas of interest and expertise" to help the student find 

something to write about (Middle 99). Importantly, the teacher's job is not to tell the 

student what to write about "but to help him find out what he knows, show him I'm 



interested in what he knows" (Middle 101). For example, in her topic conferences, 

Atwell may ask students to tell her about their weekend, family, friends, pets, 

neighborhood. She may also ask them "What kinds of writing would you like to try? 

What are you good at? What would you like to know?" (Middle 98-103). 
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Certainly the most common type of conference is the content conference. As 

Calkins points out, the tendency among writing process teachers is "to talk with students 

almost exclusively about the content of their pieces" (Writing 61). Atwell says the 

purpose of these conferences is to help "writers discover the meanings they don't yet 

know, to name problems and attempt solutions" (Middle 94). Likewise, Calkins says, 

"Content conferences ... need not focus on what a student knows about a subject. They 

can focus instead on what students have yet to know, on what they are discovering" (Art 

l39). Calkins believes that in good content conferences "the child's energy for writing 

increases. The child should leave the conference wanting to write" (Art 126). Atwell 

gives teachers these guidelines: (1) "Keep conferences short, just a quick minute or two." 

(2) "See as many writers as possible." (3) "Go to your students ... Circulate among them 

in zig-zag pattern." (4) "Make eye contact with the writer." (5) "Don't tell writers what 

should be in their writing or, worse, write on their pieces." (6) "Build on what writers 

know and have done." (7) "Resist making judgments about the writing." (8) "In 

questioning students, ask something that you're curious about as an inquisitive human 

being." (Middle 94-95). 

Moving beyond content conferences, Calkins discusses design, process, and 

evaluation conferences. Design conferences, she says, help the children learn to 

experiment with the design and shape of their writing, inviting "them to try the groping, 

shaping, ordering activities that are such a part of writing," possibly rearranging the parts 

of a story or leading with a flashback (Art 145). Process and evaluation conferences help 

students to reflect on their writing. Teachers may ask process and evaluation questions 
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such as these: "How did you go about writing this? What problems did you run into 

while you were writing this piece? How did you go about finding a topic? How is your 

process of writing changing? How does this piece compare with other pieces you've 

written? Which is the very best? What makes this one the best? Could you make it even 

better if you wanted to?" (Art 150). According to Calkins, "When we ask process and 

evaluation questions of children, the children teach us about themselves and their writing. 

These insights about our children provide the ground for our teaching" (Art 151). 

Equally important, when kids respond to such questions they become aware of their 

writing processes and, as Calkins contends, "Becoming aware of their thinking process 

gives students a new dimension of control over their writing" (Art 152). 

At the end of the composing process, before the children publish their pieces or 

file them away, teachers do editing conferences. With so much emphasis on content and 

information, one might think that editing is unimportant. On the contrary, editing

usage, mechanics, spelling-is very important, but only at the right time, in the right 

context. Simply put, Graves tells teachers to focus on conventions (what he calls the 

"etiquette of writing") "only at the point where they become important- going to final 

draft" (Writing 87-88). Atwell expands, "We need to help our students learn the 

importance of both content issues and editorial issues, but each in their own time and 

place." She continues, "Editorial issues should be addressed after the content of a piece 

of writing is set. When the writer is satisfied with what he or she has said, whether it has 

taken one draft or twelve, then the writer attends formally and finally to the conventions 

of written American English ... Teachers and students who focus on editorial issues in 

early drafts are deemphasizing information and disallowing the real possibility that 

revision will allow changes of such magnitude that the final draft will be significantly 

different" (Middle 106). 

Indeed, too much attention to conventions early on impedes fluency. For 
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instance, Calkins says, "I have begun to realize that concern for spelling competes with 

concern for content. When children continually interrupt themselves during writing to 

worry about or search for a correct spelling they often lose track of what they want to say 

in the first place" (Art 63). Again Graves puts it simply, "Spelling is not writing" 

(Writing 193). Calkins believes "Students must be encouraged to write without worrying 

whether they are making errors" (Art 197). Graves recommends that teachers let students 

use invented spellings when they draft and then work on spelling only in the editing 

conference (Writing 187-88). Calkins suggests that teachers begin editing conferences by 

first "celebrating what the child has done" before attending to errors, and then teaching 

only one or two items (Art 209). Following Mina Shaughnessy, she also says "We need 

to respect the intelligence behind our students' errors," to see them "as windows to the 

mind" because their errors "help us to see the logic of their thinking" (Art 201-02). 

Finally, Atwell urges teachers to make sure students understand the ultimate purpose of 

editing-that is, correct spelling, punctuation, usage, and mechanics all "contribute to a 

reader's appreciation of text" (Middle 105). 

In addition to teacher-student conferences, there are several "special conferences" 

(Graves, Writing 136). Atwell, for instance, starts her workshop with a status-of-the

class conference, her way to "quickly and comprehensively map where each writer stands 

each day" (Middle 89). She asks each student to tell her what he's working on and where 

he is in the piece so she can keep track of what everyone is doing and best help each 

student. At the other end, Atwell finishes her workshop with a group share: the students 

push back their desks and sit in a circle on the carpet. Students use this meeting for, 

"auditioning something new for the group's ears, sharing a technique that worked, trying 

out on an audience alternative ways of approaching a problem, hearing a range of 

perspectives on a piece in progress, following up on information introduced in mini

lessons." She says the group share serves two important purposes: "to bring closure to 
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the workshop and to find out what other writers in the workshop are up to" (Middle 85). 

Significantly, Atwell says her group share session "isn't a show-and-tell session ... it's a 

purposeful dialogue" (Middle 96). 

Although most of these conferences are between student and teacher, this is not 

always the case. Given the reversal of roles and the fact everyone cooperates, it's not 

surprising that students confer with each other. Ideally, in these peer conferences 

students model the procedures and language that their teachers use. Graves concedes, 

however, that peer conferencing at Atkinson Academy was initially pretty rough

sometimes the kids were harsh and offensive in their criticisms of each other's drafts. 

Moreover, "It was hard for children to help because they didn't have the language to help, 

the language of the writer, the language of process." But the kids eventually did help 

each other because they "learned through the routine of response that there was an 

appropriate pattern that protected against hurt: receive the piece, ask the author if the 

reception was accurate, and then go on to questions" (Writing 38). Similarly, Calkins 

says the Atkinson kids conducted peer conferences throughout the entire writing process 

because they assimilated their teachers' models (Lessons 60, 131-37). Finally, after 

conferring with the teacher and peers, students can have conferences with themselves. As 

noted above, if they learn how to ask of themselves the same questions their teachers and 

classmates ask, they will develop criteria for judging writing and the ability to assess their 

own work critically (Calkins, Lessons 136-37). They will not only accumulate a 

repertoire of writing skills that enable them to define and solve rhetorical problems, but 

they will become their own best critics and teachers. 

Sharing, Publication, Authorship 

Although the New Hampshire folks express a definite preference for personal, 

self-expressive writing, this is not to say that students engage in solitary acts of 
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composing. On the contrary, with so much teacher and peer response, writing is not a 

solipsistic activity, but a social one. Calkins, for instance, comments on how Atkinson 

teachers Mrs. Currier and Mrs. Howard "emphasized the importance of writers reading 

their pieces aloud." She says, "Both teachers believed, as Peter Elbow says so well in 

Writing with Power, that 'there is a deep and essential relationship between writing and 

the speaking voice .... To write with clarity and power requires an essential act of taking 

full responsibility for your words-not hedging, holding back, being ambivalent. 

Reading your words out loud is a vivid outward act that amplifies your sensation of 

responsibility for your words'" (Lessons 97). Calkins notes five different methods that 

Pat Howard used to help her kids share their writing: (1) "share meetings," in which the 

whole class sat on a rug and several children read and then called on their friends for 

responses or questions; (2) "writers' circle," in which children read their work in clusters 

of three or four; (3) "quiet share," in which a writer asks someone to read her piece and 

respond on an attached index card; (4) "focused share," in which the entire class meets to 

share specific aspects of their writing (lead, title, main idea, best descriptive passage); and 

(5) "process share," in which children get together to share their process rather than their 

product, discussing problems and solutions, for example (Lessons 110-11). Calkins 

believes that sharing shouldn't be just for getting feedback but for celebrating. Again, she 

cites Elbow, "Writers are more apt to understand writing as giving: 'Here take it. Enjoy 

it. Thank me .... But I'm not interested right now in evaluation or criticism'" (Lessons 

111). 

More than reading aloud, students in a writers' workshop publish their pieces: 

they don't write papers, they publish books. Why publish? Graves says, "'Why publish?' 

is closely connected with 'Why write?' Writing is a public act, meant to be shared with 

many audiences" (Writing 54). Moreover, "Publication is important for all children .... 

it is an important mode of literary enfranchisement for each child in the classroom" 
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(Writing 55). Likewise, Atwell says, publishing is "crucial" (Middle 98). Graves 

contends that publishing contributes strongly to a writer's development; that is, 

"Publishing serves as a specific anchor for the future during the composing. Even more 

important, when the child is composing a new piece, publishing is a hardcover record of 

past accomplishments." In addition, publishing contributes to a sense of audience; it 

helps at home, "providing tangible evidence that the child is progressing"; and it allows 

teachers to work more with skills, showing children concretely why they must pay 

attention to "such surface conventions as spelling, punctuation, grammar, and 

handwriting" (Writing 54-55). In particular, Graves says, "One in every five pieces a 

child writes gets published" (Writing 29). Of course the student decides what to publish, 

usually in conference with the teacher. Graves offers guidelines for making and binding 

books, as well as examples of the type's of books kids will publish. Because the effort of 

publication may be demanding, he urges teachers to enlist parents to help. Finally, he 

says to keep publication in perspective: "Publishing must be viewed as the end of a long 

process of working with the children" (Writing 59-63). 

Implicit in publication is "authorship," a key concept in process pedagogy. More 

than writers, the kids are authors-they too publish books. But, as Calkins notes, 

"Authorship has little to do with creating a monument and more to do with gaining 

consciousness" (Art 219). Indeed, authorship is a process that "involves new ways of 

relating to reading" (Art 220). When students perceive themselves as authors, they begin 

to make reading-writing connections; they see the writer behind the reading. In other 

words, they understand that professional authors go through the same processes they do. 

As seven-year-old Greg puts it, "Before I ever wrote a book, I used to think there was a 

big machine and they typed a title and then the machine went until the book was done. 

Now I look at a book and know a guy wrote it and it's been his project for a long time. 

After the guy writes it, he probably thinks of questions people will ask him and revises it 
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like I do, and copies it to read to about six editors. Then he fixes it up, like how they say" 

(Art 224). Moreover, perceiving themselves as authors, students start reading like 

writers, examining how fellow authors stage scenes, create characters, use dialogue. No 

longer outsiders they become, in Frank Smith's term, "members of the club" ("Reading" 

52) and "notice the conventions of written language everywhere" (Calkins, Art 200). 

Further, as Graves and Hansen discovered, when kids view themselves as authors their 

concept of authorship becomes more "differentiated"; they realize that authors have 

options and begin to exercise those options in their writing ("Author's Chair" 75-76). 

Calkins believes developing a sense of authorship is so important that she urges teachers 

to start helping children see themselves as authors at the beginning of the writers' 

workshop. She says, "Publish their pieces, put out book binding supplies, celebrate their 

finished work ... and do it by late September" (Art 226). Teachers should also schedule 

regular and predictable "Author's Days" for the children to share their best work, and they 

should invite visiting authors from different grades to read their books to the class. 

Assessment, Evaluation, Grading 

An essential instrument for recording and assessing students' writing development 

is the folder. Graves says, "The folder is used to hold all the children's writing for the 

year. Teachers have found it helpful to keep the folders in a cardboard box (about folder 

width) in a set location in the classroom. Thus when children are going to write, they go 

to the box and take out their folders. When writing has been completed for the day, the 

folder goes back into the box" (Writing 17). On the four sides of the folder, Graves 

recommends that students list the books they've written (front cover), some new ideas to 

write about (inside front cover), skills they can use (inside back cover), and topics they 

know a lot about (back cover) (Writing 287). Sowers comments that some of the 

Atkinson teachers also kept a "conference journal or writing diary," a brief record of each 
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conference between child and teacher, in the folder ("Learning" 308). 

To gather information on writing development, Oraves suggests that teachers 

observe the children. He cautions that observation "doesn't begin with surveying an 

entire room." Instead he suggests to "start with one child" (Writing 286). In particular he 

discusses four types of observations: (1) Folder Observation-"Oo over the writing in 

the child's folder the night before observing the child in class." (2) Distant Observation

"Standing on the side of the room, observe the behavior of the child while writing." (3) 

Close-in Observation- "Observe how the child goes about composing." (4) Participant 

Observation- "Ask questions of the child in such a way that the child teaches you about 

information and his composing process" (Writing 286-91). Graves says, "The purpose of 

observation is to determine the child's strengths, victories won, and preparation needed to 

help the child realize more success in writing" (Writing 286). Further, "Observation and 

assessment are not just for the sake of trouble-shooting. They are done that the teacher 

and children might celebrate together the progress both are making in their work" 

(Writing 293). Finally, Graves advises teachers to use whatever records they keep "to 

help parents and administrators know about the progress of teaching and the development 

of children as writers" (Writing 296). 

On the topics of evaluation and grading Graves and Calkins have little to say. For 

instance, Graves' only comment on grading is "Children are graded on their best papers 

for the marking term. No writer should receive an average mark for all the term's 

writing" (Writing 93). Calkins doesn't discuss grading at all; however, she does urge 

teachers to help students evaluate their own writing by asking them how they feel about 

their work and stressing "quality" criteria (Art 120, 158, 191). Of the three, Atwell is by 

far the most thorough and specific. She states, "In evaluating writing, I know my grading 

system has to take into account all the abilities that come into play when a writer writes. 

Writing isn't one ability but a combination of many-experimenting, planning, choosing, 
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questioning, anticipating, organizing, reading, listening, reviewing, editing, and on and 

on. I also know that one piece of writing can't provide an accurate picture of a student's 

abilities but represents only one step in a writer's slow growth." She believes, "If 

evaluation is to be valid I can't turn around at the end of nine weeks and impose 

'objective' standards for 'good' writing on pieces in their folders, grading accordingly." 

Thus she concludes, "If I am to do justice to writing and writers, I can't grade individual 

pieces of writing" (Middle 113-14). To determine grades Atwell conducts evaluation 

conferences with each student. She asks, "What does one have to do in order to be a 

good writer? Which is your best piece of writing from the past quarter? What makes it 

best? What are your goals for next quarter? What do you want to try to do as a writer?" 

(Middle 115). At the end of the quarter she reviews the students' folders and talks with 

them about their accomplishments and future goals. She then bases the writer's grade "on 

progress made toward the individual goals .... If a student has completely accomplished 

his or her goals, the grade is an A; if there's been good or more than adequate progress, a 

B. Adequate or fair work receives a C, and so on" (Middle 119). In addition to her own 

system, Atwell describes Mary Ellen Giacobbe's, which uses a weighted scale to award 

points for content, clarity, mechanics, focus, commitment, and risk taking (Middle 120); 

and Hasse Halley's, which begins with a base grade of C (for a sufficient volume of 

writing), then allows students to choose their best piece to revise and submit for 

evaluation. As Atwell says, "The base grade goes up if the final draft is better than a C. 

For example, a student who meets the basic requirement and submits a B paper earns a B" 

(Middle 120-21).5 

The Next Horizon 

Since the publication of their seminal texts, Graves, Calkins, and Atwell have 

continued to write about the writing-process movement, presenting changing viewpoints 



46 

on elementary writing teaching. In general they have taken two different paths: first, 

clarifying previous statements, correcting what has been misinterpreted or misconstrued; 

second, modifying old ideas and introducing new ones. Both Graves and Atwell have 

worked especially hard to set the record straight. Graves, for instance, has complained 

that many of his original ideas on writers' workshop have become codified. He says, 

"The Writing Process Movement.has been responsible for a new vitality in both writing 

and education. But 011hodoxies are creeping in that may lead to premature old age." 

Although Graves admits that he may be responsible for some of these orthodoxies, he 

believes they come mainly "from people who try to take shortcuts with very complex 

processes. These orthodoxies are substitutes for thinking" (Researcher 185). Indeed, he 

says, "The enemy is orthodoxy" and in an article of the same title he lists the ones that 

bother him most: "(1) Children ought to revise everything they compose. (2) Children 

should only write in personal narrative; imaginative writing ought to be discouraged. (3) 

Children should have several conferences for each piece of writing. (4) Children should 

publish each piece of writing. (5) Children should make each piece of writing last four 

days. (6) Children should share each piece of writing with the entire class. (7) Children 

should own their own writing and never be directed to do anything with their writing. (8) 

Children should choose all their topics. (9) Spelling, grammar, and punctuation are 

unimportant" (Researcher 185). In reaction, Graves has called on teachers to become 

more literate. In Discover Your Own Literacy he urges them to write, read, and listen; to 

learn more about their own literacy so they can better understand their kids; and to make 

appropriate changes in their teaching. In essence Graves tells teachers to become more 

self-reliant, depending on their personal literacy knowledge, not his advice. 

In like manner, Atwell has attempted to correct misconceptions about In the 

Middle. For instance, in the essay "After In the Middle" she says that she regrets having 

used the word ownership. "I worry that I helped readers infer that in order for students to 
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take ownership of their learning, the teacher has to abdicate ownership of his or her 

teaching, lower expectations, and let students' choices rule the workshop" (Side 149). If 

she were to revise the book, she would use the word engagement because it doesn't have 

those hands-off connotations. Morever, like Graves, Atwell also worries that teachers 

relied on her to tell them what to do. As she says, "I understand now that In the Middle 

can be read as a cookbook. By providing all the ingredients, I encouraged the 

misapprehension that a teacher could simply follow my recipe and produce readers and 

writers as avid and thoughtful as the ones in my book" (Side 104). But Atwell declares, 

"I don't have magical answers" (Side 141). She did not write her book "to make things 

easier for teachers" (Side 137). On the contrary, she asserts, "In the Middle is about how 

a teacher found and solved her own problems" (Side 141). Indeed, like Graves, Atwell 

insists that teachers must solve their own problems and find their own way. She urges 

teachers "to become more active both in the classroom and out of it, to move beyond 

method and to sit side by side with students as observers of learning and participants in 

writing and reading" (Side xvi). In other words, Atwell wants teachers to become 

"thoughtful practitioners." She explains, "When teachers ask questions about students' 

learning, observe in their classrooms, and make sense of their observations, schools 

become more thoughtful places. When teachers change in light of their discoveries, when 

their teaching becomes more patient, more responsive, and more useful to students, 

schools become more thoughtful places. When teachers invite students to become 

partners in inquiry, to collaborate with them in wondering about what and how students 

are learning, schools become more thoughtful places. And when teachers act as scholars, 

closely reading, heatedly debating and generously attributing the published work in their 

field, schools become more thoughtful places. In short, the most thoughtful practitioner 

is the teacher who acts as a researcher" (Side 3). 

More than rectifying wrongs, Atwell, Graves, and Calkins are modifying their old 
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ideas as well as presenting new ones. For example, in Side by Side Atwell talks about the 

value of learning logs and academic journals, cross-age tutoring, collaborative writing, 

and children's literature (150-52). In Building a Literate Classroom Graves explains his 

new view of time and learning, which is reflected in these practices: (1) "Daily work 

with skills through mini-lessons." (2) "Rethinking curriculum so that children learn how 

to learn." (3) "Treating reading and writing as composing processes and not teaching 

them separately." (4) "Working to have reading and writing become applied subjects by 

using them in mathematics, science, and social studies." (5) "Including such subjects as 

handwriting, spelling, and grammar as part of writing and reading." (6) "Providing 

sustained work time and negotiating with school administrators to maintain it." (7) 

"Helping children to raise big enough questions about their intentions to have something 

worthwhile to sustain their thinking" (14). As for workshop specifics, he urges teachers 

to shorten conferences and make students more responsible for learning within them (89-

104). Similarly, he tells teachers to raise their expectations and challenge students, to 

make recommendations for writing assignments and even use directives when necessary 

(147-58). Conversely, he says to use praise sparingly and not as a substitute for "specfic 

professional observation" (159). In addition to folders, he recommends using a portfolio 

to evaluate the students' writing and to teach the children how to keep records and 

evaluate their own work (169-75). Finally, in a series of recent monographs Graves has 

moved beyond personal narratives and self-expression, inviting teachers and students to 

investigate nonfiction, experiment with fiction, and explore poetry. 

Of her latest book Calkins writes, "Living Between the Lines stands on the 

shoulders of ideas that have now become part of the established currency on the teaching 

of writing. Those ideas, as described especially by Donald Graves' Writing: Teachers 

and Children at Work, Nancie Atwell's In the Middle, and my The Art of Teaching 

Writing, long ago brought heart and soul, rigor and direction to our teaching. In this 
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book, we challenge, revise, and extend those earlier ideas. We imagine new possibilities 

and explore new frontiers" (7). Calkins' new idea is notebooks, which "have replaced our 

daily writing folder and daily rough drafts" (31). These notebooks, which at times she 

calls "life books" (51), are important for several reasons. They let students "lead more 

wide-awake lives" (42). They help students "discover the importance both of rehearsal 

and of writing that is meant simply to generate ideas," and they help "youngsters build the 

momentum necessary for larger writing projects" (31). Calkins wants students to move 

from the notebook to "significant pieces of writing" (63). Accordingly, she now 

emphasizes real-world writing, saying, "Teachers of writing would be wise to devote less 

time to mounting children's writing onto bulletin boards and more time to helping 

children find real world audiences for their writing" (111). In essence, she wants teachers 

to enfranchise their students, "giving voice to young writers and letting youngsters claim 

their authority .... Empowerment must also mean that children learn that their words can 

make a difference in the world .... all children deserve to know the real-world power of 

print" (113-114). To help students do significant writing, Calkins urges teachers to slow 

down their workshops. She says, "We have become convinced that holding longer, 

slower conferences is necessary in order for us to develop a touch for conferring in ways 

that make a difference" (231). On the topic of evaluation, Calkins suggests keeping 

records of growth. She tells teachers to "name strengths" (246), to ask "What constitutes 

growth in reading and writing?" (250) and "What do I value?" (251). Above all she says, 

"Evaluation needs to be in the service of learning" (251). Expanding her earlier views, 

she wants teachers to help "students design methods of evaluation to support their areas 

of concentration" (252-55). Finally, like Graves, Calkins invites teachers to try more 

types of writing in their workshops, presenting chapters on picture books, memoirs, and 

nonfiction research (whole-class research projects). 
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Notes 

1. Shirley Brice Heath has studied the functional uses of writing in the schools 

and the changing emphasis over the centuries. Kenneth Kantor has examined creative 

expression in the English curriculum. Similarly, Robert Conners has traced the history of 

personal writing assignments. Louise Jackson has analyzed 19th century textbooks, 

noting the tension between creative and correct expression. Alvina Treut Burrows has 

presented a retrospective of composition in American schools. Shirley Haley-James has 

surveyed writing in the twentieth century. James Berlin has written "A Short History of 

Writing Instruction," focusing mainly on the high schools and colleges. 

2. See R.D. Walshe, Children Want to Write: Donald Graves in Australia (5-16); 

John Willinsky, The New Literacy (26-64); and Jane Hansen, When Writers Read (5-16). 

3. Ann Berthoff has termed this phenomenon "allatonceness"-all at onceness. 

4. The expressionist view of writing owes much to Peter Elbow, Ken Macrorie, 

and above all Donald Murray, who has had a profound influence on Graves, Calkins, and 

Atwell. 

5. In general, the New Hampshire folks are not particularly interested in the 

grading of writing. I think this quotation from Frank Smith neatly sums up their view: 

"Grading never taught a writer anything (except that he or she is not a member of the 

club). Writers learn by learning about writing not by getting numbers put on their efforts 

or their abilities" ("Reading" 56). 
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CHAPTER 3 

MADNESS IN THIS METHOD? DECIDING, DOING, DISPLAYING 

Ethnographic Research 

This is the story of how four elementary school teachers-two fourth grade and 

two fifth grade-teach writing. I decided to do an ethnographic study, but first let me 

explain why I shied away from other types of research. Initially, I was tempted to survey 

many elementary teachers from one local school district, but I rejected that approach 

partly because a number of surveys had already been done (Petty and Finn, Walmsley, 

Bridge and Hiebert, Freedman and McLeod») Moreover, I'm wary of survey results. 

Too often subjects respond half-heartedly, with only a modicum of reliability. In the end, 

however, I rejected survey research because I found it sketchy, tedious, and boring. So 

many facts and figures, so many tables and charts do little to show what's happening in 

classrooms, to paint a realistic picture of elementary school writing. Although useful in 

certain quarters, survey results do little for the classroom teacher- the busy practitioner 

with neither the expertise nor the patience to decipher them. I'm reminded of Graves' 

criticism of experimental studies. He complained that teachers did not pay attention to 

the research because "most of the research wasn't readable and was of limited value." 

Ironically, it failed to reach the audience who could use it the most. Furthermore, he 

claimed teachers "could not see their schools, classrooms, or students in the data" because 

"context had been ignored" (Researcher 93). Condemning the "science model," Graves 

pushed hard for new types of research on composition. Citing Emig, Flower and Hayes, 

Sommers, and Perl, he argued for the study of writing (and I would add writing teaching) 

in natural settings-in context. As James Moffett amplifies, "What ethnographic research 

does that experimental does not do is preserve the web of factors and circumstances that 

make up the complicated process of language learning" (Through Teachers' Eyes x). 
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Recently, the trend in composition studies has been towards more ethnographic 

research. As noted in Chapter 1, the call is for stories of teaching, not surveys or 

experiments. This dissertation heeds that call. To be perfectly honest, however, I must 

also confess to having no head for quantitative research. (I have enough trouble with 

basic math, let alone statistical analysis.) More important, I believe I'm suited to do 

ethnography because I work well with people and have a facility for putting them at ease. 

Although this may seem a trivial point, I don't think it is because making my informants 

feel comfortable means I'll get better results-honest, forthright, thorough. In other 

words, the quality of the data is affected by the personality of the researcher. In addition, 

since I hope to reach a wider audience than my committee, I believe an ethnographic 

study is more useful than an experimental one. The actual audience for this dissertation 

is elementary teachers, principals, language arts supervisors, and teacher educators. As 

Graves said, these folks don't need statistics; they need context, real teachers working in 

real classrooms with real kids. To be worthwhile the research must be accessible, and 

ethnography-narrative, descriptive, inherently interesting-fits the bill. (In fact, I'm 

convinced Graves, Calkins, and Atwell have become so popular partly because their 

writing is lively and they tell good stories.) In the same vein, I've opted for an 

ethnographic study presented, I hope, in readable prose. 

Choosing a Place 

I decided to conduct my study at Coyote Elementary School in the Desert School 

District for several reasons, not the least of which is that my friend Alison O'Meara 

teaches there and I had an "in." These days it's fairly rough gaining access to the schools, 

and although I probably could have worked elsewhere, I opted for the shortest, fastest, 

easiest route. More importantly, Coyote is a typical mainstream, middle-class school

just the sort of place where I expected to see writing being taught. (In fact, Alison told 
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me that several teachers were doing workshop.) Further, the principal has a strong 

commitment to language learning and promotes professional growth by encouraging her 

teachers to tryout new ideas in their classrooms. In sum, although no Atkinson Academy 

(complete with an NIE research team), Coyote Elementary School is a welcoming place 

where writers' workshop and process pedagogy are happening. 

I did, however, have reservations about being at Coyote. Because my friend 

teaches there and I'm acquainted with the principal and several other teachers, I was 

worried that my objectivity might be compromised. Actually, though, the personal 

connections worked in my favor, enabling me to create a comfortable atmosphere 

conducive to observing and interviewing. Rosalie Wax argues that the roughest stage of 

fieldwork is getting to know the natives, putting them at ease, establishing trust, building 

the necessary confidence for good response (15-20). I think my familiar face sped me 

through this awkward stage. I was also concerned that the teachers I studied would be 

nervous having Alison's friend in their classrooms (What might we say about them?), but 

I was certain they'd rather deal with me than a stranger. More seriously, because I didn't 

know what to expect going into their classrooms, I had to face the possibility that I might 

collect bad data, unflattering or embarrassing. What if I observed poor writing teaching? 

What if their writers' workshops were unsuccessful? Consequently, I might have to write 

critically of those teachers who generously welcomed me into their classes, thus 

betraying their trust. In effect, I feared that I could be perceived as a wolf in sheep's 

clothing or-worse-a teacher basher. Although I tried to be fair, regrettably I did have 

to be somewhat harsh at times. However, I believe my criticisms are justified because 

I'm ultimately concerned with improving the teaching of writing. (Hopefully negative 

exemplars can bring about positive change.) Conversely, I'm certain it would have been 

unethical to ignore or gloss over problems or to do my research in a place where I could 

report only good news. Nevertheless, sensitive to the personal and political issues, 
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respectful of my teachers' right to privacy, I use pseudonyms throughout this dissertation. 

The School and District 

For fuller context let me expand on Coyote Elementary School and the Desert 

School District. Coyote is a relatively new school, built three years ago in the middle of a 

fast-growing suburb northwest of town. (In fact, during my research a new housing 

development was begun on the property directly south of the school.) Since it opened in 

1988, Coyote's enrollment has increased annually, reaching over 500 students at the start 

of the 1990-91 school year. Currently in each grade level, K-6, there are three sections, 

and class sizes average in the high 20s, occasionally exceeding 30. Within the next two 

years the school will no doubt undergo expansion. Most of Coyote's students come from 

middle-class families, both blue and white collar. The homes in the area range in price 

from $70,000 to over $l00,ooo-not cheap, but certainly not luxury estates. Although a 

few minority students (mainly Hispanic) attend Coyote, most are Anglo. In a 1990s way 

Coyote's kids and neighborhoods are curiously reminiscent of the Dick-and-Jane suburbs 

of the 1950s. 

Physically, Coyote Elementary School is laid out on an open-campus plan. A 

central building houses the main office, principal's office, psychologist's office, 

conference room, several work areas, nurse's station, and teachers' lounge. Connected to 

the central building is the school's librory, Writing-to-Read lab, and special education 

classroom. In the center of campus is a hilly, grass-covered courtyard, dotted with 

saplings and off-limits to students except on special occasions. Surrounding the 

courtyard are six classroom buildings, connected by restrooms and covered walkways. 

Each building contains four classrooms, one at each comer, and a central teachers' work 

area. At the far end of campus, between the second- and third-grade classrooms, is a 

computer center. Between the centro I building and sixth-grade classrooms is a 
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cafetorium (a combined cafeteria/auditorium). An amphitheater, which opens up behind 

the cafetorium onto the courtyard, is used for plays, assemblies, and special presentations. 

Coyote also houses a child-care program in the kindergarten building, adjacent to the 

primary children's playground. Located behind the kindergarten and first-grade buildings 

is the main playground, approximately two acres of open space and sundry recreational 

equipment. Although it's difficult to create a vivid impression by describing the physical 

layout, I want to stress that Coyote is a good-looking school. All the buildings are 

constructed of rough-surfaced gray-brown masonry blocks. The corrugated metal trim is 

painted turquoise and rose. Beyond the main gate are three tall steel archways reflecting 

the pitched roof of the library, and a five-foot sheet metal sculpture of a coyote (adorned 

in Southwestern fashion with a bandanna around its neck). The campus is also 

meticulously clean. The head custodian takes enormous pride in maintaining the physical 

plant and school grounds. 

More than just looking good, Coyote feels good. Again, though difficult to 

describe, there's a definite sense of place, a pleasant educational climate so unlike the 

"neutral emotional tone" that Goodlad complained about (111). The students look happy. 

The staff gets along. The parents are involved, not only in the parent-teacher association 

but in the classrooms, volunteering aide time and special skills. Amazingly, last year 218 

parent volunteers received invitations to the annual appreciation luncheon. In essence 

Coyote is a vital educational environment, a felicitous space. 

Like Coyote Elementary School, the entire Desert School District has experienced 

rapid growth. Originally a small rural district, Desert became the victim of urban sprawl; 

within a ten-year period it swelled from 3,700 students in three elementary schools, one 

junior high, and one high school to its current size of over 7,600 students in seven 

elementary, two junior high, and two high schools. Geographically the Desert District is 

split by the interstate highway. Previously most students came from the predominantly 
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agricultural west side. Though this area has seen a recent influx of double-wide mobile 

homes and country estates, many residents are long-time farmers or ranchers. In addition, 

the west side is relatively poor (the schools receive substantial government aid) and 

culturally diverse, with a number of minority families-Hispanic, Native and African 

American. Most of the new growth in the Desert District has occurred east of the 

interstate with the development of large tracts of suburban, residential property. (Coyote, 

by the way, is east of the interstate, smack in the middle of this development.) 

The Curriculum 

Despite tumultuous changes, Desert is a conservative school district. Moreover, it 

is curriculum-driven. Unlike some other local districts, Desert has in place a solid K-12 

curriculum, which each principal is required to oversee and every teacher required to 

cover. Unlike Graves' and Calkins' teachers, who evidently were not bound by a 

curriculum, and unlike Atwell, who was free to develop her own under the auspices of a 

supportive principal, teachers in the Desert district-under contract, under law-must 

teach the curriculum. Further, at the end of each school year students take competency 

tests based on the curriculum. And, of course, teachers are under pressure to ensure their 

students do well. 

For more specific context let me detail the fourth- and fifth-grade writing 

requirements as they are printed in the Desert School District Language Arts Curriculum. 

Goal #1 is to "provide opportunities for students to utilize prewriting skills by 

identifying purpose and audience, organizing ideas, and limiting topic or subject. " 

Goal #2 is to "provide opportunities for students to understand the process 

involved in drafting written work." In particular, "The student will prepare a first draft" 

or "produce a written copy with corrections," then "write a legible second draft of a 

composition" or "write a legible copy in cursive form." 
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Goal #3 is to IIprovide opportunities for students to employ the processes involved 

in revising, editing, and publishing written work. II First, liThe student will revise written 

work for ideas in a sentence. II Second, liThe student will revise written work for word 

choice and sentence and/or paragraph structure." Third, "The student will proofread and 

edit written work for correct grammar and usage." Fourth, "The student will proofread 

and edit written work for spelling. capitalization, and punctuation. II In addition, the 

student will II recognize and use proofreading symbols." Finally, liThe student will share 

or publish the final draft of written work." 

Goal #4 is to IIprovide opportunities for students to write for a variety of 

functions. The student will choose appropriate topics, organize thoughts, and give 

uninterrupted expression to ideas with specific audience and purpose in mind. 1I Further, 

the student will "write a paragraph containing one main idea, two details, and two 

supporting details." In fourth and fifth grade, students must write the following: (1) 

Personal-experience narrative, (2) Short story or play, (3) Report, (4) Communication (in 

fourth grade, a friendly letter; in fifth grade, directions), (5) Poem, and (6) Summary. 

In addition, the curriculum specifies exact criteria for each of these types. In the 

personal experience narrative students must "narrate a complete experience, use proper 

sequence, and use descriptive words and phrases." In the short story or play they must 

"describe a main character; include a definite beginning, middle, and end; describe the 

setting; and develop conflict in the plot." In the report they must "narrow a topic, 

organize sequentially, report facts accurately, and include sufficient detail." In the 

communication they must "clearly identify audience and purpose, meet the needs of the 

communication (friendly letter or directions), and follow appropriate style or format." In 

the poem they must "write a poem according to format. II In the summary they must 

lIinclude the main idea and significant details, and write in their own words." (Fifth-grade 

students must "relate main ideas in two sentences.") Finally, for all the types, students 
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"must show evidence of editing and proofreading" and (except in the poem and summary) 

"write at least one extended paragraph." 

Closely connected with the writing section of the curriculum is the language 

concepts section. A relevant sampling: "Students will learn to recognize the parts of 

speech and parts of a sentence, use grammatically correct sentences, recognize and write 

examples of phrases and clauses, list main ideas from oral presentations and/or written 

material, use alphabetical order, use varied sources of information, organize main ideas 

and supporting information in outline form, use library skills, and research an idea or 

topic." 

At the beginning of the school year the district supplies teachers with writing 

folders (manila file folders) in which students keep all their writing. Printed on these 

folders is additional writing information. On the inside left of the folder is a chart of six 

proofreading symbols (for beginning a new paragraph; adding letters, words, or 

sentences; taking out words, sentences, or punctuation marks; changing a word or 

spelling; changing a capital letter to a lower-case letter; and changing a lower-case letter 

to a capital). As noted above, the children are required to use these marks. Directly 

below the proofreading chart is a list of writing steps and definitions: "(1) Prewriting

Choose a topic, (2) Writing- Write a first draft, (3) Revise-Make changes in your 

writing, (4) Proofread-Check for mistakes, (5) Final copy-Use your best handwriting." 

On the upper inside right of the folder is a proofreading checklist with these 

questions: "Did I spell each word correctly? Did I begin each sentence with a capital 

letter? Did I use the correct end mark for each sentence? Did I capitalize all proper 

nouns? Did I use my best handwriting? Did I indent each paragraph? Did I use commas, 

apostrophes and quotation marks correctly?" Directly below is a revision checklist with 

these questions: "( 1) Have I written a topic sentence stating the main idea? (2) Do all my 

sentences keep to the main idea? (3) Are all of my sentences in the correct order? (4) Do 



I want to cross anything out? (5) Do I want to add anything? (6) Does each sentence 

express a complete thought?" 

The back of the folder has a chart listing the six types of required writing and 

spaces to mark" first draftll and "final copy." A t the bottom of the folder are these 

directions: "A minimum of one sample for each of these categories must be included in 

this folder. Be sure to include both first and final copy." At the end of the school year 

teachers send the folders home with the students. Except for grade identification and 

color, the fourth- and fifth-grade folders are identical. 
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This writing curriculum has been in effect for four years. Before then writing was 

not an important part of the Desert School District's Language Arts Curriculum. The 

current requirements were developed partly as a response to recommendations made in 

the state Department of Education's Essential Skills. (In effect, the Essential Skills acted 

as a guideline for Desert's new curriculum and exerted pressure for more writing.) The 

current curriculum was composed by a committee of Desert teachers from across all 

grade levels. The final version was approved by the school board in the spring of 1987 

for implementation in the 1987-88 school year. While this curriculum stresses "writing 

process," it obviously places a heavy emphasis on product-required writing types and 

skills. Significantly, by imposing so many requirements, it may restrict the teachers' 

ability to implement the kind of writers' workshop and process pedagogy developed by 

Graves, Calkins, and Atwell. I stress these points here not only because they supply 

context, but also because they affected the results of my research. 

Getting Started 

I was ready to begin my research in the spring of 1990 but decided to wait until 

the following fall. My friend Alison cautioned me against starting midyear because by 

second semester most teachers are consumed with committee work, extracUlTicular 
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activities, and classroom business. The last thing they need is a graduate student doing 

research. In contrast, she said the start of the school year is the best time to begin because 

everyone is fresh and eager, not yet overbooked or burned out. During the summer of 

1990 I set things up. First, I contacted Coyote's principal, Amanda Squire. Although I 

knew she was willing to have me on campus, I followed rules of etiquette, writing to 

explain my research and to request her permission, then calling to set up a meeting. 

During our phone conversation, she told me I needed to get official permission from 

Buddy Purcell, the Assistant Superintendent in charge of elementary schools. I sent him 

a formal letter of request, then followed up a week later with a phone call, during which 

he told me to go ahead with my project. 

Initially, I wasn't sure how big to make my study. I considered observing and 

interviewing everyone on the staff, K-6, but was dissuaded from such an ambitious 

scheme by the prudent counsel of my committee. I considered working with one teacher 

from grades three, four, five, and six; or possibly with a couple of teachers from two 

grade levels-a reasonable number, I thought, for a project of this sort. But which 

teachers at which grade levels? I didn't want to work in the primary grades because the 

teaching of writing is often combined with other literacy issues such as handwriting. 

Since I wished to focus exclusively on writing, I needed to be in classrooms where it was 

taught as a separate subject. 

In early August 1990, I asked Amanda Squire to recommend teachers in grades 

three through six who were teaching writing and who'd be willing to let me observe and 

interview them. She said no one in third grade was doing much with writing, so that 

immediately scratched my one-teacher-from-grades-three-through-six plan. At the fourth 

grade she said Jane Nelson was trying out writers' workshop, but was rather tentative. 

Debbi Kuhn, on the other hand, was enthusiastically committed to workshop. Jessica 

Marlow was teaching Power Writing (a program of patterned sentences, paragraphs, and 
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essays). Amanda thought Jessica might be an interesting subject, but I shied away 

because I was looking specifically for people doing process pedagogy in a workshop 

setting. At the fifth grade Amanda said all three teachers were doing writers' workshop 

and recommended I work with all of them. For a moment I considered focusing on the 

teaching of writing at one grade level but immediately dropped that plan because it would 

have meant working with my friend Alison O'Meara; frankly, I wasn't comfortable doing 

that. Besides, I already know how she teaches writing-we've had countless discussions 

on the topic-and I was looking for new voices and viewpoints. Concurring, Amanda 

suggested the other two fifth-grade teachers, Brenda Moreno and Rachel Allen. Amanda 

also mentioned BJ. Ellis, the sixth-grade teacher who teaches all the language arts. (At 

Coyote, all grades are self-contained except sixth, which is departmentalized.) Although 

B.J. wasn't doing workshop per se, Amanda thought she was doing interesting things with 

writing nonetheless. I was tempted but decided not to study her because I thought it 

would be better to stick with self-contained classrooms. Hence I settled on four teachers, 

two from fourth grade, two from fifth. Symmetrical and balanced, the study was a good 

size and invited comparison and contrast both within and between grade levels. 

As for getting the teachers to volunteer, Amanda offered to call them, but I 

declined. The following week I contacted each teacher to ask if she would be willing to 

let me observe her writing teaching and interview her afterwards. All four were 

amenable, so I set up a schedule and started my research. Because I wanted to begin with 

fourth grade and work with one grade level at a time, I asked Jane Nelson and Debbi 

Kuhn if I might begin with them. They agreed. Jane wanted to be first; Debbi was happy 

to go second. I scheduled Brenda Moreno third and Rachel Allen fourth. 

Doing Research 

I observed each teacher a total of 10 times, usually twice a week for five weeks. 
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Although 10 observations is an arbitrary number, I felt it was enough to get a good sense 

of each teacher's writing instruction (but not too much to wear out my welcome), It 

wasn't extended time in the field, but it wasn't what Ray Rist calls "blitzkreig 

ethnography" either. Usually after the fifth or sixth visit I noticed a certain redundancy in 

my notes. Of course I missed a lot-with the mutable nature of the classroom that's 

inevitable- but on balance I'm confident that I spent sufficient time observing. As a 

check, I asked each teacher whether she thought I'd seen a representative sampling of her 

writing teaching. Each said yes. My observations lasted from 35 minutes to an hour and 

a half and often included more than writing instruction. To avoid creating a disturbance, 

I arrived and departed at natural breaks-recess, lunch, orend-of-day dismissal. 

Consequently, I saw art, reading aloud, Daily Oral Language (a usage and mechanics 

program), English lessons, science and math reviews, even play practice. (Interestingly, 

as I'll point out later, these secondary observations had bearing on the teaching of 

writing.) Several times I couldn't observe because something came up-an assembly or 

computer lab conflict-and writers' workshop was cancelled. Brenda Moreno's 

observations took especially long because she left school for two weeks to be with her 

father, who was seriously ill. Even though I did see her 10 times, the observations 

weren't as smooth or regular as I had hoped they would be. Unfortunately, the 

vicissitudes of real life are the hazards of ethnographic research. 

During my observations I tried to position myself in unobtrusive spots-places 

with a good view of the classroom but out of harm's way. I always asked the teacher 

where she wanted me to sit. In Jane Nelson's and Rachel Allen's classrooms I sat at the 

teacher's desk in the far comer of the room. From this perspective I had an excellent 

wide-angle view, but limited access to what was happening across the room, a 

disadvantage in Jane's case because she did conferences at a table some distance away. 

In Debbi Kuhn's and Brenda Moreno's classrooms I sat at tables in the rear of the room. 
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Not only did I have a good view of the entire class, but a close-up look at the writing 

conferences, which were held at these tables. The main disadvantage was nosing in on 

other people's business; at least at first the teachers and students appeared nervous and 

self-conscious with my sitting so close, and I felt awkward taking notes in their presence. 

(Another problem was fitting my six-foot frame into a chair designed for nine year olds.) 

After several observations, though, everyone pretty much ignored me. The kids, of 

course, being kids occasionally came up to ask what I was doing or to look at my notes. 

But I took that as a sign of being accepted. The teachers went about their business or-if 

they had a spare moment-stopped by to chat or ask questions. (Brenda used me as a 

spell checker when she was helping students edit their drafts.) Throughout my 

observations, however, I attempted not to get involved with teacher or students. Even 

though I had temporarily become a part of the classroom, I played the role of detached 

observer. My purpose was to learn how each teacher taught writing, not to influence or 

change that teaching in any way. If a teacher asked my opinion on how to handle a 

problem or teach a lesson, I gently put her off, saying I'd be happy to talk after the 

research was finished. 

During each observation I focused closely on the teacher, taking notes on literally 

everything she said and did, scripting whatever I saw and heard. I also noted the students' 

behavior, especially when the teacher was working with them one-on-one, when there 

was a lull in the instruction, or when something caught my attention (the kids got noisy or 

started talking about their writing). On average, each observation yielded six to eight 

pages of closely written notes. At home, either the same day or the following morning, I 

transcribed these notes onto a word processor, filling in details, adding parenthetical 

comments and reflections. The handwritten notes yielded nine to 12 typewritten pages, a 

total of between 90 and 110 pages per teacher. 

While observing I did not use a tape recorder or videocamera, which I feIt would 
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have been obtrusive and, frankly, unnecessary. (It's enough of an intrusion admitting a 

researcher into the classroom, let alone one laden with technical equipment.) I realize 

that I expose myself to criticism from scientific quarters. How can one observer writing 

furiously collect sufficient data? How can two eyes and two ears collect reliable, 

verifiable data? Why is there no triangulation? Where's the objectivity? My response is 

guilty as charged. But guilty only if one accepts a scientific, positivist position, which I 

do not. I'm reminded of Theodore Roszak's criticism of the "myth of objective 

consciousness," the longstanding and widespread belief that truth is found solely in 

quantifiable data and that any taint of subjectivity is suspect (205-38). In reality, 

however, objectivity is a fallacy because subject and object are inextricably bound-there 

is no known without a knower. 2 To be more concrete, even had I videotaped my 

observations, I would have had to decide where to stand and what to record. In "On the 

Interpretation of Classroom Observations" Gail McCutcheon says, "The researcher is 

highly involved in the creation of meaning. The researcher is the perceptual lens through 

which observations are made and interpreted, so the researcher profoundly affects what 

can be understood." Although scientific/positivist researchers want to assure objectivity 

by using strategies such as "interrater agreement, a type of multiplicative corroboration, 

in which a number of subjects code their observations," interpretation is always "partially 

subjective and partially objective ... a transaction between researcher's knowledge and 

the observations being made" (9-10).3 (Louise Rosenblatt, Stanley Fish-all reader

response theorists-spring to mind.) 

The key question is how to convince readers that my observations are credible, 

that I am not making it all up. Do I simply dismiss scientific research (at least in 

educational contexts) as epistemologically bogus and say, "Take whatever you read on 

faith, because that's just the nature of knowledge." Perhaps. But to take a safer tack, I 

opt for other strategies. First, I cite the precedent of the solitary scholar in the field with 
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only pen and notebook. Plenty of good "open-air ethnography"-classic work-was 

done without the trappings of modem technology. Second, I offer thick descriptions

copious details-relying on the persuasive power of evidence, if not statistics, then 

examples and illustrations. Third-and this is crucial-I openly acknowledge my 

limitations. Unlike Tracy Kidder and Samuel Freedman, who present their teachers from 

an omniscient point of view, I tell the reader where I stand in relation to my subjects.4 

When I didn't see or hear something, I say so. Because I couldn't write fast enough to 

record every word, I admit that the dialogues are partly reconstructed. In ethnographic 

terms I "bare the device," making no claims to objectivity and no bones about my 

subjectivity. In brief, what I present is the voice and viewpoint of one researcher 

sincerely attempting to understand and explain how four teachers teach writing. 

Hopefully, that's enough to create a credible, trustworthy persona. 

After completing each set of observations, I interviewed the teachers. I conducted 

the interviews in the teachers' rooms after school, usually within several weeks of my 

observations, depending on their schedules. Though I originally planned to keep the 

interviews short-3D to 45 minutes- they ran considerably longer, between one and a 

half and two hours. Unlike my observations, I did use technical equipment and tape 

recorded the interviews, later transcribing the recordings on a word processor. My 

purpose for the interviews was manifold. First, I wanted the teachers to talk generally 

about their writing instruction. Why do they teach as they do? Second, I wanted answers 

to specific questions that came up during my observations. For example, why did Jane 

Nelson teach English in addition to writing? Why did Debbi Kuhn ask parents to edit 

their children's stories? Why did Brenda Moreno do so much conferencing? Why did 

Rachel Allen teach certain fonns of poetry? Third, I wanted to find out how they feel 

about teaching writing. What successes have they achieved? What failures have they 

suffered? What are their problems and concerns? Fourth, I wanted to know what they 
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need to improve their teaching. During these interviews I played more of a participant's 

role, attempting to engage the teachers in dialogue rather than quiz them. As a result, I 

probably talked too much, but I wanted them to view the interview as a conversation, a 

serious discussion. Assuring anonymity, I pushed hard for honest, forthright responses. 

Overall, I found the interviews to be one of the most interesting, revealing parts of my 

research, shedding light on the teachers as well as their teaching. 

For more complete context and a better understanding of the teaching of writing at 

Coyote and in the Desert District, I interviewed several people not directly involved in 

the study. In particular, I spoke to Shelly Nova, currently a kindergarten teacher, 

formerly a fifth-grade teacher at Coyote. Shelly had previously done a lot of work with 

writers' workshop and-as I discovered in my interviews-had profoundly influenced the 

teachers I studied. I wanted to find out how and why she taught writing and who had 

influenced her. I also spoke with Amanda Squire about her views on the teaching of 

writing and her role as principal, and with Buddy Purcell about his perspective on writing 

in the Desert District. Finally, I interviewed Ginny Newcomb, a student teacher who 

worked with Rachel Allen during the fall semester, about her experiences teaching 

writing for the first time. 

Start to finish my research took almost eight months, beginning with my first 

observation on Tuesday, August 28, 1990, and concluding with my final interview on 

Friday, April 12, 1991. Certainly I could have spent more time at Coyote, but in the end I 

was confident that I could write about the teachers, the school, and the district with some 

authority and expertise. Besides, as Van Maanen says, "A culture is not something that 

can be known once and for all .... Knowing a culture, even our own, is a never-ending 

story" (119). 
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Presentation 

I don't want to dwell on presentation, but I must spend some time talking not only 

about my own devices for display, but about the issue of "writing culture" in general. It 

used to be that writing an ethnography was no big deal. According to Marcus and 

Fischer, ethnography is "a research process in which the anthropologist closely observes, 

records, and engages in the daily life of another culture-an experience labeled as the 

fieldwork method-and then writes accounts of this culture, emphasizing descriptive 

detail" (18). As Van Maanen says, "The representation of social reality was seen as 

technically unproblematic once the facts had been unearthed .... Little need was feIt to 

do much more than gather and arrange the materials, for they would ... speak for 

themselves" (19). Writing about his own doctoral research, Van Maanen comments, 

"When returning to the university after a stay in the field that was to serve as the basis for 

my dissertation, I was told by my worthy academic advisors ... to simply 'write up' what 

I had 'discovered' in the field as if what was then in my head (and field notes) could be 

uncorked like a bottle and a message poured out" (xii). With unabashed confidence, 

ethnographers wrote descriptive, realistic, analytic, interpretive, authoritative accounts of 

the cultures they studied-sliced, diced, and served. 

But as Clifford Geertz points out, "The illusion that ethnography is a matter of 

sorting strange and irregular facts into familiar and orderly categories ... has long since 

been exploded" (1). Or as Van Maanen puts it, "The joining of fieldwork and culture in 

an ethnography entails far more than merely writing up the results culled from making 

friends, staying sane and healthy, worming one's way into back regions, and taking good 

notes in the field" (6). Indeed, the writing of ethnography has become a problematic 

affair. In these post-modem, post-structural times, deconstructionists dispute the 

possibility of meaning, tenured Marxists accuse each other of cultural exploitation, and 

political correctness runs rampant, paralyzing thought and speech. No wonder Geertz 
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says there is a "loss of confidence" and a "crisis in ethnographic writing" (72). "What is 

at hand is a pervasive nervousness about the whole business of claiming to explain 

enigmatical others on the grounds that you have gone about with them in their native 

habitat ... This nervousness brings on, in turn, various responses" (130-31). 

A primary one centers on what Marcus and Fischer call "a crisis of 

representation" (8). As Geertz says, ethnography has become a "discourse problem." In 

the wake of Foucault, "how to author an authoritative presentation" (83) has created a 

"burden of authorship" (138). Now scholars are concerned with "the narrative and 

rhetorical conventions surrounding ethnography" (Van Maanen 6) and "text-building 

strategies" (Geertz 27). As Geertz puts it, "This issue, negotiating passage from what one 

has been through 'out there' to what one says 'back here' is ... literary" (78). Or as Van 

Maanen says, "The distinction between literature and science in ethnography is 

shrinking" (x). Increasingly, ethnography is viewed as a work of the imagination-in 

Geertz's poetic expression, "a rendering of the actual, a vitality phrased" (143). Realist, 

functionalist ethnographies with faceless, authoritative narrators are waning. 

Ethnographers are currently producing a flood of experiments with various text-building 

strategies; voices and styles; rhetorical, narrative, even fictive devices.5 On the negative 

side, Marcus and Fischer concede, "This experimental moment ... can be seen as the 

decline of anthropology into intellectual chaos." However, they believe it's "healthy," for 

despite the "postmodernist conditions of knowledge ... ethnography is more 

sophisticated and intellectually challenging than ever before" (166). 

Against this theoretical backdrop let me explain how I plan to present my 

research-how I plan to "write up" my field notes. Searching for models, I turned to 

Stephen North's The Making of Knowledge in Composition and read the major studies he 

discusses in "The Clinicians" (Emig, Perl, Sommers, Selfe) and "The Ethnographers" 

(Dyson, Florio and Clark, Odell and Goswami). By and large these researchers take a 
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conservative approach; in fact, many of the studies (especially those published in 

Research in the Teaching of English) follow the standard format of a scientific research 

report (hypothesis, methodology, results, discussion). To be frank, I found the reading 

tedious and tiresome, echoing Graves' "unreadable" and "of limited value" critique. I 

perused several other education ethnographies (Heath, Bissex, Taylor, London). While 

more innovative, these too are mainly realist and functional, organized by the writers' 

interpretations. Failing to find a suitable model, I opted to take an alternate route. As 

noted in Chapter 1, I decided to present the next four chapters- the bulk of the 

dissertation-in four separate sections: (1) Teacher profile, (2) Classroom observations, 

(3) Interview, and (4) Interpretation. Why this particular approach? Because I think it's 

an effective, interesting way to see, hear, and understand the teaching of writing in grades 

four and five at Coyote Elementary School. In Geertz's terms, this sort of "manifold 

text," "superimposing" or juxtaposing different texts, brings out an overall pattern, rather 

like a "moire" (33). By presenting different perspectives I attempt to paint a more 

detailed and complete picture of this culture or teaching community. 

Rhetorically, the separate texts are intended for diverse audiences. For instance, I 

think the classroom observations will attract readers who currently do not teach writing 

but are curious to see what it's like. In contrast, the interviews will likely interest those 

already teaching writing but unaware of what other teachers are doing. They know what 

writers' workshop is like; they want to hear what fellow teachers have to say about it. 

Finally, the interpretations will appeal most to principals, language arts supervisors, and 

teacher educators-collegial readers-looking for ways to understand and improve the 

teaching of writing in elementary schools. 

In addition, the structure is designed to build meaning cumulatively, within and 

between chapters. By presenting classroom observations, then interviews, I build a base 

for my interpretations. Further, I continue to build meaning from chapter to chapter by 
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Equally important (and this is intentional), the observations and interviews give readers 

an opportunity to formulate their own views before encountering mine. In effect, I'm 

inviting the audience to participate in the discourse by comparing and contrasting their 

readings with mine, agreeing or disagreeing, accepting or rejecting along the way. Of 

course I realize this structure may be construed as manipulative, even exploitive. After 

all, I edit the field notes and tape recordings; I create the very texts I interpret, thus 

controlling what gets seen and heard. (I fear the only way to solve the problem of 

textualization is to avoid writing altogether-a novel approach to a dissertation.) 

Nevertheless, I believe this multifocallmultivocal text-building strategy is a more 

considerate, honest, open way to present my research than simply to impose order on 

chaos, using observations and interviews to support my interpretations, hence depriving 

readers of the opportunity to see, hear, and decide for themselves. 
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Let me detail the specific sections of these chapters. The teacher profile provides 

a brief introduction to each teacher and includes personal background, education, and 

teaching experience. Basically, the profile is intended to personalize the teacher, to make 

her flesh and blood rather than an object of clinical study. It also includes the when and 

where of the observations and interview. The classroom observations are literally the 

day-by-day field notes that I took during my visits and later transcribed on the word 

processor. Originally, I considered presenting all my notes, 90 to 110 pages per teacher, 

minus the reflections and commentary. That would have been thorough and less 

manipulative, but it would have also been long, redundant, and boring-rhetorically 

obtuse, audience insensitive. Hence I selected what I believe are the most representative 

and interesting observations- those that give the best picture of the teacher's writing 

instruction. In general, I present what I saw and heard without extensive reworking; 

however, I can't deny exercising my poetic license. (The desire to tell a good story with 
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vivid characters and significant themes is hard to suppress.) The notes are presented 

mainly in the third person; in Van Maanen's term, the voice and style are 

"impressionistic." Like an impressionist painter, I set out "to capture a worldly scene in a 

special instant or moment of time. The work is figurative, although it contains a highly 

personalized perspective. What the painter sees, given an apparent position in time and 

space, is what the viewer sees" (101). 

There is, however, danger in telling impressionist tales. First, colleagues may not 

take them seriously. (Carlos Casteneda, once described as "the flying nun of 

anthropology," comes to mind.) On the other hand, as Van Maanen points out, "The 

ethnographer charged with being a novelist manque by colleagues or other social 

scientists is probably the ethnographer with the largest number of readers" (32). (Graves, 

Calkins, and Atwell come to mind.) Second, because impressionist tales border closely 

on the literary, the use of fictive devices arouses suspicion. To quote Van Maanen again, 

"The need for action, drama, high-jinx, colorful characters, and purple prose may drive 

out the calmer, more subtle and sublime features of the studied scene" (135). Still, Van 

Maanen himself makes "a plea for the inclusion of more impressionist tales in our 

published fieldwork materials," arguing that "stories, by their ability to condense, 

exemplify, and evoke a world, are as valid a device for transmitting cultural 

understanding as any other researcher-produced concoction" (119). Finally, the 

ethnographer may be accused of laziness, presenting raw data instead of refined analysis, 

letting readers figure it out for themselves. But as James Clifford asserts, "Recent literary 

theory suggests that the ability of a text to make sense in a coherent way depends less on 

the willed intentions of an originating author than a creative reader" (141). 

The interview is an actual transcript of the tape recording. Originally I planned to 

use the teachers' voices selectively in my presentation and possibly include the transcripts 

in an appendix. I realized, however, that such a strategy was both manipulative and 
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exploitive. Like an autocratic pedagogue, I would allow the teachers to speak only when 

I gave pennission and only when their words supported my assertions.S Such 

"monophonic authority," in addition to being insensitive to others, runs counter to what 

Bakhtin calls the "polyphonic" or "heteroglossic" nature of discourse, as well as to the 

movement in ethnography for collaborative or co-authored texts. James Clifford posits, 

"One increasingly common way to manifest the collaborative production of ethnographic 

knowledge is to quote regularly and at length from infonnants" (139). Following his 

lead, I decided to give the teachers a voice in my discourse, to privilege dialogue and 

foreground their responses in the text itself. As with the observation notes, I did not 

include everything the teachers said-the transcripts alone would have run nearly 200 

pages. Again considering my rhetorical obligations, I edited the transcripts to clean up 

sloppy speech ("uh's" and "uhm's"), straighten out twisted syntax, and eliminate 

redundancy. I present the most representative, interesting responses to general and 

specific questions-responses that shed light on the teacher and her teaching. No matter 

how much I let the teachers talk for themselves, however, (and they spoke at length) "the 

authoritative stance of giving voice to the other is not fully transcended" (Clifford 140). 

After all, I asked the interview questions, I edited the responses, I decided what to include 

in the text. As Clifford says, "Quotations are always staged by the quoter, and tend to 

serve merely as examples, or confinning testimonies." Even if one presents "the natives 

and the ethnographer in different voices ... this too would only displace ethnographic 

authority, still confirming the final, virtuoso orchestration by a single author of all the 

discourses in his or her text" (139). Objections notwithstanding, my approach is at least a 

move towards polyphony or heteroglossia, and-I'm certain-a move in the right 

direction. 

The interpretations are, I suppose, my realist tales-my analysis and criticism. 

Here I impose order and make meaning. Despite my anxieties over cultural 
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representation and exploitation, I accept the burden of ethnographic authority. By 

definition ethnography is an interpretive act, and by nature I'm an interpretive being. 

Indeed, I would be remiss in my duties as a researcher and scholar if I didn't attempt to 

understand and explain the teaching of writing in grades four and five at Coyote. (And 

my committee would be shocked to receive a collection of observations and interviews 

without at least some discussion of what it means.) The key is how I make that meaning, 

how I come up with my interpretations. This isn't such a clear-cut issue as it might seem. 

Stephen North harshly criticizes the way clinicians and ethnographers discover their 

categories, patterns, and themes. For example, in "The Functions of Writing in an 

Elementary Classroom," Susan Florio and Christopher M. Clark explain, "For the most 

part categories for analysis were arrived at inductively, as participants (researchers) sifted 

the naturalistic data for patterns of meaningful activity in writing and writing instruction. 

In addition, insights from previous research literature on both the writing and teaching 

processes, and the experience of participating teachers provided potential 'conceptual 

levers' that we used to make sense of our data" (qtd. in North 305). Although this 

explanation makes sense to me, North wants to know, "How did they know when a 

pattern or activity was 'meaningful'? What marked the difference between meaningful 

and non-meaningful activities?" (305). But I think North is caviling. He might as well 

ask, "How does one know anything?,,6 

Like Florio and Clark, I reached my interpretations by a process of observation 

and inference. Post-modem knowledge notwithstanding, I guess I'm still a new critic at 

heart. In fact, as James Clifford remarks, "It is tempting to compare the ethnographer 

with the literary interpreter (and this comparison is increasingly commonplace)-but 

more specifically with the traditional critic, who sees the task at hand as locating the 

unruly meanings of a text in a single coherent intention" (132). Of course, I'm not so 

naive as to think that meaning resides solely in the text or that I can arrive at an absolute 
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interpretation. (My leanings are clearly reader-response.) What I'm offering is one 

reading of this culture's texts - I hope an illuminating, cogent reading, but one reading 

nonetheless. What qualifies me for the task are years of training as an English major 

(writing countless critical essays), years of graduate study in composition and rhetoric 

(reading theory and research), and years of experience teaching written composition at 

the high school and college levels. In other words, analytic skill, professional knowledge, 

and practical experience should add up to the requisite interpretive schema'? 

Authentic Voice vs. Academic Discourse 

Throughout the dissertation I've paid considerable attention to person and voice, 

writing in the first person in, I trust, an authentic voice. This is intentional. In Geertz' 

phrase this is an "author-saturated text" as opposed to an "author-evacuated one" (9). I 

want the voice to be audience friendly, but I also want it to express my concerns about 

doing ethnography. (There are no guidebooks on how to write this type of dissertation.) 

Moreover, since I view the research and writing as processes of self-discovery, I want to 

present not only what I learned, but how. The relationship between knower and known is 

intimate; Van Maanen is right, "Writing ethnography is ... highly personal business" 

(xv). I grant this confessional style is risky. The "author-supersaturated text" (Geertz 97) 

can focus more attention on the writer than on the object of study; it can turn willing 

readers skeptical, wondering if the writer is a trickster, manipulating them with a 

pathetically ethical appeal (Van Maanan 76). Conversely, the confessional tale can be 

illuminating: rhetorical and narrative conventions, text-building strategies, epistemology 

are all made visible. Consequently, readers are better able to understand, evaluate, and 

appreciate the final product. The audience is taken behind the scenes and shown how the 

trick works, not conned into believing the illusion. Both process and product are 

demystified. 
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A final word on academic discourse. Throughout I've had a sneaking suspicion 

that what I'm writing is not really a dissertation-it's too narrative, too personal. It 

doesn't sound formal or stuffy enough; it's not "dissertationese," the official language of a 

Ph.D. In fact, several of my sources, while extolling the virtures of ethnographic 

experiments, stilI hold conservative views about dissertations. Van Maanen admits, 

"Literary tales are not written for tenure, grants, or Ph.D.'s" (134). Marcus and Fischer 

acknowledge the pressure of genre controls, "which bear down most strongly at the point 

of professional qualification-the writing of ethnography for the doctoral dissertation" 

(37). In the February 1988 issue of Research in the Teaching of English, Berkenkotter, 

Huckin, and Ackerman published a case study of a student in a Rhetoric Ph.D. program 

being indoctrinated into an academic discourse community. Responding in a more recent 

article to the possible criticism of enforcing "the ideology of an empirical technocratic 

elite" and turning the student into a "sociological dupe," Berkenkotter says, "Because he 

chose to be associated with the educational research community, as an act of identity he 

learned its 'ways of speaking' through its various forums by mastering its textual 

conventions and practices" (163-64). Implicit in her remarks (which I consider 

anachronistic and repressive) is the assumption that there are acceptable and 

nonacceptable ways of thinking, speaking, and writing in the academy. A shibboleth, 

academic discourse is categorical and absolute. 

So does this mean my dissertation is tragically flawed? Stylistically 

unacceptable? I hope not. Combating conservative forces is a liberal movement 

attempting to expand the boundaries of academic discourse. In the February 1991 issue 

of College English, Peter Elbow-champion of free writing and self-expression-while 

defending the virtues of academic discourse (and there are many), argues that 

conventions are changing and pushes hard for open, experimental, reflective forms of 

expression (152-53). Coincidentally (as if in response), in May 1991 English Education 
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published a special issue on reflective practice, devoted entirely to Jenifer Smith's article 

"Setting the Cat among the Pigeons: A Not So Sentimental Journey to the Heart of 

Teaching," which is a combination of narrative, poetry, and exposition written for her 

graduate thesis at the University of Southampton. In their editorial Gordon M. Pradl and 

Mary K. Healy state, "To get behind the unformulaic teaching-learning relationships that 

spark a student's accomplishments, Jenifer had to create a different kind of academic 

discourse. Fortunately, Bill Brooks, her graduate supervisor, encouraged her to 

experiment ... Her blending of forms and willingness to expose her uncertainties might 

offer all of us a more inviting medium for struggling with the complexities of teaching" 

(67). 

Clearly, as Geertz says, "Something new having emerged in 'the field' and in 'the 

academy,' something new must appear on the page" (148). What that something should 

be is hard to tell. As James Clifford notes, "There are few models to look to" (136). 

Carried to an extreme, Steven Tyler believes "A post-modern ethnography is 

fragmentary because it cannot be otherwise. Life in the field is fragmentary, not at all 

organized around the familiar ethnological categories such as kinship, economy, and 

religion ... At best, we make do with a collection of indexical anecdotes or telling 

particulars with which to portend that larger unity beyond explicit textualization" (131). 

Taking a more moderate tack, Van Maanen says, "An ethnography should be empirical 

enough to be credible and analytical enough to be interesting" (29). The presentation 

should be balanced, as Manning describes it, "avoiding solipsism on the one hand and 

postivism on the other" (qtd. in Van Maanen 138). Following these leads, I've written an 

"experimental" ethnographic dissertation on the teaching of elementary school writing. 

To come full circle, I hope it succeeds in blending subject and object in meaningful ways. 
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Notes 

1. Generally, these studies suggest that the teaching of writing is changing, but it 

still has a long way to go. At the moment it appears to be in a state of transition, 

somewhere between old product-based approaches and the new process pedagogy. Still, 

the fragmentary, decontextualized nature of surveys makes it hard to tell. 

2. My position is essentially Van Maanen's. He writes, "I should note that my 

stance is opposed to the power of positivistic thinking, since I regard the relation between 

the knower and the known to be a most problematic one and anything but independent in 

cultural studies. This is a phenomenological war whoop declaring that there is no way of 

seeing, hearing, or representing the world of others that is absolutely, universally valid or 

correct" (35). Jacob Bronowski's profound declaration, "There is no absolute knowledge" 

(353) also comes to mind. 

3. In "Research in Context: Ethnographic Studies in English Education," 

Kenneth J. Kantor, Dan R. Kirby, and Judith P. Goetz also address the "problems and 

limitations of ethnographic research," citing the "difficult issues of reliability and 

validity" (302-03). But, as Stephen North argues, the problem with these standards is that 

they are "borrowed directly from a positivist, not a phenomenological perspective" (309). 

In other words, Kantor, Kirby, and Goez evaluate ethnographic research from a 

contradictory-even hostile-paradigm/epistemology. In terms of experimental inquiry, 

ethnographic knowledge is inherently flawed. 

4. Arguably, it's unfair to criticize Kidder and Freedman. After all they're 

journalists, not ethnographers. Nonetheless, as Marcus and Fischer point out, 

practitioners of this so-called "literary journalism" or "literary nonfiction" "do the sort of 

participant-observation fieldwork characteristic of ethnography, and while their written 

products do not resemble anthropological ethnography, they insist on the accuracy of 

their reportage, particularly of conversations" (183-184). 
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5. See Marcus and Cushman's "Ethnographies as Texts" for a detailed survey of 

recent experiments in ethnographic writing. 

6. Despite his criticism of positivism, North is apparently ill at ease with what 

Polanyi calls "personal knowledge" and yearns for something less phenomenological, 

more absolute. To give him his due, North is actually concerned about the abuse of such 

interpretations. He cautions against interpreting loosely and generalizing beyond the 

unique context of a study. 

7. This quotation from Malinowski epitomizes my views on interpretation. (For 

"Papuan" substitute "teaching writing in grades four and five at Coyote Elementary 

School. ") "This record has been unequivocally subjective. I have hoped to convey 

something of the quality of [Papuan] life ... as it appeared through my own eyes, filtered 

through my own background, my likes and dislikes, qualified by my own strengths and 

weaknesses. I believe that my professional training fosters an objectivity that has 

prevented me from making egregious errors in characterizing the [papuans], and it has 

also helped me to see myself ... more clearly" (qtd. in Geertz 89). 
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Although in her early 4Os, Jane Nelson has been teaching for only seven years. 

Right after high school she went to work as a secretary, bought a Camaro, and never 

intended to continue her education. She wanted to get married and have a family. She 

did, however, pick up a few college courses along the way and eventually became 

interested in teaching because her husband was a teacher, as was his mother and several 

other relatives. Jane found her husband "inspiring." 

Still, she wasn't sure that she wanted to teach because she thought "teachers had to 

know everything," and she certainly did not. When she returned to school full time, she 

did so in earnest, studying hard and making "lots of A's." Now that she teaches she's very 

dedicated. Both she and her husband spend lots of time at school, even during the 

summer, working in their classrooms, preparing for their students. A colorful place, 

filled with posters and bulletin boards, Jane's room is a warm, welcoming environment. 

Though she hasn't pursued her education beyond the bachelor's degree, Jane occasionally 

attends workshops and is "always clipping little pieces from magazines and filing them 

away for future reference." 

When I asked permission to observe and interview her, Jane was most 

accommodating. She was, however, nervous and was glad I was doing her first because 

if the workshop wasn't going well she could blame start-of-the-year problems-kids not 

used to procedures or routines. If I observed her later in the year and the workshop was 

"lousy," she'd have no excuses. She confided that she was insecure about teaching 

writing. 

I observed Jane twice a week for five weeks, every Tuesday and Thursday from 
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August 28 through September 27. During these sessions I sat at her desk in the far corner 

of the room (next to a remarkably noisy guinea pig). Jane usually sat at her conference 

table in the front of the room. I joined her there once, but because she seemed nervous 

and distracted, I returned to the desk for the remainder of my visits. I interviewed Jane 

on Tuesday, October 16. Sitting at the conference table, we talked from 2:30 to 4:00 p.m. 

Classroom Observations 

8/28/90 (T): I meet Jane in the teachers' lounge at 12:25 p.m. and walk with her 

to pick up the kids from recess. Sweaty and excited, they rush into the classroom, sit 

down, and put their heads on their desks. Standing in front of the chalkboard, Jane takes 

attendance, tells the kids to put away their lit logs, and reminds them of the homework 

assignment. She says, "Tell your parents how well you're doing." She sits on a tall 

drafting stool in full view of the class. Time for reading aloud. (She's halfway through 

The Castle in the Attic.) She asks, "Who can remember what happened last time?" 

Several students respond. Jane begins to read loudly, with expression, but she stops mid 

sentence to ask if anyone knows what topography means. She writes it on the board and 

asks for a volunteer to look it up. Drew reads the definition to the class. Jane clarifies, 

explaining roots and suffixes, then resumes reading. Some kids listen, others write or 

draw, one boy plays with an origami swan. Again she stops, this time to ask, "If you 

were the boy in the story, would you keep it (that the knight came to life) to yourself or 

tell anybody? Why?" The kids debate their choices. Five minutes later, after several 

more interruptions, Jane stops at a suspense point. The kids moan. She says, "If you stop 

at a place like this, the next time you start reading you're really excited." 

Setting up for writers' workshop, Jane asks the kids to clear off their desks except 

for pencils and paper. She assigns a helper to pass out writing folders, then reviews 

workshop procedures: After visiting two editors and Mrs. Nelson, the kids are ready to 
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write their final drafts. Then they may read their books to the class and (when three or 

four have finished) to Mr. Nelson's second graders. If they're ready to confer with Jane, 

but she's busy, they must start another story, "because writer's workshop is for writing." 

She tells them to talk in soft voices "because there are lots of editors." Some kids are 

already writing, some look at each other's drafts. Jane circulates around the room, 

moving quickly from group to group, talking to kids, answering questions. Physically, 

she gets down on their level, sitting in their chairs, talking face-to-face. She tells one 

boy, "Why not tell how it smelled here?" She reminds him to write on every other line 

and add new ideas between lines. She goes to another child. "What do you need, Josh? 

If you can't spell it and Katarina can't spell it, look it up." She tells the class to use the 

dictionaries. Reading another draft, she asks, "Who's telling the story, Rosalie? Are you 

telling it yourself or about someone?" When the noise level rises, she says, "You're 

always writing in workshop." After someone else asks a spelling question, she reminds 

the class, "Be sure to use your dictionaries. Real writers-newspaper and magazine 

writers-use dictionaries when they don't know how to spell a word." Brittany asks how 

long the stories have to be. Jane tells everyone, "Short or long doesn't matter, one page or 

20 pages. All I ask is that it have a beginning, middle, and an end. You want to write as 

many books as you can this year." 

At 1: 18 p.m. Jane is at the table in front of the room doing one-on-one 

conferences. She reads Bud's draft, asks if it makes sense, answers her own question, 

"No." She calls up Bud's editor, Aaron, to show him what he missed or did wrong. Bud 

and Aaron return to their desks to re-edit. Jane interrupts the class to ask who has 

forgotten what first and third person mean. Several kids raise their hands; she calls them 

up for a review. Afterwards she does another conference. Once again she calls up the 

student's editor. (Jane has the kids fill out editing sheets for each piece of writing. On 

the yellow sheet, the first editor responds to questions about setting, characterization, 
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point of view, and plot. On the pink sheet, the second editor comments on spelling, 

punctuation, capitalization, paragraphs, missing and overused words, and sense. On both 

sheets editors offer support and advice. During her final conference, on the white sheet, 

Jane also comments on sense, spelling, punctuation, paragraphs, capitals, and excess 

words. In addition, she notes strengths and needs.) She stops the conference to calm 

down a boy who's fooling around. At 1:25 p.m. some kids are getting antsy. She 

reminds them rough drafts don't need to be perfect. She tells someone to get a pink sheet 

next. She asks, "Does anybody else need to see me?" All hour kids ask each other, "Will 

you be my editor?" 

Jane announces, "On the yellow editing sheet don't use pronouns like he or she. 

Use proper nouns-names-so I can figure out who's doing what." Two boys who have 

been fooling around all hour start writing. At 1:35 p.m. the noise level rises considerably. 

Jane reminds the class again, "This is a time for working, not socializing." By 1:40 p.m. 

many kids seem to be getting tired of workshop. Bud is spinning on the drafting stool. 

Jane makes him pull a card and work at her table. (He must write a note to his parents 

explaining his misbehavior.) The class quiets down. Jane continues to conference, but 

when the noise level rises again, she gets up quickly and circulates, leaving the conferee 

to work on her own. She tells the class, "If you're waiting for my final editing, start a 

new story. If you're stuck and don't know what to write about, make a list of topics on 

your folder. It's okay to talk, but not so loudly that I'm unable to read drafts." She asks, 

"How many of you can work quietly with your editors?" Most raise their hands. She 

says, "Writer's workshop is like any other subject. If you're too loud or disruptive, you'll 

have to pull a card." At 1 :45 p.m. Jane is back at the conference table. Bud is working at 

her side. She asks the conferee, "Who's he? You have to watch it when you use 

pronouns." 

Just before the bell rings Jane reads an announcement soliciting cafeteria helpers. 
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Some kids still work, others talk quietly. She says, "Put all your writers' workshop stuff 

in the folder, not in the desk, and don't take it home." She reminds them of their lit log 

homework. The helper collects the folders and places them in a covered box on the 

bottom shelf of the overhead projector stand, next to trays containing editing sheets and 

white ruled paper. As the kids line up to go home, Jane asks, "Who's almost finished 

with their stories and is ready to confer with me?" Several raise their hands. She says, 

"When you start reading your stories to the class, workshop will get more interesting, but 

we have to work quietly." After school Jane and I talk about how tiring conferences are. 

She laughs. "The short stories aren't a problem, but the ones that go on and on take 

forever." She also mentions having to work extra hard when the kids use dialogue and 

don't punctuate properly, and when they have "severe language problems." Before I 

leave Jane tells me she has to cut workshop from four to two times a week because of 

"horrendous problems" scheduling the six hours a week for science and social studies the 

district now requires. I confess that I'm disappointed. To cheer me up she says she 

teaches English two or three times a week. As I leave, she comments that parents 

respond very favorably to workshop. "They like how excited the kids are." 

8/30/90 (Th): The kids file into class and put their heads down. Jane leaves the 

lights out until they go for drinks. Waiting, I note the room's decor. Behind the 

conference table is a Writer's Corner poster with a picture of Charlie Brown writing a 

letter as Snoopy watches. There are also sentence posters. Printed in a large cloud: Up, 

up, up and away with sentences. In hot air balloons: A question sentence asks 

something. A telling sentence tells something. An exclamation sentence shows strong 

feelings. In clouds next to each balloon: It ends with a question mark, period, 

exclamation point. Above the overhead projector is a proofreading chart. Jane reads 

aloud. The routine is the same as last time: the kids listen or keep otherwise occupied; 

she interrupts often to ask questions. 
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Getting ready for workshop, the kids clear off their desks except for pencils. Jane 

compliments them on their morning's work in math and reading and asks Jason to put up 

a happy face. Today she starts with a mini-lesson. "One thing I want you to watch out 

for is dialogue." On the board she writes dialogue and asks the class if they know what it 

means. One boy says "talking." She says, "Yes, conversation." She adds, "Some of you 

include dialogue in your stories, and some of you don't, and that's okay." She asks why 

they would use dialogue. One boy says "to make it more interesting." Another says 

"more real." She paraphrases their responses, "to make the stories more lively." She 

says, "When editors and Mrs. Nelson read a story, we have to know that someone is 

talking, but how? What punctuation marks must you use?" Brittany says "quotation 

marks." Jane asks Bud what his favorite sport is. Bud says "volleyball." On the board, 

she writes, "Mrs. Nelson asked Bud what his favorite hobby or sport is." Underneath she 

writes "Volleyball." She asks the class if those are his actual words. The kids appear 

confused. Many say no. Then she says, "Bud actually said 'volleyball.' So do we need 

quotation marks?" The kids say yes. She asks, "But do we know who said volleyball?" 

She answers her own question, "No. You need to know who said what, so write, 'Bud 

said. "' She summarizes, "Use quotation marks and change paragraphs to show who's 

talking. It's like a telephone conversation. Are there other concerns we need to talk 

about?" She concludes, "We'll talk more about quotation marks in our English lesson, 

but I wanted to mention it now if you need to talk to me." 

Jane announces, "I've been telling Mr. Nelson how exciting your stories are, and 

his class is looking forward to hearing them. When you start publishing and reading your 

books, the workshop gets more exciting." As she walks to her conference table, six kids 

rush up. She reminds them to raise their hands. "There are 28 boys and girls in this class 

and only one Mrs. Nelson. Keep working on your story or start on the next one until Mrs. 

Nelson is free." The kids get busy. When the noise level rises, Jane says, "It makes me 
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real proud to see you working with your imaginations instead of talking to your neighbor. 

Every one of you has a creative mind." The first child up asks a question about dialogue. 

When Jane points out a mistake, he corrects it on the spot. She scans the room to see if 

everyone is on task. Reading his story, she comments on dialogue, spelling, 

capitalization, and punctuation. He corrects eagerly and returns to his seat smiling. 

Charles is behaving badly. Jane makes him work at her table. She tells the class, "Look 

through your stories first, even after your editors have gone through it, so Mrs. Nelson 

won't have to talk to you so much." She pushes them to get started on their next book. 

"It may go smoother, and you can get on with publishing." Scanning the room, I notice 

several kids asking each other questions. "What do you like about it?" "Wouldn't she be 

too old?" Jane starts her second conference. She asks, "Who is talking? What do you do 

here?" She shows the child the proofreading chart on the wall and explains what the 

symbols mean and how to use them. At 1:20 p.m. Jane announces, "We have 28 boys 

and girls, and five people are ready to write their final drafts. We're making headway but 

you need to finish up." A girl raises her hand. Jane asks, "Do you have a question, or are 

you ready for me to proofread?" 

A third child is up for a conference. Jane comments on person, setting, and 

characterization. She reads the story aloud, stopping often to point out mistakes. She 

focuses on the text but also refers to the pink and yellow editing sheets. When the class 

gets noisy, she says, "Some writers can work with noise, but most need quiet, so please 

be considerate." At 1:28 p.m. Jane marches over to Bud, makes him pull a card, and 

drags him up to her table. The conferee continues to correct in spite of Bud and Charles' 

presence. Drew needs to go to the nurse, so Jane tells the conferee to look over the draft 

one more time while she fills out the medical form. A hard-working girl who wrote the 

entire hour last time has finally finished and is searching for an editor. Back to the 

conference, Jane comments on quotation marks, pauses (commas and periods), 
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capitalization (proper nouns). She sends the child to the proofreading chart. Brett stands 

up, then sits on top of his desk. Jane asks, "Brett, are you writing or editing?" He replies, 

"I'm thinking." She says, "Well sit in your chair. We don't want you to fall and hurt 

yourself." At 1:37 p.m. a few kids are getting antsy. Ashley makes a nose ring out of 

spiral notebook wire. When she interrupts Rosalie, who is writing, Rosalie elbows her 

away, but a minute later both are fooling around. Jason and Dawn, sitting in the group 

closest to me, write independently all hour. Jason tells me his hand hurts. When one boy 

squirms and jumps out of his seat, Jane says, "Brian, I'm really looking forward to seeing 

that story because I can tell you're putting a lot of action into it." She compliments the 

class on how well they're using proofreading marks on their rough drafts. She asks a loud 

boy, "How's your story coming? It looks like you're really enjoying it." He immediately 

resumes writing. 

Jane has spent 25 minutes on the third conference. Finished, she says, "That was 

an exciting story." Three kids rush to the table. She stands, walks to the board, and tells 

everyone to stop. She asks how many are on their final draft (past her conference). Five 

raise their hands. She shows everyone Brittany's completed book and says, "She'll read it 

to you soon. And when you finish your books you can go down the Coyote sidewalk to 

Mr. Nelson's classroom, and the workshop will get more exciting. Then we can put the 

books in the library." The title of Brittany's book is The Disappearing Turtle. Jane asks, 

"Who can predict what kind of book it will be?" Someone says "fiction." Jane asks, 

"What's fiction?" Someone says "not real." Pointing to Brittany's cover, Jane talks about 

the importance of illustrations. She also stresses how much work it takes to get to the 

book stage. But then she says, "The books are really neat because when you're in eighth 

grade you can look back at them and think 'I used to do that?' The books are like 

souvenirs." Jane asks the class, "How many of you are waiting to see Mrs. Nelson for a 

conference?" Eleven hands shoot up. She says, "It takes a long time to get to Mrs. 
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Nelson." A boy in the back mutters, "Tell me about it." She promises to take their 

folders home tonight or this weekend, and she hopes they're all good enough to pass her 

editing. If so, there will be 15 books to publish next week. "Mr. Nelson will be 

bombarded. His kids get really excited about your coming to read." 

9/4/90 (T): Jane announces, "We have an assembly today. We need to be in the 

cafeteria at 1:30 p.m., so we have to cut back on writer's workshop a little bit." The kids 

groan. She reads aloud for 10 minutes. Before workshop she says, "I want to talk to you 

briefly about the stories you turned in on Friday (the ones she took home). Everybody 

passed me, but I want you to look over my editing sheet before you write your final 

story." She shows everyone her white editing sheet and points out the criteria. She tells 

the kids to watch out for spelling and paragraphs when they rewrite. She says, "I didn't 

correct everything, only the main things." Passing out the folders, she says, "I looked at 

11, and we already have five finished. That's 16. So we'll have lots of stories to listen 

to." She tells those ready for final drafts to use the good white paper. 

Walking to her table, Jane announces, "Anybody need to see me today?" Several 

hands go up. The kids to whom she returned folders look carefully at her comments. 

Erin reads intently, mouthing Jane's corrections. Brett reads a comment, turns to his 

story, erases, and corrects. Finished, he gets some good white paper; but before starting 

his final draft he looks at Jane's comments again and asks Jason, sitting across from him, 

a "what-sounds-better" question. Jason ponders a moment, then says he doesn't know. 

Mid conference, Jane gets up abruptly to quiet down two noisy boys. Afterwards both 

write, although they still talk. Zeke wants to know what I'm writing about. I say, "What 

you guys are doing," then ask, "What are you writing about?" He says, "Jake the snake." 

He thinks he might write about his dog next time, what it looks like, maybe an imaginary 

story. Missy edits Keith's story. When she completes the yellow sheet, he says "thank 

you" sincerely. Back at his desk, he looks at her comments closely. 
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Someone knocks on the door. Jane interrupts the class. "Okay, boys and girls, 

this is going to be a treat for you. You know Ms. Kuhn's fourth graders are doing writers' 

workshop too, and sometimes her kids will come down to read to us, so we have to be 

very good listeners." She introduces Megan, who begins reading her book. (I didn't 

catch the title, something about a fire.) Megan has dedicated the book to Brittany. 

Several girls turn to look at Brittany, giggle and smile. As Megan reads softly, the kids 

are quiet and attentive. When she finishes, everyone applauds politely. Jane asks, "If you 

were to see this book in the library, would you pick it up?" She comments on the cover 

and asks Megan to show and explain all her pictures. Megan points out the title page and 

the dedication page, then explains how each picture relates to the text. Jane stresses the 

importance of illustrations. She tells Megan, "You must be very proud of yourself." She 

tells the class, "Megan is an author. Do you see what it means to be an author?" She 

asks if Megan has read the book to her parents. Megan says no, but she wiII tonight. 

When she leaves, Jane compliments the class on their good behavior and asks Jason to 

put up a smiley face. 

The kids resume writing. Drew says to no one in particular, "I already know what 

my next story is about." I overhear an editor say to the writer, "What the heck does this 

mean? At the beginning you didn't even say he was in the story." Jane finishes her 

conference with Charles. He smiles broadly as he picks up white paper and returns to his 

seat. Ashley is next; her conference lasts only a few minutes. Jane says, "No one needs 

to see me?" She gets up and circulates. She asks Brittany, "Are you working diligently?" 

Brittany says she's stuck. Jane asks, "What are you stuck on?" She offers an option (too 

soft for me to hear), then goes to the other side of the room and does another check-in 

conference. She tells the boy, "Don't worry about spelling first; just put your thoughts on 

paper." Jane returns to her table and confers with Bud. I hear another boy editing. He 

reads a sentence slowly, then asks, "Is this supposed to be an N or an R?" Directly in 
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front of me, Janet reads Dawn's story start to finish. She says, "That was really funny; 

that was good." As she begins to fill out the yellow editing sheet, she answers each 

question aloud (as if she's talking to Dawn). She says, "I don't have any advice." Sitting 

next to her, Brett looks up from his writing and says, "It's hard to give advice to a really 

good story. " 

Jane is conferring with another boy. When the class gets too loud, she says, "Use 

soft voices. Some of us aren't able to write." The kids quiet down for a second, but get 

loud again. Jane marches over to a noisy group and asks, "Are you taking this seriously? 

Is his draft too hard to edit? Do you need help? Are you doing a good job?" She returns 

to her conferee and teaches him how to use the paragraph proofreading symbol, first 

sending him to the chart, then explaining what the symbol means. At 1:25 p.m. she says, 

"Okay, fourth graders, let's stop. Anybody finish a book today? Any think they'll finish 

next time?" Seven hands shoot up. "Looks like we'll have some stories to listen to next 

time. But we can't listen until we get the books done." She prepares the class for the 

assembly, reviewing proper behavior. 

9/6/90 (Th): Jane starts with sharing today. Casey shows a sand dollar she got in 

Oregon. Jane asks her to point out Oregon on the map. She tells the class, "We've been 

studying regions. What region is Oregon in?" Someone says "the Northwest." Next Erin 

shares sea shells from Alabama. Jane asks her to point out Alabama on the map and asks 

what body of water it's next to. When Erin shows a starfish, Ashley asks where its teeth 

are. Jane says, "That's a very good question. We have two people doing reports on 

starfish; maybe they can tell us." Jane reads aloud. She points out a simile-a character 

is "smiling as wide as the gym." She asks what that means. Missy says, "She has a big 

head?" Jane says no and explains the difference between literal and figurative. A bit 

later she stops to discuss pronouns and antecedents. She finishes by asking the class to 

make a prediction, "Will Mrs. Philips remain the same size or tum miniature?" 
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Workshop begins as always: "Clear off your desks except for your pencils, 

please." Jane asks, "Is there anybody ready to read their book to the class? Remember, I 

didn't say story; I said book because you are authors." Sarah raises her hand. Jane says, 

"Let's pretend we have a speaker coming to class." She asks how they should behave. 

Answering her own question, she says, "We make eye contact." The class must look at 

the speaker, and the speaker must look at the class. Jane escorts Sarah- to the front of the 

room. She tells her not to hold the book in front of her face. She demonstrates how silly 

that looks. The kids laugh. Sarah begins to read her book about a field mouse very 

softly. Several kids say "Huh?" Jane says, "That's rude," then asks Sarah to please speak 

up. Sarah begins again, a little louder. She pauses to show her illustrations. Jane 

interrupts to demonstrate how to "pan" slowly so the whole class "can see and take in 

everything." The kids listen attentively and applaud when she's finished. Jane 

compliments Sarah on her use of dialogue. She asks if anyone has a comment. "Can you 

give Sarah some positive feedback?" She lets Sarah call on those who have raised their 

hands. Brett says he thought the story was creative and original. The class applauds. 

Jane says, "How good that must make Sarah feel." Erin says she liked the story a lot 

because of the pretty illustrations. More applause. Jane stops the comments for a second 

to point out that Sarah has included an opinion page (on the inside back cover) because 

she wants to know what people think. Jane thinks that's a neat idea. Drew says he liked 

the order of the book. More applause. Charles says the book was good because the 

characters were all nice to each other. More applause. Taylor says he liked the use of 

animals as characters. More applause. Jane comments on the "rave reviews" and how 

nice the class is to give such compliments. To Sarah she says, "It makes you feel good to 

get such nice feedback. You can tell the class thinks this is a really great book." She tells 

the kids to put their completed books on the chalkboard for now and then on the shelf in 

the back of the room. She says when three students have finished their books, they may 
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go to Mr. Nelson's room and "feel like real authors." Sarah asks what to do next. Jane 

interrupts the class and says, "Sarah has a good question." She tells her to get started on 

another book. "We'll be writing books all year." 

Jane asks for helpers to pass out the writing folders. Kids get started writing and 

editing. Nathan, a small, quiet boy with wire-rimmed glasses, tells Jane he has a book 

finished. She walks him over to her desk and helps him staple it. She asks if he's ready 

to read. She whispers to him, "Be sure to use your loud voice." Jane interrupts the class 

and says, "We have to stop and listen; stop your writing; everybody put down your 

pencils. We have another author ready to read." Nathan walks to the front. Jane asks if 

any of them get nervous when they talk to the whole class. Sarah says, "Yes!" Jane pulls 

her drafting stool over and says, "You can stand behind this chair if you want; that might 

make you feel better." She reminds the class to listen and not write. Nathan reads his 

book about seals softly. Jane interrupts to demonstrate how to open the book and show 

the drawings. When he finishes, the class applauds politely. Jane asks, "Any 

comments?" She says, "I don't want to comment first because I'm afraid I'll say what one 

of you might want to." She tells Nathan to call on his classmates. One boy says he liked 

the illustrations. Applause. Brian says, "I liked the whole book." Jane asks, "Was there 

anything in particular?" Brian says no. Erin says, "I liked that it was about seals." Jane 

paraphrases, "You liked the subject matter." Bud says he liked how the seal got the shark 

and not vice-versa. Jane compliments him on choosing something specific from the 

story. She concludes, "If you like animals would you read this kind of book? Different 

subject matter appeals to different readers." Nathan smiles. Jane tells the kids they may 

work on their stories whenever they have free time, not just in workshop. 

After circulating briefly, Jane settles in at her table. Charles comes up. Jane says, 

"You were here the other day, weren't you? What have you done since then?" She 

explains proofreading symbols and corrects a spelling error. The intercom interrupts. 
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Gary has to go to speech; Beth needs to go to the office after school. Erin and Keith are 

discussing editing procedures, what to do first, second, third. Erin explains how to staple 

a book. She shows her finished book to the kids in the group, pointing out page layout 

and use of the back inside cover. Brett and Dawn carefully work on their final drafts. 

Jane confers with Aaron. She's focusing on sentence sense-pauses and stops, commas 

and periods. She reads his story aloud, stops, then asks where he wants to put a period. 

"No," she says, "that's too much. You have three sentences running together. Okay, and 

you shouldn't start a sentence with and. Do you want to take that and out? No, no, don't 

erase. Remember what proofreading mark to use?" She shows him the chart. "Yes, 

that's right." As he corrects, she turns to work with another boy sitting at her right 

(someone she's called up for bad behavior, I think). She returns to Aaron. "What are you 

going to do here?" Charles misbehaves. Jane makes him sit directly in front of her. Now 

she is surrounded by three boys. Back to Aaron, she says, "What do you do with an 1? Is 

this word was? What do you do when it's misspelled? No, don't erase." She explains 

proofreading symbols again, then turns to the boy on her right and asks, "How are you 

doing?" Bud asks a question. Erin wants to read her book. 

Jane interrupts the class and says another student wants to share. She makes sure 

everyone has stopped writing, although several resist. Elin's book is titled How the Bear 

Lost Its Nose. When Erin shows a picture, Jane says, "Good panning; the class really 

wants to see those illustrations." Afterwards the kids comment on characters and 

illustrations. Erin says "thank you" after each remark. Jane compliments her and the 

class for being so polite. She says, "I like the way you read with expression." Returning 

to her group, Erin says, "That was embarrassing." Resuming her conference, Jane asks 

Aaron, "What are his exact words? No, no, don't erase. You're inserting; what 

proofreading mark do you need? Now he's asking a question, so what punctuation mark 

do you need after a question?" Aaron squirms and rubs the side of his head. Casey wants 
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to read her book. Jane interrupts the class again. "O.K., we have another great surprise." 

The kids are getting irritated. Jane says, "Give Casey complete attention so you can give 

her some good feedback." Casey's book is about her family's trip to Oregon. When she 

shows her pictures, Jane says, "Look how neatly they're done. Very nice." Afterwards 

Jane talks about book awards. She says there's one for stories and one for illustrations, 

too. "Some people can't write such good books, but they do good illustrations. You 

people are learning to do both." 

Jane returns to Aaron. "Now what kind of punctuation mark do we use when we 

pause? No, we don't want to stop; we want to pause." Nathan says he's completed a 

second book. Jane tells him to line up the edges so they're nice and straight. He wants to 

read it. Jane interrupts the class once more. "This author has decided to come back by 

popular demand." Matt says, "Oh, God." Nathan is excited, but the kids appear annoyed. 

Jane tries to get them involved by asking questions about the book's title, Aliens. She 

also points out that Nathan has already finished two books and is ready to start a third. At 

the end of workshop Beth asks if she may take her writing folder home. 

9/11190 (T): Jane tells Gary to bring his story to read in spee<:;h class. She tells 

the kids who read last time that they may read to Mr. Nelson's class today. She explains 

procedures. "Walk, don't run. Those not reading, stand together by the door. Remember 

you have to read loudly and with expression; these are second graders." The kids dash 

out. She begins reading aloud to the remainder of the class but is interrupted often by the 

intercom and kids returning from lunch duty. Mid sentence she sends groups for drinks, 

as if "Group #5 get a drink" is a part of the story. Brett is already working on his book, 

copying the final draft meticulously. Most kids color or do origami. When workshop 

begins, Jane says, "Don't waste time. As soon as you get your folder, get started." She 

makes sure everyone is working, then says, "Let's begin first by asking if there's anybody 

ready to read to the class." Brett says he has just one more line to copy. Jane asks, "Does 



94 

anybody remember what to do if they're finished?" Dawn says, "Get started on another 

book." Jane says, "If I'm busy and you finish your book, come up and tell me, and we'll 

stop the workshop so you can read." She resumes her conference with Aaron. "What 

kind of sentence is this?" she asks, pointing to the balloon posters on the wall behind her. 

"Is this an asking, telling, or exclaiming sentence?" She asks Aaron if he wants to make a 

new paragraph. She points to the chart and shows him the paragraph proofreading 

symbol. Next they work on dialogue tags. "Put a comma after he said or she said. When 

you make a comma, do you make it real big? Don't erase. What mark do you use? 

Okay, now you have quotation marks, but what do you do with the first letter inside a 

quotation?" 

The kids return from Mr. Nelson's room. Jane asks, "How did you do? How did 

it go?" Sarah and Casey say it was fun. Nathan says it was embarrassing. Erin says, 

"They laughed when the bear lost his nose." Jane says, "The second graders get a sense 

of authors in the school." She asks, "Are we going to have any other authors ready 

soon?" Seven or eight hands shoot up. Back to the conference, Jane reads aloud, then 

asks, "Does it seem to you that these sentences are running together a little? Remember 

to read your sentences to see if they make sense." The kids in Erin's group talk about 

how long their stories are. One boy says two and a half pages. Erin reminds him to write 

on every other line. Several students ask Jane questions. Aaron appears to be having a 

rough time. He scratches his face, twists his hair, crosses his arms in front of him, rolls a 

pencil over his lower lip. Bud and Brett are ready to read. 

Jane tells the kids to put their pencils down. Several moan. "You don't want to 

miss a word," she says. Bud reads a short book about where he likes to go swimming and 

what he likes to do in the water. Three or four kids have comments. Jane asks, "Are you 

still listening? You might be writing and miss out on something." Bud decides to record 

the comments on the inside back cover. He writes "nice illustrations" and "nice 
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expressions." Jane says, "Bud seems pretty athletic. How many can identify with him?" 

Next, Brett reads his book, The Magic Coyote. As he shows the cover, Jane says, "Notice 

how he's panning slowly." When Brett says the book is dedicated to his sister, Jane says, 

"That's nice. Do you want to show them your dedication page? We don't want to miss 

out on anything." She tells the class to stop writing. "I know you're eager to write, but 

you need to listen. We want you to be a good audience." Brett's story is long and 

complex. He reads, then stops to pan his illustrations. Jane walks over to a few kids who 

are still writing and tells them to stop and listen. When Brett finishes, a dozen hands 

shoot up. Jane says, "This is what's called 'the author will now entertain questions. III The 

comments range from specific ("I like how the people talked"; "I like the part where ... ") 

to general ("I liked the illustrations"; "I liked the whole book"). The class applauds when 

Brett returns to his seat. Jane says, "Notice how detailed his illustrations are." She 

reminds the authors to place their books on the chalkboard ledge. She says, "All right, we 

have to stop again. We have a few more authors." Lots of kids groan. One says "Jesus." 

Jane asks, "How many of you have never written a book?" Only four hands go up. 

"Wow, you've had lots of experience as authors." 

Charles reads next. Jane asks, "Can you read a little louder? My ears must be 

getting old." His book is short. The most frequent comments are "I like the whole book" 

and "I like your illustrations." Jane says, "How many of you like action-type books? 

Charles' book is an action-type book." Katarina is next. Her book is titled The Monster 

That Lived in My Desk. Jane asks, "Does this sound like it's going to be a horror-type 

book?" The story is funny and the kids laugh appreciatively. Jane interrupts, "Look how 

neatly she's writing on those pages." Afterwards she asks, "Would this book be 

considered fantasy or reality?" Someone says "fantasy." Jane asks why. The student 

replies "the monster and the slime." Jane says, "Okay, Katarina, you know what to do 

when you've finished a book." Katarina nods. Jane returns to Aaron. Two kids rush up 
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to ask questions. Aaron is biting his pencil, staring into space. Jane varies her inflection 

to teach proper end punctuation. (She's trying to get him to use an exclamation point.) 

Ashley asks a question. Jane walks over to group #4 to re-explain editing procedures. 

Back to Aaron, she says, "Don't erase. What mark do you use when you want to take out 

something?" At 1:35 p.m. the conference is over. Matt is ready to read. 

Jane says, "Put your pencils down. Even though you're excited about writing, you 

have to be good listeners. Remember to make eye contact." Most kids listen well, but 

five or six continue to write. After reading, Matt walks back to his desk, but suddenly 

remembers the response period and returns to the front of the room. Jane asks, "Did Matt 

read with expression?" The kids nod yes. Jane says, "Okay we have another surprise." 

Several moan. She asks, "Is everybody listening?" Brittany reads The Disappearing 

Turtle. Then Taylor reads a silly story about Charlie Brown and Snoopy. After five kids 

in a row say they liked Taylor's story because it was funny, Jane asks for more specific 

comments. "Can you think of another word besides funny to make Taylor feel good 

about his story? A synonym?" They offer hilarious, hysterical, humorous, comical. 

Returning to her table, Jane confers with Dawn. She looks at the yellow and pink sheets 

first, then at Dawn's story. Two kids approach her with questions. The rest write or edit; 

many circulate around the room, working with editors. Bud says, "Matt's the fastest 

editor I know." At 1:45 p.m. the kids are getting loud. One girl is looking for the stapler. 

Jane reminds them not to take the stapler from her desk. Finished with Dawn, she says, 

"Put all your materials in your writers' workshop folder so they won't get lost." 

9/13/90 (Th): The kids' books are lined up on the chalkboard ledge. Jane asks, 

"Who's taking their lit logs home? Do you understand what to do with summaries?" She 

reads aloud and sends the kids for drinks. Still reading, she walks over to Charles and 

takes away the pencil he's been playing with. Before workshop the kids have to take a 

social studies test, which was cancelled because of a special assembly on dog safety. 
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Brett wants to know if he can go to Mr. Nelson's room after he finishes the test. Jane 

hesitates, "Actually, he said now would be the best time." She tells Brett she'll send 

someone down later to see if it's all right. Once the test begins Jane walks over to me and 

says she's going to change her schedule~ she's going to teach English before workshop 

and read aloud after. She really likes giving them a full hour to write because they 

produce lots of books, but she's concerned because the gifted kids have missed too many 

English lessons. (The gifted kids are pulled out of class one day a week.) She'll start the 

new schedule next Tuesday. 

Finished already, Brittany goes up to the chalkboard and gets Erin's book. She 

returns to her desk and reads. Erin asks the kids in her group, then Jane, if they may read 

each other's books. Jane says, "Of course." She begins to collect tests. The kids who are 

finished color, draw, or read. Jane asks, "How many are still taking the test? How many 

are ready to go to Mr. Nelson's room? Remember, you have to read to our class first." At 

1:07 p.m. five kids leave for Mr. Nelson's classroom. A few seconds later, three kids 

from Debbi Kuhn's class arrive. One asks, "Is it a good time?" The first boy starts to 

read, but Jane interrupts him. "Don't cover the picture with your hand. Open the book." 

The story ends with "What will happen next?" Jane explains what sequels are, then asks 

if anyone plans to write one. 

When Debbi's kids leave, she asks, "Does anybody need to read their book to our 

class?" Missy, Charles, and Bud raise their hands. She tells the others if they finish 

today to save their books for next Tuesday. Charles starts very softly. Drew says, "I can't 

hear him." Jane says, "Remember to use your projected voice." Charles reads a little 

louder. The class awards polite applause. Missy and Bud can't decide who should go 

first. Jane says, "Let's go in alphabetical order." Bud is confused. He offers to let Missy 

go ahead of him. She receives lots of applause and comments. Jane says, "Since so 

many people had things to tell the author, what does that tell you about yourselves as an 
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audience? You're really listening." She adds, "It's nice to say that you liked the whole 

book, but you might be more specific. Say 'I liked the whole book because ... '" Bud is 

next. The kids make few comments. "I liked the way it rimed." "I liked the title." Jane 

says, "That's the first time I heard that one. Do you think the title is important?" 

As Jane passes out folders, two kids rush up. She explains proper procedures 

again, then says she wants to confer with someone that she hasn't seen yet. Today I sit in 

a chair to the right of her conferencing table. Jodi is first. Jane fills out the white editing 

sheet, writing in the author's name and the title of the book. She asks Jodi what the dots 

after the title mean. Next, she reviews the editors' comments on the yellow and pink 

sheets and asks Jodi to clarify a few. Jane begins to read the draft, but stops and asks Jodi 

to read it. Jane says, "All of this is dialogue, but we don't know who's talking." She asks 

how Jodi can show who's talking. Keith tells Jane his editor didn't catch a misspelled 

word. Jane says, "Get a dictionary and look it up. Sometimes editors make mistakes 

too." She turns to me and, out of the comer of her mouth, says, "Sometimes!" Jane tells 

Jodi to start with setting and then figure out how she wants to use dialogue. Three kids 

rush to the table. Jane won't talk to them; she'll call on them only if they raise their 

hands. They sit down. Jane advises Jodi to work on her story some more and to come 

back for a conference later. Jane repeats that she wants to see only those students she 

hasn't conferred with. She tells those already finished with their second or third books 

that she'll take home folders tonight. ~he also reminds the class that they may write on 

any topic they choose. Someone asks if he can write a joke and riddle book. She says 

any topic is okay, "made-up stories, books about hobbies." 

Brad is next. Jane begins, "Let's see what your editors said." She works through 

the yellow and pink sheets, clarifying and teaching from the editors' comments. She 

starts to read the story, but stops to expain how to indent paragraphs. She sends Brad to 

the proofreading chart to find the right symbol. He says, "It looks like a £ with two lines 
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through it." Jane says it looks like a backwards g to her. She tells him he did a good job 

with commas, but she points out lots of misspelled words. She asks, "What mark do you 

use if you want to change the spelling?" She sends him to the chart again, then gets up to 

quiet down a group of noisy kids. Brad returns, sits, waits. Jane returns with Josh in tow. 

Back to the conference, Jane writes all of Brad's misspelled words correctly on the white 

editing sheet, "so you'll know how to spell them when you write your final draft." She 

quickly looks at Josh's draft and tells him he needs an editor to do the pink sheet. She 

calls up Brittany and asks her to help. They go off together. 

Jane reads Brad's story aloud. She asks him how to spell hang. He has no idea. 

She reminds him of the vocabulary word ill1ID. "What makes the ang sound?" After 

awhile she asks Brad to read aloud. Brad reads, "I am gross." Jane says, "I thought you 

said this was a true story. You're not gross." Brad laughs. (Brad's story is 

autobiographical-what he looks like, what he likes to play with.) Brad reads, "I had to 

go to urgent care." Jane says, "Wow!" A bit later she says, "I like the way you used the 

adverb luckily. Sounds like you have a big vocabulary." She continues to correct 

misspellings. Again she asks him what proofreading mark to use. He correctly crosses 

out the misspelled word. Jane says, "Sometime is misspelled. That's a compound word. 

Do you know how to spell some?" Brad says, "s-u-m." Jane replies, "That's close. You 

spelled time correctly; you were half right." Next she addresses end punctuation. "Do 

you know how to write a period?" At the top of the page Brad writes a comma. Jane 

points out the posters behind her. She asks what kind of mark he wants to put at the end 

of the sentence. (She's trying to get him to say a period.) Brad says "an exclamation 

point." Jane replies, "Oh, you're saying this sentence with a lot of emotion?" He says, 

"Yes!" Jane tells him he needs to start a new paragraph after dialogue. "What mark do 

you use?" Charles appears at the table. Jane won't talk to him. She reads and corrects 

Brad's story. He watches and listens. Finished, she says, "You have a good story; the 
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events are in order, but there are lots of misspellings. That's okay, though, lots of adults 

don't spell well, but they're good writers. You don't have to be a good speller to be a 

good writer." 

At 1:40 p.m. a sherifrs deputy enters the room. He doesn't knock; he just walks 

up to Jane and says he has to schedule times when he can come in to talk to her class 

about drug prevention. He tells Jane she's the last person he's talked to, his schedule is 

almost booked, and the only times he can come are Tuesday or Thursday afternoons. He 

wants to eat lunch with the sixth graders, so he wants her to schedule around that. He'll 

start in three weeks. Meanwhile, the kids go wild. Standing behind the deputy, Bud 

pretends to pull out a gun and shoot him. The noise level is louder than I've ever heard. 

Jane hollers at the kids and apologizes for their behavior. Riffling through her planning 

book, she decides to cancel writers' workshop on Thursdays. Leaving, the deputy says, 

"Y ou teachers are real professionals. You know how to schedule and make everything fit 

in." Jane tries to restore order. She scolds Bud and makes him sit at her table. Josh 

returns from working with Brittany and complains that Bud is in his seat. The dismissal 

bell rings. Nearly shouting, Jane tells the kids to leave their folders on their desks. She 

says, "If you have a story that you think doesn't have too many mistakes and you want me 

to see it, bring it up and I'll take it home to read." Eight kids bring up their folders. She 

tells them to include their editors' sheets. 

9/18/90 (T): The new schedule is on the board: English, Writers' Workshop, 

Story. Jane says, "No math now. If I see it, I'll take it away, and you'll have to start 

over." She tells the kids to take out their English books and turn to page 14. She asks 

someone to make up a sentence. Sarah says, "Beth Swanson is nice." Jane writes it on 

the board and asks, "Who are we talking about?" Most kids say "Beth Swanson." Jane 

then asks for a sentence with an active verb. Keith says, "Jason is running around the 

block." Jane says, "Not quite." Keith offers, "Jason was running." Brett says, "Jason ran 
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around the block." Jane writes it on the board and asks for one more. Bud starts, "Brad 

is ... " Jane stops him and asks for an active verb. Beth says, "Sarah Baker writes very 

fast." Jane writes it on the board, then asks, "Who or what is doing something?" Missy 

says, "Sarah is writing." Jane tells her to listen carefully. Missy appears lost. Zeke 

offers, "Sarah?" Jane says, "Yes, Sarah Baker does something, but what does she do? 

Zeke says, "She writes very fast." Missy protests, "I said that." Jane says, "So we told 

who and what and what they do. What do we call the who or what?" Dawn says, 

"Subject." Jane says, "Yes, the subject." She explains that the verb is what the subject 

does. She points out the subjects and verbs of the sentences on the board and asks, "What 

do we call what they do?" Jason says, "Predicate." On the board above the sentences she 

writes subject and predicate/verb. 

Jane asks Casey to read aloud the first paragraph on page 14 (an explanation of 

subjects and predicates). Next. she asks kids to identify the subjects and predicates of the 

sample sentences. Many of them hum, stare into space, whisper to each other, look at 

their desks. Charles makes rude noises. Katarina reads aloud the next paragraph; then 

kids identify the subjects and predicates of the next set of sentences. Keith misses his, so 

again Jane explains that a subject is "who or what the sentence is about" and a predicate 

or verb is "what the subject does." They move on to page 15. All together the kids read 

aloud the rule in the red box. Jane says, "Now let's do the written practice." She asks 

Taylor to read the directions; she'll read the sentences "so it will go faster." She returns to 

those kids who had problems earlier, giving them another chance and more practice. She 

notes that both "action words" and "state of being verbs" are predicates. Some of the kids 

are having trouble identifying the predicate in verb phrases like "was playing" or "were 

singing." Bud doesn't get any of this stuff. When it's his tum, he guesses until he gets the 

right answer. Jane gives Keith another chance, standing next to him, supplying hints as 

he works. 
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Finished with the oral exercise, Jane says, "Now, before I give you your 

assignment, let's see who can remember what a subject and predicate are." She reviews 

the definitions in the book, then adds, "Are we always going to have verbs that show 

action?" On the board she writes state of being verbs and asks the class for some 

examples. She writes is, was,~, £illl. She gives the kids a worksheet and 

demonstrates on the board how to draw a line between the subject and predicate. She 

explains that the bottom part of the sheet asks them to fill in the missing subject or 

predicate. She writes an example on the board ( _____ is good in math.) Someone 

volunteers "Matt." Jane fills in the blank. Then she asks, "Could we write 'The fourth 

graders is good in math'?" The class says no, and Jane gives a quick lesson on subject

verb agreement. Brett says, "You could use ~." Jane says, "Are is good in math?" 

Brett says, "No, you can change the is to are. 'The fourth graders are good in math.'" 

Jane says, "You could, but you need to go with what the worksheet gives you; you don't 

have that option." Jane makes the kids recite what they have to do. She passes out the 

worksheet, and everyone gets to work. Sarah asks if she has to draw a line between the 

subject and predicate on the fill-in-the-blank sentences. 

Jane announces, "When you're finished, come get your folders." One boy asks, 

"When do we have writer's workshop?" Jane says, "Only on Tuesdays and Thursdays 

(she points to the schedule on the board), but if you have free time you can write more 

often." The kids get busy. Jane interrupts, "Use cursive. I'll take a handwriting grade on 

this too. Remember, your name counts, so write neatly." She circulates to check and 

offer assistance. After looking at Aaron's worksheet, she reminds them to capitalize the 

first word of every sentence. Keith isn't doing so well; he's peeking at Erin's and 

Brittany's answers. Bud and Charles are fooling around. Gary is lost. Jane asks if 

anybody is supposed to read to Mr. Nelson's class today. Charles, Bud, and Missy raise 

their hands. Jane asks, "Anybody else?" She gives them their books and tells them to 
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project their voices. They leave, she circulates, checking on progress. In a few minutes 

quite a few kids drop off worksheets and pick up writing folders. Jane tells Jason, who 

has been working on a long story, that he needs to see an editor today. The kids return 

from Mr. Nelson's class. Charles says, "He told us to come back on Thursday." Jane tells 

Jodi to correct a misspelled word. "Double the consonant before an i-n-g ending." She 

tells the class, "A lot is two words. A lot of you have been writing it as one word." 

Writers' workshop begins at approximately 1: 10 p.m. The kids are up and about, 

getting materials, talking to each other about their stories. Jane asks Brittany to work 

with Josh again; he needs help with paragraphs. They go to a small table on the other 

side of the room (near my desk). Brittany reads .Tosh's story aloud and explains what to 

do. As she works, he walks away to look at a submarine poster; he returns when she's 

finished. Jane confers with Jodi again. Bud and another noisy boy work at the 

conference table. In front of me Dawn tells Janet, "Right here you should put in some 

action." Janet talks about a long story she wrote last year. Jane starts conferring with 

Beth but is distracted by noise coming from Jason's group. She marches over and asks, 

"Who is the writer here? Remember only two students work, not three." She asks Jason 

if he's working with an editor; he says yes. She tells him he's used the wrong color 

editing sheet; his editor must re-do the comments. At 1:28 p.m. Jane finishes Beth's 

conference. Immediately, four kids, including Jason,jump out of their seats and run to 

see her. Jodi gets there first. The others return to their desks. Missy wants to read her 

story. Jane says, "I tell you what; let's wait five more minutes. Get started on your next 

book." Missy returns to her desk and folds a sheet of paper. She gossips with Ashley, 

gets some crayons, then colors her title page. Janet can't wait any longer for her 

conference, but Jane sends her away, telling her to start a new book. She gets a clean 

sheet of paper, puts a pencil to her mouth, but does not write. Jane continues to work on 

Jodi's dialogue. When she's finished, Jason races up, but she sends him away. 
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Jane walks to the board and announces, "Jodi has given her permission to share 

this with the class." She reads Jodi's dialogue (a conversation between Jodi and her 

mother). Jane says, "Jodi didn't want to keep saying 'she said,' 'mom said,' so she just 

used quotation marks to indicate a change in speakers. The problem is that she wrote it 

all in one paragraph." Jane tells the class when they write a "running dialogue," they 

should use a new paragraph each time a person speaks. "If you have a dialogue that's 

going back and forth, it gets really confusing for me. This is a way to make it clearer." 

She says, "We're going to have to stop now." Kids moan. "If you have a rough draft you 

want me to edit, put it on the conference table and I'll take it home tonight. And if there 

are problems, I'll see you afterwards." Jane has the kids sit on the floor next to the 

chalkboard. She says, "We have two authors who want to read their books." 

Missy reads The Man-Eating Bath Tub. Part way through, Jane reacts, "Can you 

imagine a bathtub hugging Missy?" At the end she asks, "So what did she experience?" 

The kids say, "A dream." Nathan is next. As he pans a picture, Jane says, "Look at how 

he's smiling." Most kids listen, but several are whispering loudly. Response to Nathan's 

book is sparse. Jane says, "Let's see if we can add some comments. Someone said it was 

funny. Anything else?" Jason says "funny and humorous." Jane says, "Good, we added 

a synonym. But can you say it was funny because ... ?" No comment. Jane asks, "Can 

you give Nathan ideas for a sequel to his book?" She asks how many have seen movie 

sequels. Most have. She talks about ways Nathan and Missy can make their next books 

more exciting. "Maybe next time Nathan could put himself in the story." She stresses 

that they can give each other good ideas. 

9/19/90 (Th): The book order has arrived; many kids are reading. Jane says, 

"Take out your English books, please. Open to page 18." Today she teaches how to join 

related thoughts. At 1: 10 p.m. she announces, "When I call your name pick up your 

writing folder. Is there anybody who wants to read to our class today?" Jason says he 
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does. Jane reminds him that he has to see her first. Jason complains that he gave her his 

folder at the end of Tuesday's class. She tells him to get started on his next book. She 

tells the class if they want her to edit at home, they have to put their folders on the table, 

not in the workshop box. Jason, along with three others, rushes up for a conference. 

After awhile he returns to his seat. Angry, almost in tears, he slams his folder on his 

desk. Jane says only editors and students conferring with her should be talking, writers 

should be quiet, everyone should use "soft voices." At 1: 15 p.m. Jane calls Jason and 

Josh up for conferences. Sarah can't find the stapler. Drew has it. Sarah wants to read 

her book; several other kids are almost ready. Jane says they'll have to wait until 

Tuesday. Jane tells Sarah to make eye-contact. Very softly, Sarah says the title of her 

book is The Bee. Several kids shout, "What?" Jane says, "That's rude. Just raise your 

hand, and she'll know to speak louder." Jane reminds her to read with expression. Part 

way through she points out that Sarah has placed an illustration in the middle of the page. 

Afterwards Jane says, "I liked the way she used active words like splat." 

Jane starts to confer with Jason. His story is entitled My Next Book Is. Jane says, 

"So it keeps them thinking? You need to put ellipses after the title." Jane turns to Josh 

and starts conferring with him. Jason waits. Returning to Jason, Jane points out a run-on. 

While he corrects, she works with Josh. Finished, Jason waits again; he looks around and 

sighs. Meanwhile, Charles is fooling around. Jane makes him sit at her table, directly in 

front of Josh. Now Josh and Charles fool around whenever Jane works with Jason. 

Despite the waiting, Jason is into the conference, smiling and editing eagerly. Reacting 

to noise, Jane says, "Use soft voices. I have two conferences going on at the same time, 

and even though I'm smart, I need your cooperation so I can concentrate. These are really 

interesting stories, and I don't want to lose my train of thought." Charles decides to 

wander around the room. Bud is waving his hand wildly. (He has to go to the bathroom.) 

As Jane shows Jason how to use a proofreading symbol, Josh takes a walk. At 1:41 p.m. 



Jane finishes the conferences. She announces, "Take all of your materials for writers' 

workshop, put your folders on the side of your desks, and I'll have someone pick them 

up." Beth asks, "What if you're ready to read your book?" Jane says, "Don't put your 

books in the folder. Put them up at the chalkboard so we'll know who's going to read." 

Five kids bring up books. For the last 10 minutes, Jane reads aloud. 
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9/25/90 (T): Jane has rearranged the classroom into a horseshoe pattern. She 

spends the first 10 minutes talking about a voting survey the kids are supposed to fill out 

with their parents. At 12:40 p.m. she says, "Okay, clear off your desks please and take 

out your English books." Today she teaches how to fix run-ons, which she says are a 

problem in their writing. She assigns a worksheet for homework. She asks how many 

are ready to go to Mr. Nelson's room. Four are. She says, "Remember you have to read 

to our class first." Nathan can't find his book. She lets the others go and tells Nathan 

he'll have to wait until Thursday. Realizing that lots of kids want to read today, Jane 

reviews eye contact and voice projection and starts the workshop with author readings. 

Beth goes first. Jane tells everyone to put their pencils down and to listen to every 

word. The title of Beth's book is How The Pvthon Got So Big. Beth reads loudly and 

well. The kids are attentive. After awhile Jane comments on how Beth used an action 

word, slithers. She points out that "Beth uses things from real life" (TV shows) and asks 

if that makes the story more humorous. (Beth says the pythons watch shows like Family 

[Matters] Pvthons and Perfect [Strangers] Pvthons. Jane singles out All My [Children] 

Pvthons.) When Beth says one of the python aunts like to kiss all the little pythons at 

Christmas, Jane asks if any of them have relatives like that. When Beth says the pythons 

go to high school and study "Snakespeare" in English class, I laugh out loud, disrupting 

the class. When Beth finishes, everyone has a comment. Charles says the book is great. 

Jane urges, "Say something in particular." Most say "I liked the part ... " Bud says, "I 

liked the whole book, especially ... " Jane says that's good; it makes Beth really pay 
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attention. 

Aaron goes next. His book is titled The Magic Fish. Jane says, "We'll stay in the 

animal category." As Aaron starts to read, she says, "Oh, I hear pencils moving; you 

want to be considerate." Afterwards she says, "I want to point out something that some 

of you do in your stories." She writes personification on the board. "Can anyone 

pronounce this word?" One boy tries. Jane asks, "What word is in it?" Drew says 

"person." Jane asks, "What do you think it means if I say the author used 

personification?" The kids are puzzled. Jane defines the term and gives examples. She 

asks, "How many of you have used personification in your stories?" Quite a few hands 

go up. Jason reads My Next Book Is . . .. Jane compliments his expression. He returns 

to his desk for a pencil so he can record comments. After each one he says "thanks." 

When the response dies out, he scans the room and asks, "Anybody else?" Brett is next. 

Someone asks Jane when they're going to write. She says, "Thursday we'll do a lot of 

writing; today we do lots of listening." She tells the class, "Okay, stop writing." 

Although most kids are listening, several ignore her and write all period. Rosalie is 

copying the final draft of her book. She wants to complete it so she can read today. 

Some kids are starting to fidget. Brett reads The MeapJe in My Desk. Jane comments on 

Brett's title. She asks the class if the title makes them want to read the book. Like Jason, 

Brett reads with expression. He emphasizes the part where the meaple says "fizzy

wizzy." (He can hardly contain his delight.) Afterwards everybody wants to comment on 

the "fizzy-wizzy" part; four kids in a row say the same thing. Jane breaks in to ask how 

many like the "fizzy-wizzy" part; they all raise their hands. She asks for different 

comments. 

Ashley's turn. Jane jokes, "Here comes a shy person." (Ashley is quite social.) 

She reads My Rabbit Trixie, then returns to her desk, pretending to be embanassed. Jane 

says, "Where are you going?" Ashley doesn't want any comments. Jane tells her to put 
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the book on the chalkboard if she wants to read it to Mr. Nelson's class. Ashley hesitates. 

Jane says, "You don't have to, but I'll bet those second graders will really enjoy a story 

about a rabbit." Ashley deliberates, then takes her book to the chalkboard. Rosalie asks 

if she may read her book, The Endless Dessert (sic). When she shows the cover page, 

several kids whisper, "She spelled desert wrong." Most kids comment on the 

illustrations, which are colorful and neat. Jane tells the class that there are eight books 

ready for Mr. Nelson's class. She'll let four kids go on Thursday and another four the 

following Tuesday. She says, "There's not a lot of time for writing today. Put your 

materials away in your folders, and put your folders on your desks." The kids groan. 

Jane repeats, "We'll write a lot on Thursday; today we listen." She reads aloud until the 

bell rings. 

9/27/90 (Th): Returning from lunch, Ashley asks, "Are we going to do a lot of 

writing today?" Jane says, "We'll see; let's wait till we get to the classroom." The writing 

folders are already on the desks. At 12:40 p.m. she starts the English lesson. Today she 

teaches to, two, too and there, their. Afterwards she gives a spelling test. At 1:20 p.m. 

workshop begins. Jane asks, "No readers today?" Erin is ready. Jane tells the kids, who 

are all busy writing, to listen carefully. "This is our only treat today. Give her your full 

attention; you want to be considerate." Erin's book, titled Alexis Cooper (Erin's best 

friend), is dedicated to Mrs. Nelson. Many kids comment on the illustrations. Charles 

says, "I like the whole book, especially the friendship." Jane says, "Very good, Charles. 

Is that the theme?" Then, realizing she's introduced a new term, she explains what theme 

means. She asks the class, "What is the theme of Erin's book?" 

At her table Jane asks, "Anybody need to see me today?" Taylor and Brittany 

arrive in a photo finish. Brittany is first. Taylor is not pleased. Jane fills out her white 

sheet as Brittany makes corrections. The conference lasts only a few minutes. "Okay, 

who else needs to see me?" No one rushes up (Taylor is talking to one of his friends), so 
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Jane checks a couple of spelling tests. Missy wants Brittany to listen to her new story. 

She reads for awhile, then asks, "What part do you like so far?" Jane asks Missy how 

she's doing, then circulates, making sure the kids are writing or editing. Ashley says, 

"Mrs. Nelson can you give me something to write?" Two kids ask Jane quick questions. 

Missy says Brittany is going to edit her story. Jane asks Katarina, "How's it going?" 

Katarina's new story is The Mystery of the Golden Key. Jane asks, "Does the mystery get 

solved?" Katarina says no. Jane asks, "Do you think you'll have a sequel?" Jason 

wanders, asking, "Anybody want to edit my next story?" Jane is back at her table 

working with Brett and Missy. Beth edits for Jason. He looks on pleased as she fills out 

the yellow sheet. Rosalie and Ashley discuss what their next story is going to be about. 

When the noise level rises, Jane gets up instantly. She orders Charles to sit at her table. 

He stands up, then sits down again. Jane confers with Taylor. Missy has another 

question. Matt wanders, asking, "Will you be my editor?" Several kids talk about topics 

and titles, beginnings and endings, illustrations. Now there are five kids at Jane's table

two editors, Charles (who has finally arrived), and two conferees. 

At 1:45 p.m. Jane says, "Stop what you're doing. Put writers' workshop material 

in your folders; put them on your desk." She reviews the homework. Someone asks 

about the English worksheet. The kids get loud. Several say "shhh," and they quiet down 

quickly. Jane says, "Okay, I should see folders on everybody's desk. When I call your 

row, come and sit up front. At 1:51 p.m. she starts reading aloud. Several kids follow 

along in their own copies of the book. As usual, she stops at a suspense point. 

Interview 

Sudol: Why do you teach writing in a writers' workshop? 

Nelson: When I had writing per se in the past, I gave the kids a topic. If it was fall, we 

wrote about something to do with fall. But they were bored with that. They didn't know 
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what to write about because they were pinned down. By having writers' workshop and 

giving them the choice to write about whatever they want, they have more freedom-they 

become more independent in their writing. They also talk about their own experiences, 

and I don't have to pick topics anymore, which is easier for me. 

Sudol: Who or what influenced your writers' workshop? 

Nelson: Shelly Nova turned me on to it. To tell you the truth, in the beginning I didn't 

think it was going to work. But Shelly was super excited about writers' workshop. I 

asked her questions and thought someday I'll do it. I kept putting it off; then I went to her 

and said, "Okay, tell me exactly what you do." But I was leery about starting because I 

was a novice myself, and when I start anything new I'm a little intimidated. Still, Shelly 

was so excited, and when her kids came to my class to read their stories, I thought it 

would be nice to have a few of mine do that. I thought some of my kids would like 

writers' workshop, but not the whole class. I started off slowly the year before last, but 

not regularly. If we had a free period, we'd do writers' workshop. But after a few times 

the kids would ask, "When are we going to have writers' workshop?" I was surprised 

bec~use there wasn't a "yuck" response. In the past, they didn't like writing. So we 

started doing workshop more often. I was happy to have found something they like to do. 

And it's not a lot of pressure for me because the kids do the work. Until I edit their 

stories, I just walk around the room, listen to them, or help somebody along. 

Sudol: Did you visit Shelly's classroom? 

Nelson: No. 

Sudol: Then how did you get the specific ideas for a writers' workshop? 

Nelson: She told me exactly what she did, and she gave me the editing sheets that she 

used. She also came to my class and talked to my kids about writers' workshop. She 

explained what they needed to do and reinforced what I'd told them. The kids had a good 

feel for workshop before they started, and I was pretty comfortable. And Shelly's so 



111 

excited, so the kids fed off that. 

Sudol: Did you read anything or talk to other people? 

Nelson: I read Dorothy Watson's Enhancing the Language Curriculum, or something 

like that. I incorporated some of her ideas into the editor worksheets. I also went to a 

couple of TA WL (Teachers Applying Whole Language) workshops. Some presenters 

shared what they were doing in their classrooms; I got an idea of what people were doing 

in different school districts. Some were into journal writing, but I never got into that. 

Sudol: What are your main objectives in writers' workshop? 

Nelson: I want the kids to get a sense of a beginning, middle, and end. And to synthesize 

their thoughts so their writing makes sense. Also, I want them to be aware of different 

punctuation, like quotation marks-what it means when somebody's talking. I think 

workshop gives them a better feel than teaching an isolated lesson in the English book. 

Sudol: When Alison O'Meara started writers' workshop, she found her kids' composing 

processes quite limited. They often wanted to do one perfect draft. Do you find that? 

Nelson: Yes. Their composing in the beginning is real rough. They need to know that 

you don't just write something once and it's finished. Today Charles wrote a book (in one 

draft). I said, "You've got to have drafts so your editors can see if your story makes sense 

and if you're following all the mles about mechanics." He just wanted to write his book 

and read it. But that happens often because the kids get excited; they want to get up in 

front of the class and share. 

Sudol: Do you write much yourself? 

Nelson: No. I'm real bad. I procrastinate. I even put off letter writing. I never have been 

one to sit down and write, probably because I never had an experience like this (writers' 

workshop). When I grew up, kids had to write about one specific topic: "Write about 

spring." It's too broad. I didn't know what to write. You don't know you have creative 

juices unless you're given the opportunity to use them. 
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Sudol: You talked to Shelly Nova. Is there much articulation among teachers about the 

teaching of writing? 

Nelson: Debbi Kuhn started a workshop when Shelly did, so they fed off each other. 

They were both real enthusiastic our first year (when Coyote opened). During that year I 

got into workshop just a dab, but Debbi was really into it. When they put on their 

authors' night (Shelly and Debbi's annual celebration of their students' writing), I thought, 

gosh, this looks good. So a fourth- and fifth-grade teacher influenced me. I've heard my 

kids talk about doing writers' workshop in third grade, but I don't think it was done very 

often. 

Sudol: There are no formal meetings to talk about teaching writing? 

Nelson: No, just casual conversation. For example, I talked to Jessica (the fourth-grade 

teacher who uses Power Writing). She hasn't done writers' workshop, but she's thinking 

about trying it. I told her, "Jessie, you should do it. It's great. It's so easy. It's not like 

you have to give a lecture or lead a discussion and then give them a worksheet. They do 

their own thing, and they feel good about it. It's not some boring or laborious task." 

Sudol: Why do you teach English separately from writing? 

Nelson: One reason is that-because we're accountable-I want to make sure the kids 

get the specific skills required in the curriculum. We give all these tests at the end of the 

year- the competency tests and the ITBS (Iowa Tests of Basic Skills)-and the kids have 

to know that material. The only way they can get it is if I present it to them. If I present it 

just through writers' workshop, I'm not sure they're all getting it. So by doing English 

lessons and writers' workshop, I'm covering both bases. 

Sudol: Why don't you think the kids will get it in writers' workshop? 

Nelson: The way I've been teaching, I give out the worksheet for page seven; when I get 

it back, I can see right then and there if they all understand how to use commas, whereas 

with writers' workshop I don't feel that comfortable yet. Some kids might use commas a 



113 

lot in their stories, but some may hardly use them at all. So are they getting the 

mechanics? So many things go into their books. I look at quotation marks, periods, run

on sentences. I can see the whole, but I don't always get all the particulars. When I do an 

English lesson, it's black and white. They either get it or they don't, in so far as wrong 

and right answers go. 

Sudol: Do you think the English lessons transfer to the writing? 

Nelson: Sometimes; sometimes not. I think doing Daily Oral Language helps. 

Sudol: I didn't observe any of those lessons. 

Nelson: Daily Oral Language uses language in the way the kids use it, so I can point out 

flaws they might have. I'm not correcting a specific child's errors. We're all focused on 

the one sentence on the board. 

Sudol: Do you think teaching skills via DOL is better than teaching them in workshop? 

Nelson: I guess it's more mechanical. I don't know. I like to do them together so I can 

cover all bases. Still, the kids often say things like "Ginger and me are going to the 

store." In DOL those things are practiced a lot. 

Sudol: I observed you do several mini-lessons. For example, you did one on dialogue, 

using Jodi's story. How do the mini-lessons compare with DOL or English lessons? 

Nelson: Sometimes I see one particular thing the kids are having difficulty with, so I zero 

in on it. I really emphasize it that day. Today it might be quotation marks, tomorrow 

run-on sentences. 

Sudol: Do you think these mini-lessons are more effective than English lessons or not as 

effective? 

Nelson: It's hard to say because I'm dealing with so many personalities. They all might 

be having trouble with quotation marks, so I can teach a mini-lesson. Some kids may not 

have any trouble with periods or end punctuation, but some do. I'm trying to see what 

this kid needs, what that one needs. Trying to diagnose what they need is why it's hard 
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for me to use just writers' workshop. So I fall back on my English textbook. (Laughs) 

And I'm an accountability girl. Administrators look back on test scores. I may have a lot 

of success with writers' workshop, and the kids feel good about writing, but if my 

language arts scores are low, administrators question what I'm doing in my classroom. 

Sudol: Do you ever use the composition section of the English text? 

Nelson: No. That's one thing I really like about writers' workshop. The text has a 

section on writing rough and final drafts, but it's so boring. When I came to that unit, I 

thought, "I'm going to do it Shelly's way." It's so much better. 

Sudol: How important is spelling in the teaching of Writing? 

Nelson: I'd say real important because I do have the kids go through their drafts and 

correct their spelling. Actually, I go through their stories and say, "Look at that word. 

Does that look right?" I write the misspelled word on my editor's sheet. When they make 

their corrections, they're supposed to look at the sheet to see which words need to be 

copied correctly. Also, I think spelling is important because a lot of parents think it's 

important. Often I get feedback from parents who think I've made a mistake if I didn't 

catch a misspelled word. Parents feel comfortable with spelling because it's something 

they can help their kids with. Spelling is real safe. 

Sudol: Do you encourage the kids to use invented spelling? 

Nelson: No. I've never even thought about that. But they do use it. When they come to 

me to edit, it's invented spelling; but we correct it or try to. 

Sudol: What about penmanship? 

Nelson: Penmanship I don't worry about. I just say, "Try to write it nicely so it looks 

like a good product." I just want them to be neat. 

Sudol: What about invention-how kids come up with topics? You told me they write 

three topics in their folders at the start of the year. What about later? Do you teach them 

how to generate topics? 
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Nelson: No. I don't go into it anymore after that initial experience. I let them pick 

whatever they want. One of my girls today had written a whole page; she came up to me 

and said, "Mrs. Nelson, I don't like this story." I said, "That's fine. Just think of another 

topic and start writing a story about that. Put this one in your folder because you may 

want to come back to it." 

Sudol: How do they come up with topics on their own? 

Nelson: By feeding off each other. Sometimes they'll hear someone talking. And they 

have wild imaginations. They'll think of something crazy, and that's fine too. Today one 

girl said her next story is going to be about Crayola crayons. I told her, "That will be 

interesting." (Laughs) 

Sudol: Are there disadvantages in letting the kids select their topics? 

Nelson: Sometimes-not so much this year-the boys write a particular kind of story, 

race cars or something. Suddenly a whole group wants to write about race cars. I was 

concerned at first, so I asked Shelly. But she said, "Don't let it bother you. Let them 

write whatever they want." Some girls did the same thing. One wrote about a topic; then 

her friend wrote about the same topic. But it didn't last long because they got tired and 

bored. 

Sudol: Are the kids more interested in topics they choose themselves? 

Nelson: Yes, because they have more to relate to. If they want to write about their baby 

sister, they can go on and on; but if I tell them to write about George Washington's sister, 

they don't know what to say. I have them think about things that happened at school and 

home, their vacations. One neat thing about letting them choose topics is that I 

sometimes find out things I didn't know. One girl wrote about something that made her 

sad-kids laughing at her. I thought, gosh, I didn't know that was a problem. 

Sudol: Do you ever have any problems with reluctant writers? The child who can't come 

up with a topic or won't write. 



Nelson: Yes. It gets frustrating. 

Sudol: What do you do? 
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Nelson: I give them pats on the back and encouragement. I had one last year. I'd go 

over and talk to him, and then I'd leave him alone and not pressure him. If I'd say, "Come 

on now, get busy," he'd get more turned off to writing. Some kids-even in writers' 

workshop-aren't turned on to writing. They don't like to put down thoughts. It's a lot of 

work. For some it's easy, but others just sit there-what's that expression?-till hell 

freezes over. It's hard for me because I want a product to come out of this, but they're so 

stubborn. 

Sudol: Do you have any idea why? 

Nelson: It's partly because this is their first experience (writing) where they're allowed to 

do whatever they want. They've never had a class that hasn't been structured. And I 

think kids are sometimes afraid to express themselves because some kids are so mean. 

Still, because they work together, they feed off each other, and that's encouraging. If 

everybody is excited about writing, and this kid is just sitting doing nothing, he thinks, 

"Everybody is publishing a book but me." He feels left out and wants to be a part of the 

group. But having a reluctant writer is one of the hardest things about writers' workshop. 

Sudol: Why do you use the word story whenever you talk about the kids' writing? 

Nelson: I want them to feel like they're authors, not just students in my class doing an 

assignment for me. It's same way I say, "We have an author who wants to share their 

book." I want them to feel important. 

Sudol: The word §!Q[y has those connotations? 

Nelson: It's something they've composed that's their very own; it makes them feel 

important. 

Sudol: What types of writing do the kids do? I saw lots of personal narratives and 

fiction. 
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Nelson: They haven't expanded too much. Jason and Beth are doing a cartoon book. 

Taylor is trying poetry. I'd like to get into fairy tales somewhere down the road. I like to 

use different genres. 

Sudol: How do you cover the types of writing required by the curriculum? You stress 

freedom of choice, but the curriculum requires that they write a personal narrative, short 

story or play, communication, etc. 

Nelson: We have to do thank you notes as part of the writing curriculum. I could 

incorporate that into writers' workshop, which would probably make it easier and more 

interesting. Last year we wrote thank you letters after someone visited our class. 

Sudol: Did you write these letters in workshop? 

Nelson: No, but since we're talking about it, I could do them in workshop. There are so 

many avenues to take; I've yet to explore a whole bunch of them. It's a growing 

experience. The types of writing required in our curriculum are isolated from writers' 

workshop. 

Sudol: You do them in separate lessons? 

Nelson: Yes. We did the letter-writing section of the English book and then wrote a 

friendly letter. Last year, when we were studying oceans in science, the manual 

suggested that the kids invent an underwater vehicle and write about their experiences. 

That was my personal narrative. It wasn't writers' workshop per se, but they had to edit 

the narrative, and they had to have a rough and final draft. It's a lot of work to do two 

drafts with fourth graders. They're doing well to get a rough draft and rewrite it neatly. 

Thank goodness they don't have to learn too many proofreading marks. 

Sudol: You use a three-step editing process with pink, yellow, and white sheets. Talk 

about these procedures. 

Nelson: I do the sheets like Shelly did them. I really modified this one (the yellow 

sheet). That's where I used Dorothy Watson's book. When I went through her list, I 
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thought these are neat things the kids should learn. For instance, she had a part about first 

and third person. We don't have to cover that in fourth grade, but when the kids get in the 

upper grades, they'll know what person means. It was a judgment call; I picked what I 

thought were important things. I put in setting because the reading book always asks, 

"What is setting?" and the kids often say "Where it is." This sheet reinforces that setting 

is not only "where," but "when." The yellow sheet is more like reading than the other 

sheets. It's a little more detailed, but it pins the editor down. The ones I used last year 

seemed too general. And my kids would whip them off. On the pink sheet Shelly had 

"My response is ... "and "I liked when ... " Last year it was almost a waste of paper. 

The kids would say, "I liked it when," then jot down three or four words. They didn't put 

a lot of thought into their responses. So I decided to go for mechanics. The pink sheet is 

English oriented. The yellow one is reading oriented. I was hoping to synthesize them. I 

kept the white sheet (teacher's sheet) the same. Last year I tended to put too much on the 

white sheet-all the corrections. Now I go for the main mistakes, the ones they're having 

the most trouble with. The one problem they all need work on is pronouns. A lot of 

times they use vague references. On paragraphs they have trouble going from one 

thought to another; they put everything in one big paragraph. Now I circle it and talk to 

them in conference; I don't write out everything. I try to say something about their 

strengths; if they have needs I say, "Remember to watch ... " Basically, I made Shelly's 

editing sheets more specific so I could feel comfortable with them. A lot of times the 

kids don't take the editing sheets as seriously as I'd like them to. 

Sudol: Is there a reason for doing the pink sheet first, the yellow second, and the white 

third? 

Nelson: Not really. 

Sudol: Did you teach the kids how to respond on those sheets? 

Nelson: At the start of the year, I role played at the front of the room. We arranged the 
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desks and had a couple of volunteers. One was my writer, one was a first editor. I 

introduced them to the sheets, but it's an ongoing process. If an editor isn't doing the 

sheet correctly, I might call him up and say, "Look at this part." Sometimes when they 

get together, the editing is a social thing~ they don't take it as seriously as might be 

needed. 

Sudol: How well do the kids edit each other's work? 

Nelson: (Laughs) They have not learned how to be real good editors. I need to monitor 

them more. In spelling, I like to do a worksheet called "Spelling Proofreading." The kids 

have to find 15 spelling errors and 10 punctuation and capitalization errors. At first they 

said, "I'm going to whip this off so I don't have to do it for homework." But a lot of them 

got C's and D's. Next time they were more careful. I hope by using this worksheet and 

by proofreading in writers' workshop they'll get better by the end of the year. And they'll 

feel more comfortable with it. 

Sudol: Why do the kids use proofreading symbols? 

Nelson: It's part of our curriculum. 

Sudol: Are proofreading symbols worth having in the curriculum? 

Nelson: Well, I think they're good because editors use them. 

Sudol: I was surprised to see fourth graders using them. 

Nelson: I was surprised at first. I thought, gosh, this is getting technical. 

Sudol: I never use proofreading symbols. I cross out or erase. 

Nelson: They can't erase. They tell each other, "Don't erase!" They have to show they're 

doing proofreading because the writing curriculum requires it. And they need a rough 

and a final draft for everything they tum in. 

Sudol: Talk more about the advantages and disadvantages of peer response. 

Nelson: When editors read the stories aloud, writers can pick up, just by listening to their 

peers, that something doesn't make sense. Also, the kids are real honest with each other. 



120 

Sometimes they're so honest they might hurt feelings. They say whatever comes to mind. 

Often I'll say, "Don't forget to be considerate." 

Sudol: How do you distinguish between editing and revising? 

Nelson: I don't really. I count them as one thing. When they're editing ... well, the peer 

is supposed to be editing and then the writer revises, but sometimes they don't revise as 

the editor recommends. Urn, I guess there is a difference. I never thought about it. I just 

clumped them together. 

Sudol: Why do you do one-on-one conferences? 

Nelson: The one-on-one gives me a chance to meet the needs of a particular child on a 

particular assignment, whatever his story may be. Some kids can't master some things, so 

I point those out. The one-on-one is more personal. Actually, sometimes I confer with 

more than one student at a time; I may have two or three, one here and one there (points 

to her right and left) for efficiency's sake. It's hard because the editors don't catch all the 

mistakes. So I tell one to read carefully to see if he can catch them; then I work with the 

other. The hardest students to confer with-and it's probably best for them to be one-on

one-are those who have four-line stories. I can give them feedback: "Can you say 

anything else about that pig? Can you describe it in other ways?" Then I can say, "Why 

don't you go back to your seat and work on it some more- make it more interesting." 

Sudol: How much do you try to cover in each conference? 

Nelson: I try to read the whole story. 

Sudol: Do you hit all the mistakes? 

Nelson: I try to get a lot of them, but I overlook some. I'd like the kids to pay attention 

to when to begin a new paragraph and when to use quotation marks. Dialogue is hard. 

Sudol: Why cover those things? 

Nelson: Because they're so hard for the kids to grasp, even in an English lesson. They 

can't understand, even when I explain it in DOL. Today there was a sentence on the 



121 

board, and someone said, "You need quotation marks." I said, "But nobody's talking." 

When the kids come up for conferences, they can relate the use of quotation marks to 

their stories. I can say, "Is Jerry talking to Jeannie right now, or is he just saying 

something out loud?" The conference gives me a chance to hone in on the student's 

particular needs. 

Sudol: Are you satisfied with the one-on-ones? Are there disadvantages? 

Nelson: I get pressed because the kids often get done at the same time. Today we had 

workshop for about 40 minutes, and it was nice. They were all working on their final 

drafts, and only two or three needed to see me. I can pace the conferences better when 

there are only a few, but some days so many kids come up. I have to say, "Okay, if 

you're waiting, what do you do? Write another story." 

Sudol: The kids love conferencing. They have you all to themselves. 

Nelson: The conference gives me a chance to bring out my personality more. I can give 

the kids little pats on the back. I'll say, "Oh, that's so funny!" And they'll feel good 

because they put in a funny and it got some praise. But the main disadvantage is being 

pressed. Sometimes I'll take their stories home at night. Those are easy because I just go 

through and edit. 

Sudol: How does at-home editing compare with conferencing? 

Nelson: I do it only for efficiency reasons. I can't talk to the kids as I go through their 

stories. 

Sudol: You told me that you don't usually confer with them afterwards. 

Nelson: No. Not unless there are too many errors, and I didn't want to work through the 

whole draft and make too many marks. 

Sudol: Would you prefer not to do the stories at home? 

Nelson: Yes. It's better when the kids are right here, and they can see what they're doing 

wrong. With those who make just a few mistakes, I give the folder back and they look 
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at ... (laughs) they're supposed to look at my editor's sheet. But with someone like Brad, 

I have to meet with him one-on-one because he won't pass my at-home editing. 

Sudol: Your conferences range from quite short to very long. 

Nelson: Basically, it depends on how long their story is. Some kids, like Brittany, who 

writes pretty good stories, have quick conferences. But if somebody has a real long story, 

it's going to take me awhile to go through it. Most of the conferences aren't too long. 

The ones that slow me down are the ones with dialogue. The kids go from one person 

speaking to the next, and I don't know who's talking to who. 

Sudol: Why do you stress publication? 

Nelson: It's their finished product, something they can share with our class and with 

another class. For the two minutes they're up in front of the room, it's their moment to 

shine. I call them my authors. As soon as they have a book, they're an author~ they're not 

just my students anymore. 

Sudol: Why do you stress books? 

Nelson: If I say regular old story, it's just something handed in on paper; but when I say 

book, I'm comparing them to an author who has a book in a library. It makes them feel 

good about themselves. 

Sudol: Do they publish all their books? 

Neslon: Yes. I want them to feel that any book they write is important, no matter how 

short or long. When we first started, some of my kids were writing real short books. 

Again I went to Shelly, but she said, "It doesn't matter, Jane. Even if it's just a few lines, 

it will come." She was my mentor in writers' workshop, and she was so encouraging. 

Sudol: Why do you tell the kids to write as many books as possible? 

Nelson: The more books they write, the more successful they might feel. They'll say, 

"Boy, I am a good writer; look at all the books I've written." At the end of the year, the 

books go home with the writing folder. I tell them, "When you get older and look back at 



that folder, you'll think, 'Gosh, did I write that when I was in fourth grade?'" I think it 

would send a chill through me. I like to look back on things I did when I was a kid. 

Sudol: What happens to the books after they've been published? 
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Nelson: They go into the writing folders. We haven't put them in the library. We put 

them on the chalk tray, and if anybody wants to read them they can. That makes the kids 

feel good too. 

Sudol: Why do you tell the kids to start another book as soon as they finish one, even if 

they haven't been able to conference with you? 

Nelson: I want them to feel that writers' workshop is for writing-theY're always writing. 

Sudol: Do you see any problems with that approach? I worry that if they start another 

book, they'll lose the excitement of the first one. 

Nelson: I'm sure that could happen, but it's just for efficiency, trying to get to as many 

kids as possible. Last year was nice because I had a parent who came in one day a week 

during workshop. Things went faster because while she walked around helping, I was 

able to concentrate on conferences. The more adults, the better. The ideal situation 

would be an adult editor always waiting for a kid to conference, but due to numbers that's 

impossible. 

Sudol: Why do the kids read their books to the class? 

Nelson: It's good for them. Speaking is another part of our language arts curriculum. 

The kids get up and read their stories, and if they're a little nervous about being in front of 

the class, it's not as bad as giving a science report. I also have them read so I can point 

out things they should emphasize. Often they speak real low, so I say, "Now remember, 

you've got to use your projected voice." By the time they read to another class, I want 

them to use expression and show emotion. 

Sudol: Why do you send them to your husband's second-grade class? 

Nelson: They feel important when they read to the second graders because the little kids 



look up to them. 

Sudol: Whenever the kids read, they follow a set procedure. You tell them to read 

loudly, to make eye contact, to pan their illustrations. And they always field responses 

afterwards. 
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Nelson: This is the first year I've had the kids give comments on the writing. I do it 

because I've always been taught to have good manners. I'm always trying to impress 

upon them to be considerate of each other. And if they've put that much work into a 

book, they need some feedback, as positive as possible. It's also a way of making them 

want to write another book so they can get up there and hear that praise again. 

Sudol: At first you let the kids make fairly general comments, but later you were more 

direct, telling them, "Say something specific; don't just say you liked it. Say you liked it 

because ... " 

Nelson: The kids don't really know how to express themselves; they can say, "I like it. 

It's good." But what makes it good? They don't know how to elaborate or go into detail. 

This is an outlet for them to express themselves and be more descriptive. 

Sudol: Why do you place such emphasis on illustrations? 

Nelson: Some kids may not be very good writers, but they may be good illustrators. 

Also, to me the illustrations can really add to a story. Today I was reading a book about 

Monet. Seeing the pictures made the words more real to the kids. It's also another way to 

get more positive feedback. 

Sudol: How often should the kids do writers' workshop? 

Nelson: No more than 35 minutes, probably three times a week. 

Sudol: Since I completed my observations, you've cut workshop to once or twice a week. 

How has that worked out? 

Nelson: The kids always ask when they're going to have writers' workshop because they 

miss it. Because the curriculum is so heavily loaded, and I have to get so much in, 
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something has to be put aside. But cutting back is bad because writers' workshop needs a 

flow, like any other subject. It suffers. Two times a week is probably okay; it's what I'm 

most comfortable with now. I don't have enough time to do it three times a week, so we 

do it Tuesday and Thursday if we can. It's a real flexible-type subject. When we have 20 

minutes to kill, I say, "Let's do writers' workshop." They say, "Oh good!" And they get 

out their folders and start working. It's something I don't have to plan lessons for; it's 

easy to prepare for. 

Sudol: How important is classroom management in writers' workshop? 

Nelson: If I don't have good management, the kids can get carried away because, as you 

saw, sometimes they get real sociable. If I don't let them know that I'm in the classroom, 

they think it's free time and can take advantage of the moment. I want them to do as 

much work as possible and to take workshop seriously. Bad behavior slows me down 

and takes me away from the other kids. I try to stay on top of the kids who cause 

problems. I put them at the conference table with me or isolate them somewhere else so 

they aren't disturbing the ones who are trying to work. You assume all the kids are going 

to be working together and getting along, but there's always some little problem. There 

are lots of good days, but I'm dealing with 28 personalities. Who knows what could 

happen? 

Sudol: Do the kids take home their folders when you don't have workshop? 

Nelson: If they're responsible, yes. If they're always forgetting work or leaving their 

books at home, no. I'll say, "Why don't you just wait until writers' workshop." Zeke 

asked me today if he could take his home. I said, "Okay, but remember to bring it back 

tomorrow." If they forget their folders, they have to start another story, and that messes 

them all up. 

Sudol: How do you evaluate the kids' writing? How do you assign gmdes? 

Nelson: I don't collect their books and give gmdes because to me writing is kind of like 
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art-it's a subjective thing. My judgment on this book might be, "Oh, this is an A type of 

story." I might look at this one and say, "000, it's not good." You might look at it and 

see just the reverse. To me it's more of a judgmental-type thing. That may not be right 

but ... When I started teaching, I hated handwriting grades because they were so 

subjective. I might give an A, but another teacher would give a C. That's one reason I 

feel comfortable with English. Also, if I start grading their books, the kids might get 

uptight about their writing and grade conscious. They already get grades in math, 

spelling, English. Writers' workshop is a time for them just to be themselves and do 

whatever they want. (Aside) I don't tell the kids that I don't grade them. I just want them 

to feel good about their books. 

Sudol: Do you keep records of the students' writing progress? 

Nelson: No. Basically, all their work-editor sheets, every thing- goes in their folders, 

which go home at the end of the year. 

Sudol: How do parents respond to workshop? 

Nelson: At open house some parents said it was great that the kids were writing books. 

haven't had any negative responses. The kids play it up, and the parents like to see them 

having a positive experience. It's real good P.R. I think the parents are sentimental too; 

they're proud of their child's book. 

Sudol: What are the greatest rewards in teaching writing? 

Nelson: The kids produce something that is theirs. They can say, "I did this. I did it by 

myself. I've got this product. I feel good about it. I can do it." Some kids feel they can't 

wri te, but when they do their books, they think, "Wow, maybe I was wrong. I can write." 

It's another thing in the ballpark they can do. And I feel good because they feel good 

about themselves. 

Sudol: What about the problems and frustrations in teaching writing? 

Nelson: One of the major problems is classroom management, trying to get across what I 
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want the kids to accomplish. I have to go over and over the same procedures, telling 

them what I expect. It's an ongoing learning process. Sometimes I think, "Oh, no, do I 

have to talk about that again?" And it's really hard if I have to keep my thumb on 

someone. When I'm working one-on-one at the conference table, and someone across the 

room is misbehaving, that child takes away from the one I'm working with. 

Sudol: Any complaints about having to teach writing? 

Nelson: If I had to teach writing in any other way than writers' workshop, it would be a 

chore. It wouldn't be as much fun, and the kids wouldn't enjoy it. It would be all black 

and white: "This is what I want you to do." Writers' workshop is so much freer. One 

nice thing is that I don't have to plan lessons because I do the same thing all year. The 

kids know what they're supposed to do, where they're supposed to go. Workshop moves 

itself. In my plan book I write, "Writers' workshop; children continue to work on their 

books." It's real easy lesson plan-wise. 

Sudol: What do you or other elementary teachers need to teach writing more effectively? 

Nelson: It's like our art curriculum. It starts down in kindergarten and spirals all the way 

up-everything builds on everything else. I think if we had writers' workshop through 

the grades, the kids would be used to it. They'd feel comfortable and know what's 

expected of them. Even though each teacher might do her own thing, the kids would be 

into writing and wouldn't feel, as some of them do now, that it's hard. 

Sudol: What about information or training? 

Nelson: When you're starting out, you have a lot of questions. I was always going to 

Shelly, asking her what should I do. She gave me feedback. It was like on-the-job 

training. You can't just read a book and say, "Okay, I've got it down." It's day-to-day 

experience, and it's best to have someone to go to. If I attended a workshop that role 

played exactly what to do-made it hands on so that people could see writers' workshop 

in action-that would be good too. It's hard dealing with workshop management. What 
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happens when Johnny is over there misbehaving and I'm up here editing? There are a lot 

of questions. 

Interpretation 

Means to Other Ends 

Despite her writers' workshop and the presence of kids busily composing and 

editing stories, conferring with the teacher, publishing books, reading to the class and to 

Mr. Nelson's second graders, Jane Nelson does not teach writing so much as she uses it as 

a means to other ends. One is giving her students the freedom to write about whatever 

they wish, thus liberating them from teacher-imposed topics that may be boring or 

irrelevant. She believes letting the kids choose topics that interest them - topics based on 

personal experience or imagination-gives them "more to relate to" and lets their 

"creative juices" flow. They also become more "independent in their writing," and she 

doesn't "have to pick topics anymore," which is easier for her. In contrast, Jane's own 

elementary school writing was directed by her teachers' topics. ("Write about spring. ") 

In fact, though it's only speculation, she appears to regret not having had the chance to 

express herself freely when she was a student and does not write much now-says she's 

"real bad"-because she never had an experience like writers' workshop. 

Linked to this desire to liberate her students is an even greater one to build their 

self-esteem; that is, Jane uses their writing to make them feel good about themselves. 

She calls the kids her "authors"; they "publish books." They're not merely students doing 

assignments. Similarly, she stresses performance-author readings-not just because 

"it's good for them" (although she says it is), but because "for the two minutes that they're 

up in front of the classroom, it's their moment to shine." To ensure the reading is a good 

experience, she has the class give the authors "positive feedback," telling what they like 

about the books. Jane herself frequently comments on how good the authors must feel to 
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get such praise, which of course makes the kids feel even better. And when they read to 

Mr. Nelson's second graders, who look up to them, they feel big and important. 1 

Interestingly, Jane uses writing to build self-esteem in several other ways. Urging 

her students to write as many books as possible, she promotes success by numbers, 

assuming that quantity will add up to confidence, even ability. For example, if a child 

doesn't think he's a,very good writer, but writes lots of books, he might say, "Boy, I am a 

good writer." Jane also uses an emotional appeal- the nostalgia of writing. She tells her 

class their books are like "souvenirs," and "when you get older and look back at that 

folder, you'll think, 'Gosh, did I write that when I was in fourth grade?'" Evidently she 

hopes they'll recall their writing with fond memories. Again, though it's only speculation, 

she appears to be reminiscing about her own elementary education. As she said, "I like to 

look back on things I did when I was a kid." Jane also places a heavy emphasis on 

illustration, noting that although some kids can't write well, they can draw; and 

illustrating their books is yet "another way to get more positive feedback."2 Finally, Jane 

sends "good feelings" home by encouraging her students to share what they've been doing 

in writers' workshop with their parents. She says parents respond "very favorably to 

workshop" because they like to see their children "having a positive experience." She 

adds, "It's real good P.R.," which in this current educational crisis isn't bad either. 

More pragmatically, Jane uses writing to teach proper behavior. Certainly, with 

the tight structure of her workshop-kids composing first, editing (with pink and yellow 

sheets) second, conferring with her third, rewriting fourth, reading to the class fifth, 

complimenting authors sixth, and reading to Mr. Nelson's second graders last- the kids 

must learn to follow procedures. In fact, Jane constantly reminds them how to behave; in 

effect she uses the workshop to socialize them, making them good citizens as well as 

writers. Moreover, since Jane was "taught to have good manners," she wants "to impress 

upon" her students "to be considerate of each other." She worries that they'll be too blunt 
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on the editor sheets. Sometimes, she said, "They're so honest they might hurt feelings." 

During the author readings she insists that no one shout out, and she does not allow any 

criticism, constructive or otherwise. Not surprisingly, Jane is herself a model of civility. 

In all my visits I heard her speak sharply only once or twice. When Brian squirmed and 

jumped out of his seat, for example, she didn't scold him. She said, "I'm really looking 

forward to seeing that story. I can tell you're putting a lot of action into it." When 

another boy got loud, she asked, "How's your story coming? It looks like you're really 

enjoying it." Even when the sheriff's deputy barged in, she remained relatively under 

control. 

Giving students freedom of choice, building their self-esteem, and inculcating 

manners are worthwhile reasons to teach writing, but Jane has an academic agenda as 

well. When asked what her objectives are, she replied, "I want the kids to get a sense of a 

beginning, middle, and end. And to synthesize their thoughts so their writing makes 

sense. Also, I want them to be aware of different punctuation, like quotation marks." 

Jane did not say she wants her students to become fluent, competent, independent writers, 

able to define and solve rhetorical problems. She wants them to write complete, 

comprehensible, correct stories. Indeed, her main concern seems to be correct 

expression. And she spends most of her time and energy in workshop acting as an 

editor/proofreader, pointing out misspelled words, misused quotation marks, fragments 

and run-ons, and faulty paragraphs-all the while explaining proofreading symbols. 

During my observations I heard her make only a couple of remarks about content. She 

told one boy, "That was an exciting story." And when Brad wrote, "I'm gross," she joked, 

"I thought you said this was a true story." 

In addition, Jane uses the kids' writing to present language concepts. In the author 

readings, for example, she uses their books to explain the difference between fiction and 

nonfiction, fantasy and reality; to introduce genres ("action-type" books and "horror-type" 
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books); to stress the importance of titles; to teach parts of a book (cover and dedication 

page); and to define terms like sequel, subject matter, and personification. She also uses 

the author readings to teach speech, demonstrating how to hold a book so the class can 

see, how to "pan" illustrations, how to project the voice. (Once she even used a student 

from Debbi Kuhn's class as a visual aid, not only teaching him but reinforcing her 

previous lessons.) Even when reading aloud she interrupts to teach vocabulary and 

reading skills. In fact, Jane always looks for opportunities to instruct and makes the most 

of every teachable moment. 

On the one hand, Jane may be addressing her students' need to know, in which 

case these mini-lessons are appropriate, even commendable. For instance, when Missy 

said that "a smile as wide as the gym" means someone has a big head, Jane had to explain 

the difference between literal and figurative. On the other ha.nd, rather than responding to 

her students, she may be responding to her own perceived need to instruct. For example, 

on my first day when she was reading aloud, she stopped to ask what topography means. 

For the next few minutes Drew looked up the word, read the definition, and Jane 

explained suffixes and roots. Another example, she turned a sharing period into a 

geography lesson by having students point out Oregon and Alabama on the classroom 

map. On balance, Jane Nelson is a teacher who wants to give her kids everything she 

can. Dutiful and conscientious, she also wants to cover everything required in the 

curriculum. As she described herself, "I'm an accountability girl." When asked why she 

teaches proofreading symbols, she answered, "Because they're in our curriculum." When 

I questioned their worth, she replied, "Well, I think they're good because editors use 

them." In sum, if the curriculum demands or Jane thinks it's good for kids, she'll teach it. 

And writing-or any other subject-becomes a means to that end. 

Reflecting on why Jane teaches writing, I see a teacher at odds with herself. Her 

wish to let the kids express themselves freely and feel good about their writing seems 
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incongruous with her emphasis on error and her apparent indifference to the content of 

their stories. I'm certain Jane's concern for her students is genuine and reflects the warm, 

caring person she is; however, her insistence on information and skills is problematic and 

reflects her self-perceived role as someone who must impart knowledge and deliver 

curriculum. On a deeper level, it also reveals a lack of understanding about composing 

processes and pedagogy. 

Uninformed Practice 

Before I started observing Jane admitted that she was insecure about teaching 

writing. She hadn't done any course work, nor had she read about writers' workshop, nor 

does she write much herself. Other than looking at Dorothy Watson's book, attending a 

few T AWL conferences, and clipping teaching tips, Jane had a weak knowledge base on 

which to build her workshop. Granted, she sensed what she had done previously-select 

topics and assign writing-was ineffective; and she deserves credit for wanting to make a 

change. But instead of seeking personal knowledge, she turned to Shelly Nova, who at 

the time was the only teacher at Coyote doing writers' workshop. Shelly became Jane's 

sole source of information-her "mentor." Everything that Jane does in her workshop, 

start to finish, comes from Shelly. Of course like any teacher, Jane modified Shelly's 

ideas; namely, she changed the editor sheets to focus more on "reading" and "mechanics." 

Nonetheless, Jane's workshop is based on received knowledge, not on theory or research, 

not on her own reflective practice. In Stephen North's term, Jane perpetuated "lore"

practitioner knowledge-doing what Shelly did because it seemed like "a better way." 

A productive way to analyze Jane's writing instruction is by means of the 

"workshop basics": time, ownership, and response (Atwell, Middle 54-72). As noted, the 

New Hampshire folks insist that students have sufficient time to write-45-60 minutes, 

four or five days a week. Originally, Jane planned to do workshop four days a week, 
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giving the kids "a full hour to write." In the interview, however, she said they should 

write "no more than 35 minutes, probably three times a week." She added, "Two times a 

week is probably okay; it's what I'm most comfortable with now." After I left-when the 

sherifrs deputy started the DARE program-she cut back workshop to once a week. To 

compensate for these reductions, she tells the kids they may pull out their writing folders 

whenever they have free time, or she does workshop whenever they have "20 minutes to 

kill." But such a shortened, irregular schedule is insufficient. Although Jane realizes that 

workshop "needs a flow, like any other subject," and although she admits the kids miss 

workshop and always ask when they're going to have it, she does not give them enough 

time to write. Why? In her words, "Because the curriculum is so heavily loaded, and I 

have to get so much in, something has to be put aside." 

More than cutting back, Jane also cuts into workshop time for other purposes: to 

give social studies and spelling tests that have been postponed because of assemblies, to 

teach English lessons and assign worksheets, and most frequently to let students read 

their books to the class. Whenever a student was ready to read, Jane said, "Everybody 

put down your pencils. Stop writing and listen." Often the kids moaned and groaned. 

They didn't want to stop writing. But Jane did not hear their complaints (even when one 

boy muttered "Jesus") and consequently deprived them of precious writing time. Thus in 

Jane's workshop time is neither frequent nor regular; it is sporadic and choppy. 

The second workshop basic is ownership-letting students take responsibility for 

their work, allowing them to choose and decide, giving them the same opportunities 

afforded to real writers. In a sense Jane is right on target. As noted, she always lets her 

students choose their own topics, insisting that they be free to write about whatever they 

please, for as long as they please. Still, the issue of ownership is not unproblematic. 

Although Jane lets students choose topics, she doesn't teach them how. At the start of the 

year, she tells them to write three topics on their writing folder, and that's it. Granted, 
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most of the kids have little trouble finding things to write about. (I agree with Jane that 

they freely "borrow" from each other and have "wild imaginations.") Nonetheless, they 

don't learn how to generate or explore topics. Rather than explaining or modeling 

prewriting techniques such as brainstorming, freewriting, journals, or heuristics 

(Lindemann 80-99), Jane expects her kids to come up with topics on their own and 

assumes a steady stream will flow all year. If someone has problems, she says, "Just 

think of a new one." 

Moreover, I worry about the quality of the kids' topics. As noted, both Graves 

and Calkins urge teachers to help their students choose good topics.3 However, Jane's 

insistence on giving the kids a free rein paradoxically may restrict rather than liberate. 

For instance, if Brett writes Meaple stories all year, isn't he being denied the opportunity 

to compose in different genres, for different purposes, to different audiences? Curiously, 

the writing that Jane's kids do seems autotelic, even though it's presented to an audience. 

Almost completely self-expressive, their stories lack rhetorical context. Ironically, Jane's 

understanding of ownership as self-selection means that she cannot do the required 

writing in workshop (assignments which, I think, cover a wider rhetorical range and 

better reflect what real writers do). Jane handles all that writing separately. 

Consequently, she stuffs more work into an already packed schedule and may send out 

the tacit message that required writing is different from writers' workshop. 

The third workshop basic is response-the most crucial component of process 

pedagogy. In Jane's workshop response takes two general forms: students responding to 

students, on editor sheets and in author readings; and teacher responding to students in 

one-on-one conferences over completed drafts. Again, in a sense, Jane is right on. By 

having her students read and comment on each other's drafts, she's in line with current 

theories of collaborative learning and discourse communities (Gere, Bruffee). However, 

Jane's peer-response procedures-the editor sheets-focus mostly on "reading" and 
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"mechanics." Though the kids must say what they like and offer advice, content receives 

scant emphasis and space. Instead of inviting genuine reader response, Jane uses the 

editor sheets to test proofreading skills and reading concepts. Hence she doesn't fully 

exploit the potential of peer review. Jane herself noted that the kids don't use the editor 

sheets very well. "Sometimes when they get together, the editing is a social thing; they 

don't take it as seriously as might be needed." "They have not learned how to be real 

good editors. I need to monitor them more." Interestingly, the kids often give each other 

quality responses in casual conversation. For instance, I heard Brett ask Jason "what

sounds-better" questions. Dawn told Janet, "Right here you should put in some action." 

Missy asked Brittany, "What part do you like so far?" 

As a teacher Jane certainly understands the importance of responding to her 

students' writing. She said, "The one-on-ones give me a chance to meet the needs of a 

particular child on a particular assignment." Along with Vygotsky and Bruner, she can 

move into the "zone of proximal development" and erect a "scaffold," helping students do 

with the aid of another what they cannot yet do for themselves.4 Unfortunately, Jane's 

understanding of conferencing appears limited. As noted, there are many kinds of 

conferences; and the teacher responds differently in each, depending on her purpose or 

the students' needs. Further, effective conferencing requires the teacher to intervene at 

any stage of the writing process, providing those responses that are most useful at the 

time. Jane, however, conferences almost exclusively on completed drafts and focuses on 

eliminating error. 

I think Jane restricts her conference role to editor/proofreader partly because she 

doesn't understand the concept of revision. Throughout my observations, I noticed that 

she and the kids often used the word edit but didn't use the word revise. When asked how 

she distinguishes between editing and revising, Jane replied, "I don't really. I count them 

as one thing .... I guess there is a difference. I never thought about it. I just clumped 
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them together." For Jane, revising means correcting mistakes and recopying, not making 

conceptual or organizational changes. Consequently, her kids don't learn to revise, only 

to proofread and edit. 

Conversely, by defining her conference role as editor/proofreader, Jane actually 

may be turning the responsibility for revision over to the kids, which according to the 

New Hampshire folks is where it belongs. She may be saying, in effect, "These are your 

stories. I won't presume to tell you what to do with them. Who am I to say you should 

change your ideas, adding or deleting information? You own this work. I'm not going to 

take away what's rightfully yours." Nevertheless, I wish she would define her role more 

broadly to deepen her kids' understanding of composing processes. Instead, she 

perpetuates the view that good writing is error-free writing, and the purpose of a final 

draft is to correct the original. Sadly, in the one-on-one conferences Jane's kids are so 

eager to learn-they love working with her, they crave her response-but the zone of 

proximal development remains vacant, the scaffolding unassembled. 

Jane's misunderstanding of process pedagogy is also apparent in her incomplete 

instruction. After setting things up at the start of the year-explaining procedures, role

playing how to fill out the editor sheets-Jane expects her writers' workshop to run by 

itself. Although she helps the kids edit in her one-on-one conferences, she doesn't teach 

prewriting, drafting, or revising strategies, nor does she model composing processes, 

demonstrating how writing works. She simply lets the kids go. Curiously, Jane's 

workshop is not unlike my grade school art class. In fact, until recently art in the Desert 

District still meant draw or paint whatever you please. However, when a new curriculum 

was adopted, teachers suddenly had to teach art. They had to give lessons on color, form, 

proportion, style, types, techniques. Presently, Jane seems to view writing as art, pre-new 

curriculum. She enjoys it but doesn't yet know enough to teach it thoroughly. 

As an aside, Jane's lack of knowledge also shows up in her comments about the 
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ease of teaching writing. Several times in the interview she said workshop is "so easy." 

"Until I edit their stories, I just walk around the room or listen to them or help somebody 

along." "It's not like you have to give a lecture or lead a discussion and then give them a 

worksheet. ... It's not some boring or laborious task." "It's something I don't have to plan 

lessons for." "I do the same thing all year. The kids know what they're supposed to do, 

where they're supposed to go. Workshop moves itself. In my plan book I write, 'Writers' 

workshop; children continue to work on their books. IIIS Clearly these remarks reveal that 

Jane doesn't fully understand what teaching writing involves. Anyone who's ever done it 

for a living knows that it's mentally and physically draining-it's dam hard work. 

Problems, Insecurities, Compensation 

Because Jane teaches writing as she does, she creates a number of problems. This 

is not to say she is the source of all that goes wrong in her workshop. Before discussing 

the internal problems, let me detail the external ones- those endemic to any workshop, to 

nine- and ten-year-old kids in general-problems rarely discussed in the literature. First, 

although Jane has a wonderful class, she still has several rough kids-those who 

misbehave or will not write. Charles and Bud are two examples. (Reading through my 

observation notes, I realized that I mentioned them every single day.) As Jane pointed 

out, it's hard for her to do conferences or run the class when her attention is constantly 

divided. Calkins might say Charles and Bud aren't committed to the writing, possibly 

because they're "writing on topics they don't care about" (Art 216). But that explanation 

makes little sense because Jane lets them write about whatever they please. Perhaps it's 

that some kids won't work. As Jane said, "Some kids-even in writers' workshop-aren't 

turned on to writing. They don't like to put down thoughts. It's a lot of work." Also, 

some are inexperienced; others are "afraid to express themselves because some kids are 

so mean." Second, Jane has to put up with an incredible number of interruptions: the 
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intercom constantly cutting in, kids arriving late from lunch duty, kids needing to go to 

the nurse or special classes, assemblies scrambling the daily schedule, police officers 

barging in demanding to be accommodated. It's no wonder Jane's workshop isn't trouble 

free. 

Nonetheless, many of her problems are internal. Surely the most pressing one is 

workshop management. As Jane said, "If I don't have good management the kids can get 

carried away because, as you saw, sometimes they get real sociable. If I don't let them 

know that I'm in the classroom, they think it's free time and can take advantage of the 

moment." However, despite set procedures and constant vigilance, Jane's workshop often 

seems rather chaotic. Perhaps she's having trouble getting the kids accustomed to 

workshop, typical start-of-the-year hassles. More likely, she creates management 

problems by the way she handles the one-on-one conferences. Jane works through each 

student's draft start to finish, hitting all the mistakes, taking however much time is 

necessary.6 Once, for example, she spent nearly two days with Aaron. Although he 

appeared antsy, confused, and irritable, Jane persisted until the end. Because she covers 

so much ground, has the kids correct their errors on the spot, and refuses to set time 

limits, she often backlogs. To alleviate the congestion, she tells the kids to get started on 

another story, but that solution isn't always effective because some kids are reluctant to 

start something new without first getting her response to what they've just written. 

Instead, they wander around the room, talk to each other, and get into trouble. 

Consequently, Jane has to spend more time disciplining and is continuously being drawn 

away from her conferee, losing focus and flow. She makes misbehaving students sit up 

front with her, but that sometimes causes additional problems because they not only 

continue to misbehave, they also distract the conferee, as well as obstruct Jane's view of 

the class. Frcquently, she is surrounded by kids, barely visible from my vantage point 

across the room. 
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For efficiency reasons (to speed things up), Jane occasionally holds two 

conferences simultaneously, but those are problematic because she tends to spend more 

time with one kid while the other waits, looking into space or fooling around with one of 

the naughty kids at the table. She also must find it very difficult to concentrate on the 

separate drafts, to say nothing of keeping an eye out for malingerers or misbehavers. As 

a final solution (for efficiency reasons again), Jane regularly edits the stories at home. 

But, as she confessed, she rarely speaks to those kids afterwards, except for the ones who 

do not pass her editing. Hence she ends up denying students the personal attention that 

she wishes to give them and that they need and desire. A sad case was Jason, who rushed 

up to see Jane again and again but was always beat out by someone else. Angry and 

close to tears, he slammed his folder on his desk. He was upset and indignant when she 

did not edit his story at home. And when she finally did call him up, he had to share the 

time with Josh, who took twice as long. 

With a better understanding of conferencing, Jane could eliminate many of these 

problems; but strictly from a management perspective, she can take a number of 

immediate steps to ease the crush. For instance, she can refuse to be interrupted or 

answer questions; she can establish better supply procedures (telling the kids to leave the 

stapler on the desk); she can post a conference schedule for kids to sign; she can set time 

limits; she can focus only on important issues (mechanical or otherwise). These are all 

basic solutions, and they're easier to talk about than to implement; still, Jane can be a 

better classroom manager, no matter how she teaches writing. 

In like manner, Jane gives herself a management headache with the author 

readings, letting kids read to the class whenever they finish their books. Ironically, by 

interrupting those students who are writing, she may inadvertently be encouraging them 

to misbehave, making them irritable and unreceptive. However, Jane evidently thinks it's 

necessary to stick to workshop procedures or-morc likely-to let students share when 
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they're most excited. Towards the end of my stay, she became more directive, telling the 

kids to wait until later or next time. Perhaps the best solution would be to do the author 

readings separately, either right before or after workshop. In sum, contrary to what Jane 

said about workshop being "easy," she has to cope with numerous, often self-induced, 

management problems. Her case proves what Donald Graves told Nancie Atwell-an 

effective writers' workshop requires a highly organized teacher with excellent 

management skills (Middle 54). 

After completing my observations and interview, I concluded that Jane is not only 

insecure about teaching writing; she also lacks confidence in writers' workshop. As much 

as she enjoys doing workshop, as much as she says she wouldn't teach writing in any 

other way, she doesn't appear to be totally sold on the approach. Early on, I noticed that 

she made a point of selling the workshop to the kids, pitching the excitement and fun, 

telling them every day that workshop gets more exciting when they start publishing books 

and reading to their classmates and the second graders. As a teacher I understand the 

need to sell one's class, but Jane seemed to be selling too hard, as if she weren't sure the 

kids would enjoy workshop. Further, it became clear that Jane isn't really convinced 

writers' workshop can teach her kids the skills the curriculum requires. Although she 

thinks workshop is better than "an isolated lesson ... in the English book," she 

nevertheless continues to teach English and DOL. In fact, by the end of my stay she was 

doing English twice as often as workshop. Why? As she said, "We give all these tests at 

the end of the year- the competency tests and the Iowa Test of Basic Skills-and the 

kids have to know that material. The only way they can get it is if I present it to them. If 

I present it just through writers' workshop, I'm not sure they're all getting it." "When I do 

an English lesson, it's all black and white. They either get it or they don't, in so far as 

wrong and right answers go." In other words Jane wants to be safe and "cover all bases," 

so she compensates by doing English, DOL, and writers' workshop, relying on the text 
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book, the teacher's manual, and worksheets to achieve her objectives. What's more, Jane 

doesn't evaluate the kids' writing; she just files away their work. She refuses to grade 

their books because to her writing is a "subjective thing," and what might be an A to her 

might be a C to someone else. Mainly, she wants the kids to have fun and not "get 

uptight about their writing and grade conscious." 

Partly a way to teach skills and manners, partly a way to build self-esteem, Jane's 

workshop is mostly an extra activity, something to do when she has spare time. 

Significantly, when the DARE officer asked her to schedule him, she didn't hesitate to cut 

workshop because, I would argue, she doesn't consider it as important as English or the 

other basic subjects. 

Not to finish on a negative note, I applaud Jane for trying writers' workshop; she 

could still assign writing or, like her colleague Jessica Marlow, teach Power Writing. 

The kids in Jane's class are having fun turning out stories and books, feeling like real 

authors; and there's a lot to be said for that. Nevertheless, Jane's lack of knowledge and 

her strict adherence to the curriculum are troubling. The latter I can understand, but the 

former reveals that she is not the "thoughtful practitioner" Atwell says writing teachers 

must be. If Jane knew more about composing processes and pedagogy, I'm certain she'd 

feel more secure about teaching writing. She'd also, I suspect, have a better handle on 

management. And she'd no doubt integrate English, spelling, and DOL, covering them in 

context instead of "covering all bases" separately, opening up more time and unpacking 

her stuffed schedule. But those changes would require Jane Nelson to become a different 

teacher from the one she is now, something she may not be willing to do. Clearly, she 

can't have it both ways; promoting free expression while dwelling on error makes little 

sense. As Richard Fulkernson says, these two theories of composition-expressivism 

and formalism-are incompatible and irreconcilable (422). 

When I began my observations, Jane told me that she does workshop differently 



142 

every year; she's always making changes. Indeed, during my five weeks she rearranged 

her schedule, her classroom, and the author readings, indicating plenty of flexibility and 

willingness to change. However, any modifications she makes in her workshop must be 

informed by a different theory of language learning and less-restrictive district 

requirements; otherwise, no matter what the changes, her writing teaching will remain 

basically the same. 

Notes 

1. For Graves and Hansen "authorship" is a means by which students can develop 

a complex understanding of reading and writing as "composing acts." For them "author" 

has cognitive connotations rather than affective ones. 

2. In More than Stories Tom Newkirk discusses the importance of drawing in 

children's early writing, arguing that it is not just a rehearsal for writing or an 

accompaniment to it, but an integral part of the composing act. 

3. Interestingly, Alvina Treut Burrows, a forerunner of the writing-process 

movement, argues that children must be allowed to write on whatever they wish-even if 

they write horrible things about the teacher- because their writing may be personally and 

developmentally meaningful (They All Want to Write 60-85). 

4. For additional discussions of Vygotsky's "zone of proximal development" and 

Bruner's "scaffolding," see Newkirk, More than Stories (135-44) and Cazden, Classroom 

Discourse (99-120). Sarah Warshauer Freedman also discusses these terms, as well as 

"reciprocal teaching" and "procedural facilitation." Her own "collaborative problem 

solving" is an umbrella term that describes ideally what writing teachers do in 

conferences (5-9). 

5. These remarks strike me as ironic because Jane works very hard during 

workshop. 
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6. Jane said, "Last year I tended to put too much on the white sheet-all the 

corrections. Now I go for the main mistakes, the ones they're having the most trouble 

with." Also, not all her conferences ran long. She conferenced short, relatively error-free 

stories quickly. 
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Only in her mid 20s, Debbi Kuhn is the youngest member of the Coyote staff. A 

life-time resident of the area, she attended a private high school, spent two years at a local 

community college, then transferred to the state university. In a tight job market she was 

fortunate to find a full-time teaching position after graduating in 1986 and has taught at 

Coyote since it opened. Currently she is taking course work for a masters degree in early 

childhood education. Her goal is to someday own and operate a preschool in town. 

Married, but without children, she is herself the daughter of an elementary school teacher. 

For such a young teacher Debbi Kuhn has enormous confidence in herself and her 

teaching. Unlike Jane Nelson, who was apprehensive about having me in her classroom, 

Debbi welcomed me openly, saying, "Come in whenever you want. I'm comfortable with 

the way I do writing." In fact, during my observations she'd often stop by to point out 

what the kids were doing, alerting me to something interesting or significant. She also 

talked freely about her "philosophy of teaching." On several occasions I had to say, "If 

you don't mind, let's hold off on that until the interview." Whereas Jane generally 

ignored my presence, Debbi (I thought) frequently played to the researcher. She even 

counseled me not to visit Brenda Moreno's fifth-grade class, saying, "We do exactly the 

same thing. It might be a waste of your time." My friend Alison said Debbi was nervous 

on my first day, but she appeared totally self-assured and in control to me. 

I began observing Debbi on Tuesday, October 2 and finished up on Tuesday, 

November 6. The observations did not go as smoothly or regularly as Jane's did. 

Because of absences and glitches in the schedule, I saw her once, twice, or three times a 

week. One time she called to say her parent volunteer had cancelled, and she decided not 
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to have writers' workshop in computer lab. Another time she'd forgotten about an 

assembly. Yet another time she was busy with parent-teacher conferences. Despite the 

sporadic observing, I'm confident that I saw enough of Debbi to get a full view of her 

writing teaching. When I asked, she concurred. We did the interview on the afternoon of 

Tuesday, November 20. Sitting at her conference table we talked for almost two hours. 

Classroom Observations 

10/2/90 (T): I meet Debbi in her workroom before class begins. I ask where I 

should sit. (There isn't a built-in spot, no teacher's desk as in Jane's room.) I sit in a chair 

next to the sink in the far corner of the room, but am unable to write comfortably with a 

note pad balanced on my knee. I ask if I may move over to the conference table. Debbi 

says yes. Although a tight fit (squeezing into a fourth-grader's chair), it's a perfect 

location to observe conferences, scan the class, and watch Debbi work at the front of the 

room. Her schedule is on the board: Reading aloud (12:30-12:45 p.m.), Daily Oral 

Language (12:45-1:00 p.m.), Writers' Workshop (1:00-1:50 p.m.), Group Share/Daily 

Wrap Up/Clean Up (1:50-1:55 p.m.) Her room arrangement: staggered groups of three 

or four desks pushed together. First impression: though decorated, Debbi's room looks 

rather business like, even clinical. Maybe it's just the room's location or color (pale blue). 

Debbi has the kids' books (more than 20, I think) lined up on the chalkboard shelf. 

At 12:35 p.m. the kids straggle in. Debbi, hobbling after surgery to remove 

plantar warts from her left heel, turns on the record player and plays a gentle music box 

tune. Immediately, groups of kids go for drinks. Those waiting, as well as those 

returning from the fountain, sit quietly with their heads on their desks. Debbi sits on the 

conference table, book in hand, ready to read. As soon as the music stops, as if on cue, 

she starts reading. She reads loudly, with expression, although too fast at first, stumbling 

at times. The kids pay attention; no one draws or reads. Only once does she stop to ask, 
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"Do you know what's going to happen?" She finishes at 12:45 p.m. 

On the board are two sentences (today's DOL lesson): "(1) many times terry has 

sang a song called over the hilltop. (2) is it true hes unable to here you." Debbi tells the 

class, "You have three minutes to work on this." When everyone is finished, she tells 

Summer to take over. Debbi warns, "Don't just call out the answer. Give explanations." 

At the board Summer calls on kids and uses proofreading symbols to correct the 

sentences. When someone says "change here to hear," Debbi says, "Please transfer that 

to writers' workshop. I see lots of that in your stories." (During the lesson she is soaking 

her foot in a pot of hot water and Epsom salts.) At 12:55 p.m. Debbi says, "Eyes on me. 

Oh, no, that basket was empty yesterday." (The basket is where kids put their drafts 

when they're ready for a conference.) "Who has stories for me?" she asks. Several kids 

raise their hands. "Some of you have two or three stories ready to publish. That's a lot of 

work for me." One boy suggests canceling writers' workshop for a day or two. The kids 

protest. Debbi asks, "How many of you have something to do today?" All hands go up. 

"How many of you are overwhelmed?" Debbi discusses" crowd control." She reminds 

them of this morning's time-out talk. She asks, "Who has a book appropriate for Mrs. 

Nova's kindergarten class?" Three kids do. One has a story called World War III. Debbi 

tells him it's not appropriate. He says it's not too violent. She says, "They won't 

understand it. They need kitty-cat books." She sends the kids to Shelly's class, telling 

them to read loudly. She sends several others to Jane's room. She reminds them to ask, 

"Is this a good time to share our books?" Derrik has a question. Debbi says, "If the title 

includes the word robot, but the book has nothing to do with robots, then it doesn't make 

sense." Derrik returns to his seat. The kids pull out their writing folders (which they 

keep in their desks) and begin to write and edit. (Debbi's kids also do peer evaluation. 

They fill out a response sheet, on which they give a response ["I liked ... "], suggest an 

idea ["What if you ... J, and ask a question ["What did you mean ... ]; and an editing 
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sheet, which directs them to circle spelling, punctuation, and capitalization errors, and to 

note if the story makes sense and if the writer left out or overused any words.) 

Circulating, Debbi tells one student not to make fancy y], because the little ones 

"don't know about them." She tells another to leave lots of space for the kindergarteners 

to write comments. "Remember when you were small how big you used to write?" The 

noise level rises. Debbi says, "I can tell who's on task and who's not. That's not 

constructive noise. Okay, that's warning number one. Remember our time-out talk this 

morning. II At the conference table Debbi edits Amber's book. A student has a question. 

Debbi says, "No one comes around when Ms. Kuhn is editing unless it's an emergency. II 

The child sits down. Debbi reads Amber's story aloud with expression. She comments 

on spelling and punctuation. Finished, she says, "It's a good story, but I got interrupted 

by the messiness. So make sure it looks nice. II The conference is over in a few minutes. 

(Beside Debbi is a file box containing monthly writing records. After each conference 

she records the title of the kid's book, notes that it's ready for publication, and awards a 

check, check plus, or check minus. She doesn't show the kids the checks because "At this 

stage I compliment everything.") 

Students return from reading (I'm not sure if they went to Jane's or Shelly's class). 

Debbi asks, "Did they love it? Did you read loudly?" From the middle of the room, Jeff 

calls out, liOn the title page do you have to have a picture?" Debbi says yes. Lisa wants 

to know if there's a bump on her lip. Someone asks if judge should be capitalized. Debbi 

says, "No, only if it were Judge somebody, like a title." Debbi calls up David (he's been 

fooling around). She asks, "Have you written a book yet?" He hasn't. "What about the 

dolphin book you were writing last week?" His dad is typing it on their computer. Debbi 

replies, "That's great, but you have to do something in here. How many books have you 

done so far? The quarter is almost over, and you need to have three done." 

Shawna has a question about quotation marks. Debbi makes her explain the 
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problem and give an example. She starts reading Shawna's story aloud but stops to ask, 

"Who is Christopher? The reader doesn't know. You have to tell us who he is. You have 

to introduce your characters." Two kids have questions. Debbi says, "No and no. You 

have to wait." Derrik is wandering around the room. She continues to read, then stops 

again. "Who is they? Do you see what the problem is? Tell the reader what you're 

talking about first. Then later you can use the names without explanations." Frustrated, 

Shawna asks, "Should I start over?" Debbi says no. Shawna summarizes, "When I say 

the name, I should say that it's one of my dolls." Then, because many dolls are in the 

story, she asks, "Should I tell all their names and explain who they are at the beginning?" 

Debbi suggests, "Maybe you should explain whenever a new doll is introduced." She 

adds, "Since this is a kindergarten book, maybe you shouldn't use so many characters." 

Seth is worried about pages. (I think he's writing a long book and is afraid he's 

not going to complete three books this quarter.) Debbi tells him pages don't matter. 

"Worrying about pages interferes." The noise picks up. Debbi makes Derrik, Jim, and 

David pull cards. She tells Derrik to stay in his seat for the rest of workshop. Shawna 

still can't figure out quotations. Debbi says, "It's hard, isn't it?" Jeff arrives for his 

conference. Debbi tells the class, "I'm editing. No bathrooms, no interruptions." She 

asks Jeff, "What kinds of illustrations do you like best, color or black and white? For 

what kinds of books are black and white illustrations okay?" Jeff halts, then says, "Navy 

jets?" She asks, "And that's fiction or nonfiction?" Jeff replies, "Nonfiction." Debbi 

begins to edit. Jeff has made a there/their mistake. She makes him explain the rule, then 

tells him to apply it to his writing. She asks if the book has been edited. He says yes. 

She says, "Then I shouldn't find all these mistakes. In January, if there are three 

mistakes, I put the story in the dead file and you have to start over." She points out 

misused quotation marks. She stops and says, "I'm loving this book, but I'm stumbling 

over every line. You better go back and work through your edi tor's comments very 
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slowly." 

Debbi calls up Lonnie but first tells David, playing with the stapler, to get busy. 

Looking at Lonnie's story, she says, "Someone wrote a book like this last year." She 

reads aloud, quickly, but with expression. She says, "It's okay, but do you have a 

summary and an 'About the Author'?" Lonnie does not. Debbi tells her to do them on a 

separate sheet of paper. "I have to edit those first before I can check off your book." The 

next child has forgotten margins. When he folds and staples his book some of the print is 

obscured. He has no illustrations. Debbi asks, "Has this been edited? You might want to 

start over. I would." The next boy asks if he may write a series of Pea Brain stories. 

Debbi says, "I don't want you to do five or six, not even three or four. Use your 

imagination. Do different topics. I'll tell you what. When you've finished three books 

and have an A in writers' workshop for the quarter, then you can do some more Pea 

Brains." He complains that another boy wants to write a Pea Brain story. Debbi says, "If 

someone wants to write a sequel to your book, take that as a compliment. Remember 

when Lisa wrote My Best Friend? Lots of students wrote on the same topic." 

Shawna is back, still confused about quotations. Debbi reads aloud, 

demonstrating quoted language. (She dramatizes dialogue, emphasizing the spoken 

words.) Finishing, she says, "This is beautiful; you're starting to get the hang of it." At 

1 :45 p.m. she announces, "No more editing today." One girl says, "Shoot." David is at 

the board, looking at the published books. Derrik is talking to the kids in his group. 

Debbi hobbles to the record player and turns on the good morning song-cleanup time. 

She surveys the room, then sits on her stool in front of the class. As the kids prepare to 

go home, they sing along with "Number Rock." Debbi says, "Be in your seats by the end 

of the song." When the music stops, she compliments their good behavior (they had only 

one warning). She asks the readers how the kindergarteners liked the books. "Did you 

read nice and loud?" Lonnie says, "Mrs. Nova left the room and the little ones stared at 
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me." Debbi reviews the schedule and reminds them they're going to have a sub on 

Wednesday and Thursday. She warns, "If anyone misbehaves, it's automatic detention." 

She says, "Eyes on the clock. On the six, go!" The kids get down on their hands and 

knees and clean the floor. Several hug her before leaving. 

10/9/90 (T): Returning from recess, the kids are loud. Before entering the room, 

Debbi says, "Too long to quiet down, so no drinks now. Maybe, if you're good, you can 

get drinks before writers' workshop." Someone asks, "What about the cupcakes?" (Laura 

has brought birthday treats.) Debbi says, "Usually I get excited about treats, but the way 

you're behaving, I don't know. Maybe after the song." In the classroom, lights out, heads 

down. Debbi plays a song and passes out cupcakes. The photographer suddenly appears 

at the door; he's ready to take the group picture. Debbi says, "Look at your neighbor and 

smile. Tell him if there's something stuck in his teeth. Don't eat another bite. Okay, eyes 

on me. Be quiet and cooperate. We'll get in and out sooner. They leave at 12:44 p.m. 

Meanwhile I check out the writers' workshop corner-posters and table. On the wall: 

WRITERS' WORKSHOP. Under that: (1) Writing: Write on a new topic, or work on a 

piece in progress. (2) Response: Read your writing to a friend and get a response. (3) 

Revise: Change the writing if necessary. (4) Edit: With a friend, check for correct 

punctuation, capitalization, and spelling. (5) Revise: If necessary. (6) Final Draft: 

Submit to teacher for final editing and publication. To the right: RESPONSE GROUPS. 

Under that: (1) Author reads his/her piece. (2) Listener responds by (a) saying 

something nice (praise), (b) asking a question (question), (c) telling what you would like 

to know more about (idea). (3) Author decides what to add to the piece. On the table: 

dead and active files, colored pens, stapler, stencils, storage rack with the kids' writing 

and editing sheets. 

At 12:58 p.m. the kids return. Debbi is silent. Finally she says, "Those are 

perfect examples of when you could have got 20 marbles. You sure are wound up today. 
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I hope you're better tomorrow. I'm going to be tired by Friday-and grumpy." As the 

kids eat their cupcakes, Debbi starts a spelling review "to see what you retained." She 

asks, "What does that mean?" Joe replies, "Remember." Debbi says, "What's the good of 

learning if you forget?" On the board she writes a list of words (1. Phoenix, 2. author, 3. 

kinetic energy, 4. Europe,S. illustrator, 6. October, 7. Arizona, 8. respect, 9. honesty, 10. 

conduct). She says, "I~m still seeing these spelled wrong." The kids must copy each 

word three times, then have a neighbor check their paper. She says, "I'll give you ... 

How long do you need to complete this? Fifteen minutes? Raise your hands if you 

agree." Hands go up. Seth asks if he has to write the spelling words in cursive. Debbi 

says, "No, it's just like writers' workshop. For rough drafts there's no need for cursive." 

At 1:20 p.m. she announces, "When you're finished you may start writers' 

workshop." Katie comes up for a conference. Debbi looks at her story and asks, "Who 

made all these editing marks? Did he finish?" Katie says no. (It's a long story, four 

. closely written pages.) Debbi says, "I'll check for spelling and call you when I'm ready." 

Katie asks, "How many stories do I have to do? I have another one." Debbi replies, 

"Don't worry; you have an A." She calls up David. "You haven't written a story yet. 

Didn't we have this talk already?" He says he's written one. Debbi asks, "A story or a 

blurb?" He's confused. She clarifies, "How long is it?" He says, "Just a little one." 

Debbi replies, "A blurb. I probably won't even take it. Remember we talked about a 

great idea for a story. Now get busy." Someone asks, "Are you going to edit today?" 

Debbi says, "I'm trying." Then, reacting to noise, "Okay, no editing or responding. Sit in 

your seats and work. Tell me why." Summer says, "Because we were rowdy." Debbi 

repeats, "Today you just write, revise, or work on your covers. We're going to get some 

writing done." 

Debbi calls up Katie. Reading her story aloud, she edits quotation marks, 

spelling, paragraphs, punctuation. Two boys arrive at the table. Debbi says, "You're 
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going to be standing here a long time because Katie's story is four pages." They sit down, 

but one returns and asks me to help him. I'm reluctant because I want to watch the 

conference, but I give him a quick suggestion. Debbi continues reading and editing. 

Jacob wants to know if prosperity means "waiting patiently." Debbi says, "You know 

what? You're not supposed to interrupt when I'm editing." Katie says, "Use a 

dictionary." Debbi adds, "Look it up, check the definition with two other students, then 

come back and I'll tell you if you're right." Back to the conference, Debbi corrects as she 

reads, fixing mistakes with a purple pen. She stops only when she doesn't understand or 

when punctuation confuses her; then Katie reads and clarifies. Debbi pauses often to say 

"000" or "ah." Katie laughs and comments, explaining why she included something, 

offering new information. Finished, Debbi says, "Wow, what a nice story. Very nice." 

Summer doesn't understand the substitute teacher's editing marks. Debbi says, 

"Try to figure it out on your own; if you can't, come up and I'll try." Debbi asks Derrik to 

read his book to her. (Derrik is staffed learning disabled. He's reading below a first

grade level.) Debbi points as he reads, stopping him whenever he makes a mistake. He 

struggles with each word. When he finishes, she compliments his illustrations, "Oh, this 

is good. They're parrots? What's on their heads?" At 1:48 p.m. Debbi puts on the "Good 

Morning" song, and the kids clean up. Lonnie is reading Chesne's book, The Date 

(complete with a red heart illustration on the cover). 

10/11190 (Th): Debbi says, "I'm excited about this afternoon, but I'm a little 

worried. I want to trust you. You have to set a good example for the kindergarteners, 

just as I set an example for you. Be a good model." (So far I have no idea what's 

happening.) About half of the kids line up in pairs; Debbi makes sure they know who 

their partners are. They walk unescorted to Shelly's room. Debbi tells those remaining to 

spread out. She asks, "What does appreciate mean?" Someone says "to like." Debbi tells 

her kids that they're going to help the kindergarteners write how much they appreciate 
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Mrs. Nova. She says, "Ask lots of questions and help them out. Don't use fancy letters; 

that will confuse them. II About half of Shelly's kids file in, timid and frightened. Debbi 

passes out forms that say "I appreciate because ... " She tells the kindergarteners 

that they're going to draw a picture and write why they like Mrs. Nova. The fourth 

graders will help them. "They have markers and crayons. This is going to be a surprise. 

I'll give the sheets to Mrs. Squire, and she'll present them to Mrs. Nova." She asks the 

little ones if they have things to say, then matches them up with their partners. She tells 

her kids to let the little ones write for themselves. She encourages "inventive" spelling. 

But if the kindergarteners can't or won't write, her kids may help out, showing how to 

form letters or spell words. Shawna asks if she should use capitals. Debbi says, "Use the 

right form." 

Throughout the room fourth graders ask: "What do you like about your teacher?" 

Some let the little ones write, others take dictation. Debbi stops by to tell me her kids do 

this every other week. The ones who went to Shelly's room are doing free exploration

painting, dress up, clay, Legos. At 1: 15 p.m., they'll switch. She says later they'll write 

books together, and at the end of the year she and Shelly will have a book fair. Clearly, 

the fourth graders love this activity. They're considerate, polite, watching over the little 

ones. The kindergarteners, though still shy, are also having a wonderful time. Debbi 

circulates, asks questions, makes comments, offers suggestions, gives compliments. She 

reminds one little boy lito write why you appreciate her. II Some fourth graders offer 

options, filling in the II because. II One asks his partner, liDo you know how to spell she's?" 

The little one does not. The older one says, II Write an §., then an h, then an~, then an §.." 

He points out the letters on a crayon box. He asks, liDo you know how to make an 

apostrophe?" The little one does not. The older one replies, "That's okay, she'll probably 

know what you mean." When they finish, he says, "Good, now let's show it to Ms. 

Kuhn. II 
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Debbi checks to see if the kindergarteners have their names on their papers. She 

suggests that a little boy draw a picture of Shelly hugging him. The boy says, "Why not 

show her giving me toys?" Debbi asks, "What do you do nice for her?" He replies, "I say 

thank you." She says, "Good!" Scanning the room, I notice that some of the fourth 

graders are doing all the work-writing and drawing as the little ones watch. At 1: 10 

p.m. Debbi turns the lights out. She says, "You have two minutes to finish coloring, and 

then you need to line up. Clean up." The kindergarteners look awed and impressed. 

When they line up to leave, Debbi says, "You were so good." 

The next group files in. Debbi asks, "Did you have fun in free exploration? She 

explains the task; the kids get to work. Jacob (a fourth grader) is taking dictation, but 

Keegan (a kindergartener) has written his own name at the top of the page. Keegan says 

he likes Mrs. Nova because "of the songs she plays and the snacks she gives at snack 

time." Jacob asks Keegan to read what's on the page. Pointing, he says, "Do you know 

what this word is?" Keegan does not. Jacob asks, "What sound does the sh make?" 

Keegan has no idea. Jacob says, "Do you want to draw something? Draw a picture of 

you and your teacher doing ~omething." Keegan tells as he draws. Debbi stops by, asks 

about the picture, and reads aloud what Jacob has written. Jennifer (a fourth grader) is 

working with Kyla, who has written her name in mirror image. She's used a string of 

letters and marks to explain why she appreciates Mrs. Nova. Underneath Jennifer writes, 

"I love you" (Kyla's message). Scott (a fourth grader) and Brandon have finished writing. 

Brandon wants to read; he reaches into a desk and pulls out a science book. Scott tells 

him no. Keegan tells Jacob, who has taken over the drawing, "We need to put in more 

color." The picture shows a record player on a table and stick figures of Keegan and Mrs. 

Nova holding food. At 1:40 p.m. Debbi turns off the lights and gives the kids cleanup 

directions. 

10112/90 (F): Debbi announces, "Listen to my directions. We're going to 
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computer lab. I'll be alone today, so I hope you can answer your own questions. Group 

two is on computers; group one will do writers' workshop. II Some kids aren't listening. 

Debbi says, "Eyes on me. No switching today. Group one will do writers' workshop for 

the whole time. Be sure you have everything. Don't come up to me and say, 'I forgot my 

pencil.' Get whatever you need right now." Lisa says there are no response sheets. 

Debbi says she'll get more next week. In the lab the computer kids work around the 

perimeter of the room; writers work at tables in the middle. The computer kids have 

trouble getting started. They ask lots of questions and make lots of noise. The writers get 

busy immediately. They ask each other questions, read each other's work, or write. They 

appear oblivious to the commotion surrounding them. Seth asks Debbi a question about 

his story, which is 14 pages long. Debbi takes a quick look and says, "You need to end it. 

It will take me forever to edit this. You need to end it by this page. Is that possible?" 

Jeff asks Seth, "ls that your whole story?" Debbi says, "Yes, I'm proud of him. II 

She gets up for a moment to make sure all the computer kids are busy and to help 

a group of writers select colored markers for illustrations. She returns to Seth and tells 

him to put his pages in order. Lisa helps. Carnie says Tim is having a problem with his 

computer. Seth jumps out of his seat and shouts, "I have 14 pages! Six chapters! II Scott 

echoes, "I'm on chapter six!" Ray is talking. Debbi asks him, "How many stories have 

you published?" She tells Seth, "When you rewrite this you're going to have to use lined 

paper because your handwriting isn't so good. When I look at this-phew! I bet the 

story's good, but it's awfully messy. II She starts to read Seth's story aloud, but stops to 

ask a question about the title. Kids come up with computer and writing questions. Debbi 

tells the computer kids, "Don't peek under your board II (a piece of cardboard covering the 

keys). She adds, "Maybe when you get good you can type your stories on the computer, 

and I won't have trouble reading them. II Returning to Seth, she comments on capital 

letters (for proper names), quotation marks, and spelling. As she corrects, Seth watches 



closely. Most of the writers are on task, but some stop to watch the computer kids. 

Debbi says, "Well, we got through that page." Seth says he can't read one of her 

corrections. She replies, "Now you know how I feel. You can't read mine; I can't read 

yours." 
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David has a computer problem. Jeff stops writing to help. Debbi tells Toni to sit 

down. She says, "Computer people. Don't get antsy. You've still got 25 minutes." Lisa 

says her story is finished. Oebbi asks Seth to explain things she doesn't understand

illegible words, odd usage, vague pronouns, undefined terms. Jeff interrupts, "I got it to 

work." Shawna has a computer problem. Seth jumps up to help. Kerri wants Debbi to 

"grade" her story. Debbi says, "You have to put it in the graded work box along with the 

rough draft." Kerri says, "Oh, dam." Seth returns; Debbi continues with his story. Tim 

has computer problems. Jeff helps out. Carnie asks Kerri, "Aren't you going to draw 

pictures?" Kerri says, "No, I hate to draw pictures. They come out ugly." Tim is still 

having problems. Seth helps out. Jacob asks Debbi how to spell produce. Derrik reports 

a computer problem. Amazingly, most of the writers continue to work in spite of the 

distractions. 

Shawna has won the computer game. Six kids rush up to see. Ray is still talking. 

Debbi quiets down the class. "People on computers, don't talk to your neighbors. 

Writers' workshop people, no more editing and responding. Just write. Give me some 

peace." Debbi asks Seth, "Mickey jumped? Jumped on what?" Seth is looking around 

the room. Debbi says, "Don't get bored. Give me 100%." Lisa comments, "He's getting 

bored, and you're doing all the work." Oebbi asks, "Where did you get these ideas? I'm 

very impressed. Forget the handwriting; that's not what really matters, right?" Finished 

with the first chapter, she says, "I'm done. I talked with your mom (another teacher at 

Coyote) at lunch, and she said that she'd edit half if I edit half." Seth asks if he needs a 

response sheet. Oebbi says, "No, I know your mom will do a good job. " At 1:42 p.m. 



she turns off the lights. Back in her room, she gives a brief talk on computer lab 

behavior. 
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10/16/90 (T): Debbi reads aloud. After a minute, she stops and says, "No 

drawing. No reading. Do I draw or read when you read your stories? Must mean you're 

not listening; you're not interested." Lonnie puts away her picture, Derrik his magazine. 

Most kids listen, some look around the room. Finishing a chapter, Debbi says, "What do 

you think will happen next? Will he make a Wangdoodle?" Lisa asks, "Have you read 

this book before?" Debbi says yes. Lisa says, "Then why don't you tell us?" Lots of kids 

groan. Debbi announces, "You have until 1:45 p.m. to tum in rough drafts. That's the 

deadline for this quarter. The book won't be finished unless you have your mom edit it at 

home. An adult has to sign it. How many of you understand that? You have to tum in a 

completed book with a rough draft by Thursday at 1:45 p.m. if you want it to count. 

Thursday, not Friday." The kids are quiet. Kerri says her book doesn't have any 

illustrations. Debbi says, "It should have. Kids like illustrations. It's okay if you're 

writing a long chapter book not to have illustrations." Seth says he's going to put seven 

pictures in his book. Debbi announces, "DOL." She leaves the room as Summer, 

teacher's manual in hand, goes to the board and conducts the lesson. 

The kids start writers' workshop at 12:49 p.m. They get out their folders, begin 

writing, or ask others to edit. Three kids rush up to Debbi, who is standing near the 

doorway of her workroom. She asks Seth, "Is your book edited yet?" He says, "Yes, my 

mom did it." She gives him a thumbs up sign. She tells Ray, "If I see you drawing, 

you're going to have a big time out." Debbi brings her file box and a stack of finished 

books (including edited rough drafts and peer-review sheets) to the table. Lisa asks, 

"Aren't you going to edit?" Debbi says, "I'm trying to. I'm not going to edit any rough 

drafts. I'm recording your books." (I think she says Joey's mother will edit rough drafts 

tonight.) She calls up Brad. "You're not putting in capitals. You learned that in 
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kindergarten. Toni showed you how to spell grab. How do you spell author? With an 

o-r. Use caps for the teacher's name. That's great. It's funny. Kids are going to like 

that. Okay, let's record it. This is your second book? What have you got going now?" 

Brad says someone is editing. Debbi replies, "Okay, you're going to get me a rough draft 

today. I'll get it back to you tomorrow so you can finish it by Thursday." Jeff is next. 

Reading his story softly, Debbi asks if he followed her purple corrections. She says, "I'm 

a little disappointed. I had to do so much editing. It's good, though. Ugh! This is your 

first book? I'm disappointed with that too." Debbi interrupts the class. "I've gone 

through three of these books. Should there be any mistakes?" In unison the kids say no. 

"Some of you aren't putting an author on the first page or an 'About the Author' or 

summary. Too many mistakes. Some real slop jobs. Take pride in what you do. You're 

going to be disappointed when I tell you to start over. It's too late in the quarter to do 

that. " 

Jim is next. He needs illustrations. Debbi asks, "Is this your first book? Is this 

all you've got done so far in nine weeks? I'm worried." She calls up Lonnie. "Didn't I 

already read this? Where's your rough draft?" Lonnie replies, "That's what I want to 

know." Debbi says, "I know you're working on short stories, but I'd like to see you do 

one long book. The printing is a little messy. This part is real nice." She reads aloud 

softly, then laughs, as Lonnie listens. "Very good, you hardly have any mistakes. 

Where's your 'About the Author' and summary? That's going to count off. Where's your 

illustration on the cover page?" Debbi scolds Scott, who's fooling around with his 

backpack. She tells Kerri to sit down. Kerri says, "I'm editing." Debbi replies, "It looks 

like you're reading Charlotte's Web." She calls up Jeff again. "This is a blurb, but that 

doesn't mean the story isn't good." She reads softly. "There are lots of mistakes, but 

these are great pictures. Is that the ending? I like the story." Jeff interrupts, "But it's too 

short." Debbi says, "I'd like to see you expand on it. Maybe next quarter you can do this 
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book again. I like the idea. You can write forever on that topic." 

Seth shows Debbi his final draft. She says, "Hey, you're not leaving a margin." 

He protests, "Yes I am. I staple right at the edge." She tells him to "leave a finger's 

width." Jacob is next. Looking at the cover, Debbi says, "Oh, who is the author of this 

book? I want to read another book by this author, but I don't know who he is." She tells 

him to capitalize his title. Reading quickly, she says, "I see lots of mistakes here. Fuel 

and what?" Jacob says, "animals." Debbi asks, "Do you know how to spell that?" Jacob 

says, "I think we looked it up before. It's in the rough draft." Debbi asks, "Where'd you 

learn prosperity? Did you look it up?" Jacob says yes. She reads on. "How do you spell 

they?" Jacob says, "t-h-e-y." Debbi says, "You'll never forget that, right? Just remember 

the the. Are you paying attention to all my beautiful purple corrections? If your pictures 

weren't so dam pretty, you'd have to do this over. This is a great book. It's only your first 

one?" Clay is next. Seth interrupts, "Would you need a comma here?" Debbi says, "Say 

excuse me." She tells him yes, then looks at me and says, "I guess his mom didn't catch 

everything." Turning to Clay, she says, "You're such a good speller." She reads aloud 

with obvious pleasure. "That's funny. You're such a good writer. It reads so smooth; 

there are no marks." Debbi tells the class, "Clay's is the first story today that I didn't have 

to make corrections on. He really followed the editing marks I made on his rough draft." 

The class applauds. 

Jennifer is next. Debbi compliments her cover picture, then starts to read, "'Suzi 

says.' Does she say it? You need some quotes. This is cute. Very good." Clay is back. 

Debbi reads quickly. "Your books are great. You need an 'About the Author' on this one. 

If you get one more done you'll have an A for the quarter. Then you get to read them." 

Turning to me, Debbi whispers, "He hates to read." Lisa says, "When you get to my book 

it's going to be perfect!" Chesne is next. Debbi says, "Great pictures!" She reads, "'My 

mom's nice. My dad's nice. But my dog's the best.' Your mom won't like that. 
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Remember i before~. Is this your first book? What are you doing now?" Chesne's 

working on another. Debbi says, "Your mom will have to edit that." At 1:45 p.m. she 

announces, "Last call for rough drafts." She collects quite a few. Turning on the record 

player, she says, "Have everything cleaned up and be in your seats by the end of the 

second song." At 1:50 p.m. she hands out conference forms. "If you bring these back 

tomorrow, I'll give you two tootsie rolls." Someone asks, "If we don't bring them back?" 

She replies, "I'll break your arm." The kids laugh. 

10/18/90 (Th): Debbi announces, "Today we're going to work with Mrs. Nova's 

kindergarteners again, same partners as last time." The kids shout "Yes!" Debbi 

expands, "Today we're writing books. Get a white sheet of paper. Put a title, author, and 

illustrator. Draw lines. Let them write. Let them use inventive spelling. But it's okay to 

spell words if they ask. And if you can't spell it, use the dictionary." Summer says, "And 

don't say no." Debbi clarifies, "Use lots of positive words. If they ask how to spell 

whacky, ask 'How do you think it's spelled?' If they write w-a-k-y, say, 'That's good. 

This is how I spell it. Write above their word; don't cross it out because that sends a 

negative message. It tells them their word is wrong, and we don't want to do that. Also, 

don't write long books, only one or two sentences per page. If they get bored, change 

activities. When I see you're getting antsy, I find something different for you to do. Ask 

if they'd like to draw. Teach them what the word illustrator means. Teach them how to 

read their own books. You might want to do an alphabet book. Do something they think 

is fun. You might like books on World War II or bombs, but would they like that? 

Consider their interests. I wouldn't ask you to write about Liz Claiborne clothes and 

makeup." Some of the boys groan; some of the girls say, "That would be all right." 

Debbi tells them to greet their partners. The kids arrange desks, pull chairs next to each 

other, get paper and rulers. When Shelly's kids arrive, they get right down to work. 

Tim tells his little boy, "Do you know what we're going to do today? We're going 
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to draw a book. What do you want to do it on?" Ryan (from Shelly's class) doesn't have 

a partner; Jarred (his usual partner) is at a special reading class and won't be back until 

1: 10 p.m. Ryan looks forlorn, almost in tears. Shawna says, "I'll take him." Tim asks his 

partner, "Do you know how to spell star? Do you want to give it a try?" Tim points out 

the letter §. on his lunch pass. Debbi interrupts, "Boys and girls, do you know what else 

you can do? You can write the words on a piece of scrap paper, and they can copy them 

over. That's a good idea." Jeff says his partner doesn't know how to write. Debbi says, 

"You can write for him." Chesne brings up her partner and says, "She wants you to see 

how good she writes." Debbi says, "That's wonderful!" 

Sitting on top of the conference table, Debbi wants me to watch Derrik. "He's at a 

kindergarten level himself, but he just blossoms." She looks at a pile of drafts and tells 

me everyone turned in books all at once. "They promised they'd never do that again." 

She adds, "I hate to do these" (edit them). Someone shouts, "My partner can write in 

cursive." Dubious, Debbi goes to see. "Wow!" She returns to the table. Ray asks how 

to spell Dracula. He shows off his partner's book. "Look what he said." Debbi asks, 

"Did he say that? It sounds like you." She tells me to watch David. "Look how serious 

he is." David sits on top of his desk, hovering over his partner's writing. Debbi asks a 

little boy, "What are you writing?" He replies, " A story about me and my dog." She 

asks, "Are you petting him? Are you doing some of the writing?" The boy exclaims, 

"Yes! He's letting me write everything." Debbi announces, "Make sure the 

kindergarteners can read what they write." Derrik rushes up, "Look what Scotty did." 

At 1: 10 p.m. Debbi turns out the lights. She tells Shelly's kids, "You didn't finish your 

books, right? That's because it takes two weeks or so to write a book. But you'll come 

back next Thursday." The kindergarteners nod yes. Debbi tells her kids, "Put the books 

in your writing folders, and don't lose them." 

New kids arrive. Kerri asks Debbi, "The word alphabet wouldn't be in the 
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dictionary, would it?" Debbi assures her it will. Carnie wants to know if they should put 

the author's name on the cover. Debbi says yes. Carnie asks where. Debbi says, 

"Wherever she wants to." The little girl decides to put it at the bottom of the page. 

Carnie wants to know if they should include a dedication. Debbi says, "Maybe she 

doesn't know what dedication means; explain it to her." Clay shows Debbi how his 

partner wrote Halloween. Debbi says, "You tried to write Halloween. That's good!" The 

little boy is delighted. Kerri and her partner show Debbi the cover page of their book 

(Alphabet). Debbi tells the kindergartener, "Do you see how helpful a dictionary can 

be?" Jacob says Keegan wrote Halloween all by himself. Debbi says, "Wow!" Jacob 

says, "He wrote all these words. He sounded them out." Lisa shows Debbi her partner's 

cover page (I Like Halloween; Author-Jennifer; Illustrator-Jennifer). Debbi says, 

"Wow! Do you know what illustrator means?" Lisa says, "Yes, she does." Jennifer nods 

proudly. Debbi says, "Before you clean up, I want you to go back and read everything 

you wrote." A kindergartener says, "I'm not finished." Debbi replies, "We'll get to do 

this again next week and the week after." Jacob says Keegan is lucky because he'll have 

the same partner again. The little ones line up and leave. 

When all the fourth graders are back, Debbi says, "You did a nice job. Don't lose 

their books because they'll be back next week." Seth wants to know if he's going to get a 

C in English because he's written only one book. Another kid exclaims, "I'm going to get 

a C?" Debbi says, "Okay, class, about writers' workshop. Since we're watching 

Charlotte's Web tomorrow morning, I thought I'd do some editing." Tim wants to know 

if they can read their books tomorrow. Debbi hesitates, "No, we have computer lab," 

then says, "Yes we can, during science." She asks, "Who has a story to read now?" Lots 

of hands shoot up. Brett reads My Best Friend is an Alien. The kids are courteous and 

attentive. He shows everyone the cover page, then reads very fast. Debbi tells him to 

read loudly. He stops from time to time to show his illustrations. When he finishes, the 
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class applauds. Debbi tells him to stay up front. She asks if anyone knows what 

constructive criticism means. Summer does. "It's telling someone that something is 

wrong in a positive way, not being mean or negative." Debbi says her constructive 

criticism is that Brett should slow down and not read so fast. She says, "I want two 

things that you like about Brett's story." Lots of hands shoot up. Jeff says, "I liked the 

whole book." Debbi replies, "That's too general. Who has a more specific comment?" 

Several kids do. Next Jonas reads his Bart Simpson book. The kids say "Yes!" 

(Evidently many already know this story.) The kids listen well and applaud loudly when 

he's done. Debbi says, "How about constructive criticism?" Summer says he should 

show his pictures slower. (Jonas waved them quickly above his head.) Debbi says, 

"How about something positive?" Kerri says, "He should read slower." Debbi says, 

"That's negative. Say something positive." She asks Jonas, "How long did it take you to 

write that?" He says, "One night," then adds, "The rough draft took a couple of days." 

Debbi replies, "Imagine what you could do if you took a week." She asks, "Who wants to 

go home?" Some say yes; others want to hear more stories. Debbi announces, "I will not 

accept any more books tomorrow." Lisa is concerned about how much writing she's 

done. 

10/30/90 (T): Debbi has rearranged the room-five desks pushed together form 

each group. Some kids have been moved too. The writers' workshop table is now at the 

back of the room, to my left. On the board: "Due Friday-Rough Draft." At 12:37 p.m. 

Debbi asks, "Who has stories they need to read?" Several hands go up. She says, "Let's 

have our eyes on our reader." Jonas reads The First Astronauts on Mars. He reads the 

title, author, and illustrator, then shows the cover to the class. Everyone is focused on 

him. As he starts the story, Debbi says, "Louder back here. Good." The kids applaud 

when he finishes. Megan is next. Debbi announces, "If you have a finished book, it 

needs to go back here in the completed book box." Megan reads The Dance of the Cats. 
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Debbi asks, "Anybody else? Jacob?" She tells the class, "Before Jacob starts, you need 

to remember to sit very still. When you rock in your chairs you create a disturbance. II 

Jacob's book (about handling dogs) is "Dedicated to my dog, Spunky. II Afterwards Debbi 

says, "That was an information book. Nonfiction. Anybodyelse?" 

Debbi says all the old books are going to be filed. "We start new books this 

quarter. II Kerri has several questions. "Y ou said at the end of the year we're going to sell 

our books. How are we going to do that?" Debbi explains the books are sold to parents 

at the "Meet the Author Book Fair." The money goes to buy new supplies (stencils, 

markers, etc.) for next year's writers' workshop. If there's any money left over, she might 

buy chips and snacks for a movie. Kerri asks, "Are we going to keep the books up at the 

chalkboard any more?" She complains that some of the books got messed up-one of 

hers had a chocolate stain on it and several pages were bent. Jeff says, "I had marker 

marks on mine. II Debbi asks, "How did that make you feel?" Both say bad. Debbi gives 

a lecture about book care. She's noticed the kids abuse library books and even the books 

she buys for lit study. She tells them to be more careful and considerate. She says, "At 

the end of the year, you'll have a chance to write some of your books over and make 

prettier covers before selling them. You can bind your favorite book with a spiral binder. 

The books you sell have to be perfect, no mistakes. II She adds, liOn your rough drafts you 

need to follow my editing marks. I'm not going to be so lenient from now on. If you 

don't follow my marks, you'll have to start over. I spent as much time on some of your 

books as I did on the rough drafts. You're going to be upset after drawing your 

illustrations when you have to start all over. II Summer asks, "Can we start writers' 

workshop now?" Debbi says, liAs soon as I finish my little lecture." She tells everyone 

that rough drafts are due by Friday. She asks, "How many of you are writing today?" 

Hands go up. "How many responding?" Hands go up. "How many editing?" Hands go 

up. "How many need me to edit?" Only a few hands go up. She gives a pep talk, "You 
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need to do more in writers' workshop. Last quarter too many of you sloughed off; that's 

not going to happen this time. It's 12:50 p.m. now; you have until 1:50 p.m. to write. 

That's a full hour. You can get a draft of a story done. And no slop jobs. Think before 

you write. Use creative words." 

Shawna wants Oebbi to edit her new story. Summer shows off her work in 

progress. "It's going to have lots of sound effects," she says. Ray asks me how to spell 

Saddam Hussein. (I have no idea.) I tell him to check the newspaper when he gets home. 

Two girls ask if they may go to the library to do some research for their books. Oebbi 

calls up Oerrik and tells him, "Three stories this quarter. If not you get an F. Mr. 

Silverman (the special education teacher) doesn't give you an English grade; I do. Write 

your stories, then bring them up to me, and I'll help you with the words you don't 

understand. Think about your inventive spellings. Try to spell the way you think it 

sounds." She quiets down a few kids. Jacob wants to know when there were castles. (He 

wants a specific date.) Oebbi tells him to look it up in the encyclopedia. Jennifer 

responds to Lonnie's story. Tim tells Megan how to spell a word. Oebbi asks Chesne, 

"What have you done?" 

At 1:07 p.m. Shelly Nova arrives with four kindergarten girls. They're bashful but 

excited. Oebbi announces, "We have visitors. Stop what you're doing and give them 

your complete attention." Oebbi's kids are absolutely silent. I've never heard the room so 

quiet. Shelly preps the little ones. They decide on the reading order. She tells them to 

read loudly, "just like we practiced." The first one steps up; Shelly and the other three sit 

on the floor. She announces the title and illustrator, then reads fairly loudly. The fourth 

graders applaud appreciatively. Thoroughly delighted, she sits down. The next girl reads 

her book about dinosaurs very loudly. She frequently stops to show off her illustrations. 

More applause. Dcbbi compliments the first two on their reading voices. The third one 

gets the giggles and has a hard time reading. Shelly says, "Don't be silly." The fourth 
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one reads My First Letter Book. After she shows an illustration, Shelly reminds her, 

"Look at the words. Read in a loud voice." Applause. The first one reads another book, 

louder this time. Debbi says, "Oh, that's a good voice. Very good." She asks her kids, 

"Do you have anything positive to say about how they read?" Many hands shoot up. 

Summer says, "They all read loud." Amber says, "They had nice pictures." Carnie says, 

"I liked the way they wrote about family things." Jarred says, "I liked the stickers on the 

dinosaur book." Tim says, "They spoke clearly." Shelly tells the fourth graders, "Do you 

see how important it is that you helped them with their books?" Debbi tells the little 

ones, "You used such big words, like illustrator. Who knows what that means?" One 

does. Debbi asks, "Who knows what author means?" They all do. She says, "Great! 

Now I won't have to teach you those words in fourth grade." She asks, "Do you like 

coming to our class?" They nod. "Come visit us again." 

Debbi asks her class, "How many of you like to read to the sixth graders?" About 

half raise their hands. "How many don't?" The other half raise their hands. "Why?" 

Summer responds, "Because sometimes our books have baby topics." Someone else 

says, "They make fun of us." Debbi asks, "Do you think the kindergarteners don't like to 

come here?" Seth says, "They just told you they did." Debbi asks why. The kids 

answer: "We clap for them." "We listen quietly." "We teach them." "We give them nice 

compliments." Debbi says, "I know the sixth graders won't make fun of you. I've had 

lots of those kids, and they've done the same thing you're doing (writers' workshop/author 

readings). They'll clap and give you praise too, so you shouldn't feel embarrassed." She 

tells them to get back to work. A few kids get busy, but most are talking. Debbi says, 

"Class, you may not get out of your seats. No responding. No editing. Only writing. If 

this is going to be a nagging writers' workshop for the next nine weeks, we'll stop. There 

are many other ways to teach English." The kids quiet down immediately. 

Debbi does record keeping in her file box. She gives me a sample writing folder 
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and her monthly writing record. She calls up Shawna. (Shawna's story has already been 

edited at home. Her mom has made copious red marks.) As usual, Debbi reads aloud, 

with expression. Shawna clearly enjoys hearing her story. Debbi comments on spelling 

(their/there), possessive forms, and punctuation (run-ons, proper end marks). She says, 

fly ou don't need a comma. Put an exclamation mark here. What does this mean?" 

Shawna explains. Debbi asks, "Who was doing what?" Shawna says, "Jill's mom." 

Debbi says, "Let's write that in." Shawna asks a question about spelling and capital 

letters. Debbi says, "I think it's spelled right. Ask your mom tonight. That's a run-on. 

This is cute, Shawna." Next they move on to Shawna's completed book, Charlotte's 

Children, a sequel to Charlotte's Web. Debbi compliments her cover. Showing it to the 

class, she says, "This is what I'm looking for, nice neat lines." She edits the completed 

book with a pencil, reading softly and quickly, making few comments and corrections. 

She tells Shawna, "Your pictures are beautiful." Shawna is delighted. Debbi concludes, 

"Oh, this is wonderful! Very good!" She tells Shawna, "I want you to read this. Boys 

and girls, put down your pencils and paper. I want you to hear this. Eyes on Shawna." 

Shawna reads well, stopping frequently to show her illustrations. The kids are attentive; 

some can't help commenting on the drawings. They applaud appreciatively. Debbi tells 

Shawna to leave the book on the chalkboard. "I want you to read it to the third graders 

tomorrow." Shawna says, "To all of them?" Debbi says no, only the ones who have read 

Charlotte's Web. Again, she says, "That was wonderful." The kids get back to writing. 

Debbi goes to her workroom and returns with a form for gifted testing. She tells Shawna, 

"Have your parents fill this out." 

Debbi visits David, who's been dawdling, sucking his thumb, staring into space. 

She says, "You wrotc only one sentence in an hour? Your dad wants me to call him if 

you are not writing stories." She goes into her workroom. Seth gets up to read Shawna's 

book. Most of the kids continue to writc. Debbi returns and gives David a note; she 
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wants it signed and returned tomorrow. At 1:57 p.m. song and cleanup. Before the bell 

Debbi announces, "You have Wednesday, Thursday, and Friday to write a minimum two

page story." 

1111190 (Th): Day after Halloween-the kids are wound up, teachers frazzled. 

Shawna asks, "Are we going to work with the kindergarteners today?" Debbi says, "No. 

They have a sub, and it's too hard when there's a sub." The kids moan in genuine 

disappointment. Debbi says, "Summer has something to share with you, something she 

did in gifted class." Summer sits on Debbi's chair in front of the board and reads a report 

she did on ancient Mesopotamia. Most kids listen pretty well; after eight minutes, 

however, they start to squirm. When Summer concludes, Debbi asks, "What sources did 

you use?" Summer says the encyclopedia and some other books. Debbi says, "What did 

your teacher say about using your own words?" (The report is loaded with big words.) 

Summer replies, "She said we could copy or we could put it in our own words. I didn't 

copy because it wouldn't have been mine." Aside to me, Debbi says, "That's not the 

answer I wanted." She asks Summer, "Are you sure she said you could copy? Or did she 

say you couldn't copy." Summer says firmly, "No, she said we could copy." Debbi tells 

the class, "If you're using the encyclopedia in my class, you cannot copy; you have to use 

your own words. Sometimes that's tough, but you have to use your own words. Summer, 

you may count that as one of your books. I'm proud of you." 

Debbi says, "I'm going to take a chance and let you play spelling baseball today." 

The kids cheer, play, fool around, have a great time. The game ends at 1: 12 p.m. Debbi 

says, "Okay, get out your writers' workshop." Noisily, the kids get their materials. Some 

start writing immediately; others negotiate who will respond to or edit their drafts. 

Within a minute, most are on task, but they seem noisier than usual. Debbi circulates, 

helping out Scotl, checking in with David, throwing up her hands because he's not 

writing. She asks, "Is your first story done? Tomorrow's Friday." He looks confused. 
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When she moves on, he plays with his nose and talks to the boy sitting across from him. 

Debbi tells the kids to put on their creative thinking caps and do good work. She calls up 

Derrik, looks at the book he's completed, and asks if he wants to read it to the class. He 

says no. She asks, "How about to a kindergarten class or a first grade? They'd really like 

it. They'll laugh at the pictures." He says okay. Debbi asks Jim to take him to Mrs. 

Nova's class. Camie and Jennifer are working on reports, using encyclopedias. Summer 

wants to know if she can use other books from her gifted class in writers' workshop. 

Debbi says, "No. You must write books in here this quarter." Lots of boys have gathered 

around Jeff, who appears to be writing something naughty. They laugh furtively. Debbi 

says, "No R-rated books." They break it up. Holding an encyclopedia, Jacob complains 

that he can't find information on the "red widow spider." Debbi tells him to look in a 

different volume, under spiders. Clay asks if Debbi thinks his rough draft is two pages 

(it's a page and a half). She laughs, "No. Did you think I'd imagine writing here?" 

Sheepishly, he says no. She reads quickly and suggests that he put more information into 

the first part. 

Debbi announces, "I can't edit with all the noise. I can't even hear myself think. I 

can walk around and help out if you want me to. I like to do that. How many of you 

want me to walk around?" No hands. "How many of you want me to edit?" Lots of 

hands. "I thought so." Derrik and Jim return. Debbi asks how it went. "Did they 

laugh?" Derrik says no. "Not even at the fish part?" Debbi helps him with his next 

book. She reads expressively, asks questions, offers advice. She covers spelling, syntax 

("woke me up" instead of "me woke up"), homonyms (to, too, two), sentence sense, and 

end punctuation. She tells him not to start sentences with and or then. She compliments 

his progress (he spelled more words correctly this time) and encourages him to use the 

words he learned in computer lab. 

Scanning the class, I see lots of kids reading and responding to each other's 
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stories. Even though they're noisy, most are working. Scott is talking to David, who is 

sucking on a lollipop. Debbi notices him. "No candy. Hold your paper up." Still 

sucking, he shows her some writing. She says, "Hey, great job." Summer comes up for a 

conference. Her book is about the singer Amy Grant. The book is long, five pages, 

divided into chapters. Before starting, Debbi quiets down the class, "No more talking, no 

more editing or responding. Sit down please." She tells Summer not to start every 

sentence with well. As usual she reads aloud and corrects simultaneously. Summer 

participates in the conference, asking questions ("Should I put a period here?"), pointing 

out possible errors. Debbi quiets down the class again, then says, "I'm glad I didn't go out 

for Halloween." She asks Summer, "Is that a question? Put you in quotation marks. You 

don't have to end your quote yet." Summer says, "I don't need I said there." Finished, 

Debbi says, "This is good. Oh, I love it, Summer." 

Seven kids rush up, including David. Debbi says, "I want to see what David has 

done." He's written a poem; she reads it aloud, laughing and complimenting him. "See, 

you're such a good writer. Why don't you write more? You're a poet and you don't even 

know it." He says, "No, I'm not a poet, and I know it." Debbi quiets down the kids again. 

At 1:50 p.m. she stops editing. The intercom interrupts. (Registration fees for after

school classes are due tomorrow.) Kids ask questions. A few still write. At 1:52 p.m. 

Debbi turns on the cleanup song and tells everyone to do a good job. At 1:57 p.m. she 

says, "Eyes on me. Raise your hands if you want to request a song." Seth requests 

"Dayo." A dozen kids go to the board and dance. At 2:00 p.m. Debbi tells them to 

"dance out of here." 

1112/90 (F): Debbi says, "Today we're going to do things a little different. We 

already did the spelling test and reading. So we'll do writers' workshop until 1: 10 p.m. 

and then 40 minutes in computer lab." Noisily, the kids get out their folders and start to 

work. Carnie reminds Toni that a rough draft is due today; Jennifer is still copying 



171 

information from the encyclopedia. Kerri tells me she has written three and a half pages 

on legal-pad paper like mine. Tim reads Lisa's rough draft aloud. (Her story is titled 

Lisa's Terrible Day.) The three other kids in the group (including Lisa) listen intently. 

Later Tim tells me he was almost crying because the story was so sad. I notice lots of 

kids using encyclopedias today. Debbi says they're writing animal stories. Most kids are 

working hard, but they're still rather noisy (maybe the residue of Halloween, maybe in 

anticipation of computer lab). Jeff asks Debbi if his story is too "gutsy" (as in blood and 

guts). Debbi quiets down Seth's group. She reminds David, "Two pages." She asks 

Toni, who is using the encyclopedia, "Are you using your own words?" Seth wants his 

story edited now. Debbi says, "No, I have to go from the bottom of the pile." She tells 

David, "You need more than one poem. You can do a book of poems if it adds up to at 

least two pages." 

Debbi edits Jennifer's story. Amber brings up a rough draft. She says, "I'll put 

this on the bottom." Debbi says, "Put it on top. I go from the bottom." She tells Jennifer, 

"I can't edit this now. Too noisy. I have to be on patrol for awhile." She tells Clay, 

"While you're waiting for me to edit, start a new story; then you'll be right on target." 

Derrik is writing. Debbi says, "Use your inventive spelling. Don't ask Shawna. This is 

just a rough draft." She helps Jim organize his book on planets. Demonstrating with a 

blank sheet of paper, she says, "Put all the information about Mercury here; then indent 

and start a new paragraph for a new planet." Shawna is working on the final copy of her 

story, drawing straight lines, using a stencil. Jeff has used the word heck. Jonas says it's 

a naughty word. Debbi asks if anyone is not allowed to say heck at home. A few hands 

go up. Debbi tells Jeff he can't use it. At 1:08 p.m. Debbi tells the kids to clean up. They 

moan, even as they put their folders away. Debbi says, "Stop writing, Seth. I never 

thought I'd have to say that." When the kids quiet down, she says "TGIF." A few kids 

ask what that means. They argue briefly over whether it's God or goodness. Someone 
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says, "thank goodness it's fun." 

11/6/90 (T): On the board: "Due Friday: 1st book. Debbi reads from Where the 

Red Fern Grows. She reads a long time, almost 15 minutes. Finished, she announces: 

"Poor Tom Turkey." (I have no idea what she's talking about.) She says, "Listen up. 

You're going to write short stories about Poor Tom Turkey. I'm requesting that you write 

no more than a page. Do you believe that? All I ask is that it have a beginning, middle, 

and end. You must have a full page, or at least three quarters of a page. Think your ideas 

through before you write. Be careful with grammar. I'll have to edit these and get them 

right back to you tomorrow. Watch for spelling, capital letters, and complete thoughts." 

Seth asks, "How long is it supposed to be?" Carnie asks if the story can be a little longer 

than one page. Debbi says no. She wants them to leave some room for a picture at the 

top. She repeats, "Make sure it has a beginning, middle, and end. Make it interesting, 

different, not like everybody else's." Summer says, "And make sure it has lots of details." 

Debbi asks Jim to tell Derrik what to do and to get him in the mood to write. 

She tells the kids to imagine themselves in Tom's place: he's going to get killed. 

One girl says, "That's so sad." Another says, "No it's not; it's yummy." Debbi says, "Put 

the story on the back table when you're finished, then get started on writers' workshop. 

Don't ask anyone to edit. I'll edit these alone. Don't talk to anyone about your story. I 

want them to be different." The kids are excited. Tim announces, "I want to call mine 

'Terrified Tom. "' Debbi says, "Use your thinking caps and be creative. Use your writing 

skills to affect the emotions of the reader. I don't care if he dies at the end." She says 

something about writing through Tom's eyes (in the first person). She announces, 

"Rough draft has to be done today." Jeff asks, "What if it's not?" Debbi says, "Zero. It 

goes into the grade book. " 

Some kids think, others start writing immediately. Debbi circulates, checking on 

progress, answering questions. Jacob asks, "Can we have the same title you have?" 
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Debbi says sure. Jacob says, "I like your title. It has a kind of rhythm." The kids quiet 

each other down. Debbi says, "It can be funny. It doesn't have to be sad." David writes; 

Derrik does not. Debbi says, "You can write in third person or first person. Anybody 

know what that means?" Someone says no. Debbi models first person: "Hi, I'm Tom 

Turkey, and I'm sad because I'm going to be eaten." Then she shifts to third person, 

"Once upon a time there was a turkey named Tom. ". She warns not to change the point of 

view. Summer says, "I see that sometimes when I edit." Debbi goes to Derrik, still not 

writing, and says, "Once upon a time. Start it like that. Your goal is to write as naturally 

as you talk. Whatever you want to say, write it. That's what writing is." Almost 

everyone is working hard. Jeff has already filled half a page. Debbi interrupts, "Be 

creative. You want your story to be different, not predictable. I'm going to leave the 

room; I'll be back soon." Shawna tells Derrik to start writing; instead he gets up and 

wanders. 

Debbi returns and calls up Derrik. He takes his time. She asks, "How do you 

want to start it?" He doesn't know. She asks, "How do stories usually start?" Jim brings 

up his completed story. Derrik is shocked at how much he's written. Debbi says to me, 

"Look at this. In 10 minutes they can turn out a full page." She helps Derrik spell once. 

He's looking around the room. She says, "I'm a little irritated that you're not giving me 

your full attention." Derrik offers a sentence. Debbi modifies it, "How about 'Once there 

was a turkey.' Let's introduce the character." Jennifer asks what day Thanksgiving is on. 

Debbi says to check the calendar. Lonnie, Tim, and Joey are finished. She tells Derrik, 

"The more you write, the better you'll be," then asks, "Is that the end of your sentence? 

'There once was a turkey.' Period. Now tell us something about him. What's his name?" 

Derrik can't spell Tom. Debbi says, "Try sounding it out. What letter makes the ah 

sound, like in dog?" Derrik offers, "Two Q's?" Debbi replies, "No, that's the 00 sound." 

Derrik says, "It is?" Debbi spells Tom for him. She says, "You need a capital letter. " 
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She asks him to read aloud his first two sentences. He struggles, but succeeds. Next she 

says, IINow tell us how he felt. 1I Derrik offers a sentence. (I think he says Tom was 

scared.) Debbi says, IIThat's a good one; now write it. II Scanning the class, I notice some 

kids write very small to fit their story onto one page. Those already finished are working 

on books, designing covers, illustrating. Derrik misspells the word to. Debbi explains 

the different to's. David reads his story silently, mouthing the words and smiling. Scott 

brings up a ruler. He says, IIJim wrote thisll (something mean about Debbi, I think). 

Debbi calls to him. He won't tum around to look at her. She calls again. Still no 

reaction. Finally he turns but won't look her in the eyes. Sounding hurt, Debbi says, 

IIJim, don't write on my stuff, please. You wouldn't like it if I wrote on yours. II Summer 

brings up her story. She asks, IIDoes this look good?1I Debbi replies, III don't know, is 

it?1I Summer says, III think so. II Tim reads his story aloud to the kids in his group. He 

tells them, IIThis is great. II 

Back to Derrik, Debbi interrupts frequently to help with spelling. He's having a 

terrible time spelling Thanksgiving. He wants to know why it's capitalized. IIWhy did 

they make that rule?1I Debbi explains that it's a special day. She yells at Jacob, who is 

talking to David. Jacob protests, IIHe wants me to help him find a word that rimes with 

Thanksgiving.1I Debbi tells the class, IIDon't get antsy on me. You've got 15 more 

minutes for some good writing. II Derrik continues to work on spelling Thanksgiving. 

With prompting he figures out that it ends with ing. He says he learned that in one of his 

special classes. Debbi's proud of him. She asks if that's the end of the sentence. He says, 

III guess so. II She says, III guess so? Read it over. II He struggles, then stops because he 

can't read the word scared. She says, IIThat's because you didn't put a vowel in it. 1I As 

Derrik corrects, Debbi says, IIYou're getting smarter every day. II She continues, IISO 

Tom's got to have a plan. He's scared he might be eaten. What's he going to do? He 

might starve himself to get so skinny that no one wants to eat him. II Derrik offers, IIOr he 
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might run away." Debbi says, "Yes, run away from the farm." Derrik says, "He lives on 

a farm?" Joking, she replies, "Yes, he doesn't live in a condominium." She tells Derrik 

he needs a new paragraph. "What do you do?" Derrik offers, "Capitalize?" Debbi says, 

"You indent." He doesn't know she means. She says, "You move in; it's like making a 

dent in a car." She demonstrates, bumping the side of the table with her elbow. 

At 1:42 p.m. Debbi announces, "Turkey stories are due in five minutes." She asks 

David how he's doing. He holds up his paper. She asks, "Is it almost finished?" He says, 

"Almost." She says, "Finish it." He says, "It's not a full page." She replies, "It doesn't 

have to be. End it. Or else get a zero in the grade book." Debbi and Derrik continue to 

work. At 1:48 p.m. she says, "I wonder if you can finish this at home. But I'll be angry if 

you leave it there." Derrik says, "I'm afraid I'll forget it." Debbi replies, "What's going to 

happen when you're in high school and you h~.ve homework? You don't have to do a full 

page. A half page is okay." At 1:50 p.m. Debbi tells the kids to clean up. She reminds 

them to bring in signed permission slips for the upcoming field trip. "Don't make me 

mad with this," she says, then adds, "I'd faint if you brought all your slips in tomorrow." 

Interview 

Sudol: Why do you teach writing as you do? 

Kuhn: Actually, I teach English through writing. The English book has chapters on how 

to write, but I never use them. 

Sudol: But why writers' workshop? 

Kuhn: Because I can't teach skills in isolation and have them be meaningful. In a 

workshop, everything the kids do and learn is in context. They're excited about what 

they're doing, and it means something to them. Also, I can teach at individual rates. 

Sudol: What informs your workshop? What reading have you done? Who has 

influenced you? 
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Kuhn: Let me back up a bit. My first two years of teaching I didn't do writers' workshop. 

I taught out of the English book. I was attached to the old teaching manual. I worked 

faithfully all the way through the book, but it was boring. I never did any writing or very 

little, just enough to meet the district requirements. Actually, now that I think about it, 

towards the tail end of my degree, I took a language class. A doctoral student came in to 

teach one of the units. She believed in writing, journal writing, and reading. I suppose 

she inspired me to teach writing in a workshop, but I didn't do it at first. Then Shelly 

Nova came to Coyote from California. She was trained to teach language holistically, 

and she immediately started a writers' workshop in her fifth-grade class. At that time no 

one else was doing it. Well, Shelly and I clicked. I went into her classroom and saw her 

kids writing. I went cold turkey overnight. I collected the English and reading books, 

and I've never gone back. I was so enthusiastic about what Shelly's kids were producing. 

I knew myoid way of teaching wasn't right. I also knew I couldn't do lit studies and 

writers' workshop half-heartedly, once or twice a week. I knew the new way was right, 

so I had to give 110%. 

Sudol: How often do you do workshop? 

Kuhn: Every day. 

Sudol: For how long? 

Kuhn: An hour, but this week probably two and a half hours because I've given them 

some extra assignments for Thanksgiving- the Tom Turkey story and a report on the first 

Thanksgiving. I have to do reports and stories, so this week is a good time to cover those. 

I had some good ideas. 

Sudol: Let's return to Shelly for a minute. Did you talk to her formally? Did you visit 

her class and take notes? 

Kuhn: Oh, yes. We would actually switch classes during language or writers' workshop 

so I could see what was going on. She'd teach my kids, and I'd watch hers. I was in her 
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her forms (editor sheets). Finally, I said, "Sit down. I want to start this on Monday." 

Sudol: Did you read any theory or research? 
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Kuhn: Shelly lent me some books and articles. To tell you the truth, I was a little 

nervous about starting, so I went to Amanda and said, "I don't want to teach out of the 

basal, is that okay?" I wanted her approval. She gave me a free rein. She said, "Go for 

it. You're doing everything right." As soon as I heard that, I was fine. She mentioned 

test scores, which I know are a big concern, and said, "Debbi, the test scores might not go 

up leaps and bounds. If anything, they'll either stay the same or go up. They're not going 

down. 

Sudol: What are your objectives in writers' workshop? 

Kuhn: I want the kids to be able to write without worrying about punctuation. They've 

been trained since kindergarten to spell right, to punctuate right, to start sentences with a 

capital, to end sentences with a period. That's editing! They need to write first. I want 

them to be able to put down words on paper. And they proved it to me this week. When 

I said, "You guys have a half hour to write a turkey story," they whipped out that page in 

20 minutes. It wasn't a big challenge to write. I want them to enjoy writing and have 

writing be easy. I want them to express their thoughts on paper. I don't want to make a 

big deal about the punctuation. 

Sudol: Do you do much writing yourself? 

Kuhn: If you had asked me that last year, I would have said no. I didn't really have a 

reason to write. I didn't keep a journal or anything. But since I've started taking graduate 

courses I'm writing a lot more. 

Sudol: Do you ever write with your kids? 

Kuhn: Urn, no, not really. I'm supposed to be editing. When they start doing journals in 

January, I'll write with them. When it's journal time, we'll all write. But not now. 
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Sudol: Is there much articulation among teachers within or between grade levels? For 

example, you talked to Shelly, but do you know what Jane Nelson and Jessica Marlow 

are doing? Do you get together to talk about the teaching of writing? 

Kuhn: We have grade-level meetings, but I really have no idea what they're doing. 

Sudol: How important is management in writers' workshop? 

Kuhn: It's very important. And it takes a long time. A teacher who dives into writers' 

workshop will hate it if she doesn't get the management down. It has to be started 

immediately, and it takes a very long time. My workshop is just getting to the point 

where it runs itself. And it depends on the class, too. Last year my kids could have 

written for three hours straight and been on task. I can honestly say that. This year, 

they're not horrible, but they get antsy. Still, they're pretty good. I don't have many 

problems. 

Sudol: Once I watched you do workshop in computer lab, and management seemed to be 

a problem there. 

Kuhn: I don't do writers' workshop in computer lab anymore because I can't help the kids 

edit. It's my problem really. They can write almost anywhere. They don't have to be in a 

quiet, organlL.';>.1 rot.;m. But I'm supposed to be interacting with the kids on the computer, 

and I can't do both. 

Sudol: Why do you teach DOL in addition to writing? 

Kuhn: It's short and it repeats itself. It's a quick mini-lesson. The kids learn a lot of the 

language concepts in DOL, and they also learn the editing marks (proofreading symbols). 

Sudol: Do you see connections between DOL and their writing? 

Kuhn: Absolutely. For me DOL takes the place of English lessons. On the Iowa Test of 

Basic Skills the kids have to be able to answer questions like "What part of speech is 

dog?" They don't get a whole lot of that in writers' workshop. But I have to use that 

vocabulary; I have to play the game. Everything they're going to be tested on I cover in 
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Sudol: Do you ever teach English lessons per se? 
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Kuhn: I shouldn't put this on the tape recorder. Sometimes if the kids get rambunctious, 

and they're not producing, I'll threaten them. I'll say, "Well, there are lots of ways to 

teach English skills, and if you can't handle the independence and freedom of workshop, 

we'll get out the English books." Every once in a while I'll bring out the English books to 

make a point. Also, last year I used the English book for grades. 

Sudol: I didn't see you teach any mini-lessons. Do you ever teach them? 

Kuhn: I consider DOL my mini-lessons. Or if I notice the kids aren't using lots of 

describing words in their writing, for example, I'll read a passage from Where the Red 

Fern Grows and do a mini-lesson on adjectives, showing how authors use adjectives in 

their wri ting. 

Sudol: Are such mini-lessons effective? 

Kuhn: Oh, yes, because they're quick, and I try to apply everything to the kids' own 

writing. Then in conferences I refer to the mini-lessons or DOL. 

Sudol: How important is spelling in the teaching of writing? 

Kuhn: If I didn't have to give spelling tests, I wouldn't. I encourage the kids to use 

inventive spelling when they write. If they don't know how to spell a word, they don't 

stop their train of thought to find a dictionary or ask someone how to spell it. But they 

use the dictionaries a lot when they edit. When they publish, spelling is very important. 

Everything has to be spelled perfectly because other people are reading their books. It's 

the same with penmanship. I'll tell them, "On your rough draft don't worry about your 

very best handwriting. I don't make a grocery list in my best penmanship. No one's 

going to see it but me. But if I'm writing a letter to my grandmother, I need to use my 

best handwriting." 

Sudol: How do kids come up with topics? Do you teach them prewriting techniques 
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such as brainstorming or heuristics? 

Kuhn: It's very rare that I choose their topics. At the beginning of the year when I gave 

them their writing folders I said, "Write three things that you know a lot about." Then I 

said, "Write three more things that you know a lot about." Then I said, "There are a lot 

more things you know a lot about. Write about something you know. That's what 

authors write about- things they're familiar with, things they know a lot about." That's 

all I've ever done. During my first year (with workshop) I occasionally assigned topics, 

but the kids didn't like that. And once I gave them topics, they relied on me for ideas. 

This year, I've had only one child say, "I don't know what to write about." 

Sudol: What are the advantages and disadvantages of letting the kids choose their own 

topics? 

Kuhn: The main advantage is that they think their topic is special. The disadvantage is 

that sometimes they get stuck in a rut and write about the same thing over and over. 

Sometimes the topics are all bloody, guts, and shooting. But then a lot of authors write 

horror stories, so I'm not real concerned. I don't want to discourage them, because it's 

hard to write all year long and come up with 15 or 20 different topics. I'm not real 

choosy, especially at the beginning. Anything goes. 

Sudol: Do you ever censor topics? 

Kuhn: Yes. I tell them, "No R-rated. If you can't read it to me or to Mrs. Squire or to 

your grandmother, something's wrong." I also say, "You have to share your writing with 

other classes, so it must be appropriate." 

Sudol: You sometimes assign topics, such as the Tom Turkey story. 

Kuhn: That's the only one we've done. 

Sudol: How does assigned writing compare to self-sponsored writing? 

Kuhn: With the assigned writing the kids work faster and get it done because I give them 

a deadline. I say, "Rough draft has to be done by today so I can edit it. Final copy is due 
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tomorrow." They completed the Tom Turkey stories in two days. Their own stories may 

take a lot longer. 

Sudol: Are the kids as interested in the assigned writing? 

Kuhn: They are with this story because it's funny. The turkey is about to be put in the 

oven. They're writing a letter from the first person point of view. The main disadvantage 

is that they're forced to write about something they don't care about. I may think that I'm 

helping when I assign a topic, but I'm actually narrowing their creativity and imagination. 

Sudol: Why do you always refer to the students' writing as stories? 

Kuhn: I wasn't conscious of it. 

Sudol: What types of writing do your students produce? 

Kuhn: Personal narratives, science fiction, reports on animals, poetry. But mostly 

fiction. And I've never assigned any of those. When someone does one type, the others 

will do it too. 

Sudol: How do you handle the writing types required by the curriculum? 

Kuhn: I wait for someone to do one, like the report; then I rave about it. 

Sudol: You don't teach separate units on the required types? 

Kuhn: No. And if they ever call me on it, I'll show them the writing folders and how 

much the kids have written; I don't think they'll say much. The kids do summaries in 

reading; they've done reports. They do everything the curriculum requires more than 

once. Only one or two may not do everything. 

Sudol: Would you elaborate on your peer-response procedures? 

Kuhn: The kids get practice reading other people's work. The writer gets a boost because 

the responder has to say something nice. The responder also has a chance to give 

constructive criticism. That was kind of odd for the kids at first- giving and taking 

constructive criticism. They weren't sure how to do it, but they enjoy getting feedback 

from their friends. Also, kids pick up awkwardness. If their friends can't read the 
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handwriting, then I certainly can't. If their friends say the writing isn't flowing, they need 

to revise it before giving it to me. If they have a good editor and responder, my job is a 

lot easier. 

Sudol: But why these particular procedures? Did you devise them yourself? 

Kuhn: Shelly got the response and editing sheets from someone in California, I think. 

Sudol: Did you teach the kids how to use the sheets? 

Kuhn: Yes. I've got a poster on the wall explaining what to do. When we started writers' 

worskhop at the beginning of the year, I had everyone write for 15 minutes; then I asked 

someone to share their writing with the class. I modeled how to respond using the 

response sheet, writing my responses on the board. We did that all day long. The next 

day they wrote again. We responded quickly; then we moved on to the editing. I 

reminded them about the proofreading marks they use in DOL and said, "Those are the 

marks I want you to use when you edit stories." 

Sudol: How well do the kids respond to and edit each other's work? 

Kuhn: I wish I had some to show you. You'd be amazed. Some of them are 

unbelievable. Even if they don't know how to correct a misspelled word, they circle it 

and write SP. They do a very good job editing. 

Sudol: What are some of the specific benefits of peer response? 

Kuhn: Well, Shawna taught Jarred how to use quotes. And she's reinforcing what she's 

learning herself. 

Sudol: Your poster says "revise and then edit." But the word I heard you and the kids 

use almost exclusively is edit. How do you distinguish between revision and editing? 

Kuhn: This is what I tell the kids: "Editing is punctuation, spelling, grammar. After 

someone edits your paper, revising is re-organizing, adding, crossing out. If your 

responder said, 'You haven't given a setting,' that's revising." 

Sudol: I'm a little confused. What order do they follow? 
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But even after editing they have to revise sometimes. 
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Sudol: During conferences, you edit the students' writing; you don't really help the kids 

revise, do you? 

Kuhn: No. At this level, I pretty much accept whatever they do because I don't want to 

lower their confidence. They're not used to writing. If I'm picky about their actual story 

and keep changing it, I might set them back. I'm happy if they can just complete a book. 

Sudol: Editing their writing doesn't lower their confidence? 

Kuhn: No, because editing isn't messing with their ideas. Capitals, spelling, punctuation 

are just quick changes. I'm not saying, "But this part about your mom doesn't make 

sense." It's enough to get them to write. Revision would be overwhelming. I want them 

to produce. I want that final product as fast as possible because that's what turns them on. 

At this point my goal is to get them to love writing. 

Sudol: Why do you do conferences? 

Kuhn: The conference is where I teach skills and where I meet individual needs. The 

kids work at different rates. I don't want to teach Melissa something that she already 

learned two years ago. Right now, for example, with several kids I look for specific 

things that I told them about in the last conference. I'll even bring out their old rough 

drafts to look at. Sometimes I'll tell them to focus on one thing in the next story. 

Sudol: How much do you try to cover in each conference? 

Kuhn: Everything, but I may not comment on everything. I might say, "Oh, wow, you're 

using describing words. That makes your story really neat." I may just talk about 

adjectives the whole time to build the child up. Of course I'm still editing everything else 

(making corrections on the draft with her purple pen), but I'm not commenting on it. 

Also, I usually let the kid show me the easy stuff. For example, I'll say, "Uh-oh, what did 

you forget here?" He'll say, "A capital letter." I'll go through those things real quick. 



184 

Sudol: In conferences, do you play any other roles besides editor? 

Kuhn: No, because to be quite honest, it's exhausting just to edit. I've never considered 

the different roles I might play. I guess my main role-if I'm conferencing right-is to 

praise and reinforce the child, to say, "What a wonderful story this is! What a great job 

you're doing!" I have to build the kids up and get them excited. 

Sudol: Do you follow a set procedure in your conferences? 

Kuhn: I'm very consistent iJl "!":' ~diting. The kids come up. I start reading their stories 

to them, and if I stop or stumble over their words, that's good for them to hear. They 

have to pay close attention-they're with me; they're right there. And they usually know 

why I stop. Now it's to the point where they'll say, "Oops, it's t-h-e-i-r." 

Sudol: Why do you make corrections on their drafts? 

Kuhn: It takes too long to let the kids make the corrections themselves. If I let the kids 

correct their own mistakes, I'd do one conference a day and that pile of drafts would be 

two feet high. It would be a lot quicker and easier to edit their stories at home, but that 

defeats the purpose. 

Sudol: Why do you do two conferences on each story-one on the rough draft and one 

on the final draft? 

Kuhn: In the rough draft conference, I want them to know how much I love their books, 

but in the final conference I really get on them. If that draft isn't nearly perfect, I'll tell 

them to start over. They're just being careless. If they followed all my editing 

corrections on the rough draft, the final copy should be perfect. If I stumble in that 

conference, I hand the draft back. I just take a few seconds on the final conference. I tell 

them, "I should be able to enjoy your book at this point. I'm not looking at spelling. I 

want to look at who the book is dedicated to, the copyright, the 'About the Author' page, 

the summary. I'm looking at the pictures." Now they're nervous when I call them up for 

the final conference because they know what I expect. 
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Sudol: Why do your students publish their writing? Why books? 

Kuhn: It excites them. That's the fun part. When they illustrate and make their stories 

look like books, their writing seems more real. 

Sudol: Do they publish all their stories? 

Kuhn: No. The Tom Turkey assignment is just a short story. Their reports won't be 

made into books. 

Sudol: What happens to the books once they've been published? 

Kuhn: As soon as a kid finishes a book and I've approved and recorded it, it goes on the 

chalkboard ledge. Then the kids share their books at some point. They don't know when. 

I'm not consistent. If I have 10 minutes to spare, I'll say, "Let's read." I have teachers 

who let my kids come in any time. Then the books are displayed all around the room for 

the rest of the quarter. After that, I file them away until the end of the year when we have 

our book fair. 

Sudol: Are illustrations a big part of the kids' writing? 

Kuhn: Yes, especially at this grade. I like the kids to illustrate. I remind them how 

much they like to look at pictures. Even adults do. They don't have to illustrate their 

books; they can ask someone else to do it. One boy has his sister illustrate, but he gives 

her credit. 

Sudol: Do the kids make a big deal of illustrating? 

Kuhn: Some do, some don't. Some kids won't put one picture in their books if I don't 

make them. I encourage them to illustrate, but some aren't good artists. I never insist that 

they have to. 

Sudol: How much emphasis do you place on performance, on author readings? 

Kuhn: A lot, especially when the kids read in here (her room). That's where they learn 

their spe'lking skills-how to address a group, how to enunciate. I think the kids need to 

get up in front of people and read and talk. 
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Sudol: Do you encourage much response to the reading? 

Kuhn: I usually have a couple kids respond. I taught them about constructive criticism. 

It depends on whether we have time. Sometimes we just clap. 

Sudol: How do you handle the paper load generated in a writers' workshop? Do you ever 

edit the kids' stories at home? 

Kuhn: Never, although sometimes I'll send the stories home with parents. 

Sudol: Why do you do that? 

Kuhn: Actually, I send them home only when I get too many-when the stack is that 

high. And I feel guilty when I do it. But sometimes I have to because the kids get so 

antsy; they want their stories right back. In fact, the only good thing about sending the 

stories home is that the kids get immediate feedback. If I had a parent editing every 

night, the kids would have their stories back the following day. When the kids write their 

final drafts, I edit those. Parents only do rough drafts. 

Sudol: To be honest, I find this procedure troublesome. How can you be sure parents 

will respond effectively? Do you teach the parent volunteers? Do you send home 

guidelines? 

Kuhn: No. Really, it's not that big a deal. The kids write so much all year. If a parent 

edits one of their 15 or 20 stories, they'll survive. And even if the parent doesn't catch 

everything and the kid doesn't get a personal conference with the teacher, he's still getting 

some response. I'm not worried about it. To tell you the truth, the parents are so worried 

they're not going to catch all the mistakes that they probably do a better job than I do. 

But I do have to be careful. I'll actually say this: "I don't want anyone going home 

saying, 'Ms. Kuhn said you have to edit my ten-page paper. '" I'll get phone calls for sure. 

Parents will say, "I work all day. That's your job!" No one goes home and says, "Mom, 

you have to edit this." If mom or dad has some free time, fine. If they can do only two 

pages, that still helps me out. 
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Sudol: How do you evaluate the students' writing? 

Kuhn: I've done several things in the past. It's pretty subjective. If they do three stories 

in a quarter, they get an A. But it depends on the child. Shawna's and Derrik's stories are 

completely different. I can't say everyone has to have three five-page books. But to get 

an A, everyone has to have three good quality stories. What does that mean? They have 

to have a beginning, middle, and end. They're neat. They're not blurbs. Three is their 

goal. If they write more than three, the grade is still an A. Three is the minimum. 

Sudol: Do you consider other criteria-content, organization, expression, usage and 

mechanics? 

Kuhn: No, not at this age, although the students with weak organizational skills are the 

ones who don't write three good quality stories. They get B's or C's. I will not give a D 

or F unless they simply don't do anything. Even if the writing is poor and they don't have 

good sentence structure, I won't fail them. I don't believe in failing at this age. 

Sudol: How do you keep records of their writing? 

Kuhn: I have a log in their writing folders that tells what stories they've written. And I 

put a check, check minus, or a check plus. If the story was a check minus, I might make a 

note about what was wrong. But I don't keep a formal record of what they can and can't 

do. Usually it's just mental. Believe it or not, I can remember the skills they have or 

need to work on. And I never put a grade on their book. I've never said, "This is an A 

book, or a C or an E book." All of their books are wonderful. They have to love to write. 

Sudol: How do you deal with reluctant writers? For instance, David? 

Kuhn: If I told David he could write a story, he'd whip it out in a minute. He doesn't like 

editing and all that stuff. But that's what we're in school to do. We're here to learn. I 

always have those kinds of kids. It's a constant nag. David needs to be put by himself 

sometimes. Once I put him in a third-grade room and said, "Looks like fourth grade is 

just too hard for you. Maybe you need to learn third-grade English skills first; then you 
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can come back in here and do writers' workshop." After that he shaped up. But he's got a 

lot of emotional problems. At this point I accept pretty much everything he does. If he 

wrote half a page, I'd be happy. I can get him to do hardly anything. And it's not just 

writing. He doesn't do his math; he doesn't do anything. 

Sudol: How do you handle the very weak student? For example, Derrik? 

Kuhn: I've never had anyone as weak as him. 

Sudol: How does writers' workshop work for him? 

Kuhn: I think he gets embarrassed sometimes, although I've never made him read his 

book in front of us. But I think he needs writers' workshop more than anyone does 

because he's doing drill and skill all day. He's only in my class in the afternoon. The rest 

of the day he's in special classes. Writers' workshop gives him a chance to put it all 

together on paper. He probably doesn't produce as much as he can because I can't always 

work with him one-on-one. He's off task a lot of the time. In fact, the only time he's 

really on task is when I'm working with him, or he's rewriting what we've written, or he's 

illustrating his book. But I can't continually work with him because there are 28 others 

who need me. I'm sure he suffers a little, but he does get more one-on-one than anyone 

else because parent volunteers come in 45 minutes every day to work with him. 

Sudol: At the beginning of the second quarter you started setting deadlines. How has 

that worked out? 

Kuhn: They've helped. But this quarter writers' workshop is more structured. We've 

done the Tom Turkey story and we're doing reports. Both of those will count as books. 

The kids are thrilled because they don't have to worry about getting three books done. A 

couple of them have said, "I've already got four done; can they count for next quarter?" 

They just want to sit on their butts. To tell you the truth, I don't like to set deadlines, but 

fourth graders come from very structured third-grade classrooms where they've been 

spoonfed. When they get to my room and I let them loose for an hour, they go nuts. I 
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have to teach them how to budget their time. A deadline trains them to get their work 

done; it disciplines them, and they need that. So I'll probably keep the deadlines until I 

know everyone has completed one or two books, and I know no one's going to get an F. 

Sudol: Why do your fourth graders work with Shelly's kindergarteners? 

Kuhn: First of all, I think one of the biggest problems with kids today turning to drugs 

and graduating illiterate is that the family unit is falling apart. Teachers need to create 

that family stability here at school. My fourth graders need to feel like big brothers and 

big sisters and protect those little kindergarteners. 

Sudol: How do your kids benefit from the experience? 

Kuhn: My low kids suddenly become big shots. It builds their self-esteem. And 

working with the little ones helps all my kids' writing skills. They mimic everything I've 

ever taught them. I love that. Also, their manners are good. It's not just a writing 

activity; it's a social interaction between grade levels. My kids learn how to treat the little 

ones, flu;,' to be sensitive of their feelings. 

Sudol: How do the kindergarteners benefit? 

Kuhn: Sometimes kids teach kids better than adults teach kids. I think the little ones are 

more apt to listen-whatever the fourth grader says is gospel. When they write books 

together, the kindergarteners are really turned on sitting with a fourth grader. They see 

the older kids modeling writing and they're very excited. If these kids did this every year 

throughout the grades, can you imagine where they'd be? I'd love to have kids who've 

had this kind of experience. Brenda says she can always pick out the kids who come 

from structured rooms- the ones who haven't had writers' workshop. They can't handle 

the freedom. 

Sudol: Talk about the "Meet the Author Book Fair" that you and Shelly put on. 

Kuhn: We've been doing it for the past two years. Throughout the year we keep all the 

kids' books. In April we start making them look pretty, so if some kids did slop jobs they 
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redo them. The kids get to pick one special book to laminate and bind, but they enter all 

their books in the contest. Then from each class Shelly and I choose three Newbery 

Award winners and six Caldecott Award winners. In May we send out invitations to the 

parents. In the cafeteria we line up desks all around the outside walls, and the kids sit in 

their authors' chairs. They're all dressed up in their Sunday best; the boys who make 

presentations even wear tuxedos. All their books are displayed real fancy on the desks. 

In the middle of the cafeteria we set up tables for a spaghetti dinner. The parents have to 

buy tickets for that. After dinner we have a master of ceremonies and a couple of kids go 

up on stage, and they teach the writing process. They say, "In our class we feel the only 

way to learn how to write is by writing." They quote everything we've ever taught them. 

We have it all written out. Then we pass out the awards. The Caldecott winners get nice 

certificates. The Newbery winners get trophies, and they read their books to the 

audience. We also choose one outstanding writer of the year. Last year she received a 

big special trophy. All the other kids receive a ribbon and a flower. After the awards 

presentations the kids sell their books. If parents want their children's books, they have to 

pay for them. At the end of the evening we have a slide show of all the pictures Shelly 

and I have taken of the kids writing during year. This year we'll do it again, but with 

Shelly's kindergarteners. We'll have co-authors this time. 

Sudol: In general what are the greatest rewards of teaching writing? 

Kuhn: I love writers' workshop. I'd say 80%, no, 90% of the time I thoroughly look 

forward to it. I love it. I get such a kick out of it because the kids are so excited. If I 

were to say, "No writers' workshop today," you'd hear moaning. What a kick in the butt 

for me; it really gets me going. So, their enthusiasm is what's rewarding. And their 

progress. When they look at their books and see what they've done all year, they laugh. 

They ask, "Do I have to display this one from the beginning of the year?" They're always 

a little embarrassed. I say, "Of course, that shows your progress." It's unbelievable. 
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Sudol: What's the downside of teaching writing? 

Kuhn: The only downside is that it takes a lot of energy to edit. Teaching itself is a lot of 

work, but when a child is sitting next to me and he has a fifteen-page story that is hardly 

legible, my mind has to be there. The child is waiting for me to respond to every 

sentence. Sometimes when I read the kid will laugh, and I don't even realize the story is 

supposed to be funny. Then I feel bad because I didn't nptice the humor. I have to be 

very tuned in when I'm editing. If I'm in the mood, I love it. It's a lot of fun reading their 

stories. But I don't always feel like that. And those stories keep coming in, whether or 

not I'm in the mood. What I don't like about teaching writing is not having the energy to 

respond as I should, in my enthusiastic way-using my tone of voice and eye contact. 

Conferencing is draining. Sometimes in the middle of editing, a child will catch me 

looking out the window. To tell you the truth, sometimes I hate editing. Sometimes I'll 

say, "I can't do this anymore." But more times than not, I can honestly say I love it. 

Sudol: What do you need to teach writing more effectively? 

Kuhn: I realize that I need to edit my students' stories myself because I'm responsible for 

those kids, but what I really need is a volunteer who is qualified to work with the kids and 

who I'm comfortable with. That would be great. I wouldn't ever have to send stories 

home. Or, I need fewer kids. I had 20 kids last year. Writers' workshop wasn't the same. 

It was so nice. 

Sudol: Anything else? 

Kuhn: Teachers need support from their administrators. Amanda provided me with a 

variety of resources. She gave me things to read, sent me to workshops, encouraged me 

to give presentations, and told me I did a wonderful job. Personally, I don't need to do 

any more. Teachers also need money for supplies. The kids would be more excited if I 

could laminate or bind all their books. We get $50 a year to buy supplies, but that's gone 

right away. I have to buy pens, markers and stencils, unless the kids donate them. 
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Sudol: Do you need more time in your day to teach writing effectively? 

Kuhn: We don't need more time. We need to eliminate some of the things they want us 

to teach and get down to the basics. We need to get rid of spelling, Kids Voting, fluoride 

rinse, Project DARE. Those are all good activities, but we aren't able to do a superior job 

on what's important. We don't need more time; we need to eliminate the crap. Kids need 

to learn how to read, how to write, how to d;) math. 

Interpretation 

So Different 

From the minute I walked into Debbi Kuhn's classroom, I was startled by the 

differences between her and Jane Nelson. I was amazed that two teachers at the same 

grade level in the same building could be so unlike. Whereas Jane was never completely 

sold on writers' workshop, Debbi bought into it "110%." Hearing her talk about how she 

came to workshop was like listening to a conversion narrative, the impassioned testimony 

of someone who has found the way. During her first two years she was locked into the 

English book and teacher's manual, but when Shelly Nova arrived from California, Debbi 

was literally saved. She knew her old way of teaching was wrong; she was certain the 

new way was right. Whereas Jane eased into writers' workshop, Debbi converted 

immediately-she "went cold turkey overnight," collected the English books, and has 

never turned back. She absolutely loves workshop and won't teach English in any other 

way. Unlike Jane, who does workshop once or twice a week, Debbi does it every day, for 

an hour or more. Whereas Jane still teaches English in addition to writing, Debbi 

believes that she "can't teach skills in isolation and have them be meaningful." Hence she 

has abandoned the English book and trusts writers' workshop to teach skills in context 

and address individual needs. Ironically, she uses English as a threat when the kids 

misbehave. (No one prefers filling out worksheets to writing stories.) Like Jane, Debbi 
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does use DOL, but only "because it's fast and easy," a way to cover language concepts 

and proofreading symbols. Also, because the kids must know that material for the 

competency tests and the ITBS, she "plays the game," fulfilling curricular requirements 

without taking lots of time away from writing. She does, however, see value in DOL, 

which she calls her mini-lessons, because she believes the kids apply it to their writing. 

Her belief in workshop is also apparent in the way she views spelling and required 

writing assignments. Jane thinks spelling is "real important." Debbi, on the other hand, 

would prefer to eliminate spelling from the curriculum altogether. As she said, "If I 

didn't have to give spelling tests, I wouldn't." This is not to say she dismisses spelling. 

She considers it very important when the kids publish their books and then insists that 

spelling be perfect. Rather than teaching standardized lists of words, she encourages her 

students to use "inventive" spelling in their rough drafts and consult the dictionary when 

preparing their final copy. Whereas Jane handles required assignments ad hoc, Debbi 

covers them in workshop. She does not, however, do them in separate units. Instead she 

lets the kids write whatever they please; then when someone does a report, for example, 

she talks it up and encourages the others to do the same. Nor does she worry if the kids 

don't do all the required types. She said they write so much during the year that no one is 

ever going to "call me on it." Although this attitude may seem a bit cavalier, Debbi is 

confident that her students are getting sufficient exposure to many types of writing and 

does not feel obligated to teach exactly what the curriculum demands. 1 

Another major difference between Debbi and Jane is why they teach writing

their objectives and goals. Jane wants her students to produce clear, comprehensible, 

correct prose. Mostly she uses writing as a means to teach skills. Although Debbi also 

teaches "English through writing," she wants her students to become fluent writers, "to be 

able to write without worrying about punctuation" and to "have writing be easy." But her 

primary goal is getting students "to love writing," to "excite them" and "turn them on." 
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Writing for her is an end in itself, the pleasure its own reward. This may be sheer 

speculation, but I can't help wondering if Debbi is reacting to a bad experience she 

recently had with writing in a graduate class. On several occasions she told me (with 

much emotion) that before taking the class she'd always enjoyed writing and considered 

herself a good writer. When she wrote the first paper, she was proud-she knew it was 

an A - but when she received a C, she was crushed, her confidence shattered. From then 

on she's been nervous about writing and blames the teacher for killing the joy she'd 

previously felt. Hence I wonder if she wants to shield her students from a similar 

experience. 

During the interview Debbi revealed that she has a more complete understanding 

of composing processes than Jane. When asked to distinguish between editing and 

revision, she didn't hesitate. In her words, "Editing is punctuation, spelling, grammar .... 

Revising is reorganizing, adding, crossing out." Debbi stressed as well that revision 

comes before editing, although she noted, "even after editing, they have to revise 

sometimes." Finally, she insists that her students not worry about editing when they write 

because she doesn't want spelling, for example, to "stop their train of thought." Similarly, 

Debbi's peer-review procedures stress revision and editing. On the first sheet, the kids 

respond by saying something nice, asking a question, and telling what they'd like to know 

more about. The author then decides what to add to the piece. On the second sheet, the 

kids edit mistakes in spelling, usage, and mechanics. In contrast, Jane clumps editing and 

revision together; and while she provides for peer response, she emphasizes "reading" 

and "mechanics." 

Debbi also has a better understanding of audience. Reflecting on the stories Jane's 

kids produce, I noted a curious a-rhetorical quality. Though that's true in Debbi's class as 

well, her kids sometimes write to a specific audience-Shelly's kindergarteners. Both 

explicitly and implicitly, Debbi teaches her students to analyze their audience and make 
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careful rhetorical choices to communicate clearly. For instance, she explained 

appropriate topics, telling one boy that the little ones won't understand books about 

World War III: "They need kitty cat books." She also stressed writing in large letters and 

avoiding fancy script. Hence, by sensitizing her kids to audience needs she tacitly moves 

them, in Flower's term, towards reader-based prose. During conferences Debbi acts as an 

audience for her students by reading their stories the same way-loud and with 

expression-that she reads trade books to the class. She not only lets the kids delight in 

hearing their own words; she also demonstrates when their writing is awkward or 

confusing. By stumbling over words or stopping, she basically says, "You messed up 

here. I can't read what you've written because you left out a word, or this pronoun is 

vague." More than just pointing out and fixing mistakes, which is what Jane does, Debbi 

lets her kids hear their mistakes, making them audibly aware of a reader's response, 

forcing them to attend to those elements that impede comprehension. As she said, "If I 

stop or stumble over their words, that's good for them to hear. They have to pay close 

attention-they're with me; they're right there. And they usually know why I stop." 

For Debbi and Jane conferences are the heart of writers' workshop; both believe 

conferences are where they can meet individual needs and work at individual rates. Their 

conferencing procedures, however, are strikingly dissimilar. Although both try to cover 

everything (catch all the mistakes), Debbi's conferences are generally much shorter, often 

under five minutes, mainly because she reads quickly and corrects the students' errors 

(with her purple pen). Also, she doesn't comment on everything she's correcting, only the 

points she considers most important. Jane, by contrast, reads slowly, comments 

comprehensively, and has her students fix errors on the spot. When asked why she 

corrects, Debbi said, "It takes too long to let the kids make the corrections themselves .... 

I'd do one conference a day and that pile of drafts would be two feet high." 

Remembering Jane's backlog, I have to concur. StilI, I wonder if correcting for the kids 
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teaches them how to edit or makes them teacher dependent.2 

Yet another difference: Debbi does a second conference over the final draft- the 

completed book. In this conference she reads aloud softly and very quickly ("just a few 

seconds"), making necessary corrections with a pencil. As she explained, with the rough 

draft, even though she concentrates on eliminating errors, she wants students to know 

"how much I love their books"; with the final draft she "really gets on them" if they 

haven't followed her cOITections or still have lots of mistakes. (Later in the year she'll 

make them start over, even if they've completed their illustrations.) She also uses this 

final conference to record their books in her monthly record and to award a check, check 

plus, or check minus. Furthermore, Debbi never edits her students' writing at home 

because "that defeats the whole purpose" (of conferencing). However, if the stack of 

drafts gets too high, she has a parent volunteer edit, or asks parents to edit at home. 

Two more differences between Debbi and Jane are how they handle performance 

and evaluation. First, as noted, Jane places great emphasis on author readings, first 

having the kids read aloud to the class, then sending them to her husband's second-grade 

class. Debbi too emphasizes author readings as a place "where they learn their speaking 

skills-how to address a group and enunciate." But she doesn't stress performance nearly 

as much. In her class the kids read sporadically, if she has" 10 minutes to spare." 

Sometimes she has them respond with constructive criticism and praise; other times she 

lets them just clap. Second, Debbi agrees with Jane that evaluation is "pretty subjective," 

especially with students as different as Shawna and Derrik; nonetheless she does grade 

their writing. To get an A in English for the quarter, everyone must tum in three "good 

quality stories," by which she means, "They have a beginning, middle, and end. They're 

neat. They're not blurbs." 

Probably the most striking difference is their workshop management. Debbi uses 

her time more efficiently and is more in control. Unlike Jane, she won't spend two days 
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on a conference or interrupt workshop to let kids read. Further, she doesn't hesitate to 

tell her kids what to do. When Jeff asked if his title page needed an illustration, for 

example, she said yes. When she noticed that a boy's draft was sloppy and lacked 

margins, she told him to start over. Realizing it was going to take her too long to edit 

Seth's fourteen-page book, she told him, "You need to end it by this page." Whenever the 

kids got too noisy, she told them to stay in their seats and stop responding or editing. At 

the start of the second quarter (after getting swamped with drafts at the end of the first 

grading period), she imposed deadlines. She told the class their Tom Turkey stories 

could be no longer than one page and had to be completed by the end of the hour or else. 

By being so directive, Debbi runs a tight workshop: her kids are usually on task, order 

prevails. The downside is that she sometimes comes across as mean and uncaring, curt 

with her students, indifferent to their work. (In fact, re-reading my notes I was surprised 

at how rude she seems, something I hadn't noticed when I was observing.) Jane, on the 

other hand, who is rarely directive, comes across nicer- kind and gentle. However, her 

workshop is at times disorderly. 

Yet So Alike 

On the surface Debbi and Jane appear quite different, but at a deeper level their 

writers' workshops and writing teaching are surprisingly alike. Why? Because they 

relied on Shelly Nova for information-Shelly became a mentor to both. Gmnted,Debbi 

was more enthusiastic than Jane; not only was she discontent with the old way of 

teaching English, but she and Shelly "just clicked," becoming instant best friends. Also, 

they spent lots of time together. "We would actually switch classes during language or 

writers' workshop so I could see what was going on. She'd teach my kids and I'd watch 

hers. I was in her room all the time." Nevertheless, Debbi's and Jane's workshops are 

similar because both learned from Shelly, both used her peer-review sheets (Jane 
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modifying them slightly, Debbi not at all), and both organized their workshops as Shelly 

did. Indeed, a structural analysis reveals that-surface differences notwithstanding-the 

major components are identical: students choose their own topics; they give and get peer 

response; they confer with the teacher; they publish their stories; and they read to the 

class or to other classes at Coyote. To supplement what Shelly taught them, Jane read 

Dorothy Watson's book and attended a few TA WL workshops, and Debbi looked at a few 

books and articles that Shelly and Amanda lent her (she didn't specify which ones). 

Essentially, however, both of their workshops were cast in Shelly's mold. 

Even greater similarities appear in their pedagogy. Both view writers' workshop 

as a self-perpetuating activity; once they've put it into place, they expect it to run itself. 

Neither demonstrates her own composing process or writes much herself.3 Nor do they 

explicitly teach the stages of writing. Like Jane, Debbi lets students select their own 

topics, but she too does not teach invention or prewriting strategies. At the start of the 

year she has the kids write three topics on their writing folders. Next she has them write 

three more topics. Then she says, "There are a lot more things you know a lot about. 

Write about something you know. That's what authors write about-things they're 

familiar with." As she said, "That's all I've ever done." When kids have trouble with 

topics, she tells them, "Think before you write" or "Use your thinking caps and be 

creative." Equally significant is the issue of response. Again like Jane, Debbi spends a 

great deal of time in conferences responding to student writing, but she too concentrates 

primarily on eliminating errors. In fact, when I analyze what each teacher covers, it's 

difficult to tell them apart. Both focus on spelling, punctuation, run-ons, fragments, 

pronoun references, capitalization, quotations, and person. Neither comments on content 

or helps ~;t~ldents revise. Indeed, no matter how much she praises her students' writing or 

responds as a reader, Debbi's main conference role-like Jane's-is editor/proofreader. 

Her job, she said, "if I'm doing it right," is to help students edit. 
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The question is why? For Jane, the answer is simple: her primary purpose is to 

teach English skills; the one-on-one conference is a means to that end. Further, since she 

doesn't distinguish between editing and revision, she can't be expected to give substantial 

response. But Debbi does understand the concept of revision. So why doesn't she deal 

with content or help students revise? Because that's not her purpose. As noted, her chief 

goal in writers' workshop is to get students "to love writing." At this level (fourth grade), 

she believes that is sufficient. Moreover, she's afraid that requiring revision will "lower 

their confidence." As she said, "They're not used to writing. If I'm picky about their 

actual story and keep changing it, I might set them back." Whereas correcting mistakes 

in mechanics and usage is no big deal (they're "just quick changes"), "messing with their 

ideas," saying "this part about your mom doesn't make sense" might do serious damage 

and put them off to writing. In her words: "It's enough to get them to write. Revision 

would be overwhelming. I want them to produce." 

While her position is understandable, it is nonetheless questionable. First, it 

assumes that revision wiII be detrimental. Second, it equates revision with criticism, 

faultfinding- "messing with their ideas," telling the kids that something doesn't "make 

sense." However, the language of revision doesn't have to be negative; on the contrary, it 

can be positive, supportive, helping students to clarify and develop their ideas, without

as Calkins says-committing the "dreaded sin of taking away ownership" (Living 107). 

Third, so much of the workshop literature stresses revision. Teachers are implored to 

engage with their students' writing-to ask questions that develop metalinguistic and 

metacognitive awareness, composing strategies, standards. To quote Calkins again, "In a 

conference our job is to interact with students so they can interact with their writing, not 

just for five minutes but for a lifetime" (Living 226). Indeed, responding to content and 

promoting revision are essential ways to help students become skilic'.1 writers. By 

avoiding revision, however, Debbi may deny her students an opportunity to grow.4 
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To ensure that her kids "love writing," Debbi praises their work. She tells them, 

"What a wonderful story this is! What a great job you're doing!" But she doesn't 

substantiate her praise-she doesn't tell them why their books are good. For example, 

after pointing out numerous mistakes in Jeffs story, scolding him for not following his 

editor's comments, and threatening to put his piece in the dead file, she said, "I'm loving 

this book, but I'm stumbling over every line." Her previous remarks did not suggest that 

she loved his book; in fact, she seemed annoyed. Thus her praise sounded hollow and 

confusing. If Debbi truly wants her kids to love writing, then I think she needs to back up 

her praise with reasons and evidence-concrete examples. 

Debbi's refusal to deal with content also surfaces in her response to final drafts 

and in her grading. During the second conference, she tells kids, "I should be able to 

enjoy your book at this point. I'm not looking at spelling. I want to look at who the book 

is dedicated to, the copyright, the 'About the Author' page, the summary. I'm looking at 

the pictures." These are curious criteria, emphasizing what the books look like (text 

features), rather than what they say. In like manner, by grading on quantity-three books 

per quarter equal an A-she sends out the tacit message that quantity is more important 

than quality. In fact, worried about their grades, many of her students-especially at the 

end of the quarter-were clearly more concerned with completing books than the quality 

of their prose. Ultimately, by avoiding content and revision Debbi, like Jane, gives her 

students a restricted view of writing. They exit fourth grade believing that writing means 

choose a topic; do a draft; get peer response; have the teacher edit; then recopy, 

correcting mistakes. They may also believe all their writing is equally good, no story any 

better or worse than another. As Debbi said, "All their books are wonderful." 

Overai!, despite their differences, Debbi Kuhn and Jane Nelson are fundamentally 

alike. Neither has an in-depth knowledge of composing processes or pedagogy. A final 

analogy: When I look at Jane's and Debbi's workshops I see two buildings standing side 
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by side. Jane's is a traditional house, still under construction, although she has already 

begun to move in. Within is the old furniture she's used for many years and a couple of 

new pieces. Debbi's, on the other hand, is an ultra-modern house, stylish and sleek, 

covered with glass and chrome, furnished with fashionable copies of designer originals. 

As different as their workshops may look, however, both are built on weak and shaky 

foundations: the walls are already cracked; major structural damage appears inevitable. 

Issues Apart 

The comparison and contrast complete, I move on to issues unique to Debbi. 

First, Debbi has two students-David and Derrik-, who are unlike any of Jane's. In fact, 

one might consider them problems on opposite ends of the spectrum: whereas David is 

an able but unwilling writer, Derrik is willing but disabled. In Debbi's estimate there are 

always kids like David, those who don't want to write, kids-in her words-who are a 

"constant nag." But David is an extreme case. He not only refuses to write, he refuses to 

do anything. Even with Debbi's liberal grading policy and David's assurance that he was 

writing (or that his dad was typing his stories on the computer at home), he didn't turn in 

a single book during the first nine weeks. I watched him sitting at his desk, staring into 

space, sucking his thumb or a lollipop; wandering around the room looking at other kids' 

books or playing with the stapler; or just talking to the kids in his group. He rarely wrote 

and never produced more than a half page. 

The nagging question is why? Debbi offered, "If I told David he could write a 

story, he'd whip it out in a minute. He doesn't like editing and all that stuff." But I saw 

no willingness to write, regardless of editing procedures. In fact, he never reached the 

peer-response stage because he didn't complete a draft. Debbi also said, cryptically, "He's 

got a lot of emotional problems." The pressing question is what can be done about 

David? Debbi tried several approaches. She pleaded with him to write; she praised and 
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accepted whatever he did, no matter how little; she encouraged him to do more; she 

monitored his progress by sending notes home to his father; she threatened him with 

zeros; she isolated him from the others; she even punished him, sending him to a third

grade class to learn English skills. Although Debbi said "after that he shaped up," I saw 

no evidence of a transformation. When I left, he was the same nonwriter that I observed 

on day one. 

Derrik, on the other hand, presents a different problem. He wants to write but is 

unable owing to his learning disabilities. As noted, he reads at a below-first-grade level 

and literally cannot spell the word the. He spends most of each day in special classes and 

is with Debbi only for language arts. In workshop he is often off task, usually walking 

around the room or talking to a neighbor. According to Debbi, "The only time he's really 

on task is when I'm working with him, or he's rewriting what we've written, or he's 

illustrating his book." But when she confers with him, he places enormous demands 

upon her. For instance, during my final observation, she spent nearly half an hour 

helping him write his Tom Turkey story. He didn't know how to start, so she helped him 

with an opening sentence. He didn't know what to say next, so she coached him through 

a second. In effect, she taught him a basic story grammar, demonstrating how to 

introduce a character, tell something about him, and explain what was going to happen. 

Throughout, Derrik was nonplused, having no idea how to proceed. In addition, although 

Debbi encouraged him to use "inventive" spelling and sound out words, he struggled with 

every syllable and was barely able to read what he'd written. She also agonized over 

punctuation, capitalization, paragraphs, explaining basic points in painful detail. When 

she concluded, Derrik had completed only four sentences. Debbi was exhausted; I was 

pooped just watching. 

Personally, Debbi believes that Derrik needs workshop more than anyone else 

because "he's doing drill and skill all day .... Writers' workshop gives him a chance to 
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put it all together" (apply skills in the context of real language, whole discourse). 

Unfortunately, she can't spend all her time with him because "there are 28 others who 

need me." Consequently, shp.'s "sure he suffers a little" because she can't give him all the 

personal attention he needs. Regardless of how much one-on-one he receives, however, 

I'm not certain that Derrik benefits from conferencing or writers' workshop. In fact, 

watching them confer, I began to wonder if the workshop approach was inappropriate for 

his learning disabilities-his problems producing and processing written language. I'm 

not a special education teacher, but I kept thinking that Derrik's learning abilities might 

require a different approach. Maybe he wasn't suffering because Debbi couldn't give him 

the time he needs; maybe he has needs that her writers' workshop can't fulfill. Debbi 

herself admitted that Derrik gets embarrassed in workshop, "even though I've never made 

him read his books to the class." But Derrik wasn't embarrassed only about sharing; he 

was embarrassed because he couldn't write as much or as well as all the other kids. 

Whereas they were producing long books, he had trouble writing a paragraph. When Jim 

turned in a full-page Tom Turkey story in only 10 minutes, Derrik was shocked-he 

couldn't believe it. In nearly twice that time, working with the teacher, he'd only 

completed a couple of sentences. Hence instead of giving him a chance to put it all 

together, Debbi's writers' workshop spotlights his disabilities. In sum, David and Derrik 

are enigmas-children who defy easy explanations or simple solutions. 

Turning to a more pleasurable topic, a definite high point of my observations was 

the interaction between Debbi's fOllrth graders and Shelly Nova's kindergarteners. These 

exchanges were thoroughly delightful-wondrous literacy events. (In fact, I was so 

charmed that I had to force myself to take notes.) Estimating the value of this activity, I 

think Debbi's remarks are right on. She and Shelly are creating at school the "family 

stability" that's so often lacking in today's society. Further, they're establishing a 

discourse community in which kids view writing as an integral part of their school life, 
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something shared in classrooms across grades. (As Debbi commented, "If these kids did 

this every year throughout the grades, can you imagine where they'd be?") The 

exchanges also teach good manners and build self-esteem because the fourth graders have 

to be sensitive of the little ones' feelings and because her low kids "suddenly become big 

shots." Educationally, Debbi's students reinforce what she's taught them about writing; 

and the little ones learn from the older kids' models, which Debbi thinks may have a 

greater impact than the teacher's. 

As much as I enjoyed these exchanges, however, I did have a few concerns. First, 

even though Debbi gives her kids explicit directions to let the kindergarteners write for 

themselves, the fourth graders occasionally take control and do all the work. (Actually, 

who can blame them because the activity is fun, and Debbi's students are still little kids 

themselves.) In addition, some of the fourth graders use less-than-appropriate pedagogy. 

Jacob, for instance, attempted to teach Keegan phonics, asking him what sound sh makes 

and pointing out other graphophonic relationships. Finally, if the little ones are reluctant 

to write or cannot, the fourth graders quickly give up and say, "Do you want to draw 

instead?" Hence literacy learning is replaced by art. The problem, I think, is that fourth 

graders are not professional educators, and perhaps Debbi expects too much of them. 

Also, she may do too little. Although she sometimes circulates, asking questions and 

offering support, Debbi is herself so charmed that she often sits at the conference table 

watching instead of monitoring progress and keeping the kids on task. Still, despite 

minor concerns, these exchanges are a marvelous way to introduce kindergarteners to the 

joys of writing, building good feelings, happy memories, and a solid base for future 

literacy learning. 

Likewise, Shelly and Debbi's annual "Meet the Author Book Fair" is another 

occasion for celebration. First, given their busy schedule, both teachers should be 

commended for putting on this extra-curricular function. (Cooking a spaghetti dinner to 



boot deserves special commendation.) More seriously, the book fair is great public 

relations, which in these low-confidence, budget-crunching days is essential. (I'm 

reminded of Jane's remarks about how well parents respond to writers' workshop.) In 

short, Shelly and Debbi make sure parents realize that something good is happening at 

Coyote. Furthermore, the event raises consciousness about the importance of writing. 

Instead of being the neglect~d R, it stands equal to reading and arithmetic. Plus, the 

Newbery and Caldecott Awards foster accomplishment and pride, while the book sale 

yields more tangible rewards-money. 
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Again, however, I do have a few concerns. One is the glitz- the "Meet the 

Author Book Fair" is a pretty flashy affair. As Debbi said, everyone gets "dressed up in 

their Sunday best" - the presenters "even wear tuxedos." More significant, the books are 

dressed up. Several weeks prior, the kids start making their books "look pretty" and re-do 

"slop jobs"; they even laminate and bind their favorite ones. The problem is they don't 

improve the content, just the appearance. In other words, the emphasis throughout is on 

style over substance. (In a sense the book fair is more like the Academy Awards than the 

Pulitzer Prizes.) Further, Debbi and Shelly have the kids read a teacher-prepared script 

explaining the writing process to the parents. Debbi's comment "they quote everything 

we've ever taught them" implies that the kids really haven't learned to write by writing. It 

also spotlights the teachers, not the students, which contradicts the whole point of process 

pedagogy and writers' workshop. 

My most serious criticism of Debbi's writing teaching is her practice of having 

parent volunteers edit the kids' stories or asking Mom and Dad to edit at home. In 

response Debbi insisted that it's "really no big deal" because she doesn't do it very often 

and because it's better for the kids to get some response than none at all. But her remarks 

are troubling. My gut reaction is that she's responsible for her kids' work; she shouldn't 

expect anyone else to edit for her. Even she noted that she'd get phone calls for sure if 
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the kids told their parents, "Ms. Kuhn said you have to edit my ten-page paper." 

(Consequently, she has to be very careful.) Still, I question why she sends stories home. 

Perhaps because she's overworked: the stories are piled high, she has other classes to 

teach, extra-curricular duties, her own graduate study. More power to her for taking 

advantage of whatever help she can get. Also, she's absolutely right in wanting to return 

stories to the kids quickly, while they're interested and excited. And why shouldn't she 

get the parents more involved in the school? Teachers act in loco parentis often enough. 

Nevertheless, I'm concerned that she's foisting upon another that which she doesn't want 

to do herself. She admitted that editing stories is exhausting; in fact, several times she 

told me that she hates editing. 

More troubling, I worry about how parents respond to their kids' stories. Like the 

fourth graders working with the kindergarteners, parents are not trained teachers. They 

may not even be competent writers. So how does Debbi make sure they do a good job? 

She doesn't train her parent volunteers or send home editing guidelines. Hence she may 

be inviting inconsistent, unreliable response.S Debbi assured me that parents are very 

conscientious; some, she said, even do a better job than she does because they're "so 

worried they're not going to catch all the mistakes." But I worry that parents will tear 

apart their children's drafts, picking out every single error, until the kids are so self

conscious that they're afraid to write and develop writer's block (the opposite of Debbi's 

goal-writing freely without worry about punctuation). Moreover, by asking parents to 

edit, she perpetuates in the public's mind the belief that good writing is correct writing. 

Also, she contradicts what many literacy scholars currently recommend: rather than 

replicating in the classroom those conditions of literacy-rich homes in which parents 

welcome and appreciate writing (Hall; Taylor; Sulzby, Teale, Kamberelis), she's asking 

the homes to recreate the conditions of traditional schools in which teachers extirpate 

errors. 
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Knowledge or Certainty 

Reflecting on Debbi Kuhn, I'm reminded of Jacob Bronowski's discussion of 

knowledge and certainty in The Ascent of Man. Citing the Principle of Uncertainty (what 

he terms the Principle of Tolerance), Bronowski examines the limits of human perception 

and argues that science will never attain an exact picture of the material world. Turning 

from physics to politics, he warns of the dangers that arise when any group of people 

believes they have absolute knowledge, when they become intolerant. Recalling the 

Holocaust, Bronowski implores scientists, politicians-all people-not to fall into the 

trap of certainty, and concludes with the words of Cromwell: "I beseech you, in the 

bowels of Christ, think for a moment that you may be mistaken." Although I realize this 

example is overblown and inappropriate-Bronowski after all is talking about human 

catastrophe and I'm talking about elementary school writing-I can't help thinking that 

his words can be applied to Dcbbi Kuhn. Unlike Jane Nelson, who is insecure, Debbi is 

certain that her writing teaching is correct. With absolute confidence she told me she's 

doing "everything right" and doesn't need "to do anymore." But she's not doing 

everything right. Her knowledge is partial, imperfect, and she can do more. Reflecting 

on Jane, I noted her flexibility. In contrast, Debbi is rigid; and unless she revises her 

"philosophy of composition," she'll continue to do writers' workshop exactly as she does 

now, unaware of her faults, unable to eliminate her own errors. 

Notes 

1. Debbi might be surprised to discover Amanda Squire's views on this subject. 

Amanda told me that she expects every teacher to cover everything in the curriculum. 

2. This issue of correcting the kids' mistakes highlights the complexity of 

workshop- the tough decisions and trade-offs. Do we correct for the child and risk 

making her dependent upon us? Or do we let the child correct her own mistakes and risk 



reaching only a fraction of those who need our help? This is both a managerial and a 

pedagogical problem with no simple solution. 

3. Debbi said that she writes with the kids when they start keeping journals in 

January. She doesn't write with them during workshop, however, because she's 

"supposed to be editing their stories." 
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4. In her research on revision, Nancy Sommers discovered that skilled adult 

writers revised globally first and locally second. Only after making changes in content 

and organization did they attend to editing. By contrast, unskilled writers, concerned 

with correctness, tended to fixate on words or sentences. Thus by focusing on words and 

sentences in her conferences, Debbi may inadvertently be promoting unskilled writing. 

5. In Ways with Words Shirley Brice Heath discusses how Roadville and 

Trackton parents taught their children literacy in ways not valorized by the schools. 

Further, Hope Jensen Leichter suggests that "a parent who has experienced problems with 

literacy and school failure is likely to bring these experiences to evaluations of the child's 

literacy exploration and skill" (45). Hence, asking parents to edit their children's words 

may be risky indeed. 
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Nearly 30, Brenda Moreno has been teaching for six years. Although she was 

always interested in education, she began college as a business major because her parents 

told her, " Teachers don't make any money." A hands-on person, she grew tired of her 

theory-based business classes, and in her junior year decided to take an education course 

as an elective. She fell in love with it because right from the start she was actually 

planning and teaching lessons. The next semester she changed her major. Almost 

immediately after graduating from college she found a teaching position in Norwalk, a 

small rural community about.50 miles north of the Desert District. She taught there for 

three years before moving to Coyote. She has always taught fifth grade. Currently, she's 

working "slowly" on an masters degree, taking a couple of courses each summer. 

Like Jane, Brenda seemed apprehensive about having me in her classroom. After 

my first observation, she told my friend Alison, "He writes down everything," which 

made her nervous. Unlike Debbi, who was loquacious, Brenda was reticent and, 

consequently, not easy to get to know. In fact, I often felt as if I were watching her from 

a distance, unable to gain a close perspective. In addition, my observations were 

somewhat sporadic and took longer than expected owing to unavoidable circumstances. 

Brenda's father became seriously ill, and she left school for two weeks to be with him. 

She also canceled once because of a science curriculum meeting. Moreover, I observed 

her during a difficult time of the school year, from just before Thanksgiving to just before 

winter vacation, not the most conducive time for teaching or learning. Frequently, the 

kids appeared more into the spirit of the season than into their school work, and Brenda 

was herself preoccupied with a Christmas play the class was putting on for the entire 
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school. Regrettably, I didn't see the full range of her writers' workshop either. Unlike 

Jane and Debbi, Brenda saves her author readings for the end of the quarter, devoting a 

week to sharing in class and with other classes at Coyote. By that time I had already 

completed my 10 observations. 

In Brenda's classroom I was privy to many conferences, the mainstay of her 

workshop. I did, however, see a few mini-lessons and one set of presentations. During 

my visits I always sat directly to Brenda's left at the conference table in the far comer of 

the room, next to the sink and pets. As with Debbi, I had an excellent close-up view of 

the conferences, as well as a wide-angled view of the class. All told, my observations ran 

from November 8 to December 18. Because of the hectic school schedule at the end of 

the quarter, we decided to do the interview after winter break. After school on Friday, 

January 18, we talked at the conference table for nearly two hours. Whereas Brenda was 

reserved during my observations, she opened up in the interview, talking expansively not 

only about her writing teaching but about her insecurities and weaknesses as a writer. 

Classroom Observations 

11/8/90 (Th): I meet Brenda on the playground as she's bringing her class back 

from recess. In the room the kids are noisy. Three or four boys are especially loud. 

Brenda counts down, "Three, two, one" (her get-them-quiet strategy). She announces, "I 

don't want to see any weaving or coloring of cornucopias. Get your writers' workshop 

out." Noisily, the kids get started. Two boys want their stories edited. Brenda says, "No, 

I do them in the order they're turned in. It's the luck of the draw." She takes a folder 

from a pile in front of her and says, "I need to see Chris." As the conference begins, 

Brenda says, "Battle of the Big Foots? What are they?" She tells Chris to capitalize the 

title. Chris begins to read aloud. Brenda asks, "Is that the name of the event? You need 

to capitalize." She points out a missing apostrophe. Then, "This is a new sentence, am I 
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correct?" Chris says yes. Brenda asks, "So you need?" Chris replies, "A period and a 

capital." Chris continues reading as Brenda follows him with her pen, moving it across 

each line, word by word. She asks, "What does souped up mean? You better tell us." 

Next she asks, "Who is he?" A few sentences later, "Since this is a new paragraph, you 

better indent." Later still, "So his truck was competing against the Equalizer? Can you 

think of a better word than competing? Was it racing?" Chris says, "Yes, Big Foot was 

racing." He resumes reading. "'He put the truck in gear.'" Brenda says, "New sentence 

so a capital letter." Chris reads a word not written on the page. Brenda asks, "Do we 

need to add that here?" About halfway through, she stops and sums up, "So as I'm editing 

this, you need to work on ... " ; in the upper right-hand corner of the first page she writes 

periods and capital letters. Chris reads again, "'The next trucks were ... "' Brenda 

interrupts, "Trucks to race?" Chris says yes. Towards the end of the story, Chris reads, 

"'He creamed the Equalizer.' No, beat." Brenda asks if he wants to change the word. He 

does, so she crosses out creamed and writes beat. Brenda concludes, "Good job. Do you 

understand what you need to work on? These are the things I'm going to look for when I 

grade your final one." 

Before starting the next conference, Brenda says, "Eric, are you editing 

something? If you're helping Lance, you need to be quiet." She calls up Amy. Like 

Chris, Amy reads aloud. She stops mid sentence and says, "I'm not sure I want to include 

this part about the dolls. What do you think?" Brenda says, "Okay, wait. Let's start here 

(at the beginning). What do we need to do?" Amy replies, "Indent." Brenda reads aloud, 

correcting mistakes as she goes along, explaining when to use new paragraphs. When she 

gets to Amy's question (whether to include the dolls' names), she suggests a "first, 

second, third" strategy. She also advises Amy to read out loud to catch mistakes. Amy 

continues reading. After a bit Brenda stops her and says, "What you've got going here is 

a list of stuff, but no punctuation to separate it." Brenda then rereads, demonstrating 
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where to put in commas. She teases Amy about misspelling a lot. "We just had that as a 

spelling word." Amy laughs guiltily and continues to read. After awhile Brenda says, 

"Okay, let's go back here." Amy asks, "Should I put in a new paragraph?" Brenda says 

yes, then re-reads, often adding words (in a questioning tone) to clarify meaning. She 

points out a fused sentence and says, "If you're going to combine these two you need a 

connector like and. You can do it in two ways. I'll show you, and you decide which 

sounds better." Brenda demonstrates. Amy chooses the and version. (The first option is 

two sentences.) Brenda adds, "We just did compound sentences, so you need a comma." 

Reacting to an increase in noise, Brenda says, "We have several people wasting 

time." Scanning the room, I notice most of the kids are working at their desks, but others 

sit on the floor or even under desks. Some work independently, others in pairs. Back to 

the conference, Amy says she doesn't want to use too many quotes. Brenda replies, 

"Some quotes are okay." Amy reads, then stops and says, "Period and capitalation (sic)." 

Brenda says, "Good!" Amy continues, but Brenda interrupts, "Uh-oh, you did it again." 

Amy replies, "New paragraph." Brenda sums up, "Do you see what your problem is so 

far?" Brenda writes paragraphs in the upper right-hand comer of the first page. She tells 

Amy, "When you recopy this, I'm going to be looking for paragraphs." Amy queries, "So 

whenever you start a new thing, you need a new paragraph?" Brenda replies, "Exactly!" 

Amy reads on, but soon Brenda says, "Stop. We have some problems. Okay, let's go 

back up here." Brenda reads aloud as Amy silently mouths the words. She says, "'There 

was no hope.' Hope for what?" Amy clarifies. Brenda writes in the changes. Looking 

over the revised section, Amy says, "I think we should cross out all of this." Brenda 

does. Amy reads, "'The moral of this story is Santa knows what he's doing. '" Brenda 

laughs. "That's a cute story. Good job." 

Nadine is next. Glancing at her story, Brenda says, "I'm sorry, but you already 

have one of these. Remember, I said only one number book and one alphabet book. It's 
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okay to make it into a book for the kindergarteners, but I can't accept it for a grade." 

Nadine isn't upset. Amy returns with a handful of good white paper and asks, "How 

many pages' do you think I'll need, because I want pictures on top and writing on the 

bottom?" Brenda says, "At least four." Beaming, Phil announces he's already on chapter 

two. Brenda replies, "You're doing a lot more work this nine weeks. Makes you feel 

good, doesn't it?" He says, "My next book is going to be Child's Play #3." Nadine says, 

"He's always writing sick books." Several boys wander. Brenda says, "Gentlemen, take 

your seats." Then to the class, "I don't want any more walking." She selects another 

story and calls up Chris again. 

Scanning the room, I realize that none of the kids' writing is on display, no books 

lined up on the chalkboard shelf. Nor do I see a writers' workshop table. (Later Brenda 

told me she keeps all the kids' work in an empty desk. Embarrassed, she called it "my 

junk desk.") There are two writing bulletin boards: a proofreading chart and a poster 

titled Everybody's Writing- Writing Tips. The tips read: (1) Make a plan, (2) Write a 

first draft, (3) Proofread and correct, (4) Reorganize and rewrite, and (5) Final copy. A 

few minutes into Chris' conference, Brenda says, "You can't do this. It's too violent for 

the kindergarteners." (His story, titled "The Thing," is about killing.) Chris says, "Aw, 

we're reading to kindergarteners?" Brenda says, "Yes, they love our books." Chris asks, 

"So we can't have blood and stuff?" Brenda says, "You can't have body parts blown off. 

You can say it was wounded." She quiets down a group of girls sitting on the floor under 

the chalkboard, directs the class to put their writers' workshop stuff away, then tells Chris, 

"We'll continue tomorrow." 

11/13/90 (T): Back from recess, Brenda announces "Okay, writer's workshop." 

Josh and Eric are sitting at the conference table, coloring Thanksgiving cornucopias. I 

wedge my way in. Brenda calls up Matt. Eric says, "We're not doing writers' workshop 

are we?" "Sure are," Brenda replies. To the class, "By the time I get to one, everybody 
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should be writing. Five, four, three ... " The kids settle down. Brenda says she's going 

to continue editing Matt's book. (Evidently they started on Friday.) Josh asks, "The one 

on animals? That's a weird book." (Matt is writing an alphabet book, using different 

animals and animal facts for each letter--E is for porcupine, Q is for quail, R is for 

raccoon.) Brenda begins with contractions, explaining what they are, demonstrating why 

Matt's contraction is incorrect. Phil brings up his story. Brenda asks, "Is it done?" He 

says, "Yes, I think you'll like it." She says, "I hope so." Matt reads his story aloud, 

slowly. Meanwhile Josh finishes his art work, returns to his desk, and begins writing. 

Now Brenda reads. She asks Matt, "Why does it (a porcupine) shoot spines?" He says, 

"To protect itself." Brenda asks, "From its enemies?" He says yes. She revises his 

sentence, then asks him to read it back to her. "Does that make more sense now?" He 

says it does. Suddenly Brenda stops the conference and says, "I don't see any editing 

stuff on this. Did you have it edited?" Matt says yes. Brenda asks, "Who were your 

editors?" Matt names two boys. (I didn't catch their names.) Brenda says, "Okay, take 

this page to another editor." She lists four good ones, then says, "After he's edited from 

here, bring it back and we'll continue." 

Matt brings his draft to Carlos, who checks it quickly. Matt returns, but Brenda is 

now conferencing with Amy, who's written a Thanksgiving story about Pilgrims and 

Indians. Brenda starts by telling her to indent. Amy reads for awhile; then Brenda says, 

"Okay, let's stop." She asks, "Why can't they (the Pilgrims and Indians) get along?" 

Amy says, "They didn't like each other." Brenda says and writes, "They couldn't get 

along because they didn't like each other." Nadine returns from the nurse's office. 

Brenda asks if she's okay. Scanning the room, I notice that Chris is writing his final draft 

from Brenda's edited copy. Amy continues to read, '''They almost killed the dog.'" 

Brenda asks, "Who did?" Amy says, "the Pilgrims." Brenda writes Pilgrims in place of 

they. Then she asks, "What kind of sentence is this? Is there lots of emotion?" She reads 
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it with emotion. Amy says, "Exclamation point." Chris walks over to the fish tank. He 

tries to ask Brenda a question, but she ignores him. He returns to his seat. Brenda asks 

Amy, "What do we need to work on so far?" She says, "Paragraphs." Brenda explains, 

"When you change speakers, start a new paragraph, and don't forget to indent." She 

writes paragraphs on the front page of the story. Matt is talking to Chris, no longer 

writing. He sits at Chris' knee, out of Brenda's sight. Reading, Amy points to a place 

where she forgot a comma (in a list of foods). Brenda backs up and says, "We've got 

some problems here." Amy re-reads, "'The two head leaders came out and shook hands.'" 

Brenda asks, "Came out from where?" At the end of the conference she says, "The two 

things you have to work on are paragraphs and quotations. You need to pay close 

attention to those because that's what I'm going to grade you on." 

Brenda calls up Matt again. "Let's start here." After he reads awhile, she says, 

"Okay, we need to go back. You have lots of trouble remembering punctuation at the end 

of sentences, and what else?" Matt replies, "Capitalizing the first word of every 

sentence." Brenda says, "Right." Matt continues, but Brenda soon stops him. "Okay, 

that's the end of a thought, so what do you need?" Matt says, "A period." Brenda adds, 

"Now you're going to describe the raccoon, so you need a new sentence and ... ?" Matt 

says. "A capital letter." He read on until Brenda says, "You've got too many it's. What 

can you say instead?" She coaxes him to say raccoon. When they reach the end of the 

page, Brenda says, "Take the next page to another editor, Tracy or Mark. Have them 

look for spelling, punctuation, and capitals." Matt goes to Mark, who is designing a 

cover for his book. Matt explains what Mark has to do; they get to work. Amy comes 

back up for a conference on a new story. Brenda says, "Oh, look what you remembered 

here." Amy says, "To indent." Amy's story is about her birthday. She has decided not to 

have a party this year because no one ever comes. Once again Amy reads first, but 

shortly Brenda stops her and says, "Stop. Think about what you did here. You're telling 
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about the party; now it's already your birthday." Amy says, "A new paragraph. I need to 

indent." Meanwhile, Mark edits Matt's story. He reads softly and makes several 

corrections as Matt watches. Scanning the class, I notice that a group of boys sitting in 

the doorway have edged outside the room. Amy tells Brenda about her birthday-how 

much money she received, what she bought. Mark interrupts and asks, "Can I edit half 

and have Tracy edit the other half?" Brenda says yes. Mark returns to his drawing. Matt 

drops off his story with Tracy. Phil wants to know when Brenda's going to edit his story. 

Looking at the pile she says, "Possibly tomorrow, if all goes well." 

Brenda calls up Josh and Jacob, who have collaborated on a Bart Simpson story. 

Suddenly remembering, she calls to Amy, "I forgot to write down the skills you need to 

work on." Amy asks, "Do you want me to do it?" Brenda says, "I need to see the story. 

Probably paragraphs." Amy says, "Again." Brenda says, "You're making progress. By 

the end of the year we'll take care of them." Josh and Jacob begin to read. They take 

turns, each reading a sentence. (Their story is written in tiny print on a 3" x 5" note card.) 

After a bit, Brenda stops them, rereads, and corrects. She says, "You're changing from 

what he was doing to something new, so you need ... ?" Simultaneously they say, "A 

new paragraph." Meanwhile, Matt picks up his freshly edited story from Tracy and 

brings it to Brenda. Then he lies down on the floor next to Chris. They talk quietly. Josh 

and Jacob's story is about drugs. Bart Simpson goes to the movies where he meets some 

"new buds" who offer him marijuana. Brenda comments on paragraphs, periods, capitals, 

and spelling. Now the boys read aloud together. When Bart Simpson says, "But that 

stuff kills you," Brenda asks, "How did he say it?" The boys reply, "Exclamation point." 

Josh wants to know if they're going to read to the kindergarteners. Brenda says yes. He 

exclaims, "All right!" At the end of the conference, Brenda asks, "What problems did 

you notice?" They tell her. In tiny script, she writes paragraphs and quotation marks. 

She says, "Next time please use regular paper and skip lines so I don't get a headache." 
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11127/90 (T): Brenda announces, "Writers' workshop, please." She counts down 

slowly from five. Most of the kids start working. She says, "I'm calling people back to 

proofread and edit your pen pal letters. If you're finished, you need to be working on 

writers' workshop." Jonathan is first. A girl rushes up to show Brenda an addressed 

envelope. Brenda says, "You can't send it (the letter) until it's been edited by me." To 

Jonathan she says, "You didn't include a heading." He writes it in. She says, "See how 

you had to write this (the last word of the address) very small. You need to start over 

more. Everything else looks okay, but you don't need periods if you're abbreviating 

Arizona; capital A and Z are all. Okay, read it to me." (The letter is about the Nintendo 

that Jonathan and his brother are getting for Christmas.) After awhile Brenda stops him 

to point out a problem with pronoun usage. (He's written "me and my brother are ... ") 

Telling him to always put the other person first, she says "my brother and I." A little later 

she asks, "What do you mean by 'switched from idea to idea'?" Jonathan explains, "We 

changed ways we were going to earn money to buy games for the Nintendo." Brenda 

says, "You need to tell that or else the reader will ask the same question I did." She 

writes and reads aloud what he said, adding more information to make the meaning 

clearer. Jonathan reads again, but Brenda says, "Okay, let's stop. We're changing topics 

here. You were talking about presents; now you're saying there's only 29 days until 

Christmas. It's a new topic, so you need a new paragraph." Then she says, "Hey, we had 

a lot as a spelling word a couple of weeks ago." He corrects his mistake. She points out 

another "me and my brother," reminding him of the earlier one. He says, as she corrects, 

"My brother and I are excited." She asks, "About what?" He replies, "about my dad 

putting in a basketball court." Again, she writes as he speaks, changing his words slightly 

so they make better sense on the page. As she re-reads the sentence, Jonathan says, "Put 

'for Christmas' after 'basketball court."' Brenda concludes, "You need to put Sincerely in 

the middle." She draws a dotted line from the top of the page to the bottom, then says, 
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"Okee-dokee, you're ready to go." 

Nadine is next. Brenda glances at her letter and says, "You have nice letter 

fonnat." Nadine reads, '''We have instruments.'" Brenda asks, "Where?" Nadine says, as 

Brenda writes, "in the music room." Nadine continues, "I will send you a picture." 

Brenda interrupts, "Of what? The band?" Nadine laughs, "No, of me." Tracy is next. 

Brenda compliments her letter fonnat too. Then she quiets down the class, "We're getting 

a little noisy, especially the gentlemen." She asks Greg, who's been talking with several 

boys, how much he's done. He waves his paper in her face. She tells him to work in the 

hall because he has "too many distractions." Tracy reads her letter from start to finish 

with no interruptions. Brenda says, "Wow, I don't think you have many mistakes." Then, 

starting at the beginning, she re-reads and corrects, mainly adding words to clarify 

meaning, changing "tap" to "tap dancing" and "in the play I say" to "in the play my 

character says." When Brenda reads, "My mother is Jewish and my dad is Lutheran, so 

we get to celebrate both Christmas and Chanuka," Tracy says, "I didn't know how to spell 

Chanuka" Brenda isn't sure either. She looks at me. While I check the dictionary Tracy 

talks about how long she gets to celebrate. Brenda says, "Over two weeks, wow!" I spell 

Chanuk~ and the conference concludes. 

Carlos is next. When he reads, "'It's cold here'" Brenda says, "Stop. What do you 

mean by cold?" She explains that he needs to tell his pen pal (who lives in Iowa) 

specifically how cold because "it might be below zero where he lives." Carlos doesn't get 

it; for him cold is cold. He continues, "'We went to Disneyland for Thanksgiving.'" 

Brenda asks, "Where?" Carlos replies, "There's only Disneyland." Brenda points out that 

some people confuse Disneyland in California with Disneyworld in Aorida. Carlos 

doesn't consider this a problem. He reads, "The lights are hanging." Brenda asks, "On 

the tree?" Carlos says no. Brenda asks, "On the house?" Carlos says, "Yes all over the 

house." Brenda concludes, "You had very few errors. You did a very good job. The 
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only thing is when you say things like 'it was cold,' explain a little more." 

Next up is Mark. Brenda corrects his format. She shows him a good example 

from the stack of finished letters. He starts to read, "'Dear Bonnie, I liked your letter.'" 

Brenda asks if he'd like to add something. Mark shrugs his shoulders and continues. 

(He's writing about a number of things-a game he plays in P.E., Halloween, weaving 

pot holders.) Brenda stops him and says, "Okay, we're jumping all over the place. Are 

you telling about the game you mentioned earlier?" Mark says, "Yes, sort of." Brenda 

explains, "Well, you have to put it up here." She draws brackets around four or five 

sentences, then draws an arrow indicating where he needs to put this information. She 

continues, "Okay, right after explaining the game you say you were a skeleton for 

Halloween, but that's it. Do you want to say any more? You can't have a one-sentence 

paragraph." Mark shrugs his shoulders again. He reads a sentence about weaving pot 

holders. Brenda reminds him to start a new paragraph whenever he changes subjects. At 

the end she suggests that he ask his pen pal a question. Mark doesn't have one. Brenda 

offers a few options, "Does she have any hobbies or pets?" Mark says okay and dictates, 

"Do you have any pets?" Brenda sums up, telling him to put more information into his 

letter. She calls up Tiffany, then asks Jeff if he's completed his letter. He replies, "I'm 

working on it." Looking at Tiffany's draft, Brenda says, "Wow, you got your format 

down." When Tiffany reads, "'My rat caught a cold,'" Brenda exclaims, "I didn't know 

rats could get sick." Tiffany says, "Yes, they take the same medicine people do." 

Looking at the clock, Brenda says, "Tiff, we have to finish up tomorrow." She walks 

over to Jeff and offers ideas about what to write to his pen pal. 

11129/90 (Th): Back in the classroom after recess, Brenda awards points to quiet 

groups. She says, "Get your writers' workshop folders out." But it's "swish and spit" 

first. She brings out a tray of cups filled with fluoride rinse, then calls kids up one by 

one. Complaining, they pick up their cups and a tissue and return to their desks. Brenda 
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says, "Cups in the air. Start swishing. Time starts now." Three kids and a parent 

volunteer, not swishing, work on sand paintings at the table in the back of the room. 

Another boy, not swishing, asks Brenda about his story. She searches through the pile. 

A number of the swishing kids start to moan. Suddenly realizing it's past time, Brenda 

says, "000, spit." She collects the used cups and tissues in a plastic bag. To me she says, 

"This is gross." When the kids are back at their desks, she says, "I don't see everybody 

working," then asks Greg, "Where's your pen pal letter?" He shouts, "I already gave it to 

you." She replies, "Please work in the hall. You work much better alone." 

Brenda calls up Carlos, Phil, and Lance. (They have collaborated on a story about 

cartoon characters-Toons-taking over the school. Evidently she started the conference 

yesterday and is finishing today.) The boys race up to her desk. Carlos sits next to 
\ 

Brenda; Phil is to his right, sitting so close that he leans on Carlos' shoulder; Lance is a 

little farther to the right. Brenda asks Carlos to read. When he starts, Phil leans even 

closer to look at the story; Lance holds his cheeks in his hands, smiling. Carlos reads 

loud and expressively. When he stumbles, Phil immediately corrects him. When both 

stumble, Brenda jumps in and reads. They're having some problems with dialogue. 

Brenda tells them to use new paragraphs whenever there is a change in speakers. She 

reads a line, then asks, "Who said that?" Phil answers, "The Toxic Avenger." Brenda 

says to start a new paragraph. Carlos continues. One of the characters tells another to 

"shut up." (Carlos delivers the line very loudly, much to the delight of his two co-

authors.) Brenda says, "Let's not say 'shut up.' That isn't nice." Phil says, "I told you we 

shouldn't have put that." Carlos says, "No way, you said to put 'shut up.'" He reads on, 

but Brenda soon stops him and asks, "Who's saying that?" Simultaneously, Carlos, Phil, 

and Lance say, "Buster Bunny!" Brenda says, "That's a proper name." All three reply, 

"Capital letters." Quoting the road runner, Carlos shouts, "'What the beep are you 

doing?'" Phil and Lance suppress guilty laughter. Carlos looks at Brenda sheepishly. 
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Deadpan, Brenda says, "Not appropriate. And look at this." She rereads what Carlos has 

just finished, noting that they've written "and then, and then, and then." She says, "You 

need to use another word." The boys are still giggling over the "what the beep" phrase. 

Brenda crosses out several then's and says, "You can start a sentence without them." 

Carlos quotes the road runner (whose name is Beeper) again, '''Beep, beep, beep, beep, 

beep, beep.'" The boys think this is hilarious, but Brenda considers it excessive. She asks 

if they want the road runner to say "beep beep" or "meep meep." "Let's decide." Phil and 

Carlos disagree. Brenda asks, "Lance, what do you think?" Lance says, "beep beep." 

Brenda writes. Carlos says, "Just two times." He reads the revised passage, as Phil helps 

divide the dialogue into paragraphs. 

Brenda pauses and says, "Let's let Lance come over here and read now." Lance 

shouts, "Yeah!" He and Carlos switch places. But unlike Lance, who sat apart from 

others, Carlos kneels on Lance's chair, resting his stomach and chest on the table so he 

can get a good look at the story. Phil, still in the middle, sits as close to Lance as he did 

to Carlos. Lance begins to read, loud and expressively. He comes to a part where a cat 

coughs up a gigantic fur ball. Before Brenda can speak, Phil says, "That's not 

appropriate." Brenda says, "Kids don't want to hear that. They want nice stories." Phil 

suggests a different approach; Carlos offers his own revision. They quickly reach a 

compromise (actually a blend). Brenda writes it down. Lance continues, "'And in the 

cafeteria we will serve no peas, broccoli, or cauliflower.'" Carlos interrupts, "We forgot 

to put brussel sprouts." Brenda asks, "What happened to Mrs. Squire (the principal, who 

had appeared as a character earlier in the story)? Is she gone?" Phil says, "She's dead." 

Carlos adds, "The Toxic Avenger blew her away with an M-80." Phil says, "No, she'd 

hate that; she'd kill us." They all laugh. Brenda waits. Carlos says, "She became a high 

school teacher." 

Brenda says, "Okay, let's back up here and do some work. Do you see a 
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problem?" Phil points to a sentence and says, "Yes, we said something, but we didn't say 

anything about it." Brenda says, "Right, so you need to add something." Carlos rattles 

off a long description. Brenda takes dictation. Phil, disagreeing with some of Carlos' 

ideas, adds his own. Brenda stops writing and says, "Okay, you decide what you want to 

write down." Phil takes the story from Lance. Carlos repeats what he just said, 

modifying, adding new ideas. Writing furiously, Phil says, "Slow down." Lance 

watches. Waiting, Brenda scans the class. She tells Jake, who is wandering, to get busy. 

To get a better view of the story (and, I think, to check what Phil is writing) Carlos 

sprawls on the table, both feet off the floor. He continues to dictate, repeating, revising, 

composing all at once. Phil continues to write, disagreeing, offering his own ideas. Even 

Lance gets in a few suggestions. Brenda watches and laughs. 

When they're finished Brenda says, "Okay, let me look at it" Phil starts to read, 

but Carlos says, "No, it's Lance's turn." Lance reads as Brenda corrects. Carlos is still 

revising, telling Brenda what to change. She asks, "Do you want to put that?" Phil and 

Lance say, "No!" Quickly they negotiate a compromise. Brenda reads aloud, "'Buster 

Bunny says we will no longer have teachers.'" Carlos reacts, "All right!" Brenda says, 

"You need to tell me why he says that. Did he become the leader?" Together the boys 

say, "He became principal!" Brenda adds that. She reads on, "'The pizza is on me. We 

will have it every day.'" She asks, "For lunch?" The boys all say, "No, any time you 

want." Carlos improvises Buster Bunny's speech. Phil and Lance encourage him. 

Brenda asks, "Do you want to add more?" Two vote yes; one, no. Brenda says, "Okay, 

you need to take it back and work on it some more. We'll finish it up when you're done." 

They decide against adding to the story. 

Brenda reads the concluding paragraph: "'What will happen next? Only you can 

find out. Toon (sic) in next time.'" Phil says, "Don't change the toon, Ms. Moreno. It's a 

joke." Brenda replies, "I got it." Before dismissing them, she sums up. "You need to 
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figure out your problems. What did you notice a lot of?" Phil says, "paragraphs." Carlos 

adds, "appropriate stuff." Brenda rephrases, "indenting, changing paragraphs with new 

speakers, and no inappropriate language or scenes." She says, "I'll be looking for these 

next time. Now get ready to put this in a book." Lance says, "I've got the cover 

planned." Walking back to their desks, Phil tells Carlos, "Me and Lance will work on the 

cover. You work on the book." They sit together and get busy. Brenda tells Jacob, who 

is talking with a couple of girls, to work in a sixth-grade classroom. She circulates, 

answering writing questions, looking at drafts in progress. She comers Mark, who is 

wandering, and asks, "What are you supposed to be doing?" He replies, "I have no idea." 

She makes him pull a bad-behavior card. She cuts writers' workshop short today because 

the kids have to audition for their Christmas play. 

11130/90 (F): Back from recess, Brenda announces, "This is what you need to be 

doing now. Pen pal letters first. Most of you are working on your second copy. Next, 

tree essays. Why we need trees. Then you can work on your stories. Carlos, bring your 

pen pal letter up here, please." Brenda looks around and asks, "Where's Jon?" No one 

knows. She asks Eric to check if he's in the bathroom. She sends Carlos to see if he's in 

the nurse's office. Brenda circulates briefly. Phil comes up for a conference on his pen 

pal letter. Eric returns and says, "Jon's not in the john." Several kids laugh. Brenda 

starts her conference by fixing Phil's heading. "Do you see how cramped this is? Bring it 

out a little farther. Oh, good, you remembered the date." She tells him to move the 

salutation out to the left-hand margin. "Everything else is lined up. Okay, read it to me." 

Carlos returns and says, "Jon's not in the nurse's office." Upset, Brenda says, "Where is 

he? We'll have to tell the office that he never returned from lunch." As Phil begins to 

read, Jon returns. He's been in the library. Phil tells about how his sister "almost 

annihilated" him, but that he "got her back." (Evidently they had a real fight because he 

describes her black eye.) After listening to a few sentences, Brenda says, "Stop, do you 
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think another fifth grader (his pen pal) will know what you mean? It's okay to use big 

vocabulary in your stories, but why don't you explain here. After annihilate say, 'By that 

I mean ... '" Phil explains as Brenda takes dictation. A little later, he reads, "I know five 

different kinds of karate." Brenda asks, "Do you take lessons?" Phil replies, "I used to, 

but I don't anymore." Brenda says, "Why don't you put that down?" Phil dictates, then 

continues reading, "I have black belts in all five kinds." Looking up, he asks, "Should I 

write them (the different kinds)?" Brenda says, "Do you want to?" He says no. 

Next Phil reads about his Thanksgiving. He went to his grandmother's house~ she 

had a 23 pound turkey. Carlos says, "Wow!" Brenda says, "You need to tell some more 

about Thanksgiving." Phil says his grandmother bought the turkey at Smith's and had to 

bring it back. Brenda says, "000, you can tell about that." Carlos adds, "Yeah!" Phil 

dictates as Brenda writes, "Someone confessed to injecting the turkeys with cyanide." 

Carlos asks, "What is cyanide anyway?" Brenda explains that it's a very dangerous 

poison. Phil adds, "My mom said that if you take cyanide you die in five minutes. All 

your senses go numb." Brenda says, "Wait just a minute." She leaves the table to settle 

down Jon, who appears confused and isn't working. Before returning she quickly 

answers Amy's tree essay question. Back to the conference, Phil says, "In case he (his 

pen pal) doesn't know what cyanide is, let's say it's a very dangerous poison." Brenda 

writes down the extra information. Phil reads about watching a WWF (World Wrestling 

Federation) special that his uncle "ordered on cable." Before Brenda can react, he stops 

reading and says, "He should know what WWF means." Brenda isn't sure what "ordered 

on cable" means. Phil and Carlos both explain. Brenda writes down the explanation, 

blending their remarks. Phil concludes with, "Well, I got to boogie." Brenda writes in 

the proofreading symbol for a new paragraph and says, "Okee-dokee, here's some clean 

white paper." 

Brenda asks Jake and Chris, "Are your tree essays done?" Turning to me she 
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says, "No tree essays to read so I'll be wandering." She walks over to Amy and looks at 

her draft. Three boys are at the table in the back working on sand paintings. Brenda 

checks in with Greg, who is isolated at a desk facing the wall, between the sand-painting 

and conference tables. She asks, "Is this one of your stories? How far are you?" Greg 

says, "What do you mean?" Brenda replies, "Beginning, middle, end?" Greg says, "I 

don't know. I don't know what to put next." Brenda says, "Read it to me." Greg begins 

to read aloud. (His story is about a man who turns into a monster whenever he gets 

angry.) Brenda scans the class, then says, "We're getting too loud in here, especially the 

ladies sitting by the board." Greg continues, but Brenda interrupts to ask, "How did he 

tum back into a human?" Greg replies, "He just did." Brenda says, "You probably want 

to add that. Keep going." Greg reads a bit more; then Brenda says, "Let me get this 

straight. When he's angry he turns into this terrible one-eyed people-eating thing?" Greg 

says, "Yes." Brenda picks up the draft and looks at it. She hesitates briefly, then says, 

"Mention that when he turns into a monster it's because he's angry, and when he turns 

back into a man he knows something is wrong but not what." She adds, "Is he going to 

tell somebody that he has a problem? His wife or someone?" Greg says, "No, he doesn't 

know." Brenda returns to her table and encourages Carlos to finish his letter. "You don't 

want to stay in from recess to do it." She gives him a hug then moves on. She asks Jacob 

and Chris, "What are you doing?" Chris says, "We're giving Mark ideas for his book." 

Brenda asks, "Where's the writing?" Chris replies, "We're doing some sketches." 

Meanwhile, Greg has stopped working on his story. He leans back in his chair, balancing 

it precariously on one leg. Brenda says, "Come on, Greg. Do you need to work in the 

hall? Are they (the other students) distracting you?" 

12/4/90 (T): Before workshop, Brenda says, "Here are the English worksheets 

you did for me yesterday." Lance asks, "Are they graded?" She replies, "We're going to 

do that right now." For the next 10 minutes they go over the answers, reviewing 
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sentences and fragments, types of sentences, subjects and predicates, to's and there's. 

Finished, Brenda says, IlPut how many wrong on the top, put it in the English basket, and 

pick up a half sheet of brown paper. You have 10 seconds." Noisily, the kids file up as 

she counts down slowly. When everyone is seated, she says, "I want you to write me a 

story, about 10 sentences long, using examples of these." She points to the to's and 

there's written on the board. "You must use each one at least once in your story. Be 

careful to use them in the correct contexts. Your story must make sense. You can't start 

with one thing and finish with something else. That's no good. Pick a topic." 

Brenda does a mini-lesson with "living examples. II She says, IIJake walks over 

there." She asks Jake to walk to the chalkboard. She says, IIJon and Josh put their books 

on their desks." They slam down their books. She points to Nadine and Lisa and says, 

"They're sitting across from each other." She says, "Raya has two tennis shoes." 

Everyone looks at them. She says, "Heather is walking to the door." Heather stands up 

and walks to the door. She says, "There are too many children in this room." Several 

boys shout, "I'll leave." Brenda asks, "Who has questions about the assignment?" Raya 

asks if the story has to have a title. Brenda says yes, but quickly adds that it's not going 

to count as a book. She notes, "The story doesn't need a title page or illustrations because 

it won't be published." She reminds the kids to have two people check for spelling and 

the different to's and there's. Eric wants to know if it has to be 10 lines. Brenda replies, 

"Ten lines minimum." Amy asks if the stories have to be real. Brenda says, "Real or 

fiction; it doesn't matter." Carlos wants to know if he should underline the there's and 

to's. Brenda tells the class, "That's a good idea if it helps you remember which ones you 

used." She says, "We'll start today and continue tomorrow." She urges them to do a 

good job because the stories will go into their folders and "Mrs. Squire will read them at 

the end of the year." She concludes, "If you're not sure how to use a there or to, ask your 

neighbor." Josh looks up from his writing and asks, "Does it have to be 10 sentences?" 



227 

Brenda says yes. He moans, "Oh, man." After five minutes Mark says, "I'm done." So is 

Tiffany. Brenda says, "You need to find two people to edit." She adds, "If someone is 

editing, don't just sit there. Drop off your story and get to work on writers' workshop." 

Tracy has a there question. Greg is leaning back in his chair, banging his head on the 

wall. Brenda asks him to sit next to me. Many kids bring up their stories. After 

workshop, they practice their Christmas play. 

12/6/90 (Th): The weather is changing-cool and windy. Back from recess, 

Brenda announces, "Okay, you'll need a pencil and a half sheet of paper." Several kids 

are roaming around; many are talking. Brenda carries a bag of groceries (containing a 

loaf of bread, ajar of peanut butter, and a jar of jelly) to the front of the room. Someone 

asks, "Ms. Moreno, are we going to be able to eat them?" Brenda says, "It depends on 

how well you behave." Then, "Heads down, please. One minute of no talking because 

you came in from recess very noisy." When the kids are quiet, Brenda says, "On a piece 

of paper you need to write your name." Someone asks, "What are we doing?" Brenda 

continues, "At the top of the page you need to put 'How to make ... '" Someone shouts, 

"A peanut butter and jelly sandwich!" Ignoring the interruption, Brenda finishes, "a 

peanut butter and jelly sandwich." Chris shouts, "We already know that." Brenda makes 

him pull a bad-behavior card. To the class she says, "I'd like you to tell me the first step. 

Raise your hands." Eric says, "Take out the bread." Brenda feigns ripping the bag apart 

to get to the bread. The kids laugh. She looks at Eric and says, "How am I supposed to 

do this?" Someone says, "Take off the twist tie." Brenda repeats, "Step one-take the 

twist tie off the package. Step two?" Carlos says, "Open up the bag and take out a 

piece ... " Brenda says, "Stop. Step two-open the bag." She tells the class, "You need 

to be writing this down." Greg complains, "Oh no, this is going to be long." Brenda 

says, "Step three- take out two pieces of bread." Someone says, "Reach behind the heel 

and take out two slices of bread." Brenda pulls out the heel and asks, "You don't want to 
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use this one?" The kids moan "No!" She takes out the next two slices, then asks, "Step 

four?" Greg says to open the peanut butter. Brenda says, "Open the peanut butter?" 

Someone else says, "The jar." Nadine says, "Next get the knife." Several kids shout, 

"No, open the jelly first." Brenda asks, "How do I open the jar?" Heather says, "Take off 

the lid." Several kids whisper, "This is good." Chris says, "This is great!" Unscrewing 

the lid, Brenda asks, "What's the next step?" Tracy says, "If it has a seal, peel it off." 

Brenda recaps what they've done so far. Looking at a sheet of paper (on which 

she has written all the steps), she says, "So far we have six steps. Now we're ready for 

step seven." Jon says, "Spread the peanut butter on the bread." Brenda stuffs the peanut 

butter jar on the bread and smears it around. The kids moan "ugh" and laugh. Brenda 

says, "Jon, see what you did? Would you like to correct that?" Tracy says, "For step 

seven you should say, 'Dip the knife in the peanut butter."' Brenda reads all seven steps 

aloud while the kids check what they've written. Some, who have been too busy 

watching the demonstration, take dictation. Step eight is "Spread the peanut butter on the 

bread." Greg protests, "Hey, I only have seven steps." Brenda reviews from step four. 

She asks, "What's next?" Mindy says, "Take the lid off the jelly jar." Exaggerating, 

Brenda pulls at the lid but can't get it off. Jacob says, "Unscrew the lid." Brenda asks, 

"The peanut butter lid?" Jacob says, "No, the jelly lid." Brenda says, "Okay." Phil says, 

"Peel off the seal if it has one." Carlos scoffs, "Jelly jars don't have seals." Brenda says, 

"Carlos, control your conduct." Several kids are still confused about what step they're on. 

The next step is to put some jelly on the knife. Then Heather says, "Put the jelly on the 

bread." Brenda slops the jelly on the heel. The kids say no. Quickly, Heather says, "Put 

the jelly on the slice of bread without the peanut butter." After spreading out the jelly, 

Brenda has the kids review the last three steps, calling on a different student for each step. 

Eric wants to know who will eat the sandwich when it's finished. Brenda says, "That 

depends." For step 12, Matt says, "Slop the two pieces together." Brenda smooshes 
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them. The kids groan. Rebecca says, "Gently put the two pieces together." Brenda fixes 

the sandwich, smoothing out the smooshed part. For the final step many students shout, 

"Eat it!" 

Brenda says, "As you can tell, you have to be very specific when writing 

directions. If you assume that someone knows what you're talking about, you'll get in 

trouble. So you must be very careful. Now, your assignment is to write directions for 

something you know how to do very well- something that you're the expert at doing. " 

She asks for examples. The kids call out: how to clean the bathroom, how to make 

shrimp cocktail, how to play Nintendo, how to rollerskate, how to drive a car (Brenda 

asks, "Do you know how?"), how to tie your shoes (She says, "Oh, that's a good one"), 

how to wash the dishes, how to be mean to girls (She says, "I don't know about that"). 

When the kids stop, Brenda cautions, "I suggest that your topic be simple, because if it's 

too complicated, it's going to be really hard. Remember it took 13 steps to explain how to 

make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich." She reviews: "Choose something simple, write 

a complete list, have two people edit. And the two people who are editing, be sure to 

read the steps to see if they make sense. Editors, read to see if the writer skipped any 

steps and check capital letters and spelling. Be really picky." She concludes, "I'm going 

to be making peanut butter and jelly sandwiches. Meanwhile you need to write quietly." 

Several hands go up. Some kids start writing. Others consult with their friends. Greg 

says, "I'm done." Chris says, "No way." Greg jokes that he explained how to make a 

peanut butter and jelly sandwich. Brenda sends him to work in the hall. 

Making sandwiches, Brenda continues to explain the assignment. She says, "Pick 

something you're not embarrassed to share and read to the class. Also bring in what 

you're explaining to show us." Several kids say, "I can't." Brenda replies, "That's why 

you need to think of something you can." Phil says, "I'm explaining how to operate a 

Nintendo." Brenda asks, "Are you going to be able to bring that in?" Jake says, "I'm 



230 

doing mine on how to drive a car." He pretends to be behind the wheel of a sports car 

and makes loud motor noises. Brenda says, "I have an idea. Raya wants to do hers on 

how to take a bath. You can bring in step-by-step pictures." Chris asks, "What if I'm 

explaining how to cook a steak?" Brenda says, "Who can answer Chris' question?" 

Mindy says, "Draw step-by-step pictures." Brenda says, "Okay, that's it for questions. 

Get to work. You have about 15 minutes to write." Phil announces, "Done." Brenda 

says, "If your directions include only two or three steps, you need to pick something 

else." Someone asks her how many steps the directions should include. Brenda says, 

"I'm not going to say, but if a peanut butter and jelly sandwich took 13, you should find 

something comparable or more." Still making sandwiches, Brenda offers suggestions: 

"How to comb your hair or brush your teeth; how to baby sit." Chris says, "How to pick 

your nose." Jake laughs hysterically. Brenda sends him to a sixth-grade room to do his 

writing. He leaves, then returns and complains, "Chris was talking, not me." Brenda 

says, "I don't care." Most of the kids think, write, or eat. 

12/7/90 (F): Brenda reviews what the class has been doing in writers' workshop. 

"First, two stories turned in to me. Second, directions. Have two people edit, then tum it 

in for a conference. Third, your ten-sentence story using to's and there's. Chris says, "I 

tossed it." Brenda writes everything on the board, then says, "All work needs to be 

turned in by next Friday." She picks up a thick folder of papers from her junk desk and 

drops it on the table. The kids are noisy. She says, "Okay, 10 seconds to get settled." 

Amy has a question about her directions. Brenda says, "See if you can figure it out," then 

adds, "Draw pictures to help explain." Danielle turns in a piece of writing. Brenda says, 

"Yay! A finished book." She calls up Derrik and Eric to conference on a book they've 

co-authored about Bart Simpson and the aliens. Brenda says, "Okay, take turns." Derrik 

starts. Brenda soon stops him to correct a spelling error. Eric takes over. Brenda stops 

him to clarify a vague sentence. She muses, "How are we going to say this?" She tries to 
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revise, but is unable. She asks the boys, "How would you say it?" Derrik replies, "I don't 

know." She asks, "What do you mean here?" Eric explains. Brenda says, "You haven't 

said that. You need to add it." Eric tries, but cannot. Brenda hesitates, then says, "Let's 

read on a bit." Now she reads aloud. All three follow the text closely. 

Meanwhile, Chris, Jake, Mark, Josh, and Greg have congregated at the table in the 

back. Noticing them, Brenda stops her conference and says, "Too many people at that 

table. Two can stay, the ones who were there first. The others have to leave." The boys 

complain, saying they're working. Except for Greg, who wanders off, the other four 

remain. To the class Brenda says, "Editors are making too much noise. You need to be 

quieter." Turning to Derrik and Eric, she says, "Just a second." She gets up and checks 

on Greg, who's sitting on the floor near the chalkboard. Derrik and Eric talk about their 

story. When she returns, Brenda shows them how to punctuate quotations. At the table 

in the back Mark writes, but Chris, Jake, and Josh look at a hot rod magazine. Aware of 

the noise level again, Brenda stands up and says, "You need to put your heads down for 

one minute." Phil objects, "What did we do?" Brenda says, "I know you need to talk 

when you're editing, but you're making too much noise. I can't even hear the conference 

talk." The kids quiet down. Derrik asks whether they need a comma. A little later Eric 

asks if they need a capital. Brenda points out a change in subjects. She asks, "What are 

you supposed to do?" The boys say, "New paragraph." 

At the back table Josh helps Mark with his writing. Chris and Jake continue to 

look at the magazine. Brenda laughs at a part of Derrik and Eric's story. The aliens have 

abducted Bart Simpson and discovered that he doesn't have a brain; they've deduced that 

all humans are brainless. Now the boys at the back table are talking about the size of 

each other's ears. Chris is in charge of measuring. They tease Jake, whose ears are the 

biggest. Despite the distractions, Mark continues to write. Brenda asks Derrik and Eric 

another "What do you mean here?" question. They hesitate, look at each other, offer 
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separate alternatives, agree on one, then give Brenda their negotiated answer. She writes 

it down. Finishing, Brenda says, "You need to come up with an ending." Derrik protests, 

"But there's going to be a second part." Brenda says, "Yes, but you're going to talk about 

something new. You need to wrap this one up." She tells the class to get ready for 

library. The kids put away their writing folders as she cleans off the conference table. 

12/13/90 (Th): The weather is cold and rainy. The kids return from recess sweaty 

and muddy. Brenda announces, "Writers' workshop, please." Several kids moan. 

There's lots of Christmas stuff going on: the room is filled with crafts in progress; 

Brenda's table is covered with picture ornaments. As the kids settle down, Greg says, 

"What shall I do today?" Wandering to the table in the back where Chis, Jake, and Josh 

are sitting, he shouts, "Chris isn't doing writers' workshop." Brenda says, "Greg, take 

your work into the hall, please." She takes her conference seat and calls up Tiffany. 

Before Tiffany can read the first sentence, Brenda says, "Stop. In the title, all important 

words should be capitalized." Brenda reads silently, then re-reads parts aloud, correcting 

some mistakes. Finished (in only a few minutes), she compliments Tiff on using all her 

to's and there's correctly. She says, "I'm going to keep this in your folder." Brenda tells 

the class. "If you're going to work in groups, you have to do so quietly." Lance is next. 

He tries but cannot read his story. Brenda asks if he had two people edit it. He says, 

"Yes, Carlos." Standing nearby, Jon says, "Carlos doesn't edit; he just looks at it." 

Brenda calls up Carlos and tells him, "If you're editing, you need to make corrections. 

There are none on this story." Carlos says, "Yes there are." He points to a mark he's 

made on the word Jason. Brenda says, "There's nothing wrong with that. You need to 

take care of quotes and the to's and there's'. She says, "Take this back to your desk and 

do it again." 

Mark is next. He reads, "When it was Christmas ... " Brenda asks, "When 

Christmas finally arrived?" Mark says, "Yeah." She revises. He reads again, "When it 
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was Christmas ... " Brenda notices that Mark didn't use a their. Jake attempts to 

interrupt. She waves him away, then asks Mark to use their in a sentence. He says, "At 

their place they are cheap." Brenda writes and revises his sentence, "At their place the 

presents are cheap." She says, "You did a super job. I'm going to save this in your folder 

to prove that you can use to's and there's correctly." Nadine is next. She doesn't have a 

too. Brenda asks, "Can you use it in a sentence?" Nadine asks, "What does it mean?" 

Brenda says, "Also." Nadine says, "No, I can't think of one." Sitting nearby, Rebecca 

says, "000, I can." Ignoring her, Brenda says, "Let me give you an example; then you 

try." She offers, "I want to come, too." Nadine still doesn't get it. Brenda turns to 

Rebecca, who says, "I like ice cream, too." 

Amy wants to share her directions with the class. Brenda says, "Not today, we'll 

be sharing next week." Brenda sorts through the pile, separating directions from the "to 

and there" stories. She calls up Christine, whose directions are on how to clean a pet's 

cage. Brenda says, "Step one?" Christine reads. Brenda says, "Step two?" Christine 

reads. Brenda makes sure the first word of each step is capitalized. Looking around the 

room, I notice the boys at the back table are all drawing. Greg returns from the hall and 

announces, "I finished my story." Brenda asks, "Can you work quietly now?" He says 

yes, waving his story in front of her. She asks, "Is your name on it?" He says, "I don't 

know." She looks at it quickly, says it's a good long story, then tells him to have two 

people edit it. Brenda finishes with Christine. 11 Great job. Only remember to put capital 

letters at the start of each step." Christine wants to know if she should rewrite the 

directions on white paper and whether she should use cursive. Brenda says yes. Lance is 

next. His directions are on how to buy someone a Christmas present. When he reads, "If 

you don't have enough money, ask your mom to loan you some," Brenda laughs. She 

says, "I remember doing this." She corrects several mistakes and renumbers a few steps. 

At the end of his directions, Lance has written, "When you get to the mall, buy the 
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presents. II Brenda asks, IIAre all the presents going to be waiting in the parking lot? 

Don't you have to go into a store?1I Lance smiles. Brenda suggests including several 

more steps. She says, II Get some white paper to rewrite it, and I think you'll need to draw 

some pictures to demonstrate. II 

Greg wants to know what to do when someone is editing his story. She says, 

IIWhy don't you read or work on your string art. II Brenda tells the class, IIAII your 

directions need to be turned in by today or tomorrow because we're going to be sharing 

them next Monday and Tuesday. II Heather is next. Her topic is how to take 15 steps. 

She has written, IIFirst you take one step, then another, then another .... 11 Brenda says, 

IIThis is no good. These aren't directions. You say the same thing over and over. II 

Heather protests, lilt was my grandmother's idea. 1I Brenda says flatly, lIyou need to find 

another topic, one that has steps. II She calls up Jon, who has written on how to decorate a 

Christmas tree. Brenda asks him lots of questions. IIWhere do you put the tree? In a 

stand? Where do you put the 'stuff' (decorations)?11 After awhile, she re-reads from the 

start, reviewing what they've revised. Heather has a new topic- how to be sneaky. 

Brenda says, III'm not sure. It has to have steps. II Heather assures her it does. Brenda 

tells her to write a few, then bring it back up. 

12/18/90 (T): Brenda announces, IIToday we're sharing directions and doing 

demonstrations. I'm taking two grades-one for directions and one for presentation. II 

Greg shouts, IICan you tell us what our grade is when we're done?1I Jacob asks, II What if 

it hasn't been edited yet?1I Brenda says, IIWe only have one more day for sharing. I've 

edited all that were given to me. II Jacob says, IIUh-uh, mine's in the basket. II Brenda 

replies, III don't grade work in the basket, only what's in the folder. II She tells the class, 

IIListen quietly and give applause when they're finished. II 

Christine is first. Brenda tells her to speak loudly, IIWe can't hear you back here. II 

Almost shouting, Christine announces, IIHow to clean a pet's cage. Take the hamster out 
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of the cage." (She demonstrates with Peaches, the class hamster.) Brenda interrupts, 

"Shake him off first." Christine picks up Peaches and brushes off the wood shavings 

attached to him. She places him on Heather's desk. She starts to explain the next step, 

but forgets. Brenda says, "Get your directions." Christine retrieves her list, then reads, 

"Empty the shavings in the trash can." She asks Brenda, "Is it okay to do it here?" 

Brenda replies, "Yes, but carefully." Christine asks, "Where is the cleaner?" Brenda tells 

her in the cupboard. Christine proceeds to clean out the inside of the cage, working 

silently. Tracy has a comment, but Brenda says, "No questions until after she's all done." 

To me she says, "They're so good at picking out mistakes when it's not their own work." 

Christine consults her list, then says, "Fill the dish with fresh feed." She pulls out the big 

tub of hamster feed and fills the dish. Then she says, "Empty the old water into the sink." 

Then, "Fill the water dish with fresh water." Then, "Put fresh shavings into the cage." 

She goes into the workroom four times to get bowls full of shavings to cover the bottom 

of the cage. Smiling, she says, "Tell the teacher you're almost out of shavings." Brenda 

says, "We have a whole new bag." Christine says, "Put the food dish in the cage. Put the 

water dish in the cage. And then put the pet back in the cage." She retrieves Peaches and 

puts her back. Everyone applauds. Hands shoot up. Tracy says, "She didn't say to get a 

cup to scoop up the feed." Brenda points out how easy it is to forget the little steps and 

how important it is to remember. "It might sound okay to you, but if someone else tried 

to do it, they'd get confused." Josh says, "She forgot to say 'clean off the desk when 

you're done.'" Brenda says, "Yes, but she did a neat job." Heather notes, "She wasn't 

very clear about the spray bottle." Mindy adds, "She didn't say where to put the water." 

Brenda says, "You can see that lots of little steps need to be considered, but overall I 

thought it was wonderful." To Christine, "I'm giving you 85% for your directions 

because you left out some steps and 95% for your demonstration. It was excellent." 

Tracy is next. She explains and demonstrates how to wrap a present. (She's 
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brought in a shoe box, wrapping paper, scissors, and tape.) Her directions are very 

detailed, but she appears quite nervous. She runs into trouble because she didn't cut a big 

enough piece of wrapping paper. Brenda suggests turning the box sideways. Tracy talks 

softly while wrapping. Brenda asks her to speak up. Finished, Tracy smiles sheepishly, 

showing everyone her partly covered box. The class applauds. Brenda says, "Okay, 

questions?" Heather points out that Tracy was supposed to explain how to wrap a 

present, but "She said, 'First you get a box.' She should have said, 'First you buy a 

present; then you put it in a box.'" Brenda tells Tracy, "Very good. I'm giving you 90% 

on your presentation and 95% on your directions. They were pretty complete." Emily is 

next. Her topic is how to draw and color a picture and give it to somebody. As soon as 

she starts, the intercom interrupts. Brenda needs to send down more work for Chris, who 

is serving in-school suspension today. Brenda seems nonplused. She tells Emily to 

continue while she looks at her grade book to see what Chris needs to do. Emily's 

presentation is brief and general. Tracy points out that Emily didn't say to take the lids 

off the markers or to take the crayons out of the box. Still looking at her grade book, 

Brenda asks, "Any more questions?" Then, "Ninety percent for the presentation and 90% 

for the directions. I couldn't hear her very well." 

Greg wants to go. He explains and demonstrates how to kick a soccer ball. Jake 

says, "He didn't kick it right." Sew~!'al kids note there are lots of ways to kick. Eric 

complains that Greg didn't say what foot to kick with. Brenda replies, "We talked about 

that in conference, and we decided not to put what foot because the person could be either 

left- or right-handed." Eric isn't satisfied with that reasoning. He thinks Greg should 

have been more specific. Amy says, "He forgot to say 'get a soccer ball.'" Several kids 

disagree. Greg reads his first step again to prove he did say it. Jake, still thinking about 

the "what foot" controversy, offers, "He could have said 'kick it with whatever leg you 

feel most comfortable.'" Brenda agrees that's a good idea. She gives Greg 95% for his 
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directions, which she says "are nice and clear" and 95% for his presentation. She says, 

liVery good, Greg." Mark is ready, but Brenda tells him, "Wait a minute. I need to get 

this note ready for Chris. II She selects Jake to bring it to the office. Mark explains how 

to make a fire. Before starting, he expresses concern about his tiny drawings, which he 

fears the class won't be able to see. Brenda says, "You might have to pass them around. II 

Mark begins, "Call the fire department and ask if you can make a fire. If so, gather old 

tree wood. II He points to his pictures after each step. When he finishes, Emily says, "His 

first step didn't make any sense. II 

Suddenly Santa Claus arrives (a parent volunteer dressed as Santa), accompanied 

by four kids from student council, including three from Brenda's class. Everyone screams 

and cheers. Brenda turns to me, speechless. Santa asks if the kids have been good all 

year. They yell "Yes!" He says, "Be honest, this is Santa you're talking to." He passes 

out candy canes and asks if they're ready for vacation. He reminds them to get something 

for Mom and Dad for Christmas. Then he says, "Let me ask you an important question. 

Has Ms. Moreno been a good teacher all year?" They scream "Yes!" He gives her a 

candy cane. He calls me lithe teacher's helper" and gives me one too. Then he leaves, 

chaos in his wake. Greg wants to know if they can eat the candy canes. Brenda turns to 

me and says, "Now we're all excited." She tells the kids to put their heads down. "We 

need to get control. II Soon she returns to the presentations. Phil says, "Mark shouldn't 

have said to put rocks around the fire because rocks explode. Someone says, "Y ou're 

crazy." Brenda looks at me; I shrug my shoulders. Phil says, "Really, they do. II Mark 

says, "Y ou use rocks so the fire won't spread. II Phil says, lilt won't spread if you dig a 

hole." Brenda gives Mark 95% for his directions, which were "thorough" and 90% for his 

presentation "because we could hardly see your pictures. II 

Raya is next. Her topic is "How to take a bath. II Lots of kids, mostly boys, 

giggle. Loud and clear, Raya says, "Go to the bathroom and open the door. II She shows 
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the class a drawing of a stick figure opening a door. She pans it slowly so everyone can 

see. When she says, "Take off your clothes," Matt and Eric hoot and holler. Raya says, 

"Gross, why do you think I drew stick figures?" Phil almost falls out of his chair. Brenda 

makes him sit on the floor, then reconsiders and has him sit in the chair next to hers. 

When Raya says, "Stand in the tub," Greg shouts, "Stand? And split your head if you 

fall?" Brenda says to the class, "You seem to have lost control after Santa came." When 

Raya says, "Stay in the tub for 30 minutes," Eric calls out, "A half hour? Why?" Raya 

replies, "How am I supposed to know?" Eric keeps asking "why" after each step. Brenda 

tells him to go into the hall until he can control himself. After Raya finishes, Josh says, 

"She didn't say where to step after the bath, on the floor or the carpet." Raya replies, 

"How am I supposed to know?" Emily says, "It doesn't make sense to turn on the water 

then put in the plug. She should put the plug in first so she doesn't waste water." Brenda 

says, "Last comment." Derrik says, "She didn't say to close the door." Raya says, "Yes I 

did." Greg says, "You didn't say to lock it." Jacob is next. His topic is how to make a 

cherry bomb. Several boys glance back at Brenda, who asks, "Did I approve this one?" 

Jacob says, "No." Brenda says, "Uh-uh." Jake sits down. Brenda says, "Someone else?" 

Heather gets up. Her topic is how to be sneaky. Phil rocks in the chair next to Brenda. 

He almost falls again. Speaking fast, Heather flips through a series of drawings. When 

she finishes, Mark says, "She repeated herself two times." Brenda says, "Mostly because 

of problems with your pictures, you made 85% for your presentation and 90% for your 

directions. Okay, that's it for today." 

Interview 

Sudol: Why do you teach writing as you do? 

Moreno: When I first started teaching in Norwalk, I used the basal, which is how I was 

trained to teach English when I did my student teaching. I taught grammar and 
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mechanics; I read from the manual. It was so boring. I hated teaching reading and 

writing, but I didn't know what else to do because I hadn't been taught or seen any other 

way. I observed other teachers in the district, and they were using the basal and 

following the manual too. In fact, we had to teach reading and English from the book. 

Our principal was a dictator. I didn't do writers' workshop until I started teaching at 

Coyote. Then I observed Shelly. She was doing workshop because that's how she was 

trained to teach English in college. I really liked what I saw. Her kids were a lot more 

enthusiastic than mine when I said, "Open your book to page 35." So I thought I'd give 

writers' workshop a try. I asked her how she did it, but I wasn't comfortable with her 

approach. Her room was pure chaos. When her kids did workshop no one was ever 

sitting; they were all over the place. They were enjoying themselves, and I thought that 

was neat, but I needed more structure. So I modified her ideas to make my workshop 

more efficient. 

Sudol: Besides Shelly, who or what else influenced your writing teaching? 

Moreno: I've taken some graduate courses. Several have stressed moving away from the 

basal and English book and integrating reading and writing. Also, Amanda invited me to 

attend a few T AWL conferences. 

Sudol: Did you read about writers' workshop? 

Moreno: Everything I've done so far is based on observation. I like to read anicles, but 

I'm more of a watching-learning-doing person. That's my personality. I've observed a lot 

and carried that into my room. 

Sudol: What are your main goals and objectives in the teaching of writing? What do you 

want the kids to get from writers' workshop? 

Moreno: At the end of each type? 

Sudol: At the end of each type. At the end of each year. 

Moreno: I teach some lessons that have specific goals; for instance, writing a complete 
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set of directions. But often I encourage free writing. Most of the time I do workshop, but 

I still teach English from the book and DOL. Even if I'm not covering specific skills in 

workshop, I know the kids are getting them somewhere. Because the Desert District is 

curriculum based, the students have to come away with specific skills at the end of the 

year. Although they get the subject, predicate, period, and comma stuff in workshop, 

they don't get it as specifically or in the language of the curriculum. 

Sudol: What about more global goals and objectives? For instance, Debbi said that she 

wants her students "to enjoy writing and have writing be easy." 

Moreno: Writing has always been difficult for me. When I grew up, I never did any free 

writing. Maybe we did some creative writing once a month, but most of the work was 

out of the basal. My writing skills were the pits. That's why I dreaded English; I had a 

psychological block about writing. I like writers' workshop because not only are the kids 

learning to write more fluently, but I'm learning a lot just from reading their writing and 

helping them. It's important for me to get the kids to express themselves freely and to 

enjoy writing; I grew up hating to write. 

Sudol: Do you have any other goals or objectives? 

Moreno: I want the kids to read what they've written and be able to edit their own work. 

They have a real hard time with that. I don't want them to depend on someone else. I 

want them to be self-reliant in their writing. That's very important to me. I have a few 

who are. They probably think they know more than I do. And they might. 

Sudol: Do you enjoy writing more than you used to? Do you write much now? 

Moreno: The only kinds of writing I've done on my own are letters or papers for classes. 

And the only kind of writing I've ever done for enjoyment is poetry, which is a way to 

express myself. 

Sudol: So you don't consider yourself a "writer"? 

Moreno: No. As a matter of fact, whenever I have to write a paper for class, I literally 
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panic because I've never been a good writer. Even though I usually make okay grades, I 

still panic. It scares me to death to have to write. 

Sudol: Is there much articulation about the teaching of writing within grade levels or 

throughout the school? 

Moreno: A lot, at least in the fifth grade. We have grade-level meetings once a week, 

and we're always asking each other, "How are you doing in writers' workshop?" Or we'll 

say, "I changed something and this is what happened." Rachel is real verbal-she loves 

to talk-and Alison, of course, does all the research. So I learn a lot from "Yak, yak, 

yak" and "Well, I read ... " As for the rest of the school, I haven't talked with the sixth

grade teachers; they do their own thing. But I have talked to Debbi and Jane at fourth 

grade. We started workshop at about the same time, so we asked each other questions. If 

someone did something that worked well, we'd try it ourselves. We never met formally, 

though. I'd just go in and talk to them individually. 

Sudol: What about articulation between the intermediate and primary grades? 

Moreno: I'm sure there's some. I know when Shelly was teaching fifth grade, she 

tinkered with the primary grades. Other than having the kids share books, I've never 

really interacted with the primary teachers. There are no formal meetings or discussions. 

In fact, the few primary teachers I have talked to didn't think writers' workshop would 

work at their level. They didn't think the kids were mature enough. 

Sudol: How important is management in writers' workshop? 

Moreno: It's a real big issue. As I said earlier, when I observed Shelly, she seemed to 

think that writers' workshop runs itself. And the kids ran all over her. When I asked her 

about management, she said, "This is how workshop works." I thought, "There's no way 

I can run my workshop like that." I talked to Debbi, who is real structured. But I pretty 

much came up with my own way of doing things that wouldn't drive me crazy. I kept 

changing the rules until I achieved the level of behavior I expect. I don't mind if the kids 
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walk around, as long as they're working. Some get up to socialize, and I don't approve of 

that. 

Sudol: What are some of the key management issues in your workshop? 

Moreno: The kids try to hide so I can't see what they're doing. I'm always looking 

around to see who is disappearing because I know they're planning on not working. 

Noise level is also a problem. I'm very sensitive to noise. When the kids get too loud, I 

can't hear what the child I'm conferencing with is saying because I'm hearing everything 

else. Also, the kids know they're not supposed to come up and interrupt me when I'm 

editing. But they test me. I wave them away or ignore them. I hate to be rude, but they 

know the rule. I've told them, "You don't like to be interrupted. II 

Sudol: How about keeping the kids on task? 

Moreno: This is my third year doing writers' workshop, and this is the first time I've had 

a problem keeping them on task. In the past they've always wanted to do workshop. 

Even kids like Chris and Greg love to write, but they have attention problems. Greg is on 

Ritalin now. It's real hard. I've tried so many things to keep them on task. I have to 

move Chris around a lot. That seems to help for a little while. Sometimes I stand next to 

him and just wait until he starts writing. Sometimes letting Chris and Greg sit with their 

friends encourages them to work. Sometimes, though, they just fool around. Once in a 

while I'll ask them to work with kids they're not fond of but who are good writers and 

stay on task. Sometimes I have to send them to a sixth-grade class or the teachers' 

workroom. I never send them to another fifth-grade room because they have friends there 

and won't work any better. It's more effective to move them away from their peers. 

Sudol: You mentioned earlier that you do DOL and English lessons. 

Moreno: DOL two or three times a week; English lessons maybe once a week. 

Sudol: Why? 

MorenQ: Because the kids have to know what a subject and a predicate is. And when I 
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conference with them, I don't use that language. English lessons are a comfortable way to 

teach the skills that are on the district competency test. The questions are worded in the 

language of the text book. The questions say, "Draw a slash between the subject and the 

predicate." So I teach English lessons to give the kids practice for the test. 

Sudol: Do the English or DOL lessons transfer to their writing? 

Moreno: Yes. For example, after we do an English lesson on using commas to separate 

items, the kids know how to use commas in their own writing. 

Sudol: You can say that positively? 

Moreno: I can say that very positively. 

Sudol: Do you teach mini-lessons? 

Moreno: Because I do DOL and English lessons quite often, I don't do as many mini

lessons. If I notice that a lot of kids are having problems with a lot in their writing, I'll 

take the time to do a little lesson. We talk about the problem; then I check for it in the 

next conference. 

Sudol: How well do the mini-lessons transfer to the writing? 

Moreno: Pretty well. For some kids the mini-lessons don't work, but for others

especially those keyed into their writing-they're great. The kids say, "Oh, yeah, we just 

talked about that. " 

Sudol: Do you ever use the composition section of the English book? 

Moreno: No. We have writing folders that have the types of composition the curriculum 

requires. You know what, though, I do use the text when we do notetaking and outlining 

for the reports. But that's all. 

Sudol: Do you always let the kids select their own topics? 

Moreno: Almost always. The only thing I'll say is, "This has to be a personal narrative 

or a report." We'll talk about examples, but then I let them choose their own topics. 

Sudol: How do the kids come up with topics? Do you teach them prewriting or 
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invention strategies? 

Moreno: At the beginning of the year when we're making our writing folders, I tell them 

to write down 10 things they really like and five things they really dislike. Then, when 

we start talking about writers' workshop, I say, "Choose something from your lists. It can 

be real or made up, subjects that have actually happened to you or something 

imaginative." Often they add topics to their list during the year. They're inventive. 

Sometimes they'll come up and say, "I can't think of anything to write about." I'll ask, 

"Did you look at your list?" They'll say, "Oh, I can write about that." Sometimes I'll say, 

"Go talk to your friends. See what they're writing about." 

Sudol: Do you ever censor topics? 

Moreno: Yes, because some kids get into gory or sexual stuff. I tell them their stories 

have to be about something that can be shared with any grade, from kindergarten to fifth. 

And if it's not appropriate-if it's PG 13-then it's not acceptable. 

Sudol: What are the advantages of self-selected topics? 

Moreno: The kids feel proud. They think, "I came up with this on my own. I did this on 

my own." If I assign topics for creative writing, so many kids moan and complain that 

it's not worth my energy. Some teachers assign topics for reports. I tell my kids, "Write 

your report on whatever interests you. If it's a person, fine. If it's a flower or animal, 

fine." 

Sudol: Are there disadvantages to self-selection? 

Moreno: Some. Phil, for example, has trouble coming up with appropriate topics. I 

often have to tell him to choose something else. Poor Phil really gets into his writing, but 

every other word is blood and gore or profanity, just like the adult movies he watches. 

His writing is so explicit. 

Sudol: Do kids ever write on the same topic all year long? 

Moreno: That hasn't been much of a problem this year, although Phil wants to write 
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Child's Play 1, 2,3. This group is very creative. Last year and the year before, the kids 

often wrote on the same thing over and over, Ninja this and Ninja that. I talked to 

them-just as I'm talking to you-and said, "Why don't you choose another topic. This is 

getting boring. I'm not enjoying it. I bet your friends would like to read something else." 

Sudol: How do you feel about the writing types required by the curriculum? 

Moreno: I like them. I'd get bored if the kids wrote the same stories all year. The 

required writing types are fun. Now during workshop we're doing reports. The kids are 

doing research and taking notes. They like the variety, and they get excited about trying 

something new. Also, I feel good about teaching the different types because when I was 

young I didn't learn how to do them. It's neat that my kids are learning how to write 

narratives, reports, letters, directions, poetry. They'll be more rounded and better 

prepared than I was. 

Sudol: How do you feel about assigning writing, for example, the "tree essay" or the "to 

and there" story? 

Moreno: I assign writing because I want the kids to try something different. It's 

refreshing to have them write pen pal letters or enter writing contests. And I don't have to 

read Bart Simpson stories again and again. Also, it's more fun to try different things, not 

only for me but I hope for the kids too. They seem to enjoy the variety. They don't 

complain anyway. 

Sudol: Let me be specific. Why did you assign the "to and there" story? And how well 

did it work? 

Moreno: Why? A lot of them have problems with the correct forms of to and there. 

Believe it or not, we talk about them in DOL and our English lessons, yet I'm constantly 

running across the problem in their stories. How did it work? Well, those who already 

knew it, did fine; those who didn't, did poorly. But at least we talked about the problem, 

and they got some practice. 
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Sudol: Do you impose deadlines? 

Moreno: I do and I don't. The kids have five weeks to complete their research report. If 

it's a day late, it's a grade lower. With their writers' workshop stories, I want them to 

publish two or three books by the end of the nine weeks. As long as the work is in by the 

last day, they get credit. 

Sudol: What are the advantages and disadvantages of deadlines? 

Moreno: The big advantage is that I don't have to grade their writing as I'm doing report 

cards. The main disadvantage is that some kids don't do as good a job. Some kids work 

slower. Even if they're good writers, they need more time. Some-like Mark, who wants 

to write a twelve-page story every time- get frustrated and angry with deadlines. 

Sudol: Describe your peer-review procedure. 

Moreno. After a kid writes her first draft, she finds two other kids to share her story 

with-first with one person, then another. She's supposed to drop off the written work 

and let the peer editor go through and look for capitals, spelling, grammar. If the story 

doesn't make sense, the editor is supposed to talk to the writer and say, "What did you 

mean here?" The editor is also supposed to help the writer correct her problems. Then 

the writer takes back the story and continues working on it. 

Sudol: Does she rewrite the story? 

Moreno: No. I tried that once, but it took too long. Once the story has been done by two 

peer editors, the writer brings it to me; I put it in the pile; and we do a conference. 

Sudol: How do the kids learn to respond to each other's writing? 

Moreno: In the beginning of the year we did a lot of DOL. The kids would exchange 

and edit each other's papers. Once they had plenty of practice, I told them to edit their 

stories the same way. 

Sudol: You don't use the peer-editing sheets that Jane and Debbi do. 

Moreno: I tried those, but they were a waste of paper. Lots of kids would write "no 
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commentll or IIthis is stupidll or IIcute. 1I They were using a half page of paper to write one 

word. I decided to let them tell what they liked or didn't like when they read their books 

to the class. I prefer to do that kind of response orally. 

Sudol: Do the kids edit very well? 

Moreno: Most of them do. A few are careless, mostly because they don't want to take 

the time. Some don't want to be interrupted when they're writing. Unfortunately, those 

kids are often good editors. Some kids love to edit; they can hardly wait for someone to 

ask them. But there are a few, like Carlos, who don't edit well. Whenever he edits 

anyone's paper, I have to send it back to him. I keep telling him that he's got to learn to 

help. He's the kind of kid who won't buy a sucker for his friends but wants them to buy 

one for him. I try very hard to show him that he has to give and take. On average, 

though, I think the kids do a pretty good job editing. 

Sudol: What's your rationale for peer review? 

Moreno: The kids seem to learn a lot from each other. And it's easier for them to take 

criticism from a friend than a teacher. When their friend says, IIThis doesn't make sense, II 

they seem to listen better. 

Sudol: Summarize the advantages and disadvantages of peer editing. 

Moreno: The advantages are that the kids work together more cooperatively; they learn a 

lot from each other; and they practice doing the other part of writing, which they don't 

generally do. If I didn't tell them to peer edit their papers, they'd always tum in first 

drafts. The disadvantages are that some kids don't want to peer edit, and I have to 

constantly send work back to them until they're forced to do it. 

Sudol: Why do you conference with your students? 

Moreno: You know, I started conferencing with students in Norwalk, even before I did 

writers' workshop. I wanted to spend more quality time with my kids, so I set aside 10 

minutes a day when I could conference with at least one child. In Norwalk the 
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conferences were personal. "Hi, how are you doing? How are things going?" It was 

really nice spending one-on-one time with my students. I made conferencing a big part of 

my workshop because that's when the kids feel they can really talk to me. It's a nice 

comfortable time. I really enjoy the conferences, and I think the kids do too. They 

always seem eager. "When am I coming up? Is it my tum?" 

Sudol: Would you describe your conferencing procedures. 

Moreno: I call up kids in whatever order they've turned in their stories. I have them read 

the story to me. When they read aloud, sometimes they'll add or change things they 

haven't written. Often I let them continue reading even after I've noticed a problem. But 

sometimes I stop them quickly because they get frustrated if they're at the bottom of the 

page and I say, "Let's go back to the first sentence." I try to catch their mistakes as we go 

along. Most of the time I'll ask, "What looks wrong here?" or "Do you hear anything 

wrong?" They can usually tell me immediately. Then we change the mistake and 

continue. I write in the correction because the kids might not know where I am and 

because it takes more time if they do it. Also, when they recopy they often don't 

understand what their correction means. They can follow my comments better. If there's 

a problem with capital letters, I don't use the proofreading symbol; I write in the capital 

so the kids can see clearly what they have to do. It makes for a much neater final 

product. Once I finish the conference, I ask the kids to identify two major problems or 

mistakes. They'll say, "I didn't indent my paragraphs" or "I forgot to capitalize at the 

beginning of my sentences." I list those skills on the top of the first page and tell the kids 

I'm going to look for them when I grade their final draft. 

Sudol: How did you come up with this conferencing procedure? 

Moreno: I worked it up myself. At first I didn't know what the heck I was doing. I was 

grabbing at straws in all directions. I tried editing their stories at home, but I couldn't ask 

the kids what they meant, and I worried about changing something that would alter their 
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meaning. I feel much better about editing at school and asking the kids questions as we 

go along. 

Sudol: Why do the kids read to you? Debbi, by contrast, reads to her kids. 

Moreno: I used to read to them, but I felt that I was taking away ownership. They're real 

proud when they read their stories. I think there's more happy feelings when they read to 

me. Also, the kids would ask, "Can I read this time?" I thought, "That makes sense. Not 

only are they practicing writing; they're practicing reading too." 

Sudol: What do you attempt to cover in your conferences? 

Moreno: Oh, you haven't seen this. I have a checklist with the criteria that I use to grade 

their stories. (She goes into the workroom and gets a copy.) I give the kids this sheet at 

the start of the year, and they keep it in their writing folders. They know exactly what I'm 

going to be grading on. For their published books they have to have a title page and ... 

Sudol: But what about in the conferences? Why do you stress capital letters, paragraphs, 

and quotation marks, for example? 

Moreno: Because down here (she points to the checklist) it states "punctuates correctly." 

If the kids don't use quotation marks, for example, I'll write, "missed punctuation five 

times." Or next to "grammar and usage" I'll write, "fragments not corrected." On the 

bottom, I'll write, "When you recopied, you forgot to make the corrections we did in 

conference. " 

Sudol: But why do you emphasize quotation marks or fragments? Why those criteria? 

Moreno: I guess it comes down to knowing the basics. I don't know a whole lot about 

writing, but I know a few things. I try to be consistent and have the kids correct those 

mistakes. I didn't realize I was stressing specific errors. I suppose it's because those are 

the ones someone pointed out to me. 

Sudol: How do you distinguish between revising and editing? 

Moreno: Between revising and editing? You know, I don't think there's really a 
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difference, is there? Revising and editing to me are the same thing. Maybe they're a little 

different. Maybe revising takes place after editing. 

Sudol: What roles do you play in the conferences? 

Moreno: I try very hard to make the kids think about what they're writing down. They 

need to be careful. They can't be frivolous or careless because that's the kind of writer I 

was. I swear there's nothing worse than writing a paper and thinking you did well and 

turning it in and having someone put an F on it. Why? Because even though the teacher 

appreciated your ideas, you didn't know how to punctuate. When I was a student, no one 

ever told me I was supposed to put periods or commas between sentences. I try to 

incorporate my own experiences into my teaching and conferencing. When I get papers 

back from my professors, and they count off points for missing commas, I don't want my 

kids to have to deal with that later. I don't want them to say, as I did, "Gee, no one ever 

taught me that." When I was a kid, everyone said I was a such a creative writer. I never 

knew I wasn't correct. My first paper in college-I'll never forget it-I got an F. Why? I 

thought it was creative, but I didn't have what the professor wanted-the mechanics and 

quotation marks. 

Sudol: Is it fair to say, then, that you want your kids to be correct writers? 

Moreno: Yes. That's pretty much it. I don't want you to think that I don't appreciate 

their writing. When we share our stories (read them aloud), that's when I show my 

appreciation. I'll say, "That was really neat." Or I'll ask the class, "What did you really 

like?" or "What could have been a little better?" 

Sudol: Except for the directions presentations, I didn't see any sharing. 

Moreno: That's because I wait until the end of the quarter. We take a week or so just to 

read. First we'll share in our class, with our friends. Then the kids will choose one 

teacher from kindergarten to fifth grade and share their books with that class. They don't 

like to go to the sixth grade because the sixth graders make fun of them. 
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Sudol: How do you keep records of your conferences? 

Moreno: I don't. After the conference, I return the first draft with my corrections; the 

kids recopy; then they tum in their first draft and completed book. I grade them as we go 

along. At the end of the nine weeks, I go through their folders and record their scores 

from the criteria checklist. I also give them a grade for how well they use their time. 

Sudol: How do you know if you've conferenced with everyone? 

Moreno: From time to time I'll look through the pile of work on my desk and say, "These 

people have turned in books. Raise your hands if I didn't call your name." Those kids 

have to miss recess until they complete their work and we do conferences. I do that with 

the required assignments too. So I guess I do keep records, but not written ones. 

Sudol: Are there any disadvantages to conferences? 

Moreno: I can't see everything that's going on in the classroom when I'm back here 

conferencing. I've tried going to their desks, but there are people behind me, and I can't 

see what they're doing. At least from my table I can see a majority of the room. 

Sudol: Do your kids publish all their writing? 

Moreno: All their writers' workshop books. Not the assignments. 

Sudol: Describe your publishing process. 

Moreno: I use the checklist again. The kids have to have a title. They have to put the 

name of the author and illustrator. They have to dedicate their story to someone. At the 

beginning of the year they decide what to call their publishing company. They have to 

have a copyright, which is the day they complete the book. They have to have at least 

two illustrations. They have to write a few sentences about the author and a few 

sentences telling what the book is about. 

Sudol: Whence this checklist? 

Moreno: It's a combination of sources. Some of the stuff is from a checklist that the kids 

use when they do personal narratives on the competency test. Some of it's what I want to 
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see in their published books. Last year we took a real book and pulled out things like title 

page, dedication, and summary. 

Sudol: Why do the kids write books? 

Moreno: They seem to love books. 

Sudol: What happens when the kids complete their books? 

Moreno: After they share, they can take the books home or leave them in the crate by the 

bookshelf. Most of the kids leave them because during their free reading time, they fight 

over who's going to read whose story. They love reading their own books. They prefer 

them to the ones in the bookshelf. 

Sudol: How important is illustration in your writers' workshop? 

Moreno: I don't count off if their pictures aren't beautiful. I explain to them, "Think back 

to when you were younger, especially kindergarten to third grade. A majority of the 

books that little kids read have pictures. Little kids, and big kids too, like to see how you 

see the story." I think writing and drawing complement each other. Some of the kids 

don't illustrate, and they get a zero on the checklist. I tell them they can have a friend do 

the pictures. 

Sudol: How do you handle the paper load generated by writers' workshop? 

Moreno: When that stack of papers gets thick, I take out my checklists and start grading. 

I have a finished stack and the stack I need to grade. Then there's the in-between stack 

that I still need to edit (do conferences on). This whole desk (points to her junk desk) is 

my writers' workshop stuff. 

Sudol: Do you grade their writing at home? 

Moreno: I try not to take any work home, but I spend a lot of time at school. I stay late 

and come in on weekends. 

Sudol: How much time do you spend grading writing? 

Moreno: When I actually sit down to grade, I usually work for three hours at a time. I'd 
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say I spend about 10 minutes per book. But, of course, it depends because some of their 

books are thick and som,e are thin. 

Sudol: Do you write comments on the books? 

Moreno: No, just on the bottom of the checklist. I don't want to mess up their finished 

book with red marks. I want them to be proud of it. I staple the checklist onto their first 

draft. 

Sudol: How do you feel about having to do so much grading? 

Moreno: It's not any more work than grading worksheets. I'd much rather read a story 

and look for spelling and mechanics than do busywork. And the kids prefer writing. 

They hate it when I say, "Take out your English book." 

Sudol: How do you figure and assign grades? 

Moreno: The checklist is a hundred-point system. I tally up all the points. The title page 

is worth five points. If they have one, they get all the points; if they don't, they get zero; 

if it's sloppy, three. I don't usually give two or four points. Name of author and 

illustrator, dedication, publishing company, copyright-it's either there or not, five or 

zero. If they write something about themselves, five points; if they say, "The author is 11 

years old," three. I'm picky about the summary. I want them to tell me something about 

the book, and they need to be pretty detailed to get five points. Appropriate content is 

usually five points because the book doesn't make it to me unless the content is 

appropriate. Prewrites to generate ideas and to choose a topic-I tell them that their 

prewriting doesn't have to be written down. They can sit and think and that's prewriting. 

Some make outlines or lists, but most don't. Everyone gets five points for that. Writes a 

first draft based on prewriting-if they write a first draft and it's all about one topic, they 

get five points. Revises first draft to improve content and organization-that's the peer 

editing. I'll say, "If Carlos didn't correct anything, you're going to get a zero, so you need 

to make sure someone really edits your draft." Proofreads first draft to correct errors-
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that means when they recopy they take note of the corrections we made in the conference. 

Writes a final draft-everybody gets five points. Writes legibly-that'S a big one. Spells 

correctly-I count all the misspelled words; if they miss one they get four points. Same 

thing with capitals, punctuation, grammar and usage. Completes writing-type criteria is 

last. I tally up all the points on a straight scale-lOO%, 90%, 80%. Then I record the 

scores in my grade book. I use this checklist for all their writers' workshop books, but I 

have other sheets with the district requirements for the assigned writings. I always give 

the kids the checklists before they start so they'll know exactly what they're going to be 

graded on. I hate for anything to be a surprise. 

Sudol: How much writing do the kids do per quarter? 

Moreno: For the first nine weeks, they had to do three published books in addition to the 

required writing. This last nine weeks they had to do two published books, plus two pen 

pal letters, a personal narrative, the "to and there" story, and their directions. I also give 

them a grade for presenting; it's usually 100%,90%, or 80%. That's the speech 

component of the English grade. They also get a "uses time wisely" grade. Someone, 

like Chris, who doesn't spend a lot of time writing might get a 55% or 65%. When I 

figure their final grade it's one third for writing, one third for speaking, and one third for 

using time wisely. English isn't just writers' workshop. The kids even got a grade for 

participating in the play because that involved speaking. 

Sudol: Do you have any reluctant writers? 

Moreno: Yes. Because of my own experience, I guess I'm a reluctant writer. This year I 

have a few, but it's mostly because of their attention problems. They can't get themselves 

together. Overall, though, only one or two kids don't like to write. In fact, when we miss 

workshop, they're pretty sad. 

Sudol: How do you handle the reluctant writer? 

Moreno: Eric is a good example. I'll say, "Talk to me about what interests you. What 
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do you like to do? What do you do when you go home?" He'll say, "Nothing." I'll say, 

"You don't watch TV? You don't play?" He'll say, "Yeah, I ride my bike." The talking 

usually gets him going. Now he likes Garfield, so I tell him to make up Garfield stories. 

Sudol: You told me once that you never had a class as rough as this one. How do your 

problem children affect writers' workshop? 

Moreno: Chris can get everyone riled up. When he's absent the kids are totally different. 

He's aggressive and mean. He'll push someone or say something mean; then the whole 

class gets upset. Everyone is so concerned about Chris that they forget what they're 

supposed to be doing in writers' workshop. Eric makes sounds unconsciously: he makes 

baby noises and bangs his head on the desk and rocks back and forth. That distracts the 

other kids. Jake and Josh have the walking-and-talking problem. I give them a time out 

and send them to the teacher's workroom or to a sixth-grade class because I won't mess 

with their foolishness. They bother me and everyone else. I hear them talking and can't 

concentrate on my conferences. 

Sudol: How does this year's workshop compare to past years'? 

Moreno: This year I spend a lot more time disciplining. Also, this group is super 

immature. They bring toys to school and play with them at their desks. They write on 

fourth-grade topics, like "My Toy Truck." And their writing is more immature. They 

don't use as many adjectives to describe things. 

Sudol: What are the greatest rewards of teaching writing in a workshop? 

Moreno: I know the kids are practicing real writing, and I'm attempting to teach them 

some of the mechanics they're going to have to face later in life. Also, they feel proud 

when they share their books. They say, "I showed this to my mom and dad, and they 

were impressed. They're glad we're doing workshop." It's also nice when kids in the 

lower grades tell me, "I want to be in your class because you do lots of writing." 

Sudol: What are the biggest frustrations? 
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Moreno: Having to deal with all the problems. The walking and talking really bother 

me. During conferences I worry about who's actually working. I don't want to stop, but I 

get angry when I see 12 kids wandering around the room, not doing what they're 

supposed to, trying to hide from me. For a while I thought I was doing workshop wrong, 

but I've talked to other teachers and know I'm not the only one with this problem. 

Another frustration is that I'm not a great writer. Sometimes I wonder if I'm helping the 

kids at all. Sometimes I think they know more about writing than I do. I tell them up 

front that I'm a pitiful speller and not a good writer. We learn together. 

Sudol: What do you need to teach writing more effectively? 

Moreno: Workshops. I've been to a lot of whole language workshops, but they've been 

geared mostly towards reading-lit studies. That's one part of whole language, but what 

about the writing? They talk about summaries and questions, but they never deal with 

marking punctuation because the teacher is supposed to appreciate what the kids are 

doing. I got slapped in the face for ignoring punctuation; I would have really appreciated 

someone teaching me how to write correctly. To tell you the truth, I don't go to the whole 

language workshops anymore because they're all the same. But if someone offered 

something legitimate on writing, I would go. And I don't think I'm the only one who 

feels that way. 

Sudol: Do you need anything else? 

Moreno: I need more personal experience. My husband tells me, "You need to practice 

your writing; that's the only way to get better." But I have such a mental block. 

Interpretation 

The Same Approach 

Before the start of the school year, when I was asking teachers to volunteer, Debbi 

Kuhn told me not to observe Brenda Moreno because, "We do exactly the same thing, 
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even use the same handouts." A few days later, when I talked to Brenda, she laughed at 

Debbi's comment and said, "We all have pretty much the same approach, but it comes out 

surprisingly different." During my firs-t observation I noticed that her workshop was 

pretty much like Jane's and Debbi's. In fact, I felt twinges of apprehension and thought, 

"Debbi's right. What can I say about Brenda that I haven't already said about the other 

two?" The longer I observed, however, the more I realized that Brenda was also right. 

Despite general similarities there were sometimes subtle, sometimes dramatic differences. 

Continuing my comparative approach, I'll first examine common characteristics, then 

move on to unique features. Finally, I'll offer reasons as to why Brenda Moreno's writers' 

workshop and writing teaching are, in her words, "surprisingly different." 

Every time I transcribed my observation notes onto the word processor I found 

myself comparing Brenda to Jane and Debbi. Often I couldn't type more than a 

paragraph before I'd note a similarity and (in parentheses) start writing about all three. 

After just a short time I began to discern patterns or themes, and after completing the 

observations and interview compiled this list of common characteristics. First, all three 

traveled similar routes before arriving at writers' workshop. None had been trained to 

teach writing, either in college or on the job. Like Jane and Debbi, Brenda taught English 

from the book, relying exclusively on the manual and an infinite supply of worksheets. 

In fact, she taught the way she had been trained as a student teacher and, in her previous 

position at Norwalk, taught as everyone else did because her "dictator" principal required 

it. Like Jane and Debbi, however, she was bored and frustrated-she hated teaching 

English- but didn't know what else to do. Simultaneously, it seems, all three found 

Shelly Nova. Indeed, it's hard to overemphasize Shelly's influence. She was Jane, Debbi, 

and Brenda's inspiration, font of knowledge, and model. Although they all attended 

workshops and did a little reading on their own, they relied mainly on Shelly. 

Since they all started from the same source, it's not surprising their workshops and 
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pedagogy-structure and procedures-are basically the same. At the beginning of the 

year, all three teachers ask their kids to make a list of topics in their writing folders. In 

addition to having her students list things they like, Brenda asks them to list things they 

don't like as well. After that, however, none formally teaches any prewriting or invention 

strategies. All assume the kids will be able to generate topics freely, either by consulting 

their lists or borrowing topics from their classmates. Brenda diverges slightly from the 

others in that she offers sample topics for the required writings (her mini-lesson on 

directions), but she refuses to assign specific topics. Nor do they talk about quality topics 

or help their students to shape or focus. Each prefers to give her kids complete freedom 

of choice, regardless of whether or not the topics may be feasible. They do, however, 

impose standards of appropriateness, refusing to allow topics that are too violent or 

sexual: for Debbi, no R-rated~ for Brenda, no PG 13~ for all, topics that are suitable to 

share with every student at Coyote, from kindergarten to sixth grade. 

In like manner, none models or demonstrates her composing processes. Once the 

kids have selected their topics, they begin writing immediately and continue until they've 

completed a draft. Brenda did explain how to write directions, showing the importance 

of detailed, well-ordered steps by having the kids tell her how to make a peanut butter 

and jelly sandwich. But that was the only modeling she did. With their self-sponsored 

writing, the kids write without prior explanation and with minimum teacher interference. 

After drafting, they engage in peer response. All three teachers follow basically the same 

procedure. At the start of the year, Jane role plays how to fill out peer-review sheets. So 

does Debbi, but she connects peer response to DOL. Brenda also stresses DOL, giving 

her kids lots of practice exchanging papers. Afterwards she tells them "to edit each 

other's stories the same way." While they encourage their students to respond to sense, 

editing is the primary focus- the kids check spelling, mechanics, and usage. After peer 

review, each teacher confers with her students. In fact, all three view the one-on-one 
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conference as the heart of writers' workshop, and they spend lots of time working with 

individual kids. Only rarely do they confer with students who are drafting, offering 

suggestions to develop and organize ideas; instead they work on completed, peer-edited 

drafts. Like the peer response, these conferences also focus on errors. Like Jane and 

Debbi, Brenda comments on spelling, punctuation, capitalization, quotations, paragraphs. 

Rarely does she respond to content. For instance, when Amy wrote that she wasn't going 

to have a birthday party because no one ever comes, Brenda told her to indent paragraphs. 

When Jake and Josh wrote about Bart Simpson being offered marijuana, she told them to 

use an exclamation point to show emotion. 

As stated before, I believe this emphasis on error stems mostly from an 

incomplete understanding of composing processes. Like Jane, Brenda was unable to 

distinguish editing from revision, first equating them ("They're the same thing, aren't 

they?"), then speculating that revision comes after editing. Although Debbi knows more 

about the stages of writing, she too stresses editing. Their partial knowledge is also 

evident in their views on grammar: each thinks English lessons and DOL improve 

student writing, although the research suggests there is no connection (Braddock, Lloyd

Jones, and Schoer 37-38; Hillocks 133-41).1 Moreover, the teachers' words sometimes 

contradict their beliefs. Brenda, for instance, commenting on the "to and there" 

assignment, said, "Believe it or not, we talk about them in DOL and our English lessons, 

yet I'm constantly running across the problem in their stories." As a result, Jane, Debbi, 

and Brenda teach writing as a linear three-step process: drafting, getting peer and teacher 

response, then re-writing. The students do little revising (only if they follow their 

classmates' suggestions). Revision basically means correcting and recopying the first 

version to produce a final draft or book. Ironically, although all three teachers share a 

common goal of wanting their students to enjoy writing and to express themselves freely, 

their primary purpose is to teach skills. In fact, rather than teaching writing per se, they 
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are explaining how to find and fix errors. At worst, Jane, Debbi, and Brenda teach a 

writing process that may be a self-generated English or DOL exercise; the students' rough 

drafts are de facto worksheets. 

A final similarity is their stress on workshop management. Whether it's finding 

enough time in the day, juggling special classes or events, coping with constant 

interruptions or unexpected guests (such as Santa), keeping conferences from 

backlogging, scheduling author readings, disciplining misbehaving kids, or keeping 

everyone on task-all three teachers agree that effective management is an essential 

component of writers' workshop. Although Brenda doesn't have a Derrik or David, she 

does have Chris and Greg- both of whom have serious attention problems. These kids, 

along with Jake and Josh (the walking-and-talking problems) and Eric (making baby 

noises and banging his head on his desk) frequently interrupt Brenda's conferences and 

have a deleterious effect on the class. Significantly, she said this year's workshop is the 

roughest ever because she has to spend so much time disciplining. 

Surprising Differences-Minor 

While it may appear that Jane, Debbi, and Brenda are identical, that's neither true, 

nor is it the point. As I explained in Chapter 3, my meaning-making strategy is 

cumulative, building from chapter to chapter, teacher to teacher. Even though I risk 

being redundant, I'm comparing these teachers to explain-to show-how I'm coming to 

know this culture, first as individuals, then as a community. Furthermore, the 

comparisons present corroborating evidence, convincing not only me that I'm interpreting 

accurately and fairly, but (I hope) my readers as well. They also act as a backdrop for the 

ensuing contrast; by first showing how Brenda is like Jane and Debbi, I am able to 

highlight her differences, placing them in a clearer, sharper light. 

Some fundamental ones include time, production, and variety. Unlike Jane, 
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Brenda does workshop every day of the week, five thirty-five-minute sessions, from right 

after recess (11:00 a.m.) to just before lunch (11:35 a.m.). Although her workshop is 

relatively short, it is constant. Meeting one of Atwell's basics, Brenda gives her kids 

regular, dependable chunks of time. In addition, they produce more writing than either 

Jane's or Debbi's kids. During the second quarter, for example, they wrote two books, 

two pen pal letters, a tree essay, the "to and there" story, a personal narrative, and 

directions. Linked to this production is variety. Unlike Jane, who handles the required 

writing separately, or Debbi, who doesn't worry about it, Brenda builds it into her 

workshop, alternating self-sponsored composing with teacher-directed assignments. 

Hence her kids' writing is more diverse, ranging from reflexive to extensive (Emig), 

expressive to transactional (Britton). 

Another difference is the atmosphere of Brenda's workshop. Whereas Jane's room 

is warm and homey and Debbi's is almost clinical, Brenda's is disheveled, books and 

papers strewn about as if a storm had just blown through. Oddly, though, the effect is not 

uncomfortable-it's the kind of place where you don't have to worry about tracking dirt 

on the carpet or putting your feet on the furniture. Although Jane and Debbi allow their 

kids to move around for peer response, Brenda's kids sprawl out-a group of girls always 

sits on the floor under the chalkboard, a group of boys frequently congregates at the table 

in the back, some kids sit on top of or under their desks. Consequently, Brenda's 

workshop is the most laid back of the three, which has both advantages and 

disadvantages. Sensitive to her students' needs for privacy and space, she creates an 

easy-going writing environment, conducive to composing; however, she also lets them 

"hide" from her and avoid doing their work. In keeping with this informal mood, 

Brenda's workshop is the only one without a formal writing center housing materials and 

supplies. Instead, paper, pencils, crayons, markers, tape, glue are scattered everywhere. 

And Brenda's personal writing center (her "junk desk") overflows with piles of work in 



progress, work to be graded, and work to be returned. Although I was a bit concerned 

about the disarray, the kids don't seem to mind-no one has any trouble locating 

supplies- which makes me wonder if the emphasis on carefully planned writing 

environments (Atwell, Middle 263-65; Calkins, Art 27-28) may indirectly place 

decoration over construction, style over substance. 
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Three surprising differences in Brenda's workshop are the absence of kids' work, 

author readings, and peer-review sheets. Both Jane and Debbi make a point of 

prominently displaying the children's books, lining them up on the chalkboard for 

everyone to see. However, in Brenda's room I didn't see any completed writing. I didn't 

know what happened to the kids' work-if they took it home, kept it in their desks, or if 

Brenda filed it away. Only during the interview did I discover that she keeps the 

published books in a crate next to the bookshelf for the kids to check out during free 

reading. Likewise, with Jane and Debbi, I'd grown accustomed to seeing the kids share 

their books. With Brenda I saw only the directions presentations. Once again, not until 

the interview did I learn that she saves her author readings for the end of the quarter. 

From a management perspective this is a shrewd move. She avoids the problem 

(endemic to Jane's workshop) of having readers interrrupt writers. Moreover, she can 

grade the writing early and not be inundated by a last-minute flood (as Debbi was). Also, 

by saving the author readings she builds a sense of anticipation and culmination and 

provides a forum for celebrating the kids' writing, a sort of literary harvest feast. Plus, 

she's considerate of those teachers who let her kids come in to read. Whereas Jane and 

Debbi sent off their kids whenever they finished a book, Brenda lets her cooperating 

teachers schedule in advance. Finally, I noted the conspicuous absence of peer-review 

sheets. Yet again, during the interview I learned that she'd tried the sheets but found 

them a "waste of paper," because (echoing Jane's remarks) the kids didn't take them 

seriously and would dash off a few words: "no comment" or "this is stupid" or "cute." 
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Brenda still requires peer review, but she prefers that the kids comment on each other's 

drafts. During the author readings she lets them "tell what they liked or didn't like." 

Surprising Diff erences- Major 

The two biggest differences in Brenda's workshop are her conferencing 

procedures and her method of evaluating and grading the students' writing, both of which 

I will discuss at length. As mentioned in the profile, I was privy to lots of conferences. 

The first time I observed Brenda I thought she was just like Jane and Debbi -she stresses 

errors and doesn't respond to content. But on closer inspection I found there was a good 

deal more than first met the eye. By seeing instead of just looking, I discovered what the 

Chinese call "the ten thousand things" (Franck 6). First, I was struck by the absolute 

democracy of her conferences-kids are called up in "whatever order they've turned in 

their stories"; the first one in is the first one out. The more they write, the more they get 

to confer. Such a democratic procedure can create management nightmares; one overly 

ambitious student can dominate all of Brenda's time; and during my stay Amy was at the 

conference table more than anyone else. But Brenda seems unfazed by this. Quite the 

contrary, she makes spending quality time with the teacher an incentive for the kids to do 

more writing. And, as I've noted, the kids love to conference. 

Another difference is that Brenda lets her kids read their own writing. Whereas 

Debbi feels that reading to the kids shows them how much she appreciates their stories 

and makes them love to write, Brenda thinks it takes away ownership. Because the kids 

are proud of their stories and want to read, she concluded that it "makes sense" to let them 

read to her. "Not only are they practicing their writing; they're practicing reading too." 

More than integrating writing and reading, however, Brenda actually forces her kids to 

focus closely on the text, making sure they read what they've actually written (one of her 

goals) and not what they think they've said. Hence in Brenda's conferences the written, 
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language on the page. 
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Brenda's basic conferencing procedures include letting the kids read, asking them 

questions, and writing in corrections. Usually she lets them read for awhile before 

stopping them. Rather than hitting each mistake as it occurs, in effect, turning the writing 

into a worksheet (as Jane does), Brenda appreciates connected text or chunks of 

discourse, thus stressing meaning first and errors second. She's also more considerate of 

her students-after all, it's rude to interrupt them after every mistake. In fact, the only 

time she interrupts quickly is when the kids have so many errors that she fears they'll get 

frustrated if she lets them read to the bottom of the page, then says, "Okay, let's go back 

to the first sentence." When she notices something wrong, she usually asks a question 

instead of pointing out the error. Rather than telling a child he's misspelled a word, she 

asks, "What looks wrong here?" or "Does anything sound wrong?" In essence she asks 

him to stand back and take a more objective look, focusing on the writing with an editor's 

or proofreader's eye. Frequently, when the child sees what's wrong, Brenda asks, "So you 

need ... " and lets him fill in the blank, once again placing ownership and responsibility 

in the hands of the author. A happy consequence of these questions is that the kids 

appear to engage more with the teacher. By nature, questions invite response and 

promote dialogue; and fairly often, Brenda's kids would not only answer her questions 

but ask their own. For instance, Amy asked, "Do I need a new paragraph here?" or "Do 

you think I should cut out this section?"2 These questions, which echo Brenda's, offer 

circumstantial evidence that the kids are learning how to read their texts with a more 

critical eye and are internalizing the conference dialogue. 

Although Brenda dwells mainly on errors, she does focus on meaning too, often 

asking her students to clarify ambiguous references, define unfamiliar terms, and explain 

vague or general expressions by adding information and concrete details. Conferring on 
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pen pal letters, for instance, she asked Jon to explain what he meant by "switched from 

idea to idea" and a bit later to tell why he and his brother were excited. She asked Phil to 

define the words annihilate and cyanide and to tell more about his karate lessons and 

Thanksgiving. Hence in addition to asking her kids to correct their drafts, she asks them 

to reflect upon and expand them (Sowers, "Reflect" 77-85). In this way, she doesn't play 

only the role of editor/proofreader; she also acts as a reader. More than either Jane or 

Debbi, Brenda demonstrates to the kids what a reader needs to understand their writing, 

showing them what she expects as opposed to what they've written.3 At times she is the 

actual reader, voicing her own confusion; other times she speaks for another, as when she 

told Carlos to specify how cold it's been, because in Iowa (where his pen pal lives) "it 

might be below zero." Usually she concentrates on word or sentence meaning, but at 

least once I saw her deal with a whole-text problem when she helped Mark reorganize his 

pen pal letter by placing the main points in a logical order. In sum, through her reader

based questions and responses, Brenda teaches her kids to consider their audience's needs 

or else risk misunderstanding. More than being correct, they must express themselves 

clearly and explicitly. 

When it's time to "change the mistake," Brenda, like Debbi, makes the 

corrections. With mechanical errors she simply puts in a capital letter or missing period. 

Occasionally she gives the student an option (two sentences or a compound sentence). 

With questions of meaning, however, she waits for the student to explain or elaborate, 

then takes dictation. Usually she repeats what the student said, sometimes adding words 

in a questioning or clarifying tone of voice. In a sense, then, she acts both as secretary 

and collaborator, a partner in revision. As with Debbi, I worried that Brenda may be 

doing the students' work. But she assured me it's strictly a management issue; letting the 

kids make their own corrections simply takes too long. Brenda added that because she 

writes out her corrections completely, they are easier for the kids to follow and ensure a 
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neater final copy. After watching how closely the kids follow her comments, I have to 

concur. Also, I suspect her meaning corrections provide good models: by actually 

writing in the revised word or sentence instead of vague or awkward (as so many teachers 

do), Brenda literally shows her kids how to meet their readers' needs, thus highlighting 

their conference talk. 

Unlike Jane and Debbi, who respectively end their c.onferences without closure or 

with unqualified praise, Brenda reinforces her conference lessons by asking the kids to 

sum up what they need to work on and then writing those points on the first page of their 

rough draft. She not only forces the kids to think about their problems but also gives 

them an agenda for future writing. Surprisingly, however, she tends to jot down 

mechanical points, such as quotations or paragraphs, even though she may spend most of 

the conference clarifying vague expression. I'm not sure why she neglects the meaning 

issues and fear that she may ultimately be reinforcing the wrong lessons, again placing 

editing over content. These concerns notwithstanding, Brenda, more than either Jane or 

Debbi, takes advantage of the one-on-one conferences to make her students not only more 

correct writers (better editors/proofreaders), but also more careful ones, conscious and 

considerate of their readers. 

Before moving on to evaluation, I'd like to comment briefly on something unique 

to Brenda's workshop-collaborative writing and group conferences. In the other 

teachers' classes, the students write alone (except when Debbi's kids work with Shelly's 

kindergarteners). However, in Brenda's class the kids occasionally collaborate on stories. 

(She told me that she asks them to do two stories on their own first, then allows them to 

write together.) During my visits I witnessed three group conferences, all of which 

impressed me as dramatically different from the one-on-ones. Although Brenda 

approaches these conferences just like any other, the results are not the same. For 

example, whenever she points out an error, the kids almost immediately correct it, 
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sometimes before she's finished asking her question. (No doubt, two or three heads are 

better than one). Moreover, whenever she points out a problem with meaning, the kids 

immediately start talking about ways to clarify or revise. Instead of helping them out, 

however, Brenda usually sits back and waits as they discuss, argue, and negotiate 

meaning; then she becomes strictly a secretary, taking dictation even as they continue to 

revise. During these group conferences Brenda seems like an outsider, an observer more 

than a participant, her role more passive than active, her job a lot easier. 

For me these conferences-especially the "Toon" one-reveal the power, worth, 

and joy of collaboration and collaborative learning, and present compelling evidence of 

the social construction of knowledge. They also offer Brenda an important lesson in the 

teaching of writing. If she's sincere about wanting to learn from her children (to echo 

Calkins), then these conferences can teach her how much kids care about their writing

how interested and excited they are about what they're saying. Listening to Carlos, Phil, 

and Lance figure out what happens to Ms. Squire after the Toons takeover and what 

Buster Bunny says in his speech reminded me of the quality responses I heard Jane's kids 

give each other, beyond what they'd written on the peer-review sheets. If Brenda would 

listen and respond more to the content of her kids' stories, I'm certain she could help them 

grow and develop as writers. 

The second major difference in Brenda's workshop is her emphasis on evaluation 

and grading. As noted, the other two teachers basically avoid these issues. Jane refuses 

to grade because she thinks writing is subjective. Debbi does grade, but only on 

quantity-three stories equal an A, two a B, one a C. In contrast, Brenda is the first to 

tackle evaluation and grading in a substantial way. As she explained, she relies heavily 

on a checksheet that she developed herself. To review, it contains 20 items, divided into 

four sections: (1) Text features (title page, name of author and illustrator, dedication, 

publishing company, copyright date, illustrations, "About the Author" statement, 
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summary), (2) Composing stages (prewrites to generate ideas and to choose a topic, 

writes a first draft based on prewriting, revises first draft to improve content and 

organization, proofreads first draft to correct errors, writes a final draft), (3) Correctness 

criteria (contains appropriate content for K-5; writes legibly; spells correctly, uses capital 

letters correctly, punctuates correctly, uses grammar and usage correctly), and (4) 

Writing-type criteria (fulfills district guidelines). Each item is worth five points, totaling 

100 points. Grades are awarded by percentage (90%-100% equals an A, and so on). 

When asked how she devised these criteria, Brenda said they were a combination of what 

the district requires (composing stages, correctness, and assignment criteria), and what 

she wants to see in the kids' books (text features). At the start of the year she gives the 

kids a copy of this sheet to keep in their writing folders. Moreover, for the required 

writing, she uses supplemental checksheets which list the curriculum criteria for each 

type. She always hands these out ahead of time so the kids know exactly how their 

writing will be graded and because she hates "for anything to be a surprise." 

On the one hand, there is much to praise in Brenda's method of evaluation and 

grading. She shows considerable courage in grappling with these tough issues. She's 

also willing to put in the long hours and hard labor necessary to respond to the kids' 

writing-the "bundle," as Hasse K. Halley calls it. When Brenda "actually sits down to 

grade," she spends 10 minutes or more on each book (depending on whether it's "thick" 

or "thin"), usually "for three hours at a time." When asked if she resents spending that 

much time on the paper load, she replied, "It's not any more work than grading 

worksheets"; in fact, she'd "much rather read a story and look for spelling and mechanics 

than do busywork. And the kids prefer writing." Finally, as with her conferencing, her 

evaluation and grading force the students to take their writing seriously-to attend to and 

be accountable for their language. Brenda's checksheet, for example, ensures that the 

kids work through a composing process (rather than turning in a single draft, which is 
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what she says they would always do), that they adhere to discourse conventions (text 

features); that they use standard English (correct spelling, usage, and mechanics), and that 

they complete assignment criteria (logically ordered and detailed steps in their 

directions). In sum, Brenda gives her kids a means by which to reflect on their writing

to see what they're doing well and what they still need to improve. 

On the other hand, Brenda's method of evaluation and grading is still problematic. 

Her criteria are incomplete, and some are rather trivial (the text features). Also, 

conspicuously absent are quality criteria-authentic voice and vivid details. Instead, the 

emphasis falls once again on editing. Furthermore, Brenda doesn't appear to understand 

all the criteria herself. For example, she tells her kids that "prewriting doesn't have to be 

written down. They can sit and think and that's prewriting. ,,4 She says "revises first draft 

to improve content and organization" means attending to peer editing (correcting errors.) 

She says, "proofreads first draft to correct errors" means recopying the conference draft. 

With Brenda's limited knowledge of composing processes, these comments aren't 

surprising, but they do perpetuate a restrictive, distorted view of writing. Also 

problematic, all the checksheet criteria are teacher imposed. The kids have no say in 

deciding what they should be evaluated on, nor are they encouraged to set up their own 

goals (Atwell, Middle 113-21). Rather than making them self-reliant (one of her goals), 

encouraging them to develop their own standards of quality and evaluate their own work 

(thus putting herself out of a job), they remain dependent on Brenda to tell them what's 

good or bad, wrong or right. 

A related concern is Brenda's quantifiable grading system-five points for each 

criteria-which seems impersonal. However, Brenda is blameless on this account 

because she teaches in a district that requires percentage grades for all subjects. 

Somehow she must find a way to translate the students' writing into numbers-her 

checksheet is one solution to that problem. More troublesome is why she counts writing 
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as only one third of the English grade (the other two thirds being "speaking" and "using 

time wisely. ") Perhaps she thinks combining speaking and writing is a way to integrate 

language arts. But why doesn't she use a checksheet to evaluate speech? During the 

directions presentations, Brenda appeared to assign speaking grades almost arbitrarily-

90% because "I couldn't hear her very well"; 90% "because we could hardly see your 

pictures." Frankly, I didn't know why the kids received those grades. Likewise, "using 

time wisely" seems more of a conduct grade than an English grade. Finally, if the kids 

spend the majority of their time writing and only a small percentage speaking, then the 

33% grading divisions are disproportionate. Nevertheless, though these are genuine 

concerns, I mustn't be too critical of Brenda's method of evaluation and grading. More 

than either Jane or Debbi, she's working hard to come to grips with these tough issues, 

and she deserves credit (if not points) for trying. 

Of, By, and For Herself 

The more differences I noticed in Brenda's workshop and pedagogy, the more my 

perceptions of her changed. And during the interview, which was candid and open, I felt 

as if I were finally beginning to understand why she teaches writing as she does. 

Ostensibly shy and reticent, Brenda is actually self-assertive-a free thinker, definitely 

her own person. Unlike Jane, who turned to writers' workshop reluctantly, continuing to 

hold tight to her old ways, resisting any major changes in her thinking and teaching, 

Brenda moved quickly. However, unlike Debbi, who was instantly converted to 

workshop and accepted Shelly's approach categorically (from philosophy to handouts), 

Brenda had to do it her way. In the interview she made it clear that she could not run her 

workshop the way Shelly did; she had to "put some management into it." This is not to 

say, however, that she created her workshop ex nihiIo, rejecting Shelly. She was quite 

willing to talk to others, to share ideas, to experiment. Indeed, she expressed how happy 
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she is that the fifth-grade teachers have weekly grade-level meetings to discuss how 

workshop is going and to help each other out. Nonetheless, using Brenda Miller Power's 

jazz metaphor, she had to improvise. For example, not willing to let the kids "run all over 

her," she set up "walking-and-talking" rules and refuses to let the kids interrupt during 

conference. Rather than wasting paper for peer review, she lets the kids write comments 

on each other's drafts. Rather than reading to the kids, she decided to ~et them read to her. 

Although these modifications may not appear exceptional, I believe they reveal a teacher 

who refuses to buy into writers' workshop and process pedagogy unless she can tailor it to 

a custom fit. While some may question the wisdom of her alterations, Brenda is merely 

exercising her personal-no, professional-prerogative. 

Beyond achieving a level of personal comfort, Brenda teaches writing as she does 

for several other reasons. One is to alleviate boredom. Several times she told me how 

easily she gets bored and how she likes to mix things up to make workshop more 

interesting. For example, she said that she enjoys the required writing and occasional 

assignments because they add variety to the workshop. More than keeping the kids 

interested, she's seeking to escape boredom herself. Clearly her motives are selfish and 

self-serving (some might say heretical). Writers' workshop-if it is anything-is student 

centered. The child leads, the teacher follows, encouraging freedom of choice, nurturing 

self-expression. Brenda, however, unabashedly admits that she gets bored when the kids 

choose to write on the same thing all the time and doesn't hesitate to tell them, "This is 

getting boring." Purists may gasp. Even I was surprised at first. On further reflection, 

however, I see that she's making a plea to consider the teacher's needs too. If she's bored 

reading Bart Simpson stories, then why shouldn't she mix things up to maintain her 

interest? There's nothing more deadly than a burned-out teacher. By contrast, 

enthusiasm is contagious; if the teacher's having fun, then the kids are more likely to be 

enjoying themselves too. When Brenda assigns directions, pen pal letters, or personal 
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narratives-when she imposes variety-she isn't behaving like a dictator, usurping the 

children's rights, appropriating their discourse; she's just trying to keep the workshop 

interesting.S 

Another reason why Brenda teaches writing as she does-or, more accurately, 

why she places such an emphasis on error- is personal trauma. As she revealed in the 

interview, Brenda has had several bad experiences with writing. Although teachers 

always told her she was creative, they never told her she had to be correct. When she 

failed her first college essay-which she thought was wonderfully creative-she knew 

she'd been deceived. Because no one told her "to put periods or commas between 

sentences," she got "slapped in the face," and as a result became "a reluctant writer," with 

"such a mental block." Even today she panics when she has to write because her 

professors still "count off for missing commas." In light of such experiences it's no 

surprise that she wants her kids to be "correct writers." Granted the curriculum requires 

her to teach usage and mechanics, granted she may not know enough about composing 

processes to emphasize global issues; still, she stresses error mainly because she doesn't 

want her kids to suffer as she did. She wants to "teach them some of the mechanics 

they're going to have to face later in life." In other words, she wants to prepare them for 

the reality of readers who won't just appreciate their writing but who demand standard 

English as well. Likewise, she's happy to teach different types of writing, not just to 

alleviate boredom, but so that her students will be "more rounded and better prepared" 

than she was. 

While her rationale is understandable, even commendable-she has only her 

students' welfare in mind-it is incomplete. Brenda may be, in Donald Schon's term, a 

reflective practitioner, with definite reasons for teaching writing as she does; but she is 

still, in Stephen North's term, an uninformed practitioner. By placing a heavy emphasis 

on error, she may be making her students good editors/proofreaders, but she's not helping 
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them to become good writers, able to define and solve complex rhetorical problems, 

equipped with a repertoire of prewriting, drafting, and revising strategies. What's missing 

is a thorough knowledge of composing processes and pedagogy. In other words, 

although informing practice with experience (positive or negative) is important-and is 

certainly preferable to practicing blind or blinded by the light-it's not enough. As 

Louise Wetherbee Phelps asserts, practice must always be informed by a combination of 

experience, theory, and research (882-84). 

While Brenda is not yet an informed practitioner, I believe she, more than either 

Jane or Debbi, has the potential for personal and professional growth. After our 

interview, as we were talking off tape, she asked my advice about what courses to take 

this summer. I suggested the National Writing Project. She was visibly nervous about 

exposing her inadequacies as a writer, but she was also acutely aware of the need to learn 

more about writing and to get more experience. If she can somehow get out of her 

writer's block and take the writing project, or even attend some workshops that address 

important issues in the teaching of writing, she'll be headed down the road to success. 

Notes 

1. Although all three teachers believe that English lessons and DOL improve 

student writing, I think what they mean is that these lessons make the kids correct writers, 

not necessarily better ones. Given the teachers' limited understanding, however, their 

conception of better writing may perforce be confined to mechanical improvements. 

2. Though Brenda's questions encourage the students to engage with the teacher, I 

think there are other reasons as well. First, many of these kids have already had writers' 

workshop and are used to peer review and one-on-one conferences. Therefore, they may 

be more comfortable asking questions about their writing. Second, as fifth graders, 

they're a little older and more confident. Some even seemed feisty, not always willing to 
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accept the teacher's suggestions. Carlos, for instance, thought it unnecessary to tell where 

Disneyland is; and Mark had no desire to ask his pen pal a question. 

3. A constant question: Why aren't these kids more aware of their reader's needs? 

I suppose the obvious answer is that they're still kids, self-centered and egotistical, certain 

that everyone sees the world exactly as they do. Moffett, citing Piaget's concept of 

egocentricity, claims the inability to consider one's audience results in "missing commas, 

poor transitions, 'faulty' logic, lack of focus, incoherence, anticlimax, and a host of 

traditional compositional problems" (57). It's no wonder they produce writer-based prose 

(Flower). By acting as a reader, Brenda not only helps them "decenter" (to cite Piaget 

again) but also points out (by showing them what's missing in their writing) the features 

of reader-based prose. 

4. Prewriting does not have to be written down. Students can brainstorm in their 

heads (although the resulting mental disorder can be as devastating as a tornado). 

Actually, John Willinsky asserts that prewriting has become somewhat of a fetish, not 

just an aid to composition, but a reified stage through which students must pass before 

they are allowed to draft (35-39). However, without prewriting, composing reverts to a 

conventional two-step process-think first, then write-which denies the exploratory 

purpose of writing so ardently advocated by Ken Macrorie, Peter Elbow, and Donald 

Murray. I interpret Brenda's comments to mean that she doesn't fully understand the 

concept or function of prewriting and apparently assumes that once students have chosen 

a topic they have also formulated a message and a means by which to convey it; their first 

draft simply records their developed thoughts. 

5. Curiously, nowhere in the literature have I found any reference to the teacher's 

needs; on the contrary, the assumption is that workshop is inherently exhilarating. 

Calkins proclaims, "The workshop has none of the emotional flatness that characterizes 

most of the school day. The content of the writing workshop is the content of real life" 
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(Art 6). Brenda, however, points out that even real life can be dull, especially if the kids 

do the same thing day after day. Paradoxically, then, her "boring" comments are 

interesting and refreshing. 
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Not quite 40, Rachel Allen has been teaching for a total of eight and a half years. 

Originally from the New York City area, she completed a B.A. in 1973. Soon afterwards 

she and her husband moved to the Southwest. After substituting for a year in the nearby 

Arroyo district, she taught full time for three and a half years. For the next nine years she 

stayed at home taking care of her two children (both of whom attend Coyote). During her 

absence from the classroom she kept her hands in education by tutoring students in 

reading and math and volunteering regularly at Agave Elementary School in the Desert 

District. She also completed an M.Ed. in reading. Four years ago, ready to return to full

time teaching, she accepted a position at Ocotillo Elementary School in the Desert 

District, then transferred to Coyote the following year. She has always taught fifth grade. 

Like Jane Nelson and Brenda Moreno, Rachel welcomed me into her classroom 

but was nervous about having me observe. After my first few visits, however, she 

seemed to get used to my presence and when I left said she was going to miss me. As 

with Jane, I sat at Rachel's desk in the back comer of the room. It was a comfortable, 

unobtrusive location with an excellent view of the class. On average, I saw Rachel twice 

a week, usually on Mondays and Wednesdays, from January 9 to February 13. On 

balance, the observations went smoothly. Neither Rachel nor I had any major scheduling 

conflicts; in fact the only glitch occurred on February 6 when workshop began late and 

was cut short because an assembly earlier that day threw off the schedule. I must say, 

however, that throughout my observations Rachel was under considerable stress. Her 

father underwent cancer surgery, and her husband-a member of the national guard-was 

waiting to be called up to serve in Desert Storm. (As it turned out, her father made a full 
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recovery, and her husband was spared from active duty.) 

The interview, by contrast, was another story. After struggling to find a block of 

time, we sat down to talk after school on February 27. Only after completing the 

interview did I realize that my tape recorder wasn't working during the entire second side 

of the tape. (I'd inadvertently pushed the pause button.) Terribly embarrassed, I asked 

Rachel if we could schedule another date to re-do the second half of the interview. 

Struggling again to find time, she finally set aside a half hour after school on March 12. 

Though the tape recorder worked fine, Rachel was harried and rushed (she was late for a 

science fair meeting), and we raced through the questions. On the plus side, since she 

already knew what I was going to ask, she didn't have to ponder or deliberate before 

answering. On the minus side, her responses were probably not as thorough as they 

might have been had I not messed up the first time. 

Classroom Observations 

1/9/91 (W): When I enter the room the kids are getting drinks, taking a "one 

minute break" before starting writers' workshop. Rachel introduces me. The kids seem 

indifferent, although during class I notice several check me out. Rachel tells me she'll be 

spending the entire period walking around. The kids are working on directions. This is 

their third day on the unit. On Monday Rachel, like Brenda, had them explain how to 

make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. On Tuesday they followed her directions for 

how to make an origami bird. Today they're working-in pairs-on rough drafts. On 

the board, Rachel has written (1) Read all the directions, (2) Get all your materials, (3) 

Follow the correct order, (4) Do not skip any steps. 

At 9:37 a.m., standing in front of the room, Rachel says, "We've just started 

working on directions, but I need to review what you've done and what you need to do. " 

She mentions the origami activity. "Some of your birds didn't have tails. Can you skip 
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steps?" In unison the kids reply no. Rachel urges them to be "very specific." 

"Remember the peanut butter and jelly sandwich? Some of you didn't tell me to use a 

knife, so I stuck my hand in the jelly." The kids laugh. She says they should be working 

on first drafts today. Checking her grade book (I think), she surveys the class to find out 

where everybody is. Most are on first drafts. One pair is still trying to find a topic. 

David and Paul are ready to edit. She tells the kids they need to go through the same 

writing steps as always. After they finish the first draft, they "need to proofread it over 

and over again before giving it to someone else to edit." Next they get a pink editing 

sheet, have a friend edit for them, then make more revisions (write a "final copy"). (On 

the pink sheet, Rachel's kids check for spelling, capitalization, punctuation, paragraphs, 

quotes, overused words, and run-on sentences. They note if the story makes sense and if 

the events are in proper sequence. Also, they tell what they liked and offer suggestions 

for improvement.) Next they staple everything together (two drafts and pink sheet), give 

it to Rachel, and she helps them edit. Finally they publish (write their books). Someone 

asks what they're supposed to do. Rachel repeats, "What you're doing today is writing 

first drafts of your directions. Let's have a real productive session." 

One pair of girls rushes up to ask if they can bake a cake. (Evidently Rachel 

wants them to demonstrate their directions.) She sends them to the cafeteria to find out if 

they may use one of the ovens. Most of the kids settle down to work. Rachel circulates, 

moving quickly from pair to pair around the perimeter of the room. She starts with David 

and Paul, who are ready to edit. She quickly reads their directions on how to make a 

paper airplane, then says bluntly, "These directions aren't specific enough. You didn't say 

what kind of paper to get or how big it should be." Then to the class, "Ladies and 

gentlemen, there's a group- I won't say which - that think their directions are specific 

enough. They said, 'First get a sheet of paper.' Is that specific enough?" Several kids 

shout out no. Rachel asks David and Paul, "Construction paper? Notebook paper? 



279 

Should it be thirty-feet long? A square sheet of paper doesn't tell me what size. And this 

is a rectangle. You need to get a ruler and measure it exactly." Rachel quiets down a few 

noisy kids, then continues to circulate. She talks to a couple of girls who still don't have a 

topic. One asks, "What's the best way to write directions?" Rachel asks, "How do you 

think? What would be the easiest way to follow." The girl says, "A list." Rachel replies, 

"I think so too." The "cake" pair, who work standing up at the overhead projector, 

interrupt to ask if they may write their directions "like a play." (I think they mean as a 

script.) Rachel says "Sure!" Two boys on the other side of the room say, "We're done." 

Rachel asks, "Have you read it over and over again? Are you sure you're specific 

enough?" She tells the class, "Be sure to read your directions over and over again before 

you give them to someone else." Back with David and Paul, Rachel suggests they add 

illustrations to clarify their directions. She says, "I can't read this and be able to follow 

your directions." She checks in with the "topic" pair. They can't agree on what to do, 

each girl has her own preference. Rachel says, "You're going to have to work it out." 

Then, "If you can't decide, list topics on scraps of paper then draw one, like a lottery." 

After she leaves, they make a list. 

Still circulating, Rachel says, "Let's stay with partners, please." After working 

with one pair, she tells the class, "Jessica said this is a good exercise in using jazz words. 

You have to use lots of adjectives to describe things." Rachel zig-zags through the room. 

A boy asks her, "When is this due?" She says, "I haven't come up with a deadline yet. 

It's probably no more than a two-week project." She returns to David and Paul once more 

and looks at their directions and illustrations. Stopping to talk to me briefly, she says this 

is the first time she's used partners in writers' workshop. Two girls approach her with a 

finished draft. She says, "Sounds good, but I think you need to read it to each other some 

more." The topic pair is still trying to decide. Rachel tells them, "Twenty minutes have 

gone by and you still don't have a topic? You need to get over the prewriting stage and 
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get writing." She reads Meg and Brianna's draft aloud, then says, "Okay, but what am I 

mixing it with? What do I do with the pot? Are they going to eat the pot?" The girls 

laugh. She says, "Write to someone who will actually be following the directions. Be 

very specific." Someone asks how long writers' workshop is going to be. Rachel says 

until 10: 15 a.m. She gets a pink editing sheet for Paul and David. The topic girls are still 

changing topics, trying to settle on one. She asks them, "Did you decide?" One says, 

"Yeah, how to walk a cat who doesn't want to be walked." Rachel says, "000, 

interesting." She tells them to write to someone who has no idea how to walk a cat, to 

think of all the steps, and to be very specific. Walking across the room, she compliments 

a pair on their sketches. To the class, "I like the way you're working with your partners." 

The topic girls are now writing steps for their directions, but they've changed topics to 

how to ride a horse. 

Rachel continues to circulate, pausing for a moment to rearrange some books on a 

shelf in the back of the room. She checks in again with the topic girls. They're still 

arguing. Now they want to explain how to make a salad. Rachel mentions the 

importance of demonstrations. She says they can't bring in a cat, but they can definitely 

bring in a salad. The girls ask, "Would you let us do that?" One adds, "And eat it?" 

Rachel replies, "Well, it would have to be a pretty big salad, and you'd have to bring in 

forks and bowls. Check with your moms." To the class she says, "About four more 

minutes until snack time. You worked really well, so we can relax and read." Circulating 

again, she compliments one pair on their "nice details." Brianna and Meg show Rachel 

their draft; she reads it quickly, then offers some advice. They ask if they can draw an 

arrow to put in the extra information. Rachel says, "Sure, this is only a rough draft." 

Then, "That's why you were supposed to skip lines." They laugh guiltily. The cake girls 

aren't sure about several steps. Rachel tells them, "Go to the store and get a package. 

Directions will be on that. Do it soon; then complete your draft." 
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At 10: 15 a.m. Rachel says, "Okay, back to your seats. I liked the way you worked 

today, and that's why I'm giving you marbles." She puts a handful of marbles in a jar on 

her desk. (A full jar means some sort of reward.) She counts, "One, two, three." The 

kids get out their snacks. Rachel wants to share one of her favorite books, The Nickle

Knackle Tree, a rhyming alphabet book. She asks the kids to notice something about the 

language. When she finishes reading, James shouts, "Tongue twisters." Rachel replies, 

"Yes, but ... " Someone else says, "It rimes." Melanie offers, "The same letters are 

repeated." Rachel says, "Yes!" then re-reads two separate pages to illustrate the 

alliteration. She says, "This kind of writing offers you an option to try out in your own 

books." The kids start their silent reading. At 10:30 a.m. Rachel sends them to recess. 

1114/91 CM): I enter as the kids are going back to their respective rooms after 

math. (The fifth-grade teachers group for math.) Rachel tells Candice and Erin, "I'll edit 

with you as soon as we get ourselves organized." A girl has to go to the nurse. Filling 

out the form, Rachel says to me, "Always so many interruptions." She announces, "Get 

your writers' workshop out; we need to go over something quickly before you get started. 

I'm going to put a couple of things on the board. They should help when you write your 

directions. Remember last week? What's the first thing to do?" Erin says, "List all your 

materials." On the board, Rachel writes "materials." She asks, "Next what do you look 

for? I'm going to look for this when I edit and grade your final drafts." James offers, 

"How much." Rachel says, "Good, you need to tell how much of something you're going 

to use, two eggs and not 12." Next to "materials" she writes "amount." Again she asks, 

"What else will I look for when I proofread your directions?" Melanie says, "Jazz it up?" 

Rachel replies, IIWell, not quite." Paul says, "Be more specific." Rachel says, "Yes! Be 

very specific. Use lots of details. Say 'crack an egg into the batter,' not 'put an egg in.' 

might think you mean to put it in with the shell still on. Use lots of Jazz' words, as 

Melanie says." Rachel writes "specifics," then asks, "What else?" Kristin suggests using 
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lido not" phrases. Rachel says, "Sure, sometimes you can say what not to do." She asks, 

"One more?" James offers, "Use neat handwriting." Rachel says, "Yes, but that's not so 

important with the first draft." Kenny says, "Spelling." Rachel says, "Yes, but that's not 

it. It does begin with an §. though." Meg says, "Step-by-step." "That's it!" Rachel replies. 

She writes "sequence," then gives an example of something in and out of sequence. 

Summarizing, she says, "These are the things I want you to really concentrate on. Look 

for these when you're editing on your pink sheets; they're what I'm looking for." 

She moves on. "Let's do our status of the class. Levy, where are you?" He says, 

"First draft. No, what's after editing?" Rachel replies, "Final copy." "Yeah," he says. 

Rachel disciplines a few boys who still have out their math books. She tells one, "If I see 

it out again, it's mine. You can work on that later, but when I'm teaching you a lesson, 

you do no other work." Continuing the status check, she says, "Let's do this real fast, 

guys." Most kids are on their final copy. Rachel says, "Those of you still on first drafts 

need to finish up for someone to edit. Proofread lots of times first before giving it to 

someone. And what do you use?" Several kids say "the pink editing sheet." She tells 

them they may snack as they write. The kids get into pairs and start working. Rachel 

meets with Candice and Erin at the conference table. Scanning their directions, she says, 

"You've thought out all the steps very well. Excellent details and sequence." Then, "A 

couple of things aren't clear. In step one you didn't say what part of the hair you're 

talking about. (They're explaining how to "fix" their hair.) Rachel stops for a second to 

quiet the class down. Resuming the conference, she says, "Excellent use of materials." 

She reads a line out loud, "Brush your hair if it doesn't go where you want." She says, 

"Not clear. Go where? For a walk?" The girls laugh. "No, go in the place you want." 

Rachel says, "Say that specifically." Looking at their draft, she says, "Start these 

sentences with capitals. That's about all. You're almost ready to publish. I'd like to see 

some illustrations in the book." 
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On the other side of the room several kids are arguing about editing problems (I 

think). Rachel sends them (two boys and two girls) to the conference table. The girls, 

who are editing, complain that the boys haven't done a good job. One girl asks Rachel, 

"Should they list the materials first?" Rachel says, "Yes, look at the directions on the 

board." She announces to the class, "Make sure you put your materials first." Rachel 

begins to circulate, going to those kids still working on their first drafts. She tells one 

pair, "You're spending too much time on your sketches. Concentrate on those in the final 

draft. Now just make a note and get busy with the writing. Leave the illustrations for 

later." Walking over to the calendar, Rachel announces, "Ladies and Gentlemen, looking 

at what you've done so far, we should be able to start presenting these on January 23 or 

24. So five or six more days to work. Pace yourselves." The four kids at the conference 

table discuss how to list their materials and write their directions. One girl says, "They 

say 'get, get, get, get.'" Rachel says, "That's overworked. Kind of monotonous, isn't it?" 

The girls offer synonyms: take, collect, gather. Rachel asks, "What book would help 

you?" Several say "a thesaurus." Rachel retrieves one from the bookshelf and deposits it 

in front of them. She circulates to the center of the room, sits on top of a student's desk, 

and checks in with a pair of girls. First, though, she snitches a cookie from one, saying 

"thank you" before she eats. Suddenly, Rachel stops the class. She says, "First, be sure 

to list all your materials at the top. Then write your directions. Number one is a 

sentence; number two is a sentence. I'm looking for capitals and periods. So don't forget. 

All right, go back to work; you're doing a super job." 

The four kids at the table are arguing over whether "fill it" is specific enough. 

They ask Rachel, who replies, "Fill it with what? Fill it half-way? To the top?" She asks 

the cake pair, "Did you get your materials?" She tells them they're doing a great job 

being specific. I notice the noise level rising. A number of kids are wandering (perhaps 

to find editors), going to the pencil sharpener, getting up to ask Rachel questions. At 
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10:25 a.m. Rachel announces, "Okay, a couple of more minutes to work; then we'll have 

to get back to your seats." Vicki asks her a "specific" question. (She and Krystal are 

explaining how to give a dog a bath.) Rachel asks, "What kind of water? Ice cold or 

hot?" The girls say it doesn't matter. Rachel says, "Yes it does. You don't want him to 

freeze to death or to boil, do you?" The girls shake their heads and laugh. Rachel stops 

the class and says, "An author wants to share. Candice has written an extra-credit book. 

Please put your writers' workshop away. I liked the way most of you worked today. 

Okay, are we all set? Let's remember our job as a good audience." Standing at the front 

of the room, looking down at her text, Candice reads softly. The class grows quiet and 

still; the kids listen attentively. Rachel sits on top of a student's desk near the back of the 

room. At 10:30 a.m. the bell rings, and the kids leave for recess. 

1116/91 (W): Rachel says, "Okay, ladies and gentlemen, you have about 10 

seconds to get ready. Everybody in their seats." The kids seem extra loud today-the 

weather's changing, a storm's blowing in. Rachel does her status check. Levy is on his 

final copy. Rachel says, "That's what you were on the other day. Let's get it done." The 

kids are still noisy. Rachel threatens, "I'm going to start taking time off recess. You need 

to be quiet. We're taking too much time. We should get through this injust a minute or 

two." Chris is still on his first draft. Rachel tells him to get cracking. Paul says he's 

done. Rachel asks, "What does that mean? Are you waiting for me to edit?" He says 

yes. She replies, "If I don't get to you, please work on illustrations." Most kids are 

waiting for her to edit or are ready to publish. Rachel says, "Okay, Let's get to work. 

Remember the rules. Stay in groups. No wandering. Work quietly. Whisper. 

Remember your steps. List all materials first. Give specific directions. Make sure the 

steps are in order." 

Rachel walks to the conference table, where Jenn and Meg are already waiting. 

Sitting between them, she says, "Ladies, I'm impressed. I like the way you listed your 
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ingredients. (They've explained how to make guacamole.) Very specific in most places. 

But here I was a little confused." She points to a sentence. "You say to scoop out the 

meat from the avocado, but you don't tell me what to do with it." Jenn says, "I forgot." 

Immediately Rachel says, "Well I can't make it from these directions." Just as fast, both 

girls explain they had the information in their first draft but forgot to include it in this 

version. Rachel insists that they write their directions "very specifically for someone 

who's never made guacamole before." She says, "Remember how specific I had to be 

when I explained the math lesson, how I had to tell everything over and over again." She 

suggests putting the meat into the "same bowl" instead of "a bowl." "No need to dirty 

another." Then, "Another thing. I noticed quite a few run-on sentences. I wrote ROS 

next to them. You need to check and fix them. You can write compound sentences if 

you wish; you know how to do that." Then, "I also circled mispelled words; you need to 

find them in the dictionary and spell them correctly. If you have problems, come to me 

and I'll help." Finally, "Still this is very good. Very specific." Rachel asks, "Where did 

you get these directions from?" The girls seem confused. She jokes, "Are you both 

cooks?" Meg says her mom helped out. Rachel says, "Well, you did an excellent job 

with sequencing. You're ready to fix your mistakes, proofread again, and publish." Meg 

asks about their indenting. Embarrassed, Rachel says, "You know I didn't even check. 

Glancing at the directions and the editor's pink sheet, she says, "You don't have any 

problems. Your editor did okay. Who edited for you?" Jenn says, "Sandy." Rachel calls 

out, "Sandy, you did a super job editing." 

Rachel stands and says, "Clap once if you can hear me." The kids clap. She says, 

"Class, you need to be past your first draft. If not, tomorrow you stay in from recess to 

work. You must get past that stage. Also, it's noisy in here today. You can't do quality 

writing with that much noise. So whisper." She asks Paul, "Where's your editing sheet? 

You can't tum in your directions without one." He can't find it. Krystal and Vicki rush 
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up to ask if they can wash a real dog during their demonstration. Rachel thinks not. 

They say, "How about a stuffed one?" She also vetos that idea, but offers, "What about a 

rubber one? Bring in a rubber duck." Vicki protests that their directions are for how to 

wash a dog, not a rubber duck. Rachel says, "You can change the first draft. Then let 

Erin re-edit. But you need to do it fast. You've already got a good basis." Vicki asks if 

they have to do a demonstration. Rachel says, "No, you can just read it aloud." The girls 

think this is a better idea. A couple of boys ask Rachel a spelling question. She gives 

them a hint, then sends them to the dictionary. She circulates awhile, then she announces, 

"I like to see how you're working so cooperatively. It's wonderful." Stopping to look at a 

draft, she's disturbed by the nu~ber of unchecked mistakes. She asks the authors, "Who 

was your editor?" She calls up Mike and tells him he did a poor job. She wants him to 

read the draft over carefully and respond to the editing criteria better. Suddenly, Rachel 

notices that Paul is wandering. She asks him, "Paul, do you know where you're supposed 

to be? Please stay on task." As she continues to circulate, Paul follows behind her, out of 

sight. Finally noticing him, Rachel pulls him aside and scolds him. She tells him to write 

his name on the board and put "strike" next to it. (I assume three strikes and he's out.) 

Rachel announces, "Guys, I need to talk to you. Editors, the "What if you ... " 

part of the pink sheet is for suggestions. Some of you are putting, 'Write a lot neater.' 

That's not acceptable. You need to remember the rules we had on the board. Check to 

see if the authors listed materials, gave specific directions, put the steps in the proper 

order. Handwriting is not what we're working on now. All the editors who wrote that 

need to go back and re-edit." She adds, "I'm going to put some suggestions on the board 

for what to look for." She writes (1) Ingredients, (2) Specifics (in parentheses she writes 

"jazz words"), (3) Proper sequence, (4) Sentences, (5) Capitals, (6) Punctuation. To the 

class she says, "Okay, here's something for the editors to follow. Take a look at it." Paul 

and David are now working on their illustrations. When Rachel stops by, Paul shows her 
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a pink sheet he's filled out. She tells him he's still not being specific enough. He's not 

catching all the capital letters at the start of each sentence. Looking at the clock, she 

announces, "Okay, six more minutes till silent reading." One girl asks about 

demonstration procedures. She wants to alternate reading with her partner. Rachel says, 

"That's a great idea." Returning to Paul, she checks his pink sheet again. "Okay. Better 

job. But you don't need to fix all their sentences. Just put what they need to work on." 

Satisfied, Paul returns the pink sheet to the authors. Rachel tells Steve and Levy to read 

their draft over again in light of their editor's suggestions. "Add more details." 

Rachel announces, "I'd like to do this democratically. We can vote on whether to 

do silent reading or continue with writers' workshop." Several kids vocalize their 

preferences. Rachel says only a show of hands will do. They vote. Five opt for reading; 

20 want to continue workshop. Rachel says, "Okay, you may take out your snacks." Paul 

asks, "What if you don't want to do writers' workshop." Rachel says, "Too bad. Majority 

rules." Paul protests, "But we're almost done, and we want to read." Rachel relents. 

"Okay, but you need to be quiet and stay at your desk." The rest of the kids snack, write, 

edit, draw. The aroma of sugar and processed food wafts through the room. Paul and 

David take out their science books. A few minutes later, Rachel announces, "If you want 

to stop writers' workshop, you can go back to your desks and read." Only one boy stops 

writing. He too reads his science book. Rachel snitches a potato chip from Sandy. 

Stopping to look at Kenny and Mike's directions, she says, "You need to be more specific 

here." Protesting, Mike says, "Everybody knows that." Rachel says, "No, no. Look at 

the board. 'Specifics.' You don't need to do it over again,just add more infonnation. 

You're supposed to write these directions to someone who's never done this before." 

Circulating again, Rachel checks out one pair's illustrations. Holding the drawing at 

arm's length, she says, "Maybe you should use brighter colors. It's a bit hard to see, don't 

you think?" Pointing out a spelling error, she asks, "Do you want some white out?" At 
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10:28 a.m. she walks to the front of the room and gives a brief writers' workshop talk. 

"This is the first time you're working with partners. I know it's a little rough, but you're 

doing very well." At 10:30 a.m. the kids go to recess. 

1123/91 (W): Rachel tells the kids they have two days left to finish their 

directions. Then they'll start presentations. She reads an announcement in the Sunday 

paper about a writing contest. (Kids are invited to write letters about their favorite 

books.) Rachel says, "I hope some of you will take advantage of this. I'm going to put it 

up here (on the bulletin board) if you're interested." Next she does a very quick status 

check. Nearly everyone is at the publishing stage. Three or four kids, already finished, 

are working on extra-credit books. Rachel tells the class, "Next week we're going to 

devote most of workshop time to demonstrations. Your books need to be done by today 

or tomorrow." Krystal and Vicki have a proposition. They know it's too messy to bring 

in an actual dog to wash, so they want to know if they can wash another student. Rachel 

thinks for a second, frowns, and says, "No, it's too messy." Krystal pleads, "We'll just 

pretend." Rachel replies, "What I'd rather have you do is get some construction paper and 

make a model to use during your demonstration." Reluctantly, the girls agree. As Rachel 

circulates, she comments, "Lots of work on illustrations. I hope you're putting in as much 

work on your writing-words, punctuation, exclamation. Remember the written part of 

your book is important too." 

She checks in with the salad girls. "You're bringing in ingredients for salad, 

right? Why don't we plan that for Monday?" She briefly looks at their book and says, 

"Look at the way you spelled carrot. Check your spelling." She walks over to Kenny and 

Mike, sitting at the conference table, and asks, "Is this a final copy?" Kenny replies, 

"No." Rachel says, "Your illustrations are wonderful, but you need to number your 

explanations. Check the information on the board." Walking to another pair, she stops to 

look at a scrape on a boy's head; gently she rubs her fingers over the spot. Meanwhile, 
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Kenny and Mike talk about their illustrations. As they discuss their "conclusion" 

drawing, each makes a face, demonstrating the expression they want to capture in their 

picture. Rachel helps a pair with their illustrations. She suggests using a red marker "so 

the class can see." She holds up their drawing and demonstrates how to show it to the 

class, extending her arms, panning it slowly from left to right. Next she checks in with 

the cake girls. Looking at their directions, she reminds them to work on run-ons, then 

asks what day they'd like to do their demonstration. To the class, she announces, "Ladies 

and gentlemen, because several of you want to bring in food, we need to schedule times 

so things don't sit around and go bad." She asks those kids bringing in food to raise their 

hands; she schedules their demonstrations and urges them to "write a note to yourself not 

to forget." She tells Krystal and Vicki, wandering, "Publish; don't walk around and 

gossip." They're concerned about their demonstration; Rachel offers several suggestions 

and concludes with "It will be so cute." Re-excited, the girls get back to work. 

Paul is complaining about another boy's illustrations. He thinks they're sloppy. 

Rachel takes a look and says, "I think they look good." She tells the salad girls, "Be 

careful with your use of numbers. Also, be careful not to overuse words. After 10 times 

it gets boring. Also, be careful with how you spell celery." From across the room Kenny 

shouts, "Mrs. Allen, how do you spell conclusion?" Rachel says, "I'll start you, and you 

can look up the rest." Kenny mutters, "Oh, I hate this." She spells, "c-o-n-c-l ... " 

Reluctantly, Kenny checks the dictionary. Rachel helps Steve and Levy. Evidently they 

haven't explained something clearly. She burlesques what they've written. Hands on her 

head, she stomps around their desk. They laugh and say, "No, that's not right." She 

responds, "Well, you better make it clearer." Back with the salad girls, Rachel says, 

"You need to bring in forks and plates. Check with your parents to see if they're willing 

to send in some of this stuff." To the class, "Only a couple of more minutes." Russell 

says, "No, we need more time." Rachel replies, "Brianna has to do current events. Okay, 
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everybody, start to clean up, please. You had a very productive writers' workshop. We 

need to get these finished by tomorrow. I think most of you will." 

1128/91 (M): Rachel says, "Okay, today the girls are going to share. I mean the 

authors and illustrators are going to demonstrate." She asks Sandy and Sarah, "How do 

you want your audience?" The girls want everyone around the conference table. Excited, 

the kids rush up. Most stand, some kneel. Rachel moves about, making sure everyone 

has a place. She tells Mike to kneel so the kids behind him can see. Erin (recruited to 

help out) begins reading. The directions are written like a story. (Sandy asks her mother 

for $10 to buy cake mix, eggs, chocolate chips, frosting, and shortening.) Rachel says, 

"You are going to show us those beautiful illustrations, aren't you?" As Erin reads, Sarah 

takes the bag of cake mix out of the box. Sandy watches carefully. Pouring the mix into 

the bowl, Sarah spills a little on the floor. The kids laugh. Rachel says, "I hope it doesn't 

all spill. That means no cake for anyone. Why don't you move the bowl away from the 

edge a little, Hon." Several kids comment on the demonstration; a few tell their own 

baking stories. Erin reads, "Put in three eggs, but first be sure to crack the eggs and make 

sure no shell goes in the batter." Rachel comments on how detailed the directions are, 

saying, "Otherwise, we might put the shell in too." When it's time to put in the cooking 

oil, Sandy opens a bottle of Karo com syrup. Rachel is concerned. She asks, "Is that 

oil?" Sarah says yes. Rachel replies, "I don't think that's oil. It's a kind of sweetener. 

Have you done this before?" Several kids assure her that it's all right to use Karo in place 

of oil. Doubtful, Rachel says, "Well, it's going to be a very sweet cake." Several kids 

say, "Mmm, good." James questions the way the directions are written. Rachel says, 

"They wrote a kind of script." Sandy begins to grease the cake pan with a baggie covered 

with Crisco. Paul says, "Who taught you how to do that?" Rachel says, "She's doing just 

fine." Sarah mixes the batter in silence. Several kids comment on all the lumps. Russell 

says, "Beat it 100 strokes." Sarah begins to beat harder, causing the bowl to slide close to 
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the edge of the table. Rachel tells her to be careful. Finally, Sarah pours the batter into 

the pan. Lots of kids want to lick the bowl. Rachel gives a little talk about 

"communicable diseases." When Sandy and Sarah take the cake to the cafeteria, Paul 

asks about the frosting. Rachel says, "They'll explain that later, after the cake is done." 

She sends everyone back to their seats, then asks, "Who else has a book to share?" 

Kenny and Mike wave their hands frantically. Their directions explain how to draw a 

face by choosing from a menu of parts. Using different combinations of heads, eyes, 

ears, noses, and mouths, they can draw an infinite variety of faces. Up at the board they 

call on volunteers to decide what face part they'll draw. Mike selects the kid, Kenny 

draws the part. David chooses the head and the eyes. Rachel tells them to call on a 

different child for each part. Meanwhile, Sandy and Sarah return from the cafeteria. 

Rachel tells them to clean up the table, then compliments them on a super job. Still 

concerned about the Karo syrup, she asks, "Are you sure it's okay to use Karo in place of 

cooking oil?" Sandy says yes. Rachel replies, "Well, you're trying something new. Who 

knows, maybe you'll invent a new way. It'll be yummy-and sweet." As Kenny draws, 

Rachel says, "That looks neat. I bet lots of people will use this book when they're. 

sketching. We'll put it in our library." Sandy and Sarah continue to clean up, using wet 

paper towels to wash off the table. Rachel keeps a watchful eye on them. She asks 

Sarah, "Are you watching the time, Honey?" 

Kenny and Mike ask if they can do another face. Rachel says, "Other people want 

to go. Who else has a book to share?" A half dozen kids raise their hands. Meanwhile, 

Mike erases the face on the board. Rachel says, "No, I wanted you to leave it up." She 

wavers for a moment, then says, "All right, let's do another. We've got only six minutes 

left, so let's move along." Kenny and Mike work through the routine again. Rachel says, 

"Choose people you didn't choose last time." This time Kenny reads the directions and 

Mike draws on the board. Kenny selects Paul to choose the eyes. Paul takes his time, 
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carefully considering the menu before deciding. As Mike draws, Russell says, "Hey, 

they look like those Chinese wrestlers' eyes." Rachel says, "Yes, what are they called?" 

Paul shouts, "Sumo wrestlers-belly bumpers!" Rachel comments on how different this 

face is from the first one. "He looks mean." A boy calls out, "He's got an attitude." 

Rachel echoes, "An attitude problem." Levy chooses the ears. Rachel comments, 

"Interesting ears, Levy." Mike draws the second ear way too big. The kids laugh. He 

erases it with his shirt sleeve and draws another, more in proportion. Rachel tells Sandy 

to return the measuring cup to the cafeteria, "in case they need to use it later." She adds, 

"Say thank you." Returning to the drawing, Rachel says, "Look at his teeth. 000, he 

needs orthodonture work." Paul asks, "Why didn't they use color markers?" Rachel 

replies, "It's not in their directions." When Kenny and Mike finish, Rachel says, "Thank 

you, boys. You made lots of revisions. This version is much better. Leave it up front 

(on the chalkboard shelf, where there are a half-dozen books); we'll put it in our library." 

1130191 (W): Rachel announces, "Your job right now is to be a good audience. 

Let's see how many we can get through." She walks to the back of the room and sits on 

top of the conference table along with a couple of girls. Vicki and Krystal are explaining 

how to wash a dog. As Vicki lists all the materials, Krystal shows them to the class. 

Vicki says, "Fill a tub with water." Krystal uses a pretend hose to fill a cardboard box. 

Next Vicki says, "Put the dog in the water." Krystal picks up a stuffed paper dog from 

the floor and drops it in the box. Several kids moan. Thoroughly, Vicki and Krystal go 

through all the steps from applying soap, rubbing it in gently, rinsing the dog, and drying 

it off. Krystal accidently drops the dog on the floor. Lots of kids moan and laugh. One 

calls out, "You meany." Paul yells, "You're killing him!" Meanwhile, Rachel is quiet, 

intent on watching the demonstration. For the last step, Vicki reads, "Put a bow on the 

dog." Krystal staples a paper bow to the dog's head. Lots of kids say "Eeew!" Russell 

says, "Won't that hurt, stapling something to your head?" Paul cries out, "It's inhumane!" 
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After everyone settles down, Vicki shows the illustrations, holding them out in front of 

her, panning them across the classroom. Rachel comments, "Looks like your dog 

modeled for the drawings." Vicki says that Paul and Sarah did some of the illustrations. 

Rachel compliments them, then says, "Very nice job, girls. Very clear directions." 

Next up are James and Travis, who are going to explain how to make a bomb. 

Rachel says, "There's no demonstration, just reading." James and Travis giggle and 

laugh. Subdued, deadpan, Rachel asks, "You're going to show us your illustrations?" 

She adds, "It would have been helpful to list your ingredients, if someone really wanted 

to make a bomb. Not that anyone would." James and Travis read their directions 

quickly. Basically, they say, "Get a bottle, fill it with gas, stick in a string, light the 

string, kaboom!" Paul and David want to go next. They're going to explain how to make 

a paper airplane. Confident and in command, Paul announces, "You're all going to make 

a paper airplane." He tells David to pass out sheets of paper. Rachel suggests, "You 

might want to tell them not to fold it." Paul says, "Just leave it there and do nothing." 

Rachel says, "I need a piece." Several kids turn to look at her, surprised that she's making 

a plane too. David gives her a sheet, then returns to the front of the room. Paul says, 

"Okay, everybody, be quiet. Yo!" David begins to read, softly in a tiny voice. From the 

back of the room, Kenny shouts, "Speak up, man!" Rachel says, "Kenny, that's rude." 

Loudly, Paul repeats what David said, then shows the class how to make the first fold. 

Holding up his paper for everyone to see, he says, "It should look like this." The next 

step is to fold down the two top corners so they meet in the middle. Paul folds, then 

shows everyone his paper again. Several boys, who already know how to make paper 

airplanes, disregard the directions and fashion their own designs. Responding to the 

excitement building before take-off, Rachel says, "Now I'd like to give some directions. 

These planes are not to be flown." A few kids moan. "Take them home and try them 

out." Paul grumbles. Rachel capitulates, "The only ones who may fly their plane are 
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Paul." Paul throws his plane towards the door. It glides neatly. Looking at her plane, 

Rachel says, "Paul, yours looks different from mine." Paul says, "I modified it." Rachel 

asks, "But if I follow your directions will it look like this?" Paul says, "Yes." Several 

boys show Rachel their modified versions. One explains how to change the design for a 

faster plane. Rachel says, "Thank you boys, nice job." No one claps. Rachel says, "You 

. know what, class? We're not showing appreciation. What do we do when an author 

reads?" Most of the kids applaud politely. 

Next are Russell, Sean, and Chris. They're explaining how to draw a beagle head. 

Chris reads not only the title and authors, but also the editor ("Edited by Steve") and the 

dedication ("To all the dudes and dudettes in the Middle East and to Mrs. Allen"). Rachel 

says, "Thank you." Next Chris reads the "About the Author" blurb, which is about only 

him. He writes from the future perspective, looking back on his life and career, noting 

his world travels and great wealth and fame. Several kids ask about the materials. Chris 

says, "I haven't got to that yet," then proceeds to list materials, starting with "You need 

one human being." Step #1 is "Sit at your desk." Russell, who is going to draw a beagle 

head on the board, tells Rachel, "We're improvising." She replies, "I understand." The 

boys' directions specify exact measurements and refer the reader to the illustrations. For 

example, Chris says, "Draw two parallel lines one inch long, one half inch apart. Refer to 

illustration #1." Sean makes a small reference drawing on the board. Rachel doesn't 

understand. She says, "Sean, you're confusing us." Russell says, "No, he needs to do that 

so when we say 'refer to.'" When the directions are finished, Rachel- to everyone's 

surprise- passes out half sheets of paper. She asks the boys to go through their book 

again "so everyone can do it." She says, "Go slow. There are 25 people trying to do your 

drawing." The boys wait patiently between steps. Breaking the silence, Rachel asks, 

"Anybody need more time?" Paul asks me if I'm drawing a beagle head too. I say I'm 

too busy writing. When Chris reads step #9, "Draw some dots on the nose," 25 kids and 
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Rachel tap their pencil points on the drawing. Paul bangs his pencil incessantly, glancing 

furtively at Rachel. Russell interjects, "It doesn't need that many dots." After the last 

step, he says, "If you're not improvising, your drawing should look like this. No 

mohawks or earrings." Rachel asks the class, "Do your beagles resemble the one on the 

board?" Most kids nod yes. She tells the boys, "Okay, let's put the book back here in our 

library." Paul hands me his beagle head-with mohawk and earrings-and says, "You 

can keep this as a sample. " 

Walking to the front of the room, Rachel says, "Let's talk about what we've 

learned." She waits. Several hands go up. Paul says, "Be specific." James says, "Tell 

the ingredients and follow a sequence." Russell adds, "Check it over to see if you left 

anything out." Rachel concludes, "I think you all did an excellent job." Then she 

announces, "The next unit in language is poetry." Lots of "oo's" and "ahh's." She says 

everyone is going to write poems, which she'll put into a book. She has books from her 

former classes, which she'll bring in. She says there are, many kinds of poems and not all 

have to rime. On the board she writes the word sun and draws rays around it. She says 

"That's a poem." She tells the kids they're going to learn how to write concrete poems, 

limericks, haiku, and free verse. They'll start next week. 

2/4/91 (M): Rachel announces, "Okay, we're going to start poetry today. These 

are four poetry books that I've had previous classes do. This is what yours will look like 

when it's all done." She holds out the books for all to see. The kids listen closely. 

Rachel comments on the "covers from years past." The cover of last year's book is a 

concrete poem in the shape of a coyote. She talks briefly about the girl who designed it. 

Then she says, "All of you will put in poetry and sign your names. Each of you will get a 

copy of the book to take home." She shows them a book from 1975; several kids say 

"Whoa! That's old." One shouts, "That's before I was born!" Rachel says the kids who 

wrote these poems are already grown up. "They're in their 20s." She asks if any of them 
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know Mr. Valencia, who teaches at the junior high school. Steve asks, "Is his first name 

Manny? My sister has him." Rachel says, "He has poems in this book." She advises the 

kfds, "If you do handle this book, please be very careful. As you can imagine, it's very 

special to me. They're all special, and yours will be too." She displays all four books on 

the chalkboard ledge. 

Rachel says, "We're going to start with a poetry called haiku. Haiku is a Japanese 

form of poetry about nature." On the board she writes haiku and nature, then asks, 

"What's nature?" Paul says, "Plants and stuff." She writes plants on the board, then asks 

for other responses. The kids say, "animals, sun, sky, trees, clouds." Next Rachel reads 

several haiku written by former students. The first two are about flowers and grass. The 

third is about the university's basketball team-the Wildcats. As soon as she finishes, she 

says, "That one's not really about nature, but I don't want to limit you. You can be 

creative." She continues, "Haiku poetry doesn't have to rime." Kenny asks, "Can we?" 

Rachel ponders a moment, then says, "I don't think it's going to work." She explains, 

"Haiku has certain requirements. The first line must have five syllables, the second line 

seven, and the third line five." Paul tells me he already knows this. Krystal complains, 

"This is hard." Rachel says, "Let's do one. Who can give me the first line?" Chris offers, 

"The bees buzz loud." Rachel takes a moment to count syllables, then says, "That's not 

five syllables." Chris quickly says, "loudly." Rachel writes it on the board, then 

explains, "The next line has to have seven syllables, and it has to be about bees. That's 

what you decided the poem is going to be about." Paul offers, "The bees crashed into the 

tree." Several kids giggle. Again Rachel counts syllables. Before writing on the board, 

she asks, "What do I need first?" Someone calls out, "A capital letter." Rachel writes the 

second line, then says, "One more line with five syllables." Paul says, "All the bees are 

dead." Lots of kids laugh. Again she counts syllables, then tells the class, "You'll notice 

I haven't used any punctuation marks yet." After writing the final word, she puts in a 
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distinct period, then asks, "What shall we title it?" David says, "Bees." Rachel asks 

Kenny to read the poem aloud. When he finishes, she says, "Let's notice certain things. 

All the lines start with a capital letter, and you don't need to punctuate until the end." 

At 10: 15 a.m. Rachel tells the kids to take out their snacks and start writing haiku. 

"You need to write three haiku-not all today, of course. Circle your favorite, and that 

will go into our book. Class, this is a once-in-a-lifetime experience." She starts to 

circulate, checking in first with Kenny. She tells him and is only one syllable. Erin sits 

quietly, staring, mouthing words, counting syllables on her fingers. Scanning the room, I 

see most of the kids doing the same. Rachel tells Krystal, " Try to relate the poem to 

nature because that's what haiku poetry is." Melanie asks if every is two or three 

syllables. Rachel claps ev-er-y, then says, "No, we say it ev-ry, not ev-er-y." She tells 

Melanie to check in the dictionary. Mike wants to copy the haiku on the board as one of 

his three. Rachel says no. Russell's haiku is apparently too violent. Rachel says, "I have 

to approve." She tells the class, "Haiku is a soft, gentle poetry. If you write a violent 

one, I may not accept it." She reads Paul's haiku about a wounded rabbit and says, "You 

don't have the right number of syllables. Melanie says every is two syllables." The kids 

munch and write. Lots of them ask Rachel syllable questions. Together they count on 

their fingers. Sometimes she offers an alternate word to correct the syllable count. After 

reading Sandy's haiku, she suggests using an exclamation point instead of a period. She 

tells Steve, "You only have six syllables on the bottom line." She tells Paul, "That's not 

the way you spell flies." Unhappy about the restrictions, Kenny asks, "Can we have five 

words instead of five syllables?" Rachel says, "No, five-seven-five." 

At 10:25 a.m. she asks, "How many of you have at least one done? Tomorrow 

when we do language, you have to have all three done. That's your assignment. 

Tomorrow we're going to move on to another kind." Paul is acting silly. Rachel tells 

him, "You're not using your time well." Erin has already completed three haiku and 
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circled her favorite. Rachel reads it, counting syllables, then announces, "Okay, class, 

here's a person who already has one poem in the book." Melanie turns in her three. 

Rachel tells Kenny, "You only have four syllables. 'Planes go up high.' How about 

'Planes go up so high'?" Kenny nods. She reads the final line, "'I like the blue sky.' 

Excellent!" Jamie says, "I can't think of anything to write about." Rachel replies, "You 

have to." To the class she says, "I'd like to share a few that have come in. These are 

already in the book." She reads Erin's haiku about sunrises and Melanie's about flowers, 

then says, "Pretty. They give you a nice feeling." Looking at Sarah's haiku, Rachel 

says, "No such word exists." She tells Jenn, "You need to decide which one you want in 

the book." Paul continues to fool around. At 10:30 a.m. Rachel says, "Okay, put your 

poetry in your writers' workshop folders. Let's line up for recess." Mike tries to convince 

her that breaks has two syllables. She doesn't buy it. Before the kids leave, she asks, 

"Who can tell me what haiku poetry is?" Several offer "about nature," "five-seven-five," 

"doesn't have to rime." 

2/6/91 (W): Rachel announces: "Today we're going to work on concrete poetry. 

Let's review. What is it?" Krystal replies, "It's like the one you did. Sun, sun, sun." 

Rachel says, "Okay, let's do one. On the board she writes SUN in capital letters, draws a 

circle around it, then writes sun, sun sun in lower case letters to form the rays. Russell 

says, "James put my instead of sun." Rachel nods. She tells the class about a "cactus" 

concrete poem someone was working on yesterday. She adds, "Today I want at least five 

or six examples of concrete poetry. Why so many? Because when you put it on the ditto, 

it has to be perfect. Before you do the final one, look very closely so you know exactly 

how to do it." She sends Russell to the office for some ditto masters. Travis and Sarah 

are confused. They've already turned in their concrete poems for the cover contest. (The 

kids design and vote on covers for the class book.) Looking at Jenn's poem, Rachel says, 

"Cute, but it's too small. If you want to transfer it, make it bigger. Try another version. 
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It's like a rough draft." Russell returns with a slim stack of ditto masters. Rachel 

explains how to use them. The kids watch her very closely. Next she takes out last year's 

book and points out Jim Benes' "Ice Cream Cone." (The ice cream is formed by 

repeating the words ice cream, the cone by repeating the word cone.) Someone 

comments, "Ugh, what are those squiggly things in the ice cream?" (The repeated words 

look like worms.) Rachel says, "The only problem with ditto paper is that if you make a 

mistake you can't correct it. When you finish, slip the tissue back in between the sheets. 

Anybody know why?" Someone says, "It can smudge." Travis asks, "If I make a 

mistake, can I do another?" Rachel says, "No, it's too expensive." 

Several kids consult with Rachel at the conference table. She wants those who've 

written small concrete poems to share one ditto sheet, placing three or four poems on it. 

She says, "Look at the other books; they really look nice together." Sean is already 

transferring his poem. Rachel says, "No good, you need to take out the tissue paper first." 

Russell asks if he may do three poems. Rachel says, "No, two is enough." She looks at 

Brianna's poem and says, "000, this is cute." From across the room Vicki calls, "How do 

you spell Hershey?" Rachel asks, "Are you doing a kiss? How do you think it's spelled?" 

Checking in with Levy, who's working on a peace symbol, she says, "Sarah is doing one 

of these, too." Disappointed, Levy says he'll do something else. Trying to be helpful, 

Rachel asks, "Is anyone doing a flower or an apple?" She scolds Russell, who is 

designing his poem on the ditto sheet. "You were supposed to have this done as a rough 

draft. You're not supposed to be thinking or formulating when you do the final one." 

Krystal asks, "Can we put our hand down and write hand, hand, hand around it?" Rachel 

says, "Yes, but that's not too original, is it? Can't you think of something else?" At 1:54 

p.m. she announces, "One minute left. Put the tissue paper in the dittos, and I'll collect 

them." She compliments Jessica for "pressing nice and hard." Before the bell rings she 

says, "Tomorrow we'll finish the dittos and maybe start limericks." 
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2/11/91 (M): Rachel says, "So far in our poetry book we've done haiku and 

concrete poetry. Who can remember what haiku is?" Someone says, "Nature." Rachel 

says, "Yes, it usually has to do with nature. Where did it originate?" No response. 

Someone ventures, "Japan?" Someone else says, "five-seven-five." Rachel says "good," 

then sums up. Next she asks, "Who can explain what concrete poetry is? Everybody has 

at least one or two in our book." Tmvis says, "When you write around it." Rachel isn't 

sure what he means. She calls on Sean. His mouth full, he can't talk. Rachel says, "Let's 

put snacks on hold for a second." Kristen says, "It's a picture or a shape with words 

around it." Rachel says, "Yes, some of you did a cactus or the sun. A few of you did 

peace signs." His mouth now empty, Sean says, "It's a shape in words." Rachel says, 

"Very good." 

She announces, "Today we're going to do limericks. Limericks are a fun type of 

poetry. And they have to rime." She reads three from last year's book (about a bee, a 

stone, and a bird), then says, "Let's do one on the board. It has to have five lines. Let's 

say five sentences. You have to put punctuation at the end of each line. If you're a more 

advanced poet, you don't always need to. But for now it will help you out." She asks 

someone to give her the first line. Lots of kids wave their hands. Russell offers, "One 

day I climbed a tree." With a black marker Rachel writes the line, pointing out that she 

used a capital letter and a period. David gives her the next line, "I mn into a bumblebee." 

Rachel writes it, commenting again on capitalization and punctuation. Now she says they 

need a line that doesn't rime with the first two. Not quite so many hands go up. Steve 

says, "The bee went real fast." Rachel says, "Okay," and writes it with a red marker, 

indenting slightly. She asks for another with the same rime. James says, "And it died at 

last." Rachel says, "Good" and writes that directly below. Finally, she chooses Paul, 

who's been waving his hand from the start. He shouts, "Then I fell and broke my knee." 

The kids laugh. Tmvis complains, "Aw, I was going to say that." Rachel writes Paul's 
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line with a black marker, then says, "Okay, let's look at our poem. What shall we call it?" 

Steve says, "The Crash." Rachel writes the title, then says, "Let's read it aloud. Listen to 

the riming pattern." Sandy asks, "Does it have to make sense?" Rachel thinks for a 

moment then says, "Yes and no. It can be silly or funny, but there should be a theme. 

Lots of limericks start out 'There once was a ... " but you don't have to do yours that 

way." Zach, Levy, and Paul get up to go for a drink. Rachel immediately disciplines 

them. "Boys, you know the rules. When I'm teaching, no one gets a drink. Get back in 

your seats. That's incredibly rude." She concludes, "I want you to come up with your 

own limericks. Do at least two before deciding which one you want in the book. Let 

your friends read them; let them help you decide. Remember, this book will be looked at 

for many years to come, so do your best work. Any questions?" 

Levy asks, "Can we do one about Saddam Hussein?" Rachel says, ''It has to be 

appropriate for school." Krystal asks, "Are we going to get a grade for this?" Rachel 

replies, "Of course, you're graded on all your poetry. I'll grade on how well you followed 

directions. What do you think I'm going to look for with your limericks?" Krystal says, 

"Rime." James says, "Punctuation." Rachel adds, "All the things I emphasized over and 

over. You have an example on the board to follow." She starts to circulate, checking in 

with Kenny, who has already finished one. Correcting his punctuation, she says, "Very 

cute. Now give it a title." Levy tries out rimes on Paul and Jenn. They offer alternatives. 

Rachel tells Jessica to rewrite her limerick so it looks like the one on the board. She tells 

Vicki, "Lines three and four must be related." Looking at Paul's, she says, "Great idea, 

but lines three and four don't rime. And line five needs to rime with one and two." She 

tells Travis, "No good." He complains, "Why?" She says, "You tell me. What's not 

appropriate?" Travis points out a line. Rachel says, "That's it. Change it." She re-reads 

Jessica's and says, "Very nice. Now think of another." Kenny has completed his second. 

Rachel says, "Okay, decide which one you want to go into the book and circle it. Edit it. 
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Make sure it has correct punctuation." Paul, Levy, and Jenn are trying out "Bo" 

(Jackson) and "Bart" (Simpson) rimes. Paul asks, "Can I write three?" Rachel replies, 

try ou can write all you want." 

The kids are starting to get loud. Rachel says, "Clap once if you can hear me." 

They do. She says, " We can't have so many people walking around; please stay in your 

seats and work quietly. When you've done two limericks read them over. Have a friend 

read them for you. Edit. Fix all your mistakes. When you're sure, tum them into the 

English tray." Rachel tells David his rime scheme is incorrect. She argues with Travis 

about one of his rimes. (Apparently he thinks it's a rime; she doesn't.) Meanwhile, Paul, 

Levy, and Jenn are getting silly. They rime Bart with fart, then laugh hysterically. 

Rachel tells Paul he's disrupting the class. At 10:30 a.m. she says, "Stop. When you're 

finished with your poems, be sure to revise. Check for rimes, indenting, capitals, periods. 

If you didn't finish a limerick today, we'll work on them tomorrow. But they have to be 

turned in by the end of writers' workshop tomorrow. If you didn't get one done, take it 

home and work on it tonight." At 10:33 a.m. the kids leave for recess. Paul, Levy, and 

Jenn stay behind to work on their poems. Levy tells Paul, "I dare you to show it to her." 

Paul marches up to Rachel and says, "Mrs. Allen, is this okay?" Rachel reads it quickly 

and says, "No." Paul turns to Levy and laughs. He says, "I'm going to write a book 

called Pieces by a Famous Artist that Were Never Used." 

2/13/91 (W): Rachel reviews. "Everybody has turned in a limerick. That means 

so far we have three kinds of poetry." On the board she writes (1) Haiku, (2) Concrete, 

(3) Limericks. She announces, "The last type is free verse. Yesterday you read an 

example in the language book. Who can tell me what free verse is?" James volunteers, 

"Free." Rachel says, "Yes. Free or open. It can be anything you want. You can write it 

in capital letters or lower case. It doesn't need punctuation. You can use different colors. 

There's no required format." On the board she writes with a red marker "Red/is/a/pretty/ 
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Color!" She continues, "Some of you turned in things that resembled paragraphs, but I 

accepted them because free verse is free." She adds, "Several of you have already turned 

in your free verse. If you want to do another one today, you may. If you haven't turned 

one in yet, you must. Here are your options." On the board she writes (1) Free verse, (2) 

Another free verse, (3) Poetry book cover, (4) Extra-credit book. She says, "At 1:30 p.m. 

we're going to vote, so your entry has to be in by then. The cover has to have your name 

on the back. If it's on the front I'll tear it off. Vote for the cover and not for your friend." 

Paul wants to draw. Rachel says, "No. This is not art; it's writers' workshop." 

Jessica asks, "If I finish my extra-credit book, can I make Valentine's cards." Rachel 

thinks for a second, then says, "No, I'd prefer you work on some writing." Melanie asks 

if free verse is "like writing a list of descriptive words." Rachel says, "It's whatever you 

want it to be. It's free." To the class, "Any more questions? Get writing. I was 

disappointed yesterday. Too much talking and wandering. Stay at your desks and work 

quietly. If you follow me, I won't answer questions. Yesterday there was too much 

wasted time. Writer's workshop is for writing." Chris gets up and sits at the conference 

table. Rachel asks, "Why aren't you at your desk?" Chris replies, "Paul is bothering me." 

Paul protests. Rachel looks at him hard and says, "Paul, I'd like to talk to you." Sitting 

on his desk, she lectures him in a soft voice. "I don't want to hurt your feelings, but 

several people have complained that you're distracting them. I moved Chris and Kristen 

to your group because they're quiet and dedicated students. I hope they'll have a good 

influence on you. I want you to t.ry to model their good behavior. Can you do that?" 

Paul nods. 

Rachel circulates. She tells Jamie, "Free verse is what you want it to be, short or 

long, like mine on the board. Look at what the other kids did. Get some ideas from 

them." Russell has completed his poem. Rachel reads it quickly and says, "Very good. 

Remember to put a title on it." To the class she announces, "If you're having trouble 
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thinking of something to write for your extra-credit book, there are lots of topics in the 

shoe box." Scanning the room, she says, "I like the way you people are working today, 

nice and quiet. That's worth marbles." She helps Kenny, who's having trouble thinking 

of the right word. He asks, "What's an archeologist?" Rachel explains. He shakes his 

head, not the word he wants. Steve interrupts. Rachel says, "I'm not answering 

questions." She sends him away. A few seconds later, Levy attempts to interrupt. Again 

she says, "I'm not answering questions. I'm only going to people in their seats." Rachel 

announces, "People, some of you are coloring your poetry book covers, and that's pretty, 

but you can't color on a ditto master. Whatever you do comes out purple. So keep that in 

mind when you vote. Colors won't show." Erin is writing a "When I Was Your Age" 

book but doesn't know what to put in it. Rachel doesn't understand. Erin says, "You 

know, my mother always says, 'When I was your age ... "' Getting it, Rachel laughs. 

"That's a great idea." Erin asks for suggestons. Rachel says, "Well, there were no video 

games or computers." Sitting nearby, David says, "There was no T. V. either." Rachel 

protests, "No, in my parents' generation. How old do you think I am?" Still working on 

her free verse, Sandy asks, "Is this poetry we're doing?" Rachel says, "Yes, free verse." 

Rachel reads Kristen's poem and obviously finds it very good. She wants to share 

it with the class. Quiet and shy, but clearly pleased, Kristen does not object. The poem is 

about spiders coming out of a clothes pile. They walk in a straight row, and Kristen 

forms them into an army. Russell asks, "After we finish the free verse, can Chris and I 

wri te a story together?" Rachel's not too sure. "You just collaborated on directions. 

Stories are more individual." Russell says, "It's for extra credit." Rachel gives in. Paul 

turns in his free verse. Rachel says, "Wow, it's long." She starts reading, then says, "Not 

appropriate. Why?" Paul replies, "Too violent?" Rachel asks, "Did you think it was 

appropriate? You need to write things that aren't bloody or violent." She folds up the 

poem and puts it on her desk. The class is starting to get loud. Rachel tells them to quiet 
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down and stay seated. She checks in with Erin again. Now all the kids in her group

Erin, Russell, Sandy, and David-are all helping with the "When I Was Your Age" book. 

Russell asks, "When you went to school, were you allowed to wear shorts?" Rachel says 

no. David asks, "What was the grading scale? My mother told me it used to be 96%-

100% for an A. Rachel replies, "No, it was just like it is now." Erin wants to know how 

much candy cost. Rachel can't remember. Sandy says, "Soda machines used to be a 

dime." Rachel returns to Paul. He asks, "Am I allowed to write about a beetle's life 

through his eyes?" She says, "Yes, but it can't be gory." Paul asks, "How about a beetle 

going down the drain?" She replies, "That's the last line. Nothing after that." Paul says, 

"The beetle's going to be on a bar of soap, and he slips and sees this big foot coming 

down on him." Brianna wants to read her poem to the class; then, too embarrassed, she 

changes her mind. Rachel says, "It's going to be in the book, honey. But you don't have 

to share if you're uncomfortable." 

Looking at the clock, Rachel says, "Ready to vote on the book cover?" Chris 

wants to read his poem. She says, "Not now, Hon. After the voting, okay?" Rachel asks 

Kristen to spread out the entries on the conference table, then says, "The entries are 

numbered for voting purposes. Everybody sit down, please. Let me give you some 

things to think about. First, you're voting for the cover of the poetry book. It represents 

the class, not the person who did it. But the person will sign it. There are 37 entries." 

The kids say, "Whoa!" Rachel continues, "No one is to turn over an entry or say who 

drew it. Otherwise they'll be disqualified. Everyone is to fold their ballot in half." She 

sends up groups, urging them, "Please vote for the poetry cover, not your friend. That's 

why the names aren't showing. There are so many wonderful entries. They're all just 

great." The kids look at each one closely. Rachel hurries them along, reminding them 

again that colors won't show on the ditto master. Finally, she says, "Okay, voting is over. 

Sarah, Kenny, and Erin tally in the workroom. Who will be the winner of the 1991 
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poetry book cover? All the entries are beautiful. If I had to vote it would have been very 

difficult." Soon the talliers rush back in. Kenny shouts, "Number 34 won. The winner is 

Kristen!" Her cover has a picture of a bomb with the caption "We Exploded With 

Poetry." The kids ask her to stand up and show it off. Suddenly remembering, Rachel 

says, "Chris would like to read his free verse." Then, thinking aloud, she says, "You 

know the day we hand out the poetry books, how many of you would like to share?" 

Almost everyone says yes. The bell rings, and the kids file out. 

Interview 

Sudol: Why do you teach writing as you do? Why writers' workshop? 

Allen: I'm not really sure. I don't have any background in writing. Back when I went to 

college, writing wasn't even talked about. When I started teaching in the Arroyo District, 

we did very little writing. We didn't even have a curriculum. We were handed an 

English book and told to go through it. I think the book had one unit on composition. 

Four years ago, when I began teaching at Ocotillo, we were handed a language book and 

a workbook. Actually, I started to get interested in writing then. I went to a workshop 

conducted by two teachers in the building. When I transferred to Coyote, more teachers 

were doing writing. I know you've heard Shelly's name mentioned a lot. She's younger, 

and the college she went to was up on these new things. I saw how she was teaching 

writing; then Brenda started to do writing that way too. It seemed like more teachers 

were trying writers' workshop. Amanda seemed to be advocating it too. And, to be 

honest, I never particularly liked teaching English from the language book. It was boring. 

Sudol: Did you formally observe Shelly's writers' workshop? 

Allen: No, I talked to her informally after school. She gave me some forms. We talked 

about things. I just tried writers' workshop on my own. This year I've spent a lot of time 

talking to Alison and Brenda. 
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Sudol: Who or what else informs your writing teaching? 

Allen: I attended several whole language workshops, which focused mostly on reading . 

. I did pick up a couple of books. I've spent some time looking at Nancie Atwell's In the 

Middle. I've not read it cover to cover; I've picked out different sections. Mostly, 

though, I've experimented in my room, working with the curriculum. I'm very curriculum 

oriented. I feel if this is what the district hands me, I need to cover it. That's my job. 

make sure to cover everything on the curriculum when I do the writing. 

Sudol: Is there much articulation about the teaching of writing within or between grade 

levels? 

Allen: I can't answer that for anyone but myself. I feel very comfortable this year talking 

with Alison and Brenda. At any point I can go in and talk to them about problems with 

workshop. But I didn't feel that way when I first came to Coyote. Brenda and Shelly are 

both 10 years younger than I am. I felt like a third wheel. It took me awhile to adjust. 

After the first year, though, I decided to try to share ideas more and not be so much by 

myself. Now there's a lot of communication within our grade level. 

Sudol: What are your goals in the teaching of writing? What do you want the kids to get 

from writers' workshop? 

Allen: I have to base my answer on individual students. If I have a student who can't 

even write a sentence-if she fills up a whole page without using a period-then my goal 

is to teach her what a sentence is, to learn how to punctuate. If I have a student who is 

more advanced, but needs to work on paragraphs or quotations, I focus on them. From 

talking to Alison I've learned to look at content, even before I look at mechanics. So my 

goal for each student is different, depending on where their writing is. 

Sudol: As a writing teacher, what roles do you play during workshop? 

Allen: First of all I'm a model. When I conference, if I'm teaching a particular skill, I try 

to model that skill. We use DOL about three times a week, and I consider that a type of 
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room. I help people individually. I try to get them started on their writing. I offer 

suggestions about what to do with their stories. I help them with spelling and 

punctuation. I also see my task as conferencing with them individually. 

Sudol: Do you write much yourself? 
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Allen: No, I don't have the time. I don't even write letters. You know, the only time I've 

ever written has been for assignments in college. I'm a good writer, but I don't just sit 

down and write. I love to read, but I don't write. 

Sudol: How important is management in writers' workshop? 

Allen: I've spent a lot of time talking about this with other teachers. I like my class to be 

a warm and caring environment. But in order to have that kind of environment, we have 

to respect each other as individuals, and I think that respect comes from having a certain 

plan of discipline. I can't have students running around the room. To me that's not 

respectful of other people writing. So management is very important. I've tried several 

things. At first I allowed the kids to get up and walk around. But I wasn't happy because 

they were visiting and not writing. Sometimes they'd talk about their writing, but usually 

not. Then I tried having them work between groups. But I haven't been happy with that 

either because they're stilI visiting and not staying on task. I have a real problem when 

they waste 15 or 20 minutes of their time. There's so little time in the school day as it is. 

Now they must stay at their own pod and work among themselves. They still have a 

choice of editors and people to bounce ideas off, but they need to stay seated. 

Sudol: What are some of the key management issues? 

Allen: Noise level and staying seated. Staying seated only because when the kids walk 

around the noise level goes up. When I'm doing conferences at the table, and I have to 

stop and keep reminding the kids to quiet down and get back to work, I feel as though I'm 

cheating the child I'm conferencing with. Whatever I'm trying to teach him or whatever 
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Sudol: You mentioned DOL. Do you teach English lessons too? 
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Allen: I think we've used the English book once or twice all year. It's very boring. The 

kids hate it. 

Sudol: Why do you do DOL? 

Allen: I like to be teacher directed. When I do DOL, I feel as though I'm teaching some 

of the specific skills the kids are required to have. Often I put the sentences on the board 

and choose a student as teacher. The kids seem to respond well when one of their peers is 

at the board. Other times I'll tum DOL into a quiz. They correct the sentences on paper. 

Sudol: Does DOL transfer to the kids' writing? 

Allen: I'm not sure. Today I worked with Krystal, who is one of my lowest students. 

looked at her reading log, and it was enough to make me cry. She had a sentence almost 

a page long that had no periods, no capitals, and the content made no sense. I said, 

"Krystal, would you read this and explain it to me?" She couldn't tell me what she had 

written. So truthfully I can't say there's much transfer from DOL to writers' workshop, or 

from writers' workshop to anything else. Of course, Krystal is a very low student. With 

others DOL works well. The other day a couple of boys were using quotations correctly, 

and they were referring to a DOL lesson we had done. 

Sudol: What about mini-lessons? I saw you do quite a few. 

Allen: I like to do lots of different things. People learn in different ways. By doing 

DOL, mini-lessons, and conferences, I'm hoping to touch everyone. 

Sudol: Do you ever use the composition section of the English book? 

Allen: No. I looked at it, but I didn't like it. 

Sudol: What are your views on the required writing types? 

Allen: I like having a curriculum because I know where the fourth graders are coming 

from and where I need to get my kids to be ready for sixth grade. The curriculum gives 
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me some direction. Otherwise, Brenda could be doing one thing and Alison another, and 

when the kids arrive at sixth grade, the teachers won't know what to do with them. 

Sudol: How do you feel about doing the required types in writers' workshop? 

Allen: I don't feel uncomfortable about that at all. Actually, I think if the kids constantly 

do self-selected writing, they get bored. 

Sudol: I saw you do only required writing. On balance, how much time do you spend on 

student-sponsored writing? 

Allen: We spend a lot more time on their own selections. About 60% on their own work 

and 40% on the district requirements. 

Sudol: Do you prefer one over the other? 

Allen: No. I like to do lots of different things to keep the kids interested. They loved the 

directions unit, and they really enjoyed the poetry. 

Sudol: Are the kids more interested in the self-sponsored writing? 

Allen: No, I can't say that. Some get right into it; but others find it more difficult. For 

example, Paul sits for days and doesn't know what to write. 

Sudol: Have you noticed differences between the self-sponsored and required writing? 

Allen: It depends on the individual student. Those that are comfortable writing get 

involved no matter what. But a student like Krystal will write quickly, just to get it over 

with. And that's true whether I assign writing or she chooses her own topic. 

Sudol: Talk a little about the two units I observed-directions and poetry. 

Allen: This is the first time I've ever done such a detailed directions unit. I was very 

happy with it. I think the children spent a lot of valuable time, and they really learned 

about directions. The other day Vicki made a comment in class, "These directions aren't 

specific enough." The unit really tuned them into directions. I also liked how they 

worked cooperatively. The difficult part was the management. When they were 

presenting, I sometimes felt like things got a little out of hand. They were so excited. 
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Sudol: What about the poetry? 

Allen: I've done this unit for so many years. I liked it, but my one complaint is getting 

the book back to the kids. It's been weeks, and the aide still doesn't have it typed. We're 

going to spend a day sharing, but I'm afraid the kids will have lost interest by then. 

Sudol: How do the kids come up with topics? Do you teach prewriting or invention 

strategies? 

Allen: I think this is one of my weak points because I have no background. Every time 

we start a writing project I feel like I'm suggesting the same things. I say, "Well, you can 

write about yourself, or you can write about something you know." But I leave it up to 

them. I also have a box of writing suggestions. I probably need to work on helping them 

choose topics. 

Sudol: Is invention or topic choice an issue in fifth grade? 

Allen: For some it is because they sit and don't know what to write about. 

Sudol: Why do you censor topics? 

Allen: Usually I censor only those things I think are inappropriate, such as violence. I 

don't mean when someone chops off a hand. I mean real blood-and-guts violence. I tell 

the class I don't like violence. One year I had a student write a story about blowing up 

the school. I told him, "I'm sorry. You can write that book for me, and I'll grade it, but 

you can't read it to any other class." The children need to learn what's appropriate and 

what isn't. 

Sudol: Why do you impose deadlines? 

Allen: I impose deadlines because at this age the kids need them. They're not mature 

enough to handle freedom. If I said, "You have nine weeks to tum in three books," they'd 

wait until the day before and then try to get everything in. These children are only 10 and 

11 years old. They need deadlines. 

Sudol: What about those students who need more time? Do you worry that setting 
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deadlines inhibits or restricts their composing processes? 

Allen: If the kids are spending a long time on a first draft, I'll approach them to see what 

they're doing. If they're writing a long, involved story, I'll allow them to work past the 

deadline. But I'd have to be sure that they're doing something. If Melanie, who's really 

bright, came to me and said she needed more time, I'd give it to her. But Paul, who sits 

for three weeks putting tape on his pencil, needs a deadline. 

Sudol: Are there disadvantages to imposing deadlines? During the poetry unit, you were 

very strict about turning in poems on time. 

Allen; Personally, I didn't see a problem with the poetry. Most of the kids seemed to sit 

down and write their poems pretty quickly. In fact, this class wrote their poems much 

faster than any other class I've ever had. Honestly, this class seemed less interested in 

poetry. 

Sudol: What do you do with the kids who finish eady? 

Allen: They're given the option to write extra-credit books, and those can be on anything, 

even picture books. In fact, these kids have written lots of books for the kindergarteners. 

Sudol: What about the kids who don't make the deadline? 

Allen: If they've been wasting time, they miss recess or get put in study-hall detention. 

Sudol: Describe your peer-review procedures. 

Allen: This is the first year I'm using the pink sheet. I looked at what Shelly gave me, I 

took Jane Nelson's sheets, I glanced at Nancie Atwell's book for some ideas, and then I 

made up my own. It's a guideline for students to use. At the beginning of the year I 

didn't use it, but the children had no direction as to what to look for. I'd say, "Edit your 

friend's paper," but they didn't know what that meant. So I introduced the sheet. I did a 

mini-lesson explaining what I expected them to do. 

Sudol: Did you model with a piece of student writing? 

Allen: No, I just explained the sheet and what they needed to look for. 
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Sudol: How well do the kids respond to each other's writing? 

Allen: It's an individual thing. Some of them, who take their work seriously, take other 

people's work seriously and spend time on the sheet. Others, who don't take themselves 

or their own writing seriously, don't respond well. 

Sudol: How do you distinguish between editing and revising? 

Allen: To me revising is when the kids look at their writing by themselves; they make 

their own changes. Editing is when someone else looks at their work. 

Sudol: How many drafts do you require? 

Allen: A first draft, which is the one they revise. I insist that they look at it three or four 

times before they give it to a peer editor. In fact, yesterday I had to write a letter to Mr. 

Purcell (the assistant superintendent). During writers' workshop I showed the children 

my first draft. I told them, "I read it five times; then I gave it to my husband, and now I'm 

writing my final copy." I said, "What do you think I'm going to do before I send it?" 

Several said, "You're going to read it again." I said, "Absolutely." So I showed them my 

process-my first draft, my final copy, and what I sent to Mr. Purcell. 

Sudol: What about the kids? Do they write three drafts? 

Allen: Yes. The first draft is the one they work on; they do their own revisions. Then 

their friends peer edit it. Then they make a final copy for me so that I can read it. After 

we edit together (in conference) and they make further changes as needed, they publish. 

collect all three versions. I file the first draft and the final copy with the editing sheet. 

Their book is put in our basket, which is like our class library. 

Sudol: What are your views on collaboration? 

Allen: I think it depends on the assignment. Sometimes I like them to work together. If 

they approach me and say they want to write a book together, I consider who the students 

are, their work habits, their ideas; then I decide whether or not to let them collaborate. 

like to have some control. 
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Sudol: What value do you see in collaboration? 

Allen: When the kids take their writing seriously, I see a lot of growth. They share ideas, 

they learn how to work together. It's like the cliche "Two heads are better than one. " 

With the directions, I think collaboration worked out really well. 

Sudol: Are there any problems with collaboration? 

Allen: It depends on the personalities of the children. 

Sudol: Why do you confer with your students? 

Allen: That's where my teaching takes place. I'm working with a particular student, 

dealing with his or her individual needs. 

Sudol: Comment on your status-of-the-class conference. 

Allen: I got that from Nancie Atwell. Actually, I'm the type of teacher who likes to 

know exactly where my students are. I like to give them a certain amount of freedom, but 

I have to know where they are. I'm responsible for them, and I take that very seriously. 

If a parent calls and asks, "What has my child been doing for the last nine weeks?" I have 

to know. I'd be too nervous assigning three books per nine weeks, but not having a 

record of what the students have done. I think some kids will really flounder in that 

situation. My status check helps me to keep track of where the students are and to keep 

them moving along. They're also aware of the different steps in the writing process, and 

they know where their classmates are. 

Sudol: What about the circulating check-in's? I saw you do lots of those. 

Allen: Those check-in conferences depend on the assignments. Right now the kids are 

writing their own books, and I'm spending a lot more time back at the conference table. 

But with the directions and poetry, I felt the kids needed me when they were writing. 

Sudol: What do you do in the check-in's? 

Allen: Of course, if they have their hand up, I answer their questions. But if I'm just 

walking around, I'll ask them to show me what they're doing. Maybe I'll give them 
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suggestions or try to pull things from them to see where they're heading. If someone asks 

me to read a whole draft, I will. In fact, if I have no idea what someone's working on, I'll 

always read their draft. I like to have my hands in what they're doing. 

Sudol: How about the one-on-one conferences? Those are longer and more formal than 

the two types. 

Allen: Actually, I try not to make the one-on-one too long because the kids lose interest 

after awhile. And they can absorb only so many things that they need to work on. I can't 

hit them with this and this and that. If I pick out two or three things- that's enough. 

Sudol: What are your goals and objectives in these conferences? 

Allen: Right now the kids are working on their own stories. I've been looking at content. 

Too many of them just get started- they give a setting and introduce characters and a 

problem-then they write, "To be continued." At the beginning of the year I accepted 

that, but I've told them, "We're going to have to learn how to develop stories, like the 

books we've read." Today a lot them were disappointed because I said, "No, you need 

more. You have the start of a plot, but you've stopped. I need to see a complete story." I 

gave lots of suggestions. 

Sudol: What else do you focus on? 

Allen: When I get their final copy, I'll look for mechanics. But it depends. Today I was 

sitting at the table doing quick conferences. One girl asked me to read her story, and the 

content was excellent-it was funny, it had a beginning and end. I complimented her, but 

then I said, "You know what, Jess, you have run-on sentences that are this long, and you 

have paragraphs that you haven't indented. II So I sent her back to work on the mistakes. 

Sudol: Why do you make the students correct their own mistakes? 

Allen: Because I'm mean. (Laughs) Actually, I think they learn a lot more if they do it 

themselves. Most of the time, if I correct their errors, they think, "Okay, she fixed it. 

That's it." One big thing I can do is teach them how to use a reference book. I'm not a 



dicitonary. I'll help them start to spell a word, but I want them to figure it out on their 

own. In writers' workshop they need to be more self-reliant. 

Sudol: Do you read and comment on the final copy before you do the one-on-one 

conferences? 
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Allen: Yes. First, I always write something positive on their papers or on the editing 

sheet. Then I write down two or three things, at most, that I want to discuss with them in 

the conference. When I first started writers' workshop four years ago, I used to read their 

papers in class, but I found they were waiting in line to see me, they had nothing to do, 

there were discipline problems. The disadvantage of reading their drafts ahead of time is 

that I have to do them at home, and they take a lot of time. Some nights I may not have 

any papers to read, but then six or seven books come in, and they take at least 10 minutes 

each-at least. They take a lot of time. I'm trying to make myself faster by not 

concentrating on the little things that I used to. For example, when I started writers' 

workshop I made all the corrections for them. I used to look for everything. Then I 

realized that wasn't the way to go. Now I'm a quicker editor because I write down 

suggestions and look at content more than I used to. Through experience I've picked up 

some techniques to make me faster. 

Sudol: How do you keep records of conferences? 

Allen: I have a notebook. Each person has an individual page. I write down what their 

book is about. I write down something positive so I remember to talk about that in 

conference. And I write down the things I want them to work on. What I write on their 

papers I also write in my notebook. 

Sudol: How do the kids respond to the conferences? 

Allen: Most of them enjoy conferencing. But today I had a conference with a boy. I 

didn't like the content of his book. He was talking about bombs and toilets and going to 

the bathroom. I told him this is fifth grade, and I expect more from him. He said, "Will 
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you grade me down for this?" I said, "No, Travis, I won't, but I will not allow you to read 

this to another class because it's a reflection of my classroom." He said, "Everybody will 

think it's funny." I said, "I don't think it's funny." He wasn't too happy with the 

conference. But most of the time I'd say the conferences are very positive; the children 

enjoy the one-on-one interaction. 

Sudol: How do you like conferences? Are they exhilarating or exhausting? 

Allen: I enjoy them. I don't find them draining at all. 

Sudol: How much emphasis do you place on illustration? 

Allen: I don't place a lot of emphasis on drawing because this is writers' workshop, not 

art class. I like the kids to color and decorate their books so they can feel proud; I like 

them to make an effort. But I'd much prefer they spend their time writing. In fact, when 

we did the directions, Kenny spent most of his time drawing. I finally told him, "You 

have to put that away and write." Their books might not be as lovely, but that doesn't 

matter. 

Sudol: Why do your kids write books instead of papers? 

Allen: I don't really have an answer for that. I just copied from the other teachers. That's 

what they did. But the books look very nice, and the kids seem proud to display them on 

the chalkboard. If they did papers, I don't think the other kids would read them. Books 

appeal more. 

Sudol: What happens to the published books? 

Allen: First, the kids are required to read them to the class. Then they decide if they 

want to read to another class- that's optional. Then the books are displayed. 

Sudol: What's the value of the author readings? 

Allen: I think it would be kind of boring if I just stored their books. The sharing is fun. 

The kids love listening to each others' books. Some are a little shy, but most of them 

pester me, "Mrs. Allen, my book's been on the chalkboard a week. When can I read it?" 
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Sudol: Do they read each other's books? 

Allen: Oh, yes. They're up here constantly. They're really proud that other people are 

reading their books. And they get ideas and suggestions for their own writing. They 

model, especially those students they admire. 

Sudol: Talk a little more about the paper load. 

Allen: I try to keep it up. Every night I do grading. Do I get tired of it? Yes. 

Sometimes I say, "Boy, it would be nice to have ajob that I can leave every day instead 

of take home with me." 

Sudol: Would you rather not do writers' workshop? 

Allen: I'd have to grade papers anyway. Then I'd be using the English book. And as I 

mentioned, I find teaching from the English book very boring, and the kids do too. I'd 

rather read stories than correct worksheets. 

Sudol: How do you evaluate and grade your students' writing? 

Allen: That's individual, based on where the kids are. To tell you the truth, I often feel 

uncomfortable grading writing. I'd much prefer the flexibility of giving the kids an E 

(excellent), S (satisfactory), or N (needs improvement). I'd be much more comfortable 

with that type of system. It's hard for me to decide whether to give someone 100% or 

95% or 94%. But in this district I have to grade by percentage. I can't even go with an A, 

B, or C. 

Sudol: What criteria do you use when evaluating the kids' writing? 

Allen: It's very subjective. When the kids are totally done-when they've handed in their 

published book along with their first draft, final copy, and their editing sheet, which 

includes my notes-I look over their published book to see if they've made an effort to 

change those things their editor and I commented on. I go back to my conference 

notebook. For example, if I noted there was a section of their story that I couldn't 

understand, and we talked about it and I gave them suggestions, but they haven't made 
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any changes in their final book, that's going to bring down their grade. I also look at 

mechanics. If in the conference I told them to work on periods and capitals, but I don't 

see any effort to correct those mistakes-in other words, if all they've done is recopy their 

final copy, completely ignoring what we discussed in conference- they'll probably get a 

CoraD. 

Sudol: What about specific assignment criteria? For example, during the directions unit, 

you stressed materials, specific details, sequence. 

Allen: Right. I was referring to the self-sponsored writing. With the required writing I 

focus on the criteria that we discuss in class. 

Sudol: Are there standard criteria by which you evaluate and grade all the students' 

writing? Brenda, for instance, has a twenty-item checksheet. 

Allen: No, I'm not comfortable with that. I think writers' workshop is so individualized 

that I have to grade on an individual basis. Krystal doesn't write like Melanie. I couldn't 

possibly grade their papers the same way; I have to apply different criteria to each. 

Melanie's stories are sophisticated; Krystal's are basic. Most of the time with Krystal my 

main goal is to have her write something that makes sense. Usually her stories go 

nowhere. But if Melanie turned in a story like that, I'd say, "What is this?" 

Sudol: Do you indicate on their report cards that you're grading them by different 

criteria? 

Allen: My hands are tied. I'm not supposed to mark "below grade level" unless the kids 

are in a remedial program, or I'm giving them less work. I can't mark "below grade level" 

just because I'm grading Krystal by different criteria. And I can't mark Melanie "above 

grade level" because I expect her to go above and beyond. 

Sudol: How do you keep records of the students' grades? 

Allen: My grade book, conference notebook, and their writing folders. 

Sudol: Do you have any reluctant writers? 



Allen: I don't this year. I did last year. 

Sudol: How did you handle them? 
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Allen: I'm not sure I did, to tell you the truth. This particular boy just sat. He would not 

write. I kept him in from recess. I spent a lot of time with my hand on his shoulder 

trying to help him. 

Sudol: How does the problem child affect writers' workshop? 

Allen: This year I don't really have any problems, not even Paul. (Laughs) Last year the 

reluctant boy was also disruptive. He just sat, chewed on his pen, and bothered people. 

Sudol: What's the downside of teaching writing? What are your biggest concerns, 

complaints, problems, frustrations? 

Allen: I think the biggest complaint would be the paper work. I could accomplish a lot 

more if I had a smaller class. This year I do have a small group; but if I had 30 or 35 

kids, I'd have to spend less time on their papers at night, I'd have to do shorter 

conferences, I wouldn't be able to get to everyone. So I guess the downside is the 

logistics of actually doing writers' workshop-doing a good job. Also, the curriculum is 

so full. We're always handed new curricula. Some days I have to skip writing because 

there are so many other things to do. 

Sudol: Do you resent having to teach writing? 

Allen: No. There are other things I resent-art, Spanish, which we may have to teach 

soon. As an elementary teacher, I see writing as a part of my job. 

Sudol: What do you like about teaching writing? What are the satisfactions and 

rewards? 

Allen: I enjoy when the kids share their books. When they've written a good book and 

they're proud of it, I enjoy watching them get up in front of the class to read. And when I 

look at the poetry book and think about all the work the kids put into it, I enjoy seeing 

how excited they are. I see writers' workshop as a very positive experience. Most of the 
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kids really seem to enjoy it, and they're proud of their work. 

Sudol: What do you or other elementary teachers need to teach writing more effectively? 

Allen: More help. More hands. More aides in the classroom editing, reading papers, 

working with the children, acting as teachers. I had a little bit of that last semester with 

Ginny (her student teacher), so I could see the advantages. I spent much more time with 

my students on their papers: 

Sudol: Do you need training in the teaching of writing? 

Allen: I think it would help because I went into writers' workshop without any training. I 

took a one-day workshop, but that's not enough. 

Sudol: Do you need to read books or articles about writers' workshop? 

Allen: No, I don't think I'd do the reading. I'd enjoy taking some workshops, working 

with other people, talking, receiving instruction. 

Interpretation 

Not Quite Unique 

It's not as easy to compare Rachel Allen to the other teachers because I saw her 

teach only required writing assignments-directions and poetry-whereas I saw the 

others do either self-sponsored writing or a combination of both. Nevertheless, 

continuing to reflect on my observations, I once again compiled a list of common 

characteristics. In brief, like the other three teachers, Rachel did not receive any college 

training in the teaching of writing. She turned to writers' workshop because she was 

bored teaching from the English book. She too was influenced by Shelly Nova. Other 

than what Shelly told her and what she picked up from a district workshop and from 

looking at Nancie Atwell's In the Middle, she has limited knowledge of composing 

processes and pedagogy. (Like Jane and Brenda, Rachel also had trouble distinguishing 

between editing and revision and called her students' second draft-the penultimate 
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one-their "final copy.") Moreover, her workshop includes the same basic components 

and structure: self-selected topics (60% of the time), peer and teacher response, 

publication, and performance. Like the others, Rachel spends little time helping students 

generate and refine topics. (She admits, however, this is one of her "weak points.") 

Although her views on topic choice are fairly liberal, she too censors inappropriate topics, 

those excessively violent, filled with "blood and guts." Also, like Jane and Debbi, she 

requires her students to fill out a peer-review form (the pink sheet) on which they note 

errors in mechanics and usage and offer suggestions for improvement. Furthermore, she 

spends most of her time in conferences because that's where her "teaching takes place," 

where she works with a "particular student, dealing with his or her individual needs." 

Finally-like everyone else-she stresses the importance of workshop management, 

citing the need for a "certain plan of discipline." 

While this list is relatively short, it covers the main ways Rachel is similar to Jane 

Nelson, Debbi Kuhn, and Brenda Moreno. On the one hand, I've tried to minimize the 

comparison because I don't want to repeat myself. On the other hand, the list is 

necessarily brief because Rachel is rather unlike the other teachers. If not quite unique, 

she's pretty close. Just as Brenda was "surprisingly different" from Debbi, Rachel is 

surprisingly different from Jane, Debbi, and Brenda. 

Rachel Allen, in her own words, is "teacher directed." Several times during the 

interview, she said, "I like to know exactly where my students are." "I like to have my 

hands in what they're doing." "I like to have some control." Why? Mainly, I think, 

because she considers herself "responsible" for her students. She's also "very curriculum 

oriented." As she said, "I make sure to cover everything on the curriculum when I do the 

writing." In a sense she's like Jane Nelson, who described herself as an "accountability 

girl." The main difference is that Rachel does workshop four days a week and does not 

teach English per se. Still, her remarks are worrisome because writers' workshop, by 
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solidly in charge. 
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Her teacher directedness shows up plainly in both her workshop management and 

pedagogy. Of the four teachers I observed, Rachel runs the tightest ship, even more so 

than Debbi. Rachel believes the two key management issues are "noise level" and 

"staying seated," which are interrelated (if the kids move around, the noise increases). 

Her solution is to make the kids work at their desks within their own groups. Certainly 

this is not what one sees in the typical descriptions of writers' workshop, where kids 

sprawl out on the floor or move freely around the room. (I'm reminded of the photos in 

Atwell's In the Middle.) Arguably, Rachel's policy of enforced seatwork (imposed stasis) 

is unduly restrictive, running counter to a true workshop environment (dynamic by 

nature). Initially, she "allowed the kids to get up and walk around," but she "wasn't 

happy because they were visiting and not writing." It's not as though Rachel doesn't want 

her students to have "some freedom" or to interact-they're required to do peer review

she just wants a respectful environment, conducive to writing. I would add, however, 

that because she's a traditional teacher, used to "a certain level of behavior" (to use 

Brenda's phrase), Rachel is uncomfortable with the movement and noise naturally 

generated by a workshop. In fact, from my observer's chair I sometimes felt she was 

unable to distinguish between productive and unproductive noise and perhaps demanded 

more silence than was necessary. 

In addition to keeping the kids quiet and still, Rachel is concerned that her 

workshop run on schedule. Hence she is strict about deadlines. Whereas the other 

teachers either avoid deadlines or impose them with reluctance, Rachel doesn't hesitiate 

to tell her class what is due when. This is not to say she's Procrustean, giving her 

students what Tom Romano calls "due on Friday" assignments. When someone asked 

when the directions were due, Rachel replied, "I haven't come up with a deadline yet. It's 
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probably no more than a two-week project." Further, she scheduled the presentations 

only after gauging her students' progress. Such flexibility notwithstanding, by imposing 

deadlines Rachel once again contradicts the "official" workshop approach. By contrast, 

she determines how much time her students need. As a result, she overlooks individual 

differences, assuming in effect that everyone can work at the same pace. Moreover, she 

tacitly emphasizes product over process-what matters is getting the job done. Finally, 

she places her own desire to keep the workshop on schedule and cover the curriculum 

over her students' needs.2 On the other hand, there's no denying that deadlines have 

advantages. In Rachel's workshop everyone produces; no one sloughs or procrastinates. 

And the workshop moves steadily ahead; it neither bogs down nor drags. Rachel herself 

believes the kids need deadlines. "They're not mature enough to handle freedom. If I 

said, 'You have nine weeks to tum in three books.' they'd wait until the day before and try 

to get everything in. These children are only 10 and 11 years old." Although this seems 

to be a rather cynical view of kids, it may be a realistic one.3 And judging by Debbi's 

class, I reluctantly have to agree. Still, I can't help wondering if Rachel is depriving her 

students of an opportunity to act maturely. Ironically, she commented that she wants the 

kids to become "more self-reliant." However, by imposing deadlines- taking 

responsibility away from them-she may actually be making them more teacher 

dependent instead. 

Supporting her use of deadlines, Rachel conducts a daily status-of-the-class 

conference, a technique she picked up from Atwell, who adapted it from Graves. 

Interestingly, Atwell instituted the status-of-the-class conference after she abandoned her 

"writing assignments and whole-class deadlines." Facing the "unnerving situation: 

period after period of 25 students working at their own pace, each on a different project, 

each at a different stage," she conducted a status-of-the-class conference to "quickly and 

comprehensively map where each writer stands each day" (Middle 89). Like Atwell, 
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Rachel starts each workshop with a status check, but more than mapping individual 

progress, she uses the conference as a management tool, urging her students to stay apace 

and not fall behind. In a sense Rachel's status check employs a subtle form of peer 

pressure: if Kenny, for example, isn't doing as well as his classmates-still working on 

his first draft when everyone else is ready to publish-he may feel embarrassed and work 

harder to catch up. More positively, Rachel uses the conference to ascertain how well the 

kids are doing and which ones she needs to work with. (I noticed that she always starts 

her check-ins with the kids farthest behind.) In contrast, the other teachers generally 

aren't aware what their students are up to because they don't see them until the formal 

conference. Hence the status check helps Rachel avoid problems such as the one Debbi 

had with David. 

No matter how much Rachel tries to keep everyone working at the same pace, 

invariably some finish earlier, some later. If the kids are unable to meet the deadline, 

Rachel, like Brenda, makes them stay in from recess or sends them to study-hall 

detention. If they finish early, she lets them do extra-credit books, which may be about 

anything, even alphabet or picture books for the kindergarteners. Clearly this is a savvy 

solution to a tricky management problem. I'm reminded of Jane, who tells her kids to 

write continuously, starting one book immediately after the other. Unwilling to proceed 

without feedback, however, some wander or gossip, creating management headaches. 

Likewise, Brenda's early finishers also waste time "walking and talking," often disrupting 

her conferences. Rachel, however, gives her kids an incentive to keep on writing, letting 

them do fun projects that are worth something to boot. 

For all her emphasis on management, I don't want to give the impression that 

Rachel's workshop is a military academy, kids marching in line to the teacher's beat. On 

the contrary, Rachel is polite, considerate, sensitive, affectionate. In fact, no matter how 

strictly managed, her workshop is still a comfortable, informal place, kids talking and 
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moving about (despite her stay-seated policy). And Rachel-although constantly in 

motion-is relaxed and at ease with her class. Circulating from group to group, she stops 

to chat with the students, sitting on top of their desks, snitching snacks. Also, she's the 

only teacher I observed who uses terms of endearment, frequently calling the kids 

"Honey" or "Hon." In fact, she once described herself as a "mothering teacher." 

Nonetheless, she is still a teacher. And what distinguishes her most from the 

other three is how she teaches writing. Not surprisingly, Rachel's pedagogy-like her 

classroom management-is both teacher directed and traditional. Whereas the other 

teachers run their workshops fairly loosely, without fixed boundaries-each day the kids 

continue their work, starting and stopping without fanfare or fuss-Rachel opts for a 

more traditional lesson structure, with a beginning, middle, and (sometimes an) end. As 

noted, she always starts her workshop with a status-of-the-c1ass conference. Next she 

often reviews what the kids have been doing. If she's introducing a new type of writing, 

she does a mini-lesson, first explaining the new type, then presenting examples. 

Afterwards everyone gets down to work. At the end of workshop she usually tells the 

kids to put their folders away, but on occasion she sums up, reviewing what they've done. 

Albeit formal, this is not bad pedagogy. Indeed, Calkins contends that the writers' 

workshop should be "carefully structured," "predictable," and "consistent" (Art 11-12). 

One advantage of Rachel's approach is that the kids have a clear understanding of what 

they're doing, which is certainly important on the required assignments. Rather than 

letting them stumble and grope, Rachel gives them a map and keeps them on track. In 

other words, because she explains writing-type criteria, the kids know exactly what they 

must do to successfully complete the assignment. To echo Brenda's phrase, "there are no 

surprises." The disadvantage is that Rachel becomes the sole source of discourse 

knowledge. She tells her students what constitutes effective directions, what 

characterizes the different forms of poetry. Rather than encouraging the kids to formulate 



and test their own hypotheses, to make inferences, to arrive at an understanding of 

discourse criteria inductively (the preferred workshop approach), Rachel takes 

responsibility for dispensing knowledge.4 
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As noted, more than just explaining the writing types, Rachel shows her students 

how to do them. For instance, directly after explaining each form of poetry, she presents 

examples-either reading poems, writing one of her own (a concrete poem and free 

verse), or having the whole class compose one (a haiku and limerick). Although 

illustrating an explanation makes good sense, I didn't see the other teachers do this. 

Heeding Graves' advice, Rachel is the only one to demonstrate writing, letting her kids 

see the process in action, giving them composing models. Moreover, she's also the only 

one to share her own writing process (even though she doesn't write much). To stress the 

importance of reviewing one's writing carefully, she showed the class a draft of a letter 

she was writing to Mr. Purcell, telling them, "I read it five times; then I gave it to my 

husband; and now I'm writing my final copy." Consequently, instead of seeing her only 

as a teacher, they see her as a writer too, which according to Graves is crucial because 

kids "need to see how reading/writing fits into the teacher's life" (Building 30). 

In addition, Rachel constantly reminds the kids what they need to be doing, 

repeating the writing-type criteria over and over during workshop, thus reinforcing her 

teaching and their learning. Her favorite technique is to make a point to the whole class 

after noticing a problem with an individual student. For example, when she realized that 

David and Paul had not specified what size paper to use in their directions, she stopped 

the workshop and gave a little talk on "specifics." This intermittent ad hoc instruction is 

something unique to Rachel; as I've said, the other teachers almost always let their kids 

work without interference. Even Brenda, who taught the same unit, had virtually no 

contact with her students while they wrote their directions. Only when conferring on 

completed drafts did she explain or instruct. Rachel, on the other hand, by monitoring 
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individual progress, adjusts and updates her instruction continuously, one day talking 

about listing materials, another day about being specific, another day about varying word 

choice to reduce monotony. Without doubt, Rachel's constant instruction is effective-as 

she said, the kids were really "tuned in" to directions. However, I worry that too many 

interruptions may be distracting, disrupting the kids' composing rhythms. 

Certainly the greatest difference between Rachel and the other teachers is the 

amount of contact she has with her students. I never counted, but I'm sure she talked to 

or worked with each kid at least twice, maybe three times, during every session I 

observed. I was so used to seeing teachers removed from the class, ensconced at the 

conference table, that I was surprised to see her move around so often and so quickly.S 

In general, her student contact occurs in three contexts: (1) Status-of-the-c1ass 

conferences, (2) Circulating check-in conferences, and (3) Formal one-on-one 

conferences. In each she offers a variety of responses and plays different roles. As 

mentioned above, she uses the status check primarily to keep a record of the kids' 

progress and to keep them moving along on schedule. Hence she acts as a monitor, 

conscience, and coach. In the check-ins (the most frequent type), she responds to work in 

progress, answering questions, reading what the kids have written, seeing where they're 

heading, and giving them suggestions. Mostly, though, she helps them clarify and 

develop their ideas. Like Brenda, she plays the role of an uninformed reader, modeling 

audience needs, showing the kids to what extent their writing makes sense. In fact, 

throughout the directions unit, they relied on her as a meaning checker. Interestingly, she 

often used humor to show kids their directions were vague. For example, when Candice 

and Erin wrote, "Brush your hair if it doesn't go where you want," Rachel replied, "Not 

clear. Go where? For a walk?" The kids always laughed at her comments and revised 

accordingly. Rachel also uses the check-ins to address local issues: punctuation, 

spelling, diction. In other words, she plays whatever role the kids request, large or small, 
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responding to content or mechanics, depending on individual needs. What's most 

significant about these check-in conferences is that Rachel engages with her students as 

they write; thus, unlike the other teachers, she helps them shape and develop their ideas, 

rather than just edits their final copy. 

Although I didn't observe lots of formal conferences, the few that I did see point 

out more differences between Rachel and the others. First, Rachel always starts her one

on-ones with praise, something she picked up from Alison O'Meara. Interestingly, 

Rachel is the first to acknowledge her students' accomplishments. Watching the other 

teachers confer, I worried their refusal to deal with content sent out the tacit message that 

a draft is merely something to fix, a specimen to dissect. Further, Rachel's praise is 

specific. Whereas Debbi tells Jeff, "I'm loving this" but doesn't say why, Rachel tells 

Jenn and Meg, "Ladies, I'm impressed. I like the way you listed your ingredients. Very 

specific." Second, unlike the others, who work through drafts start to finish, correcting 

every mistake, taking as long as necessary, Rachel attempts to cover only two or three 

key points and finish up quickly, usually in under five minutes. As she says, "I try not to 

make the one-on-one too long because the kids lose interest after awhile. And they can 

absorb only so many things." 

The main reason that Rachel is able to do her one-on-ones so quickly is that she 

prepares in advance. In fact, she's the only teacher who responds to the kids' writing at 

home before she does her conferences, jotting down comments on their papers or editing 

sheets. Why does she do this? In her words, "I used to read their papers in class, but I 

found they were waiting in line to see me, they had nothing to do, there were discipline 

problems." Also, she may have been nervous about doing the conferences cold, not sure 

of her ability to respond effectively. In either case, reading the papers at home helps her 

not only eliminate the management problems I noticed in the other classes, but also 

determine exactly what she needs to focus on-prioritizing needs-as well as keep better 
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records for future conferences and evalw!tion. Granted, reading papers ahead of time is 

work, and Rachel freely admits the paper load is her biggest complaint about teaching 

writing; nevertheless, I believe her extra effort reveals her commitment to writers' 

workshop and to helping the kids improve their skills. It also chronicles her personal 

growth as a writing teacher, as she's progressed from commenting on everything and 

fixing all the mistakes, to looking more at content. 

Undeniably, Rachel is a hard-working writing teacher, both in and out of the 

classroom. Correspondingly, she expects her students to reciprocate. Unlike Debbi and 

Brenda, Rachel does not correct errors because she thinks the kids become teacher 

dependent. Instead, she notes the mistake (ROS for a run-on sentence) and expects the 

child to fix it. When someone doesn't know how to spell a word, she gets him started, 

then sends him to the dictionary. She tells her kids to review their work "over and over" 

before passing it on to a peer. And she insists that their peer response be substantial. 

When some kids were putting "write a lot neater" on their pink sheets, she handed back 

the drafts to the peer editors and gave them specific criteria to focus on. Further, she has 

the kids work through a three-stage writing process. Although three drafts may not 

always be necessary or productive (especially if the peer response is ineffective), she 

moves towards a revising stage, rather than just recopying the rough draft. She also 

downplays drawing or art. Although the kids illustrate their books, Rachel believes 

writers' workshop is for writing. Several times I heard her say, "I hope you're putting as 

much effort into your writing as your drawing." And during the directions unit, she 

scolded Kenny for spending too much time on his sketches. As she said in the interview, 

"Their books may not be as lovely, but that doesn't matter." Finally, she raises sta,ndards 

throughout the year, insisting that students now develop their stories and not just give a 

setting, introduce a character and problem, and say "To be continued." On balance, 

compared to the other teachers, Rachel has higher expectations. 
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Rachel also differs from the others in the way she handles evaluation and grading. 

As I've pointed out, evaluation is a tough issue, and each teacher copes with it in her own 

way. Rachel confesses that she's "uncomfortable grading writing"~ like Jane, she thinks 

"it's very subjective." In general, Rachel evaluates based on how well students meet the 

assignment criteria or how well they revise according to their editor's advice and her 

conference suggestions. Nevertheless, she finds evaluation troublesome for two reasons. 

First, as she said, "It's hard for me to decide whether to give someone 100%, 95%, or 

94%." In other words, how can she translate a subjective response into a percentage 

grade? She doesn't even have the flexibility of E (excellent), S (satisfactory) or N (needs 

improvement). Second, she's stymied by individual differences. Because she doesn't 

think it's right to grade Krystal's stories (which are "basic") the same way she grades 

Melanie's (which are "sophisticated"), she uses different standards. But she can't indicate 

that she's grading above or below grade level on the report card unless the student is in a 

special program. Hence, Melanie and Krystal may both receive a 90%, even though their 

writing abilities are vastly different. In sum, Rachel's dilemma spotlights the problems 

with the Desert District's quantitative evaluation requirements and, I believe, makes a 

strong case for using alternate methods that allow teachers to better describe a student's 

weaknesses and strengths, development and progress. 

On Target, Off the Mark 

So far I've been discussing Rachel Allen's writing teaching in fairly broad terms, 

focusing on the considerable ways she differs from the other teachers. Now I'd like to 

examine the specific units I observed-directions and poetry. I was especially interested 

in seeing these units because in the past I've taught them myself. As a high school 

teacher I did poetry in my sophomore English class and process analysis (directions) in 

my Expository Writing class. Hence I was not just a detached observer, but a curious 
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colleague; and what follows is as much personal commentary as formal analysis or 

interpretation. To be frank, I found these units polar opposites. In fact, echoing Dickens, 

I was tempted to title this section liThe Best of Times, The Worst of Times." The 

directions unit was on target; the poetry unit, off the mark. 

I entered the directions unit in progress, on the third day. When Rachel told me 

what she'd done the first two days, I was impressed. On day one, like Brenda, she had the 

kids tell her how to make a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, which she actually made. 

This activity is a wonderful way to sensitize students to the requirements of good 

directions, showing them that writers must give specific details in carefully ordered steps. 

Conversely, on day two the students followed her directions for how to make an origami 

bird. Suddenly they realized exactly why an audience must have specific details in 

carefully ordered steps. Together, the activities let the kids stand on both sides of the 

rhetorical fence, making them aware of the writer's obligations and the audience's needs. 

Moreover, the demonstrations were contexualized, hands on, getting everyone involved, 

learning by doing. From these pre-writing sessions, Rachel extrapolated a list of 

assignment criteria (directions in themselves), which she wrote on the board and often 

reviewed. Arguably, she assumed too much control by giving the criteria rather than 

letting the kids come up with their own; nevertheless, she did provide a workable formula 

for success. 

Also impressive, by having them work in pairs Rachel not only took advantage of 

collaborative learning, she also built in an immediate audience, a necessary component of 

directions. Instead of letting her kids work in isolation until the peer editing or one-on

one conference, relying only on themselves to decide whether or not their directions made 

sense, Rachel provided for continuous feedback. Watching the pairs work, I noticed how 

often the kids used each other to check meaning, switching roles from writer to reader. 

(As Rachel noted, "Two heads are better than one. ") Sometimes what might have been 
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clear to one was confusing to the other. And when they couldn't negotiate a solution, 

they turned to Rachel who became a sounding board or arbitrator. Overall, by working in 

pairs the students not only became aware of their rhetorical responsibilities, but were 

better able to fulfill them. 

No matter how good Rachel's directions unit may have been, workshop purists 

may argue that requiring students to write directions is an artificial, unnatural activity, 

writing to cover the curriculum, without a genuine purpose or context. Rachel, however, 

did attempt to contextualize the assignment- to make it real- by promoting performance 

and class participation. Rather than reading their directions aloud for their classmates' 

information or their teacher's benefit (so she could give them a grade), most of Rachel's 

kids did demonstrations. Hence the readings yielded tangible results-a "yummy sweet" 

cake, guacamole, a salad. Also, rather than having the kids just listen or watch, Rachel 

let them follow the directions. Even she got involved (to the kids' surprise and delight), 

making a paper airplane with Paul and David and drawing a beagle head with Russell, 

Chris, and Sean. Reflecting on the way I used to teach process analysis, I wince at how 

sterile my unit seemed in comparison: I'd explain principles; discuss topics; let the kids 

write; then collect, grade, and return papers. Surely my high school students viewed 

process analysis as a dry academic exercise, whereas Rachel's kids learn that directions 

serve a real-life purpose. 

Overall, I think there were only two problems with the entire unit. One, as noted, 

she gave the kids the assignment criteria. Two, she didn't give them enough guidance 

when they were choosing their topics. For example, the topic pair I observed on the first 

day spent an entire period floundering. Rachel told them, "You need to get over the 

prewriting stage." Her advice was to "list topics on scraps of paper then draw one, like a 

lottery." She didn't offer any invention strategies, nor did she respond constructively to 

their choices. Saying "000, interesting" didn't help the girls focus their ideas. Also, 
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Rachel let one pair write on an inappropriate topic-James and Travis explained how to 

make a bomb. Given her policy of nonviolence, I was surprised Rachel allowed this 

topic. However, during the author reading (there was no demonstration), Rachel 

remained low key and noncommittal. (The reading bombed.) Despite these criticisms, 

Rachel's directions unit was a great success. At that point I was convinced she was an 

outstanding writing teacher and was eager to see her do poetry next. 

Several days into that unit, however, I felt as if I were observing a different 

teacher. Once more I was impressed by the way she set up her students, how she made 

the assignment rhetorically attractive- the kids were going to write a class book. Again 

they were collaborating to produce real results. Further, Rachel used shrewd rhetorical 

appeals to motivate and excite the kids. She appealed to tradition, telling them they were 

continuing what she had started 15 years ago. She appealed to sentiment (reminiscent of 

Jane), telling them that years from now they'd look back at the book and remember fifth 

grade fondly. She appealed to competition, telling them there would be a contest to 

design the book's cover. On balance, Rachel's introduction and unit frame were highly 

effective. From the start her kids were revved up and ready to write. Shortly thereafter, 

though, the unit sputtered and stalled. 

A fundamental problem with Rachel's poetry unit is that she didn't define her 

central term-poetry. She seemed to assume that everyone already knew. Further, 

instead of teaching poetry per se, she taught haiku, concrete poems, limericks, and free 

verse. Maybe she believed that if the kids studied and wrote each type, they'd be able to 

make some inferences about poetry in general. But I don't think so. The flaw in Rachel's 

forms approach is that it focuses exclusively on criteria. Rather than examining what 

poems say or how they mean, she dwelt on surface features. For instance, explaining 

haiku (one of the most sophisticated forms of poetry) she said nothing about capturing the 

essence of nature or revealing the mystery of life; she talked about syllables- five, seven, 
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five. Likewise for limericks. Instead of focusing on word play-humor and wit-she 

explained rime scheme-a,a,b,b,a. Sadly, as Nancie Atwell points out, "When we 

emphasize form in the writing of poetry by assigning formulas, we do so at the expense 

of meaning" (Side 93). With the emphasis on form over content, quantity over quality, 

Rachel's approach is anti-poetic. And the kids' poems become fill-in-the-blank 

worksheets, something for the teacher to correct. In fact, I couldn't help thinking how 

much Rachel's poetry unit resembled Jane's English lessons. To cite Atwell again, 

"Poetry deserves beUer, and the children deserve better" (Side 79). 

Equally troublesome are the specifics of Rachel's pedagogy. Her explanations of 

the types were vague and sketchy, only a few minutes on each. Some of her explanations 

were wrong. For instance, she told the kids that free verse "can be anything you want." 

She even accepted paragraphs, because she didn't want to restrict their creativity. The 

fact is, however, that prose is not poetry, and free verse is not "open and free." 

Sometimes she contradicted herself. After telling the kids that haiku had to be about 

nature, she read one about the Wildcats, the university basketball team. In addition, she 

gave few examples of each type, several from previous class books plus the model on the 

board. More disturbing, she expected the kids to write instant poems. Allowing no time 

for prewriting or gestation (letting the creative juices flow), she told the kids to come up 

with two or three by the end of the period, circle their favorite, and tum them in so she 

could move on to the next type. If they couldn't think of what to write, she told them, 

"You have to." Finally, she responded to completed poems perfunctorily, commenting, 

"Cute," "Very good," or "They give you a nice feeling." 

Obviously I'm upset by how Rachel taught poetry-I can't hide my 

disappointment- but I shouldn't be too critical. After all, poetry is undoubtedly the 

toughest genre to teach. Les Parsons says it's "almost sacrosanct" (76), something so 

personal and subjective that many teachers are unwilling to touch it. One approach is to 
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let students express themselves freely and praise whatever they do. Another-more 

common-is to rely on forms and formula. Rachel is certainly not the only teacher to do 

this. Even Atwell, who says she was "the worst possible teacher of poetry" (Side 78) 

admits that she too "gave students the traditional school forms-couplets, limericks, 

cinquains, acrostics, and haikus" (Side 92). I'm embarrassed to admit that when I taught 

high school I did too, forcing my students to memorize lists of terms like epic, refrain, 

blank verse, iambic pentameter. Rachel's approach to· poetry is probably no different 

from thousands of teachers across the country. Nevertheless, it points out the hazards of 

teaching poetry-or anything else-without reflection, teaching the same way year after 

year, simply because that's the way it's always been done. 

In the Middle 

After completing my observations, I was perplexed. The disparity between 

Rachel's directions and poetry units was enormous. I couldn't understand how she could 

teach one so well and the other so poorly. As a writing teacher Rachel was highly 

problematic. Paradoxically, of the four teachers I observed, she was the best and the 

worst, the most informed and the least informed. How could it be? I'm not entirely sure, 

but I suspect the answer lies in how teachers change. As Calkins explains, "Butterflies 

grow through metamorphosis, but for human beings, change is usually not so sudden. 

Instead it happens in bits and pieces, in spurts and plateaus." Reflecting on the third

grade teacher she worked with at Atkinson Academy, Calkins continues, "Mrs. Howard's 

teaching had become a combination of contrasts-of teacher-directed and child-centered, 

of skills-in-context and skills-in-isolation" (Lessons 37). Clearly, Rachel Allen is a lot 

like Pat Howard. To borrow a phrase from Nancie Atwell, she is in the middle, in 

tmnsition. More than any of the others, Rachel is struggling to come to terms with 

writers' workshop, hesitantly, haltingly, in contradictory ways, sometimes on the target, 
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other times off the mark. To be honest, I think Rachel exemplifies the kind of teacher I 

was expecting to find when I started my research. Neither an expert teacher-researcher 

(like Atwell or Giacobbe) or an uninformed practitioner, she is a combination of both. 

Interestingly, Rachel is the only teacher who requested feedback from me about 

her teaching. About a month after I completed my observations, we sat down to talk. 

She asked for help with topic selection. I offered suggestions, gave her a photocopy of 

Erika Lindemann's chapter on prewriting strategies, and pointed out sections in In the 

Middle that might be useful. Moving on to her teaching, I praised her directions unit, 

then cautiously told her what I thought about the poetry unit. Although I'm sure it was 

painful for her to listen to my criticism, she realized that she had problems. She liked the 

classroom book but agreed the forms were "somewhat artificial." I advised her to focus 

on poetry itself-what it is, how it means. I also recommended filling the classroom with 

poetry books, letting the kids read lots of poems first. I suggested working with 

imagery-metaphors- to get the kids to look at their world poetically. I urged dealing 

with form only at the students' request, and not as a substitute for poetry. During our 

discussion Rachel sat quiet, impassive; and when I left I felt as if I hadn't done any good 

at all. In fact, I felt as though I'd insulted her by criticizing her teaching. I suspected that 

she didn't really want my advice after all. 

At the start of this school year, however, Alison told me that Rachel had talked to 

her about the poetry unit. She wanted to try something new. Alison lent her Georgia 

Heard's For the Good of the Earth and the Sky (an excellent resource) and made her a 

photocopy of Calkin's chapter on poetry (featuring Georgia Heard) in The Art of 

Teaching Writing. She mentioned Kenneth Koch's Wishes, Lies, and Dreams. She also 

shared her own approach. Later in the year, at a grade-level meeting, all three fifth-grade 

teachers-Brenda, Rachel, and Alison-decided to contact the university and arranged to 

have a poet come out to Coyote to do a workshop with their kids. Although I'm not 
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exactly sure what Rachel is planning to do this year, I do know she has abandoned her old 

approach. 

I tell this story not to congratulate myself for converting Rachel, nor to show that 

she has finally seen the light.6 What this story illustrates is how a teacher can continue to 

change. More importantly, it demonstrates how awareness, reflection, and knowledge 

can mean a change for the better. 

Notes 

1. As noted, Graves has long argued that teachers should get rid of "writers' 

welfare" (Researcher 43-51). In like manner, Les Parsons states, "When teachers ask 

how best to direct their students' writing, the inescapable answer is they shouldn't. 

Writing is an active, independent process in which individuals attempt to understand and 

cope with their world and lives. The more dependent student writers are on teachers, the 

less involved they are in a true writing process. By continuing to take responsibility for 

their students' motivation and by continuing to direct and mold the scope and nature of 

what and how students write, well-meaning teachers actually perpetuate a strange hybrid 

of writing and conditioned response. Under these conditions, writing takes on the 

characteristics of an elaborate, filling-in-the-blanks, behaviorist exercise" (14-15). 

2. Rachel does make exceptions for kids who are "writing a long and involved 

story," but she has "to be sure they're doing something." 

3. Rachel may be speaking here not just as a teacher but as a mother. Remember 

she has two boys of her own attending Coyote, a nine year old in Debbi Kuhn's elass and 

an 11 year old in sixth grade. This parental connection - her intimate, personal 

knowledge of kids this age-may take some of the sting off her cynicism and add 

credence to her remarks. 

4. Rachel's top-down or outside-in pedagogy exemplifies Paulo Freire's banking 
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concept of education. Poor of knowledge, the students go to the teacher, who owns the 

bank and generously fills their empty minds. By contrast, Shirley Brice Heath is a 

prominent advocate of the bottom-up or inside-out approach. In Ways with Words she 

describes how the children of Trackton and Roadville practiced discovery or inquiry 

learning by becoming ethnographers (315-42). In What is English? Elbow says that 

during the 1987 English Coalition Conference, Heath cut through the issue of whether or 

not to teach grammar by stating, "It's not a question of whether or when to teach grammar 

but how. " Language is a puzzle that kids of all ages can enjoy exploring." As Elbow 

comments, "Heath is suggesting ... that we can show even small children how to work 

like little participant-observer linguists or anthropologists-little hypothesis makers" 

(15). Later Elbow comments that the "elementary-strand participants" at the conference 

agreed "that the teacher's job is not just to get children to write and read but to write and 

read in such a way as to highlight the child as a world builder or hypothesis maker." In 

sum, "Learning involves the making of meaning and the reflecting back on this process of 

making meaning-not the ingestion of a list or a body of information" (18). Elbow notes 

that Heath and the conference participants were "reinforcing a theme that has been 

emphasized for quite a while by Ann Berthoff" (18). I would note Michael Halliday's 

influence as well. 

5. In the interview Rachel said that she spends more time at the conference table 

when the kids are doing self-sponsored writing; however, during the directions and 

poetry units, she felt they needed her while they were drafting. 

6. Throughout my research I attempted to be a detached observer; my job was to 

record what I saw. For a revealing account of how a participant observer profoundly 

influenced her informant, see Part 1 of Calkins' Lessons from a Child (3-40). 



340 

CHAPTERS 

WHAT DOES IT MEAN? FINAL REFLECTIONS, CLOSING COMMENTS 

Searching for Sources 

I began this dissertation with some basic questions about the teaching of writing 

in the elementary schools. In general, I wondered what effect the revolution started by 

Donald Graves, Lucy Calkins, and Nancie Atwell was having. In particular, I wondered 

how the four teachers I decided to study were being affected. That is, I wanted to find out 

how they were teaching writing, why they were succeeding and failing, and what they 

needed to teach writing more effectively. Now that my research is complete, I can say 

that the revolution has reached Coyote Elementary School. To a greater or lesser degree 

the teachers that I observed are implementing writers' workshop and process pedagogy, 

and their students-unlike those of my generation-are writing, not just studying 

grammar. Indeed, not only are these fourth and fifth graders composing daily, but they're 

also sharing their books with children from kindergarten to sixth grade, building a school

wide discourse community. 1 Curiously, however, these teachers are not doing writers' 

workshop as it's typically described. In fact, comparing my survey of the writing-process 

movement in Chapter 2 with my individual case studies reveals dissimilarities, 

discrepancies, disparities. On the surface the workshops I saw do resemble the ones 

depicted in the literature. Self-selected topics, peer and teacher conferences, publication, 

and performance are familiar features. But, as I've noted, the failure to teach prewriting, 

drafting, and revising strategies; provide models or demonstrations; respond to work in 

progress; and comment on content are problematic, as is the emphasis on error. More 

troubling is the teachers' lack of knowledge about composing processes and pedagogy. 

Indeed, the teachers I studied contrast sharply with the ones that Graves and Calkins 

describe and that Atwell embodies. 
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What are the sources of these differences? Why do Jane Nelson, Debbi Kuhn, 

Brenda Moreno, and Rachel Allen teach writing as they do? Why have they strayed off 

the path? The obvious place to begin is with Shelly Nova, who-as I discovered early

had a profound influence on these teachers. Still in her 20s, SheHy has been teaching for 

five years. She graduated from college with a degree in communications and originally 

had no plans to pursue a career in education. Quickly growing tired of retail sales, 

however, she decided to pick up some work as a substitute teacher and was soon hired as 

a long-term sub in a high school. The following year she enrolled in an internship 

program and, while studying for her teaching credentials, taught third grade. The next 

year she moved into the state and accepted a position at Coyote, where she taught fifth 

grade for two years before transferring to her present position as a kindergarten teacher. 

Reflecting on her teacher training, she says that she received a "holistic background," but 

most of her work was in reading. She took no specific courses in the teaching of writing, 

and when she taught writing for the first time (to her third-grade class), she taught from 

the English book, assigning story starters, grading every thing- "punctuation, spelling, 

grammar." Although uncomfortable with that approach, which she said had "no 

creativity, no thought process," she didn't know any better. She had some ideas about 

what to do differently, but she was floundering. The summer before starting at Coyote 

she met a graduate student at the university who happened to be from the same home 

town in California, who used to teach elementary school, and who had done writers' 

workshop. She told Shelly exactly how she taught writing and gave her several handouts 

(peer-editing sheets). Shelly took that information, modified and adapted it, then-still 

nervous-put away the English books and started her own writers' workshop. 

On the first day of school Shelly had the kids brainstorm a list of topics, which 

she said is all they ever needed to write steadily the entire year. For the next week she 

had the kids write short pieces daily, which they shared with the class, reading and 
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responding aloud. After two weeks Shelly taught them how to make books, explaining 
! 

text features such as title, copyright, publishing company, dedication, summary, and 

"About the Author" blurb. At this stage she introduced her peer-editing procedures: 

when they finished a rough draft, the students asked a friend to fill out a response sheet 

on which the editor gave a response ("I liked ... "), offered an idea ("What if you ... "), 

and asked a question ("What did you mean ... "). Then they asked someone else to fill 

out an "editor's circle" sheet on which the editor checked for spelling, punctuation, 

capitalization, sense, missing and/or overused words. After completing that process the 

kids could make changes on their rough drafts, if they wished. Next they stapled the two 

peer-editing sheets to the rough draft and dropped everything into Shelly's basket. She 

then conferred with individual students. During these conferences, which ran from 10 to 

20 minutes each, she focused on content or organization, asking questions like "I don't get 

this. What do you mean here?" and wrote suggestions on their drafts. After the 

conference the kids rewrote their books, changing them according to her suggestions if 

they wished. She then did a short conference, under five minutes, during which she 

evaluated their books with a checksheet, awarding points for the cover, title page, 

copyright date, a neatly written text, illustrations, summary, and "About the Author" 

blurb. When asked why she didn't respond to the quality of the kids' writing, she said, 

"Their abilities were too diverse. What's important is that they've done the best they can 

do." She added, "I wanted them to get jazzed about writing. If they're satisfied, that's 

enough. If they enjoy their writing, quality will improve as time goes on." After 

publishing their books, the kids read them to the class, then to another class. Finally, 

Shelly "hung them up for a month," then filed them in the writing folders. 

As for workshop particulars, Shelly let the kids write on whatever they wished. 

She never censored topics, nor did she worry about district requirements because she felt 

the kids did so much writing that it didn't matter if they missed one or two types. (She 
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also confided that she wasn't competent to teach poetry or directions.) She said the 

conferencing ("editing") was the most frustrating and draining part of workshop because 

it induced "mental overload." Whenever the papers stacked up too high, she asked parent 

volunteers to help her conference. She never responded to the students' writing at home 

because she believes that "defeats the purpose. They have to see you modeling the 

editing process." For evaluation, Shelly required the kids to write three or four books per 

quarter-the number was negotiable, depending on the books' length. She let the students 

grade their own work, and she said they were always tougher than she would have been, 

giving themselves "a D if they did a slop job." As for management, she said that it varied 

from year to year, but was never a major problem. She always had "five or so kids" who 

created disturbances and wouldn't write, but that was normal. Interestingly, she refused 

to use a reward system to reinforce good behavior because, as she put it, "Writers' 

workshop is for the kids' own good, not mine." Moreover, she insisted, "Writers' 

workshop can't be too structured. The kids have to be able to wander around, sit where 

they want, talk to their friends. They need to have their own space, the environment 

should feel lived-in. " She believes the most important workshop issue is materials

paper, pencils, markers, stencils. "If there's not enough stuff, it stifles their creativity." 

When asked what she liked most about workshop she replied, "It's an enjoyable time for 

the teacher. When you're not editing, you can walk around and say, 'What are you 

doing?' and watch them work." She said the greatest reward is "Seeing development, 

seeing the kids do something that I can't even do." Embarrassed, Shelly confessed that 

she's a terrible writer, that she hates to write, and that she does no writing whatsoever, 

preferring to "use the phone instead." 

Talking to Shelly, I gained a much better understanding of the teachers I 

observed. The similarities between her workshop and everyone else's (especially Debbi 

Kuhn's) are readily apparent and too obvious to rehash. Also clearly evident is that 
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Shelly too has much to learn about composing processes and pedagogy. Rather than 

being a trustworthy expert in residence, she was an unreliable source. Like the others, 

she turned to someone else to learn about writers' workshop, and with minor 

modifications, put into practice another's ideas. Although she "skimmed" Calkins' 

Lessons from a Child and Richard Gentry's Spel is a Four Letter Word and attended a few 

T AWL conferences, she relied mainly on what the grad student told her. Hence she too 

perpetuated lore. Indeed, her experience, coupled with the four teachers I studied, 

constitutes a chronicle of lore, a map of misinformation. In some ways it's like the parlor 

game Gossip, in which one person whispers a message to another who whispers it to a 

third, until the final person repeats a message that barely resembles the original. The 

difference is that the first person to whisper the message- the unidentified graduate 

student-evidently didn't have it right herself. And unfortunately no one bothered to 

corroborate the testimony or verify the facts. 

Although I understood how Shelly influenced my teachers, I still wondered why 

she had such a profound influence on them. She offered several explanations. First, as 

the only one doing workshop at Coyote, she stirred up lots of curiosity. She said a 

number of teachers asked, "You're teaching English without the book? How will kids 

pass the tests?" More than that, she seemed to strike a chord. Jane, Brenda, Rachel, and 

especially Debbi were also frustmted and bored teaching from the English book. When 

Shelly started writers' workshop, she offered them an opportunity to try something else. 

Moreover, because she was so excited about workshop, her enthusiasm became 

contagious. Jane, for instance, was impressed that Shelly's kids loved to write while hers 

seemed to hate it. Finally, Shelly was the first to take a risk and try something new-to 

explore new territory. Once she had cleared the way, the others naturally followed her 

lead, walking along her path. 

What still troubles me, though, is why the teachers turned to hei (and why she 
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turned to the graduate student) instead of seeking knowledge from the original sources, 

and why they (and she) modified the infonnation they received to stress some parts of 

writers' workhop and ignore others. I think the teachers answered the first question 

themselves when they told me what they need to teach writing more effectively. Except 

for Debbi, they all said they'd like to take some workshops so they could actually see 

someone doing writers' workshop, role playing or demonstrating techniques. In fact, all 

three voiced their preferences for a hands-on approach; Brenda, I think, put it best when 

she said they were "watching-learning-doing" people. When I suggested print sources

articles and books-they were reluctant. Jane said, "You can't just read a book and say, 

'Okay, I've got it down.'" Rachel bluntly said, "I don't think I'd do the reading." 

Evidently, their views are typical. As Arlene Silbennan writes, "Teachers are best able to 

learn new techniques when they actually see them practiced" (66). Rather than reading 

the literature or having an expert tell them what to do, they prefer to have someone on the 

staff -a trusted friend and colleague-help them. At Coyote, Shelly was the only one 

available to turn to, just as the grad student was there for her. 

Still, why did they adopt her ideas so willingly, without critical reflection? I think 

the answer is twofold: time and rewards. It's not that the teachers don't want to read the 

literature; they don't have the time. Is that an excuse? I think not. Throughout my 

observations, I was astounded by how busy the teachers are, by how much they're 

required to do. Attempting writers' workshop is an accomplishment in itself; taking the 

time to read the theory and research may be asking too much. Moreover, the teachers 

receive no incentive for doing workshop: nobody gives them release time to plan and 

prepare, nobody pays them extra. In fact, they could (and many do) pull out the teacher's 

manual and refuse to change. Still-while I sympathize enormously with the herculean 

tasks these teachers perfonn-part of me says being a professional means being 

infonned, knowing what you're doing and why you're doing it. In other words, if teachers 
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wish to do writers' workshop, they must read the literature. As Atwell says, "The 

teachers who have been most successful in gaining acceptance for workshop methods are 

those who can articulate exactly what they are going to do, what students will do, and 

why: in short teachers who have a theory of language learning" (Side 146).2 Even if 

they don't receive the same monetary compensation as physicians, for example, they are 

bound by a professional obligation. And if they don't behave as professionals, they 

warrant criticism. 

As for why each teacher modified Shelly's advice and Shelly herself changed 

what her friend told her-building in "more structure"-the answer may be personal 

preference, making the workshop fit, achieving "a certain level of comfort," as Brenda 

put it. But I think there's another reason. Significantly, everyone-including Debbi, who 

is nearly a mirror image of Shelly-stresses error in the one-on-one conferences. Even 

Rachel, who responds to content, is a stickler for correctness. However, when I asked 

Shelly about her conferences, she said that she focused on content or organization. 

Although she said the kids need to know how to edit their writing-especially when 

doing their books-she usually ignored mechanics. So why do the others stress error? 

Maybe they don't know how to respond to content-perhaps their inability to distinguish 

between editing and revision explains it. But I think the more likely answer is curricular 

constraints: the language arts curriculum, the year-end competency test, the Iowa Test of 

Basic Skills, and the percentage grades all tacitly force the teachers to focus on discrete 

skills. Even though they must teach the writing process, the product is what ultimately 

counts. In other words, the teachers emphasized error because they were, as Rachel said, 

"very curriculum oriented" or, in Jane's word, "accountable." As Shelly put it, they were 

"afraid to stray too far from the curriculum." And, as I noted in Chapter 3, the curriculum 

may have hindered them. 
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The Powers That Be 

In light of this curricular context I found myself looking beyond the classroom to 

those folks in charge, wondering about their viewpoints on the teaching of writing and the 

roles they play. Therefore, after interviewing Shelly Nova, I decided to talk to Amanda 

Squire, the principal of Coyote, and Buddy Purcell, the Assistant Superintendent in 

charge of elementary education. Their varied, sometimes conflicting, responses shed 

additional light on the teaching of writing in the Desert District as well as the 

complexities of implementing writers' workshop and process pedagogy. 

Amanda Squire has been in the Desert District a total of nine years, the first six as 

a classroom teacher, the last three as principal of Coyote. I asked her how the teaching of 

writing has changed during that time. She said in 1987 the language arts curriculum was 

revised according to the state Essential Skills, which required more writing and 

emphasized process. Before then, writing was essentially English-isolated skills taught 

directly from the book. She believes the shift towards process will continue because 

"more teachers are becoming interested in writing as they see what the kids are 

accomplishing" and because the state is mandating a student assessment plan, which "will 

make teachers more accountable for writing." 

Out of curiosity, I asked Amanda how she would teach writing if she were back in 

the classroom. Without hesitation she replied that she would definitely do writers' 

workshop. She'd give the kids regular chunks of uninterrupted time to write; she'd teach 

mini-lessons only when needed or appropriate; she'd not use a text except as a reference; 

however, she would use the curriculum guide, albeit with mixed emotions. That is, 

al though she's not totally sold on the required assignments, she thinks teachers have an 

obligation to expose students to different forms of writing. Ideally, the kids should come 

to those forms when "they're developmentally ready or when there's a genuine need, but 

realistically that may not happen until they're already out of school." Thus as a 
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compromise, she'd look for opportunities to make the forms real. For instance, "If a guest 

speaker comes to class, that creates an occasion to learn how to wri te thank you letters." 

She concluded, "I believe personally, philosophically, and professionally that writers' 

workshop is the best way kids learn how to write." Significantly, Amanda's beliefs are 

based on a sound knowledge of theory and research. In fact, when asked what sources 

influence her thinking, she said that she'd read Graves and Calkins, and Atwell was on 

her reading list. She also explained that her graduate study in linguistics gave her a better 

understanding of literacy development, forcing her to question her teaching practices and 

ultimately to reject the "page-after-page, right-out-of-the-teacher's-manual approach." 

Given her perspective, I was curious to know what she was doing about the 

teaching of writing at Coyote. Interestingly, although she said it would be her "desire" 

that every teacher, K-6, do writers' workshop, she "would not want to force them." She 

has to allow for diversity on her staff and give her teachers "lots of latitude." She's 

confident they will cover the curriculum-which is their job and which she must 

oversee-even if they use methods that she doesn't prefer or aren't "the best or most fun 

for the kids." In other words, Amanda is not an administrator who will impose change if 

people aren't ready for it. In fact, she believes such quick change may ultimately damage 

the kids. When asked why she thinks teachers are reluctant to change or, more 

specifically, to try writers' workshop, she gave these reasons: (1) "Lack of time," during 

the day and throughout the year; (2) "Fear," not having the courage to take risks; (3) 

"Ingrained methodology," teaching the same way they were taught in college or even in 

grade school; (4) "Administrators whose philosophy runs counter to writers' workshop" 

and who forbid change or put up insurmountable obstacles. 

As to her own role in promoting change-getting teachers to do wri ters' 

workshop-Amanda said that she tries to create a supportive environment in which 

teachers feel free to experiment and tryout new ideas. In essence she treats her teachers 
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as professionals and respects their academic freedom. (Several teachers commented how 

supportive Amanda was when they started workshop.) She must also be patient. This is 

not to say, however, that she sits passively waiting for change to happen. On the 

contrary, she gives her teachers lots of information, articles and books; she invites them 

to attend workshops and conferences (and makes certain there's money in the budget to 

send them); and she urges them to talk with each other, thus promoting professional 

dialogue. In a more subtle (and manipulative) way, she also places teachers in a position 

where they must change. For instance, she required certain grade levels to stop grouping 

for reading, tacitly moving them away from the basal towards literature studies. 

Summing up, Amanda said that as a principal she's much like a whole language teacher, 

meeting the needs of diverse students, encouraging them to take chances, supporting their 

efforts, celebrating their successes. 

Doubtless, Amanda is the kind of administrator who welcomes the revolution in 

elementary writing. However, her comments also reveal how difficult the fight can be. 

Moreover, as I discovered, the changes that occur can be misdirected. Cautiously, I asked 

Amanda if she saw any problems with writers' workshop. She said yes. Some people get 

frustrated because it doesn't always work wel1, but she doesn't think that's necessarily 

bad. As she put it, "Dissonance spurs growth." More troublesome, some people jump 

into writers' workshop too quickly without adequate preparation or knowledge. They do 

workshop because they think it's easier when in fact it's more time consuming and harder. 

She admitted that she worries about misinformed practice and is aware of it happening. 

She cal1ed it "a very delicate problem." For now her solution is to get more information 

to these teachers in the hopes they'l1 become more knowledgeable. 

Whereas Amanda Squire was expansive and open, Buddy Purcel1 was taciturn, 

answering my questions in short, deliberate phrases. Like Amanda, Buddy also talked 

about the Desert District's emphasis on writing in the elementary schools, noting that "the 
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district was moving on writing even before the Essential Skills went into effect." 

Interestingly, he believes writing is even more important than reading because "through 

writing students learn how to think." He pushed hard for writing across the curriculum, 

arguing that more teachers should use writing as a mode of learning. 

When asked about the forces working against the teaching of writing, he said, 

"Inertia-teachers getting locked into patterns and refusing to change," a problem 

complicated, he believes, by teachers banding together in grade levels. Hence instead of 

getting just one person to change, he has to persuade three or four. When asked if the 

lack of time-the overloaded curriculum-also prevents change, he bristled, saying, 

"That's just part of a teacher's task." Softening somewhat, he agreed the curriculum is 

packed but added every time he's tried to take something out (P.E., for instance) the 

teachers won't support him. He'd like to lengthen the school day and school year, but 

again he said the teachers won't hear of it. As for promoting change, he said the district 

has offered workshops on the teaching of writing, initially bringing in several people 

from the Bay Area Writing Project, later offering sessions on Power Writing, and more 

recently on writers' workshop. He complained, however, that staff and budget limitations 

restrict the number of offerings and that "it's hard to get people to go to workshops 

anyway." Personally, he agrees with Amanda that it's not his job to force people to 

change. "My ability to tell someone to do something should be limited. Not much is 

done by fear; it's done by persuasion and cajoling." He averred, "It takes 12 to 15 years 

to implement any permanent change in a school district; if you try to do it all in one year, 

you blow the next 11 to 14 years." All he can do is "lead and nudge." His analogy; "It's 

like docking the Queen Mary with a row boat."3 

When asked how he'd like to see writing taught in the elementary schools, Buddy 

wasn't as explicit as Amanda. He replied, "There are many ways to reach the curriculum. 

Writers' workshop is one approach, bUi certainly not the only one." Speaking for himself, 
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he said Power Writing "works well at the lower levels and can be used as a transition to 

more complex forms of writing." Even though he concedes Power Writing is "somewhat 

reductionistic," he believes "it helps kids organize their thinking better than any other 

method." If he were teaching elementary writing, he'd start with Power Writing, then 

teach peer-editing skills and cooperative learning, then move on to teaching the process, 

although he wouldn't necessarily call it writers' workshop. In response to my criticism 

that Power Writing is a-contextual and a-rhetorical, he replied, "Power Writing can be 

used in conjunction with writers' workshop." He also pointed out that some teachers 

latch on to Power Writing whereas they won't have anything to do with writers' 

workshop. Finally, he was certain the district would be "visiting Power Writing again" 

because it's "a way to really nail" the new state assessment plan. As Buddy explained, the 

test questions ask kids to "name three ways" or "give six examples" or "describe the 

steps." He contends, "If kids are trained in Power Writing, they learn how to discern 

those patterns." 

At the end of the interview I asked Buddy to comment on the teaching of writing 

at the various elementary schools throughout the district. In general, he thought Coyote 

has the highest "level of implementation"; within the other schools there is a considerable 

range, one being totally phonics based, another being split between phonics and whole 

language. Overall, Buddy said the "level of implementation of writing" in the Desert 

District is "nowhere near where we'd like it to be, but it's a lot higher than what's going on 

elsewhere." As the leader of a North Central team, he recently visited a rural school 

district where he saw virtually no writing-other than kids filling out short answer tests

for an entire week. He commented that the neighboring Arroyo District talks a great 

game but actually has a "low level of implementation": a couple of exemplary teachers 

are doing writing, but that's it. He scoffed, "They don't even have a curriculum." 

Finally, after talking with Shelly Nova, Amanda Squire, and Buddy Purcell, I had 
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a more complete context in which to place the teachers I studied and to understand how 

and why they teach writing as they do. Looking at all these sources together 

paradoxically clears things up and clouds things over. Not only do I see where the 

teachers are coming from, but I understand better the conditions through which they must 

travel. Unfortunately, the person to whom they initially turned for directions was 

misguided; hence, they've been taking the wrong route and have been off track from the 

start. In contrast, Amanda Squire-riding along-is a reliable, trustworthy guide; 

however, unwilling to be a back-seat driver, respecting the travelers' rights, she offers 

only subtle hints and discreet suggestions, hoping the teachers wiII eventually find their 

way to the main highway. She can, in fact, be a guiding light, but she will not shine 

brightly in their faces, fearing they wiII avert their eyes or stop and turn back. Although 

Amanda can show them the way, she cannot guarantee a smooth ride or safe passage, for 

there are many hazards on the road. 

Ironically, Buddy Purcell may be one of them. As he stated, his primary concern 

is "reaching the curriculum," making sure teachers fulfill the district requirements, giving 

students what they need to do well on the year-end competency tests and the Iowa Test of 

Basic Skills. Buddy is not particularly interested in how writing is taught; in fact, with 

the new student assessment plan, he's not convinced writers' workshop is the best 

approach because "students don't explicitly learn how to respond to the patterned test 

questions." In contrast, he believes Power Writing prepares students to do well on those 

exams. What's disturbing about his remarks is that they reveal not only a reversal of 

priorities-putting test scores (and by extension public relations) above students' interests 

and needs- but also a misunderstanding of how children learn to write. As Buddy said, 

he'd start with Power Writing in the lower grades to teach thinking skills, then "transition 

up" to more sophisticated writing. However, this sequence ignores the social-functional

interactional processes that are central to literacy development (Halliday, Hall) and 
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doesn't acknowledge the child's desire to make meaning. As Frank Smith states, "Writing 

is learned by writing, by reading, and by perceiving oneself as a writer" (Writing 199). 

But Buddy Purcell would delay writing until the students had mastered the sentence and 

paragraph patterns that are the hallmark of Power Writing. Like the teacher who won't let 

kids read real books until they've learned phonics, he would initially deny students the 

opportunity to write stories or essays, forcing them to do exercises instead. 

Fortunately, Buddy is not an administrator who would dictate how writing must 

be taught. As he explained, the Desert District is "site based," not centrally controlled; 

and he refuses to force people to do anything against their will. Nevertheless, it's 

troubling to know that within the district there are principals-not as liberal as Amanda

who will not permit teachers to do writers' workshop because they are "philosophically 

opposed." For example, Buddy mentioned one who is totally skills based and who 

requires his teachers do reading and writing directly from the book, demanding that 

everyone be on the same page each day of the week. 

Storm Clouds over New Hampshire 

In Chapter 1, I said that I was skeptical about Graves, Calkins, and Atwell. I not 

only wondered what effect they were having on the teaching of elementary school 

writing; I worried that their success stories presented an incomplete picture of writers' 

workshop and process pedagogy. Now I tum to Graves, Calkins and Atwell once more, 

this time with a critical eye, clouding their sunny narratives. Indeed, if my observations 

and interviews are in any way representative, I have to conclude that the New Hampshire 

folks have glossed over or ignored the day-to-day realities of classroom life and may have 

unwittingly done teachers a disservice. 

The topic they avoid most is the one my teachers commented on most 

frequently-classroom management. Although the New Hampshire folks agree on the 
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need for a carefully organized workshop with set procedures and routines, they rarely 

discuss nuts-and-bolts management problems. Two that my teachers complained about 

are movement and noise, kids walking and talking. It's not as though they want their kids 

to be absolutely still and silent-I don't think even Rachel would like that. It's more a 

question of degree: When does constructive noise become destructive? There appears to 

be a pencil-thin line between kids walking, talking, but staying on task; and kids 

wandering, gossiping, and wasting time, as well as disturbing their classmates and the 

teacher. The New Hampshire folks don't acknowledge how easy it is for kids to cross 

that line, and the management problems that ensue. Nor do they consider the related 

problem of class size- that is, the larger the class, the more movement and noise, and 

consequently the tougher the management. The teachers I observed had relatively small 

classes, between 25 and 28 students, but it's not uncommon for elementary classes to run 

much higher. In fact, Coyote is growing so quickly that this year many classes are well 

over 30. Rachel Allen pointed out how hard it is to give students individual attention 

when class size swells. She noted how much easier it was to do workshop first semester 

when Ginny Newcomb was her student teacher, and the two of them could work with the 

kids. Similarly, this year Alison O'Meara has a volunteer who comes in almost every 

day. Alison reports this is the best writers' workshop she's ever had. While she's doing 

one-on-ones, the volunteer walks around doing spot conferences or works with special 

students who need extra help. Student teachers or volunteers, however, are not always 

available; and I pity the poor teacher who tries to do workshop completely on her own 

with a group of 35 kids. 

Another issue that surfaced in my research is the problem writer, a generic term 

which includes (1) the reluctant writer (David in Debbi Kuhn's class), who will not put 

words on the page, (2) the badly behaved writer (Paul in Rachel Allen's class), who may 

write plenty but creates disturbances, and (3) the special writer (Derrik in Debbi's class), 
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who despite his teacher's best intentions may not be well served by writers' workshop. 

Graves, Calkins, and Atwell rarely discuss such students; by contrast, their kids are all 

eager and able to write. Although most of the kids I observed enjoyed writers' workshop, 

there were always a few not into writing. Maybe they didn't like to write or were afraid 

to; maybe they had personal problems that preoccupied them. I can't say. In addition, 

several were easily distracted, lured away from their writing. Even when they were into 

their own topics, they still acted up and got into trouble. Evidently writing's magnetic 

pull is not always as strong as the urge to fool around. Moreover, fifth graders are 

preadolescents, on the verge of puberty. Hormones racing, emotions crashing, it's no 

wonder some were more interested in socializing than writing. More seriously, in Side 

by Side Atwell does discuss a "special writer" (19-36). But in typical success-story 

fashion, she contends that mainstreaming this learning-disabled child, giving her an 

opportunity to do writers' workshop, transformed her into an outstanding writer- the 

second prize winner in an essay contest-and a better person, brimming with self

confidence. This is not, however, what I observed with Debbi's special writer, Derrik. 

And frankly I'm surprised that Atwell would present one student's experience as a defacto 

argument against skill-and-drill special education classes and a testament to the powers of 

her workshop.4 

Still another problem is time, one of Atwell's basics. From my first day on 

campus, I noticed how hard it is for the teachers to find the time to do writers' workshop 

and still teach reading, spelling, penmanship, DOL, math, computer lab, social studies, 

science, P.E., art, not to mention scheduling unexpected assemblies and special programs 

like fluoride rinse, Kids Voting, Positive Action, and DARE. (I'm reminded of Atwell's 

luxurious schedule, doing writing all morning and reading all afternoon.) Conversely, 

these time problems make a strong case for integrating the language arts, incorporating 

English, spelling, and DOL within workshop instead of teaching them separately. 
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Recalling Jane Nelson's hectic schedule, I think this is a logical, practical solution, one 

that the New Hampshire folks recommend. Also stealing time are constant and chronic 

interruptions- the disembodied voice of the intercom, the sick kid who needs to see the 

nurse, the naughty kid who must be disciplined, the late kid who doesn't know what to do. 

Of course, these are common (as I remember from my days as a high school teacher), but 

they represent another unacknowledged management problem. Not surprisingly, Graves, 

Calkins and Atwell don't talk about classroom static; their stories are free from 

interference, their voices loud and clear. In fact, I'm guilty too. To save space and 

sustain interest, I frequently cut out the interruptions from my classroom observations. 

As a result, I probably did the teachers a disservice by not accurately representing their 

difficult working conditions. In retrospect, thicker descriptions would have painted more 

realistic portraits of classroom life. 

More serious are curricular and administrative constraints. Whereas Graves, 

Calkins, and Atwell present teachers who are independent agents, free to do as they wish, 

the teachers I studied are bound tight by their curriculum. Because they must teach 

required types of writing, they are in direct conflict with a basic component of 

workshop-ownership, letting the kids choose their own topics and genres. In addition, 

instead of observing their students' development or keeping progressive records of 

growth, they must not only evaluate writing but also give it a percentage grade. Finally, 

the New Hampshire folks either don't mention administrators or, if they do, present them 

as enlightened and benevolent-Atwell's principal is a good example. While this 

certainly describes Amanda Squire, she is the exception in the Desert District. As both 

she and Buddy Purcell pointed out, there are other principals who won't let their teachers 

even think about doing writers' workshop. 

Interestingly, Atwell is the only one to address these issues directly. In her essay 

"After In the Middle" (Side 135-55), she discllsses some of her own workshop problems, 
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in effect giving us a glimpse at the realities of her classroom. For instance, she touches 

on classroom managment, disruptive students, discipline, and the consequences of 

misbehavior. She's also sony she used the word ownership, "with its implications that 

any direction or assignment from the teacher is an infringement on students' rights" (149). 

In contrast, stressing her active role, Atwell says, "I intervened all the time, and I rarely 

facilitated. I taught." Despite these concessions, she still defends the book, saying In the 

Middle is about "how a teacher found and solved her own problems." She didn't write it 

to make things easier for teachers. "I don't have magical answers. Solutions to teaching 

problems can't be prescribed long distance by a stranger" (141). On the contrary, she 

says teachers must solve their own problems. While in a sense I agree completely, she 

appears to be avoiding responsibility, evading blame. But I think she, Graves, and 

Calkins deserve to be blamed for not telling the whole story, for leaving out those key 

issues I discovered in my research. It's not that I want them to write guidebooks or 

manuals telling teachers how to do writers' workshop-that's not their purpose (although 

they do give lots of advice and tell teachers what they should do)-I simply want them to 

be completely truthful and acknowledge the bad along with the good, the clouds as well 

as the sunshine. 

Somehow, however, I suspect that won't happen, for their recent publications are 

similar to their earlier ones-success stories and sentiment still abound. Except for a 

nod, problems are ignored. Even Atwell, who admits that she avoided dealing with 

workshop problems, is still unrealistic. For instance, after reflecting on her own good 

fortune-having a supportive principal, teaching two periods a day with each of her 

eighth-grade classes, not being required to work within the rigid confines of a K-12 

curriculum-she says, "That situation changed with the departure of several board 

members and a superintendent who liked and trusted teachers and had allowed us to learn 

together." Suddenly she realized that "an administration that didn't understand or share a 
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commitment to literacy could actually subvert good teaching." And she "recognized that 

teachers might actually have to negotiate for permission to improve their teaching or even 

contemplate leaving a school system that requires them to teach badly in order to prepare 

students for more poor teaching" (146). Surely Atwell must realize that Boothbay, 

Maine, is not the only city in America with a conservative school board and a K-12 

curriculum. Further, her remarks about leaving are irresponsible. In effect, she's saying 

to abandon the kids, pack up, and teach elsewhere. Maybe if you're 25 and single, but 

what about those teachers with roots in the community, high on the salary scale

teachers with mortgages, car payments, kids in college. Such cavalier advice neither 

promotes the cause of writers' workshop nor does it serve teachers or students well. 

A nagging question is why the New Hampshire folks present idealized portraits of 

writers' workshop, dwelling on successes, ignoring harsh realities and failures. As 

mentioned in Chapter 1, I think the obvious answer is propaganda. More than explaining 

a new pedagogy, they're selling it. And getting teachers to change old habits is no mean 

feat. Evidently they believe emphasizing the positive is more persuasive than 

acknowledging the negative. Indeed, after the hurricane of E. D. Hirsch, the gentle 

breezes blowing in from New Hampshire are a refreshing change of climate. And 

judging by public response, Graves, Calkins, and Atwell have done an excellent job of 

selling their product. Their books are best sellers, award winners; throngs of teachers 

flock to their lectures and workshops. (At a TA WL conference last fall over 300 people 

from throughout the region paid $50 apiece to spend a day with Lucy Calkins.) By 

presenting the success stories of writers' workshop and process pedagogy, the New 

Hampshire folks have started an educational movement, which Atwell says is "not a fad" 

but "a way of life" (Side 153). 

Still, despite their contributions, I can't help wondering if the message of hope 

may inadvertently cause more harm than good. In fact, I fear that teachers who are 
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swayed by the propaganda may actually be setting themselves up for disappointment. 

After reading Graves, Calkins, and Atwell they will be inspired, but will they be 

prepared? I'm reminded of the ads soliciting pioneers to head west and settle the frontier. 

The sales brochures describing a land of milk and honey, a new Eden, didn't talk about 

the brutal conditions on the prairie-drought, floods, violent storms. Teachers who start 

workshop unaware of the perils that lie ahead may feel cheated and betrayed if their 

expectations are unfulfilled. Or they may feel somehow inadequate, not as good as the 

exemplary teachers Graves and Calkins portray, unworthy of standing in Atwell's long 

shadow. Worse, they may give up and return east, to the English book, telling their 

friends and neighbors that writers' workshop isn't all it's cracked up to be and to steer 

clear of it. 

A related problem is that too many success stories may cause readers to question 

the narrators' credibility. All but the young and inexperienced, those fresh out of college, 

will surely have doubts. Speaking for myself, I find the set pieces- the emotional 

personal narratives-cloying and annoying. Calkins, more than anyone, relies on a 

pathetic- bathetic-appeal, emphasizing style and sentiment over reasoned argument. 

don't wish to sound like a heartless curmudgeon with no capacity for affect, but it's hard 

for me to take Calkins seriously when she writes of Susie, the focus of Lessons from a 

Child, "I do not know what it was that drew me to our bright-eyed, soft-spoken heroine. 

My husband suggests she may have reminded me of myself as a child: the straight dark 

hair framing her face, the energy that sparkled in her eyes and made others draw closer to 

her" (17). Furthermore, the mood-setting chapter openings, laden with telling details

"Shafts of June sunlight angled into the small New Hampshire classroom" (Lessons 3) 

and the preponderance of melancholy- the dead motif (pets, friends, siblings, 

grandparents)-make me question Calkins' purpose. Is she reporting research or writing 

romance novels? Once more, I understand the desire to reach a wide audience and 
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teaching of writing and spotlight the writer instead, rendering the presentation self

indulgent, egotistical, incredible. 
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Ironically (to echo Frank Smith), such pathetic appeals might also insult the 

readers' intelligence. It's as though Graves, Calkins, and Atwell don't think classroom 

teachers can handle more serious research and need to be told stories instead. Curiously, 

the articles that Graves and Calkins have published in Research in the Teaching of 

English are considerably different in tone, style, and substance from their books. The 

research is presented in a cool, analytic fashion, stripped of emotional garb. To use Peter 

Elbow's terms, these RTE articles are "hard," whereas the books are "soft." Elbow 

explains that scholars in the field have always privileged hard discourse-rational, 

analytical, expository-and conversely have mistrusted soft discourse-personal, 

emotional, narrative-even though, as he says, English teaching is "inherently about 

personal relationships" (What Is English? 207). Not surprisingly, Elbow himself would 

like to see more narratives in our published discourse, and-despite my tirade-I agree. 

(This dissertation relies heavily on personal narrative.) What I caution against is 

excessive reliance on stories (soft) at the expense of the interpretation (hard); what I urge 

is that Graves, Calkins, and Atwell address classroom teachers-their primary 

audience-with the same intellectual rigor that characterizes their more scholarly pieces. 

So far I've been criticizing the New Hampshire folks from a personal viewpoint, 

based on my research and my own reader response. However, I'm not the only one to 

take them to task. Perhaps the harshest criticism comes from George Hillocks and his 

associate Peter Smagorinsky. While Hillocks concedes that "some of the most 

fascinating reading among studies of the writing process comes from the work of Donald 

Graves and his colleagues, who, under a grant from the National Institute of Education, 

set out to observe the writing processes of sixteen youngsters in a single rural-urban 
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school in New Hampshire" (7), he goes on to criticize the publications that have come out 

of this research. He states, "Unfortunately, the findings have not yet been directly and 

systematically tied to reports of the data, so that a reader seriously interested in evaluating 

them must often assume that the narrative reports of individuals are typical of the entire 

sample" (8). Hillocks concludes, "While narrative reporting on one child at a time makes 

for interesting reading, it provides little evidence that anyone case is typical" (52). 

Indeed, his primary criticism is that the people involved in the New Hampshire project 

tend to "generalize on the basis of single cases" (18). 

Furthermore, Hillocks contends that Graves and his colleagues also tend to 

"ignore alternative explanations" of their data (18). Focusing on Calkins' case studies of 

Andrea, he says, "Calkins' explanation of the change in Andrea's writing is that she has 

learned to revise and select the best alternatives through some innate sense." Hillocks, 

however, maintains there is "an alternative explanation"; that is, "changes in writing 

behavior do not simply come about because the child develops an inner potential but that 

the inner potential develops as the child has positive and negative experiences with the 

environment" (17-18). In fact, Peter Smagorinsky claims that Graves and his colleagues, 

by failing to consider negative hypotheses, "have represented, seemingly without 

challenge, their classroom observations as research, when they more resemble journalism 

about ideas that work well under favorable circumstances, particularly when the 

instructors have such great enthusiasm for their work that it positively affects their 

students' attitudes" (340). In other words, the pedagogy Graves, Calkins, and Atwell 

recommend is actually lore. 

While both Hillocks and Smagorinsky may be too harsh (one must remember the 

experimental, positivist bias that informs their views), I have to agree that much of the 

New Hampshire research smacks of lore. Their books are compendia of "good ideas." 

Curiously, Calkins' latest book, Living Between the Lines, is loaded with new ideas that 
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often contradict her old ones. Saying that she's changed her mind about writers' 

workshop, she now tells teachers to do text sets and theme units; to have the kids write 

picture books, memoirs, and nonfiction-whole-class research projects; to do longer 

conferences; to write for real audiences. Her big push is for the notebook, which she calls 

"a tool for writing and living" (35). These may be wonderful teaching suggestions, but 

what theory or research informs them? Calkins says Living Between the Lines "has 

grown out of eight years of leisurely Thursdays devoted to reading, writing, talking, and 

musing within the community of educators in the Teachers College Writing Project" (ix). 

Nevertheless, the book relies heavily on personal opinions and unsupported assertions. 

Hillocks' most serious criticism is that Graves and Calkins "make inadequate 

recommendations for instruction" (18). He says, "Throughout the research by Graves and 

his colleagues ... changes in writing behavior tend to be attributed to natural 

development." Consequently, "the researchers recommend that instruction be largely 

reactive, allowing children to write when and what they wish with minimal intervention 

from the teacher." But, Hillocks continues, "The inference that children developed higher 

standards for and by themselves may be wrong" (14). On the contrary, he argues, 

"Perhaps instruction can actively seek to develop or promote experiences which will 

allow children to move from one level of competency to higher ones. Indeed, we might 

ask if more direct teaching would have helped Andrea develop more quickly" (18). 

To answer his own question, Hillocks conducted a meta-analysis of hundreds of 

studies on the teaching of writing to discover which mode of instruction is the most 

effective. He found that the natural-process mode, advocated by Graves and his 

colleagues is inferior to the environmental mode, advocated by cognivitist researchers 

Bereiter and Scardamalia. To clarify, Hillocks says the natural-process mode is 

"characterized by free writing about whatever interests the students, feedback from peer 

groups and the teacher, and opportunities to revise or redraft in light of peer or instructor 
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comment. The instructor is seen as a facilitator whose responsibility is to help students 

find their own meanings and the forms in which to express them. Thus, teachers in this 

mode tend to eschew the study of models or criteria and to avoid highly structured 

activities" (194). By contrast, the environmental mode is "characterized by (1) clear and 

specific objectives, e.g., to increase the use of specific detail and figurative language; (2) 

materials and problems selected to engage students with each other in specifiable 

processes important to some particular aspect of writing; and (3) activities, such as smaIl

group problem-centered discussions, conducive to high levels of peer interaction 

concerning specific tasks. Teachers in this mode ... structure activities so that, while 

they may provide brief introductory lectures, students work on particular tasks in small 

groups before proceeding to similar tasks independently. Although principles are taught, 

they are not simply announced and illustrated .... Rather, they are approached through 

concrete materials and problems" (122).5 On pre-to-post test measures, Hillocks found 

"the environmental mode is over three times more effective than the natural process 

mode" (247). He believes the environmental mode is the most effective mode of 

instruction "because it brings te<l:cher, student, and materials more nearly into balance 

and, in effect, takes advantage of all resources of the classroom" (247). 

While it's disturbing to think that the natural-process mode may not be the best 

way to teach children how to write, it's distressing that Graves, Calkins, Atwell, and their 

supporters don't acknowledge other research. A quick scan of their bibliographies reveals 

the same sources-Graves, Calkins, Atwell, Giacobbe, Sowers, Smith, Newkirk, Hansen, 

Murray. (They even dedicate their books to each other.) As John Willinsky puts it, "The 

research on literacy must resemble a huge aquarium full of exotic fish. These fish swim 

in closely attuned schools happily breeding away and seemingly oblivious of the other 

schools except for the occasional public confrontation" (149). 

On the one hand, this snubbing of experimental studies is understandable. Years 
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ago Graves condemned the "science model." The New Hampshire folks simply refuse to 

acknowledge a research method or mode of instmction that ignores context and has 

nothing to do with real classrooms, teachers, and kids. Interestingly, these radically 

different viewpoints-experimental and naturalistic-recall the "paradigm wars" now 

raging in whole language. Writing in Educational Researcher, McKenna, Robinson, and 

Miller examine the "current rift in perspective between whole language arts and 

traditional language arts instmction" (3). They propose an eight-point research agenda 

(including quantitative and qualitative studies) to determine the effectiveness of whole 

language instmction, arguing "if whole language educators hope to gain widespread 

acceptance for their views, such research is vitally necessary" (5). Responding in the 

same issue, Carole Edelsky vehemently rejects their proposal. She says McKenna, 

Robinson, and Miller don't even understand whole language because they suffer from 

"paradigm blindness." Basically she claims that their research agenda violates whole 

language by attempting to circumscribe it within their "positivist research paradigm 

(closely connected to their skills-based educational paradigm)." She says, "What makes 

their proposal so outrageous is their presumption to speak for whole language educators 

and their attempt to impose their whole language-violating agenda on them while 

expecting those educators to cooperate in the violation" (7). These positions are 

irreconcilable, as different and far apart as evolution and creationism. Likewise, Graves, 

Calkins, and Atwell stand opposite Hillocks, Smagorinsky, Bereirter and Scardamalia, a 

vast canyon between them. While I do not advocate unbridled eclecticism, I can't help 

thinking this paradigm posturing loses sight of what matters- teaching kids to read and 

write. 

Somewhat surprisingly, whole language proponents Edelsky, Altwerger, and 

Flores also criticize the New Hampshire folks. Although they agree that writers' 

workshop and whole language are closely aligned, there are major differences. They 
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claim whole language is "primarily an umbrella theory-in-practice." In contrast, "Writing 

process is a framework that includes explicit attention to written language pedagogy and 

some generally implicit theory about the nature of writing" (72). That is, writing process 

doesn't have an explicit theory of language learning; rather "theoretical statements must 

be inferred from writing process texts." Further, instead of turning to "linguists, 

semioticians, sociolinguists and anthropologist~-that is researchers and theoreticians 

who study language and child language" to develop their pedagogy, "writing process 

authors often choose writers-that is, people who work at the crart itself" (73). Although 

the "professional writer" framework lets children do "what real writers do"-moving 

them away from artificial, decontextualized assignments-Edelsky, Altwerger, and 

Flores argue that "it doesn't explain children's meanings or actions in terms of the nature 

of written language or the theoretical relationship of writing, reading, and language" (72-

73). They also complain, "Without an explicit theoretical tie between writing and 

reading, writing process either ignored reading at first or treated it as pedagogically 

separate from writing" (73).6 

John Willinsky criticizes the New Hampshire folks for placing too much emphasis 

on personal writing. He says, liThe New Literacy has invested heavily in the rhetoric of 

individual expression and voice .... The individual finds a vehicle in writing for those 

deep and hidden thoughts at the core of the self" (208). According to Willinsky, this 

romantic view of writing-which he traces back to Wordsworth-runs counter to current 

social constructionist theories of knowledge. Moreover, it blinds students to the social, 

political, and cultural realities of their lives. Willinsky urges proponents of writers' 

workshop to tum outwards and be more critical. He claims II a part of the untapped 

educational force in the New Literacy" is that it can operate lias a critique of literacy in 

school" (232). Similarly, Henry Giroux says, "I believe that Professor Graves' approach 

to literacy gains an important theoretical dimension when it incorporates a more critical 
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understanding of how experience is named, produced, sustained, and rewarded in the 

schools" (qtd. in Willinsky 235). Or as Roger Simon puts it, "Teaching and learning must 

be linked to the goal of educating students to take risks, to struggle with ongoing relations 

of power, to critically appropriate forms of knowledge that exist outside of their 

immediate experience, and to envisage versions of a world which is Inot yeti-in order to 

alter the grounds upon which life is lived" (qtd. in Willinsky 236). Graves and Calkins 

have toned down their emphasis on personal narrative and self-expression. In Living 

between the Lines, Calkins talks about "enfranchising students" and "empowerment," 

letting "children learn that their words can make a difference in the world" (113); 

nevertheless, she still espouses an expressionist theory of writing. Using more metaphors 

than I do, she calls writing "magic" and says the writers l workshop "launches ships," 

taking students on journeys of self-discovery. 

Like Willinsky, Pam Gilbert also reacts negatively to the New Hampshire folks' 

emphasis on writing as "a personal, creative and individual act," which she says ignores 

"the socially constructed nature of narrative form" (201). Furthermore, she criticizes 

Graves and Hansen's emphasis on "authorship" and "ownership." That is, "Teachers are 

advised to let children choose their own writing topics, make any necessary textual 

revisions and decide on the desirability of publications" (198). However, a problem 

arises when children write violent or sexist texts. For example, Gilbert describes a story 

entitled "Bloodbath Efa Bunnies" collaboratively written by four nine-year-old boys. In 

this tale the boys "ward off an attack on their class by Efa Bunnies laden down with 

grenades, 'M60s' and an assortment of artillary." All the female characters- the girls in 

the class-are given "stereotypical" or "ineffectual roles," and most are killed in 

"reasonably ugly ways" (200). Gilbert states, "This story was typed, bound and put in the 

class library. It became an authorized classroom text-part of the 'literature of the 

classroom.' Its sexist and violent messages were seen to have been given the official seal 
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of approval. II Gilbert asks, IIAnd what was the teacher to do? Deny children's rights to 

their 'own,' 'personal,' topics and narrative forms by telling the boys that the story they 

were constructing was ideologically unacceptable? Risk restricting children's 'freedom' to 

write by criticizing the 'personal experience' these children wanted to bring into the 

classroom? Challenge these student authors' rights to parade blatant male dominance as 

literary truth ll (200-201)?7 

Looking overhead one last time, I have to say that clouds are gathering in the New 

Hampshire skies. A hard rain might not be faIling yet, but there's definitely a steady 

drizzle; and the possibility of severe storms seems likely. Not a meteorologist, I can't 

predict what new highs or lows may eventually blow in, but I wouldn't be surprised if the 

weather remains unsettled. In fact, Graves, Calkins, and Atwell would be well advised to 

put on their slickers and galoshes, open their umbrellas, and brace themselves for rough 

weather. 

Looking down the Road 

I'd like to conclude this dissertation by commenting on what's happening at 

Coyote Elementary School now and speculating briefly on what might transpire in the 

future. As I write, it is March 1992, nearly a year after I completed my final interview. 

Since then there have been a number of changes at Coyote. Jane Nelson stilI teaches 

fourth grade; Brenda Moreno and Rachel Allen stilI teach fifth grade. Debbi Kuhn, 

however, requested a transfer and now teaches kindergarten. She replaced Shelly Nova, 

who returned to teach in her home state of California. I'm not entirely sure how or if the 

teachers I studied have changed their writing teaching. I do know, however, that in 

Shelly's absence my friend Alison O'Meara has assumed the role of resident expert-a 

role she's not particularly comfortable playing, but a role for which she is nonetheless 

eminently qualified. Last summer, Alison offered a district-wide staff development 
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course on writers' workshop; 30 teachers attended, representing seven elementary schools 

and one junior high, ranging from first to seventh grade. Included in that group were six 

teachers from Coyote: Barbi Jones, who teaches second grade; Michelle Gillespie, who 

teaches third; Harriet Lukowski and B.J. Ellis, who teach sixth; and both Brenda Moreno 

and Rachel Allen. In the course Alison presented not only an overview of writers' 

workshop, but also a detailed account of her own teaching as it reflects the major tenets 

of the published literature. She also provided everyone with a packet of articles and book 

chapters, as well as a detailed bibliography. The teachers discussed their questions about 

writers' workshop and shared their experiences. Alison said Brenda and Rachel spent lots 

of time talking with her about how different her approach is from Shelly's. 

Because I'm no longer at Coyote observing and interviewing, I can't say for 

certain how the teaching of writing has changed in the interim. I don't know if Jane 

Nelson still teaches English, doing writers' workshop when she has spare time. Likewise, 

I don't know if Brenda still emphasizes correct expression or if Rachel still makes the 

kids sit still and work silently. I do know, however, that the three fifth-grade teachers 

have bi-weekly grade-level meetings and that Brenda and Rachel are constantly asking 

Alison for advice. I know as well that a group of six Coyote teachers-including Alison, 

Brenda, and Rachel-have formed a study group which meets once a month after school. 

During these meetings the teachers read and discuss articles and book chapters, share 

their ideas and experiences-their successes and failures-ask for help with their 

problems, and offer assistance to those in need. Importantly, Amanda Squire has played 

a big part in the formulation of this study group, letting the teachers use it to fulfill their 

professional-growth-plan requirement. Amanda has also visited the group, offering her 

input and expertise. 

Currently the skies over Coyote are clear and bright. Despite the ever-present 

district curriculum and the threat of state assessments (and perhaps the return to Power 
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Writing) looming on the horizon, more teachers are turning to writers' workshop. 

Further, they are working with a knowledgeable colleague, and they have a built-in 

support system that provides information and lets them voice their views on the teaching 

of writing. But what about the future? Of course, I don't know what lies farther down the 

road (or even around the next bend), but I'm not optimistic. Alison O'Meara may be 

moving this summer. If she leaves, will someone replace her? Will her successor be 

equally knowledgeable or will another Shelly Nova come along, someone filled with 

enthusiasm and good intentions, but unwittingly doing more damage than good. Or will 

someone on staff assume the mantle? Will Rachel or Brenda, for instance, step forward? 

And if no one takes the lead, will the group disband and the teachers return to their 

solitary classrooms, forsake writers' workshop, and resume teaching English from the 

book? I hope progress will continue, but I have my doubts. As Larry Cuban avows, "The 

personal cost in time and energy and the lack of help to put complex ideas into practice" 

have often "dulled the appetites of teachers for classroom change" (254). 

And what about the more distant future-the next generation of teachers, those 

being trained now? Will they be better informed than the teachers I studied? Will they 

have taken theory and methods courses in the teaching of writing? Will the writing

process movement have entered the hallowed halls of academe and become part of the 

language arts canon? Again I have my doubts. I realize it's bad form to introduce a new 

character in the last act of the play, but I must mention Ginny Newcomb, who was Rachel 

Allen's student teacher during the fall of 1990. Though I didn't observe Ginny, I did 

interview her. What she told me was not encouraging. She said that she was shocked 

when she arrived at Coyote and found the kids "writing books." She'd never heard of 

such a thing. For her writing was English-grammar, mechanics, and usage- "correct 

structure and form." In fact, she said the hardest part of her field experience was learning 

how to teach writing in a workshop because she had no previous experience. She said 
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nearly all her coursework had emphasized reading (evidently still king of the language 

arts) and that, at most, she'd had a two-week unit on writing, during which she received a 

one-page bibliography for future reference. More worrisome, when asked how she would 

teach writing in her own classroom, she replied that she'd like to do writers' workshop but 

isn't sure she knows enough to do it well or has the confidence to try. She's certain, 

however, that she'll teach English from the book, even if she does workshop; and she 

plans to stress "sentence structure-run-ons and commas" because she believes kids have 

to know how to write sentences that make sense before they can write stories. That's how 

she was taught in grade school, that's how she plans to teach her own students. Of 

course, I'm not about to generalize from the single case of Ginny Newcomb, but if she is 

in any way typical of the students now graduating from schools of education, then I fear 

the revolution in the teaching of elementary writing still has a long road to travel and will 

have to fight many hard battles before it wins the war. 

Notes 

1. Several years ago, when Coyote underwent a North Central review, the 

evaluation team singled out for special praise the amount of writing happening at the 

school. 

2. Sharon Crowley comments, "A teacher's subscription to any theory of 

textuality influences nearly all of the decisions he makes when teaching reading and 

writing. And if his SUbscription to this or that theory has not been carefully articulated, 

he is liable to confuse his students in fundamental ways" (28). One may be a truncated or 

distorted view of composing processes. 

3. The question of teacher change is an interesting and complex one. Both 

Amanda's and Buddy's concerns about mandated change are amplified by Larry Cuban, 

who says, "Teachers' commitment and involvement seldom responds to mandates or 
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coercive threats beyond brittle compliance." He argues that any "top-down policy 

decisions need to consider practitioner concerns and classroom consequences" (265). 

Arlene Silberman also notes the hazards of mandated change; however, she does cite the 

exception of the Charlotte-Mecklenberg School District in North Carolina, which 

required teachers to attend after-school training programs. She writes, "Charlotle

Mecklenberg's attempt at introducing writing process into the classroom shouldn't have 

worked- yet it has gotten off to a promising start." Owing to the leadership of the 

superintendent of schools and the commitment of the teachers, Silberman asserts, the 

district's "writing across the curriculum can already serve as a national model" (157). 

4. Another problem writer that Graves, Calkins, and Atwell do not discuss is the 

minority writer. The first time my wife attempted writers' workshop, she had three 

students-two Hispanic, one native American-who would not-could not-write the 

personal narrative. Although unwilling to speculate or stereotype, she wondered if the 

problem was cultural. She feared that asking these kids to write about themselves may 

have been a cultural violation. In fact, I wonder if the New Hampshire folks' emphasis on 

the personal and self-expressive is unintentionally elitist, reflecting a discourse preference 

of the domininant social class. "Writers' workshop in multicultural settings" may be 

fertile field for future research. 

5. What Hillocks calls the "environmental mode," Bereiter and Scardamalia call 

"procedural facilitation," which "refers to any reduction in the executive demands of a 

task that permits learners to make fuller use of the knowledge and skills they already 

have. It is to be distinguished on the one hand from teaching new knowledge and skills, 

and on the other hand from substantive facilitation in which the teacher or experimenter 

actually enters into the task as a collaborator" (52). Two examples: "Having children 

list, in advance of writing on a topic, isolated words they thought they might use in 

writing on a topic." "Giving children problematic ending sentences to work toward" (53). 
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6. In their most recent publications Graves and Atwell have placed a greater 

emphasis on reading/writing connections; still, their primary concern is writing. Two 

recent books dealing explicitly with reading/writing connections are Jane Hansen's When 

Writers' Read, which demonstrates how writers' workshop approaches can be used in the 

teaching of reading; and Harste, Short, and Burke's Creating Classrooms for Authors: 

The Reading-Writing Connection, which develops the "authoring cycle" as a cross

curricular framework. 

7. Gilbert's comments raise the issue of censorship that several of my teachers 

discussed. "Authorship" and "ownership" notwithstanding, the question of "appropriate 

topics" deserves serious attention. 
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