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	Richard Owen
Hello everyone,

It's a new school year and a new series of author discussions.  We are pleased to have with us for the next four days Ralph Fletcher, a talented writer and teacher of writing who has informed and entertained teachers and young readers for many years.  

Ralph is a friend of writing teachers everywhere.  He has written many books for teachers including Craft Lessons, Boy Writers: Reclaiming their Voices, Teaching the Qualities of Writing, and Writing Workshop: The Essential Guide.  He has also written many books for young readers including Marshfield Dreams: When I was a Kid (a memoir), Fig Pudding, Flying Solo, and Twilight Comes Twice.  His newest novel for students is The One O'Clock Chop, published by Henry Holt.  His newest non-fiction book for upper elementary and middle school students is Reflections, a volume in the new Author at Work series published by Richard C. Owen Publishers.  Books in this series offer authors space to explore in some depth what they do as a writer and to share their insights with young writers.  

The general theme of the four days is Developing Writers in the Elementary and Secondary Schools.  The topic presents opportunities for the discussion to range across many subjects and age groups.  What are your questions for Ralph?  What is it you want to know--or want him to know?

It is the range of Ralph Fletcher's writing that prompts my first question:  Ralph, you are well-known for writing in a variety of genres for different age groups from beginning readers to adult teachers.  Which genres do you find the most invigorating for you as a writer and which genres do you find most challenging?

Welcome Ralph.  Thank you for agreeing to join us.  We understand the limitations on your time and we appreciate your willingness to participate in this conversation.  We all look forward to the next four days.

Richard
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	Ralph Fletcher 
That's an interesting question, Richard. You put those two descriptors (invigorating and challenging) on different ends of the spectrum. But when I think about it I believe that I find writing fiction, and writing picture books, to be both invigorating AND challenging. My new novel, The One O'Clock Chop, was both of those things. In fact I just got an email from a friend who said:  
    "Just finished. What a delightful book! You must have LOVED writing it!!!!"  
I replied that I DID Love writing it, but I have been working on that novel since 2003! So clearly it was a challenging project for me. I had to grow a lot as a writer to be able to write that book.  
For some reason, poetry seems to come easily for me. The poetry collections I have written seem to flow out of me without a lot of sweat and pain and anguish. Also, I think I'm pretty good at the nonfiction writing books I've written for kids. Picture books is one of my very favorite genre. Ironically, though, the fact that it's such a condensed genre makes it challenging to write. Every word counts.  
Ralph
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	Roxann
Ralph,
I work with pre-service teachers in the area of literacy teaching and learning. 
Literacy instruction often seems so overwhelming to beginning teachers (and also those of us with lots of experience). 
What advice do you have for beginning teachers? 
In your opinion, what is the most important thing for teachers to do and what is the most important thing for them to avoid doing?
Thanks for the inspiration and information that you bring to educators and students! 
Rock
(Roxann Rose, Western Washington University)
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	Ralph
Hi Roxann,
And hi to my friends (Donna Qualley and Nancy Johnston) in Bellingham. Good question! My sense is that it's important that beginning teachers start by engaging in the work themselves. That's a very Don Murrayesque idea, I suppose, but I believe it's true. Read the poems or short stories that the students are reading, and enjoy them, delight in the language, etc. That's where I would start. 
I like what Peter Elbow once said that a good writing teacher is a "good host and a good bouncer." At the beginning of the year you want to be a good host. Let the kids know you are interested in them, and are interested in what they will write and say. 
Ralph
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	Beth
Ralph,
I am a Middle School Instructional Coach. One of my jobs is to support teachers as they use effective instructional practices in the classroom. Though I support all subject areas, I see our largest need is in the area of effective writing instruction. That is where we come to a huge divide amongst our teachers in terms of knowledge, skills, level of comfort and philosophy of how to effectively teach writing. We have staff who have been trained as elementary teachers and others who have been trained as secondary teachers. When our junior high turned into a middle school, and went from a 7-8 building to a 5-8 building two years ago, was when I really became aware of the huge difference in how teachers approach writing instruction. As always, teachers revert back to what they know and are comfortable with when asked to analyze their instructional practices. 
Do you have some suggestions about where I should start with my staff to build a common understanding of effective writing instruction? We need to recognize our different ideas and approaches but for the good of our students come to some common ground. Where do you suggest we start? 
I so appreciate your time and consideration of this subject. I have a feeling I am not the only one struggling with where to begin! 
Beth Brophy
Strategy Support Team
Instructional Coach
Harper Creek Middle School
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	                                                                                                                        Ralph
Dear Beth, 

Wow, that is a big one. I appreciate your candor. The problems you describe--various philosophies on teaching
writing, differing skill levels among staff, etc--are made more acute by an aging teaching population. You're asking a staff development question more than a writing question, but I'll make a few suggestions. 

       *It would be great to have someone knowledgeable teach a district course on teaching writing. The benefit
         here is that at least teachers will up end up with a common vocabulary--what does "revision" mean and
         how does it differ from "editing." and so forth. 
        *Set up a district network. Going all the way back to Glen Head School in the North Shore District on Long
         Island, the principal set up a group known as "Bagels & Pens."  We would discuss issues, share successes
         and frustrations. Sometimes they would pick a particular topic (teaching poetry, for instance) that many
         were wrestling with. The trick is to make it ongoing, fun/casual, and make sure it doesn't turn into a gripe
         session. 
       *Do a summer writing institute. This takes about a week. In the morning teachers write and share and go
         through a real experience with their own writing. In the afternoon they learn the pedagogy about how to
         run a writing workshop. 
       *Pick a common book and do a book study on it. 
       *Identify the strongest writing teachers in your building and make subs available for teachers who want to
         go visit them. 

Those may not be the kind of systematic ideas you want, but that's a start, I think.
Ralph
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	Beth
Ralph, 
Not only is it a start, it serves as validation to many of my ideas and suggestions to our district. Many of the things you have suggested have been topics of discussion in our Instructional Coaches group for the past two years. At least I feel that we are on the right track and need to get the district to see the value in what we have been proposing. 
Writing with candor comes as naturally to me as speaking with candor. I have to be willing to "see" the tarnish before I have any hope of revealing the silver-lining. Nothing is easy about changing the instructional culture within a school, but we won't get where we need to be if we don't acknowledge where we are. 
Beth
Beth Brophy
Strategy Support Team
Instructional Coach
Harper Creek Middle School
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	Lori
I have to say our district has done a remarkable job addressing a similar problem. For two summers running we have had a wonderful week with Isoke Nia. During the school year last year I had one building focused on writing. We undertook a yearlong focused study on the role of genre study, using multiple resources including Wondrous Words. We have a district level writing committee and have worked hard to identify three required pieces to be collected annually. The first piece is simply personal, impromptu—a dipstick, if you would have it, to measure what our kiddos are taking on without prolonged instruction. The second and third pieces are a narrative and non-narrative piece, with a spiraling curriculum so that personal story leads into memoir and later into personal essay. At the time the curriculum changes and assessment pieces were proposed, all that was happening in many classrooms was journal writing. As district literacy coach, I feel very strongly that this approach leaves much room for teacher and student passions in the workshop, for author study and prolonged periods of self-selected writing against a background of craft lessons. In reality, it has proven to be a catalyst of change. In the two years we have collected pieces scored with our own rubrics, there have been significant changes in the quality of the writing. We have a long way to go, it does not happen overnight. Some have much longer than others to go, if you get my drift. But change is happening and there are so many rooms that would now stage a riot should writing workshop be dropped from daily routines, I know we are on the right track. 
Lori
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	Ralph
It sounds like you are on the right track, Lori. And your posting reminds me that change is slow. 
Ralph
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	Lori
I appreciate the question about coaching and have a related question. Many of my teachers seem overly adamant about the steps of process writing. It is implemented as a lockstep process, with little flexibility. One
of my study groups is reading Wondrous Words (Katie Ray). In rereading this book, I am struck once more by 
the discussion of envisioning. What role do you see process writing playing in the writing workshop? What 
advice would you have for our youngest teachers of writing?
-- 
Lori Jackson
District Literacy Coach & Mentor
Todd County School District
Box 87
Mission SD 57555
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	Ralph
Dear Lori, 
What role does process writing play in the writing workshop? Well, a huge part, I'd say. Process writing is what kids do during writing workshop. But I think you're absolutely right about being wary of any "lockstep writing process." "Writing process" isn't supposed to be a rigid program we impose on students. Rather, it should be a reflection of the authentic ways writers write. But if you take twenty writers, you'll find a range of ways they move from initial idea to finished product. There is no one way. 
I write about this a lot in my book-for-kids, How Writers Work (HarperCollins). I think the one-size-fits-all writing process has turned many kids off to writing. Let's not teach them THE writing process. Rather, let's let them find A writing process that works for them. And that means that we need to be flexible and realize that different students will be doing different things as they write. 
What does that mean? Well, for one thing, don't make each kid pre-write (with a cluster web or graphic organizer) for each piece they do. 
Of course, one of the best ways to help teachers not do this is to encourage them to write. Urge them to take a summer writing course or do a writing project. Once they go through the process of writing themselves, they will have a richer, more nuanced understanding of all the ways writers work. 
Sincerely, 
Ralph
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	Leslie
Dear Ralph,
I am so thrilled to be able to communicate with you after knowing you for so many years. I am not sure that you will remember me, but I first met you when you were in my son's second grade (I think) classroom at Glen Head Elementary School in Glen Head, NY. Matt is now 25!! I have seen you since on several occasions, but not for a while in recent years.
As a literacy coach in a K-8 school, my responsibilities are vast and at times overwhelming, however, I work in a school with outstanding teachers and administrators who are, for the most part, well-versed in workshop, and eager to learn and grow. Every year we study together and collaborate on our road to improve practice.
Our challenge is mostly in the middle school grades where scheduling reading and writing is a challenge. I have come up with a plan but would love your input. I am attaching my plan and am eager for your feedback.
Looking forward to these 4 days....
 
PLAN
I taught junior high, both 7th and 8th since we looped with our students.  As others have said, you need to set up the routines in the beginning of the year. Make sure students understand your definition of silence; what choices do they have while you work with small groups.  Also, keep your small group meetings short! Meeting with any group for
longer than 20 minutes is too long for the group, and too long for the other students.
I really like Lori's idea of a rubric. I'd develop that along with the students. If students are creating a rubric for the first time, I would first brainstorm what needs to happen during reading workshop time. Then, I’d ask students to begin compiling the highest rubric with descriptors.
Then, I'd go from there.
Leslie Popkin
12

	 
	 
	Ralph
Hi Leslie,
Your plan is interesting. I'd look at some of the authors of good books on middle school writers--Atwell, and Carl Anderson. Linda Rief has an interesting product she's had success with--The Readers Writers Noteboook (Heinemann). You might take a look at that. 
Also, ever since I wrote Boy Writers, I'm always thinking of how I can do a better job of bringing boys into the community of the writing classroom. 
Good luck! Where are you teaching now? 
Ralph
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	Leslie
Ralph,
Thanks for the feedback. I will take a look at Linda Rief's book. I am not familiar with that title. And, of course, Boy Writers, should be a good title to lend yet another perspective.
I am at PS/IS 266 in Bellerose. It is on the new Glen Oak Campus in Queens. Great school!!
In the middle school, it gets hard to juggle the Readers and Writers Workshop in a meaningful way. I know from personal experience that you always feel like one is being short-changed. So, we keep trying different models. Hence, the major-minor concept, because I feel that a teacher NEVER wants there to be a time when kids are not doing any reading or any writing. 
How have you been? Busy, I'm sure. I bought your Teaching Qualities of Writing last year and I am trying to help teachers incorporate it in several grades. When you and JoAnn created this, which grades did you have in mind and how did you see it being differentiated across the grades? 
Leslie
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	Ralph
Hi Leslie,
Yes, I've been very busy. When JoAnn and I created Teaching the Qualities of Writing we thought of it as being best suited for teachers of grades 3-7. You asked about how it could be differentiated across the grade levels. Well, in pages 60-61 of the Teachers' Guide we deal with that, showing possible ways teachers could use it from grade-to-grade. As you know, in TQW we provide a Launch Cycle--18 lessons to be used to start the school year. You probably don't want those kids to have to be exposed to those same lessons each year. One nice alternative to this is Lessons for the Writer's Notebook. Do you know that product? We created 20 lessons about the writer's notebook using exactly the same format as the ones in TQW. The lessons in Lessons for the Writer's Notebook can be used as an alternative launch cycle for TQW.
Ralph
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	Leslie
Thanks, Ralph.  I am not familiar with Lessons for the Writers Notebook, but I will check it out.
Leslie
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	Genevieve
Ralph,
Speaking of boy writers, do you have any suggestions as to a series of books for 2nd-3rd-4th graders with a character theme? The girls seem enthralled with Katie Kazoo and those characters somehow all tie in around a character theme. In fact, the girls are now forming a Katie Kazoo lunch book club. We wanted to do something similar with the boys. The alignment between reading and writing is tight, so I thought you may have some suggestions. If we can get the boys interested in books, the greater the chance at getting them into writing.
By the way, you are highly regarded in our neck of the woods (WI) and your works are used by our trainers of the Literacy Collaborative at Lesley ( where I am heading in an hour.) Shall I say hello to Irene from you? 
Thanks for your early morning input. 
Genevieve
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	Jane 
I would like Ralph to address effective ways to teach "writing to a picture prompt." This continues to be an area that our elementary students have the most difficulty responding to on our state tests. What grade level is best to begin preparing our students to become successful at this task and what are a few effective strategies that engage our students to become adept at writing to a picture prompt. Thank you. 
Jane Horn
Reading Specialist
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	Kaye
Jane - what state do you teach in? Which grade levels use a picture prompt? In our district and state assessments we use verbal, but not picture prompts. 
Ralph, what do you think about picture prompts? As a kindergarten/k-2 literacy support teacher, I am thinking a lot about oral language development. I think as people learn to write they need to know that writing can help organize ideas, thoughts, and stories. Like you mentioned, I want kids to know I am interested in what they have to say - free write, Kid Writing... But they also need to be able to write to a prompt. Do you think picture prompts would be more helpful to new and/or struggling writers than verbal "picture in your head" prompts? 
Kaye Marshall
Mt. Baker School District
Bellingham, WA 
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	Jane
I teach in NJ and the picture prompt state assessment begins at grade 3.
Jane Horn
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	Ralph
To Kaye and to Jane, 
I'm going to disappoint you, no doubt, but I don't have a lot to say about prompt writing. I know kids are tested that way, but that doesn't mean we should give students a steady diet of prompt practice. It seems to me that the best way to get students ready for the test is to have good stuff going in the classroom. Let them do what writers do--find topics they are passionate about, write, investigate, illustrate, and share with each other, etc. 
I'm all about giving kids more choice in writing. In fact, I'm going to be presenting at the NCTE conference in New York City this April. Katie Wood, Peter Johnston (author of Choice Words), and I will present in a session titled WHERE HAS ALL THE REAL CHOICE GONE? REVISITING AN ESSENTIAL ELEMENT IN WRITING INSTRUCTION. 
It is my experience that kids who have written a lot, and are comfortable writing, generally do just fine on the writing test. 
Ralph
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	Kaye
NOT disappointed! Thank you! 
Kaye
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	Jeri
We do not have picture prompts in Colorado on our CSAP state test. Only written. I am not even sure I know exactly what they are on a state test. 
I use pictures in my room to increase sensory images etc, occasionally while I teach. Is this the same type
thing? 
Jeri
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	Lori 
Our students used to have a picture prompt, a series of three (dumb) pictures which were meant to inspire stories. I spent about a week talking about how we could create a story around these pictures, adding events before, between, and after. We worked with those sequencing cartoons from an old teacher book and created stories through interactive writing. In addition, we always talked about characterization—naming our character and giving the reader some sense of what kind of a person (animal??) he/she was. This helped and I felt that at least some of the lesson could carry over into REAL writing. 
Lori
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	Joan
If what we are doing in modeling lessons to young children (I assume that they are young because you are doing interactive writing) is not demonstrating REAL writing, I worry that our message is not a good one. From many workshops I have attended in Toronto by Ralph I know that we should always be modeling authentic purposes for writing and finding real purposes for children's writing. Photos of a class trip or photos of scenes in their own neighborhood that might inspire a story is much more powerful for children if you feel you need a picture prompt. Our goal should never be to pass a test, but because we have worked hard to teach children to become writers themselves, they will therefore do well when assessed. If your assessments are not meeting the right educational goals then that should be questioned, not be used to alter the way you teach. 
Joan Littleford
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	Ralph
Dear Joan--
Thanks. I agree with you. To me, one of the litmus tests of any writng or reading instruction should be: Does this make sense to me as a writer? Would I ever do this? If not, then we should rethink it. Of course, many teachers are caught in a bind--they are expected to teach in a way that they may not agree with.
Ralph
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	Lori
I guess I would say that if ugly writing tests are destined to be part of our kiddos lives, they need to be prepared to write under those circumstances. It should cheer you to know that we always referred to them as FAKE writing... And now, outside required state testing, we are assessing very, very differently. 
So while I agree that if your assessments are not meeting the right educational goals then that should be questioned, not be used to alter the way you teach, I am also fully aware that teachers are not always in a position to change this. I am not saying do not speak up, but that teachers can devote a small bit of time to FAKE writing. I could have used photographs, but they were going to get three dumb cartoon pictures. 
Lori
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	Leslie
I totally agree. We must have faith in our ability to teach well and know that the children will demonstrate their abilities on assessments without ONLY doing test prep.
Leslie
NYC
28

	 
	 
	Dave 
I am enjoying hearing your voice, Ralph. Thank you for sharing with us. Just wanted to jump in and ask if you meant April or November for NCTE in NYC? Looking forward to seeing you there (NCTE) and on LI at the Huntington Hilton in April (perhaps that was what made you think of NYC in April :).
Best always,
Dave
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	Ralph
Oops, you're right, I meant to say that I'll be at the national NCTE conference in late November!
Ralph
30

	 
	 
	Tracy
I have used your A Writer's Notebook as a guide to introducing the writer's notebook to my 7th and 8th ESL grade students this year. I read snippets aloud, and all of the parts where writers share how they use the notebook. Each chapter lends itself to use in a mini lesson about a specific strategy to get notebook ideas. I offer it as an option, but the students are free to write about whatever they want. I keep a chart of the "options" on the OH as a reminder of what we've talked about.
The girls are doing pretty well, but I am struggling to get the boys to write anything! I am just about to the place that they need to re-read to start a piece for publication (in the 5th week of school...I feel behind already!) but most of these boys have little that is worthy to be expanded. Any advice?
Tracy Perry
ESL
Carter JH
Arlington, TX
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	Ralph
Hi Tracy,
You bring up the huge issues of boy writers, and how to engage them. First of all, don't be too judgmental about what is "worthy to be expanded." Let them pick a piece and take it to publication. And if they don't do major revisions or flesh it out, well, so be it. It's only the first piece they will publish. There will be others.
Have you read my book, Boy Writers: Reclaiming Their Voices? I tried to make it practical, and end each chapter with a section titled "What Can I Do In My Classroom?" Part of the problem with boys is that we don't allow them to write about what they want to write about: war, professional weapons, etc. Right now, today, Tuesday, September 25, I know my 9th grade son is going to come home with great expectations on his mind. Why? Because today is the release date for Halo 3, the video game! I have to drive 20 minutes to the mall to buy it for him (of course he pre-ordered it a month ago). Am I happy with this? No. Would I rather he were reading Huck Finn? Oh yes. But this is where the boys live. The way you engage them, I believe, is finding out where they live and inviting them to bring that into their writing. There are many writing pieces he could do connected to this video game. Joseph could create a "cheat sheet" for playing Halo 3. In Lessons for the Writer's Notebook, we created one lesson called "Goof-around writing." Here we encouraged boys do doodle, get wild and silly, use humor, be sarcastic, do whatever kind of writing they want. One of my teacher friends in Florida said that this is the lesson boys have most connected to. I know this only partially answers your question, but I hope it's a start.
Good luck!
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	Janet 
Imagine how surprised a teen would be if his teacher gave an “extra credit” homework assignment today to edit or revise the instruction booklet or a cheat sheet for Halo 3 (or some other game)! 
Janet
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	Tracy
Ralph,
Yes...Halo 3...my 18 year old college freshman was home at 1 am after the release party at Game Stop.
How to deal with wanting to write about violence? I teach in a low income, predominately Hispanic school, and frankly, the boys seem to want to write violent, gang-related stories. I believe my administration is nervous about letting them write about that, and I'm not sure I know how to lead the students into making that writing meaningful, and not glorifying violence. I haven't gotten your book yet. Sounds great!! I didn't know it was out there!
Tracy Perry
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	Ralph
Hi Tracy,
It's a huge issue, of course. I believe a few things:

*make commonsense limits, with students' input, on this. One teacher told her kids: “There's the language of
  the classroom, the language of the playground, and the language of the street. I don't want to hear the
  language of the street (curse words) but you can use playground language."
*boys do understand the difference between the virtual world and the real world. Millions of boys play violent
  video games and don't commit violent crimes. 
*We need to accept boys' interests, and not judge them. In Boy Writers, I tell the story about my nephew,
  Santiago. I asked him: "What do you wish about writing in school?" "I wish we could write about war," he said
  without hesitation. "I know a lot about World War Two and the Korean war because my great Uncle Johnny 
  fought in those wars. But when I wrote about it, my teacher said: 'You can't write about war.' She made 
  me stop." I want to say, for the record, that I think this is wrong. Some of the greatest, most enduring works
  of literature deal with war. I say--let boys write about war, but again, set commonsense limits.
Ralph
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	Debbie
Tracy,
Knowing that I'm not Ralph and please forgive me for responding ...I have negotiated 'violence' limits with students before - they need to have a voice in this issue before they will really follow the 'rules' - if they would do it at all. I've also had my then 8th grade son reported to the principal because he wrote about kids today and the violent world they live in because the teacher didn't want a true depiction of today's child because she didn't think it was appropriate to do so in school even though her assignment said exactly this. He did it for spite over inane rules and the teacher recoiled and struck back. She retired a year later after 40 years of teaching. She meant well but didn't understand the lives of kids today and assumed that kids are kids regardless of the generation (they are and they aren't). Now my son has not been exposed to the violence he wrote about at home but he did get it from the lives of the kids he was in school with. 
They also need to feel safe in school with you to even begin to write those stories, although I'm sure they'd scoff at that notion. I would think that their notebook would be an appropriate place to formulate their stories - violent or not - and then they choose some of them to do for you according to the negotiated rules. Gangs though, are left outside the door of the class and preferably outside of the school grounds...but this might be a little too much to ask of them.
Ralph, I'm sure has many other suggestions and ideas but I thought I would pass on my experiences as this is a really important issue. Elementary school kids are recruited into gangs at what I think is an alarming rate.
Debbie East 
Indiana University
37

	 
	 
	Jeri 
Debbie – Isn’t this what the Freedom Writers Institute is doing also with their writings. They allow the gang etc writing to come forth and over time change the genres of the writers? 
Jeri Trujillo
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	Debbie
Absolutely! They did it in their writing alot more eloquently, too. But they also created spaces and opportunities for the gang genre and therefore indirectly the gangs to be changed. What they did was in many ways truly democracy in action. They did Freire proud. 
Debbie
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	Kathy 
a question from Kathy in Colorado...
I was so interested when the issue of violence came up. I have used a writers' workshop for over twenty years. I have been in elementary schools for those years, either coaching or teaching literacy. I used to handle violence by simply saying 'no' and leading boys to write action stories without a lot of killing, information books, etc. My students always ended up loving writing and it was easy to direct them in other directions. But this year I am team teaching/coaching in a seventh grade. Two boys who are notorious for NOT doing any work ever, are in my class. One is a cocaine baby and for the sake of time I will focus on him. But please understand that the other one is writing the same kinds of stories. The first young man read at about 2nd grade level when I started with him 6 weeks ago. He is functioning at about 4th grade level after being in my readers' workshop for these few weeks. He balked completely at writing until I helped him plan his first story, which was a personal narrative with a hint of memoir in it. I thought I had him hooked, but this go round he is insisting on writing a horror story full of killing, shooting, blood, etc. He was so excited about his next idea that I went ahead and let him begin this horribly violent version of a zombie movie. I am working madly to introduce in my modeling and with mentor texts some better genres and teach him about the craft and beauty of the written word. In the meantime, I want him to see himself as a writer until I can get him to try some of these other genres. I truly want your opinion. I respect and honor what you have to say. In fact, I use one of your books as my text in a distance learning class I teach for Adams State College in Colorado. Is it right to let him write these violent stories until I get him to feel confident enough to try genres that are a bit healthier and as I see it, better written?
Kathy King-Dickman in Del Norte, Colorado 
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	Ralph
Hi Kathy,
Of course, this is a tough one. I put this issue in the larger context of all the restrictions boys face when they want to write about what they're interested in.  One teacher interviewed her boys and asked about this. One said: "We aren't allowed guns- not even if it is a policeman. No drunk funny things." Millions of boys find themselves in classrooms where real choice has been eliminated. 
First, I'd urge you to read my book, Boy Writers. I include an example of "boy writing" and some of them definitely do push the limits of what most teachers would find acceptable. Second, if I were you, I'd beware of that hierarchy we may have in our heads that puts horror down low and the "better genres" as you put it, with "craft and beauty of the written word" at the top. That's very arbitrary. Where would Stephen King's novels rank? I just happened to pick up The Ruins, a novel by Scott Smith. It was a horror novel in which one awful thing after another happens. 
Everyone has to make their own call on this. I do believe we have to be more accepting of this kind of writing. I think we have to try to revise the way we look at boy writers--not as a problem that must be managed or dealt with, but as writers with special gifts, energy, humor. We need to develop an appreciation for it. We need to look for the sly humor behind the violence which tells us that boys are often spoofing. (Tom Newkirk points out that the central genres for boys are parody and satire.) 
Having said all that, I do believe in commonsense limits. Some kind of writing is disturbing and, if I were a classroom teacher, I would have to stop it.  Do we really need to see blood spurting out someone’s femoral artery? Also, Isoke Nia points out that there's a kind of violence toward women in some boys' writing. "This I stop," she told me. "I tell the boys--we're not going to be those kind of men." That makes sense to me.
But I do believe in giving kids more leeway. When I wrote my book my wife JoAnn Portalupi read the manuscript. "It seems like you are trying to normalize violence in boys' writing." And I replied: "That's exactly right." We need to engage boys--not judge them. We need to meet them where they live. 
Ralph

	 
	 
	Kathy
Thanks so much for responding.  Michael came to writing class excited and ready to write and work today and yes, it was blood and gore!  It is a complicated issue.  I love your response about horror not necessarily being poorly written.  (My son who is 27 would laugh.  He has said this to me so many times in his life!)  I will consider all that you have said, and during my time with Michael I will read Boy Writers, ponder it all, and learn with my very violent, passionate, and worthy of much consideration, Michael. 
Kathy

	 
	 
	Lori 
I work among Native American children and so many have a steady diet of blood and gore in terms of TV and movies, I just had to negotiate a compromise when working in the classroom. Here is what I tried with my first and second grade students.  When they took off on violent or bloody storylines, I would ask them, “If you were going to make a movie out of this book, would it be rated PG or R?”  The kiddos got it, they know those R’s and quickly edited for ‘public broadcast’.  I got some stuff that didn’t thrill me, but my kids were making critical decisions about what I didn’t get.  Eventually, we moved them beyond it.

Lori

	 
	 
	Ralph
Lori, 
thanks for sharing that. The PG and R ratings give kids another way to look at it. It makes them think of audience. 
This violence-in-writing issue is a hot one. After Virginia Tech, I got calls from reporters around the U.S. asking for my reaction since the shooter had created some violent writings. It's worth reminding ourselves we live in the post-Columbine, post-911, post-Virginia Tech world. Everybody is jumpy.  
    Here's a note from a father I recently got. His dilemma sums up the sorry state of things: 
After intense lobbying and full financial support from me, I convinced the school administrators to begin an "advanced writing course" for a small number of elementary school students including my son. This began in 3rd grade and has now followed this group, which includes my son (one of only two boys) into 5th grade. Overall, it has been a resounding success. 

Last year, the young writers finished the semester by producing a bound 
volume of their stories, one from each student. The stories written by the two 
boys had some violent content. My son wrote a Star Wars based tale that turned 
out to be profoundly anti-war. But to get to that conclusion, his protagonist had to live through decades of struggle. The other boy wrote about the Samurai. 

When the writing class restarted last week, the teacher announced that no 
more violent content would be allowed in any of the children's stories. (My 
son's response was, "What do you expect us to write about, ponies?") This was 
not the writing teacher's decision, but was imposed on her by an administrator.
I am deeply disturbed by this move for a complex of reasons, including it's 
profoundly gender biased effects, the harm it will do the boys in the class...
Ralph

	 
	 
	Jody
I’m wondering about the distinction between violence and gore.  Is one more acceptable to some people?

I’m thinking particularly of memoir, one of our district-required genre samples.  If our students live with violence, would we expect it to not find its way into their writing.  Katie Wood Ray tells us writers write about what is important in their lives.  

I try to talk to students about violence for violence’s sake vs. what they are trying to express by writing this.  I like Isoke’s position as well, and those words will certainly find their way into my conferences. 
Jody

	 
	 
	Ralph
 For what it's worth... 
I recently went to one school, and visited a 5th grade class. One boy asked me: 
"What do you think about gore?" 
   "I think he would have made a darn good president," I said. 
    He gave me a bemused look. 
"Seriously?" I replied. "I think a little gore goes a long way. I don't think you should over-use it. Look at some of the short stories by Edgar Allan Poe. There is very little gore, but those stories are masterful." 
Ralph 

	 
	 
	Debbie 
I'm forwarding this from The Southern Poverty Law Center.  It talks about the lessons we have and haven't learned with regards to civil rights and violence (child to child at times).  I thought it was well done. 
This might be a way to deal with the violence in writing issue - violence is a part of our lives either directly or indirectly.  Tough issue. 
Debbie
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September 27, 2007 
Six Lessons from Jena
The racially charged prosecutions of six black teenagers in Jena, La., have captured the nation's attention, with thousands of protestors (and nearly as many reporters) descending on the small town last week. As school professionals, we must never lose sight of the fact that it all started with nooses hanging from a schoolyard tree. Explore the six key lessons for schools and educators. 
· Assessing Your School's Climate 
· How to Identify and Respond to Bias Incidents 
· Teaching about -- and Preventing -- Bias Incidents 
· Teaching about the Jena 6 
What's Your School's 'White Tree'?
In Jena, nooses were hung on "The White Tree," a place on campus where white students historically gathered. Use this mapping activitiy to identify physical locations in your school where social divisions are most pronounced. 

Cross the lines of division on Nov. 13th -- Mix It Up at Lunch Day 

Student Kira Moore dissects her school's social boundaries 
Also on Tolerance.org

Lesson Plan: What Do Halloween Costumes Say? 

Latino Heritage Month (Sept. 15 - Oct. 15) 

Studying Immigration: Assimilation, Pluralism and Nativism 

Columbus Day: A Celebration of Genocide? 

Anti-Bullying Curriculum for the Early Grades 

Weekly News Briefs: New Orleans Schools in Trouble 
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We welcome your feedback.
You can reach us online

or by mail:
Teaching Tolerance
c/o Southern Poverty Law Center
400 Washington Ave.
Montgomery, AL 36104
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	Luke
I have made this school year my focus on changing students from writers into authors. To do this we have been using your A Writer's Notebook, How to Write your Life Story book, and Marshfield Dreams. So far, it looks pretty successful - we're almost completed with our life stories! My question is, what other author centered activities can I use to change their focus from just writing, to real authoring? 
Luke Perry
Battle Creek Public Schools
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	Paul
Ralph,
Luke's question leads to mine, please comment on the value of student publishing. We specialize in book
publishing, but I know there are growing options these days. 
Paul Burt
Paul@PenandPublish.com
43

	 
	 
	Ralph
Hi Luke-- 
You sound like you are on the right track. What grade do you teach? I would continue to read powerful texts, and get them talking about what makes those texts work. Also, I'd encourage you to see what kinds of writing your kids would be interested in doing--poetry? Nonfiction? Maybe write their own picture books? 
I think some of the genres that boys would be interested in--travel writing, sports commentary, humor--are things that we could incorporate into the writing curriculum. 
Get their feedback about the unit you just did. What did they like? What was hard for them? 
Ralph
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	Luke 
One thing we are doing this year is participating in NANOWRIMO and setting the word goals individually. I wonder what your perspective is on this kind of activity. Do you think the focus on volume is beneficial? My students seem pretty excited about it, but I am worried about defending it to others. In order to get ready for this whole month of writing, we are spending most of October building examples of writing that they can do: character trait lists, character lists, plot lists, genre definitions, literary concepts, etc. I am using the writer's notebook as a leaping off point for this activity, but I wonder how I am going to motivate kids past the initial couple of days. Are there methods that you have found useful in your own writing to keep you going? Are there methods you have used in the classrooms you have taught in that have helped students deal with the strain of keeping going when the going gets tough? 
Luke
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	                                                                                                                                    Ralph
Hi Luke--
I had never heard of NANOWRIMO. Honestly, I was VERY skeptical when I went to check it out, found their website. But it actually sounds pretty good--writing a lot, go for fluency, lower your expectations. It's very Murrayesque! Don Murray used to tell me: "Write early, and write fast. Writing should be like riding a bicycle down a hill, you're just bumping along..." 
I don't know all the particulars. And I'd be wary of putting this into a rigid program: "You MUST WRITE 1,000 WORDS BY TOMORROW MORNING!" But the philosophy sounds okay. I say let's do whatever we can to bring fun into writing. I applaud your critical questioning, wondering how you'll keep the energy high after the novelty (counting words, etc) wears off.  I guess you'll have to see. I just wrote a novel for adults--the working title is Regarding Cupid's Bow--that is 69,000 words long. But adult writers can sustain their energy much longer than young writers can. (I talk about this quite a bit in my new book, Reflections, published by Richard C. Owen.) I think kids quickly get bored by a topic.  I like the idea of giving kids lots of short-genre writing projects: micro-memoir, poems, etc. 
How to keep going? That's a big question. Katherine Paterson says that there has to be an emotional core at the heart of every poem, story, or novel you write.  It can't be external. You have to want to do it. 

Ralph
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	Ralph
Paul Burt mentioned publishing. Certainly, I do think it's important.  One of the main reasons for doing this is because it gives a rationale for editing. Nancie Atwell reminds us that "good writing should have what readers' eyes expect." Editing matters when writing goes from private to public.
How to publish? I'm a big believer in finding a variety of ways for kids to "go public" with their work. It could be a lovely laminated book, sure, but it also could be a kid who writes about visiting Grandpa in Tampa, and sends a copy of his finished piece to Grandpa. Let's encourage students to find the appropriate audience for what they have written. In a writing conference we might ask: "Have you thought about who should read this?"
In my paperback book for kids, How Writers Work, I have a chapter that is titled "Publishing: Going Public." 
One book I'm fond of is  The Market Guide for Young Writers written by Kathy Henderson. It is a great guide for helping kids publish poems and stories in magazines like Stone Soup, Cricket, etc. And of course there are now innumerable ways to publish on the web. 
Ralph
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	                                                                                                                                    Debbie
Hi Ralph,
I have been enjoying this discussion thread so much, thank you!   
What you say about finding a variety of ways to go public with their writing and finding the right audience for the writing is so important.  This statement makes explicit the roles audience plays in publishing and that publishing a work for a teacher at any level doesn't mean he/she is the audience (i.e. writing in school is only for school) and that part of our job as teachers is to help them figure this audience out.  
I teach at a university, future and inservice teachers reading and writing methods plus courses in ESL and teaching adult literacy.   Here I find a different issue at times...the issue is that a published author is a writer and non-published writers aren't writers.  This belief and related practices really does trickle down to the classroom.  The embedded belief is that no one is a writer until they publish.  My question for you is when did you start believing you were/are a writer and then when did you start publishing and did you go through this type of argument within yourself?  
Thanks, 
Debbie East
Indiana University
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	Ralph
Debbie, 
First, let me thank you for thoughtful entry on the issue of violence in writing. Now, as to this question. Yes, it's tricky. At the academic level, "publishing" means a juried article.  
I went through a period in my life as a writer when I really wanted to see myself in print. So I wrote and got published in airline magazines, local papers, everywhere I could. I even published four articles in (drumrolll please) COSMOPOLITAN! It's true. It wasn’t highbrow lit, but my name appeared in millions of issues of Cosmopolitan. That external approval was necessary for me then. I needed it.
Maybe we can't all be Writers (with a capital W) but we can all be writers (with a small w). A writer is someone who writes. When my brother and I coached soccer, the kids listened to my brother more than me not because he was a professional (he wasn't) but because he actually plays soccer. I talked about it--he truly walked that walk. 
That's a do-able goal--being a writer, and having our kids see us as one.
Ralph
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	Denise
Hi and thanks in advance for your time. I teach K-5 students in an elementary setting. As the Media Specialist, I work with students on writing and help teachers implement your TQW program. Many teachers come from a school of thought for instruction based on "themes". For example, they will spend some time teaching "poetry" and then "persuasive writing" etc. What are your thoughts on that? I know that from a student standpoint, we want to encourage choice in writing topics but how do you feel about "themes" in terms of instruction? TQW touches on things in a broad sense but is it beneficial to drill down to specific genres to illustrate differences in the craft of writing?
Denise Lundberg 
Media Specialist
Barbara Robey Elementary School
Litchfield Elementary School District
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	Ralph 
Hi Denise,
I remember meeting you in 2006. First of all, let me say that I appreciate your questions, though I cringe a little bit when you refer to TQW (Teaching the Qualities of Writing) as a "program." I'm not faulting you--no doubt people see it as such--but I see it as a curriculum resource. JoAnn and I don't embrace the concept of "scripting teaching." 
Now to your question about themes. Yes, I can embrace that idea, especially for the upper grades. I think there's something powerful about the class all writing poetry. I would just suggest these caveats. First, leave some "open genres" where kids have carte blanche in choosing what they want to write about both in theme and in topic. I'd do such an open genre several times a year. Also, I think when we create a menu of themes or genres, let's try to include some that would interest boys. I suggested this to Luke. Many of the genres that are so commonly seen in writing workshops hold little interest for boys (memoir, for instance). I think we could be a little creative and come up with genres (parody, for instance) that boys would like, and would excel at.
Ralph
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	Denise
Thank you for your insight. I never thought about the power of everyone focusing on one thing at a time...I am a bit of a "whole language purist" as you referred to it last time I saw you, and believe in choice. Happily, you validated what my principal and I talked about this morning. That being that kids need an avenue of choice but that minilessons can be focused. 
I apologize for misspeaking about TQW...I can see why you would cringe at the word "program". It is a great "resource". 
Denise
Denise Lundberg 
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	Pam
Dear Ralph,
Thanks for this opportunity to chat. I’m using your picture books and novels as mentor texts in my reading and writing workshops, and I love learning of your thinking as a reader and writer. In past workshops I’ve taken from you, you have shared much of your thinking as a writer. I share your thinking with my students and with my adult learners. My students actually refer to you as “Ralph” – you are someone we know in our classroom. Earlier you mentioned that your new book, The One O’Clock Chop, was a challenge to write, and you learned a lot about yourself as a writer. Is there anything in particular that you could share concerning your thinking as a writer in this text?
Also, are there other texts that you absolutely LOVE and would use as mentor texts in an intermediate classroom? What would those be???
Thanks for the beautiful language! Keep on Smiling.
Pam Warren
Intermediate Literacy Coordinator/4th Grade Teacher
Brainerd School District
Brainerd, MN
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	Ralph
Thanks for your kind words, Pam. Well, let's see. First, in the interest of full disclosure, I should say that The One O'Clock Chop is more of a YA book. (My other novels--Spider Boy, Fig Pudding, Flying Solo--are middle grade novels, read by kids 3rd through 5th and 6th.) I'd honestly say "Chop" is best for 6th or 7th grade and up. There are one or two steamy scenes that you might feel uncomfortable reading to your 4th graders. Of course I'd love for you to buy my book, but I want to be candid. 
It was a fascinating book to write. As we worked on it, my wonderful editor at Henry Holt suggested that the book might work best if it were set in the 1970's. I decided on the year 1973 and I had to do a bunch of research to find out about that year--What were the fads? Favorite songs? Newspaper headlines? Sports stories? 
My other fiction consists of four contemporary realistic novels. I saw that this would be a piece of historical fiction--a time before cell phones, before the internet, etc. The two main characters in The One O'Clock Chop are Matt, a 14 year old boy, and Matt's cousin Jazzy, a 15 year old girl who is half-Caucasian and half-Hawaiian. Imagine: I had to try and bring Jazzy alive as a character. She is a girl, she's 15, and she's living in 1973! Fortunately, I had lots of Hawaiian teacher-friends who graciously allowed me to ask questions: What did you wear in 1973? What were the favorite songs on the radio? What did you feel about a TV show like Hawaii 5-0? Were you intrigued or offended (or both) by it? Did you and your friends use Hawaiian expressions or pidgin? I had 100 questions like that.
At one point I was interviewing a woman in her 40's named Liana. She asked me: "What year does that take place? And how old is Jazzy?" I replied that the year is 1973 and Jazzy is 15."
Liana smiled. "I was 15 in 1973!" she told me. What a strange sensation--I felt like I was interviewing my character after she had grown up? I asked her: "What were you like back then? What did boys and girls do when they dated?" Etc...
That's a basic truth that surprises people--fiction writers have to do a great deal of research in order to make a book work. You just can't make it all up in your head. 
In "Chop" Matt is a clam digger. In writing the novel I drew on my experience digging clams on Long Island, NY, when I was a teenager, which was fun. 
Ralph
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	Richard
Pam, 
How do you define mentor texts and how do the books get used? I am not familiar with the term. 
Richard
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	Ralph
To Pam and Richard and whoever else is interested.
A mentor text is a term created by the staff at the Teachers College Reading and Writing Project. The idea is that kids can read a text (novel, picture book, etc) and learn from it so that they can use it in their own writing. Here's the famous poem by Langston Hughes: "Poem"
I loved my friend
He went away from me.
There's nothing more to say.
The poem ends soft as it began.
I loved my friend.
This poem has a circular ending, and when you share it with kids, they can clearly see how a circular ending works.
In Teaching the Qualities of Writing we call these writing models "exemplars." It means the same thing as mentor texts.
Ralph
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	Pam
Hi Richard,
I see that Ralph has already explained the term mentor texts. In my classroom, I have about twenty picture books that I refer to again and again for various teaching points in my reading and writing workshop. Ralph’s Twilight Comes Twice is rich in imagery and figurative language. Therefore, when I need Ralph’s expertise, I pull his book and use his words. It helps students see beyond the initial comprehension of the text. This becomes a text with which they are familiar (they know the characters, plot, etc.), and now they can look at writerly moves. I love the use of picture books (I use a few novels too), because they are short and work for students of all reading abilities. Picture books make it easy for me to find the information I need – quickly. Plus, everyone is able to discuss the same text. Thanks for the opportunity to talk to both you and Ralph.
Have a great day, and don’t forget to smile,
Pam Warren
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	Priscilla
Twilight Comes Twice is one of the very best books to help students see, feel, and hear the craft of writing. It's also an excellent vehicle to use micro-texts - taking a segment of a piece of writing or text and using it to teach a particular aspect of the craft. I've used sentence frames from this story with students as a scaffold to help them expand their own vocabulary and writing. They love them, and then use the experience as a springboard for their own writing.
I am currently mentoring a couple of teachers who work with deaf students in high school who are still reading at about a 2nd or 3rd grade level. Consequently, these students are unable to handle Shakespeare or Hemingway, which are required reading, and needless to say their writing is at the same level. They have begun to pull phrases, sentences, etc. from the text to help students develop a sense of what good writing is. In turn, they are also using micro-texts from each other’s writings as a springboard for discussion, mentoring and improving their writing. Often I borrow Ralph's phrase about mentoring: "The mentor reaches into the chaos (of a bad piece of writing), and pulls something out of the wreckage that works." This is key. Finding what works, no matter how slight, and using that to move student motivation and confidence forward.
Another thing I tell them is to "keep it small" (the bigger the topic, the smaller you write). Another borrowing from Ralph is his example of "awaking to the cat licking the salt off my toes" while vacationing at the seashore. The imagery of this creates a far more powerful piece than saying, "The sea water was salty."
Priscilla Shannon Gutierrez
Outreach Specialist
Center for Information, Training and Professional Development
New Mexico School for the Deaf
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	 Ralph
Thanks to Priscilla and to Pam for your kind words about Twilight Comes Twice. 
Ralph
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	Ralph
Dear Priscilla, 
We are all on the lookout for books with which we can teach students about good writing. Picture books are a great way to do that.  Since you are talking about the writer's craft, I should mention that we are doing a 2nd edition of Craft Lessons. We have added 5 or 6 new lessons to each of the three sections, swapped out out-of-print books, and made substantial organizational changes to the table of contents that will make it much easier to find lessons. 
Ralph
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	Maureen
Hi Ralph, and thank you so much for participating in this forum! 

My question has to do with the issue of expectations for young writers. I have been in the classroom for 25 years, in Kindergarten, first, second, third, and (currently) fifth grade. Consistently I find the quality of the children’s writing to be disappointing compared to what I am hoping for (more so in second, third and fifth grade, than with the little ones). In each of these grade levels, I have run a writing workshop model, using many of your ideas, as well as those of Donald Graves, Lucy Calkins, and many other great writing “gurus.” In spite of genre studies, the use of mentor texts, focus lessons on technique, craft, editing, revising, peer conferencing, teacher-student conferencing, teacher modeling, and lots and lots of writing, when it comes to children bringing me a final draft, I feel somewhat let down (with an exception or two). I guess what I would like is a guide to help me have realistic expectations for the students I teach. 
I believe very strongly that children have wonderful stories to tell, and that they can learn to improve their ability to do so. I see some growth through the year…but not a terrible lot. I had a conversation with a published writer, Esmeralda Santiago, whose writing I absolutely love, at a Christmas party several years ago. I was excited to be sitting with a magical storyteller and talking about my students’ stories. I was quite stunned when she exclaimed that children should not be allowed to write at all until high school or beyond, and that they should show mastery of grammar, sentence-diagramming, punctuation and the like before ever being allowed to attempt to write a story. The conversation turned a bit ugly (rather unfortunately, being that it was a Christmas party), and we agreed to disagree. I left knowing full-well that my students have the right and the need to share their thinking through writing. 
How much growth can I expect through the period of one year in fifth grade? Is there a resource for me to use as a guide to help me have realistic expectations? Thank you for all of your insight with this question, and throughout the years as well. 
Maureen
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	Ralph
Hi Maureen, 
Thanks for your thoughts. You have a valuable perspective on this. Esmeralda Santiago is a fabulous writer, but I disagree with her on this, as you did. Kids have to write early. They have to develop that self-image: I am a soccer player. I am a reader. I am a writer.
My late friend Don Murray used to say that the way you lick writer's block is by lowering your expectations. Don't be so hard on yourself. Allow yourself to write  what Anne Lamott called "a ________ (lousy, though she used a different word) first draft."  Well, maybe teachers need to do the same thing. Maybe we have to recognize that kids will do a lot of bad writing along the way. 
Learning to write is slow-growth, all the way. With math, you introduce a concept, model it, let kids try it, give kids homework to get practice it, then test it. If the kids score pretty well you can be reasonably confident that they have mastered the concept. 
Writing is different. What you teach now in late September the kids may not be able to use until next month, or next spring, or next year. That's frustrating, I know. And it's not what test-obsessed administrators want to hear, but I believe it's true. The seeds we plant now in our writing classrooms may not sprout for a long time.    
Ralph
62

	 
	 
	Rachelle
What a fresh perspective. Thank you for the idea that just writing, while not perfection, is better than no writing. Not only a great thought for the classroom, but also for me, professionally and personally. We're planting seeds...love it. 
Rachelle
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	Lori
Ralph, 
I am so glad to hear you say that. I was recently shocked to have a teacher tell me that I was the cause of abusive practices because I promote writing activity and instruction in kindergarten and first grade!!! I am the queen bee of supporting developmental practice and honoring emergent spelling with the idea that it will and should be gradually refined into more and more valid approximations and conventional spelling. 
Lori
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	Marilyn
Dear Ralph,
I am just starting to teach a new graduate course at Eastern Washington University.  I am asking the students to keep a writer's notebook.  One of my grad. students has borrowed your book on writer's notebooks, so I don't have access to it at the moment.  Do you have any words you could contribute to the students about their using writer's notebooks as a vehicle to consider themselves as writers?
Thank you,
Marilyn Carpenter
Professor of Reading
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Ralph
Dear Marilyn,
Nice to hear from you. I have written three books on this topic and there is a great deal to say. A few points here. 
* So much of writing in school is prescribed, or determined from without. That's why the writer's notebook becomes even more important--it's a safe haven, a place away from assignments and corrections and judgment, a place where kids can spread out, find their voice & rhythm. The notebook is a place where kids can experience the simple, pure joy of writing for its own sake. That's what will fuel a writer over the long-term.
*The writer's notebook should feel like it's the student's possession. To the extent that it becomes ours, it loses power for the student. The notebook is personal. I would never tell my sons how to organize their wallets--the same is true for their writer's notebook. 
*Boys won't be eager to share their deepest feelings in their writer's notebook. But boys are collectors. (Many girls are, too.) I've had good luck selling the notebook to boys as "a place to collect cool stuff-"-rock lyrics, ideas, artifacts, weird words, odd facts, etc. 
*We may have strategies we're hoping kids will try out in their notebooks. You might assign each strategy one time. In general, though, let's invite instead of assign.
I've written three books on this--The Writer's Notebook; Breathing in, Breathing Out; and Lessons for the Writer's Notebook. I highly recommend Aimee Buckner's book, Notebook Know-How, published by Stenhouse.
Ralph
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	Kitt
Hello All,
I'd love to remind everyone of Lucy Calkins book, Living Between the Lines...a true inspiration for keeping a writer's notebook. 
Kitt
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	Ralph
Kitt--
Yes, I agree, Living Between the Lines is a fine resource.
Ralph
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	Ralph
Dear All--
This has been a fascinating 90 minutes. Richard Owen indicated that this would be stimulating to me, and he's right. I'm going to log off now, and will log back on later, probably not until 7 pm though I'll see if I can jump in earlier.
Ralph
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	Kim
Ralph,
It has been a privilege to be a part of these conversations with you! I am a K-5 literacy coach in Wyoming Public Schools in Michigan. Our writing scores are not great and we have a significant at-risk population. Our teachers have been working very hard over the last few years to raise their own level of understanding of writing in order to improve instruction. We are already putting in place many of the things you have suggested: in-district writing classes, book studies, bringing in professional speakers etc. We're getting there....although it takes a long time to get everyone on board. 
My specific question is about planning. You spoke to it earlier in your conversations yesterday when you said that we need to allow writing without planning. We in fact have taught just the opposite! We make our students plan for narrative and informational writing. So what I want to know is this: is teaching planning more detrimental than helpful? Given that our teachers are at the very early stages of their own understanding and comfort level about teaching writing, is it okay to teach them to begin with a plan? Teachers are just now teaching students the (fluid - not rigid) stages of the writing process. Considering our population and level of teacher comfort with writing instruction, have we put too much emphasis on planning? I don't want to take them in a direction that is not going to produce the best results. 
None of them are yet using a writer’s notebook or writer’s workshop format - that is the next place I want to take them. So is it okay initially, to have them encourage students to plan for the more formal writing that they do and as they experiment with writer’s notebook, free writing and writer’s workshop format, to move away from formal planning? 
Kim Strayhorn
Literacy Coach
Wyoming Public Schools, MI
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	Ralph
Hi Kim, 
I appreciate your question. We are not only teaching the writing process--we are "in process" ourselves, all of us trying to become the best writing teachers possible. 
You say that your teachers are teaching stages of the writing process (fluid--not rigid). But if you require kids to create a map/plan/prewriter, well, that IS rigid, it seems to me. When I do inservice I invite teachers to do, say, 20 or 30 minutes of writing. Later, when we reflect, I ask: "How many of you created a plan, or made a graphic organizer, before you started writing?" Very few teachers do. 
You ask if expecting kids to plan first is detrimental, and maybe that's too strong a word. But I do think kids have a finite amount of energy for each piece of writing. If they "spend" it on the prewriting, well, they've got precious little left for the actual writing. 
Pre-writing assumes that writers are people who plan it first and then execute the plan. But what about discovering what you have to say as you write it? 
I'm all for exposing kids to a range of pre-writing activities (including chatting with a friend, jotting an entry in the writer's notebook, paging through some books or old pieces of writing). But ultimately, I suggest let kids decide when and if to use any prewriting activity. 
Ralph
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	Kathy
Hi Ralph, 
I am intrigued by the discussion on writing process and planning.   I understand the part about the writing process being flexible/fluid and the need for students to find their own process and not requiring students to plan---but I have a clarifying question---do you still teach and expose students to various ways a writer might plan, including graphic organizers, maps, lists, pictures, webs, etc., letting them decide what works or doesn't work for them? 
Thanks,
Kathy

	 
	 
	                                                                                                                        Ralph
Dear Kathy, 

Yes. As I said in my original posting on this issue: 

 I'm all for exposing kids to a range of pre-writing activities (including chatting with a friend, jotting an entry in the writer's notebook, paging through some books or old pieces of writing). But ultimately, I suggest we let kids decide when and if to use any prewriting activity. 

 By the way, many teachers go especially heavy on pre-writing activities with nonfiction, reports, or informational writing. The problem is that teachers give kids a detailed outline to follow, and kids dutifully follow it. But next time around kids will need the same thing. We make them dependent on us. Regarding prewriting, one of the questions we should be asking ourselves is: "Am I moving my students toward independence?" 

  I like Lucy Calkins' idea of encouraging students to try making a simple map to chunk ideas. Calkins says a map should be "good enough to work from, but cheap enough to throw away." By "cheap" I believe she means that the student hasn't invested too much time and effort into it. 

Ralph Fletcher

	 
	 
	Leslie
And the confusion continues... 
Please tell me if I am right:
Personal narrative - a story of a small moment (or two) of my life
Memoir - a story of a small moment with reflection
Personal essay - an essay that supports a thesis statement that represents the author's perspective on an issue or concept???? 
What do you think? 
Leslie 
Lit Coach
NYC
72

	 
	 
	Ralph
I'd pretty much agree with this, Leslie. Have you seen my new book for young writers, How to Write your Life Story? In that book I say that memoir is "a kind of autobiography in which the writer looks back on a certain time period, special relationship, or angle on his/her life. Looking back, or reflecting, is crucial to this kind of writing. The word memoir comes from the French word memoire which means memory." 
Ralph
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	Lori
Isoke helped our district adopt a definition of personal narrative or personal story as a story told in first person, based on actual events with story elements and as one that ends when the event ends. So if I am writing a story about fishing with my grandfather and we drive off into the sunset at the end of the day and the story ends as the event ends... then it is personal narrative. If I add that moment of reflection about how all these years later, fiery orange sunsets set me to remembering... it is memoir. Can’t personal essay also make use of narrative vignettes (with story elements) to make a point?
Lori
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	Teresa
Could you help me understand how personal narratives and memoirs are similar/different? The following is an email discussion that I had with one of my mentors concerning a question that grew out of a professional development where a teacher was trying to understand the differences in the writing structures used in a personal narrative versus a memoir. You may want to scroll to the bottom and read up. Thanks so much for providing me with this opportunity. There is nothing like having a published author to ask.  
p.s. I wish I had you autograph my book when you were in Searcy, AR.
Teresa 
FR:  Kim Rahi 
I think that Up North is somewhat episodic. But the pictures seem to imply a passage of time--perhaps a day or weekend. I don't think that there are many books that are true to a particular set of parameters.  
I think that if you included lots of time cue words in your writing as an author, you might make the "How to Bore Your Audience to Death" list.  
I don't know the book A Girl From Yamhill.  
I think that as a literacy coach, you won't ever be able to have everything in black and white----live in the gray area. It makes for good discussions anyway. Up North is probably just fine as an example of a narrative for elementary children. Maybe I need to borrow A Girl From Yamhill.  
FR:  Teresa Terry
So, talk to me about how Up North at the Cabin uses a time order sequence narrative structure rather than an episodic structure. I see phrases such as: “on the way up north to the cabin”....and then?????? I'm wondering isn't this more episodic than personal narrative????? Or do you see this as narrative without time cues. How is this different than A Girl From Yamhill, which is a memoir? I realized both books center on a place and the experiences around them. Coach, could you just say it clear as mud. 
Teresa Terry, NBCT
4th-6th Literacy Coach
Sunnymede Elementary
4201 North O Street, 72901 
Fort Smith, AR 72904
(479) 783-6327 
tterry@fortsmithschools.org
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	Ralph
Hi Teresa, 
Nice to hear from you. I don't know exactly how they are different, but I have a few thoughts. First, personal narrative is not a "real" genre. In other words, it doesn't exist in the outside world; rather, it was created in school.
Memoir is a real genre. People are endlessly fascinated by stories of people's lives. In my book I write that memoir is "a kind of autobiography in which the writer looks back on a certain time period, special relationship, or angle on his/her life. Looking back, or reflecting, is crucial to this kind writing." It has to be more than a story about blowing off firecrackers in your back yard with your brother. With a memoir there is a sense that the events being written about are in some way significant. 
Writers are not people who have amazing lives; rather, they are people who find the interesting stories in their ordinary lives. That's what I did when I wrote Marshfield Dreams--I selected stories that were interesting and, at the same time, emblematic of my life. 
I think memoirs can have many different kinds of structures. My Father's Summers by Appelt have very short passanges. Lee Bennett Hopkins' book Been To Yesterdays is a collection of very moving poetry. And I just read (and liked very much) Miss American Pie by Margaret Sartor. Sartor's book contains nothing but diary entries. 
I hope that helps a little. 
Sincerely, 
Ralph Fletcher
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	Lynne
Hi Ralph, 
I have devoted much of my career to the study of children's personal narratives, both oral and written. So maybe I can clarify this a bit. I agree that personal narrative is not a genre, but I don't agree that it "doesn't exist in the outside world" and was "created in school." My knowledge of personal narratives comes from the study of sociolinguistics and speech-language pathology, not from the discipline of education. 
Jerome Bruner described narrative as a mode of thought. Others have written about the role of narrative in organizing and integrating affect, cognition, and action. Hughes, McGillivray, and Schmidek (1997) identify personal narratives as types of elicited or spontaneous oral language that can be compared to or contrasted with fictional narratives and scripts (predictable stories about cultural schemas such as birthday parties). Applebee (1978) described six levels of development in children's narrative structures. This was refined by Norris and Hoffman(1993) in their Situational-Discourse-Semantic Model of discourse development in children. Discourse can be conversational, narrative, or expository. McCabe and Rollins (1994) and Peterson and McCabe (1983) proposed a different perspective based on high point analysis—children learn to tell narratives with a climax or "high point" and a conclusion and resolution. Stein and Glenn identified a particular sequence of parts (story grammar) that middle class Anglo children must learn to organize and communicate their personal narratives. Each of these approaches discusses personal narratives from an oral perspective that has since been applied to written language. 
I hope this is helpful... 
Lynne
Lynne Hebert Remson, Ph.D., CCC-SLP
SUSD--MDA
Scottsdale, AZ, 85250
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	Ralph
Dear Lynne, 
Well, I can see that you know your stuff. I think you're right, and I was wrong, about what I said. 
On a practical level, I think many writing teachers treat personal narrative as a kind of "doormat genre" on which kids can wipe their feet at the beginning of the year while the teacher is getting the classroom management in place. We don't attend to how we can help students improve the quality of those stories. 
Ralph
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	Lynne
Now THAT, I completely agree with! 
I don't think most teachers understand the developmental course of personal narratives or how to help children develop greater complexity.
I think most approaches to writing take a "checklist" approach toward the more mechanical aspects (syntax, voice, vocabulary) without necessarily looking at the organization of the narrative as a whole. 
Young children in particular struggle with writing because they often have not acquired the necessary level of development in their oral narratives. This is especially true for minority children who must adapt to a different style of storytelling and for children with delayed language development. These children sometimes get a diagnosis of LD or dyslexia or CAPD. When I outline the stages of development in oral narratives and show them where a child's written language is on that scale, it seems to make so much sense. And it also gives them a tool for helping the child make systematic improvements in a way that's developmentally appropriate.  
For anyone interested, I'll outline these stages below. But please feel free to skip the lesson if you'd like! 
I really like the model by Norris and Hoffman that describes stages of increased structural complexity. Preschool children tell stories by linking ideas that are related to a topic (there was a this and there was a that and this happened and that happened.) They then learn to sequence events in a temporal order--sort of a running video in their heads. They use words such as then, next, and then, after that, but first, etc. I find many children in primary grades stay stuck at this level unless someone mediates the process.  
The next level is organized at a cause-effect level. All events in the story are causally linked. Children at this level need words such as so, because, so that, even though, etc. The next level is organized around intentionality. Children have to understand motivation and planning at this level and be able to express this verbally in their stories. At the next level, a complete episode, there is an overarching moral or point and all the obligatory elements of a story grammar are in place. Older children continue to develop in narratives by developing multiple, interactive, and complex episodes. 
I think a way to make writing personal narratives more productive is to pay attention to the complexity of the structure and help children transition through the levels. Typical Anglo children enter kindergarten at the level of an abbreviated episode (intentionality) with some being able to tell stories at the level of a complete episode. When they have this degree of complexity in their oral narratives, it is much easier for them to write personal narratives that are meaningful, interesting, and educative. When they do not, this is fertile ground for teachers to help with both oral and written language development. The structure of personal narrative, whether oral or written, is the structure of most of the stories that children encounter in their reading books, so being proficient with an oral tradition promotes reading comprehension as well as writing. And vice versa. Learning to write in more complex ways promotes oral language development. 
Lynne 
Lynne Hebert Remson, Ph.D., CCC-SLP
SUSD--MDA
8505 E. Valley View Road
Scottsdale, AZ, 85250

	 
	 
	Deb
Thanks for the info!
Deb

	 
	 
	Ralph
Thanks for your valuable contribution, Lynne. I think your description of the various levels of story development are fascinating, especially in the way that the oral is intertwined with the written. 

   I believe that, in order to be a good writing teacher, you need to draw upon three wells of knowledge: 
     * you need to understand kids at their developmental level, and what they are capable of learning 
     *you've got to know how to teach 
     *you've got to know about good writing 

  Your posting reminds me that it's also helpful to have some knowledge about story development. 

Ralph

	 
	 
	Lori
I had a very wise little one tell me, after a prolonged study of personal story, that he thought the Little Critter books were really personal stories, but that Mercer Mayer might be a little embarrassed about how silly he was when he was little. 
Lori
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	Maureen
I have always thought of books such as those written by Patricia Polacco and Cynthia Rylant as personal narratives.  I think we used to call these first person narratives when I was a child.  
When I do a genre study with these prior to having children write some, we read many, many books, including lots from a variety of cultures.  Then we list common characteristics.  Some of the characteristics include: first person point of view, family/friends, beginning/middle/end, funny and/or sad, sounds real (some of the fifth graders say these are like realistic fiction but told in first person; maybe that is where the confusion comes from-these type of stories are part of a larger genre.).  We also use Richard Owen's Meet the Author series during this time of year to see how much of the author's life winds up in these stories (a lot-kids learn that, at least for personal narrative, they should write from what they know well). 
This does happen to be our first unit, but I take it just as seriously as the other genre studies-I do not see it as a "stocking stuffer" while I get myself together for real writing workshop... 
Maureen

	 
	 
	Tracy
I just today read aloud from A Girl From Yamhill by Beverly Cleary. It is a wonderful "mentor" text. I was looking through Vicki Spandel's Books, Lessons, Ideas for Teaching the Six Traits for ideas about mentor texts to expand what my 7th/8th graders write about. Carmen Lomas Garza's book In My Family is good; she writes short vignettes of Latino culture, which is very relevant to my students, as well as illustrates them with beautiful paintings.
Tracy Perry
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	Ralph

Thanks for those titles. They sound terrific.
Yes, it's always great when you can find texts that kids will relate to. I'm sure you know The House on Mango Street. My 9th grade son is reading that in English in school. Gary Soto's poems and stories (Baseball In April and Other Stories) are terrific, and tap into his Latino roots. 
Ralph
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	                                                                                                                        Tracy
Just an interesting side note...Beverly Cleary writes in the chapter "The Platoon System" about how parents didn't like the new "extra" classes, like art, shop, home ec, nature study, and that school should "stick to the basics." This is a memoir from the late 1920's.  I was chuckling reading it...the more things change the more they stay the same! Also, Ms. Cleary comments that  "reading was forbidden in school" and she loved her teacher who allowed the students to read (only good books though, no cheap series novels). Students not allowed to read in school???? Those were the good old days?? 
Tracy Perry
ESL
Texas
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	Lori
I entered kindergarten in 1965 as a self-taught reader. The curriculum was purely social and my teacher shared with my mother her own frustrations at having been specifically told not to teach reading. I have distinct memories of being the 'nap fairy', the job being to tap people with my magic start dust wand so the they would go to sleep and tiptoeing off for a secret rendezvous with my teacher behind the flannel board, where she worked with me as a reader every single day. I say, long live subversion!! 
Lori
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	Priscilla
In My Family is Garza’s follow up to Family Pictures/Cuadros de Familia. Both are excellent. Another very powerful book about immigrant experiences is My Name is Jorge: On Both Sides of the River by Jane Medina. Many students will relate to what happens to Jorge e.g. his teacher insists on calling him George since he is in America now… 
Priscilla
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	                                                                                                                        Carla
Hello Ralph and other teachers of writing,
Another multi-cultural book I share is Snapshots from the Wedding by Gary Soto. It reflects the Hispanic culture. 
The appendix in Ralph’s book What a Writer Needs is a smorgasbord of mentor texts, as well as the selections listed in his Craft Lesson books. I’m thrilled to learn that a new edition is coming. 
My students were amazed to learn that I have the opportunity to communicate with Ralph Fletcher, himself. (They are huge fans of Hello, Harvest Moon and Twilight Comes Twice.) I have shared parts of A Writer’s Notebook, How Writers Work and Poetry Matters. We have been focusing on the poetry genre for a few weeks now. The students have written a variety of poems. Next they will select 2-3 poems to publish in our classroom anthology. The problem that I’ve encountered in past years is that they never want to revise their poems (editing isn’t a concern). I feel that when I put too much emphasis on revision they do it simply to please me and not themselves, as poets, or the audience. Do you find that less revision is necessary when students write poetry, compared to other genres? Do you have any suggestions for students to look at their poetry with “new eyes”? 
I have to admit that when I write poetry, I too have struggles with making changes.
Thanks for all the great advice you’ve shared and the wonderful, language rich books you’ve written.
Carla
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	                                                                                                                        Ralph
Great question, Carla. And what a coincidence that you asked that because I've been revising a collection of poems all morning! It does take some practice, being to step back. You've got to develop what Georgia Heard calls an "intelligent discontent" with your work. Usually when we write a poem we love it, or we hate it. Kids seem to polarize like that, too. What I tell kids is that if you're honest with yourself you're usually in the middle. The poem probably has some good things, and some parts you need to work on, too. 
By the way, Georgia's book, The Revision Toolbox, is good.  
When I'm working on poetry, I think of it as tinkering more than revising. I try out many different versions of the same poem. Sometimes a word isn't quite right. 
Look at these versions of a poem I've been working on: 
                                                                     Old People  older draft
When you see an old woman
do you see only the riot of wrinkles,
the frail shoulders and shuffling steps?
 
Or can you look deeper to see
the beautiful woman of twenty-eight
who used to turn men’s heads?
 
Native Americans thought of old people
as sacred beings full of priceless knowledge.
Young people treasured their guidance.
 
When an old woman speaks to you
do you listen carefully to her words?
Do you treasure her experience?
 
Or do you simply ignore her,
and think of her as an old grapefruit
with all the life squeezed out of it? 
 
Old People  newer draft
 
When you see an old woman
do you see only the riot of wrinkles,
the frail shoulders and shuffling steps?
 
Or can you look deeper to see
the stunning young woman
who used to turn men’s heads?
 
Native Americans considered old people
sacred beings full of priceless knowledge.
Young people treasured their guidance.
 
When an old woman speaks to you
do you listen carefully to her words?
Do you treasure her experience?
 
Or do you simply ignore her,
and think of her as a grapefruit
with all the juice squeezed out of it?  
These revisions are small but significant, I think. I used "treasured" twice in two stanzas--I needed to fix that echo, which snags my ear when I read it. In the last stanza I took out "old" in the middle line, and I think juice is stronger than life in the last line. 
Ralph
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	Carol
Ralph,

Reading these messages for the last several days has been inspirational and motivating. Thank you, Richard, for sponsoring these substantive, rich conversations. And thank you, Ralph, for taking time to push us all along in our thinking. I must tell you that I read your early book, Walking Trees, many years ago. As a result of this conversation, I have pulled it from my bookshelf (I was actually able to go right to it!) and want to share the passage that continues to inspire me and is still relevant all these years later. 
In the book you share about the little girl, Heather, who you speak with while she is writing and you are "professionally developing" the faculty. You ask her what she is writing about and she tells about going to Florida with her mommy and daddy and how they saw the walking trees, but that while they were there the walking trees, who take one step every hundred years, didn't walk. 
Then you go on to say:
"Walking trees. The phrase articulates an idea I have so far been unable to articulate to myself. It occurs to me that this is precisely what I have been trying to do all year long: to encourage big and ponderous trees to lift up their roots and take a step, even a small step, even if it would be the only step they would take the entire year. This was my job; to take those rough old trunks by the hand, to coax them to uproot themselves from that tired dirt they'd been stuck in, to leave their familiar terrain, to take a chance, to go someplace new." 
Would you comment on whether your work, all these years later, is still related to this powerful metaphor of walking trees?
Thank you again for your honesty, your hard work, your outstanding writing and your time.
Carol Matern
IU School of Education at IUPUI
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	Ralph
Thanks, Carol. 
Yes, change is slow and hard. We need to make education a stimulating field so we can retain new teachers, and continue to nurture veteran teachers. As I said earlier, we are all works-in-progress, caught between where we are and where we want to be. 
As I get older, I find myself interested in things like teacher renewal. And I am interested in being part of staff development where there are generous doses of play woven into the work. I think teachers want to have fun. I'm all for that! 
Of course, the reality is that the test frenzy, and the fact that administrators are pressuring teachers to teach to the test, has made teaching a less-than-desirable field. 
Ralph
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	Cheryl
Colleagues, 
Your quote from Ralph’s book Walking Trees is a perfect example in answer to a previous question/frustration regarding how far/much we must teach our children. Perhaps we all need to remember that a year in their life is comparable to the 100 years of a “walking tree”. We ask our students to take hundreds of new steps every day. Wouldn’t it be more valuable to ask them to take meaningful, thought provoking steps. 
Just a thought/reminder…. 
Cheryl in Colorado
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	Sally 
I loved the reflection you wrote, Ralph, about what makes a memoir a memoir. I am wondering how to get my students to be more reflective in the stories of their lives, and intend to work toward that goal. This group (fourth grade) still prefers to write fiction, creative imaginative stories that are challenging for me to reign in and focus for learning to write, but the drafting of them seem to thrill the young writers. 
Now in your last response, you speak of teacher renewal. It seems that it would be revitalizing if we all could be writing our teaching memoirs and be giving ourselves the chance to be reflective about the most important stories of our teaching lives. 
I have been fortunate to be involved in an on going series of teacher retreats, supported by our district. The work of these retreats (for those who chose to be a part of the process) is based on Parker Palmer's work. He is the author of the Courage to Teach. In our day and a half retreats, we write, we read and share the meaning of great poetry that connects to our inner lives. We find ourselves more whole and more attentive to our inner lives because of these renewal sessions. It is truly a wonderful renewal experience. 
Just wanted to share these classroom and renewal thoughts... 
Sally Ryan
Winnetka Public Schools
Illinois
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	Ralph
That sounds great, Sally. It's an interesting paradox. Too often teachers aren't treated as professionals. Yet, at the same time, sometimes teachers act in a way that is not professional. If we are to be seen as professionals, we need to do the things other professionals do--read professional journals, attend conferences, take our work seriously. 
Ralph
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	Richard
Good morning Folks, 

What a terrific conversation this has been.  It has been stimulating and thoughtful and informative.  Today is the last day.  We will be ending today at 6:00 pm EDT.  Ralph will allocate a little time following to respond to unanswered questions.  Do keep in mind he might not have time to answer everyone.  


A number of the messages in the last three days have mentioned Teaching the Qualities of Writing.  This is also the name of the one-day seminar Ralph offers.  Ralph's schedule for the next couple of months is below.   See also the agenda.  If you live near any of the areas or can travel to one of the cities, you should consider attending.

Richard
 
October 11, 2007
Teaching the Qualities of Writing
Waterford at Fair Oakes
Fairfax, VA

October 18, 2007
Teaching the Qualities of Writing
Marriott Hotel 
Bloomington, MN 
October 26, 2007
Teaching the Qualities of Writing
Hyatt at Union Station
St. Louis, MO
December 6, 2007
Teaching the Qualities of Writing
Crowne Plaza 
Cherry Hill, New Jersey

*************** 
Here's the agenda for these one-day seminars: 
8:00-8:45 am   Registration
                         Continental breakfast 
8:45-10:30       Welcome and introduction
                         Creating boy-friendly writing classrooms 
10:30-10:50     Break 
10:50-12:15     The writer’s notebook
                        Teaching the qualities of writing:
                         An introduction to TQW
                         The cycle of craft for young writers
                          Revision: an inside look  
12:15-1:30       Lunch (on your own) 
1:30-3:00         Deepening the reading-writing connection
                         Tips on teaching the writer’s craft
                         Helping kids create memorable memoir
                         Questions & answers 
There's more information at Ralph's website, which is www.ralphfletcher.com

	 
	 
	Teresa
Ralph,
This conversation has come at just the right time for me. Thank you so much for your insights.
I teach 3rd grade, and I am also responsible for a grade-level intervention group that takes me away from my class for a large block of the day. During this time, my students are split between the other 3rd grade teachers. This is when they receive writing instruction, etc.
I have confidence that my co-teachers are doing a great job, but I LIKE to teach writing. I have only 20 minutes/day that is not "blocked" for something else. How can I most effectively use that time?
Teresa
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	Ralph
Teresa, 
Your posting reminds me of how fragmented schools have gotten. Your kids suffer, surely, not having more sustained time with you. 
20 minutes isn't much time. And it sounds rather isolated, just another fragment. I don't know, but if I were you, I might be tempted to use these 20 minutes as a share time. Invite kids to sit in a circle and read something they have been working on. It could be finished, or it could be a work-in-progress, even a notebook entry. When they share, I would try to be positive and let your kids know you are interested in what they are working on. You could read some of your own writing, as well. Good luck! 
Ralph
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	Richard 
Good morning Ralph, 
One of the challenges for teachers is often getting kids to revise. I like the chapter devoted to revision in Reflections. You are honest and you make many good suggestions. I had to chuckle at this paragraph:
I get defensive too. Suddenly there's a stubborn, four-year-old voice in my head that's screaming: "Get your hands off my story! I'm not going to change a single comma! Go write your own book!" Maybe you have had a similar reaction when your teacher, or a classmate, has suggested you change this or that part of a story. 
As a person involved in the editorial end of publishing, it gives me pause. :) Fortunately, you go on to talk about how kids can overcome their own resistance. I know the book is written for young people--upper elementary to middle school--but I find a lot of the ideas in that chapter to be appropriate for teachers to read and consider. 
Would you comment on your views about revision. 
Thanks. 
Richard
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	Ralph
Dear Richard, 
Revision. Hm, that's a biggie. Kids (especially boys) are not eager to redo (as they see it) something they thought was finished. A couple thoughts: 
*Make absolutely certain that your students know the difference between revision and editing. Build a brick
  wall between the two. 
*Try to frame revision not as a way to fix a broken piece of writing but as a way to honor something good. 
*Sometimes when you have a conference with a student, and ask if he/she wants to revise this piece, they
  will reply: No. They may even have something wonderful they could add to make the piece better. Often
  when they say "no" it's because they don't know how to insert or incorporate the new information into the
  existing piece. You might say: "It's up to you if you want to add that. If you do want to, let me show you
  how you might do it." 
*Poet William Stafford once said: "I write something that interests me, I go back. If it doesn't interest me, 
  I go on." There's great wisdom in this. Let kids "go on" to the next piece if they don't really want to revise it. 
When I work in classrooms I say: "A writer is always making decisions." Whether or not to revise should be one of the decisions kids make. 
I must say, in the interests of full disclosure, that I do substantial revisions with the help of my editors. I always say: "I may not be a great writer, but a good reviser." Then again, I'm a professional writer. Kids often can't sustain interest and energy on a piece of writing. Let's not belabor the process for them by expecting them to revise everything. 
Ralph Fletcher
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	Kitt
Hi Ralph 
As you share your views on revisions, can you also make suggestions for the level of outside editing a teacher should do (in your opinion) when supporting a child's final stage of "preparing for audience"...Should it be "perfect?"  What about syntax...Do we support the development of "book language" by changing "him and me went to the Big E last weekend"?  Please add your thoughts about English Language Learners and editing... 
kitt
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	Ralph
Great question, Kitt. 
Here's what I think. If you are teaching kids grades three and up, it seems to me that it's appropriate that what gets published should be correct. So the teacher conferring with a student might focus on one skill (run-on sentences, etc) in the conference. But once the student has taken it as far as he or she can, the teacher acts as editor-in-chief and edits the whole thing. The student copies it over for publication.
How much do we correct? It's a delicate balance--I'd probably correct errors "My cousin don't like girls..." but I'd be gentle with syntax. I would probably not change "Me and my brother..." because it contains authentic, child-like voice. 
WIth primary children, again, we might focus on one editing or grammatical skill in the conferences. But kids don't recopy in grades K and 1. And personally, I don't like it when I go into first grade classrooms and the only pieces that are displayed are pieces that have been corrected and typed. I think classrooms should reflect kids' language at the level they are at. The teacher, para, or parent was the one who typed up those pieces. It seems to me that we risk closing students out of their own language when we do that. 
For primary writers, you might think of formal (conventional print) and informal (using developmental spellings). I think both are valid, and have their place in the writing classroom.
I realize that some people might disagree with me on some of my reply. I respect the fact that there may be range of opinions on this issue, and others. I guess it's unrealistic that we'll all agree on everything! 
Ralph
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	Cheryl
Ralph, 
Thank you for this answer. I have been struggling with this for the past 6 weeks.
Cheryl in Colorado
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	Lori 
Oh, Ralph, I intend to quote you widely at our leadership meeting this week!! 
Lori
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	Maureen
The one thing I do with “kid” grammar is I offer the child choices. I say something like, “listen to the way you have written this (ie: me and my brother) and how other people say this (ie: my brother and I). Which one do you think sounds better for your story?”
This way I offer conventional grammar and allow the child to decide.
Maureen
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	Ralph 
This makes sense to me. I like the idea of retelling, and letting the student decide what his/her purpose is. If your purpose is to recreate authentic dialogue, then writing it grammatically may be a very bad idea, and sound stilted and unnatural.
Ralph
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	                                                                                                                        Leslie
Ralph,

This is not a very "workshop" kind of question, but one of my teachers just came in to ask me about spelling for her 5th grade CTT class (part spec ed, part general ed).  The parents came in last night for curriculum night and many were concerned with the # of words (25) and the level of difficulty.  I am not a big fan of spelling lists, pre-tests and post-tests, but it seems to be something that the district/city/state/parents want.  

Any suggestions as to how to address spelling in a meaningful, yet manageable, way?  Individual lists would be great, but not feasible for teachers with 30 kids in their classrooms.  Words Their Way with a common thread for the week?

Leslie
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	                                                                                                                        Ralph
Hi Leslie, 
A question about spelling gives me pause. I know my limitations, and really don't have a wealth of ideas on this subject. Sandra Wilde and Richard Gentry have written some good stuff on this issue. Also Di Snowball.  
Of course, spelling is something that kids should attend to when they edit a piece for publication. As they write in the workshop, they can start collecting a list of "bugaboo" words they have trouble with. 
Ralph 
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	Elvia
Words Their Way is not as hard to implement as it seems at first. You need to meet once a week for about 10 to 15 minutes with each group, then they work independently on games and sorts for reinforcement as a part of the Daily 5/Language Arts choices 
Elvia
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	                                                                                                                        Cheryl
Moving from Kindergarten to third grade has been an extreme challenge for me this year.  I am finally beginning to become grounded and am now using Words Their Way.  When I first introduced a lesson, I wasn’t sure what to expect, and you are right, it is not as difficult as it first appeared.   
I like that all students are working at their level, but I also see the need to enhance and add other words that are needed; eg:  there, their; what, was, because.  How do others handle teaching these words along with their Words Their Way words, or do those all show up in the sorts at some time or the other?   
Thank you, 
Cheryl in Colorado
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	                                                                                                                        Maureen
How do people feel about the Rebecca Sitton spelling program?  This is the one my district adopted several years ago, and with some remodeling, I find if fits in pretty well with my philosophy and methods.
Maureen
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	Lori
One teacher here piloted it and loved it.  Was not adopted.

Lori
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	                                                                                                                                     Deb
We have 20 words each week for spelling and monthly study but not test, 6 of the Nifty Thrifty Fifty and 10 of the Ninety Most Frequently Misspelled Words. 
We do pretest all 20 on Monday and if the child knows the word (got it correct) they are not tested on it on Friday. How to manage that for a classroom of 30 kids is to have them circle the number of the word they need to be tested on before the posttest. It works for us and the students are motivated to try and do their best on the Pretest so they won't be retested on the same words.  
Just my two cents.
Deb
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	Elvia
I think spelling should be pattern-based and use the student's prior knowledge.  It's not as hard as it sounds to make individual spelling lists based on need...and then you will see improvement in all of the writing.  You could generate a list of patterns students need help with from their writing in class, but  you would also need to challenge them to experiment so that you are sure they're not only using what they feel comfortable with.  Spelling shouldn't make a student feel limited within the realm of self expression.
My two cents! 
Elvia
109

	 
	 
	 Debbie
Hi Ralph, Leslie, and other Spelling Inquirers,
The text I use with my undergraduate and graduate students is Spelling in Use by Lester Laminack and Katie Wood Ray.  It fits into the workshop type of thinking.  It is published by NCTE.
Debbie
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	                                                                                                                        Andrea
I am not sure this helps; however, a couple of years ago, one of our teachers discovered Word Journeys by Kathy Ganske. The book is focused on the development of the English language. Students take a pretest and then are put into groups according to their understandings of how the English language works. Students may test out of one group and into another when ready. Students in beginning understandings work with onset/rime and word families. Students manipulate sounds and letters and are encouraged to work with word patterns. This spelling process is easily adaptable with Words Their Way. What we like about this book is that it helps the teacher naturally differentiate spelling in a manageable way. There are several suggestions for activities as well.
Andrea
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	Ralph
There have been several postings about words--teaching kids how to spell them, how to acquire vocabulary, etc. I'd cluster this under the category of "Getting Words Right." 
Does anyone do playful things with words--encouraging kids to manipulate, goof around, collect odd words, stretch, pun? I would be interested hearing from anyone who has encouraged students to interact with language in this way. I am talking about experimenting with language just for the fun of it, the way very young children naturally do. I have a feeling that we don't do nearly enough of this in school. 
Ralph
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	                                                                                                                                    Lori
I had great success with kids looking at words in combination with font with books like The Recess Queen.  
Bouncity, boncity. Great words, made even better with interesting decisions about font and layout. 
Lori
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	 Ralph 
Thanks, Lori. That's exactly the sort of thing I'm looking for.
Ralph
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	                                                                                                                        Denise
I teach writing K-5 but under the umbrella of being the Media Specialist so we are currently looking for "wonderous words" which I stole from Patricia Maclachlan in the book Baby.  I try to model and over exaggerate when we find "wonderous words" in a piece of literature or another student's writing.  It has taken off and seems to be making them more aware.  Plus, it’s a version of the "word wall" that is manageable in the media center and I actually see kids using those wonderous words in their writing now too.  I always ask them to come back with a new favorite word when I will see them next.  
There's a book called Clementine that I wasn't sure about at first but it has such a great child's voice and does manipulate words to work for the desired expression the way kids do.  It’s a quick read and has some really funny expressive writing. Of course as I type this, I can't think of any examples but I strongly recommend it for primary readers and writers to show how powerful it is when they find the right way to express themselves. 
On another note...thanks to all of you!  This discussion is so validating!!  I needed you all a few years back during the nclb years when no one was talking about, much less letting kids do, creative writing as a "craft". 
Denise Lundberg 
Media Specialist
Barbara Robey Elementary School
Litchfield Elementary School District
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	Richard
This reminds me of Bill Martin, Jr. and the Sounds of Language books.  Forty years ago (had to look it up--it was the mid 1960s!) he was showing us how to play with language and enjoy the simplicity and complexity of words and sounds and type fonts and text design.  I have this image in my mind of a page from that series with a sentence that reminds me of a wave rolling and tumbling onto a beach.  (It must have driven the typesetters crazy.)  

Richard

	 
	 
	                                                                                                                           Tracy
I remember reading those Bill Martin Jr. books in 1st, 2nd or 3rd grade...Sounds of a Pow Wow?? I was a good reader, reading Little House books in 1st grade, but the language play was still attractive to me!
Tracy Perry
ESL 
Arlington, TX

	 
	 
	Pat
Where can we get copies of those books. I used them for teaching and the children loved them. 
Pat K

	 
	 
	Marti
 I am just catching up with the discussion. The last I knew the Bill Martin books were available through DLM (Developmental Learning Materials).
Marti, NH

	 
	 
	Mat 
Yes, yes, yes! Hink-Pinks, Hinky-Pinkies, Hinkety-Pinketies are a great way to introduce a variety of writing techniques from rime/rhyme to humor to foreshadowing/clue-placement for mystery . . . 
I was amazed that many of my fourth graders did not know how to speak “pig-latin or ubby-buuby.” When given little instruction and exploration time, they play with incredible stamina. Try teaching in pig-latin! HA HA HA!
Spoonerisms, idioms and other old-timey word tricks never lose their appeal either. 
Another fun thing we’ve played with is writing using only one vowel! It liiks simthing liki this, ind it is viry himiriis to riid aliid. Great discussions about decoding help us determine “rules” for this crazy stuff. Anybody (any level) can do it. Everyone can be successful at this type of play. It is usually my most reluctant writers who begin passing notes or actually writing this way in their draft books. They smile and snicker as I try to read their work. Of course when finished reading there is little I can say about their spelling (a big fourth grade apprehension), so the conversation focuses on the plot, theme, purpose, voice … of the writing. I can begin to grow the writer because of the play. 
Mat

	 
	 
	Kitt
Thank you so much for your wonderful insights, Ralph...
This discussion makes me want to go out and buy ALL of your books aimed at teachers and writing.
Richard, which ones do you carry?
kitt
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	 Richard
Hi Kitt,
We publish one of Ralph’s newest books.  It is called Reflections.  The book is aimed at upper elementary and middle school students.  It is Ralph’s author autobiography.  In it he describes his childhood experiences with writing and he talks about the work of the writer, including separate chapters on the writer's notebook, drafting, and revision.  He also discusses in depth two of the books that many in this age group have read-- Fig Pudding and Flying Solo--exploring with them some of the decisions he made in the development of the books.   Here is a link to the page at our website where Reflections is described.  Thanks for asking.  
Richard
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	CLOSING REMARKS

	 
	 
	                                                                                                                           Ralph
Dear All, 

As we wind down, I feel like I should try to say something valedictory, inspirational, or at least summative. 

Risk-taking and fluency are the foundational beams for a good writing classroom. If kids are going to take risks, teachers must be willing to take risks. But that cannot happen if the teacher is only focused on the state test. 

When we teach writing to children, we must have grander horizons than the writing test. You might reply to me: That's easy for you to say, Ralph. You're not in a classroom being held responsible for the results be a test-crazed principal. That's true. But I know this in my bones--if we teach kids to pass a test, but they learn to hate writing in the process, well, we have done a major disservice. Surely, there is a life for these writers beyond the test. They will write letters. They will write high school papers. Some will apply to college. They will write complaint letters. They will be writing for their entire lives. We must take the long view, and make sure we are in the business of growing writers, not merely having them pass the test. 

  I don't think the two are incompatible. But in the hierarchy of what really matters, let's not get confused and think that having our kids score well on the writing test is paramount. It's so much more than that. 

Ralph Fletcher

	 
	 
	Richard
 Good evening friends,  

It is now 6:00 in New York and I can see the conversation is coming to a very satisfying end.  Would that the discussion could continue indefinitely.  Ah, but it must.  If not here, then in the faculty lounge in your school and in the halls of the academy and most importantly in the classrooms where you teach.  Be looking for the transcript, which we will post at the website as soon as possible.  Use it to engage your colleagues.  If it leads them to purchase Ralph's books or attend his workshop that will be terrific.  And if one of those books can be Reflections, I will be very pleased.  

Who was it who said that reading and writing floats on a sea of talk?  It is true.  Especially when that talk turns to action.  And that action is your new learning and your reinforced knowledge put to the good use of helping young people develop skills and enthusiasm for reading and writing.  Keep at it my friends.  YOU are making a difference.

Ralph, I want to thank you for being with us and for providing the inspiration and insight to change our understandings.  Thank you for giving so much of yourself to this group.  We have all benefited greatly.  

And to all of you who joined us for this conversation, I offer my thanks for being here and for your participation.  You make it so interesting and informative.  I always learn.  May it continue for all of us.  

Richard

	 
	 
	Debbie
Ralph and Richard, 
Thank you both for such an engaging and thought provoking conversation.  Well done to everyone who participated and took time away from other important work to support our learning. 
Ralph - I'm going to try to make your workshop in St. Louis but it is iffy. 
Thanks,
Debbie

	 
	 
	Tammy
I also loved following this grand conversation.  Ralph reinforced many of my long held understandings about writing instruction and recharged this passion.  Thank you for hosting such a wonderful event.
Tammy

	 
	 
	Lynne
My thanks to both of you, Ralph and Richard. And thanks also, Richard, for making the transcript available. I rarely have time to read everything as completely as I would like as I go though my e-mails, and the fact that you post the transcripts to your website gives me a chance to go back and really think about and investigate what's been posted. I miss that time in our hurry-up world and I believe we do our students a grave injustice because education seems to be condensed now into small and tighter packages. Thanks for providing an opportunity to "unpack," stretch out, and savor on my own time. 
Lynne

	 
	 
	Ralph
Thanks to Lynne, Debbie, Tammy, and anyone else who found this dialogue to be useful. I enjoyed it, too!
Ralph

	 
	 
	Cheryl
Ralph,  Thank you for taking the time to share a small piece of your expertise with us. 
Cheryl in Colorado

	 
	 
	Pam
Thanks Ralph,
See you in Minneapolis in a few weeks!
Pam in Minnesota

	 
	 
	Lori
Amen, Amen--I am singing the hallelujah chorus from the plains of South

Dakota.  Ralph, thank you for this opportunity.  Hope you'll join us again

on the RealWritingTeachers list soon.

 

Lori

	 
	 
	Pat K
I want to say thank you. This was a very busy week at school, but I was able to read all of the information and it was so rich. 

Pat K

	 
	 
	Christine
 Richard, Ralph, et. al., 
I did not participate in this conversation but I enjoyed reading the conversation when I had time.  I have participated in previous conversations.  I liked the format of four days, and the opportunity to learn from others and especially Ralph even though I did not have the time to be an active participant. The questions hit the "nails on the head" for me and I thank everyone who participated.   I look forward to the transcript and will share it with others and have already recommended Reflections.  
Christine

	 
	 
	Jeri
Thanks to all you who have contributed.  This has been such a meaningful discussion!  Thanks to Ralph for your precious time and thanks to Richard for allowing these conversations!
Jeri 

	 
	 
	Leslie
Thanks for the wonderful opportunity to talk with Ralph and with all of you!

Leslie

	 
	 
	 


