Introduction:  Button #2:  Teaching the Writer
Talking Head:  What approach do teachers take in teaching the writer?  
 (Western Elementary)  (kindergarten teacher)
At the beginning of the school year, we work to prepare children to be involved in the writing workshop.  It’s important that we model the experience, that we role play, that we show them exactly they’re goal is during the writing workshop. . I’ve taught kindergarten children for quite sometime and I’ve seen a major change through the years as to where I started many years ago with children as writers and where we are now with children as writers.  When I first started teaching kindergarten, we focused more intently on handwriting and letter formation, which is still very important in our curriculum.  We do want children to have nice and neat, legible handwriting and that is important—and we use that as a springboard to move them into writing messages that other people can read and more importantly that they can read and share with other people. . During the first 9 weeks of school we work to—we work with the students to recognize all the letters of the alphabet.  We have moved away from the structure of using a letter a week basically we found that children in their writing were needing to be exposed at a more proficient level on how to form letters, their sounds, and we wanted that covered in a time frame that allowed us to move into our writing. . .

Meredith Schroeder interview (1-2 primary teacher)

I start creating my community of writers the first day of school with the attitude that everybody can write—that we all have something important to say.  At the beginning of the year, I do a lot of modeling of my own writing and then the kids write and then they share.  And I think the sharing part really allows the children to see that anything is acceptable from maybe I can only get a few letters on the page this time of year but maybe the person sitting next to me is, you know, a fluent writer who has written this entire story.  So they are able to see what their peers are able to do.  And then I also think the way that they are allowed to share throughout writing workshop—it is not a silent time—you know it’s a time that they can talk to one another while they are still working—they are able to share their ideas and get feedback. . . 

Irons interview  (Emily Reese  intermediate teacher)

My philosophy of teaching writers would have to be a holistic approach, integrating writing throughout all of the subjects.  When you teach a writer, you have to also teach the reader.  So I feel that they are totally integrated.  I teach the teach the writer through exposing them to different genres of literature and by exposing them to different words.  Through reading and learning, we look at those models of good writing.  I teach the writer through the reading.  I teach writing also the mechanics through mini-lessons, through journal and reflection—so I think a holistic approach is the best way to teach the writer.  
Kelly Danhauer (intermediate teacher)

.I teach the writer by looking at their needs, conferencing with them and looking at where they are and helping them move into the next direction.  

Elizabeth Dinkins interview (middle school language arts teacher)
)The key to teaching the writer is knowing who your students are—giving them an opportunity to let them find out who you are.  Students have to write what they want to write.  I think choice—I won’t say there are a lot of rules to teaching writing except for student choice.  And scaffolding.  I always allow my students as much choice as possible.  And then I also think how can I set them up to be successful.  They need scaffolding, so that implies a level of structure which is really how I build my instruction and my methodology around that.  But implicit in that structure is student choice.  It’s not like free for all but what are the boundaries you are going to give them and how do you build that up.  And getting to know who your writers are.  I can’t conference with my students if I don’t know who they are.  I can’t help them build confidence if I don’t know they are. . I think the best way to get to know your students is to pay attention to the writing they do and listening to them in class. . . And let them share with each other because it’s not just about sharing with me all the time.  It’s about sharing with each other and letting them know that writers help each other and that you are a room of writers so if one student has a problem, it is not the teacher that has the answer.  Other students have answers. . . .  Oh, and I write in front of them.  Like if I do that, if we write that personal piece, I write about my own personal experience.  I write my own poem, I write my own review.  They get to know about me and that creates a really nice rapport because they have questions and they want to know—and I’ll talk about how that helps my writing and it becomes more of a 2-way street, which is really nice. 
Amy Humphrey (high school English teacher)

The most fundamental process in writing, I think, is thinking.  I really try to teach the thinker.  If I have clear thinkers who know the genesis of their idea, they know how to support their idea and they can be persuasive, informative or put that idea into various modes of communication—if they think clearly, they will write clearly.  They have the ability to go back and reconsider ideas.  And I really try to focus on the thinker.  In a class situation, that’s not always writing that develops the thinker.  Sometimes it’s talking or exposing—exposure to various different ways of considering the world.  I think writing can be a process—writing and thinking go together in a way that allows them to be done in any classroom.  So I try to draw on as much as I can from the world and from the various content areas.  I don’t want my student to write about English.  I want them to write about whatever they are thinking about.  And that could cross content areas, but I try and find out what they are thinking about and work on them from there.

Talking Head:  What do adminstrators in schools and districts look for?
Dewey Hensley (elementary principal)

It can sometimes be difficult to determine if the teacher is actually teaching the writer or if they are teaching the piece.  I talk to my faculty a lot about us being more concerned about our student walking out of our building with the ability to write and read—being literate.  Then simply those accolades and things that go with the test scores itself.  Certainly we need to have products that score well because that’s a reflection of the kids’ skills.  Now the way that I look for the those particular things, the way that I see if a teacher is actually teaching the writer instead of the piece is I look for a variety of subjects, I look for the level of student choice that the teacher is providing.  If all the pieces are about the exact same thing, then often that is an indicator of the teacher being a little bit heavy handed or the teacher not giving the kids that opportunity for the metacognition, for the thinking about thinking, that comes from them generating their own topics. . . And then generating their own ideas and expressing themselves.  Other ways that I do that is by the authentic opportunity that students have to publish their work.  

Tim Hanner (Superintendent)
I think as a building level administrator if you are looking for is writing being taught in the classroom, I know that many schools have set up through the site-based councils and through policies a certain number of pieces that will be—and all of that I understand.  What I think is more effective is really the ongoing discussion with teachers about the type of writing they are expecting students to do in the classroom and how clear expectations about not only the end product but the process along the way. . . If all we give is an expectation of the end product, we’ve lost the metacognition of writing.  And that’s the thinking about the thinking—and that’s training.  That’s on-going work in support of teachers.  And it’s some of the most exciting professional development that teachers can take part in.  And then I think it’s the building level principal’s job along with the site-based council to see how that’s implemented. 

