 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1THE WRITE WAY

Presentation

“If you enjoy what you do, you will want to do more of it - so teaching the joy of writing is important.”

Gail Carson Levine

Author of Writing Magic
Rafe Esquith, Los Angeles fifth grade teacher and author of the highly acclaimed book, Teach Like Your Hair’s On Fire, says this on page 44:

“In general, students today are very poor writers, and it’s no wonder. Given the cumulative effect of lack of practice, poor teaching, text messaging, e-mail jargon, and a culture that practically celebrates illiteracy, it should come as no surprise that the majority of students cannot write even a cohesive paragraph, let alone an essay or report.”
My Mother Did it That Way
Every year the Jones family carefully chose a large ham for their holiday dinner, but Mrs. Jones always cut off the end of the ham before she baked it. One year Mrs. Jones’ newly married daughter, Denise, decided to host the family celebration. 

“Why did you cut the end off the ham before you baked it?” Denise’s husband asked.

“Because that’s the way Mom always did it,” replied Denise.

“I don’t know either,” Mrs. Jones said when asked why she had always cut the end off the ham. “I just learned to do it that way from watching your grandmother.”

By this time everyone was curious about the family tradition so they decided to call Grandma to see if she could tell them why it was best to cut the end off the ham before it was baked.

“Oh, that’s easy to answer,” Grandma said. “I never had a pan big enough to hold a whole ham.”

_________________________________________

Some teaching practices are like that. We use them because “everybody does it that way” or because “that’s the way it’s always been done.” Perhaps we need to take a long hard look at some of the practices we use to teach writing and then ask ourselves... 

1. Is there a good reason for doing it this way, or is it simply a habit?

2. Might there be a better way?
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An author file gives the student...

q 
An opportunity to alphabetize

q 
Practice organizing work (This is a necessary skill, but one we often forget to teach.)

q 
Concrete evidence of writing growth

Container for housing author folders: This can be as simple as a stiff cardboard box, but I prefer a plastic crate or travel tote with a lid. I label the container with big, colorful stick-on letters: ROOM 2 AUTHORS.

Folders: Use regular manilla file folders - one for each student. Type last name-comma-first name - of each student on address label and affix to upper left hand corner of folder. (It’s important that YOU do this - rather than the student - because it gives folders an “official” look.) After names are on the folders, let kids decorate them any way they want. 

When you launch this program, teach (or practice) alphabetizing by letting each student place his folder into the container in alphabetical order. I suggest this be done as a whole-class activity - friends helping friends.

Now what? Use author folders strictly for student generated writing; no worksheets, art projects, and so forth. (Exception: Kindergarten pictures with developmental writing labels.) The student puts his name and date - written as (2/28/09) - on the top left corner of EVERY writing project. When his work is completed (to your satisfaction or the white flag), mark it with an inkpad stamp. The student files his work in his author folder, always placing it at the back. This insures chronological order and enables you, the student, and the parent to determine writing growth. 

Drawback: Sometimes kids really want to take their work home to show their parents because they are proud of what they have done and they’re anxious to strut their stuff. You don’t have to honor their request every time, but occasionally you should duplicate their writing and let them take the duplicated copy home. Keep the original work in the author’s folder. At the end of the year the kids and their parents will be glad you did. 

Write Traits Classroom Kits K-8

Master teacher and former colleague Donalyn Pogue piloted two writing programs in her kindergarten room in 2008-09, and at the end of the year those little tykes were writing (and reading) more like early-in-the-year second graders. It was phenomenal. She used parts of two separate programs (simultaneously) because they worked well together, but had different strengths. All kindergarten classes in my home district (Independence, IA) will be using this material in 2009-10.

· Write Traits® Kindergarten 2008 by Great Source Education Group, a division of Hougton Mifflin: Teacher’s Guide to accompany Big Book (used with entire class), Coco Writes. The kids REALLY loved Coco Writes. www.GreatSource.com. Great Source has classroom writing kits for grades k-8, but I have only seen the one for kindergarten.
· Teaching Writing in Kindergarten by Randee Bergen; published By Scholastic 2008. 
This is what one kindergarten student wrote in April.

“On the weekend the caterpillars made there chrisulis. One chrisulis fell off. it myte be ded. That one myte not come out as a butterfly. Because it myte be ded. So that’s why I think it myte.” The child drew a chrysalis at the end of the story, with an arrow pointing downward. The word “Down” was written below the arrow. (Apparently that was the “chrisulis that fell off because it myte be ded.”)

Not bad, huh? 

Team Writing - Connecting Ideas 

Kids of all ages go nuts over this writing activity and would “play” it every day if you let them. Of course their sentences often get incredibly silly, but don’t let that fool you. They really ARE learning a skill when they play this game; they just don’t know that’s what is happening.

Dividing Class into Teams:
Divide class into teams of three to seven kids, depending on the grade you teach. First and second grades might have has few as two on a team, whereas seventh graders should be able to handle a team of five, six, or even seven.

Procedure:
Each team member writes one noun on a slip of paper (without telling his teammates what it is) and deposits the slip in a mug (or whatever) in the center of their meeting spot. When all slips are deposited, dump them out. The object of the game is to have each team member write one complete sentence that includes EVERY team member’s noun. Of course the sentence can be silly, but it must be grammatically correct. Each student writes his sentence on paper (with proper punctuation) so that it can be shared with the rest of the class near the end of the period. If there are three kids in a team, they will have three sentences to share. A six-member team will have six sentences, and so forth.

Example: Team of Four

1. Secret noun - football

2. Secret noun - Barbie

3. Secret noun - pizza

4. Secret noun - cowboy

Sentence:

The cowboy threw Barbie in the trash, put a pizza in the oven, and sat down to watch his favorite football team make mincemeat out of the Minnesota Vikings.

Let’s Blog

One of the subjects that Tennessee is emphasizing in fifth grade is narrative writing, but they are also giving heavy emphasis to computer training for that age group. At Rogersville City School, science and computer teacher Jenniner Ewing came up with a way of “killing two birds with one stone” by incorporating blogging into both writing and computer instruction. The students each create their own blog into which they make regular entries and reply to responses. The students generally choose the blog topics. Aside from polishing their writing skills, the blog program teaches students computer skills like making hyperlinks to their stories, researching the Internet and using sources that are valid. Ewing says, “I credit a lot of their advancement to the fact that they’re writing every day and they’re having fun at it. It’s just really good practice.

Alphabet Jumble

This is a writing activity that can be adjusted according to the grade level. Give the students a group of letters - for example, a, d, f, m, p, r, w - and then ask them to make up a sentence using words that start with these letters. They do not have to use the designated letters in order, and they can use additional words that begin with letters not on the list. Allow kids to read their sentences (some will be VERY silly) to the class if they want to. 

Sample sentences using a, d, f, m, p, r, w.

l. Adam drove for miles, past the river and through the woods.

2. Frank and Robert are strange, but Pat and Mary and Dennis are just plain weird. (Tell kids - in no uncertain terms - that they can use names of classmates in silly sentences, but they must NOT do so if the statement could cause hurt feelings - such as in this example.)

Dear Diary

In this exercise the student takes on the persona of a well-known individual or character (sports figure, superhero, diva, Dora, etc.) and writes a pretend page in his/her diary. Be certain students understand they are NOT writing ABOUT the person/character they choose, but rather as though they ARE that person. 

Example:

Dear Diary,

I learned a lesson today. My mother told me to take some cookies to Grandmother’s house, but she warned me not to take the shortcut because I might run into the big old bad mean wolf. Well, I was kind of in a hurry so I went ahead and took the shortcut anyway. And guess who I met. Yup, you guessed it. I saw him just as I rounded the last corner before Grandmother’s house. I’m not sure if he was the mean one or not because I didn’t stick around long enough to find out. I just threw my basket of cookies at him and scooted straight for home as fast as I could go. I think I’ll go to bed before my mother has a chance to ask me how Grandmother was today. I’ve had enough problems for one day.

Little Red Riding Hood

Journal Writing: Everybody’s Doing It
Journaling is a common practice in schools throughout the country. Everybody’s doing it, and apparently most teachers think it is an effective means for teaching kids how to write. I don’t condemn the practice and I certainly don’t doubt teachers’ motives for using it, but neither am I convinced that journal writing teaches kids how to “write right.” 

What’s my beef?

q 
When students are instructed to write about anything they want, their writing tends to lack focus and/or be silly.
q 
Journal writing can quickly turn into a stilted, fill-in-the-blank exercise. (“I like pizza. I like dogs. I like recess.”)
q 
Because there are typically no corrections noted on a student’s journal writing, there is no learning. The student gets a lot of practice using incorrect punctuation, misspelling words, and writing incomplete or incoherent sentences. Practice makes perfect, but none of us want to produce perfectly inept writers.
What do I suggest?

Replace five-days-a-week journal writing with a “four and one” plan. Designate Monday through Thursday as “Write Right” days (when you name the topic, mark errors, and make suggestions for improvement), and do a “Free Write” or Journal Writing on Fridays. This plan enables you to teach the SKILL of writing and make kids accountable, but it also gives students an opportunity to write creatively (one day a week) without fearing that bloody red correction pen. 

Time Allotment: 

Although a daily twenty-minute writing slot would be great, it’s not realistic. Try for fifteen minutes a day and do what you can within that timeframe. Anything is better than nothing!

How much?

The amount can (and should) take individual differences into account, but a good rule of thumb is one sentence per grade level – excluding kindergarten. For example, a first grader should write one sentence a day, a third grader should write three, and so forth. Kindergarteners can draw an item of your choice (sun, chair, ball, bike, etc.), and label it – using “inventive” spelling, of course.

Making Corrections and Suggestions for Improvement:

Mark errors (with a faint colored pencil, NOT a jumbo red marker), and when time permits – discuss them briefly with the writer. I like to do the correcting as soon as each child finishes, but of course sometimes this isn’t possible. Should spelling errors be noted? Yes, IF the misspelled word has already been taught in a weekly spelling lesson. In other words, if a fourth grader writes, “Thay have a great pitcher on their teem,” circle or underline “thay” and “teem” with a colored pencil. If a third grader writes, “My baby cuzin is preshus,” keep your marking pencil in your pocket.

What can “early finishers” do?

After we have discussed their day’s sentence(s) they have three choices: Read, read, or read. 

Teacher Supplies the Topic
A topic gives kids a focus and avoids the “I can’t think of anything to write” syndrome. It is important to choose topics that are appealing, familiar, and age appropriate for the grade you teach. Below are a few examples to get your creative juices flowing.

Kindergarten: Draw picture and label

*My teacher (I loved this one; my students always drew my humungous earrings)

*Favorite food

*A good friend

First Grade:

*A good book

*The birthday party

*Visiting Grandma

Second Grade:

*When I grow up…

*I wish…

*I’m good at…

Third Grade:

*My teacher…(cross your fingers)

*Sometimes…

*A Tough Choice

Fourth Grade:

*I can hardly wait…

*Nobody ever…

*A Perfect Vacation

Final suggestions:

*Play classical music as your students write. It is relaxing and soothing and it seems to help kids concentrate.

*Make certain your students understand that errors are marked not for punitive reasons, but as a way of showing them how and where they can improve. 

*Avoid making negative comments about what they say (unless it is totally inappropriate). Your main concern is how they write it. Is it a complete sentence? Does it make sense? Are the basic sight words (if previously taught) spelled correctly? Did they punctuate properly?

*By the second semester of first grade and thereafter, do NOT allow your students to begin every sentence with the “I” pronoun. It’s a yucky crutch that impedes kids’ writing.

*At the end of each writing period name (and post) a “Writer of the Day.”  This can be anyone who has written at least one error-free sentence. Make certain that everyone is given this honor at least once. Every kid needs to feel successful and every kid deserves to be recognized once in awhile. If you have to give individual assistance to your struggling writers so that they qualify as Writer of the Day, do it. Your students may not remember what you say, but they will never forget how you make them feel. This is your chance to make them feel good about themselves. Please don’t blow it.

Cheat Sheet - Fives Senses 
      We need to teach students how to “show” what is happening as opposed to “telling” about it. The easiest and most effective way to do this is through the senses. Post the following chart in your classroom and your students’ writing will sparkle. Leave some extra space after each category and allow kids to suggest additional words as the year progresses. Trust me, they will come up with several gems - as well as a few clinkers. .

Sight: including colors, sizes and shapes. Round, green, large... 

Sound: including types and volume. Quiet, grating, banging... 

Smell: including scents and strengths. Flowery, foul, strong... 

Taste: including flavors and strengths. Tart, spicy, weak...

Touch: including textures and temperatures. Silky, damp, hot...

Creative Writing - How to Kick It Up a Notch (By teacher Beth Lewis)

This simple technique for teaching descriptive writing will help to re-energize your students' work, giving them the confidence to take their writing to the next level. 

Step 1 - Examine a Piece of Poor Writing

First, use the overhead projector to show your class an example of typical (i.e. boring) grade level writing. Either use writing samples from previous years of teaching or ask another teacher for examples. It is not recommended to use samples from current students. 
After reading the piece together, ask the students to describe what they noticed about this piece of writing. The will likely tear it to shreds with valid criticisms! Then, ask the students to raise their hands if they think they sometimes tend to write like this. Most often, every single child raises his or her hand. Now they know what not to do. 
Step 2 - Show an Example of Strong Writing

Next, show them an example of exemplary grade level writing, emphasizing that this student was the same age as them and that they could write like this, too. The kids can then point out all of the amazing techniques this student employed to make his/her writing pack a powerful punch! Show the students how to notice "magic words" that help paint a vivid picture in a reader's mind. 
Explain to your students that the point of writing is to make your reader see the same exact picture that you had in your head when you wrote the words. So, if you just mention a "dog," how are they going to know the color, size, and personality of the dog you envisioned if you don't tell them specifically? 
Use this anticipatory set to build your students' confidence and convince them that they too can, and will, write like this soon. 
Use Visualization to Make a Point  [Use Magic Words to Describe the Scene]

This next step seems so simple and works so effectively. First, choose a topic for this lesson's creative writing assignment. In my classroom, I use a jungle, but you can use anything that is familiar and interesting to the children. 
Ask the kids to close their eyes and visualize themselves standing in a specific landscape (desert, mountain, pasture, forest, and so forth). Tell them to look around (in their mind) and see what's above them, at their feet, behind them, on all sides. What's moving? What is in the background? What colors do they see? What small things and large things do they see? What do they hear, smell, feel, taste? What mood are they in? The more details you solicit, the better this visualization will work. 
After the details of the visualization are solidified in their minds, ask them to open their eyes and describe what they saw. Write their responses on a blank overhead or on the board. Coach the students to add "magic words" to their descriptions. Eliminate boring words such as "good," "bad," and "went." Help them mold their sentences into active, energetic works of art. After the first sentence or two, the kids should start doing this more on their own. 
As an example, this is what Beth’s kids came up with when she did this exercise with them “In the Wild Jungle.”
On the left, a monkey swings across the canopy of the trees while a lion follows below. 

A big brown gorilla hangs happily on a thorny branch. 

A huge diamond backed anaconda hisses in my direction. I shivered all over while the gigantic snake slithered nearer and nearer to my feet. 

A viscous tiger roars in the bushes around me, as my ears perk up to listen for his presence. 

Below me, a silvery-scaled snake slithered through the cold, brown dirt, pushing leaves and moss out of its way as it moves. 

Over my head, a ferocious black panther frightens me by arching its back as its yellow eyes glisten into mine. 

Three mountainous gray elephants stomp down the lush monkey filled trees. 

As all of these creatures charged towards me, I launched through the long-stemmed bushes and exited the evil, wild jungle to find safety. 


Afterwards, read the descriptions back to the class. It is often stunning how powerful their writing can become in less than an hour! Then go back and analyze what makes this writing awesome and circle the magic words that they had chosen all on their own. 
To solidify the impact of this lesson, heap on the praise, saying how you knew they always had this kind of powerful writing in them and how you can't wait to put this up on the classroom web site for their families to see. Tell them that, now, they have no excuse but to produce more powerful and magical writing - writing that's just as exemplary as the outstanding writer's piece we had marveled at earlier. 
Looking forward 
After you teach this lesson a few times, your students' writing, as a whole, will skyrocket to new heights. Each time, before they write, lead them in visualizing the scene of the story that helps them add details to their sentences. The students will strive to increase their vocabulary so that they can use more and more magical words in their work. 
Consider banning overused words (good, bad, said, went) and brainstorm magic words to replace these boring old standbys. Hang the new words around the room for the kids to pull from as they write. 
Set aside a place in the room where they can share "sparkling sentences" from the books they read during silent reading time. Even the most hesitant writers can't wait to share their writing with the class so that they can hear the class's sincere "oohs" and "aahs" as the audience visualizes the unique worlds they create on paper. 
The Write Toys
Teri Mitchell and Nancy Wells

Mini-lessons using a concrete object (toy) to teach an abstract skill: 

Barbie .....................................................................................................................................Nouns

Any battery operated toy..........................................................................................................Verbs

Remote control car............................................................................Subject/Predicate Relationship

Ball.............................................................................................................Beginning Capitalization

See n’ Say toddler toy (point arrow, pull string)..............................................Declarative Sentence

Any pop-up toy or Jack-in-the-box................................................................Exclamatory Sentence

Any talking toy.................................................................................................................Quotations

Magnetic Board and letters.............................................................................…………Possessives

Puzzle..............................................................................................................Combining Sentences

Slinky....................................................................................................................Run-on Sentences

Mr. Potato Head...........................................................................................Adjectives and Adverbs

Box of 64 crayons........………………….........................................................................Synonyms

Nerf Horseshoes or Nerf Lawn Jarts..............................................................................Topic Focus

Model car.............................................................................................................Supporting Details

Silly Putty in a Plastic Egg......................…….........................................................Parts of a Paper

Boomerang...........................................................................................Introduction and Conclusion

Floating toys.......................................................................................................Writing on the Line

Dominoes....................................................................................................................Word Spacing

Any ball that bounces............................................……......................................Sentence Structure

Blocks...................................................................................................................Run-on Sentences

A Barrel of Monkeys®........................................................................................................Commas

Any character (Superman, Dora, etc.) spring clip...........................................................Possessives

Any construction set (Tinker Toys®, etc.)...................................................................Conjunctions

Bubble liquid and wand................................................................................................Paragraphing

Nesting toy (infant’s stacking tower, etc.)..............................................……................Sequencing

Trading cards...............................................................................Main Idea and Supporting Details

Train (engine, cars, caboose).................................................................................Writing Structure

Baby pop-up toy with multiple doors..........…….......................................Varying Lead Sentences

Uncolored coloring page.............................................Adding Descriptive Adjectives and Adverbs

Each mini-lesson...

*Identifies toy 

*Tells how to use toy to teach the targeted concept or skill

*Has Activity Master(s), Guided Practice and Writing Connection activities

“The Write Toys” (two books), developed and produced by teachers Teri Mitchell and Nancy Wells, are on a CD that can be purchased at www.TheWriteToys.com. I have the CD and I think it is awesome. My only regret is that I am no longer teaching in the classroom full-time. But you are. I recommend you GO FOR IT. You won’t be sorry, I promise.

Team Writing

Students love to work in teams. Take advantage of this passion by dividing the class into teams and instruct them to write humorous (using a play on words) advertisements for local businesses or service agencies.

Example: “If you don’t see what you’re looking for, you’ve come to the right place.” (Optometrist’s Office)

Example: “Time wounds all heels.” (Podiatrist’s Office)

Example: “Reserved for people with class.” (Faculty Lounge Door)

The Writing Jar
This great tip comes from an unidentified homeschooling mom in Pennsylvania.

“I home school my children and we keep a journal jar. I printed out a few pages of writing ideas and cut them up and put them in a jar they decorated. Each day they pick out a slip with a writing idea on it and write about it. They like it, because picking out of the jar is like opening a present, they never know what they will pick out and it excites them.”

Teachers may want to print story starters on card stock and then laminate them so that they can be used again next year - and the year after that. 

Some Writing Prompts to Get You Started:

If I were the teacher, I would... 

If I were a leaf, I would... (snowflake, wind, rain, etc.) 

If I could get anything in the world for my birthday, it would be...(Tell me what you'd do with it.) 

My hero is...(Tell me why.) 

Describe a dream or nightmare you have had. 

I remember when _____ taught me to_____. Describe how. (I remember when my father taught me to tie my shoes.)

A joke that makes me laugh is... 

My favorite foods... 

The foods I dislike are... 

When I grow up I want to be… (Why?) 

Is there an event that took place in your life that has changed you? Tell me how. 
Tell me about your pet (s). If you don't have any, what kind of pet would you like to have? 

I was angry when... 

I was happy when... 

I was disappointed when... 

My favorite holiday is... Tell me why. 

If I looked under your bed, what would I find? 
Tell me about your perfect vacation. 

My worst mistake was... 

Sometimes I wish that... 

What would you do if you were Principal for a day? 

What would you do if you were the President? 
If you could change places with anyone, who would it be and why? 

If you could go anywhere in the world, where would it be and what would you do? 

You have an extra $1,000,000 to give away; you cannot spend it on yourself. What will you do with the money? 

How would you make this world a better place to live in? 

Tell me about your family. 

Tell me about your best friend. Why do you like that person? 

If you were an animal, what would you be? Why? 

What is your favorite season? 

What is your favorite animal? (Where does it live, what does it eat, how does it protect itself? 

I know a lot about...

My favorite book is... 

My favorite (singer, sports figure, TV character, etc.) is... 

If I could be any color in a crayon box, I would be... 

If I were a fireman, I would... (a flag, plant, pencil, box, a book, etc.) 

My favorite movie is... 

Ten about things that make you laugh. (cry, angry, disappointed, etc.) 

A list of things I'll never do. 

Ten crazy reasons why you couldn't do your homework. 

PUPPETS AND PROSE
Use puppets to introduce or reinforce a writing concept, or as a story motivator. [If you don’t have puppets in your classroom, check with a kindergarten teacher. They probably have an ample supply that you can choose from.] A sample one-week, puppet-oriented writing plan follows.

Monday: “Boys and girls, I have a friend that I would like you to meet. She attends the Pretend Puppet School down the street but her teacher, Miss Piggy, said she could come and visit us for a little while this morning. Would you like to meet her?”

“Yo-hoo, Belinda, the kids want to meet you. Come on in.” A puppet child [Belinda, Byron, or whomever] enters. Teacher introduces “Belinda” and asks her to tell the children a little bit about herself. Belinda thinks and thinks but can’t decide what to tell. Teacher invites kids to ask Belinda some questions. How old is she, where does she live, etc. When the kids run out of questions (doubtful) or it’s time to move on, Belinda says,

“I’d really like to stay longer but it’s almost time for recess at my school - so I gotta run.”

Teacher: “But Belinda, don’t you want to know something about each of the boys and girls in this class?”

Belinda: “Well sure, but I don’t want to... Hey, I’ve got an idea. Why don’t you guys write me a letter this week and tell me about yourselves. Mrs. Teacher can bring your letters to my house on Saturday and then I’ll share them with my puppet class next Monday. How’s that for a bright idea? Oh, by the way, I’ll expect one from you too, Mrs. Teacher. Okay? Well, I better get a move on or than smelly old Sammy Skunk will beat me to my favorite swing. See ya.”

Tuesday: Teacher models her letter [on the whiteboard or overhead] to Belinda. 

Wednesday: Class divides into groups of four or five. Students take turns telling the group what they plan to share in their letter. Group members are encouraged to ask questions of or make suggestions to the one who is sharing.

Thursday: Students write their “personal profile” letters.

Friday: Students meet with the small group they were with on Wednesday and read their profiles out loud. If time permits, allow students to read their profiles to the entire class - if they choose to. PLEASE DO NOT MAKE WHOLE-CLASS SHARING MANDATORY. 
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When middle school students hear the word “narrative,” they tune out. They don’t understand the word and they aren’t interested in learning what it is. But it doesn’t have to be that way. Although the word “narrative” sounds highfalutin, it really just means “a story about something that happened.”

Once students get this figured out, they have to face a blank page. To help them jump that hurdle, teach them the “fill-in” method. Have each student write three sentences that represent the beginning, middle, and end of a personal narrative. [A new bike; A great Christmas; A fun sleep-over; and so on.] Make sure they leave hunks of white space between each sentence. The rest is easy. Students expand on each sentence, and viola. They have written a narrative.

Essay of the Week
Teacher Rafe Esquith describes his “Essay of the Week” practice on pp. 51-53 in his book, Teach Like Your Hair’s on Fire. I know most teachers (myself included) don’t want to spend the weekend correcting essays, but I also know his practice has merit and would enhance student writing. Perhaps you will choose to use his idea, altering it to fit your work schedule.

Each Friday Esquith (fifth grade teacher of ESL students) assigns an Essay of the Week. The topic, chosen by Esquith, runs the gamut from serious to silly. “One week the children may be asked to weigh in on George’s decision to kill Lennie in Of Mice and Men. The following week the students may write a page on how they would spend twenty-four hours if they swallowed a potion that made them invisible.” Essays should be short - not much, if any, more than a page. (I’m sure kids LOVE this part of the assignment.) Students are asked to write with proper grammar, spelling, sentence structure, and organization. (I wonder if the biblical passage, “Ask and you shall receive” comes into play here. Mmmm.)

On Monday Esquith’s students critique (as a class) two or three of Friday’s essays – with names removed to avoid embarrassment. [If I were doing this, I would type ONE essay – without the name – and make a copy for each class member. On Monday we would critique the “anonymous” essay together.] Esquith says (and I have no reason to doubt his word) that within weeks the kids grow enormously as writers. By looking at a range of student essays they start to see why some are better than others and they strive to improve their own writing. He goes on to say, “By the end of the year, my fifth-graders rarely make mistakes in spelling, grammar, or structure, and they even master many finer points of writing…” Now wouldn’t that be sweet?

Sentence Stretching
When faced with a writing assignment, many fifth-graders cringe and try to avoid it altogether. For some, structuring a good sentence can be agonizing! Usually, this is because students don’t have the writing “tools” they need to guide them through the process. “Sentence Stretchers” is an activity that will give your fifth grader one “tool” to develop his sentences, making them more detailed and interesting. Show your fifth grader how to stretch his sentences – and watch his writing pieces stretch to a higher level!
What You Need:

paper 

black marker 

red marker 

M&M’s or Skittles 

What You Do:

Begin by “sweetening” the project by placing a bowl of M&M’s or Skittles on the table. Explain to your fifth grader that he can win pieces of candy by stretching simple sentences. 


On a piece of paper write, “The boy ran” (with "The boy" in black and "ran" in red).

Tell students they can turn simple sentences into longer, “big kid” sentences by following an easy formula. The black words in the sentence tell the subject (noun part) and the red words tell the predicate (verb part). To stretch the sentence (and win candy!), add a word to each part by using this chart.

Adjectives:                                                               Adverbs:
What kind?                                                               Where?

Which one?                                                              When?

How many?                                                              How?

How much?

How long?


 ADVANCE \d 5
Start with the subject. Explain that adjectives tell more about the subject. Tell students to answer one of the adjective questions to tell more about “the boy”. For example, “What kind of boy?” (tall). Direct students to rewrite the sentence as “The tall (or whatever) boy ran.” and let each take one M&M for adding one word. 


 ADVANCE \d 5
Move on to the predicate part. Adverb questions help students stretch the verb (predicate). Instruct students to answer one of the adverb questions to tell more about the predicate. For example, “Where did the tall boy run?” (to school). Tell student to rewrite the sentence as “The tall boy ran to school”, making sure to write “The tall boy” in black and “ran to school” in red to distinguish the two sentence parts. Give students another M&M for each additional word.


 ADVANCE \d 5
Encourage students to continue stretching simple sentences like “The snow melted.” and “She took a picture.” by answering more questions about each sentence part. Don’t forget to keep them motivated with those M&M’s!

Post-it Note Paragraphs

If students can write a sentence, using capitalization and end-of-sentence punctuation, they can write a paragraph.

Procedure:

Teacher introduces paragraph writing by naming a one-word topic such as lions, bicycles, dogs, school, and so forth. After students write the topic word on top of their papers, give them each three post-it notes. The student writes one sentence (related to the topic) on each sticky note and affixes the notes (in a vertical line) to his desktop. After checking his first sticky note for capitalization, punctuation, and clarity, he rewrites the sentence on his paper. Next he wads the sticky note in a ball and throws it in the wastebasket. (They love that part of the process because it gives them a chance to leave their seats and get the wiggles out.) Repeat the process with sticky-note two and three, and eureka – they have written a paragraph! See how painless paragraph writing can be?

Use Comic Books and Graphic Novels to Teach Writing
A clear understanding of the comic/graphic novel connection will help make the next suggestions more meaningful, and hopefully more useful. Either the traditional comic book or the graphic novel can be used as the tool for the writing activities described herein, but for reasons of practicality I recommend the latter. One comic book of twenty-eight pages costs a school about $2.40, has a one-month life expectancy, and (due to its flexibility) is a prime target for theft. By contrast, the average graphic novel of 50-150 pages costs around $9, has a four-year shelf life, and cannot be rolled up and stuffed up a shirtsleeve. Enough said?

The popularity of the comic is attributable to kids’ familiarity with the oft-featured superheroes such as Hulk and Spider-Man, their passion for fantasy, the action-packed story lines, the visual appeal, and the attention given to pop culture – what’s hot and what’s not. Adults may scoff at these far-out characters and their superhuman accomplishments, but students can’t get enough of them. Because of this passion, most students (4th-12th) are eager - or at least willing - to read the comic and use it as a tool for learning the rules of punctuation and the art of composition. Some classes (with teacher’s assistance) write and publish their own group-effort comic. 

But that’s enough background, right? It’s time to get to the nuts and bolts that explain how some teachers are using comics to develop and enhance their students’ writing skills. There are many viable options to consider. You will want to pick and choose the ones that fit your teaching style and meet the needs of your students. Good luck.

Punctuation, Paragraphing, and Outlining
Rachael Sawyer Perkins, a teacher at Dolores Street Elementary School in Carson, California uses comics and graphic novels in the classroom to teach punctuation, paragraphing, and outlining. 

Perkins says comics are a visual way of getting across the concept of using quotation marks around narrative text. Students in her classroom learn that a dialogue balloon means the text inside is spoken and needs be placed in quotation marks when written in prose. Using a comic strip from the newspaper, she has students write the dialogue in standard form – using quotation marks and phrases of attribution.

Perkins also uses comics to teach paragraphing and outlining skills. Each panel represents a paragraph. The narrative text at the top becomes the topic sentence that communicates the main idea of the paragraph, and the details are in the visuals and the dialogue that follows.

Narrative Structure, Genre, Pop Culture, Homophones, Characterization, and Poetry

Read Write Think, a partnership among the International Reading Association (IRA), the National Council of Teachers of English (NCTE), and the MarcoPolo Education Foundation, offers 18 free interactive lessons that uses comics to teach such skills and concepts as narrative structure, genre, popular culture, homophones, characterization, and poetry. You can learn the specifics of each lesson at http://www.readwritethink.org/. 

Book Report Alternative

Students have a lot in common, and high on their list of commonalities is their distaste for writing book reports. They try to avoid doing them, and if that doesn’t work they do them haphazardly. Responding to this aversion, the Yale-New Haven Teachers Institute developed a book report model that kids do like – the comic book report.

Each week the student is responsible for reading a comic and handing in a book report. Initially, the student is only required to answer questions on a book report sheet given to him by the teacher. The sheets guide the student reader to the important factors needed in a book report; plot, setting, character description, writer, volume number, artist, and publisher. When the students understand the organization and concepts involved, the formatted sheets are dispensed with and each student writes an independent book report in prose. Throughout the unit special emphasis is given to capitalization and basic punctuation. 

Alliterations, Onomatopoeia, Puns, and Metaphors

Comics are perfect for exploring the adventurous use of words. All comics contain playful, vivid, witty sentences that are filled with alliterations, onomatopoeia, puns and metaphors. In the comic, words and concepts interact playfully together as they explore distant universes, span time zones, and meet beings with altered genes from other worlds. The wise teacher will use the comic to illustrate the fun and playful ways words can be used, and she will teach her students how to use these words in their writing. 

Building Vocabulary
Students often tackle the Weekly Vocabulary List assignment with the same amount of enthusiasm they have for chopped liver. Well, despair not. There is a remedy. Use a pair of scissors and comic strips from the newspaper and turn that bottom-feeder assignment into a cool activity that kids will enjoy (really and truly) doing.

Each week, on a designated day, have students bring one or more comic strips from home. (You‘ll want to have extras available for those who fail to meet this part of the assignment.) Have students choose five words from their comics, record them on paper – leaving a 3 to 4 inch space between words - and write a definition for each recorded word. Finally (this is the part they like), let students cut out and paste the appropriate comic frame adjacent to or below each written definition.

Student-written Comics
The first student-written, published comic book project was developed my Dr. Michael Bitz, senior research associate at Teachers College, Columbia University in New York. Dr. Bitz, believing that the illustrated stories in comics had the power to improve literacy, started his first comic book club at a New York elementary school in 2001. Since then his Comic Book Project has been adopted by 45 other New York schools, and by schools in Baltimore, Chicago, Cleveland, Philadelphia, Washington DC, St. Louis, and other cities. Smaller school districts throughout the country (and in some cases individual teachers) are now using scaled-back variations of Bitz’s Comic Book Project.

The Comic Book Project, and similar counterparts, encourages children to make a connection between what they write and what they draw, and it puts children in the role of creators, rather than merely receivers of information. Children write and draw about their personal experiences, interests, and environments. Bitz, and others who use his method, believe it engages children in the learning process and motivates them to succeed in school, after school, and in life. You can learn more details and see examples of published student work at www.ComicBookProject.org. 

Several teachers are now in the wading pool end of the student-created-comics pool. Some do it as a team project (four or five students work together to make one comic), and others are going the individual route. Some use the school copier and publish the students’ work in black and white, whereas others go the more expensive route and have it published commercially - in color. If you are interested in having student comics commercially published, you may want to check out the site at www.chapbooks.com. This company prints student-created comic books (cover and all) for $5 each.

Creating comics develops organizational and critical thinking skills, from connecting ideas to conceptualizing, executing, and editing an entire project. Making comics is writing! When kids make stories in pictures, they’re learning to write. Go ahead; get your feet wet. The water’s fine.

S - T - R -E - T - C - H!

Adapted from MegaSkills® by Dorothy Rich, p. 209

Tell (or remind) students that every complete sentence has a subject and a verb. This subject-and-verb combination is sometimes called a “kernel” sentence. “Boy runs” is a kernel sentence. In this exercise students make new sentences by stretching the previous one.

Example:

Kernel sentence: Boy runs.

A boy runs.

A little boy runs.

A little boy runs fast.

A little boy runs fast to the swimming pool.

A little boy runs fast to the swimming pool and jumps in.

A little boy runs fast to the swimming pool, jumps in, and loses his trunks.

Each student can write his own stretch sentence, or it can be done as a team effort. Kids love the team approach. It becomes a competition to see which team can come up with the longest (and/or silliest) sentence. And as you already know, kids learn best when they are engaged and enjoy what they are doing.

 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Verb Charades

Teach or review the definition on verb as an action word. Brainstorm for verbs that can be acted out (jiggle, wink, slam, hop, saunter, etc.). If a child suggests a violent word such as “kill,” or any other inappropriate word, simply say that particular word is unacceptable the game you are going to play, and move on. When a student gives an “appropriate” word, write it on an index card and place it in a basket or box, face down.

Pick a student to be IT. IT draws a card, looks at the word (keeping it hidden from the class), and acts it out. Of course several class members will guess the verb immediately, but THEY MUST RAISE THEIR HAND AND BE RECOGNIZED if they want to have a turn at being IT. The first IT chooses a student who has his hand raised to name the verb that was enacted. If the student’s answer is correct, he becomes the new IT. If his answer is incorrect, another student (if his hand is up) gets a chance.

This game causes lots of squealing, grunts, and so on, but it definitely reinforces the meaning of a verb. And needless to say, the kids love playing it. I suggest you keep your original set of index cards, but let the kids add new verbs every time they play the game. You’ll be surprised how much their “verb” knowledge grows throughout the year.
Umbrella Writing

Adapted from activity in MegaSkills® by Dorothy Rich; pp.204-205

The umbrella (drawn on whiteboard for modeling and subsequently reproduced on upper lefthand corner of students’ blank papers) provides a structure to help writers organize their thoughts. This activity can be used in the primary grades through college.

Procedure (as explained to students)

First we must have something to write about. This is called the subject. Let’s say our subject today is “ice cream.” Above our umbrella let’s write “Ice Cream.” Now, having a subject is necessary, but it isn’t enough for writing a paragraph. We need to write one sentence about our subject. Who has an idea? Jamie?

“I love ice cream.” 

That’s great. You told us something about the subject and that’s called “making a statement.” Now we will write the statement (I love ice cream) on the umbrella. Okay, we’re on the right track. We have a subject and a statement. But that still isn’t enough. Now we must explain our statement to the reader. That’s called “proving the statement.” Everything we tell about loving ice cream must fit under the umbrella statement. Could we write, “I love pizza” under our umbrella statement? No, that doesn’t fit with our “I love ice cream” statement, does it? Let’s see if we can think of some things that DO fit with our statement. We will write our “proof” sentences under the umbrella, and when we are done we will have a paragraph!

Examples:

Ice cream is cold.

Ice cream is good on a hot day but it melts fast.

Ice cream comes in lots of flavors.

There are chocolate, vanilla, strawberry, chocolate chip, maple nut, and gobs of other kinds.

You can have ice cream in a cone or in a dish or on top of a big piece of cake.

Use Tradebook as Writing Prompt
*Read to class: Tell Me Again About the Night I Was Born by Jamie Lee Curtis.

*Instruct students to ask a parent about the night (or day) they were born.

*Students divide into small groups and let each child tell orally about his birth day.

*Teacher tells students what she knows about her birth day, and then models a written narrative of the event.

*Students write an account of their birth day.

*Voluntary oral reading of students’ stories.

*Similar procedure can be used with countless other children’s books

Write a Cliffhanger (Idea shared by teacher, Brigid Del Carmin)

 Brainstorm Halloween Words (or any major holiday), such as gloomy, creepy, black cat, goblin, ghost, eerie, dark. Retell some of your favorite ghost stories. Read kids a book based on the holiday you are targeting, but stop reading just prior to the ending (climax).

 Explain the meaning of a “cliffhanger”. Talk about movies or books in which the ending has been left off and we are stuck wondering what happened next. Explain that we will write our own cliffhangers using the list of holiday words to help form ideas. When the student’s story reaches the most exciting moment, he should stop writing. 

Tell your students that you will be writing a cliffhanger at the same time they are. Collect the students’ stories as they finish writing and save for future work.

On subsequent days invite students to read their cliffhangers to the class (no more than one a day), and together (as a class) create an ending. 

This activity allows you to teach and model story writing without making it a “lecture.” 

A Picture is Worth a Thousand Words
Rather than asking students to draw a picture to illustrate their story, try having them write a fictional story to accompany a picture - taken from a magazine or newspaper and mounted on tagboard. Caution: You will need to model this activity two or three times before asking kids to do it independently. If you don’t, you’re bound to get something similar to the “story” that follows.

I see a muther.

I see to littl kids.

The kids are hapy.

I lik the way the kids look.

The end.

Oops. That isn’t what we were looking for, right? 

What you need:

*Forty or more pictures (that will appeal to kids at your grade level), mounted on tagboard

*Storage container (cardboard box covered with laminated paper or plastic tote) to house pictures

Procedure

Day One: Introduce Activity

1. Helper of the day closes eyes and draws one picture from box

2. Teacher and students discuss what they see in the picture

3. Teacher (with students watching) makes up a story to go with the picture and writes it on the overhead or whiteboard.

Day Two:

1. Repeat items one and two from yesterday.

2. Teacher and students (working together) craft a story to go with the picture. Teacher writes story on the board.

Day Three:

1. Teacher appoints one “substitute” teacher for the day’s picture-story, and one secretary to record the story. Teacher retreats to back of room, sits down, and keeps her mouth closed. (That’s the tough part.)

2. The substitute teacher, secretary, and class members complete the entire lesson (as previously modeled) while teacher maintains crowd control but offers no “advice” - at that point - about their story.

3. Teacher resumes her role and helps the class critique their process and the finished product. 

Day Four:

Repeat (with a new picture, “sub,” and secretary) yesterday’s activity. It may not be necessary to repeat yesterday’s activity with some classes. If that it the case, move on to Day 5.

Day Five:

1. Each student draws a picture from the filing container and writes a story (on paper) to go with the picture.

2. When all (or most) have completed their work, allow students to show their picture and read their story to the class if they choose to.

This activity is a great way to get kids to use their imagination and write creatively, but like all writing activities, it should NOT be a daily practice. After the introductory week, use the picture/story activity no more than once every two weeks. This helps to keep the activity fresh and fun.

The Dreaded Rewrite
If there’s anything kids hate more than the deadly rewrite, I have not heard of it. Teachers throughout the country tell me how forcefully their students resist this traditional assignment, and kids confirm that assessment when I go to their classroom as a “visiting author.” An Iowa fourth grader (not from my home district) summed it up this way.

“Mrs. Breitbach is a cool teacher except when she makes us write our stuff over. Then she stinks.” (Mrs. Breitbach was sitting less than a stone’s throw from Sir Big Mouth.)

“Oh, really,” I responded. “And why do you think Mrs. Breitbach sometimes makes you rewrite?”

“SOMETIMES? We have to do it ALL the time! I think she does it just to keep us busy so that she has time to correct our worksheets - and think up more dumb stuff for us to write about.”

Mrs. Breitbach laughed, but I suspect deep down she wanted to throttle the little varmint. 

Is there a way to make the dreaded rewrite more palatable? None that I’m aware of. We will, however, take away a lot of the pain (and entice kids to write better) if we dangle a carrot (no rewrite necessary) in front of their nose.

Method:

Require rewrites only when a student’s written work (a paragraph or longer) falls below what each student (in your opinion) is capable of doing. Grade the students’ written work on a point system appropriate to your grade level. Example: If you teach second grade you may want to grade on strands 1, 2, and 3 (See below). In that case, students who earn a 2 or 3 will NOT have to rewrite. Those who get a 1 or 0 will conference with the teacher and then rewrite. You must take individual differences into account when you grade writing papers. In other words, an intellectually challenged student could receive a 3 on a paper that might get a 1 if written by a gifted child. Fifth graders should probably be accountable for all eight strands (as listed below), and therefore their starting score - before deductions - would be 8.

Each completed writing assignment (regardless of student’s ability) starts with the number of points that correlates with the skills you are targeting. One point is deducted when the student “bombs” an entire strand. Remember to allow for individual differences when you take away points. It is perfectly acceptable to demand (and reward) higher quality work from some than you do from others. For example, you might want to deduct a punctuation point from Ms. Gifted if she makes two errors, whereas you may choose to leave Mr. Struggle’s punctuation score intact despite his five mistakes. Caution: You must note errors in some manner, even if you do not deduct points. They will never learn to do better if they don’t realize they are doing something wrong or poorly.

Strands: 
Each strand (not each error) is worth one point. It’s up to you (a subjective decision) to determine whether or not a student should have a point deducted for a strand.

1. Capitalization

2. Punctuation

3. Spelling [Applicable only to basic sight words and those that have already been taught as a spelling word.] Disregard spelling errors of words that students in your grade are not expected to know.

4. Complete sentences, or fragments

5. Sensibility (Does the written work make sense?)
6. Reader appeal (Does every sentence start with the same word? If so, it lacks reader appeal.)

7. Introductory Sentence. (Does it put the reader to sleep, or catch his interest?)

8. Final paragraph. (Does it tie the piece together?)

If kids know they can avoid the dreaded rewrite by writing as well as they possibly can (the first time around), they work harder, write better, and have more fun. And nobody will call you Mrs. Stinky-Face!

Writing Inspired by Headlines

Use newspaper headlines to jump start stories. Look through newspapers and cut out “unique” headlines:

· Pig denied airline seat

· ATM starts spitting money

· Cell phone recovered from fish

Rather than using tabloids, look for REAL stories. Remember, truth IS stranger than fiction. These sites publish unusual incidents: 

· www.usatoday.com/news/offbeat/default.htm 

· www.cnews.canoe.ca/CNEWS/WeirdNews 

· www.newsaol.ca/weird-news 

Two recent headlines: “Goat detained for Armed Robbery”, and “Parrot Honoured for Saving Girl’s Life.” You may want to keep headlines in a magnetic photo album for students to browse through when they need an idea – or want a laugh.
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Letter and Email Writing
 SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1Letter writing as we once knew it has gone the way of the dinosaur, but many of the same principles apply to email correspondence and to some extent - blogging.

Following are some excellent children’s books that use a letter-writing format. Use one or more of these as a precursor to a unit on letter (or email) writing. 

· The Jolly Postman by Janet and Allan Ahlberg is a great example of a book of letters. Goldilocks writes a letter of apology to the Three Bears, there is a piece of junk mail for the Witch who might need to order some ingredients for her next potion, a lawyer’s letter to the Big Bad Wolf on behalf of Little Red Riding Hood, and more.

· Thank You, Santa by Margaret Wild. The letter exchange between Samantha and Santa begins when Samantha writes a Thank You letter to Santa, and continues with Santa’s reply about how pleased he is to finally receive a letter of gratitude.

· Dear Mrs. LaRue: Letters from Obedience School by Mark Teague. Ike, a misbehaving dog, writes letters to his mistress, Mrs. LaRue.

· P.S. Longer Letter Later and its sequel, Snail Mail No More by Paula Danziger and Ann M. Martin. Both books, well suited to read aloud to middle grade students, are written as a correspondence between two girls who maintained their friendship via letters (in the first book) and emails (second book) after one of the girls moved with her family to a new community.

· Detective LaRue: Letters from the Investigation by Mark Teague

Have your students practice writing an informative email (or letter if you choose) to one of the following:


1. A favorite book character


2. A near-age acquaintance or friend in another school (town, state, country)


3. A senior (as in over 70) who has limited or no contact with young people


4. A favorite author


5. A school official concerning a rule that you think should be changed
Apostrophe Collage

This activity (for fourth, fifth, or sixth graders) works best when it is done over a two or three-day period.

Day One:  Review when and where apostrophe marks are used. Students take turns writing a sentence (using one or more apostrophes) on the overhead on whiteboard, and class members explain the reason for each apostrophe. 

Day Two: Each class member is given a magazine (preferably) or newspaper, and a 12 X 18 colored sheet of construction paper. Students cut out captions, headlines, advertisements, or text that contains an apostrophe, and glue it onto the construction paper – collage style, with edges overlapping. Using a black magic marker, number each entry.

Day Three: On a 9 X 12 sheet of white paper, starting with number one, write the numeral that corresponds with the numbered entry on the collage, followed by the “rule” or reason that an apostrophe was used in that entry. Example: Caption number one reads, “Family’s Home Destroyed by Fire.” Student writes…1. The home belongs to the family.

DOL (Daily Oral Language)

 Many teachers think DOL teaches kids how to write correctly. It doesn’t. Students using DOL learn how to edit printed material, but that “knowledge” does not cause them to write better. For example, if the DOL sentence reads: “Tommy said I was borned on July 14 1998,” most fourth graders can make the necessary corrections (commas, quotation marks, and dropping the “ed” from “borned”). BUT...ask a fourth grader to write an original sentence using quotation marks and a comma, and you’re apt to get a deer-in-the-headlights gaze. Kids learn to write by writing, not by editing that which someone else has written.

 I understand why teachers throughout the country use DOL. For starters, it’s part of the mandated curriculum in most districts. Secondly, teachers don’t have the time to let kids write as often or as much as they should. But there is a solution. If you can’t bring yourself to discontinue DOL (or your district won’t allow it), split the difference. Try an every other day routine: One day do DOL, the next day tell your students to write two original sentences using a date, a person’s name, a series of three, quotation marks, or whatever skill needs additional attention. To save teacher correcting time and your sanity, partner your students (a different pair each writing period) and let them check each other’s work as a team of two. I think you’ll find that kids learn more when they discuss their work with a peer than when the teacher does the correcting and hands it back at the end of the day, or worse yet - the following day.

 Writing, like every skill, must be practiced. Go for it.

Weekly Newsletter for Student Writers (markets, contests, grants, and more)

Freelance writer Hope Clark publishes a weekly newsletter (The Writing Kid) strictly for student writers. She publishes student writing on her site (and pays kids a nominal fee for their work), and provides an incredible amount of useful information. If you have students who have a flair for writing or enjoy dabbling with it, refer them to this site. It really is a treasure trove. www.fundsforwriters.com/writingkid.htm
LISTEN WITH YOUR HEART

Writing may be the most difficult subject to teach. Given the enormous amount of time and energy it takes, combined with problems such as language barriers, intellectual limitations, physical impairments, and absurd school policies, it is no wonder that so many good teachers have thrown in the towel and barely teach writing at all.

But, I urge you to not give up. Writing might be the key that unlocks a child’s heart. We all strive to make connections with our students. We build bridges reading, solving problems together, at classroom parties, on field trips, and at recess. Yet it is the power of the written word that can change a life. Children often choose to write things (if given the opportunity) that they feel are too shameful or embarrassing to say out loud - even in a one-to-one setting.

As teachers we are obligated to hear about our students’ joys, sorrows, victories, defeats, fears, and dreams. They may not be able to tell us how they are feeling or what they need, but they can show us through their written words. Please listen with your heart. You may be the only one who does.

A few years ago beginning teacher Erin Gruwell listened with her heart when she was confronted with 150 “at risk” ninth graders in Long Beach, California. 
The class was a diverse mix of African-American, Latino, Cambodian, Vietnamese, and Caucasian students, many of whom had grown up in rough neighborhoods. In the first few weeks the students made it clear that they were not interested in what Ms. Gruwell had to say, and they made bets about how long she would last. 

One day in early November Erin angrily intercepted the drawing of a racial caricature of an African-American student that was being circulated in the classroom. After staring at the drawing for a few seconds she said, loudly and forcefully, that it was every bit as disgusting as were the Nazi caricatures of Jews during the Holocaust. To her amazement, she discovered that many of her students had never heard of the Holocaust. Ms. Gruwell then asked how many of the students in her class had been shot at. Almost all of them raised their hands and they began lifting their shirts to show their scars. This show-and-tell experience left Erin Gruwell shocked, and it inspired her to take advantage of the powerful energy she had sparked. 

Over the next four years Erin Gruwell taught her students to use writing as a means of fighting back against the labels they had been given, and she helped them succeed despite the odds. She transformed those 150 “unteachable” students into a group of compassionate, determined young men and women instead of the doomed nobodies they originally saw themselves to be. Their journal entries, which make up The Freedom Writers Diary, graphically and realistically portray life in the intercity.  The book made the New York Times bestseller list, and in 2007 was made into a movie starring Hilary Swank as Erin.

(March 12, 2009)  ORONO, Maine (AP) -- Twitter, the online social networking service that's become popular with celebrities and politicians, is linking second-grade classes in two Maine towns.

Mrs. White's class in Orono has been Twittering for about a month with Mr. Thompson's class in Greene, exchanging messages that can't exceed 140 characters.

Debbie White said she decided to bring the micro-blogging site to her classroom to help her pupils learn writing skills by composing messages, known as Tweets.

Most of the students seem to be enjoying the exercise. Some say it's like having pen pals online.


ORONO (NEWS CENTER) -- Most of the messages are simple; you would expect them to be as the students who are writing them are in the second grade.

"Hi, My name is Morgan. I have three dogs," wrote one of Thompson's students. 

The messages are from Mrs. W’s Class and Mr. T’s 2nd Grade. The teachers go by their last initial so as to not take up more of the critical 140-character space in Twitter.

Twitter has taken the world by storm, with politicians, celebrities and news outlets using it to keep in touch with fans and followers. Debbie White said she decided to bring the micro-blogging site to her classroom after she heard of an eighth grade class writing a story on it.

"Teaching writing is very difficult, but it's an essential skill," she said. "It's how we communicate primarily as humans. And more and more so with the digital world, because most of our communication is through writing."

The classes started exchanging messages, known as Tweets, mid-February. The accounts are closed so only people who are approved to see them can. While the classes sometimes write the messages together, the students also write them on their own.

"The first time I just like, it was just some instant messaging blog," said student Jennifer Noyes. "But now that I'm actually Twittering, I did it myself and I've done it more, I really like it."

There are lessons in grammar, spelling, math -- Twitter messages can't be anymore than 140 characters -- and online security and digital citizenship.

"That begins that whole modeling and what we're going to share online," said White. "We're not going to share a picture of us being incredibly goofy unless that's the point of what we're doing."

Most of the students seem to be enjoying themselves, and have adopted the technology. But there are some who are more hesitant. Zivi Osher is one of them.

"On the computer, you could accidentally press the wrong letter and then you have to go back," he said, explaining why he likes handwriting better than typing.

Other students explain using Twitter is almost like getting pen pals -- on line. "I like talking to our friends," said Claire Williamson. "It's like you're getting new connections to make new friends."

"You get to talk with people," said Avery Wild. "Like you get to see what they're doing and then type in what you're doing and then they write back what they're doing. Then you kind of have this little connection. Instead of talking to one another, you can just type."

The classes have also exchanged what they bring in for show-and-tell, and lessons they're learning in class. Sometimes one class teaches the other something that wasn't on the lesson plan. For example, last week, Mr. Thompson's class was learning about Olympic runner Wilma Rudolph. Mrs. White's class spent some time reading about Rudolph, a lesson that the teacher hadn't planned.

So while twittering might be thought of as something for teenagers and adults, these students are saying -- no way, it's for us, too. Twittering gives them one more door to information and learning.
Two GREAT books for student writers: Both are available at www.cottonwoodpress.com
UNJOURNALING - By Dawn DiPrince and Cheryl Miller Thurston

Here you find 200 writing prompts for young writers. For
instance:

180. Write a news paragraph that includes the words
cantaloupe, toothpaste, guitar, flashlight, flip-flops.

151. Madison is so happy. In one paragraph, show that she
is happy, but don't use the word happy or even a synonym
for happy.

148. Write a paragraph or sentence about celebrating a
holiday. Use exactly 100 letters.

SEIZE THE STORY - A Handbook for Teens Who Like to Write
By Victoria Hanley

This book takes the mechanics of writing a story and breaks it down into the same concepts as adult books – creating characters, beginnings, dialogue, showing and telling, plotting, conflict, middles and endings. So what's new? It's written lighthearted in a language that is simple to digest - downright interesting. It has lots of examples and exercises like the one of perspective. The young writer looks at the world through the eyes and ears of other people like a good friend, someone you admire, someone you dislike, someone wise, someone younger, or someone old and sick. Frankly, this book ought to be used to teach new adult
writers. It's plain, clear and to the point.
Advice for Teen Writers:

The One-Inch Picture Frame
by Stephanie Dethlefs

Word choice. Sentence fluency. Organization. Revise. Edit. Beginning, middle and end. These are just some of the phrases young writers hear during English classes and writing lessons across the country. Of course, these things are important parts of the writing process. Without them our writing would simply be a jumble of words making no sense to our readers. But thinking about all of the requirements of "good writing" at the same time can make it seem like an awfully big, and overwhelming, task. In Bird By Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life, writer Anne Lamott suggests the idea of a one-inch picture frame. Smaller than most of the frames scattered around your home containing pictures of family or friends, a one-inch picture frame could only show a small piece of a bigger picture; perhaps a hand, or a tree, or the petal of a flower. A smile or a grimace. A squinting eye. A dog's muddy paw. Look at the picture a little closer. Bring it into focus. What color is the mud on the dog's paw? Is it sticky? Wet? Does it smell bad? The hand you see, is it hanging relaxed or waving? Is it a large hand or small? Are there rings? Scars?


Author Wendell Berry is a master at describing even the smallest piece of information with intricate detail. Consider this paragraph from his book A Place on Earth, in which the main character is standing in his doorway looking out over his yard:

”Rainwater has collected shallowly beneath the maple trees, making a large irregular pool stretching from the walk along the edge of the porch to the lilac bush beside the gate to the chicken yard. The rain is falling slowly in large drops so that the circles it makes striking the surface of the pool remain intact. For a moment at the center of each circle the black branches of the trees are mirrored perfectly, and then distorted and fragmented as the circles interlink and subside and renew.

Obviously there is more to his yard than a rain puddle, but this one paragraph is easily visible through that one-inch frame. The act of writing is the act of piecing these small pictures together like a puzzle, slowly revealing the entire picture for our audience to see. The dog's paw is muddy; perhaps this is related to the field through which he is running. The hand is clenched into a fist; 
perhaps this is related to the purple bruise on the cheek of the person standing a foot away. Piece by piece a writer reveals the scene, the dialogue, or the information. Piece by piece the writing reveals the picture to us. Next time you sit down to write, whether you are tackling a school assignment or writing for pleasure, think about that one-inch picture frame. All that you have to write in that moment is whatever you can see through the small frame: a paragraph about your Golden Retriever puppy, a few descriptive details about the shagbark hickory tree, or 
one snippet of dialogue between two characters in your story. Once the big picture is clear, you can think about word choice and sentence fluency.

