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From the Editors

 The lives of educators are whirlwinds of activities rigorous and trivial—from asking a student 
about her attire to finding yourself standing before a crowded presentation at the annual 
conference of the National Council of Teachers of English in Philadelphia. We are mutli-taskers 
among multi-taskers.
 For the editors of South Carolina English Teacher, we are both overwhelmed and honored 
to work with educators across the state and the nation. This volume represents a continuing 
evolution of SCCTE and its flagship publication.
 In our Teaching Inquiry Matters section, we read the work of Yvonne Mason and Stephen L. 
Banks, “Orwell 2.0: Remixing 1984 with Web-Based Instruction.” Mason and Banks share with 
us their experience with 1984 between two countries.
 “Something to be Learned from the Teachers of the One-Room Schoolhouse,” by Barbara 
Gilbert, asks us to consider the historical significance of the one-room schoolhouse. Gilbert 
argues, “Many opportunities, which we will explore in the rest of this article, are lost because the 
teachers do not become familiar with the rich cultural heritage of the areas where they teach.”
 Dawn Mitchell’s  “Christmas in August” presents a rich and complex partnership between 
the Spartanburg Writing Project and Martha Frye, a kindergarten teacher in Spartanburg District 
6. This experience challenges us to reconsider early writing expectations and possibilities for 
students.
 Tips for Teaching opens with “Getting Organized: A Simple Strategy for Helping Students 
Structure Their Writing” by Kelly Tracy and Lisa G. Wilbanks. Tracy and Wilbanks offer 
an insightful consideration of helping fourth graders organize their writing in an authentic 
environment.
 Shelley Blalock, in “Words for the Wordless: A Strategy to Enhance Descriptive Writing,” 
opens with, “As a teacher of third grade for ten years, I have observed that students seem to 
lack the understanding or desire to write using descriptive word choice.” Blalock offers a wealth 
of strategies for expanding the range of the words our students choose in their writing.
 A standard of the writing classroom is the admonition, “Show, don’t tell.” Carol Baldwin’s 
“Picture This: Classroom Activities for Show, Don’t Tell Image-Driven Writing” makes this wise 
advice real for the teacher, and ultimately for the student as writer.
 “Teachin’ Good: Using informal language as a bridge to Standard English in the classroom,” 
by David W. Marlow, argues his approach to formal language in On My Mind. Here, Marlow 
asserts, “I propose that we leverage this instruction to encourage students to embrace formal 
English in addition to their home language.”
 The final section, From Our Pen, includes the poetry of Arthur Turfa, “Franconia—In Memory 
of David Shogren.”
 The scholarship of our daily practices are well represented here in the pages of SCET. The 
teaching of English is a living field connected to a living language and the lives lived by teachers 
and their students. We hope these articles enrich the lives of all who read them.

The Editors
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By Yvonne Mason and Stephen L. Banks

 In May of 2009, 101 South Carolina high 
school sophomores and juniors, almost pulsing 
with excitement, sat in their school’s media 
center holding signs and small Canadian flags. 
Over two thousand miles away in Alberta, 
Canada, twenty-two grade twelve students 
anxiously waited for someone to start the video 
link. All were waiting to identify classmates they 
had never met and group members whose 
voices they had never heard. This video 
conference was the culmination of a unit on 
George Orwell’s 1984 involving two countries, 
123 students, two teachers, multiple Web 2.0 
applications, and a giant leap of faith. 
 After months of planning and not a few 
mistakes, we were seeing the fruits of our 
instructional labors as students recognized and 
shouted out to one another after having worked 
in a digital environment on almost every 
assignment for the previous month. Student 
groups were introduced and greeted each other 
with signs they had made with their group 
names: “The Brotherhood,” “The Ministry of 
Peace,” “The Thought 5-0’s,” and, perhaps 
inevitably, “The Junior Anti-Sex League.” 
Volunteers approached the camera and read the 
reflections they had posted on their blogs. 
Students in both classes lined up to ask 
questions about one another. We could have 
taken much more than the allotted hour and still 
not have gotten to everyone. When the video 
conference was over, many students in each 
class lamented, “But we just got to know them!” 
We, their teachers, felt much the same way. 

Background
 Web 2.0 applications have made 
collaboration easier than at any time in history. 
Both business and personal communications 
have become increasingly based on digital 
exchange, and moving students toward an 
understanding of both digital response and 
digital responsibility has become an 
instructional imperative. In February 2008, the 
National Council of Teachers of English issued a 
position statement on 21st Century Literacies: 

Orwell 2.0:
Remixing 1984 with Web-Based Instruction

Literacy has always been a 
collection of cultural and 
communicative practices shared 
among members of particular 
groups. As society and technology 
change, so does literacy. Because 
technology has increased the 
intensity and complexity of literate 
environments, the twenty-first 
century demands that a literate 
person possess a wide range of 
abilities and competencies, many 
literacies. ( p. 1) 

We believe that by using Web 2.0 applications in 
a collaborative novel unit, we were able to meet 
state and provincial learning standards and 
were able to help our students increase their 
interaction with, and make progress toward 
mastering, those complex digital environments. 
Both of us are adept at using Web 2.0 tools in 
the classroom and had introduced some 
applications to our students in previous units. 
Now, we very deliberately set out to teach a 
novel unit incorporating 21st century literacy 
skills using carefully selected Web 2.0 
applications. 
 We met online at a social networking site 
called “Teachers 2.0,” and though we teach 
different grade levels and substantially different 
works, we recognized almost immediately that 
we have similar attitudes and educational 
philosophies. As we messaged each other, we 
began to explore the possibility of co-teaching a 
piece of literature even though we teach in very 
different environments. The Alberta school 
serves a K-12 demographic with an enrollment 
of about 450 students. The South Carolina high 
school is one of the largest in the state, serving 
over 2000 students in grades 9-12. The Alberta 
school is in a rural location; the South Carolina 
school is suburban. We would be dealing with 
four times as many South Carolinians as 
Albertans, and our students ranged in age 
fifteen to nineteen—tenth to twelfth grades. 
Despite the substantial environmental and 
demographic differences, we wanted our 
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students to know and learn from one another. 
We wanted them to see each other’s worlds and 
benefit from each other’s experiences. We 
decided that George Orwell’s classic 1984 
would fit into both courses of instruction and, 
better yet, was perfect for incorporating the 
technologies we would be using. Technology, 
the manipulation of information, and the power 
of language are all important themes in the 
novel, and we chose to focus on those instead 
of on the perhaps more traditional thrust toward 
exploring the dangers of totalitarianism. 
 Planning collaboratively over a two-month 
period, we brainstormed ideas for assignments 
using email, Google Documents, skype, Google 
Video, and Google Chat. We fully intended to 
come as close as possible to being co-teachers 
even though neither of us would ever be present 
in the other’s classroom, so identifying desired 
outcomes and creating lessons was necessarily 
a joint effort. We refined lessons based on the 
state and provincial standards and outcomes 
documents that we shared at our Google 
Documents page. We also shared lecture notes 
by converting Promethean Board presentations 
to PowerPoint and vice versa. In doing so, we 
were sure that each student had access to 
identical definitions and information. We also 
started a joint diary at Googledocs where we 
noted personal responses, student reactions, 
and reflections on the effectiveness of lessons. 
 Even as we were using web-based 
applications for our instructional planning, we 
were exploring what platform might be most 
appropriate for student interaction. The beauty 
of Web 2.0 applications is that the user creates 
the content. According to the NCTE definition in 
21st-Century Literacies: A Policy Brief (2007), 
“Web 2.0…refers to a second generation of 
Web-based communities that demonstrate the 
participatory literacies students need for the 
21st-century” (p. 4). Unlike the static teacher-
centric websites where the teacher controls the 
information (the one-to-many model), platforms 
like wiki’s and nings invite the user to create, 
contribute, and respond to information (a many-
to-many model). This gathering, internalizing, 
and remixing of information illustrates Will 
Richardson’s (2006) definition of Web 2.0 as the 
“read-write web” (p. 2). Students would read 
and respond to text online and would create 
dynamic content that would then be processed 

in various iterations by other users. We had 
already made the decision that most writing 
assignments would mimic as closely as possible 
the kinds of writing that students are already 
participating in every day: texting, emailing, and 
posting to social network sites. This meant 
structuring shorter, more interactive 
assignments for writing. We decided that these 
assignments could best be accommodated in a 
social networking environment and that a ning 
would be the most appropriate venue in which 
to conduct our class. 
 Ning.com is a Web 2.0 application for 
building a personal social networking site. 
Members are able to message, friend each 
other, participate in threaded discussions, and 
have personal blog pages. In addition to its 
versatility, it also offers a high degree of privacy. 
Once registered, the “owner” is able to lock the 
site, making it accessible only to invited 
members. This privacy feature insured the 
safety of our students. Students were sent 
invitations to join the ning via email and once 
everyone had responded we changed the 
privacy setting so that only members would be 
able to access the site. To add another layer of 
protection, students used only first names and 
last initials and did not refer to specific 
locations. 
 Our ning, doublethink.ning.com, was 
structured to allow students to create the 
majority of the content. Because of its 
resemblance to popular social networking sites 
such as FaceBook and MySpace, students were 
almost immediately able to successfully 
navigate the site. Students were also able to 
customize their personal pages by changing 
backgrounds, fonts, and colors, and by adding 
photos, music, videos, and games. By the time 
the unit was over, students had posted more 
than four hundred photographs of themselves. 
These member pages were a way for our 
students to get to know one another, but also 
served as a starting place for conversations 
about how we use, and misuse, information. 
Later in the unit, as we discussed Newspeak, 
the Two-Minutes Hate, and the omni-present 
posters of Big Brother in the novel, their own 
pages became object lessons on the power of 
language and images to both inform and 
manipulate the individual. We also warned them 
frequently that we, as their teachers and as 
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administrators of the site, could see everything 
they posted, and when they posted it…not 
unlike Big Brother. This was certainly a case of 
creating relevancy between student and text.  

Implementation
 Using information shared through Google 
documents, we grouped one student from each 
of the South Carolina classes with one student 
from the Canadian class. We wanted stronger 
and weaker writers grouped together and more 
vocal and less vocal students grouped together 
creating, in effect, the potential for peer tutoring 
if needed. We posted student groups at the 
front page of the ning where students found 
each other and created a group name and logo 
within the site. With the twenty-two groups in 
place, we were ready to begin the unit. 
 The activating strategy was a video produced 
by the American Civil Liberties Union called 
“Ordering Pizza in the Future.” In this video, 
what starts as a simple phone call to order a 
pizza leads to the realization that the order-taker 
has information about the caller’s family, his 
health, and his financial status. We used this as 
a way to introduce what a society might be like 
if the government controlled every aspect of the 
individual’s life. Students then wrote a short 
essay exploring how much information they 
voluntarily share through their internet social 
sites. This essay and three weekly reading 
quizzes were the only deliberately pen-and-
paper assignments. We then showed the classic 
1984 Macintosh computer Superbowl 
commercial using lesson plans and interactive 
assessments from the ReadWriteThink.org site. 
These lessons reinforced the concepts of the 
anti-hero and dystopian environments. When 
these assignments were completed, we 
announced the reading schedule, reading quiz 
dates, lab days, and other assignments. 
 As we progressed, the physical classroom 
became a place for reading and writing about 
the text, while the ning became the outlet for 
discussion and expression of understanding. All 
videos, assignments, exemplars, and rubrics 
were posted at the ning so students could 
access them at their convenience. Posting well 
in advance not only alleviated the problem of 
getting information to absent students but also 
gave students the opportunity to work at their 
own pace. Catriona writes, “It was also nice 

being able to do the assignments on my own 
time. With everything outside of school, I found 
it extremely convenient to be able to access the 
discussions and text talk assignments whenever 
I felt like it.” Michael liked it for other reasons: 

I like having this site here, if I had a 
question I could just come to the 
Ning chat option and ask 
somebody, and have the answer 
right away. It was extremely 
convenient to do homework on the 
internet. For example, I responded 
to discussions from my ipod laying 
on my couch. (yes, i do know how 
lazy that is) But it was so easy for 
me, this assignment helped a lot. 
(Note: We corrected obvious 
typographical errors but left the 
grammatical and idiosyncratic 
mechanical errors that typically 
occur when students are texting or 
posting at personal sites.) 

The assignment referenced by Catriona was 
called “TextTalk.” Pairs of students were 
assigned to write a short text message inviting 
their partners to a movie. The instruction was to 
try to give the recipient enough information 
about the movie that he or she would respond 
positively to the invitation. Students copied the 
message to a blog post and translated it. They 
then listed adjectives and adverbs and 
specifically noted connotative language—or the 
lack thereof. Then they wrote a reflection on 
how effective the message was and justified 
their response to the invitation. This exercise led 
to conversation in class about how Newspeak 
was used in the novel, how we are deliberately 
truncating our own language, and what 
repercussions this might have in contemporary 
society. After this pairs activity, we began to 
work in virtual groups. To facilitate discussion 
within groups we posted three discussion 
questions. Students, at their group pages, had 
to write a primary response to the question, 
reply to another’s post at least once, and then 
participate in a creating a consensus statement 
regarding the answer to the question. As 
students became more at ease in their groups, 
the discussions became livelier. Kyla  writes: 

I think that we were able to find out 
part of our members personalities. 
how they react to things if they can 
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become passionate about a school 
assignment. i loved our discussions 
because we got to communicate 
with each other and we found out 
what others think and it was cool 
for me because it showed me that 
kids in the US have as active 
thought processes as me. The few i 
knew before had no brain capacity 
and this totally reinforced my 
confidence in the US’s citizens...
that are the same age as me...or 
around the same age as me. i am 
so glad that we were able to have 
some epic discussions. we all have 
such strong opinions, and that’s 
awesome.

A very important outcome of the group 
discussions was that everyone had an equal 
voice. Students who would never have offered 
an opinion in class spoke out online. As Ivy says 
in her reflection, “While I’m not usually one to 
like working with groups, I have actually enjoyed 
hearing my group members’ opinions, and for 
once being able to voice my own without 
anyone passing judgment.” Ivy’s group-mate 
Brandon replies, “I like the idea of being able to 
voice your opinion without anyone passing 
judgment on you. This allows people to say 
what they really want to say and they do not 
have to conform to the patterns of others. I 
believe that that is the best part about the ning.” 
 By the end of the discussion assignments, 
965 responses had been posted—almost three 
times more than the minimum assigned. Other 
assignments were completed as blog posts and 
included reading and responding to nonfiction 
pieces on technological ethics and on Orwell’s 
essay, “Politics of the English Language.” They 
were also assigned the task of identifying types 

of propaganda in electronic and print media. 
 For the culminating project, students used 
glogster.com to make virtual posters 
demonstrating their understanding of the 
themes of the book. Users of this Web 2.0 
application can manipulate visual elements 
supplied by the site itself or can upload their 
own photographs, artwork, music, and videos. 
Posters were linked to a Works Cited page and 
to a document justifying the students’ choices 
of expressive elements. We encouraged 
students to use Googledocs as a way of 
publishing their work. Many students treated the 
poster as a CD cover and embedded a play list 
of songs generated by playlist.com, others used 
only photographs, and some a combination of 
elements. Posters were then linked to the 
student’s blog page. We graded these using a 
rubric stressing artistic and aesthetic expression 
of understanding. 

Assessment
 We graded almost all assignments together 
using Google Voice Chat. We were able to talk 
about the student’s work while we were looking 
at it and found that this collaboration between 
us kept us on track with our expectations for 
our students and for the unit. We adapted a 
rubric based on Bloom’s taxonomy for grading 
discussions, essays, and weekly quizzes. This 
rubric (Figure 1) was designed to move students 
from simply summarizing to demonstrating 
more depth of understanding of Orwell’s 
themes. Exemplars were posted to show 
students the kind of writing and depth 
appropriate for the unit. We made it clear that 
we expected them to be responsible for their 
own learning as well as being active participants 
in our online community. 

Figure 1 Rubric

Goal: Writing and discussion postings make substantive contributions to the dialogue

Identifying- writing/discussion identifies key individuals, issues and causes both internal 
and external 1

Connecting - writing/discussion identifies and connects key individuals, issues, and 
causes to each other and explores their interrelationships 2

Analyzing -- writing/discussion identifies and analyzes central individuals, issues, causes, 
and environmental factors in relationship to each other 4
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Synthesizing -- writing/discussion identifies key issues and analyzes those issues leading 
to synthesis and some form of action to reach consensus through a decision-making 
process 4

Evaluating -- writing/discussion identifies key issues and analyzes those issues 
considering multiple perspectives and causes leading to synthesis to reach resolution 
followed by evaluation of the results 4

Writing/discussion postings meet required number interactions and are on topic. 2

Writing/discussion postings reflect grade-level and above writing and are spell- and 
grammar-checked. 2

Writing/discussion postings are respectful and encourage intellectual growth of other 
participants. 2

                                                                                                        Total Points 

The expectations outlined in this rubric pushed 
many students out of their comfort zones, but 
nearly all rose to the challenge and created 
more reflective work. In Lisa’s case, the 
assignments became an opportunity to think 
critically about her own writing:  

I am not going to lie I was 
devastated with my marks for my 
pizza assignment and for our 
chapter one test. You were about to 
have one very angry blonde on your 
hands…Coming into this class I 
knew I wanted to improve my 
writing. I have been awarded A’s for 
my writing and it has come easily to 
me. But when I received 
unsatisfactory marks for those last 
assignments I knew my writing 
would not cut it any longer. I 
realized I am a good technical 
writer, but now I need to add more 
in depth critical thinking. So for 
these next assignments I am going 
to take a risk with my writing which I 
never have done before. I need you 
to let me know if I am on the right 
track with this writing style. I am 
glad, in perspective, for this push to 
advancing (sic) my writing. I never 
knew how or if I needed to before. 
So I guess I’m saying thanks, for 
putting me into such a fluster about 
my grades. 

Trouble Shooting
 Even with all the planning that we did before 
the unit launched, we knew that we would have 
to deal with the unexpected, so we agreed in 
advance to be open-minded and flexible. We 
knew that as with any new media, there would 
be a learning curve, but we didn’t anticipate the 
amount of instructional time necessary for 
students to learn to use the Web 2.0 tools we 
had selected. Some of the students now 
referred to as “digital natives” use Web 2.0 
exclusively for entertainment and social 
networking still needed guidance for using 
those tools to express understanding in an 
educational environment. Patience and extra 
computer lab days were required to facilitate 
additional instruction. 
 We were very aware that students are often 
reluctant to admit to not having the hardware 
and access to complete online assignments. We 
announced at the beginning of the unit, and 
frequently throughout the unit, that students 
would not be penalized for their decision to 
complete an assignment as a hardcopy. We 
planned ample time in the computer labs of our 
respective schools to give students the most 
time possible to interact in our virtual 
classroom. 
 Extending the walls of the classroom is a 
wonderful concept, but in practice, limits need 
to be set. One evening we were both in the 
ning’s chat room for hours answering questions 
for the almost thirty students logged on. After 
several nights of students having three to four 
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hours access to us, we had to announce 
specific times that we would log on and be 
available for questions outside the physical 
classroom. Placing limits on when we would be 
available moved students into the practice of 
asking for and receiving help from their peers. 
 Another hurdle for us was handling the 
students’ frustration when something went 
wrong. NCTE’s Framework for 21st Century 
Curriculum and Assessment specifically 
mentions that “Assessment practices of 21st 
century learning may need flexibility and 
responsiveness to situations such as technology 
glitches beyond students’ control that impact 
the quality of the final product” (p. 3). It took our 
students some time to recognize that the 
process is often as important as the product. 
Many were frustrated by having to do 
assignments over because they had forgotten to 
save their work. Though these were hard 
lessons for those students, we ultimately were 
able to allay their concerns by listening, allowing 
extra time, and accepting hard copies of work 
the students felt he or she could just not do 
again as an online assignment. 

Final Thoughts
 In creating our digital community, we 
thoughtfully and intentionally created 
opportunities for students to respond to the 
novel 1984 in diverse ways. We addressed 
multiple standards in reading and interpreting 
both literary and nonfiction texts, writing for 
understanding, writing to communicate, 
participating in the exchange of ideas, and 
demonstrating understanding through various 
media. As we immersed ourselves and our 
students in a text-rich digital environment, we 

engaged students in multiple literacies as they 
navigated new modes of information delivery. 
They were asked to decode messages in non-
print media and respond to text in ways that 
while familiar personally, may not have been 
previously used in instruction. Using Web 2.0 
applications encouraged students to re-mix 
ideas and opinions as they worked 
collaboratively and allowed them to construct 
an environment in which they became both 
learners and teachers. In his reflection, Aaron 
states: 

In my very unusual perspective I 
can reflect on this unit and ask most 
all is there a more perfect method? 
With the use of this blog we could 
discuss all the issues of 
discrimination, hate, and conflict 
that arise in 1984 without actually 
having those problems in real life. I 
love how we could respond to one 
another’s opinion and more than 
that learn more about the book and 
even more than that learn about one 
another. 

During the twenty days of this unit, our students 
got to know each other through media with 
which they were familiar and in a digital 
community that they helped create. The 
individual’s relationship with the book was 
enhanced by seeing other’s perspectives. 
Understanding was deepened and friendships 
were made. Students who were usually timid 
found a voice and those who were passionate 
found an ear. So in May, 2009, they were more 
than ready for someone to hit the switch, to 
start the video conference. They were ready to 
meet their friends. 

Web 2.0 Resources
Collaboration: http://mail.google.com, http://docs.google.com, http://.google.com/talk/, http://skype.com    

Social Networking: http://www.ning.com  

Presentation tools: http://www.glogster.com, http://www.playlist.com    

Resources: http://www.readwritethink.org, http://www.teachers20.ning.com
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Yvonne Mason teaches tenth and eleventh grades at Mauldin High School in Upstate South Carolina. She 
is the author of Reading, Learning, Teaching Clyde Edgerton. One of her particular interests is using Web 2.0 
applications in the English Language Arts classroom.

Stephen L. Banks, a native of Calgary, entered teaching as a second career after working in the oil industry. 
Since 2005, he has been at Delburne Centralized School where he teaches English for grades eleven and 
twelve. He was recently named Vice Principal for the school and is currently completing a Master’s degree in 
Instructional Technologies. Banks is a strong supporter of technology in the classroom and uses a wide array 
of Web 2.0 applications to enhance learning and to offer creative and authentic experiences for his students. 
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By Barbara Gilbert

 At one time in our country’s past, everyone 
eagerly anticipated the hiring of the new school 
teacher.  Often these teachers were young, 
unmarried, and sent to small towns many miles 
from their home.  Since transportation was 
difficult in those days as well as communication, 
these teachers, normally women, had to 
become familiar with their new towns.  Often 
because salaries were low and housing was 
scarce, they boarded with one of the local 
families and became a revered fixture in the 
community.
 In today’s educational marketplace, it 
is also quite common for teachers to leave 
home—usually a white middle-class home—and 
teach in schools outside of their neighborhood.  
These new neighborhoods are often areas of 
high poverty, and the students are often of 
different racial and ethnic backgrounds.   A 
major difference from the teachers of the one 
room school house though is that the teachers 
today often do not become a part of the homes 
and communities in which they teach.  They 
live in one neighborhood and teach in another.   
Many opportunities, which we will explore in the 
rest of this article, are lost because the teachers 
do not become familiar with the rich cultural 
heritage of the areas where they teach.

At my boarding place I was 
shown to my room and I knew 

them to be kindly people for the room 
had been newly chinzed 

and flowers on my bureau. 
At that supper table of strangers 

a terrible homesickness came 
over me and the tears plopped down on 

my plate which I 
excused as a bad cold. 

That night I sat at the window and 

Something to be Learned from the Teachers of the 
One-Room Schoolhouse 

In March of 1902, during my senior year, a Superintendent wrote he would like to interview 
a teacher for a central Massachusetts town for the coming year, and I was chosen.

At that time a Superintendent would go to Hammet’s Store in Boston,
purchase his supplies and gain a teacher at the same time.

                                                                                                Edith Bradbury Emerson

if I had known the road leading home I 
would have started walking.

                               Edith Bradbury Emerson

 Imagine the trauma of leaving your 
comfortable home and traveling to an unfamiliar 
town where you know no one.  It is easy to 
imagine why one would want to go home.  
Since it wasn’t easy to leave, Edith Bradbury 
Emerson stayed.  Today, teacher retention is 
a problem in schools, especially schools of 
poverty.  Research on teacher retention rates 
shows that rural schools of poverty have an 
annual turn-over rate of 16.4%; and urban 
schools of poverty have an annual turn-over 
rate of 22% (Ingersoll, 2004).  This gives little 
time for teachers, students, and families to 
know one another.  Little time is invested in 
relationships that are tenuous.  While teachers 
today have easy access to transportation 
and instantaneous communication to the 
neighborhoods they leave when they go to 
work, it becomes necessary for us to develop 
other ways to become immersed in the 
neighborhoods where we work.

One beautiful fall day we went for a 
nature walk. I had studied the wild 

flowers but the children were proud to 
teach me that day.

                      Edith Bradbury Emerson

 Edith Bradbury Emerson was a smart 
teacher.  Since she was working in a rural 
area and the children knew about plants, 
she allowed them to teach her what they 
knew.  Over 100 years ago, she wasn’t privy 
to the educational research of today that tells 
us to know our students and their interests 
(Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005) or to affirm 
their identities (Johnston, 2004), yet she did all 
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of this quite naturally.  I believe this is because 
she was immersed in the homes, families, and 
communities of her students.  
 Quite recently, I was reminded of how 
important it is to know the neighborhood where 
you teach.  After coaching for seven years, 
I decided to return to the classroom.  The 
classroom where I would be teaching was in 
a school district that was new to me because 
we moved to another part of the state.  As I 
was learning about the school district, I found 
that the county was divided into five areas—I 
would be living in Area 1 and teaching in Area 
3.  I taught for only one year in my new district 
because I decided to return to school to pursue 
a doctoral degree in Language and Literacy.  It 
was during one of my classes on Socio-cultural 
Perspectives of Literacy that I began to explore 
some of the contrasts and ideas that unsettled 
me during that year.
 Before I started teaching in Area 3, I heard 
people say things like: “You’re not teaching in 
the Valley are you?  The kids there are really bad.  
They can’t read or write.”  I even read articles 
in the newspaper that contained disparaging 
comments about the area.  One article was 
about two students from Area 1 that threatened 
students from Area 3.  The Area 1 students 
referred to the Area 3 students as “Valley Rats.”  
I had never heard this term used while I worked 
there, but I found it quite offensive.  I also found 
it offensive that it took the sheriff’s department 
a month to make an arrest of the Area 1 boys 
regarding the alleged bomb threat to the Area 
3 school that the other boys attended.  At this 
point, you may be thinking there is a racial or 
ethnic divide between the two areas.  But, all of 
the students in this incident are white.  
 According to the state website, 57% of 
the students in grades 3-5 in Area 1 are white 
and 70% of the students in Area 3 are white.  
What seem to divide these two areas are the 
distribution of county resources and the socio-
economic levels of the students.  
 As I began to explore the two areas with 
my co-researcher, a young student at a nearby 
university who had just completed her student 
teaching and lived in Area 3, we noticed a 
contrast in the distribution of county resources, 
especially in the areas of recreation and library 
services.  For example, Area 1 has two large 
sports complexes complete with indoor gyms, 

exercise rooms, tennis courts, soccer fields, 
lighted baseball fields, a track, and a climbing 
wall.  Area 3 has one facility that is provided by 
the county that has two ball fields.  Stacy, my 
co-researcher, took me on a tour of Area 3 to 
help me see what I had missed while I worked 
there.  Area 3 consists of 10 small towns linked 
together by a common highway that is about 
12 miles long.  Almost every little town has a 
play area constructed by the residents of the 
town.  Stacy’s father, because he wanted to 
have a recreational opportunity for his daughter, 
formed a softball league for the girls that lived 
in the Valley.  Stacy had an interest in sports 
from an early age because her father had played 
on teams for the Valley since his youth and he 
enjoyed going to games and participating in 
church leagues as an adult.  Like Stacy, her 
father was born and raised in the Valley, and they 
are living in the home where her father grew up.  
 Library resources were also in sharp 
contrast.  Area 1 has a library that is open seven 
days a week for a total of 56 hours.  It is also 
considerably larger—almost 15 times larger than 
the one in Area 3.  The library in Area 3 is open 
four days a week for a total of 19 hours.  These 
hours make it difficult for children and adults to 
tap into these resources because they are not 
readily available.
 Employment opportunities were also in sharp 
contrast.  At one time, Area 3 was composed 
of prosperous mill towns and villages.  In the 
early days, the founder of the mill even required 
that employees’ children attend school.  If it 
was discovered that the mill employees allowed 
their children to miss a day, the employee was 
fined.  One of the schools that still exists today 
was built by one of the industries that located 
in Area 3 (Hobbs, 2009).  From this historical 
perspective, I realized that education was 
important to the families living in this area despite 
the perception that many others in the county 
may have. Unfortunately, due to sending many 
jobs overseas, most of these mills have closed 
and stand as empty, deteriorating buildings.  This 
occurred before our current economic slowdown.  
While opportunities for finding employment may 
take longer than it did in the past in Area 1, there 
are opportunities, and industries and businesses 
have been able to remain open.
 According to the state website, in Area 1, 
55% of the students are on free or reduced lunch 
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status.  What this figure does not tell you is that 
there are two neighborhoods which are primarily 
upper middle class retirement developments in 
Area 1.  In Area 3, on the other hand, 62% of the 
students are on free or reduced lunch status and 
there are no neighborhoods that are primarily for 
retirees.           
 What does this have to do with teaching?  
According to Sonia Nieto (1999), “If schools are 
purposeful about giving all students more options 
in life, particularly students from communities 
that do not have the necessary resources with 
which to access these options, then we need to 
begin with the assumption that these students 
are academically able, individually and as a 
group” (p. 173).  By digging further into the state 
website and looking at each school in these 
areas, I started to see a trend in the data (See 
Figure 1).  Most of the schools in Area 1 had less 
than 50% free or reduced lunch.  There was one 
exception—one school had 80% of the students 
on free or reduced lunch status.  This particular 
school is considered part of Area 1, but it is 
separated from most of the other schools in the 
county geographically and is in a rural area.  When 
examining the English Language Arts scores of 
the third graders, the percentage of students 
scoring below basic were in the single digits for 
the most part.  However, by the time students 
reached fifth grade, students in all of the high 
poverty schools had percentages scoring below 
basic that were in double digits.   Beverly Tatum 
(2007) cautions us, “Whether a student comes 
from a poor or middle-income family, academic 
achievement is likely to decline if the student 
attends a high-poverty school.  Conversely, 
academic performance is likely to improve if the 
student attends a middle-class school, even if his 
or her own family is poor” (p. 15).
 Why might academic performance improve 
in a middle-class school?  It is my contention 
that the rigors of testing may be causing us, as 
teachers, to focus more on the standards than 
we do on the children, especially in schools of 
poverty because the children are perceived as 
being behind.  Alfie Kohn (1999) studied the 
data collected by researchers at University of 
Colorado.  He concluded that the students in the 
classes where the emphasis was on teaching 
the standards of a specific task did not perform 
as well as the classes where the teachers were 
invited to facilitate the children’s learning.  After 

examining other research, Kohn (1999) stated: 
“Teachers who felt controlled became more 
controlling, removing virtually any opportunities 
for students to direct their own learning” (p. 96). 
 
Figure 1: 

% Free-
Reduced

3rd Graders 
Below Basic 

ELA

5th Graders 
Below Basic 

ELA
23% Area 1 
(71%white)

6.7% 6.4%

35% Area 1 
(59% white)

2.3% 8.8%

48% Area 1 
(57% white)

8.2% 17.3%

54% Area 3 
(72% white)

4.9% 23.6%

66% Area 3 
(90% white)

4.6% 22.6%

69% Area 3 
(55% white)

7.5% 22.6%

69% Area 3 
(63% white)

25% 36.7%

80% Area 1 
(55% white)

11.3% 29.6%

What are the Possibilities if Schools, 
Homes, and Communities Work 
Together to Support the Many 
Literacies of Our Children?
 As Norma Gonzalez, Luis Moll, and Cathy 
Amanti (2005) made us aware, “Understanding 
the social, historical, political, and economic 
context of households is of critical importance 
in understanding teaching and learning” (pp. 
26-27).  As teachers we must know about the 
communities where our students live and use 
that knowledge in the classroom.  Nieto (1999) 
reminds us “[i]f teachers and schools want to 
help all students learn, they need to be aware of 
what all these realities are and how they influence 
learning” (p. 9).  
 With the help of my co-researcher Stacy, I 
took a closer look at Area 3 to examine the rich 
resources of this area of the county that I did not 
know existed.  I was quite aware of the beauty of 
Area 1—the quaint downtown area, the beautiful 
horse country, golf courses, and recreational 
facilities.  With Stacy’s help, I was also able to 
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find the beauty and richness in Area 3 that I 
overlooked while working there.  Before I started 
working there, I would have fared better if I had 
taken advice from Nieto (1999) in her eloquent 
reminder—“…teachers would do well to learn 
about their students’ lives outside of school, 
including their families and cultures, how they 
see the world, what is important to them, and 
their values and dreams for the future” (p. 145).
 Stacy opened my eyes to what is really 
important to people living in the Valley.  She 
took me to places that I had not bothered to 
visit.  For example, one of the towns has a 
beautiful memorial to honor the veterans from the 
Valley.  There are monuments to commemorate 
those killed in the line of duty, brick pavers to 
honor all that have served in the military, flags 
representing all branches of the armed forces, 
and concrete benches for quiet meditation.  It is 
also the site of Memorial Day and Veterans’ Day 
parades in the Valley.  All of the schools in the 
Valley have special ceremonies on Veterans’ Day 
and the students are encouraged to invite all of 
their relatives who served in the military.  These 
programs are well-attended by the community.  
Students often donate their ice cream money to 
purchase a carnation to give to the veterans at 
the end of the program.  This type of program 
may be common practice in schools that have 
a high concentration of active military families 
but the Valley does not serve any military base.  
Programs such as this are important because, 
according to Barbara Rogoff (2003), “…all 
children learn from observation and participation 
in some kind of community activities” (p. 64).  
From my limited experience, the students in my 
class were highly impressed by this ceremony 
and all of them purchased carnations to give 
away.  Those who had relatives who had served 
in the military were excited about inviting them to 
come to school that day.  
 One of the parks that the citizens helped 
to construct also becomes a focal point of the 
Valley during the holiday season.  The residents 
decorate the park with holiday lights and families 
go to the park together in the evening to see 
the display.  They park their cars and then walk 
around the park to see the holiday lights.  This 
same park is also the site of a fall festival called 
the Sassafras Festival.  This too is a family event 
running for 3 days.  It includes entertainment, 
carnival type attractions, arts and crafts, and 

an antique car show.  When I taught in the 
Valley, this was something that my students 
talked about for days before and after the event 
because their out-of-town relatives often come 
to spend time with the family during this event.  
Stacy noted that it is very typical to see several 
generations of family members at community 
events because family is very important in 
the Valley.  Unfortunately, I did not attend this 
important community event when I taught there.  
 Because each of the small towns in 
the Valley strives to maintain its identity, 
there are several post offices, town halls, 
community centers, and churches of the same 
denomination.  Stacy pointed out that one of 
the community centers is often used for private 
parties.  She told me that often middle school 
or high school students will have their birthday 
parties there because often the whole school is 
invited anyway and this gives them a space large 
enough to have the party.  
 Churches play a special role in the 
community in the Valley.  One of the Catholic 
churches sponsors a GED program several times 
throughout the year to help those who did not 
graduate from high school.  The classes seem to 
be well-attended.  The church that Stacy attends, 
along with approximately 300 other parishioners 
each Sunday, also reaches out to the community 
in many ways.  Because her church has grown 
so much in the last 10 years, they have built a 
new building adjacent to the old sanctuary.  In 
turn, the old sanctuary has been converted to 
a fellowship hall and additional Sunday School 
rooms.  On the third Wednesday of each month, 
they hold a Koinonia Dinner (“Koinonia” is a 
Greek word carrying the meaning of fellowship, 
sharing, and participation).  The dinner is 
prepared by members of the congregation.  The 
old sanctuary also houses a library.  This is 
in addition to the one provided by the county 
and is open to members of the church as well 
as those who are not members.  This one is 
open 3 days a week for a total of 5 hours.  
The brochure advertising the library indicates 
that they specialize in Religion and Christian 
Living resources but they also have the newest 
selection in good fiction and biography.  They 
also have magazines, videos, DVDs and CDs.  
 On one of my visits with Stacy, she took 
me on a tour of the new church.  They have a 
nursery with 4 cribs for families that need the 
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service.  A mural depicting Noah and the Ark 
was painted by one of the members of the 
congregation.  The room is complete with all 
sorts of baby toys and baby friendly seating.  
The children’s Sunday School rooms were also 
housed in the new building.  They have many 
children’s books and the tables arranged for 
group work.  Stacy’s mother teaches one of 
the classes.  These same rooms will be used 
for Vacation Bible School during the summer, 
and Stacy will be teaching the second graders 
during this experience.  Another room that I was 
shown was the choir room.  Every Sunday, the 
choir with over 30 members, sings an anthem.  
Practice is on Wednesday evenings.  The choir 
room is equipped with slotted bookcases so 
each member of the choir has a slot to store their 
music and a hook is under the slot so they can 
hang their robes.  
 Two of the hallways have dedicated spots to 
showcase what is important to the church.  One 
wall has a display of the church deacons.  Each 
picture is professionally framed with the name 
of the deacon inscribed on the cutout.  Stacy’s 
father is one of the deacons, and she was proud 
to show me his picture.  Another prominent 
display is a quilt that the women of the church 
constructed.  In the center there is a cross, and 
then each of the ladies added a special quilt 
square depicting a biblical or inspirational scene 
and saying.  
 Our tour then took us outside the sanctuary 
where there were two additional buildings.  One 
was a gym that is primarily used by the youth.  
The church also sponsors a basketball and 
cheerleading camp for two months during the 
winter.  This is for anyone in the community who 
is interested.  Stacy told me that the camp had 
just finished, and they had over 500 students 
from the area participate.  One of the rules of the 
camp is that everyone gets to play regardless of 
the skill level of the participant and every player 
has equal playing time.
 Another building that Stacy showed me 
houses the pre-school for K3 and K4.  The 
students in the K4 program attend the half-day 
program five days a week while the K3 students 
join them on Tuesday and Thursday.  This 
program was started by Stacy’s grandmother 
about 30 years ago as an outreach program for 
the community.  It is not necessary for the families 
to be members of this church to attend the pre-

school.  Because I was interested in this program, 
I asked if I could visit one of their sessions.  
 I spent the morning with the K4 students.  
There was a teacher and an assistant for the 
nine children.  When the three year-olds join 
them, they have a total of 19 students.  What 
I observed was quite interesting because the 
parents actually come into the classroom as 
they drop off and pick up their children.  This 
gives them a chance to see what their children 
are doing in school and a chance to talk to the 
teacher or the assistant.  This is a great way to 
reinforce at home what is happening at school.  
Also, since the same teacher and assistant work 
with the children for two years, they have time to 
develop those relationships.  
 During my visit, I had a chance to talk to 
the children and watch them as they played and 
worked.  All of them are participating in the T-ball 
program that is sponsored by the Recreation 
Association of the Valley.  Games and practices 
are held throughout the week.  One of the boys 
talked about going hunting with his father and 
the bow and arrow that he had at home.  Another 
boy talked about the car races that he saw on 
TV that weekend with his dad.  The girls talked 
about princesses from movies and their stuffed 
animals.  While the children were playing, they 
enjoyed building bridges for their cars and 
constructing buildings with their Lego’s, cooking 
in the house center, playing with puzzles, and 
learning strategies for winning Tic-Tac-Toe.  
 As the children were working, they were 
learning about the calendar, effective ways of 
recording the weather, saying the pledge, and 
stating the name of the president of the United 
States.  Their gathering time ended with the Lord’s 
Prayer.  They also played a group game to practice 
the names of shapes and colors.  Since it was close 
to the end of the school year, the children were also 
practicing for an end-of-the-year graduation 
program for their families.  Each child had a part 
that they were responsible for leading the rest of the 
class to demonstrate what was learned that year.  
The practice included the Lord’s Prayer and pledge 
to the flag, reciting the 10 Commandments, singing 
“Jesus Loves Me,” counting from 1-20, singing the 
ABC song, and reciting the days of the week and 
months of the year.    
 While spending this time with Stacy, I 
learned a lot about the Valley and the wealth of 
resources that are overlooked by those who are 
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from the outside.  They have tremendous pride 
in their individual towns.  There was a push for 
incorporation of this area but they voted against 
this quite decisively during the recent election.  
They honor those who have served in the military.  
When disaster strikes, such as a tornado that 
destroyed several homes and businesses, they 
pull together and rebuild.  One ice cream shop 
that was destroyed recently re-opened with a 
new name, Twister’s.  I think this shows they 
have resilience with a sense of humor!  They 
believe that attending church is important as 
evidenced by the number of churches in each 
town and the duplication of denominations in 
the Valley.  They want the best for their children 
and often resort to doing things for them that the 
county should be providing on an equal basis.  
I saw this in the play areas and ball fields that 
the parents constructed as well as the facilities 
provided by the church that Stacy attends.  What 
touched me most was a statue that I found in 
front of the library in Area 3.  It was of a child 
reading a book and the plaque said that it was in 
honor of the children in Area 3.  

Conclusion
 As teachers, we need to capitalize on the 
experiences and interests of the children in 
our classes.  By reaching out and visiting their 
homes and communities, we can discover 
what this entails.  As Nieto (1999) says, “When 
the context in which students learn is a caring 
and supportive one as well as respectful of 
their identities, students by and large learn” 
(p. 13).  By spending time in this community, 
I discovered resources that I did not know 
were available.  I have discovered that people 
living in the Valley are organizers, quilters, 
musicians, cars enthusiasts, baseball players, 
cheerleaders, basketball players, hunters, etc.  
By demonstrating the importance of these roles 
and values in the classroom, the child’s identity 
will be recognized and strengthened.  Not only 
will the children benefit from this but also will our 
lives be richer as new friendships develop with 
members of the families and communities that 
we teach.
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By Dawn Mitchell

A Visit with Nicolas
As a teacher consultant with the 

Spartanburg Writing Project, I have the unique 
opportunity to work alongside classroom 
teachers as we work together to question and 
reflect on existing practices in writing instruction 
and to grow in our understanding of educational 
research in the hopes to best meet the needs of 
our students.   When I was a little girl, my dad 
would always tell me, “If you do what you’ve 
always done, you will get what you’ve always 
got.”  This mindset of reflective inquiry has been 
at the forefront of my work with teachers.  This 
past year, a group of five kindergarten teachers, 
Nancy Corpening, Martha Frye, Blondell Hardy, 
Beth Sullivan, and Jayna Lehrer, at Anderson 
Mill Elementary School in Spartanburg 
School District Six, applied for a grade-
level partnership, looking to improve literacy 
instruction through implementing writer’s 
workshop in each of their classrooms.  

We met as a group to define our goals of 
the partnership before school started, and we 
discussed how we envisioned writer’s workshop 
in each classroom and what we wanted our 
students to gain from the process.  Each one 
of these teachers wanted to grow in her own 
understanding of best practices in writing 
instruction and how to apply these strategies 
and concepts to best meet the needs of 
her young students.  They also wanted their 
students to grow not only in their understanding 
of foundational skills such as letter names and 
sounds, but in the application of these skills in 
their own writing.  I, too, wanted our students to 
be given the opportunity to ground all they were 
learning about literacy in their writing through 
a process approach that provided choice, 
ownership, and authentic application. 

Our guiding question for an initial meeting 
wasn’t what we wanted for our students, but 
how to accomplish it and where to start.  In her 
work, About the Authors, Ray (2004) advocates 
starting writer’s workshop from the beginning, 
even in early grades: “From experience, we 
have come to see again and again that children 
can learn about the craft and process of writing 

Christmas in August — A Visit with Nicolas

at the same time as they are learning about the 
conventions of writing.  Defining writing as a 
verb means they can start writing right away…” 
(p. 57).  One of the first decisions we made 
together was when to start writer’s workshop 
with kindergartners.  

 As you will see from reading Martha’s 
perspective below there were some reservations 
about beginning writer’s workshop in August.  
There were a lot of questions about the varying 
abilities and experiences our students came to 
school with and some very real concerns about 
how to teach writing before students could 
“write.”  Despite these reservations, we agreed 
to start in August, and this pivotal decision 
not only impacted our writing instruction, but 
most importantly, it empowered our writers 
throughout our year long partnership.  We 
embarked on this journey together as a team 
of teachers committed to examining our 
writing practices in an effort to meet students’ 
needs as early learners and to accomplish 
the goals of writer’s workshop established in 
our first meeting.  Through this journey and 
the collection and careful examination of one 
student’s work from August to Christmas, we 
hope to provide you with a new perspective for 
when to begin writing in kindergarten.

Where We Started… Martha’s 
Perspective

One of the five teachers involved in 
our partnership, Martha Frye, a veteran 
kindergarten teacher with twenty five years of 
experience, agreed to share her perspective 
about implementing writer’s workshop from the 
beginning, in August.  Here is where we started, 
in her own words:

 As a veteran kindergarten 
teacher I’ve been plagued with the 
dilemma of when to start writing with 
kindergarteners.  How can a child be 
expected to write if they don’t know 
the letters of the alphabet or the 
sounds that they make?  What about 
children who have no prior experience 
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with writing or who have never held 
a pencil before?   These questions 
have haunted me at the beginning of 
each school year.  At our elementary 
school we have school-wide writing 
times when the children can write 
independently by responding to a 
prompt the principal provides or 
by choosing their own topic.  Each 
child’s writing is collected in a binder 
throughout the year called a Pioneer 
Log.  I felt the pieces the students 
produced for the Log just confirmed 
my preposition that I was expecting 
young children to perform a task they 
weren’t ready for.

As a result, I often waited until 
second semester to provide time 
in the weekly schedule for student 
writing.  At the same time, there was 
always a thought in the back of my 
mind that I could, and should, be 
doing more to develop writing skills 
in my kindergarten students earlier 
in the year.  During a professional 
development conference in the fall of 
2007, I was introduced to a writing 
process for young children called 
Writer’s Workshop.   I was intrigued 
about this process and wanted 
to know more.   Dawn Mitchell, a 
teacher consultant and partnership 
director for the Spartanburg Writing 
Project came to our school in the 
spring of 2008 and shared more 
about writing workshop and how 
students can apply what they are 
learning about writing by making 
their own books.  My colleagues and 
I wanted to see what this would look 
like in our classrooms.  I wondered 
if our students could be successful 
writers earlier with a different 
approach.

Dawn shared with us the teacher 
in residence partnership grant 
application that provides classroom 
teachers with a teacher consultant 
who works and plans alongside them 
to implement writer’s workshop and 
to conduct action research.  We 
jumped on this opportunity and 

wrote our grant application, secured 
matching funds from our school, and 
planned to start our partnership in 
August.   I was skeptical, but with 
the support from Dawn and the 
Spartanburg Writing Project and with 
our practice grounded in Katie Wood 
Ray’s professional text, About the 
Authors (2004). I was ready to see 
what would happen.

Why They Are Ready to Write in 
August

Martha and her colleagues were skeptical 
about starting writing workshop in August with 
kindergarten students.  After all, the underlying 
premise of writing in kindergarten was that 
the majority of students weren’t ready to write 
yet, right?   Didn’t they first need to build letter 
knowledge, phonemic awareness, and to work 
on letter formation among other things?  I 
had heard many times in my work with early 
childhood educators that kindergarten students 
weren’t ready to write until after Christmas.   

After my own experience working alongside 
kindergarten teacher consultants from the 
Spartanburg Writing Project and reading a 
variety of writing researchers (Calkins, 1994; 
Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001; Graves, 2003; Ray, 
2004), I felt students were ready.   We were 
looking at it wrong.  We placed too much 
value on all we thought they didn’t know and 
overlooked the wealth of writing knowledge they 
did bring with them on the first day of school.  
By using a part-to-whole approach in teaching 
foundational skills first without providing 
students with a meaningful way to apply them, 
we are withholding the best, most meaningful 
component of writing: personal application and 
connection.  

A body of writing research (Calkins, 1994; 
Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001; Graves, 2003; Ray, 
2004) advocates that students can learn the 
process of writing and can apply the various 
literacy skills they are learning from letter 
formation to phonemic awareness as they are 
composing and creating individual pieces of 
written work.  Reading Ray’s  About the Authors 
validated this belief that the foundations of 
literacy are best learned within the context of 
authentic experiences with reading and writing 
and through the complex process of students’ 
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creating their own pieces of written work.  Many 
of our students were mentally composing 
interesting stories full of voice and were ready to 
share these adventures and experiences with us 
during circle time, center time, and lunch time. 
Throughout the day their animated voices could 
be heard all over the classroom re-telling events 
and creating stories.  They loved the sense of 
community and the available audience school 
provided and their oral stories showed us they 
were already mentally generating text.  They 
were ready to start writing.  We just needed to 
join them.

We began our book study group after 
school, meeting as a grade level to discuss 
what we learned from the text and how we 
envisioned grounding all of our writing instruction 
in meaningful writing application through the 
creation of tangible, individual products that each 
student had ownership of, their own books.  Ray 
(2004) advocates the book-making process and 
says, “There is absolutely no substitute, nothing 
you can practice or simulate, that teaches you to 
do the thinking necessary to generate text other 
than trying your hand at it… .To put it simply, 
children need time to write so they can use all 
the separate bits and pieces of information about 
written language we are giving them to actually 
generate text” (p. 53).

In order to provide students with what they 
needed to know to formally write their stories, we 
started by viewing them as authors on the first 

day of school and began to assess, instruct, and 
empower our students as writers by giving them 
the opportunity to write and the expectation 
that they could.  We didn’t want to wait until 
Christmas to give our kindergarten students the 
gift of writing.  It was time to start now.  

With this purpose in mind, Martha, Beth, 
Nancy, Jayna, and Blondell, the five talented 
kindergarten teachers, and I got to work 
beginning writer’s workshop with our 100+ 
students.  We thought our year long journey 
delving into writer’s workshop and into book 
making would be best shown through the 
progress of our writers.   In assessing student 
work over time, we could see individual progress 
in each student’s writing and could look across 
the classes as a whole to determine what 
students were learning, what they needed, and if 
this approach was effective.  

We chose Nicolas, a student in Martha’s 
kindergarten class as our case study for this 
partnership. During staggered entrance the 
first week of school, Martha conducted several 
different pre-assessments.  Nicolas knew the 
name of one letter, upper and lower case x.  
He was also able to copy his name with some 
help.  Like many of his peers, Nicolas also came 
into kindergarten with a wealth of stories and 
a love for learning.   He wrote his first book, 
titled “Sponge Bob,” during the first week of 
September:  

Sample 1
After watching and conferring with Nicolas 

during writer’s workshop, and in looking closely 
at his finished book, Martha and I created a list 
about what we noticed about Nicolas as a writer 
from this first piece:

Sample 1

•	 Nicolas	was	excited	about	being	able	to	
make a book.

•	 He	loved	getting	to	choose	his	writing	
topic and chose his favorite cartoon 
character, Spongebob, to write his first 
book about.
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•	 Nicolas	was	able	to	verbalize	his	story	
and “read” his first book to us about 
Spongebob’s adventure.

•	 Nicolas	wanted	to	know	how	to	write	
“Spongebob” so Martha worked 
individually with him, helping him to use 
what he knew to sound it out.  She wrote 
the word down on a sticky note for him to 
refer to for his cover because he wanted 
to get it “right.”

In Nicolas’s first book, he showed us that he 
not only could make a book, but also enjoyed 
doing it.  By looking at the process he used and in 
talking with him about his story, we were able to 
see all that Nicolas knew and understood about 
writing and what he could apply independently.  

What They Are Learning Through 
Writer’s Workshop and the Book-
Making Process

As students began creating their first books, 
we began watching and interacting with them 
to discover what they already knew. Based on 
what we found, we began building minilessons 
on book making, imbedding language and 
literacy instruction within the context of their 
books.  In setting up writer’s workshop in five 
different classrooms, we knew that there would 
be differences based on the needs and interests 
of the individual students in each class and 
differences in teaching style.  Despite these 
differences, there were four essential components 
to each teacher’s writing workshop:  minilesson 
and mentor text, time to write (this gradually 
increased from 15 minutes to 25), conferring 
(individual and small group), and sharing 
(embedded throughout the writing time). 

  Our units were flexible and exploratory in 
nature and they were intentionally focused more 
in the beginning on process than in product.  
During these first units we wanted our students 
to learn and experience the process of making a 
book.  By giving them the opportunity to just get 
started and do the best they could, we were able 
to see what they were choosing to try out on their 
own from our mini-lessons.  This also gave us the 
opportunity to see what organizational structures 
our students needed during writer’s workshop 
in order to create procedures that would foster a 
safe and creative writing community.  We based 
these early units off of our students’ needs and 
interests.  Some of our early units of study during 

writer’s workshop were:
•	 Familiar	Books	/	Books	We	Know
•	 What	Writers	Do	/	Where	Writers	Get	

Ideas
•	 How	Writing	Workshop	Works
•	 Nonfiction	/	Writing	What	You	Know	and	

Learn
•	 Author Study / Jan Brett and Robert Munsch
We knew that we could use these first few 

units to help students understand and use one 
of the biggest processes in writing, reading like a 
writer.  Ray and many other writing researchers 
(Calkins, 1994; Fletcher & Portalupi, 2001; 
Graves, 2003; Ray, 2004) advocate making 
the reading / writing connection explicit in our 
instruction so students see that what they are 
reading can help them with their writing.  We 
wanted to build on what students’ already knew 
about literacy so we asked them to discuss and 
bring in their favorite books that they read at 
home.  

  We created a basket filled with their books 
along with classroom books that students could 
use and refer to (mentor texts) during each 
unit of study within our writer’s workshop.  By 
finding and reading books that students were 
familiar with and had positive experiences with, 
students were able to create books with some 
independence.  In mini-lessons we talked about 
where writers get ideas and we read and viewed 
author’s interviews and the author’s note page to 
help familiarize us with what authors write about 
and how they each go about the process of 
writing (Ray, 2004).

Reading like a writer was a major process 
that we intentionally imbedded into all aspects of 
our writing workshop.  We modeled this process 
during minilessons, helped students find mentor 
texts for their own writing, and purposefully 
studied the individual lives of the writers we 
read.  This was only one of many processes we 
purposefully taught within the context of writer’s 
workshop:

•	 Noticing	and	discussing	craft	in	a	
text 

•	 Thinking	and	applying	craft	in	a	text
•	 Using	and	choosing	a	mentor	text(s)	
•	 Applying	a	variety	of	spelling	

strategies 
•	 Talking	with	others	about	written	

work
•	 Revising	through	re-reading



22 South Carolina English Teacher

T
e
a
ch

e
r 

 
In

q
u

ir
y
 M

a
tt

e
rs

We found the structure of writer’s workshop 
to be a wonderful scaffolding tool to help build 
students’ independence.  By noticing and 
discussing the minilesson concept in a mentor 
text first as a whole group and sharing ideas 
together for using this in our own books, students 
felt more comfortable trying out a process 
or a particular craft on their own.  One of the 

processes Nicolas enjoyed was getting ideas for 
writing from his reading.  Like many of his peers; 
he quickly grasped the concept of a “mentor text” 
and spent a lot of time during writer’s workshop 
“under the influence” of his mentor text.  During 
October, one of the many books Nicolas created 
during our nonfiction unit was, titled “Bears”:  

Sample 2
In looking closely at this piece, you can see 

all the different processes that Nicolas is learning 
and applying in his writing.  Conventions like 
ending punctuation and spelling are used by 
choice in this piece to convey meaning to his 
peers.  Martha and I created a list about what we 
noticed about Nicolas as a writer from this piece:

•	 Nicolas	embraced	the	nonfiction	
genre and was very excited about 
being able to write about what he 
was learning from this unit of study.

•	 Nicolas	used	several	different	mentor	
texts to find information about bears.  
He “read” the pictures and asked all 
of us in the room, as did many of the 
children, to read the text to them to 
help them with their books.  

•	 His	story	shows	an	understanding	of	
beginning, middle, and end.

•	 Nicolas	began	using	a	mix	of	sight	
words, environmental print (Happy 
Birthday!), and inventive spelling to 
create his text.

•	 Nicolas	began	to	use	ending	
punctuation on some pages.

As the semester progressed into the fall, the 
question “When’s writing workshop?” would ring 
throughout the day.  Our kindergarten students, 
Nicolas included, were excited about their writing, 
and the book making process in each classroom 
was in full swing.  Students were applying craft 
techniques and suggestions that were explicitly 
discussed during our mini-lessons and we were 
amazed at how much students begin to notice in 
texts completely on their own.  In Blondell’s room, 

Sample 2
 

 

 

   Front Cover          Page 1         Page 2           Page 3 

 
       “Bears”            “Eat food”       “Baby egg”     “Home.  I love 
                                                                                    my baby.” 
  
        Page 4          Page 5              Page 6 

 
          “Happy Birthday!”        “Bedtime” 
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one student started a classroom trend by adding 
page numbers to their book after noticing in a 
mentor text.  A student in Nancy’s room shared 
with the class how they saw an ellipses used in 
a Jan Brett text and wanted to try it out in their 
book.  Concerns over student ability were erased.  
They were now replaced with finding time for all 
the students who wanted conferences.  

Managing writing conferences in kindergarten 
was no easy feat, but it was worth the effort.   In 
order to meet the “right-now needs” of our young 
writers who were in the process of writing, and 
those who were finished and wanting to share 
and/or start a new book, we had to develop some 
conferring strategies.  Some strategies we used 
were as follows:

•	 Involve	assistants/teacher	aides/
anyone willing in the process

•	 Provide	a	variety	of	conferences	(“on	
the spot” help, small group, one on 
one)

•	 Foster	table	talk	during	writing	time	
for students to share ideas

•	 Keep	records	simple	and	concise	
for easy access and use

•	 Remember	the	writing	is	always	
secondary to the writer 

All over kindergarten, the excitement for 
writing was palpable and the energy generated 
during writing workshop rivaled Santa’s, easily.  
Students were driven by the book making 
process and the ideas for new books were 
shared and grabbed up like stocking candy.  
Nicolas was no exception.  He was part of a 
group of boys that enjoyed writing and sharing 
their books about superheroes and various 
modes of transportation.  This became a 
popular topic and Nicolas was ecstatic when 
Martha helped him locate a mentor text he had 
requested about motorcycles.  We wanted to 
share with you his “Street Bikes” book from 
November:  

Sample 3

 

 

 

 

     Front Cover              Page 1               Page 2    Page 3 

 
  “Street Bikes”   “It was Saturday” “Ride his bike.” “Back home” 
 
         Page 4         Page 5 

 
   “Park bikes”    “Street Bikes” 
  

Sample 3
In looking at this piece of writing, you 

can see the care and effort Nicolas is putting 
into his books.  This reflects the purpose and 
determination with which he writes and the overall 
tone of our writer’s workshop - driven.   Students 
are now creating books for an audience of their 

peers and want their meaning to be conveyed.  
Martha and I created a list about what we 
noticed about Nicolas as a writer from this piece:

•	 Nicholas	has	no	trouble	finding	a	topic	
he wants to write about.

•	 Finding	and	“reading”	mentor	texts	
becomes his first, most important action.
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•	 His	illustrations	contain	more	detail	and	
are more purposeful.

•	 He	is	beginning	to	build	fluency	and	
stamina for writing.  

•	 Nicholas	is	beginning	to	move	from	
writing phrases to complete sentences.

•	 He	is	continuing	to	develop	beginning,	
middle, and end in story structure.

•	 He	is	continuing	to	use	spelling	strategies	
effectively.

Imagine where Nicholas would be as a 
writer at the end of this semester if we had 

waited to start writing workshop. Where would 
he be if we had started instead by teaching all 
the complex processes of literacy in separate, 
isolated lessons, waiting to apply them until after 
Christmas, when he was “ready” to write?  It is 
December and Nicholas is a writer.  We treated 
him like one in August, expecting him to apply 
and use what he knows about reading and writing 
to create books, to live a five year old writer’s life 
during workshop time each day.  Ask him how 
he knows, and he will say, “I’m an author.  I’ve 
written books.”  Here is one of his favorites: 

Sample 4
When Nicolas sat down to share his book 

“The Seasons” with me, he sat down with a smile 
on his face.  He didn’t ask me if any word was 
“right” or if the book was “good.”  He knew the 
answer to those already.  He was a writer. He 
had mentor texts, he had friends who wrote, and 
he had Martha.  He had all he needed to write.  
Those were gifts we had given him long before 
Christmas came.  Here’s what he gave us:

•	 Nicholas	enjoys	writing	and	sharing	
nonfiction/informational text.

•	 He	continues	to	find	and	use	mentor	
texts for a variety of purposes.

•	 His	illustrations	continue	to	develop	and	
are used to add meaning to the piece.

•	 Nicholas	is	beginning	to	add	details	to	
his writing. 

•	 He	is	continuing	to	build	fluency	and	
stamina for writing.

•	 Nicholas	is	consistently	writing	in	
complete sentences.

•	 He	is	consistently	including	ending	
punctuation and capitalization.

•	 He	is	beginning	to	take	more	risks	with	
his spelling (“colored leaves”).

 

 

 

 

     Front Cover                 Page 1          Page 2              Page 3               Page 4 

 
                     “Summer is hot.”    “Fall has colored    “Spring has          “Spring” 
                                                                          leaves.”               flowers.” 
 
            Page 5                  Page 6                   Page 7 

 
“Winter has snow.”       “Winter”          “I like summer.” 
  

 

 

 

 

     Front Cover                 Page 1          Page 2              Page 3               Page 4 

 
                     “Summer is hot.”    “Fall has colored    “Spring has          “Spring” 
                                                                          leaves.”               flowers.” 
 
            Page 5                  Page 6                   Page 7 

 
“Winter has snow.”       “Winter”          “I like summer.” 
  

Sample 4
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Dawn Mitchell has been a teacher consultant with the Spartanburg Writing Project, housed at University of 
South Carolina Upstate, for the last nine years. This role has enabled her to work with teachers and students in a 
variety of grade levels and schools across the Upstate.  In addition to teaching adjunct courses and conducting 
school partnerships with Spartanburg Writing Project, she also enjoys mentoring and supervising first year 
teachers through her role as a university supervisor at Furman University in Greenville, SC.

What We Learned…Martha’s 
Reflection

I learned so much about writing and 
about the teaching of writing from working 
alongside Martha and each one of the five 
talented kindergarten teachers.  The passion 
and dedication they have for the tremendously 
important work they do is contagious.  It is with 
this same passion that their students began their 
important work as writers with in August that 
continued to fuel our writer’s workshop time each 
day with energy and enthusiasm.  Martha also 
learned a lot from this experience.  Here is what 
she learned, in her own words:

So what did I learn?  I learned to 
embrace new approaches, to schedule 
time for writing from the beginning of the 
year, to look at the children in a new light 
as they walk through the door of room 
214 in August.  I learned to see them as 
young authors, not because they could 
identify and write all the letters of the 
alphabet, form them into words, and 
string them across the page from left to 
right, writing sentences, but because 
they have oral language, experiences, 
and ideas!  They really are already ready 
in August.  All I have to add is time to 
write and encouragement!

Christmas in August
As a teacher consultant, I never claim to 

have all the answers, but I do approach learning 
and instructional practices towards literacy with 
questions.  As a result of this inquiry, I learned 
that all of us, no matter our age or experience, 
can benefit from direct application of our learning 
into an authentic product, using a process that 

is grounded in the realities of the real world.  
Our kindergarten writer’s workshop was an 
approximation of the real world of writing, but it 
allowed each student the freedom to write and 
to create books that showed all that they were 
learning about writing, about literacy, about 
themselves each day during writer’s workshop. 

One of our biggest goals and challenges we 
faced at the beginning of this journey was how 
to begin to teach students to write when many of 
them had little prior experience with conventional 
writing.  Ray (2004) acknowledges this by saying, 
“We also recognize that in teaching young 
children lots about the craft and process of 
writing as we teach them about the conventions 
of writing we are increasing the likelihood that 
they will be able to use writing successfully in the 
lives they find for themselves someday.  We know 
that the bottom line is our students need a solid 
knowledge of conventions to be able to write 
successfully.  However, we also know that they 
will never be successful writers if that is all they 
have”  (p. 57).   I learned through this partnership, 
through watching each of our students as authors 
in action during writer’s workshop that you don’t 
need to wait until they master a list of isolated 
skills or prerequisites that enable them to write, 
you just let them start.  You can find out what 
they know and show them what they need to 
know through their writing.

 By viewing them from the beginning as 
people who could write, they did.  Our visit with 
Nicolas shows that by providing students with 
time to write from the very beginning, with time to 
apply what they are learning about language and 
literacy within the context of meaningful writing is 
truly a gift to everyone.
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By Kelly N. Tracy and Lisa G. Wilbanks

 I have a friend who is hyper-organized.  
Clothes arranged in the closet by season, 
style, and color; photo albums carefully placed 
chronologically on a designated shelf; the 
mail immediately sorted with junk going in 
the recycling bin; bills in the small basket on 
the desk, and credit card applications in the 
shredder.  You get the picture.
 Then there’s me.  Sweaters are mixed with 
t-shirts, khakis with pin stripes. Family photos 
are thrown haphazardly into a box and stuck 
on the closet shelf.  I stack the mail in a basket 
with the intention of sorting it later.  Except later 
turns into much later, and it isn’t until the basket 
spills over and a few pieces plunge behind the 
desk just out of reach that I go through just 
enough of the old mail to make room for a bit 
more.  It isn’t that I’m totally disorganized (I 
mean the clothes are in the closet, the photos in 
a box, and the mail in a basket, right?).  It’s just 
that I’m not, well, totally organized. 

So when it came to teaching my fourth-
graders how to organize their writing, I was 
much the same way, often recommending that 
students organize their writing into a beginning, 
middle, and end.  This strategy was a good 
place to start, but like the basket of mail, pretty 
soon the beginning, middle, and end started 
to overflow, or worse yet, important pieces fell 
behind the desk, unreachable and eventually 
forgotten.

Motivating with Magazines
 I was not thinking about organizational 
strategies when I suggested to my friend, Lisa, a 
fourth-grade teacher, that she have her students 
write magazine feature articles as a unit in her 
writing workshop.  I would be spending much 
of the year in Lisa’s classroom as a researcher 
doing a study on nonfiction reading and writing, 
which is often neglected in the classroom in 
favor of fiction (Duke, 2000; Moss & Newton, 
2002) despite the expectation that students in 
intermediate grades comprehend a great deal 
more content area nonfiction (Harvey, 1998).  
Having read about teaching feature articles in 

Katie Wood Ray’s (2006) Study Driven, I thought 
that they would intrigue Lisa’s students and 
be a natural fit for the work we would be doing 
on nonfiction. Nonfiction texts can be difficult 
for students to comprehend and compose 
particularly since informational and expository 
texts are substantially different in structure 
and content (Farnan & Dahl, 2003; Graesser, 
Golding, & Long, 1991; Leach, Scarborough, 
& Rescorla, 2003; Sanacore & Palumbo, 2009; 
Zabrucky & Ratner, 1992).  To help students 
comprehend the structure of nonfiction texts, it 
is important to give them models.  Fang (2008) 
explains, “While all children need exposure 
to a wide range of text types, older children 
in particular need to engage with well-written 
texts that provide demonstrations of features of 
expository text” (p. 482).
 Using Ray’s (2006) discussion of a feature 
article genre study as her guide, Lisa and I 
began preparing for the unit.   Ray asserts 
that we should be helping students to write 
the types of pieces that they often see in the 
real world and are likely to read on their own; 
not pieces like five-paragraph informational 
essays that one never comes across in actual 
published writing.  Students often gravitate 
towards magazines and the feature articles 
within them during independent reading time, 
usually without realizing that they are a type 
of nonfiction writing.  They are intrigued by 
the readability of the articles, especially if they 
are the target audience of the author, and the 
pictures associated with these pieces.  Students 
often see nonfiction writing as a boring book or 
textbook and are not aware of the other formats 
available that tend to be more interesting. 
With nonfiction models in mind, Lisa and I, 
with the help of the school media specialist, 
gathered about 50 children’s magazines that 
included feature articles on a wide array of 
topics.  We selected magazines from various 
reading levels and aimed at different audiences 
(e.g., Boy’s Life, National Geographic for Kids, 
American Girl).  Our intention was to have 
enough magazines so that every student would 

Getting Organized: A Simple Strategy for Helping 
Students Structure Their Writing
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be able to find something of interest.  From 
the moment the stack of magazines appeared 
on the back counter, they generated curiosity.  
“What are those?”  “Are we going to read 
them?”  “Can I see one?”  The barrage of 
questions began.  When it was time to use the 
magazines, Lisa made no mention of feature 
articles.  She simply let her students read, and 
from the first moment they were hooked.

Feature Articles Provide a Lesson in 
Organization
 After spending a class period simply 
engaging with the texts, Lisa’s students 
created a T-chart in their notebooks.  On one 
side they generated a list of what magazine 
components they noticed, and on the other 
they brainstormed ideas for articles they would 
like to write.  After about 15 minutes, the class 
reconvened and created a chart listing all of the 
parts of the magazines that they had observed.  
The class noted how some magazines had all of 
the same broad topics while others were more 
random.  Lisa used this observation to discuss 
the authors’ purposes for writing the magazines 
and the audiences to which they were catering.  

The following day, Lisa directed the 
students’ attention to the magazines’ feature 
articles.  Together the class read a feature 
article about owls from Ranger Rick written 
from the point of view of an owl.  It gave the 
students an example of perspective, as well 
as a clever idea for how they could write their 
own feature articles.  Using the article, the class 
generated a list of the specific components of 
feature articles, including title, section headings, 
pictures, and captions; then they discussed 
what the author did well.  Next Lisa passed out 
all of the magazines to the students again and 
explained how to find the feature article.  The 
students focused on these articles, adding to 
the class list of components of a feature article, 
including that they were focused on a single 
topic, were written to capture the reader’s 
interest, and seemed to be divided into parts.  

Lisa realized what a potentially useful 
organizational tool the sections of a feature 
article were, particularly for her struggling 
writers who often have the most trouble with 
organization (Tompkins, 2002; Troia & Graham, 
2002). During the next class period, she further 
directed the students’ attention to how feature 

articles are divided and asked the students to 
consider why the authors divided their articles 
this way.  One student stated that the division 
helped the reader understand the information 
in the article.  Lisa agreed and pointed out 
how these parts were separated with section 
headings.  The class then read an article from 
National Geographic Explorer and discussed 
how section headings can be questions, 
statements, or even single words.  Lisa also 
pointed out some basic components of the 
article such as how the author led into her piece 
with a question and ended with a brief summary 
of all that she had discussed.  

To help students with their own feature 
articles, Lisa modeled a graphic organizer 
based on the idea of section headings that 
students might use.  She divided a piece of 
chart paper into four equal boxes by drawing a 
large plus sign across the paper.  In the top of 
each box she wrote a possible main idea of a 
section.  Lisa showed students how they could 
organize the information about their topics into 
specific sections. Whenever they came across 
a fact that was relevant to their articles, they 
could quickly jot it down in the appropriate box 
and continue reading.  When their research was 
complete, the information they had collected 
was already grouped into categories that could 
then be organized sections with headings, 
similar the feature articles they had been 
reading.  The students found the organizer 
to be helpful with their writing as well as their 
research. 

When it came time to compose their 
articles, the students found it beneficial to have 
all of their information in one place because it 
gave them the freedom to focus on the craft of 
writing an interesting piece rather than worrying 
about what facts should go where.  This 
organizer was particular useful for the students 
who had extremely broad topics.  One student, 
for example, was working on an article about 
spiders.  There are many facts about spiders 
and one could write quite a lengthy piece on 
this topic, so the graphic organizer helped the 
student to categorize his information before 
he began writing and helped him to focus 
specifically on what he wanted his readers to 
know about spiders. 

Because he used the organizer to help sort 
all of the facts he researched about spiders, 
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he did not have to worry about where each bit 
of information he gathered would be placed 
in his writing while he was composing his 
paragraphs.  It was already planned out and he 
could spend this time focusing on the craft of 
writing and different ways to cleverly present the 
information he researched. The organizer also 
helped students see that they did not need to 
include every single detail; instead they could 
focus on just a few sections within the broad 
topic.  Giving the students a way to focus 
helped make what initially seemed like such a 
daunting task, especially for struggling writers, 
much more manageable.  

The following day, Lisa gave the students 
another article to read from National Geographic 
Explorer.  Based on an idea she found on 
Readwritethink.org (Lassonde, 2007), Lisa 
removed all of the section headings before 
she printed it for the students.  The class read 
the article on germs together, and then Lisa 
wrote the section headings on the board out of 
order.  The students had to read the separate 
segments again and place the correct heading 
with each section, enabling them to think about 
each section and its main idea.  The class 
also made note of how the information was 
organized, such as that there were not details 
that would belong under the first section within 
the last section.  As a follow-up to this lesson, 
Lisa gave her students another article to review 
the next day.  This article was about sharks, 
and as she had done with the germ article, 
Lisa removed all of the section headings.  This 
time the class had to develop its own section 
headings, which could be written in a variety 
of formats: phrases, questions, phrases with 
exclamation points, humor, etc.  Students 
quickly began to realize that the best section 
headings not only succinctly summarized the 
information below them but also hooked the 
interest of the reader.  The section headings 
provided an outline of the whole article, which 
may be all that people read before deciding 
whether or not they would be interested in 
continuing the text.  They gradually began to 
see that section headings have many useful 
and important purposes in a piece of nonfiction 
writing,

These lessons provided students time 
to gather their ideas and focus on section 
headings without worrying about the text 

underneath.  Students were able to see that 
without their section headings, the articles were 
still organized, but the reader had to do a bit of 
searching to figure out the structure.  Section 
headings made that structure clear and obvious 
not only to the reader, but to the writer as well.

  
A Surprising Outcome

After the time Lisa spent helping students 
understand how to organize their feature articles 
into sections, we were not surprised to find 
better organization for this particular type of 
writing.  What was surprising, however, was 
how useful understanding the organization of 
a feature article became as students worked 
on other sorts of nonfiction writing.  Several 
weeks after the feature article unit ended, the 
students began another unit on writing research 
essays.  When writing their feature articles, the 
students mainly chose topics on which they 
had a lot of prior knowledge.  There was some 
research involved, but it was minimal and could 
be completed with a simple magazine article or 
book chapter. 

Their research essays, however, were more 
about topics that the students did not know 
much about and would require more extensive 
research.  Students would be required to 
research on the Internet, in magazines as well 
as a variety of books.  Lisa and I both had 
problems in the past with helping students 
understand how to organize the vast amounts 
of information that they were collecting from 
multiple sources to write documented essays.  
However, because of the work the students had 
done writing their feature articles, they were 
able to use the same organizational strategy for 
their research essays.  Lisa explained the effect 
on one student in a journal that she kept of her 
teaching:

It was amazing how after [developing 
section headings] the concept 
seemed to click in [the student’s] 
mind.  She told me then that she was 
overwhelmed by all of the information 
in her books about Mars and that’s 
why she didn’t know where to start, but 
now she could just read the sections 
that related to her section heading 
topics.  I was so excited that she finally 
connected her writing to the structure 
and reading of nonfiction books.  
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The students, too, described how section 
headings were useful.  One stated, “[Section 
headings] split up your writing, and you won’t 
just have a big old clump of writing.”  Another 
said, “You might be writing and you might forget 
what you’re writing about and…you just read 
over your section heading and it could give you 
an idea.”  Shortly after the research unit, the 
students had to complete a mandated district-
wide writing prompt.  Lisa noticed that many of 
the students incorporated section headings as a 
means of organizing their writing.  We discussed 
how this was quite different from the prompt 
writing that we had observed in previous years 
and how the increased organization led to 
overall improved student writing.  

Beyond Writing
 The benefits of Lisa’s unit on feature 
articles extended beyond student writing.  The 
extensive emphasis on mentor texts and the 
reading-writing connection also helped students 
improve their ability to read nonfiction texts. 
The reason for this improvement seems to be 
two-fold.  First, the attention that Lisa gave to 
the structure of nonfiction texts and how it is 
often quite different from fiction helped students 
better understand how to access nonfiction 
texts.  Lisa stated:

I had always emphasized with the 
kids that they do not need to read 
a nonfiction book from cover to 
cover.  They could also use nonfiction 
texts to look up specific information 
using tools such as the table of 
contents and index.  For [some of 
my students], this didn’t click until 
they actually had to sit down and find 
certain information about a topic.

Second, the unit required students to do 
an extensive amount of reading, both to 
understand feature articles, and find information 
for their own articles and because students 
were creating their own feature articles, their 
reading was purposeful.

A Final Word
 What started as an intriguing idea grew into 
an essential piece of Lisa’s writing workshop and 
gave students a concrete strategy for organizing 
their writing.  I asked Lisa about the overall 
effect of the feature article unit, specifically the 
organizational piece, on her class:

I think the students definitely felt 
much more confident in their writing, 
especially when it came to prompts 
and research.  Fictional stories seem 
to come naturally to kids, and I think 
a lot of times they don’t do so well or 
freeze up when it comes to nonfiction 
writing because of the organization 
piece.  They just don’t know where 
to start or how to tackle the large 
amounts of information they feel like 
they need to convey.  Using section 
headings to break up their writing into 
much smaller, more manageable parts 
gives students confidence.  They 
see the assignment as something 
they are actually able to complete 
and complete well rather than an 
overwhelming task they have no idea 
how to handle.

It isn’t likely that I’ll ever completely 
organize my closet, my photos, or even my 
mail, but with the help of another teacher, I 
discovered a simple strategy for helping my 
students organize their writing.
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By Shelley Blalock

As a teacher of third grade for ten years, I 
have observed that students seem to lack the 
understanding or desire to write using descriptive 
word choice.  My students seem to write flat, 
boring stories with very little emphasis on 
describing characters, settings, and actions.  I 
find myself repeating during writing conferences, 
“Tell me more…” and “Explain that to me…” or 
“When I close my eyes, I cannot visualize what 
you are saying.”

According to Ruth Culham (2003), “Word 
choice is more than just about the use—or 
misuse—of words.  It is also about beautiful 
language.  It is about the use of rich, colorful, 
precise language that communicates not just in 
a functional way, but also in a way that moves 
and enlightens the reader.  In good descriptive 
writing, strong word choice clarifies and expands 
ideas” (p. 142). 

I began wondering how I could enhance 
my students’ descriptive writing in an exciting, 
rigorous, and relevant manner.  My desired 
outcomes for teaching this strategy included 
student interest, active participation, relevance 
(importance of descriptive writing), awareness 
(reason for descriptive writing), varied media, and 
of course, improved descriptive writing.

My thinking journey led me to realize that 
descriptive writing requires students to make 
visual images.  Those visual images are putting 
what we hear or see in our mind’s eye.  I then 
began noticing that closed-captioning describes 
sounds that hearing impaired individuals cannot 
hear.  It was this revelation that made me wonder, 
What about the visually impaired individuals?  
How can they visualize what they cannot see?  If 
I am asking my students to “Tell me more and 
explain that to me so that I can visualize images 
in my mind,” what better connection to make for 
my students than to bring the visually impaired 
relevancy (importance of descriptive writing) to 
my students?

After my revelation about descriptive 
language for the visually impaired, I found 
information on the National Center for Accessible 
Media (NCAM), founded in 1990.  NCAM is a 

Words for the Wordless: A Strategy to Enhance 
Descriptive Writing

research and development facility dedicated to 
the issues of media and information technology 
for people with disabilities.  One of the services 
NCAM offers is Descriptive Video Service (DVS), 
a descriptive narration of visual media for the 
blind and visually impaired.  According to NCAM 
(http://ncam.wgbh.org/), video descriptions make 
any visual media (television programs, feature 
films, home videos, etc.) accessible to people 
who are blind or visually impaired by providing 
descriptive narration of key visual elements in 
programs that a viewer might otherwise miss.  
When described, the actions, costumes, facial 
expressions, gestures, and scene changes 
can fully engage a blind or visually impaired 
viewer with the story.  In fact, visually impaired 
Jane Morin, from Auburn, MA commented on 
WGBH’s website, “My first experience with DVS 
was very emotional.  It was like somebody had 
opened a door into a new world, in which I was 
able to see with my ears what most people see 
with their eyes.”  This statement was very true 
in describing how my non-visually impaired 
students felt after this experience.  The Media 
Access Group at WGBH (http://ncam.wgbh.
org/) founded closed-captioning for the hearing 
impaired in the 1970s.  This group explained that 
video descriptions, primarily intended for blind or 
low-vision users, make visual content accessible 
to people who have trouble seeing a screen.  
Descriptions can also be used by sighted 
audiences to create an audio-only version of 
a program or an event.  It was this information 
that sparked my interest and gave me the idea 
that I could use the audio-only versions of non-
descriptive and descriptive video clips to bring 
awareness (reason for descriptive writing) for 
descriptive writing in my classroom instruction.  
In fact, Willard Daggett (as cited in Covey, 2008) 
stated, “What students need to succeed in the 
twenty-first century is an education that is both 
academically rigorous and ‘real-world’ relevant.  
This objective of rigor and relevance is not just 
for some students, it is for all students” (p. 37).

My thinking journey and background 
research led me to formulate a strategy to use 
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in my classroom.  First, I asked my students to 
become visually impaired for a short time by 
closing their eyes and imaging (making visual 
images in their heads) a short, one-minute 
movie clip of Disney Pixar’s Cars.  Any movie 
clip would work as long as the segment that is 
played is open to interpretation based on the 
dialogue, sounds, music, etc.  After listening to 
this non-descriptive movie clip of Cars, students 
drew their visual images on paper, using regular 
pencils, colored pencils, or both.  After sketching 
their images, students compared their drawings 
with a partner.  Questions they were to think 
about and answer with their partner were: Did 
your partner see what you had imagined?  Were 
your visual images similar or different?  As a 
group, we discussed: Did we all see exactly the 
same movie in our heads as we imagined the 
movie clip?  Why or why not?  This discussion 
led my students to realize that the reason for the 
varying differences in our visualizations is due 
to the lack of descriptions.  They stated, “We 
needed more information, more descriptions.”  
Aha!  My students were telling me what I had 
been pleading with them in their own writing!  

For the second round, I asked my students 
to become visually impaired for one more short 
time by closing their eyes and imagining a short, 
one minute movie clip of Disney’s Lion King 
(descriptive narration from NCAM at http://ncam.
wgbh.org/richmedia/media/lionking/).  Students 
drew their visual images on paper again and 
discussed the same questions with their 
partners.  As a group we discovered that we all 
saw exactly the same movie in our heads as we 
imagined the movie clip.  My students were able 
to clearly understand the reason and importance 
for being descriptive!

Because of my students’ excitement, we 
repeated this lesson with a non-descriptive 
movie trailer of Up and a descriptive movie trailer 
of Horton Hears a Who (descriptive narration 
from NCAM at http://ncam.wgbh.org/richmedia/
media/horton/horton. html).  Our results were 
exactly the same; non-descriptive narration led to 
varied interpretation and differences in sketches, 
while descriptive narration led to consistent 
interpretation and similarities in sketches.

So, to refresh on my desired outcomes, 
student interest—check, active participation—
check, relevance—check, awareness—check, 
varied media—check, improved descriptive 

writing—not yet!  I had a firm foundation for 
improvements in descriptions, but I had not 
transferred the importance, rigor, and relevancy 
into actual writing.

Judith Cassady (2007) notes, “Although 
the use of wordless books is not new, we must 
continually revisit, revive, and revise successful 
practices, especially those that seem to lend 
themselves well to current classroom situations.  
Wordless books can provide the stimulus for 
creative writing and for successful reading” (p. 
32).  This was it!  I realized that the perfect way 
to connect descriptive narration to writing is 
through wordless books.  Wordless books are 
like watching a movie without sound and without 
closed-captioning.  We can visualize the story, 
its characters, and its actions by examining the 
illustrations and focusing on the descriptive 
image details.  But, what about the visually 
impaired?  They are unable to see the images 
that we see on wordless books.  So, I asked my 
students, “How can we tell the story so that the 
actual visual images in the book match what’s 
being imagined?”  According to my students, 
“We need to use descriptive writing!”  Yes!  My 
goal had been attained!

   Culham (2003) states: 
Descriptive writing makes an event, 
place, person, or situation spring to life 
in the reader’s mind through innovative 
use of the right word at the right 
moment. At its most successful, such 
writing gives the reader the strong 
sense of being there, living it. (p. 159) 

My students were then given the opportunity 
to write words for the wordless.  They chose a 
wordless book, focused on the details of the 
visual images during the first reading, and wrote 
words for the wordless illustrations during the 
second reading.  More importantly, students 
were encouraged to remember the visually 
impaired by writing with descriptions so that 
everyone could see the same story as the author/
illustrator intended.  The descriptive writing that 
came from this strategy thoroughly impressed 
me.  One of my students, Lauren, wrote a 
descriptive story for the wordless book, The Grey 
Lady and the Strawberry Snatcher.  The following 
is her introduction:

Once there was a lady with sandy grey 
hair, the color matched her dress.  She 
buys fresh strawberries from a man 
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with a green thumb.  The strawberries 
are as red as bright roses.  The Grey 
Lady started to walk home.  Then the 
Strawberry Snatcher saw her.  The 
Strawberry Snatcher has purplish, 
bluish skin and wears a green cape 
and a purple hat.  Now the Strawberry 
Snatcher is following the Grey Lady.  
They are walking by cakes, muffins, 
and cupcakes.  The Grey Lady and the 
Strawberry Snatcher are now walking 
down a red, brick hallway.  They pass a 
brown door with a golden lion knocker.  
The Strawberry Snatcher jumps 
trying to snatch the strawberries.  The 

Grey Lady jumps back and holds the 
strawberries to her chest.  The Grey 
Lady starts to run with the strawberries.  
Behind her is a woman wearing an 
aqua suit and a darker aqua cape.  This 
woman is holding a pink basket of 
snakes and is wearing a crown.

 Wow, my students just might become future 
descriptive narrators!  Not only did I teach an 
important skill for third graders to apply and 
master, I created lifelong describers.  Because of 
the relevancy and awareness factors, being more 
descriptive has a whole new meaning to them!  
Descriptive Words for the Wordless—Powerful!
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Picture This: 
Classroom Activities for Show, Don’t Tell Writing  

By Carol Baldwin

Which story would you like to read? One 
that begins like this:

 One day, Sharon, who is eleven 
and in the sixth grade, got up to get 
ready for school. Sharon likes soccer, 
comic books, and rap, and she hates 
cleaning her room. When she can’t 
find her kneepads because she’s so 
disorganized, she gets worried about 
getting to the state championship 
game on time.

     
Or, this one:

 Sharon lay on her floor pulling stuff 
out from underneath her bed. Out 
flew her math book, last year’s fifth-
grade report on reptiles, some old 
CD cases, and a few Doonesbury 
comic books. “Where are those stupid 
knee pads?” she muttered. How 
was she going to help win the state 
championship if she couldn’t find her 
knee pads?     

The answer is obvious. 
Writing that shows, not tells, brings a 

character and a scene to life; it uses verbs 
and nouns to add specific details and creates 
images in the reader’s mind; it adds vim and 
vigor by using accurate similes and metaphors. If 
those aren’t enough reasons, writing that shows, 
not tells, is also more fun to read and write. 
      How do you teach your students this 
cardinal rule of writing that authors live and 
breathe by? How do you invite your students to 
replace narrative writing that simply chronicles 
events with lively writing that paints crystal-clear 
word pictures?
     Use three role models that your students 
look to everyday:  authors, you, and their peers. 

Students Learn from the Best
 The first group to model this show, don’t 
tell principle is the authors of the stories and 
novels your students are reading. Consider the 
following examples:

 The day was hot. Steamy. Janina 

and I were down near the entrance 
to the cemetery, on Gesia Street. 
We were watching the long parade 
of wagons lined up at the gate. The 
wagons were pulled by men-horses. 
The bodies were in heaps. The 
number of them was much higher 
than I could count at the time. A 
peppery cloud of flies hovered over 
the flopped arms and legs. The air 
buzzed.
    Only a few living people came with 
the wagons. Except for the rags they 
wore and the fact that they were 
standing, they looked like the bodies. 
(Spinelli, 2003, p. 138)

    In this vivid description of the Warsaw 
Ghetto, Spinelli shows the reader what Misha, 
the main character, sees (parade of wagons, the 
men-horses, heaps of dead bodies, a cloud of 
flies, the barely alive living), and as a result the 
reader also feels the heat and hears the flies 
buzzing (a great example of onomatopoeia). 
Spinelli’s metaphors and similes augment the 
image: “men-horses” and people that “[e]xcept 
for the rags they wore…they looked like the 
bodies” paint a vivid picture for the reader.

Consider this second passage from Blue, a 
middle-grade novel about the polio epidemic in 
1944 in Hickory, North Carolina:

 When Daddy declared war on the 
wisteria, I was afraid he would kill it all 
off. But he said he couldn’t kill it if he 
tried.
 “Ann Fay,” he said, “that vine is just 
like you. It’s mighty pretty, but it’s also 
determined. It would take a powerful 
strong enemy to destroy either one of 
you.”
 I wanted to believe him. But now 
that Daddy was off to fight a real war, 
I felt destroyed already. (Hostetter, 
2006, p.18.)

 Hostetter doesn’t tell the reader about Ann 
Fay’s character, (“Ann Fay was a determined, 
pretty young girl”), instead she shows her 
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through her father’s simile comparing her to 
the ever-present wisteria vine. The underlying 
metaphor of warfare is emphasized by the 
vivid verb destroyed, gripping the reader and 
showing Ann Fay’s feelings. The author’s 
choice of adjectives (mighty pretty, powerful 
strong), doesn’t tell the reader, “Ann Fay’s father 
was proud of his daughter and spoke with a 
southern drawl,” but shows it through deliberate 
word choice.      
     In this scene from Cecelia’s Adventure, a 
North Carolina revolutionary war story, notice 
the figurative language the author employs:

 Cecelia laid her [baby] on a quilt on 
the floor…She dozed, only to wake at 
the sound of roaring wind. She heard 
the giant sucking noise of the maple 
roots as they tore from the ground. 
The tree sighed as it fell. Its massive 
branches embraced the kitchen 
porch….She prayed the glass panes 
would hold against the scraping of the 
wood. She waited, her head pillowed 
next to her child. (Wyche, 2009, p. 
106)

 This passage exemplifies personification 
as the trees sigh and the branches embrace 
the kitchen porch. Using this passage in the 
classroom, you could also point out the author’s 
use of vivid verbs: the roots tore from the 
ground; Cecelia’s head pillowed next to her 
child. Wyche doesn’t say, “In spite of the storm 
outside, Cecelia rested next to her baby”; she 
shows the storm through figurative language 
and explicit verbs.
 Changing genres, consider this fourth 
passage:

On this particular Thursday, 
something was moving quietly 
through the ionosphere many miles 
above the surface of the planet: 
several somethings in fact, several 
dozen huge yellow chunky slablike 
somethings, huge as office blocks, 
silent as birds. They soared with 
ease, basking in electromagnetic rays 
from the star Sol, biding their time, 
grouping, preparing. (Adams, 1980, 
p. 26.)

Adams gives the reader a vivid word picture 
of alien somethings that are yellow, chunky, 
and slablike, huge as office blocks, silent as 

birds. Each of these adjectives and similes 
provides specific details and contributes to 
the overall picture. Like the other authors 
examined, Adams’ choice of verbs enhances 
the description of the scene. The “somethings” 
soared, basked, bided, grouped, and prepared. 
The reader is hooked—what will happen next?

First Activity
 Create a transparency of a few paragraphs 
from a novel or story your students are reading. 
Put the writing sample on the overhead, 
document reader, or interactive whiteboard, and 
then ask students to identify the specific verbs, 
nouns, similes, or metaphors the author uses to 
paint a word picture. 
  Next, ask students to rewrite the paragraph 
substituting tired words, such as general 
nouns and over-used verbs, and eliminating 
the author’s vivid details. Students can also 
begin each sentence with “it” or “and then” 
and never vary the sentence length. Encourage 
them to substitute adjectives that produce 
strong images with overused adjectives such as 
“awesome,” “cool,” or “beautiful,” which don’t 
provide the reader with detailed information. 
They will laugh as they recognize their own non-
descript writing. 
 Other instructors also “deconstruct” a novel 
to demonstrate to their students the difference 
between weak and powerful writing. Children’s 
author Suzanne Williams models this concept 
on her website and in classrooms. 
 If E.B. White had told us the opening to 
Charlotte’s Web, he might have written it this 
way:

 Fern was in the kitchen when she 
saw her father go by with an ax. She 
wondered what he was doing with it. 
Her mother told her he was going to 
do away with a pig that had been born 
too small. Fern was upset because 
she didn’t think a pig should be killed 
just because it was smaller than other 
pigs.

 Instead, White showed us what was 
happening through effective use of dialogue and 
description. (Williams, n.d.)

After modeling this activity to your students, 
ask them to pick a paragraph from a favorite 
book that shows rather than tells. After copying 
it on an overhead or writing it on the board, 
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students can lead the class in identifying the 
elements that bring specific images to readers’ 
minds. You can also use a document camera to 
take a picture of the student’s selection, project 
it unto the interactive whiteboard, and allow the 
student to highlight the author’s show, don’t tell 
passages. As you do this with both narrative 
and expository writing samples, you promote 
critical-thinking skills. Your students must 
recognize and analyze what constitutes stellar 
writing and then teach it to their peers. 

Students Learn from You
Second Activity

Write a simple sentence on the overhead, 
such as “The boy ate his lunch.” Discuss how 
even adding adjectives such as small boy or 
delicious lunch still leaves the sentence vague 
and unspecific. How can the writer jazz this up? 

Ask your students to substitute specific 
nouns and verbs without changing the basic 
meaning of the sentence. For example, by 
replacing boy with toddler, refugee, or skater 
dude; substituting eat with devour, savored, or 
picked at; and choosing a cheeseburger, pizza, 
bread crust, or chicken leg, the writer creates a 
more specific image.

Similarly, ask the class to think of a simile 
or metaphor that would make this character 
memorable. Writing, “The skater dude devoured 
the pizza like an eagle swooping down on a rat” 
or “The Haitian refugee savored the crust of 
bread as if it was a gourmet meal” are almost as 
clear as photographs. 

The goal of this activity is to enhance the 
sentence without losing its basic meaning. Your 
students might enjoy ending up with, “The tiger 
inhaled the monkey,” but they will have lost the 
point of this exercise. 

Professor Emeritus at Rowan University, 
Jane Sullivan, reinforces show, don’t tell writing 
by adding movement. Working with fourth-
graders, she acts out scenes from a passage 
of a book (one of her favorites is Autumn Street 
by Lois Lowry) thus demonstrating the power of 
vivid verbs to create specific images. Flipping 
the activity on its head, she also takes a non-
descript sentence and attempts to acts it out. 
Here is a sentence she wrote on the overhead: 

Mary spilled her can of soda. 
“This time,” I said to my students, 

“I want you to help me change the 
sentence so that it shows us what 
happened.” 
 
Pretending I was Mary, I acted out 
the movements students told me they 
thought probably made the soda spill. 
When I felt their suggestions were 
vague or illogical, I asked them lots of 
questions.

“Where would the soda be?” I asked 
one student.

“On the table,” was the answer.  
“So, then how did it spill?” I 
challenged.

Students changed their minds and 
decided it was in her hand.

“Which hand? What did she do to 
make the soda spill? Then what 
happened?” I countered.

As a logical progression of 
movements or actions emerged, I 
recorded them on the transparency. 
The result was a new paragraph and 
once again, we found the movement 
words and underlined them in red.

Mary stood with a can of soda in her 
left hand. She leaned over to take a 
cupcake out of the fridge but tripped 
over that crack in the tile floor. The 
soda spilled down her new white 
dress. (Sullivan, 2005)

 Nancie Atwell, in her book, In the Middle, 
argues that writers need to carefully select 
the adjectives and adverbs they employ. She 
maintains that show, don’t tell writing should 
further the author’s purpose: 

Good writers …let us see people and 
ideas in action rather than depend 
on qualifiers. They give us specifics: 
strong nouns, precise verbs, actions 
we can see and hear, reactions we 
can feel. An apple is big, red, round, 
crisp, shiny, and juicy. Unless this is a 
commercial for McIntosh apples, so 
what? Instead, a writer would try to 
show something about the apple only 
if there’s something to be shown—if 
a quality of the apple reflects some 
meaning in the sentence or story. 
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For example: I gobbled the green 
apples, I found in the clearing. Now 
we have specific: hunger, unripe 
apples, a forest setting: now the apple 
beings to have a significance we can 
understand (Atwell, 1998, p. 165).

 As you model this, your students will see 
that the writing process is not stagnant. Good 
writers search for the best word to convey their 
meaning without settling for vague, inaccurate 
descriptions. In fact, to arrive at show, don’t tell 
writing, writers must often travel through many 
rounds of revision. 

 Nancy Dean (2006), the author of 
Discovering Voice, gives teachers three 
concrete tools for teaching show, don’t tell 
writing. She encourages teachers to focus on 
diction, detail, and figurative language:  “Diction 
refers to the author’s choice of words…The 
perfect word is clear, concrete, and exact. In 
other words, it says exactly what you want it to 
say, is specific, and creates just the picture you 
see in your mind” (p. 8).
 “Detail includes facts, observations, 
reasons, examples, and incidents that a writer 
uses to develop a subject. Specific details 

Show, Don’t Tell Technology

 You can play “Jazz It Up!” using an interactive 
whiteboard, Microsoft Word, or a wiki. 

Interactive whiteboard. Ask a student to come 
up to the interactive whiteboard and write a 
boring, blah sentence, such as “The girl walked 
home from school.”  Ask a second volunteer to 
highlight the tired, nondescript words. Brainstorm 
a word bank filled with vivid verbs and specific 
nouns that could be used to jazz up the boring 
sentences. Discuss the different nuances of 
substituting jogged, skipped, plodded, slithered, or 
cartwheeled for walked; and depilated apartment 
house, log cabin, shack, or teepee for home.  Ask 
another student to write the word bank on the 
board. Have a fourth volunteer to cross out the 
vague pronouns and nouns and over-used verbs, 
and drag over more specific nouns and a vivid 
verb. A fifth student can add details that elaborate 
on the original boring sentence. 
 
Mircosoft Word.  In the computer lab, ask your 
students to open up a Word document. Point out 
the strikethrough function. In Word 2007, it is the 
“abc” button with the line through it in the Font 
menu; in Word 1997-2003, select “Font” from the 
Format menu, and check “Strikethrough” under 
“Effects.” You can also have students make all of 
their strikethrough edits in red or another distinct 
color. Play “Jazz It Up” by telling students to type 
two copies of two to three boring sentences. Label 
one “Original” and one “Revision.” Ask students to 
get up and move one computer over where they 
will have the opportunity to use the strikethrough 
and red font functions on their friend’s text. 
Instead of deleting a word they want to change, 

instruct them to cross it out and add a word 
in red. When they’re done revising their peer’s 
sentences—without changing the meaning of the 
sentence—they then return to their own seat and 
read how their friend revised their work. 

Wikis. Classroom teachers are finding that 
wikis can support students as they develop 
competency in revision, writing, word-processing, 
and digital technology (Knobel & Lankshear, 
2009; Luce-Kapler, 2007; Chandler-Olcott, 2009; 
Williamson, 2008). If you don’t have a pbworks or 
wikispaces account, consider signing up for one. 
Both companies offer tutorials to get started as 
well as testimonials from classroom teachers who 
have successfully used them. You’ll soon discover 
that wikis have wide classroom applications.
 To see how you can use a wiki to reinforce 
show, don’t tell concepts, go to my wiki at: http://
redfontandrevision.pbworks.com/Welcome+to+R
ed+Font+and+Revision. After you have looked at 
the “Sample Activity,” click on “Recent Activity” 
to see a few examples. (Note: You will be unable 
to edit these pages; this is for demonstration 
purposes only.)  Once you set up a similar wiki, 
students who have Internet access at home 
can go online and play with their sentences for 
another round of “Jazz It Up” revision.  
 Students who have written and revised 
sentences using these technologies have 
practiced keyboarding, focused on vocabulary, 
and used critical-thinking skills to evaluate their 
own as well a peer’s writing. More importantly, 
through technology, they have seen that revision 
can be fun.
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create a clear mental picture for the reader by 
focusing on particulars rather than abstractions” 
(Dean, 2006, p. 22). In other words, when a 
student writes, “My vacation was loads of 
fun and I did lots of new things,” prompt him 
to include specific details by asking probing 
questions. “Where did you go and what did you 
do that was fun? Who was with you? Did you 
see, taste, hear, or smell something that you 
had never experienced before? What did it feel 
like to be trying out something new?”
 Figurative language, such as similes, 
metaphors, personification, onomatopoeia, 
and alliteration, is another device to muscle up 
writing. “We use figurative language because 
it’s a rich, strong, and vivid way to express 
meaning” (Dean, 2006, p. 35).

Students Learn from Each Other
Third Activity
 With a partner, each student writes one or 
two “blah” or boring sentences. Partners must 
“jazz it up” by replacing nondescript verbs 
with vivid verbs, substituting specific nouns 
for general nouns, and by adding figurative 
language. They should try to include sensory 
information that allows the reader to see, feel, 
or hear what is being described. For example, 
a student could write, “The driver honked the 
horn. He was impatient for the traffic to move.” 
His partner could change it to “The teenager 
blared the VW’s horn. He drummed his fingers 
on the steering wheel, leaned out the window, 
and yelled ‘Can you move any slower?’” 
 Repeat this activity with different partners 
or in small groups. In a group, each student 
passes his boring sentences to the person 
sitting next to him who crosses out just one 
noun or verb and replaces it with a more vivid 
word or phrase before passing it along to the 
next person for further revision. Give students 
several minutes to complete this activity and 
ask the last person to add a simile or metaphor. 
Allow the sentence to return to the original 
writer so students can see how their writing 
was revised and “jazzed up.” You might need 
to remind students again not to change the 
meaning of the original sentence.

If you do this activity on a wiki (see sidebar), 
there is the added advantage of students seeing 
how different groups of their peers rewrite the 
same, nondescript sentence. The wide variety of 

interpretations shows students how imprecise, 
written language does not communicate a clear 
message or image to the reader. 

Using a wiki, several middle-school classes 
in Rockingham, North Carolina played with 
these sentences with humorously different 
results:

The man went to the store. He couldn’t find 
what he wanted, so he left.
  Group 1 revision: The man 
Zavier went roller-skated to the store Wal-
mart. He couldn’t find what he was looking 
for Kraft’s Peppercorn Ranch on sale, so he 
left so he stormed all the way home.
      Group 2 revision: The man 
went homeless man crawled out of his box, 
and wobbled to Wal-Mart, to the store. 
He couldn’t find what he wanted begged for 
change, but he had no luck. So he left took 
off back to his box, crying.
      Group 3 revision: The wrinkled man went 
limped to the Vision Center store. He was 
almost blind so he couldn’t find identify his 
new pair of glasses what he wanted, so he 
left because the eye doctor was on a lunch 
break.

Here is a second example:
 Mr. Hoffman was happy. He had gotten a 
visit from a friend who had been gone for a long 
time.
 Group 1 revision: Mr. Hoffman 
was happy jumping with joy. He 
had gotten received a visit from a college 
roommate who had been  gone  missing  for  
a long time 11 years.
 Group 2 revision: Mr.  Hoffman was happy 
excited jumping up and down!  
He had gotten received a special visit 
from a his best strange friend, Billy Bob Tim 
Joe Smith who had been gone for a long 
time centuries.
 A third example:
 Raymond went outside. He saw something 
that made him feel strange.
 Group 1 revision: Raymond went  
jogged past school outside from his moms. 
He saw heard something a noise that made 
went chicka chicka bom bom and made 
him feel strange.
 Group 2 revision: Raymond  went  jogged  
outside in the scary woods. He saw glanced at 
a bear that made him strange pass out.
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 Group 3 revision: Raymond the 
scientist flipped in joy at the park. He saw a 4 
headed monkey that made him feel ecstatic.

In the End
 You can incorporate these simple activities 
into your lesson plans for writing fiction or 
poetry or into your writing workshops for 
any grade level. Students will also have fun 
practicing show, don’t tell writing in their 
expository pieces. For example, if your students 
are studying the Revolutionary War in their 
social studies class, ask them to compose 
some simple, boring sentences. Perhaps 
one student volunteers, “The soldier shot 
the enemy, who fell down dead.” After you 
request that students supply specific details, 
this sentence could end up being, “The British 
Lieutenant aimed his Brown Bess musket at the 
approaching blue coat. With accuracy borne 
of years of practice, his shot started with a 
loud roar and ended with the young Boston lad 
keeled over as blood gushed from his stomach.” 

 Similarly, show, don’t tell writing can beef 
up boring science reports. “The worm was 
long” can become “The American earthworm 
measures 9 cm, which is about as long as my 
index finger.” “I thought the chemical reaction 
was strange” could be transformed into “The 
gray liquid steamed and bubbled, and I smelled 
an odor like rotten eggs emitting from the 
beaker.”
 When your students replace tired words 
with vivid verbs and change boring nouns into 
specific nouns their writing will be clearer. As 
they add image-driven details, knock-your-
socks-off similes, or dynamite metaphors, they 
will notice that their writing grabs the reader by 
the collar and doesn’t let go. 
 And hopefully, your students’ future 
writing will leave dull soccer players home in 
bed and put their teammates out on the field 
where they’ll be sweating, grunting, kicking, 
and knocking over the other players in their 
excitement to be seen and heard by their 
readers. 
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Teachin’ Good:   
Using Informal Language as a Bridge to Standard 
English in the Classroom

By David W. Marlow

Student 1:   
Hey Teach, why we be readin’ what dead 
people wrote? 

Teacher:   
 Why do we what? 
Student 1:   
 Why we be readin’ what dead people   
 wrote?
Teacher: 
 Why do we what?
Student 1: 
 Why we be readin’ what dead people   
 wrote?
Teacher: 
 We don’t say, “why we be readin’…” We   
 say, “Why are we reading…?”
Student 1:  
 Okay, Okay… 
Student 2: 
 So, why do we be readin’ what dead people  
 wrote?
Teacher: [to herself] 
 Why won’t these kids ever learn…? 
Students: [between themselves] 
 Guess she don’t know neither… 

(Adapted from Wheeler & Swords, 2004)
 

Introduction
In light of President Obama’s focus on 

education and his repeated exhortation that 
young people apply themselves to their studies, 
we teachers have a window of opportunity for 
addressing difficult socio-educational issues. 
Here I discuss approaches to formal English 
in our schools. Despite years of repeated 
correction, many middle grades and secondary 
students persist in speaking informal English 
in the classroom. We repeatedly instruct them 
in formal grammar and pronunciation, and 
some few students conform, but many others 
refuse to give up their neighborhood language 
patterns.  If this were merely a matter of 
personal choice with no long term effects, there 
would be no exigency for this article, but the 
implications extend much further. Our traditional 

approach of disallowing informal language in 
educational settings has failed. Students who 
are consistently corrected rarely embrace the 
formal language we are trying to teach but 
rather tend to grow increasingly silent, feel less 
comfortable in academic settings, and view 
themselves negatively. To address this issue, I 
reintroduce a message suggested by the first 
president of the National Council of Teachers of 
English (NCTE) over a century ago (Carpenter, 
Baker & Scott, 1908, cited in Reaser, 2007), 
namely that instruction about language diversity 
should be included in the English Language 
Arts curriculum. Further, I propose that we 
leverage this instruction to encourage students 
to embrace formal English in addition to their 
home language. 

Socio-Historical Perspectives
All too often students who speak in non-

standard ways at school hear from their 
teachers that their language is Okay at home, 
but not what we speak at school, that their 
speech is broken or worse, that they have no 
language (Cross, et al, 2001), and this drives 
many bright, capable students to embrace 
anti-educational sentiments and to channel 
their abilities into non-academic pursuits (Adger, 
2005; Ogbu, 1999) such as to music or sports. 
Rickford (2008) refers to the commonality of this 
experience as “the massive educational failure 
within the African American community” [original 
italics], and Labov (2008) reminds us all of 
several alarming social trends that accompany 
dropout rates among African American 
students. While this has sometimes been cast 
as a Black/White issue, students of any color 
may speak a stigmatized variety of English. In 
order to affect the lasting change called for by 
President Obama, we must address the larger 
societal issues surrounding formal and informal 
uses of English without regard to race or color.

Although our public schools should be 
centers for diversity and inclusivity, they all too 
often reinforce cultural bias and stigmatization. 
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Even well-intentioned teachers may unwittingly 
convey linguistic prejudice as they focus on 
correcting non-standard usage in the classroom. 
Still, those teachers who systematically correct 
informal language in the classroom intend 
only the best for their students. They know 
the consequences of stigmatized language in 
mainstream America, and sadly, they correctly 
assess the negative impact of non-standard 
speech. People in our society are, in fact, 
judged on their speech, not only in school but 
also in consumer-supplier relations (Ad Council, 
2003) and in the workplace (Shuy & Williams, 
1973). Often, “people who hear a vernacular 
dialect make erroneous assumptions about 
the speaker’s intelligence, motivation and even 
morality” (Wolfram, Adger & Christian, 1999). 
Our students need to be prepared for life after 
school, but they also need a safe haven within 
our schools to help them reach academic 
excellence and fluency in formal English 
regardless of their home dialect.

Socio-educational Perspective on 
Dialect 

The term “dialect” warrants closer 
examination in both definition and significance 
for educators. To a linguist, “dialect” refers 
simply to the way people speak: a language 
variety shared by a group of speakers with 
no inherent prestiging of one vernacular over 
another. In general society, however, the term 
more commonly connotes a stigmatized 
conception of the way people speak in a 
given region—and these stigmatizations often 
extend to personality caricaturizations as well. 
Southerners, for example, are expected to have 
a drawl and to prefer leisurely activities while 
New Yorkers have the reputation of speaking 
and acting brusquely. Even more damaging is 
the all too common assumption that people 
who say things like “She aks me ta go” or 
“I’m agoin’ fishin’” are ignorant, perhaps even 
uneducatable. 

In the last 50 years, much research has 
focused on the role of teacher expectation 
in student performance (e.g., Rosenthal & 
Jackobson, 1968; Brophy, 1983; Obiakor & 
Beachum, 2005), and while there has been 
some disagreement concerning the overall 
impact (e.g., Brophy, 1983), the importance 
of teachers’ attitudes toward speakers of 

stigmatized dialects is uncontested within both 
the linguistic (e.g., Godley & Minnici, 2008; 
Rickford, 2005) and educational (e.g., Corson, 
2001; Cross, et. al, 2001; Gutierrez, Morales, 
& Martinez, 2009) communities. Again, the 
majority of the language related work done in 
this area has focused on African Americans, 
but the issue affects speakers of all stigmatized 
language varieties (Ladson-Billings, 1995). For 
at least 30 years our standard response to 
the negative impact of this stigmatization has 
been to define the children affected by these 
stereotyped expectations as at risk and to 
implement creative strategies to bring them into 
the mainstream. As we have seen, however, this 
well-intentioned approach, taken by teachers 
who believe they are pushing their students 
to succeed, more often drives students into 
silence and away from academic proficiency 
(Adger, 2005). Still, societal pressures favoring 
formal English remain.  

As teachers, we have the unique potential 
to influence the future of our society through 
the educational experiences of our students, 
and many admirable efforts are now underway 
which encourage diversity and tolerance in our 
schools through open discussion of bias and 
prejudice. Still, discrimination against speakers 
of non-standard dialects remains largely 
unassailed because prejudice against speakers 
of non-standard language is often subconscious 
and unintentional (Wolfram, et al, 1999). The 
relevance of this to education is obvious. 
Cross, DeVaney, and Jones (2001) study of 
preservice teachers’ attitudes toward dialect 
found that preservice teachers were quite willing 
to ascribe levels of intelligence and personality 
traits to unknown individuals based entirely on 
the speakers’ dialects. These subconscious 
attitudes also manifest themselves in comments 
like, “Rajid can’t do challenging work—just 
listen to the way he talks,” which can still be 
heard in teachers’ lounges across the country 
(Godley, et al, 2006,  p. 30). While we modern 
educators no longer subscribe to the traditional 
“great divide” theory which suggested that 
certain cultural groups performed poorly 
because of cognitive and social deficits, we 
nonetheless retain vestiges of this mindset 
with regard to speakers of stigmatized varieties 
of English. Perhaps the greatest failure in the 
traditional approach to informal speech in 
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the classroom, however, lies in our societal 
tendency to blame our students without looking 
at the greater historical and societal factors that 
influence them (Gutierrez, Morales, & Martinez, 
2009). We must, instead, turn our attention 
to a more constructive approach—one which 
addresses not only the surface issues of formal 
versus informal speech, but also the greater 
societal issues of diversity and discrimination. 

We understand that this is a contentious 
point and that there may be concerned and 
conscientious teachers reading this who agree 
with Fulghum (1993) when he says: 

… to tell a student [who] speaks 
bad English that he [sic] is merely 
suffering from dialect discrimination 
is so disingenuous and unfair as to 
be cruel…. To not know the forms of 
proper English usage is ignorance; 
to know them and still not use 
them because of your desire to be 
“culturally diverse” is attempted 
murder upon the English language.  
(quoted in Wolfram, et al, 1999, p. 30) 

While I disagree, I might be tempted to 
concede the cultural expediency of this point 
if systematic correction of individuals’ usage 
of stigmatized forms were effective in leading 
students into reaching their highest goals and 
participating in the best our country has to offer. 
It is not. Many students intuitively understand 
that their language functions as a marker of their 
cultural identity and resist any efforts to force 
them to assimilate with mainstream culture 
(Ogbu, 1987). Moreover, those who do adopt 
standard grammar and pronunciation face 
criticism in their own communities. A Standard 
English Only policy places some students in 
the deleterious position of choosing between 
academic success and normal relationships 
with family and friends. Promoting tolerance for 
linguistic diversity and using education about 
language variation as a bridge to formal English 
skills through bidialectalism can help our 
students thrive both at home and in the greater 
society.

Bridging Students into Standard 
English

Dialect has been employed to discriminate 
between in and out groups since at least 
3000 B.C. when the ancient Hebrews used 

the pronunciation of the word shibboleth to 
guard their borders during their invasion of 
the land of Canaan. Today, failure to speak 
Standard English excludes individuals from 
desirable occupations and societal cliques. 
This gate-keeping function of Standard English 
derives not from any inherent superiority 
of the dialect, however, but on a nepotistic 
relationship between this dialect and the 
middle and upper classes of society. The 
highly educated speak Standard English, and 
the speaking of Standard English reinforces 
the right of the educated to prestigious jobs 
and social statuses. As DeBose (2007) puts it, 
“the superior position of the dominant group 
is justified by its ‘proper’ speech. Similarly the 
subordinate position of marginalized groups 
is legitimated by the characterization of their 
language in such pejorative terms as poor, 
slovenly, broken, bastardized, or corrupt” (p. 
30).  These characterizations, however, have no 
linguistic basis. On the contrary, non-standard 
varieties equal Standard English in terms of 
regularity, complexity, and expressiveness 
(e.g., Labov, 2008).  Accordingly, today’s NCTE 
follows its founders in recognizing the value 
of instruction concerning linguistic variation 
in the Language Arts classroom by stipulating 
that students should “show a respect for and 
an understanding of diversity in language use, 
patterns, and dialects across cultures, ethnic 
groups, geographic regions, and social roles” 
(NCTE/NCATE 2003, Section 3.1.4). This type 
of instruction may encourage tolerance for 
linguistic diversity in those students who speak 
Standard English because it is the language 
of their parents by leading them to recognize 
that other dialects are equally intelligent and 
sophisticated. Students whose communities 
speak stigmatized varieties of English may also 
exhibit increased tolerance for other dialects 
and as acknowledgement of the intrinsic 
value of their home language enhances their 
self esteem, broadens their perspective on 
Language Arts, and serves as a bridge to 
bidialectalism. Our goal must be for these 
students to master formal English in addition to 
their home language, thereby equipping them to 
codeswitch: to choose between formality levels 
as situationally appropriate. (See the Suggested 
Activities section for more discussion on 
encouraging our students to learn this skill.) 
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While we often hold out formal English as a 
future necessity [e.g., You will need this to get 
a good job when you graduate], Adger (2005) 
notes that students already have a sense of the 
role of Standard English in day-to-day activities. 
In a three-year study of five elementary schools 
in Maryland, she found that both students and 
teachers frequently used dialectal forms in the 
classroom, despite teachers’ intention to create 
Standard English Only environments. The one 
notable exception to this trend she found was 
that students employed more formal English 
when given an authoritative position in the 
classroom, that is when asked to lead a class 
activity or teach the class about something. 
While overtly correcting non-standard 
usage may lead to demoralized and silent 
students, putting them in positions of authority 
encourages them to practice formal English 
naturally, driven by the situation without overt 
attention to the language. 

As Language Arts teachers, then, we have 
a dual responsibility: to instruct students in the 
use of Standard English as required by state 
curriculum standards and to lead them into 
tolerance of language differences by teaching 
all students about linguistic diversity and the 
intelligent structure of non-standard varieties. In 
these days of attention to curriculum standards 
and standardized testing, it may be difficult 
to justify any addition to an already packed 
curriculum, but research has shown that 
instructing students about language variation 
improves their skills in reading (Rickford, 
2005), writing (Godley, et al, 2006), and even 
standardized testing (Wheeler & Swords, 2004). 
The following section addresses practical ideas 
to employ in your classroom next week. 

Suggested Activities 
Each of us should engage in self-reflection 

as our first step. As our attitudes toward 
language are largely subconscious, we may 
exhibit bias unintentionally. One of the most 
effective methods for self-reflection on covert 
issues like dialect awareness is to record 
ourselves teaching.  While few of us like to 
watch ourselves teach, videotaping lessons and 
reviewing teaching techniques has proven an 
effective tool for self-reflection (Cunningham 
& Benedetto, 2002) and applies naturally to 
language use as well. Specifically, we must train 

ourselves to avoid labeling informal usage as 
bad/broken speech, street language, or talking 
country/ghetto and to encourage advanced 
thinking without particular attention to the 
formality of our students’ English. We want 
our students to understand that different is not 
deficient and that dialect is not dumb. Once we 
have examined our own teaching and identified 
any inadvertent bias, we are ready to engage 
our students in overt discussion of these issues. 

A natural first step in engaging our students 
in conversation about language variation 
involves examination of the formal language 
students have come to expect in the classroom. 
To lead into this analysis one might start with 
some general questions about dialect such as: 
What are some ways people from different areas 
of the country speak? <Responses will vary> 
If necessary, one could guide the discussion 
by asking: In South Carolina if someone offers 
you a carbonated drink, what might they say? 
<Would you like a soda?> In many places in the 
North, people use a different word for “soda”. 
Does anyone know what they might say? <Pop, 
or Coke, regardless of the actual name brand. 
> What are some other differences you know 
about? <Answers will vary.> After some general 
discussion, students could work in pairs or 
small groups to generate a list of verbs with 
regular -ed endings. You may want to provide 
them with a frame sentence like: Yesterday she 
_______ (a dog). Next, have them sort their list 
of verbs by the ending sounds of the past tense. 
If they listen carefully, they will find that the past 
tense -ed is pronounced in three different ways 
as shown in the sample lists below. 
 -ed -d -t 
 stated drummed  walked  
 petted played winced  
 sounded buzzed kissed  
 benefited  swooned skipped  
 faded  yawned  barked 
Students should then be led to discover that the 
pronunciation of the past tense -ed depends 
upon the final sound of the root verb. If the root 
verb’s final sound is a -d or -t as in the first 
column, the -ed retains the vowel sound. If the 
final sound of the root verb involves movement 
of the vocal cords as in the middle column, 
the -ed loses the vowel sound; if there is no 
movement of the vocal cords the vowel sound is 
lost and the -d is pronounced as -t as in the last 
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set. The spelling of some words, such as kept 
and leapt, even reflect this pronunciation. Two 
related points exude from this exercise. First, 
these pronunciation patterns are controlled 
subconsciously; we exercise little deliberate 
control over our own pronunciation of the past 
tense -ed or many other forms. Second, these 
same involuntary mechanisms control both 
the grammar and pronunciation of informal 
English. Students who understand that dialect 
variation derives from the same source as non-
stigmatized variation may be more tolerant of 
language diversity.

In a subsequent activity, the class as a 
whole might examine the mixed use of formal 
and informal language on television; Oprah 
Winfrey, for example, often codeswitches for 
rhetorical effect. Students should examine 
her word choice, sentence complexity, and 
grammar in both formal and informal registers 
and then explore the likely motivations for the 
differences they find (see Brown [2002] for 
a literary approach to this type of analysis). 
At a later point students could also tape 
themselves individually in a variety of related 
activities (e.g., telling a story to a friend, telling 
the same story to a child, and to the class as 
a whole), and then explore their own linguistic 
choices in each setting. The key point of these 
exercises complements the above exercises 
by demonstrating that although much variation 
falls within the domain of the subconscious, 
codeswitching may be controlled. This 
discovery should lead students to the realization 
that we all have rich linguistic repertoires at 
our disposal and that using different levels 
of formality is not only natural, but powerful. 
Moreover, seeing Oprah or some other famous 
figure switching between linguistic codes 
sanctions the process and paves the way for 
students to hone their own skills in this area. 

Everyone codeswitches at some level. Most 
of us switch between codes subconsciously, 
but it is a teachable proficiency. Moreover, 
students who are able to choose between 
two or more options from linguistic repertoires 
develop more healthy attitudes toward 
language related diversity and may maintain 
more interest in academic pursuits (Godley, et 
al, 2006).  As introduced above, however, in 
order to effectively encourage codeswitching, 
teachers must create classroom situations in 

which formal speech is required; they must 
assign students to positions of authority and 
clearly communicate that students’ opinions 
are valuable and valued (Adger, 2005).  State 
curriculum standards support such activities 
in suggesting that students present research 
to the class, answer questions from their 
classmates as subject matter experts, and 
share their analytical perspective on various 
literary pieces. Interspersed with the above 
activities, students should view video segments 
highlighting and discussing language diversity. 
Many professionally developed materials 
appropriate to both middle and high school 
audiences exist including American Tongues 
(Alvarez & Kolker, 1987) and Do You Speak 
American? (MacNeil-Lehrer, 2005). In addition, 
both the North Carolina Language and Life 
Project website (www.ncllp.org) and YouTube 
(www.youtube.com) offer many short dialect 
related vignettes on which to build healthy 
discussion of dialect awareness and tolerance. 

Finally, after some fundamental language 
diversity and tolerance groundwork has been 
laid, students can be guided through an 
analysis of the regularity of some stigmatized 
varieties of informal speech. The sample activity 
provided here has been adapted from Reaser 
and Wolfram’s (2007) curricular materials for 
North Carolina middle schools. Here students 
are asked to find the rules that govern whether 
or not -r is deletable in a particular dialect of the 
Northeast:
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Deletable -r
car 

father 
card 

bigger 
cardboard 

court 

Non-deletable -r
run 

bring  
principal 

string 
okra 

abstract
With careful investigation students will discover 
that the -r is not droppable when it appears 
at the beginning of a word or at the end of a 
cluster of consonants. Reaser and Wolfram’s 
original version of this exercise is much more 
complex and freely accessible to all via the 
NCLLP website; their curricular materials also 
include segments on Appalachian English, 
African American English and more. Once 
students have been exposed to variation in 
other dialects, they should be encouraged to 
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engage in contrastive analysis of their own 
writing in addition to their speech (Godley, et al, 
2006; Rickford, 2005). This transfer is a critical 
element in the bridging between stigmatized 
and Standard English, but again, non-standard 
forms that emerge from students’ home 
language should not be identified as wrong, 
but rather as informal so that the students’ self-
confidence is maintained, making the message 
of formal English rules more palatable and 
effective.

Conclusion and Invitation
Although I hope this article will be valuable 

in stimulating thought and encouraging 
teachers to take action, I also recognize that 
many teachers have only limited experience 
in linguistics and that this venue allows only 
minimal discussion of the suggested activities. 
I am, therefore, in the process of building a 
team to develop a set of curricular materials 
for South Carolina, based roughly on the North 
Carolina model, but with direct focus on the 
current and historical dialects of our state as 
well as our curriculum standards This series of 
lesson plans, designed to be optionally cross-
curricular with Social Studies, will explore 
language variation and encourage tolerance 

for dialect diversity as it simultaneously 
encourages students of stigmatized home 
varieties to embrace their cultural heritage and 
linguistic diversity as a bridge to bidialectalism 
with formal Standard English. The materials 
will include activities similar to those outlined 
above, beginning with exploration of variation 
within formal English, then moving on to known 
but historically distant languages and dialects 
like Catawba, Cherokee, and colonial English. 
Building on this foundation, the materials will 
then explore and promote tolerance for the 
more stigmatized forms of Gullah, Appalachian 
English and African American English. 

As teachers, we must embrace language 
diversity in our classrooms to promote tolerance 
and inclusivity in our society. I invite you to 
become involved – by engaging in self-reflection 
about your own treatment of informal English in 
your classroom, by implementing some of the 
activities suggested in this article, and/or by 
joining the team writing, reviewing, and testing 
the curricular materials. If you’re willing to 
take up the challenge or would like to discuss 
these issues further, please email the author 
of this article. Together we can work to make 
South Carolina a safer, more tolerant, more 
academically adept place for all her students.  
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Franconia
In memory of David Shogren

By Arthur Turfa

Just over a week after you had left
a forwarded article from the Times
compared sculpture and sonnets. Sculptors cleft
drama, passion, and poets did in rhymes.
More than mere stone and words, a universe
explodes from them across a distant sky
illuminating, for better or worse, 
those fortunate to have seen you go by.
Born in winter’s realm, in Franconia we
talked of ethics, music, books, and time.
Above the Juliuspromenade you told me
of your aspirations, and I you of mine.
Quick cancer clasped you and bore you away
Before your dreams could see the light of day.

In essential ways Desiderio and Medardo traveled in opposite directions: the Renaissance sculptor from 
religion to realism, the modernist from realism to a spiritualized abstraction. But both were alike in being 
sonneteers, poets who understood that a sonnet is not a mere sound or song but an explosive device, a 
compressed drama that starts with a specific image, ignites a complex emotion and opens a universe of 
feelings and ideas.

New York Times
August 10, 2007
ART REVIEW | ‘DESIDERIO DA SETTIGNANO’
Sonnets in Marble 
By HOLLAND COTTER    
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