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ABSTRACT

Writing workshop approaches to writing instruction emphasize
providing opportunities for students to engage in and practice the
craft of writing. A central theme within such approaches is student
ownership: students have wide powers to determine the topics,
audiences, purposes, and forms of their texts. Such control is in the
service of student voice. With the support of the teacher and
numerous opportunities to collaborate and share texts with peers,
children are s;pposed to gradually become more and more able to
realize their intentions in text. Relatively little is known,
however, about what actually happens when teachers and students try to
teach and learn writing within writing workshops.

Throughout the 1989-90 school year, I taught writing five days a
week in a third grade public school classroom using a writing workshop
approach. 1 also researched my teaching and student learning as a

participant observer.



Timothy J. Lensmire

Children and their experiences--their intentions, their relations
with each other, their texts--are at the heart of my dissertation. As
I shifted control over aspects of the work of literacy to children in
the workshop, their relations with each other became extremely
important for their ;xperiences and writing there. These relations
included the rejection, by children, of members of the other sex as
partners in collaborative work, and peer hierarchies granting those
girls and boys at the top status and influence, and those at the
bottom the brunt of teasing and exclusion. This "hidden curriculum”
of the peer culture asserted itself within and helped to shape the
classroom’s official work of producing and sharing texts.

My dissertation analyzes children’s experiences and texts against
the backdrop of the classroom’s social life and micropolitics, and
then explores what these analyses mean for teaching and learning
writing. Two re-visions of writing workshop approaches are offered:

a transformed conception of teacher response to children’s texts as
critically pragmatic and concerned with encouraging an engaged,
pluralistic classroom community; and an increased curricular role for

teachers in the construction of collective writing projects.
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CHAPTER 1

THE DREAM

I thought my story would be a different one. I would teach
writing for a year in a third grade public school classroom,
struggling a little at first to get a writing workshop running with
children who had only exercised their pens filling in worksheet
blanks. I would research my own teaching and students’ learning.
But the workshop would run, and I would focus my attention on what I
took to be the heart of the workshop: talking with individual
children in relatively isolated, intimate conversations about their
writing--what they were trying to do, what they needed help with.
Occasionally, I would have to engage a child’s text in a sort of
ideological critique, pointing to traces of classism, sexism,
racism, fighting society’s impress on their meanings and values. In
the freedom of the workshop, children would choose their topics and
purposes for writing, develop their ways of workiﬁg texts, and
write. They would go to each other, they would come to me, for
help. My third grade students would write themselves on the page,

move, be heard, in a place that habitually constrained their voices



and bodies teacher questions, to desks. Our workshop would be a
little Emersonian democracy; Dewey’s embryonic community.

I did teach writing for a year, and the children and I did
struggle to find a way to go about our work. I talked with children
about their texts, and important, fascinating, funny, worthy-of-
telling things happened. The children flexed their muscles, wrote,
were heard. All of this happened, and I could have told this story
without lying--but I would have been lying. Lying because children
are not only the Romantic, innocent little beings that appear in the
stories of workshop advocates. Lying, because neither workshop
approaches, nor the role they envision for teachers, are so
innocent.

Children and their experiences--their intentions, their
relations with each other, their texts--are at the heart of my
story, not teacher-student writing conferences. As I shifted
control over aspects of the work of literacy to children in the
classroom, their relations with each other became extremely
important for their experiences and writing in the workshop. These
relations included the rejection, by children, of members of the
other sex as partners in collaborative work, and peer hierarchies
granting those girls and boys at the top status and influence, and
those at the bottom the brunt of teasing and exclusion. This
‘hidden curriculum’ of the peer culture--a hidden curriculum that I
had experienced as a child on the playground and on the bus to
school (and had forgotten); that I had experienced as a junior high

teacher around the edges of my English class, when I turned from the



blackboard in time to see the love letter passed, or saw the tears
in Darrel’s eyes after another round of whispered abuse from his
classmate, Luc (and had forgotten)--this ‘hidden curriculum’ of the
peer culture asserted itself in important ways within the official
work of our third grade writing workshop. And, I suppose, it was
supposed to. Workshop approaches liberate student intention and
association, and invite the lives of children into the classroom.
Children’s lives include their relations with each other, in and out
of school.

In some sense, my story works for a recovery of memory, by
asking (and helping) us to remember what it was like to be a child,
have friends and enemies, play, tease and be teased. Many other
stories in books and movies invite us to remember. But my story
also asks us to look to the future, especially to our futures in
classrooms, and ask: What do our experiencés and those of the
children in my classroom mpean for how we teach and learn? I ask
this question with reference to a progressive and increasingly
popular approach to the teaching of writing that I largely embraced

at the beginning of this project--what I call writing workshop.

Typically, children compose very little in schools. The
writing that is done is tightly controlled by the teacher who
initiates writing tasks; determines audience, purpose, and format
for the writing; and acts as the sole audience and evaluator.

There is little opportunity for revision, and the purpose of such



school writing is often to display academic mastery in evaluative
contexts. In such situations, students’ technical competence to
write, and their motivation to use writing in ways that enrich and
transform their lives, suffer (Applebee, 1981; Doyle, 1986;
Florio-Ruane & Dunn, 1985). Traditional writing instruction
functions, then, much like other traditional forms of pedagogy to
silence students, deny student experiences and meanings, and
alienate students from the teaching and learning they encounter in
schools (Everhart, 1983; Freire, 1970, 1985; Waller, 1932).

In contrast, writing workshop approaches to writing
instruction, made popular by educators and researchers such as
Graves (1983) and Calkins (1986), emphasize providing opportunities
for students to engage in and practice the craft of writing. A
central theme within such approaches is student ownership: students
have wide powers to determine the topics, audiences, purposes, and
forms of their texts. Such control is in the service of student
voice. With the support of the teacher and numerous opportunities
to collaborate and share texts with peers, children are supposed to
gradually become more and more able to realize their intentions in
text. This is the primary goal of such approaches.

Workshop approaches are part of a more general and varied push
to teach writing ‘as a process’ (Hairston, 1982). Process writing
approaches conceive of writing as a complex cognitive and
communicative aét. framed by a purpose, and made up of various
recursive phases or stages, such as drafting, revision, editing, and

publishing (Applebee, 1986). Within such approaches, teachers focus



on helping children work through the writing process. Willinsky
(1990) provides an even broader home for writing workshop and
process approaches within 'The New Literacy,’ his name for
approaches to the teaching of reading, writing, and literature, that
share a commitment to increased control by students over meaning and
texts in the classroom, with consequent changes in the roles and
activities of teachers and students there.
I remain sympathetic to, and see my work as contributing to,
‘new literacy’ efforts. It is important to put meaning-making at
the center of literacy work with children, to enliven and transform
classrooms with the voices and texts of children. But we need to
critically appropriate workshop approaches, something I had barely
begun to do as I started my teaching and research at Clifford
Elementary School in the fall of 1989. Looking back, I would say of
myself and my assumptions something like William Morris said of a
fellow 19th century socialist, Sidney Webb, who thought evolutionary
processes assured the coming of socialism:
He is so anxious to prove the commonplace
that our present industrial system embraces some
of the machinery by means of which a socialist
system might be worked . . . that his paper tends
to produce the impression of one who thinks that
we are already in the first stage of socialist
1life. . . . [Webb overestimates] the importance of
the mechanism of a system of society apart from
the end towards which it may be used. (cited in
Williams, 1983, p. 183)
I put too much faith in a workshop ‘system,’ in its processes

and routines, and had not worried enough about its content and ends.

Or, perhaps more correctly, it was not until I had lived and worked



in a writing workshop with young children for an extended period of
time that I realized there was reason for worry. The third graders
in my class--James, Maya, Jil, Karen, Jessie, and the restl--taught
me much about workshop approaches, much about themselves and writing

in classrooms, about teaching and its responsibilities.

My history as a writer might best be traced to writing
conferences (actually, usually, arguments) I had with my mother at
the kitchen table. I remember writing a paper on William Faulkner'’s
As 1 Lay Dying (Darl Bundren was my hero) for an American literature
class I had as a junior in high school, and a short, short story
about mutant life forms growing under my bed when I was a seventh
grader at St. Mary'’s Catholic school. I would take them to my
mother and always get more help than I wanted. She would read my
texts, point to a place on the page, and say, "What does this mean?"
1 would grudgingly explain, and then defend the adequacy of my
written words against any changes. 1 am certain that these
arguments, focused on meaning rather than punctuation or spelling,
were a healthy training ground for becoming a teacher of writing.
But I became a teacher of writing when I read Donald Murray'’s (1968)

A Writer Teaches Writing the summer before my second year as a 7th

grade English teacher in Northern Wisconsin.

lPseudonyns are used throughout the text. See Appendix A for a
discussion of the use of pseudonyms in reproductions of children'’s
texts and other classroom documents. Appendix A also specifies the
length of the study.



I had been teaching English with little preparation for it (I
had started as a music major in college, then went into elementary
education), and knew I was supposed to teach writing to my 7th
graders, but was in the dark about how to go about it. I got
Murray’s book from a colleague, studied it, and from that point on
thought of myself as a writing teacher who happened to have other
required duties--some I deemed worthy and others not so--in his
English classes. Worthy ones were sharing a novel or two, short
stories, and plays and poetry with my 7th graders; not so were
weekly spelling lists and grammar usage exercises in preparation for
district tests.

Murray seduced me. His descriptions of engaged students
writing about what they cared about, and teachers helping them,
coaching them, spoke directly to disappointments and hopes I had
collected in my early teaching experiences. Later, when I read
Murray’s (1979) "The listening eye: Reflections on the writing
conference,” the teaching of writing seemed to return to the kitchen
table: Murray waits in his office, winter and dark outside, for
Andrea and her rough draft and "this strange, exposed kind of
teaching, one on one."

Willinsky (1990) is absolutely correct when he claims that the
primary appeal of ‘new literacy’ approaches like Murray'’s is less
any new teaching techniques and materials, and much more a vision of
teaching and learning with students. Their appeal is in the
transformation of teacher and student roles, in relations that grant

students a more active place in their learning and teachers the



chance to stand beside and help students, rather than lord it over
them. My turn to writing workshop approaches was a response to
alienating student and teacher work. These approaches offered a new
way to work literacy in the classroom.

This response is properly termed Romantic. I wanted students
to be alive rather than deadened by mechanical, boring school tasks.
Murray'’s approach asked individual students to look to their own
experiences and imagination for material. For myself, I wanted to
transform the opposition between students and teachers. I am sure
that part of my motivation sprung from the isolation from other
adults I felt as a teacher. I was also the only young teacher in a
large junior high school (over 1000 7th and 8th graders). 1 was
literally closer in age to my twelve or thirteen year old students
than to the rest of the teachers and administrators in the building.
Declining enrollments and layoffs in years past had pruned less
experienced teachers from the staff, and in my second year of
teaching, the colleague nearest my age had twelve years teaching
experience in the building.

So that year I began to teach writing in ways that approximated
writing workshop approaches. My primary moves were to grant
students increased control over the topics and purposes of what they
wrote, and to increase access to each other as collaborators and
audiences. And they (most) responded. They wrote. They laughed at
each other’s pieces. I got tired rip-offs of Star Trek, and dutiful
(this still was school, after all) reflections on ‘my favorite pet.’

But I also got Jenny’s “"Lyon, Lyon," a parody of Blake'’s "The



Tyger." I was using Kenneth Koch’s (1973) Rose, where did you get
that red?, and had some of my classes write poems and stories in

response to Blake'’s poem. Jenny appropriated Blake’s unusual
spelling, his use of questions to describe the cat and wonder at
creation, and the repetition of the first stanza at the end of the
poem; she inverted most everything else. Instead of Blﬁke's tyger,
and its ‘fearful symmetry’ and ‘'deadly terrors,’ Jenny’s peers and I
encountered a beer-guzzling lyon, overweight and unfit to be king of
the jungle. At times, I persuaded myself that my classroom bustled
with properly-irreverent Romantic poets.

I would take their work to other teachers, and most would look
at me with puzzled faces. Their glances, and sometimes their words,
would ask, "So? What is this for?" 1 was often puzzled (and hurt)
by their responses. I had already accomplished the primary goal I
had for my writing class: simply to get children to pick up a
pencil and write, and then share their work with others. The
satisfaction I felt did not inhere so much in the texts themselves
or what was said, but simply in their presence. They excited me
because they represented a way of being with students that I
preferred to the didactic, authoritarian ways fellow teachers seemed
to embrace.

But my colleagues’ glances and questions haunted me. They
haunted me in the classroom sometimes, when I faced a student who
wanted help, and I didn’t know what to say, at least partly because

I didn’t know what I wanted the student to do, other than write.
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I went to graduate school for many reasons, but among them were
the isolation I felt teaching, wanting to learn more about teaching
writing, and hoping to learn to write myself. Questions about the
goals of writing instruction followed me there. As I studied, I
began to find some answers. I gradually developed two broad goals
for teaching writing within writing workshops that I would bring
with me to my work at Clifford Elementary School. These goals can
be usefully elaborated around the concept of voice. Actually, two
related senses of ‘voice’: one artistic and aimed at naming
yourself; the other political and focused on naming the world.

The first ‘artistic’ goal developed originally in my readings
of Graves (1983), Calkins (1986), Murray (1968, 1985), and others
advocating workshop approaches. Later, this goal would be partially
reformulated as I embraced less Romantic, more materialist
conceptions of language and writing put forth by Bakhtin (1981,
1986) and Volosinov (1973, 1976). I gave the second, ‘political’
goal less attention, except in my conceptions of teacher response
discussed later in the chapter. I more or less assumed that
workshop approaches assured the sorts of political goals for writing
I was developing in my study of critical pedagogy, as presented by

Freire (1980, 1985; Freire & Macedo, 1987) and hooks (1989).

Children want to write. They want to write
the first day they attend school. This is no
accident. Before they went to school they marked
up walls, pavements, newspapers with crayons,
chalk, pens or pencils ... anything that makes a
mark. The child’s marks say, "I am."
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"No, you aren’t," say most school approaches
to the teaching of writing. (Graves, 1983, p. 3)

My first broad goal focused on the individual’s expression of
subjectivity, leading, on the one side, to the production of a
verbal object of art, and on the other, to self-understanding and
self-creation. It emphasized the private work of finding your own
voice in your writing, a voice that says, as Graves puts it, "I am."
Writing, here, is the expression of something inside with the help
of external signs. Finding your voice involves looking to your own
experiences for what it is you want to say. Writing is conceived of
as the process (sometimes the struggle) of expressing and organizing
personal experience:

By articulating experience, we reclaim it for
ourselves. Writing allows us to turn the chaos
into something beautiful, to frame selected
moments in our lives, to uncover and to celebrate
the organizing patterns of our existence.
(Calkins, 1986, p. 3)

There are strong affinities here to Emerson, Thoreau, American
Romanticism--a celebration of experience and an individualistic,
non-conformist strain--evident in Calkins’ call to make something
beautiful out of ‘moments in our lives,’ and Graves’ affirmation of
the child’s ‘'I am’ against the erasing institutional forces of
schooling.

Like Thoreau (1960), workshop approaches would have young
writers

. drive 1life into a corner, reduce it to
its lowest terms, and, if it proved mean, why then
to get the whole and genuine meanness of it, and
publish its meanness to the world; or if it were

sublime, to know it by experience, and be able to
a give true account of it. (p. 66)
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Graves and Calkins seem seldom to consider that life might be
mean at its ‘lowest terms,’ but Thoreau’s rhetoric is appropriate
for workshop approaches. The image is one of burrowing deep into
subjectivity, past "the mud and slush of opinion, and prejudice, and
tradition"” to discover your authentic nature, and a voice that
expresses who you are. When you do, the words on the page are your
words, not someone else’s.

But your words, of course, are always someone else’s words
first, and these words sound with the intonations and evaluations of
others who have used them before, and from whom you learned them.

As Bakhtin (1981) reminds us, the Romantic poet "is not, after all,
the first speaker, the one who disturbs the eternal silence of the
universe” (p. 69); and our poet learned her words from others,
indeed, became a self she could point to and ask questions of in
this sharing of words and gestures.

The shift here is from what Berlin (1988) calls an
‘expressionistic’ rhetoric, characterized by Romantic and idealistic
conceptions of mind and language, to a ‘'social-epistemic’ one, in
which language mediates a dynamic interrelation of the individual
with material and social aspects of her environment. My
introduction to this rhetoric was provided by Vygotsky (1978, 1979,
1981). Within Vygotsky'’s social-psychological framework,
consciousness emerges out of social interaction. Speech is
fundamental to thought for Vygotsky, with higher mental functions
developing in its context, and with the structures and processes of

thought conceptualized in relation to the structures and processes
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of speech. Internalized (inner) speech, for Vygotsky, is the very
fabric and process of thought itself.

But I soon grew frustrated with the seeming neutrality and
emotional flatness of social interaction in the hands of Vygotsky
and some of his interpreters (especially Wertsch, 1979, 1985; see
Faigley, 1986, pp. 537-39, for discussion of problems with ‘neutral
social relationships’). Where were heated arguments at the kitchen
table or in the classroom, ideological conflict, power, passion?
Social interaction was smoothed out, and so was much of the
complexity and emotional toil of inner speech, of thought, of
writing.

I turned to the work of Bakhtin and his circle of friends and
colleagues. Like Vygotsky, Bakhtin and his circle asserted a
materialist account of mind in which consciousness emerges in our
relations with each other (see Volosinov, 1973). But unlike
Vygotsky, this process, and consciousness itself, is charged with
emotion and struggle over meaning and values. Our days and our
consciousnesses are filled with living language, with the words of
others.

The word in language is half someone else’s.
It becomes ‘one’s own’ only when the speaker
populates it with his own intention, his own
accent, when he appropriates the word, adapting it
for his own semantic and expressive intention.
. . . And not all words for just anyone submit
easily to this appropriation, to this seizure and
transformation into private property: many words
stubbornly resist, others remain alien, sound
foreign in the mouth of the one who appropriated
them and who now speaks them . . . it is as if

they put themselves in quotation marks against the
will of the speaker. . . . Expropriating
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[language], forcing it to submit to one’s own
intentions and accents, is a difficult and
complicated process. (Bakhtin, 1981, p. 294)

As Bakhtin became more and more important for my conceptions of
language and writing, I did not lose the goal for my students of
helping them find individual voices--the goal just looked a little
different. When consciousness is viewed as developing through
social interaction--when thought is ‘inner speech’ that emerges as
the child engages others in investigations of the world--then
finding your own voice is less burrowing to some authentic nature,
and more appropriating the myriad voices and words surrounding you,
and forcing them to your 6wn purposes. 1 assumed, like Graves, that
children wanted to say, ‘I am.’ My students would write texts that
expressed this uniqueness. I assumed with Rorty (1989) that

. the conscious need of the strong poet

to ggngnggxggg that he is not a copy or replica
(i8] merely a special form of an unconscious need

everyone has; the need to come to terms with the
blind impress which chance has given him, to make
a self for himself by redescribing that impress in
terms which are, if only marginally, his own. (p.
42)

My classroom would be a place for children to begin the work of
reworking the blind impress, a place to look to their experiences,
and in remembering them and reworking them in their writing, to name
themselves rather than be named by others. My first goal for
workshop writing, then, emphasized a private project in which young
writers were increasingly able to find their voices--to find what

they had to say and wanted to say--in their texts.
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A second, related sense of ‘voice’ adds an explicitly political
goal for workshop writing. This sense of voice emphasizes an
individual’s or group’s active participation in the world, an active
part in the production of knowledge and texts. If the first sense
of voice is evoked with the contrast, ‘my words versus. Another’s
words,’ then the contrast to this second, political sense of voice
is gilence, where silence points to oppressive conditions that keep
certain people from participating in decision-making, storytelling.
Voice, here, stands for active engagement by a given speaker or
writer in her community and society. Rather than emphasize the
individual’s attempts to distinguish herself from others with her
texts, this sense of voice emphasizes writers inserting themselves
and their texts into public spheres.

Freire’'s (1970, 1985) work was most influential for my sense of
this political connotation of voice. His critique of traditional
schooling practices emphasizes the passivity of students in
traditional pedagogies, the reduction of learners to objects, when
they should be subjects of their learning. He names this sort of
education the ‘banking conception of education’:

This is the "banking" concept of education,
in which the scope of action allowed to students
extends only as far as receiving, filing, and
storing the deposits. . . . In the last analysis,
it is people themselves who are filed away through
the lack of creativity, transformation, and
knowledge in this (at best) misguided system. For
apart from inquiry, apart from the praxis, people
cannot be truly human. Knowledge emerges only
through invention and reinvention, through
restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry

people pursue in the world, with the world, and
with each other. (1970, p. 58)
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Freire's pedagogy, what he calls ‘cultural action for freedom’
in his The politics of freedom (1985), emphasizes engaging students
in dialogues focused on their existential situation, an ongoing
inquiry into their world in which they formulate increasingly
critical interpretations of that world and their place in it. From
this perspective, the power to name the world and order it has
rested, in society, with the elite, and in the classroom, with the
teacher and textbooks. Freire’s pedagogy seeks to upset this power
relation with student voices, and help students actively participate
in making sense of the world around them. hooks (1989) captures
this sense of voice as an act of individual and .collective
resistance to domination by others in her discussion of the
importance of ‘coming to voice’ in feminist work.

Feminist focus on finding voice may seem
cliched at times, especially when the insistence
is that women share a common speech or that all
wvomen have something meaningful to say at all
times. However, for women within oppressed groups
who have contained so many feelings--despair,
rage, anguish--who do not speak, as poet Audre
Lorde writes, "for fear our words will not be
heard nor welcomed," coming to voice is an act of
resistance. Speaking becomes both a way to engage
in active self-transformation and a rite of
passage where one moves from being object to being
subject. Only as subjects can we speak. As
objects we remain voiceless--our beings defined
and interpreted by others. (p. 12)

In my classroom. I wanted students to come to voice, in both
the sense of a private exploration and ordering of experience in the
expression of a unique self, and the sense of greater public

participation in the cultural work of naming and renaming the world

and their places within it. Both senses of voice suggest
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resistance--the first resistance to Dewey’s ‘crust of convention,’
the second to power relations that silence.

I wanted to set up and work in a transformed classroom
community. My dreams for that community emphasized the presence of
student voices where there used to be primarily the teacher’s, and
constrained, lifeless student responses to alienating material. I
envisioned a miniature Emersonian democracy, a marketplace of ideas
and stories, in which strong individuals asserted themselves, and
continually provoked and enhanced each other in their interactions
(West, 1989). My classroom, like Dostoevsky’s novels, would
celebrate heteroglossia: unofficial voices, the polyphonic
confusion of voices sounding with the characteristic words and
intonations of different social groups, and the idiosyncratic twists
of speakers and writers attempting to force shared, given words to
individual, particular purposes and situations (Bakhtin, 1981;
Pechey, 1986).

My role as the teacher was to encourage, orchestrate, and
support this heteroglossia, finding ways to help each student sound
and be heard. More concretely, I saw myself as pursuing primarily
two teacherly tasks. One was creating a classroom environment that
supported children’s writing. The second task was responding to

children’s texts in writing conferences.

I planned to teach each day for approximately 45 minutes. The

workshop would follow a three-part routine, with an opening meeting,
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writing time, and sharing time. The first part of the routine, the
opening meeting, would last approximately 5-10 minutes, and was
modeled after what Calkins (1986) calls ‘mini-lessons.’ I would use
this time to teach, often in a whole-class situation, procedures and
norms of the writing workshop, and aspects of the craft of writing.

For example, I would discuss the purposes and handling of the
writing folders children and I would use to collect children’s
writing across the year and to monitor their progress. Or we would
discuss procedures for working with and maintaining writing ‘tools’
in the workshop: pens, markers, staplers, paper for rough drafts,
scissors for cutting and pasting texts during revision, etc. I
would also engage children in activities to help them support and
encourage each other as writers in the workshop, particularly in
their responses to other children’s texts in peer conferences.
Workshop approaches encourage teachers and children to think of
children as teachers of writing in the classroom. Ome of the
responsibilities of workshop teachers, then, is to ensure that
children respect and help each other in their interactions with
peers. I would also teach children about how to find topics and
brainstorm for ideas, how to draft, revise, edit, and publish pieces
in the workshop. I would read books by adult and children authors,
and engage them in discussions of what we enjoyed and valued in the
books we read, and what we might learn about crafting texts from
other authors.

The second part of the routine, lasting approximately 30

minutes, would be called writing time. This was the part of the
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workshop where children would exercise the greatest control over
their own work and movement. This autonomy was to serve their
writing, allow them to engage in topics and stories that they found
meaningful, and to engage their peers and me in ways and at times
that suited their work and the problems they faced as they wrote.

If a child needed to talk with someone about an idea she had for the
revision of a story, for example, she would have the freedom to do
so. She could go to her peers, or, if I was not talking to another
child at that moment, to me. Primary activities for children during
this time would be brainstorming, drawing, drafting, revising, and
editing texts; conferencing with peers and the teacher; publishing
selected texts (including putting together books and illustrating
stories); and reading. Children would make choices during this time
as to what they wanted to work on, with whom, for how long, etc. My
primary activity would be talking with children about their writing.
I would help them identify important stories, revise, and get their
drafts ready for typing and publishing.

The final ten minutes or so of the workshop routine would be
sharing time (modeled after Graves and Hansen’s (1983) ‘author’s
chair’). Sharing time would bg one of two primary ways for
children’s texts to ‘go public’ within the classroom, to reach a
larger audience than those in teacher and peer conferences. During
sharing time, one or more children would read their texts in front
of the class, and then receive response from classmates and adults
in the room. The texts would often be finished pieces, typed,

illustrated, bound between cardboard covers. Other times, an author
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might want response to an earlier draft of a text, perhaps seeking
specific help with a writing problem he had.

The second official way for children to reach the classroom
audience would be the workshop library--a few shelves somewhere in
the room that housed children’s published pieces. Children would
donate the books to the library for certain amounts of time so that
other children could check them out and read them during writing
time and other parts of the school day.

This was my workshop architecture and system. It provided
spaces, in writing time, for children to pursue important individual
projects, and in sharing time and the workshop library, to make
those projects public. The workshop would be alive with student
voices in the hum of conferences and collaboration, and the dramatic
reading of important texts by child authors. I would support these
voices by providing opportunities to write on meaningful topics, by
helping children acquire skills of the craft of writing, by shaping
a supportive physical and social environment.

My real work, however, and what I looked forward to most in my
teaching, was talking with children about their texts. My first
conception of response was to follow the child. It drew heavily on
Murray, Graves and Calkins, and their ideas on response. But even
before I started teaching at Clifford, I began developing a second
conception that attempted to address problems the first ignored. My
second conception of response recognized that there would be times

vhen children’s writing should be questioned, not followed.
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The purpose of teacher response within writing workshop
approaches is conceived largely in terms of helping students to
realize their intentions in text. Teacher response aims at helping
children improve the texts at hand and engaging children in
conversations that will eventually be internalized and allow them to
deal more effectively with text on their own in the future. The
teacher, once the sole initiator and audience/evaluator of student
writing, now follows the child (Graves, 1983, p. 103) in her/his
writing processes, watching carefully for ways to encourage,
support, model, and coach at appropriate times, through response.

A major concern of Murray, Graves, and Calkins, is helping
teachers avoid falling into traditional, teacher-dominated ways of
talking with students and responding to their writing. With
reference to Graves, Murray (1986) presents the following basic
pattern for writing conferences.

The student COMMENTS on the draft.

The teacher READS or reviews the draft.

The teacher RESPONDS to the student’s comments.

The student RESPONDS to the teacher’s response.
(p. 148; author’s emphasis)

Graves and Murray assume that both teacher and student are
writers, and the above pattern seeks to shake up typical classroom
talk in which the teacher leads, the student responds, and the
teacher evaluates student response (Cazden, 1986). The goal in
writing conferences is to engage in a conversation about the craft

of writing, a "professional discussion between writers about what

works and what needs work" (Murray, 1986, p. 140).
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Calkins (1986) brings similar goals and concerns to her writing
about teacher response, but tends to emphasize teachers responding
to the meaning, the content, of what children are writing. She
asserts that teachers must really listen to what children are saying
so the children know that they have been heard.

Our first job in a conference, then, is to be

a person, not just a teacher. It is to enjoy, to

care, and to respond. We cry, laugh, nod, and

sigh. . . . Sometimes that is enough. Sometimes

the purpose of a conference is simply to respond.

Other times, if the moment seems right, we try, in

a conference, to extend what the youngster can do

as a writer. (p. 119)
Calkins wants teachers to become a genuine audience for students, an
audience that is interested in what young writers have to say. She
is responding to the pervasive role of teachers as evaluators of
student writing for grading purposes, in which teachers read student
texts as tests of students’ subject matter knowledge and/or their
ability to produce well-spelled words, well-punctuated sentences,
well-organized paragraphs.

With Graves, Murray, and Calkins, I was developing the notion
of teacher response I call following the child. This notion
suggested beginning assumptions and commitments for the pedagogy and
curriculum of the writing instruction I would provide in my work
with 3rd grade writers. If we think of pedagogy as a "deliberate
attempt to influence how and what knowledge and identities are
produced within and among particular sets of social relations"
(Giroux & Simon, 1989, p. 239), then following the child, as a
pedagogy, seeks to radically upset the micropolitics of language in

the classroom. The commitment to student experience and
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meaning-making lets students speak first, metaphorically (and
sometimes literally in writing conferences), in their texts, and in
their talk with teachers. Following the child, then, suggests a how
of writing instruction and teacher response. It also points to the
what, the curriculum, of writing workshop approaches, and this was
where my problems with following the child, as a conception of
response, began. Eventually, these problems pushed me to a second
conception of response, response as socioanalysis.

The primary curriculum of writing workshop approaches is the
purposes, content, and genres students bring to their writing.
Children make curricular decisions, and teachers follow them.
Teachers engage children in conversations focused on the craft of
writing which gssume, accept, the purposes and content children
bring to them. The primary goal of these conversations, remember,
is to help children realize their intentions in text, now and in the
future.

But what about situations in which student intentions are
questionable, such as when a racist joke represents the authentic
voice of one of our students?

Willinsky (1986, 1990) frames the problem as one in which the
pursuit of art, with an emphasis on self-expression, comes in
conflict with the demands of education. He argues that writing
workshop approaches have their roots in Romanticism, and that the

. . educator drawn to the aesthetic of |
Romanticism must ultimately bring together the
opposing moments of art and education, providing
the opportunity and motive for unfettered

expression and then the imposition of reflection
upon it. (1986, p. 13) '
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The moral Willinsky draws for writing workshop approaches above
emerges from his research with a teacher colleague in a grade one
and two classroom in Canada. When given the chance to write on
topics and in genres of their choosing, the boys in the class wrote
violent story after violent story, "until, it seemed, their pens
dripped with blood and not an illustration passed without the
tell-tale scar of the red marker" (1990, p. 128). The girls wrofe
of beautiful gardens for mother and daughter to walk in (after doing
the dishes), or stories where "princesses wake up, dance with
princes all the night long, and the woods laugh out loud" (p. 130).
He concludes that to be responsible in our teaching, the progressive
commitment to student expression and meaning must be met by an
equally progressive commitment to "educate what is traditionally
given in gender and identity" (p. 126).

Traditionally given. Willinsky is making two sensible demands
here. First, he asks us to recognize that children’s stories have
content, that children’s texts represent more than just vehicles for
discussions of process. Second, he wants us to remember that
children work with material from their experiences; or, as Bakhtin
might put it, children’s material is half someone else’s, and
appropriated by children for their own purposes. Student
experience, what writing workshop advocates want to bring into the
classroom, encompasses not only values and knowledge supportive of
our goals for learning and moral and political development. Our
children grow up in a sexist, racist, classist society. They bring

this with them as well.
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Writing workshop advocates ignore such issues in their talk
about teacher response. Children’s stories remain cozily wrapped in
a Romantic rhetoric emphasizing personal artistic creativity, "the
innocent perceptions of children making individual sense of the
world and their role in it" (Gilbert, 1989, p. 199). Graves and
Murray focus on crafting texts and avoid the content of student
writing, except to say that we should validate it and help students
express it more effectively. Calkins emphasizes the content of
children’s writing more than Graves and Murray in her writing on
response. But if you remember the possible responses Calkins lists
above--enjoy, care, cry, laugh, nod, sigh--it seems that children
will always work with material we should want to support and extend.

My conception of teacher response as following the child was in
trouble. It depended on the assumption that children would choose
writing tasks that were appropriate for their development as writers
and as future citizens of a society with democratic and egalitarian
ideals. I needed a conception of teacher response that would retain
the commitment to student experience and meaning-making, but that
did not place the teacher in an uncritical stance in relation to

student intention and content.

As part of another project investigating the concept of
resistance in various disciplines and practices, I began reading
Freud and other writers on psychoanalysis. I was soon struck by

similarities in method, material, and social setting, between
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psychoanalysis and the workshop approaches and conceptions of
response I was studying.

As to method, London (1986) notes, in his discussion of
‘insight therapies’ (of which psychoanalysis is the charter member),
that the

. patient initiates the talking and
assumes responsibility for it. . . . Therapists
guide, as it were, by following the patient’s
lead. (p. 55)

All insight therapy therefore involves an
insight bearing sequence of 1) exposure by the
patient, 2) therapist operation on the exposed
material, and 3) consciousness or insight,

intellectual or emotional, growing in the patient.
(p. 57)

The pedagogical sequence here is very similar to that in Graves
(and Freire)--London even uses similar language when he writes that
therapists ‘follow the patient’s lead.’ In the workshop, student
experience is elicited, followed by conversations around this
material, leading to greater control over writing, understanding (in
Freire’s work, critical consciousness).

For material, psychoanalysis turns to the past, to memory, in
order to rework pbwerful childhood experiences. Writing workshop
approaches make a similar turn in their emphasis on children telling
personal narratives, and writing on topics they find personally
meaningful. Freud asked his patients to free associate to generate
this material; Elbow (1973) asked his readers/writers to free
write. (See Belsey, 1986, for discussion of Romantic origins of
Freud’s ‘unconscious’; and Willinsky, 1990, p. 204, for common roots

of psychoanalysis and ‘new literacy’ approaches).
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And in the social setting of psychoanalysis, we return to the
isolated pair, alone with their words, Murray'’s "strange, exposed
kind of teaching.®" Calkins certainly wants teachers to be warm and
supportive in their writing conferences with children, in contrast
to the neutral, scientific stance Freud endorsed for analysts in his
writing, if not in his own practice (Flax, 1990). But the image is
powerful--writing conferences and psychoanalysis are enacted by two
people, removed from the everyday, focused on the verbal and written
texts at hand.

But it was a crucial difference between psychoanalysis and
‘following the child,’ amid the similarities, that made their
Juxtaposition especially sweet. That difference was the analyst’s
critical stance in relation to the patient’s material. Analysts,
unlike workshop teachers, assume that the content of their patients’
stories demandes questioning and response.

I began thinking of response as a type of analysis, but not one
supported by Freudian theories of the unconscious, repression, and
resistance, and emphasizing sexual life and infantile experiences
(even though some researchers and teachers of composition at the
college level have done so; see, for example, Brooke, 1987; McGee,
1982; Murphy, 1989). I looked to the ‘socio’ rather than the
‘psycho, ’ to the workings of language, culture and power in the
lives of speakers and writers and conceived of teacher response as
socioanalysis. Response as socioanalysis assumed that traces of
racial, class and gender oppression would, at times, find their way

into the stories children told. Children’s texts are, in part,



28

artifacts of US society, just as the stories patients tell their
analysts in therapy point, if obliquely, to their origins in Oedipal
conflicts.

Freire’s (1985) notion of dialogue helped me elaborate what
response as socioanalysis might entail. Within teacher-student
dialogues, the teacher’s role was to "propose problems about the
codified existential situation in order to help learners arrive at a
more and more critical view of their reality" (p. 55). Students
come to these dialogues not empty, but filled with stories of the
world. These stories, however, are formed within repressive social
relations that privilege some individuals and groups and their
stories over others. Freire’s notion of dialogue insists on the use
of student stories and the questioning of those stories. The first
move validates the learner as a knowing person and makes available
the learner’s insights into the conditions of her existence
(insights that may well challenge and teach the teacher). The
second move, however, refuses to accept the learner’s stories as
given or final, and helps her to critically appraise them.

It was Habermas’ (1984, 1987) work on communicative action,
however, that proved most useful for the development of my revised
conception of response. His focus on the various claims that
utterances raise--claims that are taken up by a hearer (or reader)
and accepted or rejected--helped me to specify what it was I would
follow and/or question as I responded to children’s texts. His work
also helped me sharpen my critique of following the child as a

conception of response.
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At the core of Habermas’' project is a theory of communication
that emphasizes the cognitive-instrumental, normative, and
expressive functions of language. His analysis focuses on the
speaker’s utterance and the response to that utterance by the
hearer. With any utterance (spoken or written), various claims are
raised. In fact, any utterance glways raises, explicitly or
implicitly, at least three sorts of claims: claims as to what is
true or effective (cognitive-instrumental claims), what is right
(normative claims), and what a person’s feelings, beliefs, etc., are
(expressive or sincerity claims). In response to the speaker'’s
utterance, a hearer evaluates these claims and judges them to be
valid or invalid, or decides to suspend judgement for a while.

Perhaps an example will help here. A teacher walks by the desk
of one of his 7th grade students and observes her completing the
following written utterance on her desk top in red magic marker: "I
hate teachers, they should be shot." In terms of Habermas'’
communication theory, the student, as a speaker/writer, is raising
claims as to what is true or effective, what is right, and what her
personal feelings are. The teacher, as hearer/reader, in his
response to her utterance, can accept or challenge various explicit
and implicit claims made by her text on the desk.

In the expressive realm, he might ask, "Do you really feel that
way?" In the normative realm, if he is a little too literal-minded,
he might ask, "Do you think it is okay to do physical violence
against those you dislike?" HoreAlikely. He will respond to the

implicit normative claim made by writing on the desk and say, "It is
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inappropriate to write on school property.” (He may remind his
student of the conventional, ‘appropriate’ ways of using the comma.)
In the cognitive-instrumental realm, he might ask, "If you have a
problem, do you think that this is a very effective way of handling
ic?”

This last question is fairly close to the sort of response
‘following the child’ might suggest. Murray and Graves want
teachers to engage their students in discussions of what does and
~does not work in their attempts at expression. In other words,
teacher response would remain in the instrumental realm and focus on
effectiveness.

This is not necessarily an inappropriate teacher move in any
given occasion for response, as long as we understand that this
focus leaves unchallenged, and therefore tacitly endorses, other
aspects of a text’s content. When Graves (1983) applauds a
teacher’s efforts to help a child improve his story on military
. weapons and killing by asking for more detail (pp. 120-123), he
(like the teacher) is taking a position on the content of the story,
even as he seems to ignore it. This is following the child, which,
as Willinsky (1990) notes in his own response to this example of
‘appropriate' response in Graves, "seems a little odd in the case of
an excited description of the damage the weapons of war can cause”
(p. 49).

Habermas’ work helped me conceptualize responding to the
content of children’s texts by pointing to the various claims any

utterance raises. In addition to responding to children’s texts in
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ways that helped make them more effective, I also would engage
children in discussions of the moral and political aspects of their
texts, in conversations about truth, and how their texts did and did
not represent who they were and what they wanted to become. My
students and I would critically examine the ‘'traditionally
given’--the words, the stories, cultural resources--that community
and society gave children to work with, and challenge and transform
them. There even are possibilities for my 7th grade desk-poet and
her teacher in the example above. We might ask them, "Must teachers
and students engage in classroom warfare? Can you imagine working
together in ways that would be more supportive and beneficial for
you both?" Here, we are questioning the normative claim--learned by
reading Waller (1932), if we do not come to it sooner in schools--
that teachers and students need interact in certain ways.

The shift from following the child to socioanalysis is
well-delineated with reference to Habermas’ distinction between
reflexive and non-reflexive learning.

Non-reflexive learning takes place in action
contexts in which implicitly raised theoretical
(technical) and practical [ethical-political]
validity claims are naively taken for granted and
accepted or rejected without discursive
consideration. Reflexive learning takes place
through discourses in which we thematize practical
validity claims that have become problematic or
have been rendered problematic. (cited in Young,

1990, p. 42)

Following the child is partially committed to a vision of

reflexive learning. It does engage children in discussions of

technique. And in the context of traditional, teacher-dominated

discourse, its emphasis on student voice and experience challenges



32

the normative claim that teachers should talk and students listen.
But in its conception of response to the content of children'’s
texts, it remains non-reflexive, and ignores what their texts have
to say about how it is we should live together and what it is we
value as members of a classroom and society. Response as
sociocanalysis would aspire to reflexive learning, and problematize
claims embedded in the material children and we work with as we

write our stories.

With dreams of children writing themselves and their worlds on
the page, and of me supporting and challenging their visions, I
started teaching writing in Grace Parker and Ruth Meyer'’s third
grade classroom the last days of August. Grace and Ruth each taught
half-time, Grace mornings and Ruth afternoons. I visited and talked
with Ruth occasionally, but taught mornings, and spent most of my
time that year with Grace. I taught five days a week, for
approximately 45 minutes each day, but was at the school two to
three hours each morning, and most of that in Grace's
classroom--planning opening meetings, gathering materials, writing
notes, typing children’s stories, meeting with children who needed

some special help, teaching, researching.



CHAPTER 11

TEACHER RESEARCHER PRACTICE

Nothing we do goes as planned. Before I started this project,
I had largely thought of myself as a teacher and a researcher, as if
I were two different people at different times, or as if in my
day-to-day work there would not be overlaps and conflicts among
these roles. It was not until I actually started to do the work
that I seriously considered some of the problems and issues that
attended the research side of teacher researcher practice. My
methodology--as "a theory and analysis of how research does or
should proceed" (Harding, 1987, p. 3)--fell easily within
interpretive research assumptions and methods (Erickson, 1986). My
actual methods, however, as well as my analyses, were greatly
influenced by aspects of my teaching and by my commitments as an
educator.

Teaching made demands that conflicted with research demands.
And as I struggled--as a teacher--to understand and respond to the
actions and texts of children in the classroom, the original focus

of my research gave way to a new one. I began with an emphasis on
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my own teaching experiences, and on student experiences in relation
to the teacher and a teacher-manipulated environment. But children
were also engaged in social relations with each other, and these
social relations were extremely important for children’s experiences
and writing in my classroom. Eventually, my research concentrated
on student experiences and writing in the social context of the

workshop, with particular attention to peer relations.

I left the house with my one year old son, John Jacob, on my
shoulders. I had a meeting with Bill Johnson, the principal at
-Clifford, at 11:00 AM. It would be my first official contact with
the school, other than the phone call to set up the appointment.
There were two ways for John Jacob and me to walk the four or five
blocks to the school. One way took us up our street (mostly rental
properties) and over to the school on a gently curved lane past
well-kept lawns and houses--a fairly representative section of the
predominantly white, middle class neighborhood the school served.

We took the other route, which was a little shorter.

We walked across the street, through a parking lot, and
alongside the eight or nine foot wooden fence that separated a large
trailer park from the well-kept lawns. We turned with the fence at
an alley that ended near the school. The entrance to the trailer
park opened to the alley and the backsides of a liquor store and old
motel. The entrance offered the only look at the trailer park; the

fence kept it entirely hidden from view. I was always surprised at
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how close together the angled trailers were--just enough space, it
seemed, to park a pick-up truck or car. The trailers were mostly
white, dusty, some were peeling. There was no grass, only white
stones and dirt, as far as I could tell. I knew a few children who
lived here. They sometimes played with John Jacob and me on our
front lawn.

The meeting with Bill went well. John Jacob sat quietly, and
Bill and I decided I would meet with the teachers at Clifford the
following week.

I was consciously trying to present myself to
Bill as someone who was a teacher. I told him I
wanted to teach writing, that the legitimacy of my
research depended on my actually teaching, since I
wanted to write about it from that perspective.
He was surprised when I said that I would teach
every day for the entire year. He called it
‘ambitious’ and then added that he meant it in a
good way. (Fieldnotes, 5-25-89)

I talked with the Clifford teachers at their final staff
meeting for the year. I told them I wanted to teach writing in
someone'’s classroom for about 45 minutes every day, and that I would
write my dissertation about what happened. I also told them that it
would be up to the person I worked with to decide how much she or he
wvanted to be involved in the work.

Seven teachers wanted to talk with me about my project, and I
met with each of them individually over the next week as they
wrapped up their teaching for the year and straightened their rooms
for the summer. I declined offers from several teachers who wanted

me in their room, but could not promise me that I would have time

each day to work with children on writing. The daily schedules of
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the 4th and 5th grade teachers seemed especially prohibitive this
way. A few teachers had envisioned a sort of tutor role for me with
children who had trouble with class writing assignments. One
teacher asked me if I would like to help her in her writing
workshop. She had been experimenting with workshop approaches for
several years. I told her she had probably faced and resolved many
of the problems and issues I was interested in learning and writing
about. We agreed that we would talk to each other the following
year about what we were trying to do.

I realized as I talked to the first several teachers that it
was very important to me and my sense of this project that I have
control of a classroom for a period of time each day. I wanted to
be the writing teacher, even if the regular classroom teacher worked
collaboratively with me in various ways. I decided to work with
Grace even before we had finished talking.

Grace told me that she was ‘stuck’ in
writing, that she had been able to get kids to
enjoy writing and to write in response to story
starters, but she didn’t know what to do next.
She said she wanted to have children talk to one
another about their writing, but wasn’t sure about
setting it up. She was wondering how to manage
all this. As I listened, I thought that this
would be a good place to be. I will have enough
autonomy as the writing teacher to set up a
writing workshop, but Grace also wants to learn
more about teaching the way I am going to try.
She seems to have similar interests and concerns
to me. It feels like we could learn a lot, since

ve are at similar places in our thinking.
(Fieldnotes, 6-7-89)

I talked with Grace several times during the summer on the

phone. She told me that, at the beginning, she wanted to watch what
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I was doing. Her primary interest, she said, was learning how to
manage a program like the writing workshop. She said she had read
Graves (1983) and Calkins (1986) in masters classes she had taken,
but still had trouble envisioning what such teaching would look
like. She also told me that she would be job sharing with Ruth. We
decided that she and Ruth would introduce me to the class on their
first day of school, and that I would start up the workshop the

following morning.

Grace and Ruth were going through the different schedules,
rules, and routines for the class when I walked into the room. 1
waved to Grace and quickly sat down at a round table at the side of
the room, near the door. I would do most of my conferencing with
children at this round table..

Grace stood at the front of the room. There were bulletin
boards on each side of a large green chalk board in the center of
the front wall. Grace'’s desk was in the front corner, opposite me.
Ruth was in the other far corner, near her desk. She was pointing
to a bulletin board on the back wall, and telling the children about
classroom jobs each of them would perform at different times
throughout the year. There was another large chalkboard on the back
wall, with an off-white closet that looked to be portable next to
it. The room had a small bathroom in the corner to my right; and a
bookshelf, cupboards, and a faucet and sink filled the wall behind
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Soon after I arrived, Grace introduced me.
I am sure I didn’t sound too confident. It
is not the kids--I do not feel easy talking to
students with other adults around. I said that I
was going to be their writing teacher, and that we
wouldn’t be working on handwriting, but on
stories, poems, reports--1I stumbled sort of here.
I couldn’t use words like ‘composition’ to
contrast handwriting. I probably will fumble like
this a lot, not knowing the right words for third
graders. I told them a little about the workshop
routine before Grace took over again. (Fieldnotes,
8-29-89)
I started teaching the next day, and it, and the month, and the
year were harder than I had expected or wanted. I soon found myself
fantasizing about writing a dissertation that only required I sit in

the library and read books.

I had expected some difficulties with getting the writing
workshop off the ground and running. The workshop called for new
participation structures, new "rights and obligations of
participants with respect to who can say what, when, and to whom"
(Cazden, 1986, p. 437; see also Philips, 1983). The opening meeting
woﬁld be closest to traditional classroom lessons, with the
discourse largely controlled by me, the teacher (Mehan, 1979, 1982).
But writing time and sharing time would call for discourse patterns
breaking with the typical sequence of teacher initiation, student
response, and teacher evaluation. During writing time, much
classroom talk would take place among children with limited teacher

surveillance. And sharing time replaced the teacher at the front of
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the room with the child-author who reads books and solicits
responses from students.

In other words, I expected confusion as the children and I
attempted to do something new in the classroom. We brought old
how-to knowledge to a situation in which I hoped to upset
traditional procedures and rules. Furthermore, these children were
working with two other teachers in the room--Grace and Ruth--for
much longer periods than they spent with me. These teachers
organized their lessons at least slightly different from each other,
as well as differently from the writing workshop. Finally, given
social class and ethnic differences, as well as individual
differences, the children themselves brought diverse competencies
and assumptions to their work with me on writing (Heath, 1983;
Michaels, 1981). There would be plenty of occasions for confusion,
as children and teacher brought what they knew and were learning
about how to participate in school from a variety of settinés.

But this is a very friendly interpretation of possible sources
of difficulty in the workshop. It assumes that everyone, more or
less, is interested in doing things in these new ways but gets hung
up when they use old knowledge in a new setting. It forgets
conflict. It ignores that teachers and students sometimes take up
adversarial roles. Children’s ‘old knowledge’ of school certainly
includes knowledge of how to help things go smoothly, how to
cooperate, but it also includes knowledge of how to disrupt, resist,
engage the teacher in classroom warfare. If the writing workshop

loosens the 1lid on tightly controlled classrooms, it loosens the 1lid
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not only on repressed pogitive possibilities. If we assume that at
least some children are alienated from school work (as in Everhart,
1983), and /or engaged in resistance to teacher authority and
control (Willis, 1977; Connell et al., 1982), then loosening teacher
control in the workshop may well engender an avoidance of writing
and work, and increased--or at least continued--student attempts to
subvert teacher authority. The workshop becomes a place, in a
child’s school history of alienated labor and teacher domination,
for increased opportunities for rest, for avoiding work, for
opposing the teacher, even as the teacher embraces a ‘gentle
pedagogy’ that avoids overt displays of teacher power (Hogan, 1989).
This was a tough class of children to work with, at least
partly because a number of children actively resisted teachers in
the classroom. You will get some sense of this in the chapters that
follow. Ruth, a competent teacher with seven years of teaching
experience, tried (and failed) to get out of her teaching contract
after struggling for little over a month with this group of
children. Substitute teachers made a special point to walk over to
my round table where I waited to teach writing, to tell me that this
wvas one of the worst classes they had ever subbed in--one substitute
teacher sharpened her evaluation by pointing out that she had worked
in some of the toughest urban elementary schools around, and never
had she met a more difficult group of children to handle. As I
talked with other teachers in the building, I learned that the
children in this and the other third grade class (taught by Samuel)

were generally recognized as an extremely difficult group of



41

children to teach. Samuel and Grace eventually attempted, with the
support of the school’s parent-teacher organization, to get another
third grade classroom at Clifford, in order to reduce class size
(Samuel had 28 students; Grace, 27). They were unsuccessful, even
though a third fourth grade teacher was hired for this group of

children the following year.

I faced confusion and conflict in the writing workshop. The
first month was especially frustrating and emotionally draining.

This is getting a little tiring, feeling so
frustrated and depressed after teaching (what
teaching?). I can’t seem to get done the things I
hope to. I am angry. James, Suzanne, Robert,
Bruce, Ken are getting me angry. They are testing
me. And I am feeling humiliated in front of
Grace. (Fieldnotes, 9-11-89)

I felt vulnerable in front of Grace, and in front of the
children as well. I worried about what this meant for my teaching
and my students’ experiences in the classroom.

When I taught junior high, there were one or
two classes each year I didn't feel good with--for
some reason, 6th period my second year sticks in
my head. I didn’t do the same things with that
class that I did with other classes, because 1
didn’t feel I could trust them. I think I felt
too vulnerable in front of them, I kept a
distance. The problem is that I am feeling this
way about this class. I feel vulnerable in front
of them. The bigger problem is that ] won’t take
risks with them. I won’t do the special things
that maybe would really get them interested.
We‘re tied in a bad circle. I begin trying to do
interesting things. For whatever reasons, the
students (some) don’t cooperate, don’t make me
feel they are with me. I then adjust, and my
adjustment is to worry more about making children
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behave. This of course backfires, and causes some
to resist more; others, who weren’'t resisting
before get sick of me talking about people
misbehaving. Pretty soon, we're sick of each
other. Obviously, I'm the one who has to bust out
of this. I need to figure out how. (Fieldnotes,
9-15-89)

In early October, I had a particularly bad day. The confusion

got to me.

Rajesh probably came and talked to me four or
five times during writing time. He got on my
nerves. One time he said he didn’t know what to
put down on his sheet of Ideas for Topics.

Another time he said he didn’t know what to write
about. I felt as if he was always tugging on my
arm as I tried to help other children. I remember
Rajesh and how I felt because I usually enjoy him
so much. I didn't today. (Fieldnotes, 10-2-89)

As did the conflict.

I said that it felt like they were fighting
me. The word ‘fight’ must be too vivid or
exciting. James sat in the back of the room,
saying over and over, "We’'re fighting you, we're
fighting you," swinging his fists in the air.
(Fieldnotes, 10-2-89)

The emotional, physical, and intellectual demands caught up
with me. I did not have it within me to go to school the next day.
I talked to Grace in the morning on the phone, and she suggested we
talk that afternoon after she finished teaching. We met in the
teachers’ lounge, which was empty. She gave me the letter
reproduced in Figure 2.0.

In her letter, Grace gave an analysis of what she thought had
been happening in the workshop: seven students were not handling it

very well. She also shared her own teacherly response to this

group, which was to not do certain activities (presumably less
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‘structured’) with the class because she believed they were not
ready for such activities. She related her own version of what I
had been going through: "pulling out my hair and downing bottles of
Pepto."”

I talked with Grace about what she meant by ‘special needs.’
Her use of the term had little to do with psychological or
intellectual deficiency on the children’s part. She meant what she
said at the beginning, that these particular children, in her
opinion, needed "lots of structure,” "one task at a time," "quiet."
She saw these adjustments as at odds with a sort of official version
of the workshop--"the real thing"--I was trying to set up. Grace
asserted that seven specific children needed something a little
different from what ‘the writing workshop program’--as interpreted
by her in her own readings of Graves and Calkins, and through her
interactions with me--offered. But she also believed that the
workshop was a good thing to do, and that these children would
eventually function well within it.

I should note that Graves and Calkins are quite clear about
there being no one right way to do writing workshops. Their books
are filled with stories of many versions of workshops that they
applaud for their responsiveness to children and for how they draw
on the particular strengths of individual teachers. Still, these
approaches assume that if you gllow children to write, they will do
so (and, it seems, not do other sorts of things, like throw paper or
hit people). Related to this is their conception of traditional

approaches to the teaching of writing, which function to actually
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produce resistance to writing as they "take the control away from
children and place unnecessary road blocks in the way of their
intentions (Graves, 1983, p. 4). Grace, at different times in the
year, questioned the control workshop approaches granted children.
Similar to Delpit (1988), she believed that this control actually
allowed some children to avoid (or prevented them from) learning
vhat they needed to. Grace was also concerned with things going
smoothly in the classroom, and increased levels of student autonomy
tended to make things jagged and noisy. Her letter expresses, if
faintly, some of these doubts and beliefs.

But Grace'’s letter was important that Tuesday afternoon for the
support, affirmation, and solidarity it offered me. Grace
recognized my struggle ("are you having fun yet?"), affirmed my work
with children in the room ("you have a wonderful way with
children”), and expressed her willingness to work with me in the
future ("Let’s [let ug] put this program to work our way"). Her
offer came at a crucial time, and I gratefully accepted.

The workshop routines and norms, and my work there, did not
change drastically. I still did the planning (sometimes in
consultation with Grace), conducted the opening meetings, worked
with children at the round table--in other words, I was still
largely responsible for the shape and content of the workshop. But
Grace became an important part of the day-to-day experiences of the
children and me there. She helped me most during writing time. She
usually circulated around the room, helping children write or

remepber they were supposed to be writing (or reading or
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conferencing). Grace and I discussed what we saw happening and what
we should do about various children and problems in the few minutes
we had around the edges of teaching and family demands--sometimes we
talked a little longer over lunch, but not as often as we would have
liked.
Our relationship was transformed under the pressures of working
with children in new and demanding ways.
Grace gave me a note to read, written in blue

magic marker. I told her how I tried to respect

what teachers knew, but that deep inside I must

have thought that I really had been learning how

to do this stuff in graduate school. I didn’'t

expect it to be this hard. (Inside, that morning

vhile I was thinking about talking to Grace, I had

been humbled, and it freed me. Maybe this was

necessary. 1 would start over, with more respect

for how hard this was and for what Grace knew.

Maybe I would learn more.) (Fieldnotes, 10-3-89)
Grace’s help allowed me to become a teacher in the classroom, rather
than the teacher. Her participation in the workshop, especially
during writing time, allowed me the luxury of talking with children
about their work at the round table with fewer distractions and
responsibilities for the rest of the class. Grace'’s help allowed me
to become more of a student of writing and its instruction, a
researcher. I turn to this aspect of my work at Clifford in the
remainder of this chapter.

But before I do, I want to note that Grace'’s participation in

the workshop did not suddenly remove confusion or conflict from the

room. She joined the ongoing struggles I had been experiencing more

or less alone--or, more appropriately, she joined the ongoing
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struggles my students and I were experiencing as we tried to go
about teaching and writing in a writing workshop.

In an early memo characterizing my study, I wrote that "two
broad areas for investigation and analysis . . . linked to the
writing workshop approach’s conception of the teacher role"™ would
guide at least my initial research in the field (Memo, 7-27-89). I
noted that the emphases were tentative, since one of the purposes of
the project was to identify the special problems and issues that
attended teaching and learning within writing workshop classrooms.

I characterized the first broad area of concern as follows:

A key task for writing workshop teachers is

establishing a classroom environment that supports
growth in writing. What is involved in setting up
such an environment? Graves and Calkins, of
course, offer practical suggestions, but what
actually happens when a teacher attempts to teach
in this way? What enables and constrains teacher
efforts to establish such an environment? What
materials, routines, and classroom norms are
involved? What (if any) changes in materials,
routines, and norms occur across a school year?
(Memo, 7-27-89)

This first group of questions was largely informed by
ethnographic and sociolinguistic reports of classrooms in which
teachers and students misunderstood each other because they were
acting on different assumptions of what was appropriate behavior and
speech. I discussed this concern earlier in relation to the idea of
confusion. Misunderstanding was likely as my students and I groped
to figure out how to do things in a classroom with new materials,

routines and norms. The last two questions, especially, show an

ethnographic interest in describing what patterns of interaction
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actually emerged, and possiblé changes in those patterns as the year
progressed.

But there was also a fairly strong teacher researcher flavor to
these questions. As Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1990) note:

The unique feature of questions that prompt
teacher research is that they emanate solely
neither from theory nor from practice, but from
the critical reflection on the intersection of the
two. (p. 6)

I was interested in what actually happened when I tried to
enact a certain vision of teaching and learning writing in the
classroom; I was interested in the "discrepancies between what is
intended and what occurs" (Cochran-Smith and Lytle, 1990, p. 5). 1In
a later proposal, 1 appropriated Berthoff’s (1987) notion of the
classroom as a philosophical laboratory, and said that the strength
of my work rested on bringing "theory to bear on practice even as
practice corrects theory" (Proposal, 11-89).

My second broad area of concern looked to the writing
conference:

The primary instructional strategy within the
writing workshop approach is the writing
conference, a teacher-student conversation about
student texts and writing processes. What happens
within these writing conferences? From the
teacher'’s perspective, what difficulties are
involved with responding to young writers'’ written
texts? From the students’ perspective, how do
writing conferences help or hinder their writing?
How do these conferences influence the writing
that children do in the classroom? (Memo,
7-27-89).

These questions, especially the first three, were informed by a

small body of research on teacher-student writing conferences that
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suggests that breaking out of traditional teacher-dominated
patterns, and embracing the models put forward by Murray, Graves,
and Calkins, may actually be quite difficult. Jacob (1982), for
example, in a study of writing conferences in a junior college
setting, found that teachers controlled writing conferences much as
they did traditional lessons; Jacob described the discourse as
"unilateral, from instructor to student" (p. 386). Michaels,
Ulichney, and Watson-Gegeo (1986), and Freedman (1987), found that
teacher goals and implicit expectations for children’s writing tasks
over-powered student intentions in the writing conferences of sixth
and ninth grade students.

Florio-Ruane (in press) suggests various sources of
difficulties in transforming writing conference talk: contextual
constraints such as limited time, mandated curriculum, and the
school’s evaluative climate; the knowledge (often limited) that
teachers and students bring of writing processes, schooling, and
each other, to their conversations; and traditional discourse
patterns that make it difficult for students to "assume rights to
initiate talk, determine topic, or serve as ‘experts’ even about
their own writing problems and purposes" (p. 12). Ulichney and
Watson-Gegeo (1989) point to mandated writing tests, minimal support
for teacher efforts to transform practice, and pressure to improve
achievement test scores as factors that undermine workshop and
process writing efforts and goals.

I was interested in what would happen when I tried to enact a

different sort of school talk in writing conferences. I was
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particularly interested in the difficulties attending response as
socioanalysis. Why? Supporting student intentions and material in
writing conferences appeared to be hard enough to accomplish.
Response as socioanalysis required me to support gnd question
student material. In guestioning that material, from my position of
authority in the classroom, I once again ran the rigsk of shutting
down, silencing student voice in the classroom. In other words,
supporting and guestioning student voices might often be at odds
with or entail risks for our efforts to, as Willinsky (1990) put it,
encourage ‘unfettered expression’ in the classroom. The classroom
has not been a friendly place for student expression. Rather than
pushing our thought and action forward to a more critical evaluation
of our situation, response as socioanalysis could encourage students
to not speak their mind, or to look for the correct thing to say to
please the teacher.

The final question above, about the influence writing
conferences had on student writing, was motivated by my growing
theoretical interest in Bakhtin. I was interested in examining how
children appropriated what was said in the writing conferences for
their future efforts at writing and revision. How would children
(1f they did) appropriate teacher words for their own purposes in
their texts? Would they appropriate the teacher’s words, or would
the teacher'’s words appropriate them? The teacher-student writing
conference seemed a particularly interesting place to ‘test’

Bakhtin’s work, and see what purchase it provided on a complex
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speaking/writing situation involving participants who brought
varying purposes and unequal power to their talk.

In order to research these questions, 1 proposed collecting
(and I did collect) the following sorts of data: teacher planning

notes and various glassroom documents, fieldnotes written after each
day'’'s teaching, gudiotapes of whole-class activities and writing

conferences, and photocopies of children’s writing. The planning
notes and classroom documents (such as posted lists of classroom
rules, peer conference guidelines, activity sheets, etc.) would
provide written records of teacher intentionality (Burton, 1985).
That is, such data would help me investigate what I had hoped would
happen, in order to juxtapose these hopes against what actually
occurred in the classroom. 1 wrote my planning notes separate from
my fieldnotes, even though, as I discuss below, I sometimes used my
fieldnotes to think about future teacherly action. My planning
notes usually contained sketches of opening meetings, time
allocations of various activities, and reminders to myself about
specific children I needed to work with on any given day.

The remaining types of data would allow me to explore what
became of teacher (and student) intention in the writing workshop,
at various levels of description and in various situations. My
fieldnotes included general narratives of the day’s teaching and
learning, as well as methodological notes to myself, and expressions
of the sense I was making of my work as a teacher and how I felt
about it. The audiotapes of opening meetings, writing conferences,

and sharing time, were essential for a close analysis of the shape
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and content of classroom talk in which my students and I engaged.
Copies of the children’s writing were important for clues to
children’s learning about writing process, and for my interests in
children’s use of teacher suggestions and questions in writing
conferences. Children’s texts, examined in relation to the
audiotaped talk of writing conferences (and opening meetings and
sharing sessions), would enable insights into the sense children
were making of their writing and the classroom talk surrounding it.

Although I talked about my classroom as a philosophical
laboratory in early memos, and my data collection was fairly
well-tuned to the goal of examining critically the intersection of
theory and practice in my teaching, I had not seriously considered
the conflicts and issues that might attend actually pursuing teacher
and researcher roles simultaneously. I have identified four
important conflicts that shaped my work as a teacher researcher at
Clifford. The conflicts were eventually ‘resolved’ with a group of
research methods 1 followed consistently in my daily work. I began
these day-to-day methods in early November, and pursued them until
the end of the school year.

The first conflict arose out of demands for my attention in my
everyday work as a teacher researcher. Being a teacher put demands
on wvhere and when I could look at things while I was teaching.
Whereas the traditional ethnographic researcher can sit at the back
of the room and make decisions as to when and where to attend, my
vision and attention were often tied to my activity and

responsibility as a teacher. A researcher, for example, might
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purposely ignore John biting Suzanne in order to listen carefully to
a peer conference between Carol and Maya, but a teacher will feel he
cannot. At issue was my ability, as a teacher researcher, to engage
in data collection as a type of progressive problem-solving
(Erickson, 1986), in which what I attended to (and then wrote about
in my fieldnotes) represented a deliberate process of testing
emerging theories by gathering evidence to support and challenge
those theories (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Hammersley & Atkinson,
1983). I often felt more reactive than proactive in my decisions of
when and where I would ‘look’ in the classroom. The problem of
‘bounded rationality’--simplifying complexity because of limits of
information-processing capacity (Simon, 1957)--takes on a
socially-constructed twist here. 1 was bounded, as a qualitative
researcher attempting to describe and understand a complex classroom
situation, not only by processing capacity, but also socially, in my
role as the teacher.

A second conflict pitted my emotional responses to my teaching
experiences against research demands that I write fieldnotes each
day as an important source of data, and as part of an ongoing
process of data analysis and methodological problem-solving. My
emotional responses to teaching, especially how well or badly I
thought things went,. affected my notewriting. At the extremes of
magnificent and devastating experiences as a teacher in the
classroom, it often seemed harder for me to’get myself to write
fieldnotes. If things went well, I would rather celebrate and talk

about it with friends; if badly, I wanted to forget about what
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happened rather than dwell on, relive for the purposes of
notetaking, what had caused me distress in the first place. I
usually overcame these responses, but I often noted how depressed I
was, how tired, how my feelings discouraged note writing.

This is not to suggest that the only reason I resisted writing
fieldnotes was because of my teaching--sometimes, like most
qualitative researchers, I simply did not feel up to the
intellectual and physical labor writing notes demanded. I am also
not suggesting that more traditional researchers are never dapr;ssed
or tired or giddy, or that such feelings, in my case, only related
to my teaching and not other aspects of my life. My point is that
as a teacher researcher, 1 had a certain emotional investment in
what happened in the classroom that more traditional researchers
would usually not have, and that this investment affected data
collection, in as much as it made writing fieldnotes more or less
difficult for me to do.

One way 1 attempted to help myself overcome resistance to
writing fieldnotes was to experiment with various ways of recording
them. I began the year typing my notes at a computer. A half-month
into my teaching (and remember, I was struggling in my teaching
here), I bought an artsy blank book with an illustration every few
pages and short quotations from ‘real’ authors for inspiration.

I wanted to have an inviting place to write
my notes--we'’ll see if this thing does the trick.
I wasn’t planning on getting anything this
gimmicky, but the other blank books 1 saw were
either too small or too impressive and expensive.

I wouldn'’t want to write in them. (Fieldnotes,
9-15-89)
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At the bottom of this very first page was a Jack London
quotation: "You can’t wait for inspiration. You have to go after it
with a club.”™ Just the sort of thing a slightly battered teacher,
looking for a safe, peaceful place to write, needed. For most of
the fall, I went back and forth between handwritten notes in this
blank book, and typed ones on my computer, not very pleased or
comfortable with either. After Christmas, I found some inexpensive,
large, hard-covered blank books (no illustrations or quotations) and
wrote my fieldnotes in them consistently to the end of the year.

The third conflict I encountered in my roles as teacher and
researcher concerned the content of my fieldnotes: what sort of
notes would I write? When I wrote fieldnotes for my first day of
teaching, 1 already realized that research goals of description--"to
capture the slice of life" in order to provide "the clues that you
begin to put together to make analytical sense of what you study"”
(Bogdan & Biklen, 1982, pp. 84, 86)--were in conflict with more
teacherly goals of reflection and planning that I might press my
notes toward. After three pages of mostly descriptive material, I
vwrote:

/ Ideas for teaching tomorrow keep

intruding--for instance, I just dazed off and was
thinking that I need to express to the kids
tomorrow that the workshop is a chance to write
about things they care about, think about things
they want to think about . . . (Fieldnotes,
8-30-89)
I continued for a page and a half, before pulling myself back

to description with: "Back to notes." Teacher reflections were

often sparked by my attempts to describe what happened in class that
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day. But as a teacher, I often felt the need to move beyond
description to an evaluation of what happened, in order to formulate
for myself what needed to be done in the future.

Again, I do not want to suggest some absolute break between
what I faced as a teacher researcher and the problems other
qualitative researchers encounter. The content of qualitative
fieldnotes includes both descriptive and reflective material (Bogdan
& Biklen, 1982). Descriptive material attempts to record details of
the people, conversations, physical setting, events, activities, and
researcher behavior that make up the research setting. Reflective
material expresses the "more subjective side of the researcher’s
journey," and contains speculations, hunches, impressions, as well
as methodological notes for future research in the field (p. 86).

Any qualitative researcher, then, faces decisions of balance
between these different sorts of material. The problem was
intensified for me, however, since the initial questions guiding my
research emphasized investigating how teaching writing was
experienced by me, the teacher. In other words, the reflective
material, in which I mulled over teacher problems and how I was
feeling, was an extremely important part of the study as I began my
work. At the same time, however, I knew I needed rich descriptions
of classroom life in the workshop in order to investigate what was
happening there and what this meant to other participants. My goals
for the study went beyond teacher autobiography. I wanted to study
vhat happened in the classroom--not just to me--when I tried to

teach writing in a writing workshop. I wanted to ground the
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teacherly issues and problems I was facing in a plausible account of
workshop life.

‘Teacherly’ notes, then, were important both as a tool for
improving teacher practice through reflection, and as a record of my
thinking and experience in the classroom. ‘Researchly’ notes,
focused on description, also remained important. In an ideal
situation in which I would have unlimited time and motivation to
vrite fieldnotes, I could pursue both sorts of notes without
conflict. But in the actual situation I faced, the two were often
in competition for my time and effort, and any act of notetaking
represented conscious and unconscious choices of emphasis.

A fourth and final conflict arose as I thought about ways to
narrov my research focus in order to gain a depth of data and begin
the gradual process of confirming, revising, and disconfirming
various assertions I was fornulatingﬁin relation to what was
happening in the workshop, and what problems my students and I faced
there in our work. A common way to focus data collection and
analysis in studies of classrooms is to eventually identify and
concentrate on a limited number of children. These children become
key informants (Bogdan & Biklen, 1982, p. 63) as well as foci for
observation and collection of documents. I considered this move
throughout the year, but could not shake the worry that such a
research commitment would also entail a teacher commitment--that is,
that the goal of learning more about particular children for
research purposes would in some way affect my teacherly decisions,

and ultimately privilege some children over others.



58

My discussions of the other conflicts I faced have tended to
emphasize teaching demands constraining or complicating my research
efforts. Here, the problem was my research affecting my teaching.

1 was aware that my research goals sometimes pushed back on my
teaching. For example, after a discussion with Grace about how to
manage both writing conferences with individual children and keeping
the rest of the class on track, I noted:
If I weren't doing research in the workshop,

I probably wouldn’t conference with children at

the round table at the side of the room, but do it

at the children'’s desks, moving around the room.

I feel the tug as a researcher to stay close to

the tape recorder. (Fieldnotes, 12-13-89)

1 was concerned about a similar research ‘tug’ toward certain
children, and not others. The writing workshop, especially during
writing time, was a fairly open place in which children and teachers
were making decisions to do this and not that--to work with this
person and not that person--on an almost moment-to-moment basis. As
a teacher, I worried about more or less unconscious p:eferences 1
might be expressing for certain children in these decisions. Within
the first month of my teaching, I created a weekly schedule that
assured that I talked at least briefly with each individual child in
the room on a regular basis. A research focus on certain children
may have encouraged me to attend to some children more than others,
even as I consciously sought to work with children according to
their needs (and not my own).

By early November, I had come to a way of proceeding in my work

that ‘resolved’ these conflicts; resolved them, not in the sense of
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making them go away, but in the sense of dealing with them more or
less effectively. The ‘resolution’ had two aspects: a daily routine
of data collection, and a relative emphasis on writing conferences
to focus the study.

I started collecting what I called ‘packets of data’ each day.
At least four types of data made up my ‘packet of data’ for any
given day: 1 would have teacher planning notes and classroom
documents; fieldnotes; an audiotape of the day’s opening meeting,
teacher-student writing conferences, and sharing time; and
photocopies of any children’s stories I came in contact with that
day, in conferences or whole-class sessions.

Collecting ‘packets’ did several things for me. The collection
of audiotapes, children’s writing, and planning notes each day eased
my concerns about my ability to capture rich detail and important
events in my fieldnotes (because I attended to certain things and
not others, because I was too depressed to write a lot, because I
wvanted to use my notes to figure out a pedagogical problem, etc.).
What I did not cover with fieldnotes could be partially filled in,
if need be, with audiotapes and the others. And, of course, the
collection of four sorts of data rather than only fieldnotes gave me
multiple sources of data with which to understand what was happening
in the room. Children’s writing and the audiotapes, for example,
vere less constrained in what they ‘looked at’ than I was in my role
as teacher in the classroom.

As I realized that my daily data collection would support my

research interests, I became more comfortable with using my
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fieldnotes, when I wanted to, for reflections on my teaching. And
the fact that I photocopied children’s writing that I came in
contact with each day proved crucial for these reflections.
Originally, I had planned to collect classroom sets of children’s
writing at periodic intervals. But without a child’s text in front
of me as I wrote notes, it was difficult to write about what
happened and what I was thinking about as I responded to the child
and her text, even with an audiotape of our conversation. Having
children’s texts also allowed me to begin the work of connecting
writing conference talk with the writing children did in the room.

My daily methods served my research and teacher interests
fairly well. I was collecting the sorts of data that would allow me
to write plausible accounts of what was happening, as well as using
my notewriting and the data I collected to reflect on and inform my
teaching practice.

My methods also served a more or less explicit research focus,
but not one focusing on certain children. From the beginning, a
teacher experience I wanted to write about was responding to
children’s writing. My packets of data were well suited to such a
focus. Each day, I had fieldnotes, photocopies of children’s
stories, and audiotapes that addressed, largely or in part, such
experiences. I had solved the problem of focus not by looking to
particular children, but by looking closely at a fairly compact
event and location--the writing conferences with children at the

round table at the side of the room.
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In the end, responding to children’s texts did not turn out to
be the primary focus of my work and writing. My eventual focus did
emerge, however, out of my experiences with children in writing
conferences. I became fascinated with the sense they were making of
the workshop and their work with me, and more and more interested in
their work with peers. In my conversations with children about
their writing processes and texts, I began learning about the
importance of peers to the writing they did, and that in order to
understand and respond to their writing, I often needed to know
about peer relations. My focus shifted from a primary concern with
teacher experience (my own) to the experiences of children. From my
current vantage point, this shift seems quite appropriate for a
teacher researcher interested in making children’s experiences

central to the official work of his third grade writing workshop.

My earliest memos and proposals show a strong emphasis on my
experiences as a teacher in setting up a workshop and responding to
children’s writing. Eventually, children’s experiences and problems
became more important to my research, but, at least initially, I
thought of children’s experiences in relation to me and a
teacher-manipulated environment, and ignored influences of peers on
children’s experiences. For example, in a proposal for funding I
wrote in early November, 1989, I said that the following three

questions would guide my research:
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1. VWhat problems and difficulties do children
encounter as they attempt to become authors
in classrooms?

2. What pedagogical problems and difficulties
arise when teachers take seriously the notion
of student ownership?

3. VWhat is involved in establishing and
sustaining a classroom environment that
supports children writers?

Children'’s experiences received a more prominent place here
than they had in earlier lists of research questions. In my
discussion of the sorts of difficulties children were likely to
encounter in their writing, I emphasized authority relations between
teachers and students and the pervasiveness of evaluation in schools
as situational constraints that might undermine children’s efforts
to take control of their writing in writing workshops. In other
words, I looked to teacher-student relations as an important
determinant of children’s experiences in the classroom. I wrote
that "part of the problem for children writing in classrooms .
is exactly that they are writing in classrooms in which teachers and
students take up certain roles and relations with one another"
(Proposal, 11-89).

In order to investigate children’s experiences more thoroughly,
I added interviews of children, by outside researchers, to the
research methods I was already pursuing. I attribute the absence of
interviewing before this proposal to two factors. The relative

emphasis on my own teaching experience at the beginning of the

project made data collection on children’s experience less crucial.
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But more importantly, I had considered writing conferences important
sources of information on children’s experiences in the workshop.

And they were. My conversations with children about their
texts often functioned much like interviews: 1 asked children
questions about their writing, how they did it, what special
problems they were having, why they did what they did, etc., so that
I could unders£and how they were attempting to solve writing
problems, and support them in their efforts. These conversations
wvere being audiotaped, and provided a valuable source of data on
children’s writing and how they thought about it. By the time of
this proposal, however, I recognized that, at least for some
children, ] may have been one of the problems or difficulties they
were experiencing in thevwriting workshop, and that students may
very well be reluctant to talk about problems they were having with
the teacher when the teacher was also the interviewer. I planned
for colleagues to conduct extended interviews of children towards
the end of the school year.

Gradually, I started noticing and becoming concerned about peer
influences in the workshop. I realized that peers were extremely
important for--and not necessarily in positive ways--the experiences
of children in the workshop and their writing there. Toward the end
of my teaching at Clifford, and then into my analysis and writing,
this aspect of children’s experiences and writing in the workshop
became more and more central to my research.

I became interested in figuring out how peer culture

intersected with the official work of the writing workshop. One of
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the key incidents that taught me about the importance of peer
culture for understanding what happened in this classroom is
explored in detail in Chapter VI. There, I tell the story of my
response to Maya's text, The Zit fit, and my struggle as a teacher
to respond to her story responsibly, given its participation in the
social 1life of children in the room, and the moral and political
issues it raised for me.

In late March and April, I began developing a list of interview
questions that would help me understand the sense children made of
our writing workshop (see Appendix B for interview questions). 1
wanted children to talk about what they thought typically happened
in various parts of the workshop, and how they felt about what
happened, as well as comment on particular incidents or aspects of
the workshop and their work that caused them trouble. There were
questions about their relations with me, as well as their relations
with other children. Children’s responses to questions about their
relations with other children were extremely important for my later
analysis and writing. Some of the questions used to explore peer
relations were:

Who are the people in the class you like to be
with and work with? Why? Are there people you
don’t like to be with and work with? Why?

What usually happened in conferences with
classmates? What sorts of things would they say?
Did you always use their advice? Why or why not?
What did you say in conferences? Did you like

peer conferences? Have you ever had bad
experiences in conferences with classmates?
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What was sharing time like? How did you feel
about it? Are there people in class you would
rather not read your stories in front of? Who?
Why?

Did children ever tease one another during the
writing workshop? When/how/why did they do it?
Did students ever use writing to tease one another
or hurt someone else’s feelings? How did they do
it? Why is that ‘teasing’?

Who are the popular children in class? Why are
they popular? Who are the unpopular children?
Why are they unpopular?

In May, I arranged for three colleagues to conduct one to
one-and-a-half hour interviews with all but three children in the
classroom. I instructed my colleagues to emphasize to the children
that the purpose of the interviews was to learn about what children
thought of the writing workshop, with the goal of making the
workshop better in the future. The interviews were audiotaped, and
the tapes were transcribed that summer.

One of the first things I did after my teaching was over was
read through the transcripts of children’s interviews, paying
particular attention to children’s responses that commented on peer
relations within the room. This first look at the interviews, in
which I investigated children’s experiences of each other in the
workshop, was informed by my previous work with them. As I worked
with these children across the year--as well as watched them play on
the playground, vote for student council representatives, decide who
to sit by in the cafeteria, etc.--I began noticing patterns of
association among children that divided them along gender and social

class lines (if we take the fence separating the children living in
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the trailer park from those living in the surrounding suburban
community as a rough social-class line).

Several teachers in the building told me that children from the
trailer park formed their own subculture in the school, and tended
to only have friends from the trailer park. There were five black
children in the room (one whose parents were from India), but they
each associated primarily with other white children of their own
gender, and did not form a subgroup. In the workshop, girls‘worked
with girls, and boys with boys; and the boys and girls who lived in
the trailer park seemed to be at the bottom of informal peer
hierarchies of status and power in the classroom, even though
several children who did not live there also occupied similar
positions.

With some sense of gender divisions and peer hierarchies in
mind, I began reading children’s interviews. In the beginning, I
concentrated on children who were at the extremes of the informal
peer hierarchies I had observed. My hunch was that the workshop
might have afforded rather dramatically different experiences for
different children, depending on who they were in relation to other
children. Gradually, I began looking to other children’s interviews
for commonalities and contrasts, and began reading fieldnotes and
listening to audiotapes in order to investigate what peer relations
meant for children’s experiences in the room, and for how they
affected children’s writing processes and texts.

I also began examining children’s texts. I drew on Bakhtin

(1986) and Kristeva (1986), and found their work extremely helpful
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for making connections between children’s texts and their social
contexts. For Bakhtin (1986), texts respond to preceding and
anticipated texts and are sensitive to audience and social context.
Texts are ‘dialogic,’ in that they are responsive to others and to
their texts. Kristeva (1986), an early interpreter of Bakhtin in
the West, characterized the dialogic nature of text in terms of
horizontal and vertical relations.
The word’'s status is thus defined

horizontally (the word in text belongs to both

writing subject and addressee) as well as

vertically (the word in text is oriented towards

;?)anterior or synchronic literary corpus). (p.

Any text is written in relation to some audience, however
broadly conceived. That audience shapes the content and form of the
text--the text ‘belongs’ to both the author and audience. But texts
also draw on and anticipate other texts. In my analyses, I began
doing interpretations of children’s texts where peers (not only
teachers) were important audiences, and in which child authors drew
on not only their conversations with teachers and their readings of
books, but also the words, meanings, and values of their peer
culture to construct their texts. In other words, I have tried to
place child authors in a social context in which peers were
important audiences and sources of material.

In the four chapters that follow, I discuss children's
experiences in the writing workshop, and their work and writing

there. In Chapter I1I, I focus on a small group of boys and their

leader, James, who were at the top of the classroom’s pecking order.
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In this chapter, I have not tried to characterize typical
experiences or writing in the workshop--instead, I examine
particular authors and texts in order to dramatize problems and
issues that workshop advocates such as Graves and Calkins have
ignored. In Chapters IV and V, I concentrate more on the
experiences of children with little status and power among peers,
but use discussions of their experiences to characterize more
general responses by children to the writing situation they faced in
the writing workshop. I draw heavily on children'’s interviews in
these chapters, as well as on their texts, in order to investigate
the risks they attached to writing about themselves for multiple
audiences, and their preferences for fictional narratives over the
personal narratives and topics I was encouraging them to write. In
Chapter VI, I,proVide an interpretation of a particularly difficult
occasion of teacher response to children’s texts. The case
emphasizes the connectedness of texts and teacher response to the

social life and micropolitics of the classroom.

My work as a teacher researcher has developed throughout this
project. I called myself a teacher researcher two years ago, but
the term meant little more to me than the same person embracing two
different roles. The development of my teacher researcher practice
was characterized by the progressive integration of my teacher and

researcher roles. The activities, content, and purpose of my work
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increasingly reflected both teacher and researcher demands and
commitments.

In the beginning, I separated my teaching and research
activities. Setting up the tape recorder, photocopying children’'s
stories, writing fieldnotes at night--these were research activities
I pursued in addition to my activities as a teacher. By the time I
started collecting daily ‘packets of data’ in November, my research
and teaching activities had become more integrated. I used my
notewriting for descriptive purposes, but also to think about my
teaching and future action. I knew the audiotapes and photocopies
of children’'s stories were essential for later analyses, but they
also became essential for day-to-day assessments of what was
happening and what to do about it. My research methods became part
of my teaching methods, part of the movement from action to thought
to action that I brought to my work with children.

By spring, not just the activities, but also the objects or
contents of my teacher and researcher activities had begun to
converge. In my teaching, I had a problem, and this problem became
an important focus for my research and writing. The problem was
reading, understanding, and responding to children’s texts, when the
meanings and functions of those texts were at least partially
dependent on a peer culture to which I had limited access. In my
day-to-day work as a teacher researcher, I paid increasing attention
to what I knew and observed of children’s relations with each other;
as a teacher researcher, I planned for extended interviews of

children.
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Finally, I began this work with traditional 1nterprei:1ve
xresearch goals: 1 wanted to provide a plausible account of what
happened in my third grade writing workshop. The purpose of my work
and vwriting has shifted to one that better represents my interests
as a teacher and a researcher. Iﬁ what follows, my purpose is to
provide compelling descriptions of what happened in my classroom in
order to call into question certain assumptions and practices of
workshop approaches. My goal is to illuminate complexities and
problems in the teaching and learning of writing that workshop
advocates have largely ignored. I could not avoid tangled
intellectual, moral/political, and aesthetic issues in my teaching,
and I have not avoided them in my research and writing about that

teaching.




CHAPTER III

STUDENT INTENTION AND RELATIONS, AND

IN R _FRO|

James caught my attention quickly. I knew him by name after

the first day of the workshop.

James is going to be trouble for me--I didn’'t
handle things well today. During writing time,
after I explained that the children could choose
what they wanted to write about, James first told
me he didn’t have anything to write about, then
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