
A Not6 frOHl tllC Editors Director Felicia George shares with us her excitement
about the institute as well as a piece in which she reflects
on the meaning of education and teaching for herself

Welcome Back! This summer was certainly an and her mother. Lopamudra Basu recalls her own
unusual one -both wetter and cooler than normal - initiation into literacy and its impact on her college
but we hope that the weather didn't dampen your teaching. We also have included two pieces about
spirits or interfere with any plans for pleasure and language and writmg. Marion Halberg defends the
relaxation. We all know how important it is to return to value of ̂ writing for ESL students (a piece that builds
the classroom with renewed vigor. The school year on some of the comments she made on the NYCWP
always presents teachers with new challenges that iistserv last spring) whereas Nathan Dudley reflects on
require intellectual, physical, and emotional energy as the challenges he faced to expand language use with
well as our ability to imagine, conceptualize, and plan both his biiingual and monolingual English-speaking
thoughtfully for our students. students

Atthestartofeachschoolyear,somanythoughts s;nce the school year is just starting/ we have

and emotions are stirring within us. We think about also had your immediate needs in mind. This issue
students and parents, colleagues and supervisors; we contains an expanded Steal These Ideas column; it is our
wonder about resources and work conditions. We know hope that readers ̂  be able to make use of some of

we will need to juggle our own interests with city and their colieagues' successes. There are also some exciting
state mandates and assessments. Questions and ideas about vocabu]arv instruction which we culled
concerns occupy our minds: What courses will I be from a conversation that occurred last spring on the
assigned? What literature will I teach and how will I NYCWP Iistserv. As always, the issue concludes with
design the unit? What new ideas do I have or new skills our ^guia,- feature, Project Notes,
have I acquired that I want to try this year? What will We ̂  would Was to ̂ ^ readers to take note

I emphasize? How will we begin? The goal is always to
provide our students with
a rich and rigorous
learning experience, but
how do we get there?
Every September we face
these questions with both
eagerness and anxiety.

Returning to
school — with our broad
thoughts about education
intermingled with our
practical need for ideas —
is the focus of this fall issue
of the newsletter. First, we
are delighted to publish
several pieces from
participants in the 2000
Summer Invitational
Institute. Associate
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of the dates of our Saturday
Special Events Series; they are
listed in this issue. We would
love to see you on one or more
of these occasions. And, since
this is the start of the year, we
want to invite you to renew
your NYCWP membership for
the 2000-2001 academic year.
You will receive (or may have
already received) a
membership letter in the mail
(along with an invitation to
join the National Writing
Project as well). We hope to
hear from you soon! Listserv
activity has begun again;
special events are soon to
follow. Join us!
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How I Spent
My Summer Vacation

As we read this, school is back in session and July
and August are quietly receding in our memory.
The following piece returns us to a moment dur-
ing the summer when Felicia George, NYCWP
Associate Director, realized that something really
extraordinary was going on. And it was in a
summer institute. Many of us have had this
feelingof elation in a -particularly wonderful course;
Felicia shares that feeling with us, and we are
reminded of why we continue to study.

It's Monday, July 31 and the New York City
Writing Project 2000 Summer Invitational is over. No
more elaborate breakfasts. No more writing prompts to
respond to. No more discussions about articles and
teaching practices that work. This is the inevitable low
after four weeks of being on a high created by a very
concentrated look at my values and how they are
reflected in my teaching. It's natural to think that one's
own personal Invitational was the greatest ever, but I'm
here to tell you that the Summer 2000 Invitational beats
them all. Evidence? We had beautiful weather every
day for three solid weeks. Then there were the incredible
meals; all of us brought our favorite "breakfast" foods:
marshmallow rice krispie treats, spinach and cheese
pies, manicotti, warm blueberry muffins, hot bagels,
hard-boiled eggs, toasted English muffins - that7s right,
toasted — feta cheese, sugar sweet pineapple... I could go
on but I think my point is made. More seriously,
important work and powerful writing were the order of
every day. We spent the days reading and analyzing
articles about teaching and reading. We heard from the
voices too often silenced or left mute in traditional
classes. We worked with small groups to share our
treasured teaching practices, to look even more closely
at professional articles and to share our writing. We
heard poetry, plays, dialogues, a child's story, narratives,
essays and letters. We built such a safe and accepting
community that one author felt comfortable enough to
read a piece about killing and gutting Bambi. The
sparse, crisp dialogue and precise description was pure
Hemingway. Our instructors were incredible facilitators.
They created an atmosphere that permitted us to review
critically every article assigned. We attacked every
fallacy, exposed every weakness and questioned every
assertion that rang false. Ours was a quest for truth and

ideas that valued students and teachers.
When we were finished, even Picasso's bulls

had been thoroughly dissected. We had such a good
time doing it all. There was laughter, a few tears and lots
of eating. Every now and then there would be a heated
discussion but mostly we were polite and sensitive to
how others may have felt and chose our words carefully.

Participants represented every level of teaching
from kindergarten to college. Folks traveled from as far
away as Commack, Long Island and worked as nearby
as Lehman High School. We wore sandals, sneakers,
walking shoes and hiking boots and we covered
Lehman's lawn at lunchtime and for writing group
time. We communicated with Writing Project Summer
Invitationalists around the country through E-Anthology
on the National Writing Project's web site. It's been a
good summer. And, yes, everyone loves his or her own
Invitational. Isn't that why we continue to attend?

Felicia George
New York City Writing Project

From the 2000 Summer
Invitational...

Literacy Initiations

In this autobiographical piece, Lopamudra Basu
reflects on how the culture and traditions of her
childhood have influenced both her writing and
teaching lives. More specifically, Lopamudra
looks at the implications of how gender structures
her work as a writer and as a college classroom
teacher.

The Summer Institute of the New York City
Writing Project has made me revisit moments in my
childhood that I identify as my initiation into the world
of literacy. I did not imagine that such buried moments
of my life would come back to me or that I would have
the courage to share them. Somehow I have always kept
the personal and the academic separate, and I have been
very reluctant to talk about my own life in the context of
my work. I have resisted the autobiographical impulse,
even while I have foregrounded my political beliefs in
my writing. But is it even possible to keep the personal
and the political apart? Why have I attempted it, and
why do I want to reverse this now?

continued...
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The reason I hesitate to write about my life in

India is because I don't want to fetishize it or produce
myself as the "native informant" of an exotic landscape.
And yet, I want to engage with the complexities of that
cultural space in my most serious endeavor at the
moment, my dissertation.

Let me then revisit that moment in my child-
hood when the pen was first placed in my hand, my
Hathey Khori*. It was my father perhaps who did it,
although the real labor of teaching me the alphabet
bilingually belonged to my mother. It took me a long
time to learn it, and perhaps she was afraid that I wasn't
a very bright child. She did not think of herself as a very
accomplished intellectual, and so she was not going to
take the risk of being the one to make me write my first
letters. The act of writing for the first time was invested
with ritual and worship, and the adults in my world
seemed to think of literacy as a condition approximat-
ing a "state of grace."

Every spring in Calcutta, we celebrated Saraswati
Puja, when for a day we offered our books, our school
supplies and musical instruments at the feet of Saras wati,
the goddess of learning. We asked her to bless our
studies and did not
eat the first fruit of /*"—• - . — <—r '
spring, the kool, a
very tart berry, till we
had offered it to her.
And we prayed to
her, and wrote her
name on bel leaves
with quills dipped in
milk to invoke her
blessings on all our
endeavors.

So my family
and I were worship-
ping a female deity as
a symbol of learning, but the act of initiation into writing
was being transferred to a male figure. This difference
in the idealization and reality of women's roles in
literacy is not unique to Bengal, to India or even the non-
western world. How then does gender structure my
approach to teaching and my own work as a writer? Of
course in more ways than one, I am trying to resist the
limitations my mother placed on herself.

Some time ago, I became an interloper in a little
girl's initiation into the act of writing. Varsha, the little
girl, does not belong to my social or linguistic commu-
nity, and does not participate in the rituals associated
with the first act of writing. When I was watching over

**the actof^writingforthefirst
time wasinvested with ri tttal
and worship, and the adults in
my world seemed to think of
literacy as a condition
approximating a 'state of grace'.

Varsha one day in an apartment on Pelham Parkway, in
the Bronx, I pushed a pencil into her hand and forced it
down a page in a scrawl resembling a letter. Varsha was
not much older than a year at that time, and I was deeply
aware that this was her first contact with writing, ever.
It was even from my secular framework a moment of
wonder and awe, and I was claiming a role, in that act,
which my mother had not claimed for herself.

At a metaphorical level, I am trying to do for all
my students what I did for Varsha, enabling them to
write not their first characters, but the first symbols of
another language, college academic prose. As I do this,
I probably feel as much of an interloper as I did with
Varsha, someone doing this who should not really be
doing so, a substitute perhaps, filling in for someone
else. Yes, I am an interloper in an American college
classroom. I have no reason being here except the acci-
dental intersection of global history and personal travel.
I teach the writing of college English while speaking it
with a residual British slant set to a Bengali rhythm,
talking about the five paragraph essay with a "clear
thesis," when my cultural habit of thought brings me to
my most salient point only after I have said it all.

Thus while
I bring in to my
classroom the val-
ues of equality of
gender, class and
culture, I also bring
in the disconcert-
ing sense of a crisis
of legitimacy. I
mask it quite well
by language and
eloquence, and
keep my memo-
ries tightly locked.
Yet, I am always

aware of a simultaneous and alternate reality, another
place, another classroom, another body, another world,
which determines my place in this.

Lopamudra Basu
Lehman College

* Hathey Khori is a Bengali Hindu ceremony to celebrate a child's
first attempt at writing. A learned elder is usually given the honor of
placing the pencil or chalk for the first time in a child's hand and
guiding it in the shape of the first letter of the Bengali alphabet. This
is different from Saraswati Puja, the worship of the goddess of
learning which occurs every spring. However, the blessings of
Saraswati are always invoked for acts of learning.
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A Letter

It is said that creativity is the synthesis of ideas
that have never before been combined, thereby
causing the birth of something entirely new. And
thus it is with Felicia George's "A Letter." The
•piece includes a judicious selection of quotations
from members of this summer's Invitational, ref-
erences from works by Barbara Kingsolver,Rick
Lear, Mike Rose, and Sylvia Scribner, and other
fragments lovingly chosen. But the "something
entirely new" that Felicia created by this synthe-
sis reads like two interposed letters, written by
women of two different generations.

Hold onto the w/hole.

Running through the halls and touching
both sides is the kind of behavior that can
get you into a lot of trouble.

I hope this letter finds you well, as for us, we are all
well at present. I am so pleased and proud at how you have
grown and what you've accomplished in your life. I feel
comforted knowing that you have a fine husband to share your
burdens and your life.For a long time I was worried that you 'd
be alone.

The missing piece in what we've read is the
teacher. She or he who should be at the center of the
process is only peripherally present. Those who are
center stage serve in other roles. They are the
researchers / anthropologists studying their students or
the narrator/ author commenting on education but not
doing the instructing. We need to look more closely to
find the teachers and who and what shapes their theories
about teaching. What comes from the gut and is
supported by the research? What does the research stir
in the gut?

J don't know if you've accomplished all that you
dreamed of. I know that my dreams for you were simple. That
you have a secure job that would allow you to pay the rent, put
food on the table and have something left over to enjoy. And,
that you always remember and stick close to your family. But,
I suspect you had other dreams that I didn 't even know were
possible.

Who are our students? Whom do we want them
to become? Do we want them to be like us? Do we want
them to be better than us? How do we let them be
themselves? Do we hold to a missionary view of
education —holier than thou saving the souls of the

great unwashed, the haves helping the have nots? Who
are the haves and what is it they possess that others
should want to have?

When you went off to college, I was nervous for you.
You were entering a world I didn't know. I could tell you
about watching your pennies, saving for a rainy day, looking
both ways before you cross the street andbeware of strangers,
but I didn't know enough about what you would find in a
university. All I knew of college was that it was for the very
few and it would help you get a better job.

My parents were educated up to the highest
level that they could go in their country and that didn't
include high school. Yet, they were the smartest people
I knew. My father read the newspapers from cover to
cover and would argue with anyone foolish enough to
offer an opinion. He usually took the opposing and
least popular position and argued beyond his opponent's
endurance. My mother didn't do a lot of reading but she
had the computing skills of a calculator. She had totaled
the amount of her grocery purchase before it was rung
up so she knew if the cashier was off even by a few cents.

/ encouraged you in your goal to become a teacher.
You would always have a job, you'd make decent money and
who knew where it would lead. But, when you kept going back
to school for more and more education, I just didn't understand
that. Hadn't you learned all that you needed to know to be a
good teacher 1 It was like when you were growing up and your
nose was always stuck in a book. Sure you could learn a lot
from books but you weren't learning the important stuff of
life.

Society holds a blended image of education and
intelligence. All educated people are not intelligent and
all intelligent people are not educated. Yet, we treat
these two concepts as the same. I know "... that beneath
the ain'ts and the sentence fragments are bright beautiful
minds." The most precious people in my lives are
among those who have not been educated.

"All of us have misread others, and have been
misread."

I didn't want to be you or to have your life, but neither
did I want you to be me nor to have mine. But, what did you
want to become, beyond a grade school teacher guiding your
chicks through the yard? Standing in front of the class would
give you enough authority and control for one woman. When
you moved out into other positions I could no longer tell
people just what it was you did for a living. Teaching they
could understand. Work in a school building. Teach children
to read, add, subtract and cipher. Teach children to live

continued...
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according to the golden rules. But, what does a program
coordinator do?

"Any person well described is seen as
extraordinary."

It was much simpler in my day. You taught children
nursery rhymes and the ABC's and to count to 100. To show
them how to shoot marbles in the dirt. Or, to climb a tree and
bake bread. These are the things of real life. Not the artificial
life of books and ideas.

". . .grate a little coconut for children to
understand snow."

But, I guess for you it is a new day, a new time. What
you need and what you want is so different from anything I
could know. All I can do is wish you the best and send you my
love.

Sincerely,
Mama

Felicia George
New York City Writing Project

Writing Freely

Are you still a member of the
NYCWP?

Have you paM your
membership dues for the
2000-2001 school year?

Call tile office and update
your membership today!

(718) 960-8758

($20. Membership is tax-deductible.)

Sometimes when we examine what we do in the
classroom to reach students who have difficulty
coming to grips with written English, we neglect
to take into account the "voice" that is dormant.
Until that "voice " can be discovered in a way that
makes these students become comfortable, we are
not able to help them advance. In the following
article, we see how Marion Halberg has made a
significant impact by using freewriting to un-
leash the potential of her ELL students.

Since I first participated in the New York City Writ-
ing Project Summer Invitational, freewriting has played
an important role in my classes. Whether in a main-
stream English course in a NYC high school, an ESL
class for various levels of English Language
Learners(ELL), including adults, or a NYCWP course I
participated in as a learner or facilitator, freewriting has
been an important part of almost every class. Although
I've experimented with the way freewriting has been
done — a prompt coming from literature, a topic for the
day, a response — I've come back again and again to the
pure "free" write. And that's the key: Freewriting
means always being free to write about whatever you
want to write about.

In June, I completed my first year back to full-time
teaching. I work in a small high school in Westchester
with a growing ELL population. My students are from
many different countries and have varied levels of
native language literacy and English language skills.
They are all subject to the same rigid New York State
graduation requirements. The one thing I was sure I
was going to include in each class session was freewriting
because it had always been such an important part of
what I did in teaching. My first year back brought many
surprises and many new experiences and challenges,
but the one thing that strikes me as incredibly valuable
and essential in the school lives of students( and teach-
ers) is journal freewriting. Here is how journal
freewriting worked this year for me.

At the beginning of the year I provided my students
with a black composition book (the black, marble one)
and said that this was a journal for daily freewriting. I
told them that each day we would begin the class with
silent freewriting — writing about whatever the student
wanted to write about. Because my students were ELL,
I said that writing, at the beginning, in a student's native

continued...
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language was okay or that words could be written in the
native language when needed, but the goal was to try to
write in English. What kind of English? Any! Words,
misspelled. Sentences, ungrammatical. Complete or
incomplete. The idea was to write. What to write about?
What's on your mind, what are you doing, thinking
about, anticipating, hoping, dreading, anything.

Almost all of the students got into writing immedi-
ately. The journals were kept in a special place in the
room, guarded against unwanted readers. Each day,
students automatically went to get them and began
writing. I told students that I would read their journals
and I did, every couple of weeks. Sometimes a student
would write something and then pass the journal to me.
I'd read and write a response to that day's entry. I did
grade the journals. I work in a school where letter
grades are given quarterly. I usually asked students to
write a self-evaluation and give themselves a grade for
their journals. They graded the journals and explained
their grades. They were often tough on themselves, but
they really knew how much they'd put into the work. I
usually gave A's provided that students had written
each time they were asked to make an entry. Journals
are a way for almost every student to do well.

When my principal observed my class, she asked
why I use journals this way. I told her it's a way for
students who come to class to begin thinking and writ-
ing in English without correction and it allows them to
"practice" fluency. My principal listened to my re-

sponse and wrote in the observation report that I used
journals as a way of helping student to begin to "pro-
cess" in English. For ELL students, especially, this is
extremely important. High school students have a
heavy filter and "practicing" language does not come as
easily as it can for elementary-aged children. The fear of
making mistakes overrides the need to make those
mistakes one needs in order to learn.

For the critics who believe freewriting promotes
"bad English" and doesn't teach ELL students how to
speak and write "grammatically", I have some thoughts.
My time away from full-time classroom teaching was
spent at home caring for my children who are now 7 and
10 years old. Since birth, my girls have been immersed
in an essentially English only environment. Yet they
still make grammatical errors in speech and writing.
Their teachers and I expect this. Teachers don't correct
every error my second grader makes. Would she ever
continue writing if she were only told that she was
always wrong? I believe that being ungrammatical and
making errors in speaking and writing is good. That's
how we learn. ELL students need a chance to practice
fluency, too. Get the words out, learn to speak (just like
babies, toddlers and elementary-aged children do), and
begin to write in English with some comfort before the
correction. It's a process and no one is ever at the point
of perfection at the beginning of a process. You can't
write the final draft before you get the words down.
You can't write the Regents essays when you haven't

continued...

How do you use freewriting with your students?

Some time ago* Sotalt Walters jxssedlhe following question oil tibe JNIYOVP Bstserv:

As someone who teaches middle school, I would like to know more about how people
have incorporated freewriting into their teaching. I am interested in hearing about how
it can be beneficial for children whose skills need a lot of polishing. I want to make
sure that it is meaningful and not frustrating for students. I want students to enjoy
freewriting as well as be able to useit as a which for improving their writing.

If yew liaire tis«d freewiitkig witti your students, we'd love to hear from yea*. Jjet as
JteffW Iwwit iwks with yoxir students by signing on to tfa«sJMserv* If you ORBt fiat ft
member of the listserv, please contact Ed Osterman (c«terman@lehmart.cuny .edu) and
supply him with your name, address, school and email address. Responses Will be
published in the next newsletter. ,

continued...
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learned to use the language freely.

But the value of freewriting goes beyond linguistic
achievement. It was a way for the student who has
struggled with his immigration status all year to write
about it, usually in English and sometimes in Spanish.
Although very quiet in class, he expressed significant
anger and frustration in his journal. And he writes a lot
everyday! As the year progressed, so did his English. It
was the way for a student to write about issues she
didn't want to speak aloud. Journal freewriting was the
way students complained, made mistakes and didn't
worry about what others thought or said about them
(which is difficult for them most of the day). For ELL
students, the journal freewrite might be the only thera-
peutic outlet they have in school.

At the end of the year I asked students (as I always
have) to write an evaluation of the class and write about
what they liked, didn't like, etc. What really struck me
this year was just how important the journal freewriting
was to them. Here are some student comments (remem-
ber, they're ELL):

"This was really helping me in English because
there I put or wrote all my feelings. That was very good
to write in journals."

"I like journals Because everyday I write a little bite
about my self and I improve my English."

"I like writing Journal. Keep doing Please."
"I always wrote about my problems, classes and

others stuff."
"For the last half year, I wrote long journal. If I had

time, I would have drawn some pictures."

One last comment about journals: I write along with
my students. I have always done this and so have my
models, teachers at the NYCWP. This is very valuable.
I benefit from these moments - working out frustra-
tions, expectations, or just writing about the mundane
event of a particular day. My students benefit by seeing
that writing, freely, is something one can do at any time,
any age, or in any role. In this age of standards and
testing, one thing cannot and should not be lost: the
chance to write freely. It all flows from there.

Marion Halberg
Dobbs Ferry HS

Editor's note: This article originated as a conversation on the
NYCWP listserv. Marion would like to thank all of the participants
who shared their thoughts about freewriting with her.

Toward an Urban New York
Spanish Curriculum

Nathan Dudley found himself facing a conun-
drum: how to get his monolingual English-speak-
ing students "drunk" on Spanish, on the one
hand, while faced with bilingual learners who
already knew the language but refused to use it on
the other hand! Not to mention students whose
parents spoke Spanish but did not speak it
themselves...or only spoke it, but could not read or
write it! In this thoughtful essay, Nathan, for-
merly a Spanish teacher at Manhattan Village
Academy (currently teaching Media Studies and
U.S. History at Bronx Satellite Academy), pro-
poses a modest solution.

Language scholars seem to pretty much agree,
and the casual empirical data of my experience have
confirmed, that immersion works best for language
acquisition. People learn to speak when they have to
and want to, and it sticks through repetition, much as
children learn their native languages. Independent of
whether learners are more structural/grammatical
learners or more experimental learners, language ac-
quisition requires the constant reinforcement that comes
from being surrounded by language.

The United States is a language-arrogant coun-
try. Geographically and economically we can afford to
be. So how can we ever expect the current high school
model of 45 isolated minutes a day, four to five times a
week, to have any real effect on students? There is no
constant reinforcement of the language and no neces-
sity to speak it beyond the 45 minute period. " You have
to go to the country, or get a French-only speaking
girlfriend. That's the only way," my frustrated high
school French teacher used to say.

Crystal will not speak Spanish in class, no matter
how hard I work to get her to say a word. She is afraid. The
black students in class razz her. "You are Puerto Rican, how
come you don't speak," and sometimes they even give the
right answer after Crystal has gone through her tongue-tied,
"I can't say it mister." She is caught in the "I should speak,
but I don't, so I won't" mentality that afflicts many second-
generation immigrants who never learn to speak because they
don't want to look bad in front of their peers.

The lack of immersion possibilities does not
begin to address the problems of teaching Spanish to

— continued...
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Spanish speakers and non-Spanish speakers in the same
class. Teaching the "middle" bores the already-speak-
ing and loses those without any background.

Kylean has a big booming voice: "Hole-ah seen-yor,
what'sup?" Comoestas?"Isay. She mimics me. Atleastshe
tries, I say to myself. Her personality is so out there and she
is so sure of herself that she doesn't mind making mistakes in
the language. I wish everyone would try to speak like she does.
Too bad she never does any homework.

I am looking for ways to have students reach new
plateaus in foreign language, when almost everything
around them works against such a development. Mo-
tivation is fundamental for language acquisition and
the 45-minutes-a-day model allows for an "out."

Of my 47 students in first or second year Span-
ish, more than half of them come from Spanish-speak-
ing backgrounds, but perhaps only 10 show any real
motivation in class. The most motivated is a Pakistani
girl who already speaks 5 languages (Hindi, Bengali,
Urdu, Arabic and English). A show of hands in class
shows me that 5 out of the 47 did more than one hour of
homework for class per week. And I assign homework,
believe me. ^

Tayaba and
Alexis turn in their
restaurant project
entitled, "El
Submarine Ama-
rillo." It includes a
full-color menu
complete with pho-
tos ofjimi Hendrix,
Janis Joplin, and the
Beatles. Their dia-
logue is three times
longer than any
other group's and more interesting. The restaurant diagram
is on posterboard, with a yellow submarine as part of the
dining room floor. Everything is in Spanish. They more than
"got it." They embrace it. A couple of other groups come close
to embracing the project, but none quite like this.

So where does it come from, the urge to reach
new language plateaus, the urge to get "drunk" on the
language, or simply embrace a project? What can be the
motivational constant that can engage the students? Is
it possible to create an immersion model in high school?
And would it be fair to all students, regardless of their
language background?

And motivation? If students are not motivated
in 45 minutes, why would they be more motivated in a
longer class? This calls for the creation of a new curricu-

'*! haven't yet seen any
Spanish texts which relate to
my students' lives, texts
which treat language as the
living, changing entity it is."

lum which creates units straight from their lives to teach
language-related skills. Such a curriculum would in-
clude long-term projects with oral presentations, skits,
and many dialogues. There would also have to be some
sort of language lab, to actively listen and practice both
comprehension and speaking.

Felicia and Lisa are hard workers. They don't under-
stand a lick of Spanish and get a satisfactory mark simply
because of their hard work. I ask them in Spanish about their
project. "What ? " is the inevitable reply. How can the written
work be so good and so little transfer have taken place?

Paulo Freire understood language literacy for
adults as something which could be taught only when
the learners have a direct relationship with the content
they are learning. Freirean lessons that I have taught in
Brazil and Nicaragua always involve a simple impor-
tant concept taken from the daily lives of the students.
I haven't yet seen any Spanish texts which relate to my
students' lives, texts which treat language as the living,
changing entity it is. Perhaps the Spanish-speaking
students could be engaged to come up with a list of the
"Spanglish" words in use, and to teach those who may

„ ^ not come from Spanish-
speaking backgrounds.
Perhaps whole units
could be devised out of
this list. For example:
"pagar la renta." Since
renta doesn't exist in "cor-
rect" Spanish, connec-
tions could be made to
the cultural history of
New York which led to
the development of new
"Spanglish" words and
phrases.

Toward an urban New York Spanish curricu-
lum is where I am headed. In my Spanish class I
struggle to grab my students' interests, creating a focus
in order to teach the language. Immersion may allow
some real language acquisition to take place. But will
my students meet me halfway in the language-arrogant
culture in which we are all immersed?

Nathan Dudley
Bronx Satellite Academy
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Listserv Conversations

Teaching Vocabulary
No matter what level of school we teach, how or if
we teach vocabulary is an issue with which many
of us struggle. This very question plagued Joe
Bellacero last spring as he searched for ways to
make vocabulary acquisition meaningful for his
high school students. He decided to seek out some
answers by logging on to the NYCWP listserv.
Joe's request for help and suggestions struck a
chord with many teachers and prompted a valu-
able and important exchange. What follows are
excerpts from the dialogue in which both middle
and high school colleagues shared their thoughts
about vocabulary instruction and how they go
about teaching new words in interesting, engag-
ing and productive ways.

Joe Bellacero, Evander Childs HS: I'd like to ask
what people are doing about vocabulary. I've got
mostly Regents-bound eleventh graders with an aver-
age sixth-grade vocabulary. What can I do to help them
know more words? The first day of class I told them
they were expected to be able to use any word in
anything we read in class. If the word has appeared in
a poem, story, essay, or lesson, they have to be able to
use that word correctly in a sentence of their own. I
organized them into vocabulary study groups and about
once a week or so they meet in their groups to go over
what we have read and isolate any vocabulary that
poses a problem for someone in their group. Then they
must decide upon its meanings with the dictionaries
supplied and work out some viable sentences. When
the day of the test comes, I present them with 20 words
I picked out and off they go.

The first test was a disaster with group averages
ranging from a low of 37% to a high of 82%. The second
test brought a range of 55% to 91%. Obviously, I'm
pleased by the improvement and I think some of this is
a good idea, but it all seems so slow and artificial and
unsatisfying, so what I want to know is what else are
people doing?

• • •
Alison Fogg, Jonas Bronck Academy: I have also

struggled with how to teach vocabulary (or whether to
teach it) to my sixth and seventh grade classes. There is
a book called Words, Words, Words by Janet Allen, which

seems to have some good ideas about how to deal with
vocabulary. She even supplies some examples of graphic
organizers she has used and that worked well. I haven't
used the book, but it might be worth a look.

• • •
Julie Conason, NYCWP Teacher Consultant: A

few years ago, when colleagues and I were teaching The
Giver to seventh and eighth graders at East Side Com-
munity High School, we made vocabulary grids for
each chapter. We selected words that we felt would be
unfamiliar to students, and left some blank spaces for
them to add other words that were unfamiliar to them.
In the first column, we had the "new" words. In the
second column, there was a space for a definition. The
third column was for a brief sentence, and the fourth
column was for synonyms and/or antonyms. Kids
worked on the vocabulary grids in groups, and I en-
couraged them to try to use some of the new words in
their own writing, if it seemed appropriate. It certainly
supported their reading of the book. I also think that
creating a print-rich environment in the classroom was
useful for my middle-schoolers. With the advent of
computers, we could post essential questions, pertinent
quotations, poetry fragments and student work all
around the room, all written in large type-face. Kids
spent a lot of time "reading the walls." We had mag-
netic poetry sets on the metal lockers, and I used to tape
poetry and quotations to tables and work centers all
around the room. Kids asked what certain words
meant, because they wanted to know. They accumu-
lated definitions of new words in the back of their
writers' notebooks. Thaf s word study, as far as I'm
concerned.

• • •
Julie Merker, Teacher Emeritus, High School of

Telecommunications: I'll contribute a few games which
I use as warm-ups at the beginning of class. They don't
consume too much time but do generate much interest.

Alphabetic Adjectives (a game I borrowed from
Irondale): Divide the class into two teams. The object is
to have anyone at random on a team start out by calling
out an adjective that starts with the letter "a". The team
continues until they reach the letter "z" without anyone
calling out words that are out of alphabetical order or
that aren't an adjective. Whichever team gets furthest
into the alphabet wins.

Tic-tac-toe: Divide the class in half and put a grid
on the board. Write a synonym for one of the vocabu-
lary words in a space, let the team give the answer and
earn the x or the o, alternating teams until one team gets
a row. I keep the ongoing score from week to week.

— continued...
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Concentration: Follow the game-show format us-

ing vocabulary words and synonyms as the matches.
Personality: Provide copies of the seating plan and

have students volunteer to fill in one of the vocabulary
words that describes him or herself. Students then
study the words by relating them to classmates, like
"ebullient Maria" or "reticent Michael."

• • •
Sue Case, Edgemont Junior/Senior HS: Here comes

some heresy, but fortunately from someone who has
always hated teaching vocabulary from lists and re-
fused to do it. My major memory of learning vocabu-
lary is from my junior year in high school. We had a list
of 300 words, I still remember what the list looked like,
and I still remember the words, and I loved finding
them/seeing them in what I was reading. I don't
recommend that, but wanted to share it, because if s an
example of how something I don't believe in worked
well. But even more I want to share this: I basically have
given up on teaching vocabulary per se, mainly because
it doesn't interest me and so many other things seem
more important. But I'm teaching closely with a new
teacher who became concerned about kids not focusing
on or learning new words, and we explored ways of
doing it.

At the beginning of each term, we give the kids a list
of 25 words that will appear in their reading. Each
student is assigned the job of creating an illustration for
one of the words. Then we hang them as a mobile from
the ceiling (25 mobiles). They get points for finding the
words in what they're reading, what they hear, or in
advertisements. We have frequent quizzes and play
Pictionary and vocabulary games. I love it. The kids
love it. They pay attention not just to these words, but
to words in general.

• • •
Ed Osterman, Associate Director, NYCWP: It is not

unusual to hear of parents suggesting we use word lists,
which remains, I suspect, the way most Americans
believe vocabulary
should be handled.
In fact, word lists are
still used in many
high schools
throughout the city.
Inmy former school,
each teacher re-
ceived 100 words
that students in each
grade had to learn
for the uniform final

aad supply him #ithyour name, homeaMrexs, school and

exam. I used to do 10 or 12 words every Monday. God,
how I hated that! The students, on the other hand,
seemed to love such rote teaching; they still seem to. I
also recall my former colleague asking me how on earth
we can prepare students for SATs without such lists,
that vocabulary culled from literature simply isn't
enough. I am intrigued by Joe's current attempts to shift
matters and wonder what others have tried or are trying
and what everyone's stance on this is.

How did we learn more vocabulary? Through read-
ing, I suspect most of us would say, or through over-
heard adult conversations. I learned an enormous
amount of vocabulary from my regular reading of movie
and theatre criticism, something I started doing at 12 or
13. I knew many of those so-called SAT words from
those critical reviews, and many of my friends didn't
know them. I also learned vocabulary from song lyrics.
But what do we do today when students seem to read
even less than I did at that age? How do they expand
their vocabulary?

• • •
Alison Fogg: I teach in a middle school where test

prep is required for one hour each week and I have been
working on vocabulary with my seventh grade class. I
am embarrassed to say that I have been using the "test
prep" books provided by my school, which seem to
treat vocabulary as something people learn and use
without any context at all. Words appear in sentence
fragments and students are expected to pick out their
meanings. A lot of the words are really pretty hard, and
so we spend a good deal of our "test prep" hour discuss-
ing what the words mean, how we could guess mean-
ings based on related words or prefixes and suffixes,
and sometimes, how different students know particular
words. Even though I don't like the "test prep" method
of teaching and/or learning vocabulary, I have been
surprised to find how interested my class is in learning
new words and the process of figuring out what un-
known words mean. This interest seems an important

place to begin in teach-
ing vocabulary.

A more interesting,
albeit slower method of
teaching vocabulary that
I have tried is to have
students choose words
from the book we are
reading and write a sen-
tence using as many of
these words as possible
at one time. Then, they

10
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have to draw a picture of their sentence. This makes for
some strange and funny results. (The barbarian plod-
ded through the rice paddy looking for a midwife.) I am
hoping it will help students learn to use new words in
their writing and also help them remember the words.

Steal These Ideas

Inviting students to do point of view writing is
not new for many of us, but when students write in the
role of a character for an extended period of time, it can
enrich the study of a work of literature. Such writing has
flourished in Elinore Kaplan's English classes at the
Business, Computer Applications and Entrepreneur-
ship Magnet HS in Queens. In collaboration with on-site
teacher-consultant Ed Osterman, Elinore asked her stu-
dents to write in the role of a character for a series of
days. Ed cannot recall where, when or who in the
Writing Project came up with this idea, but he did
remember how much success he and Mary Grabber of
Newtown HS had when their students kept journals as
members of the Younger family in A Raisin in the Sun.
So, he encouraged Elinore to try it. Last semester Elinore's
students assumed the roles of particular characters
before, during and after the trial scenes in To Kill a
Mockingbird. For several days (and chapters), students
wrote as Jem, Scout, Dill, Tom, Calpurnia, white and
black neighbors, black and white reporters, jury mem-
bers, etc. They responded to each witness' testimony in
the trial, frequently expressing their viewpoints in ap-
propriate dialect. Each day various students read their
pieces aloud before the class moved on to read the next
stage of the trial. These point of view monologues
culminated in a beautiful booklet in which Elinore and
her students compiled a range of representative entries
from different characters. Subsequently, Elinore asked
the same group of students to assume the roles of the
farmhands in the bunkhouse in Of Mice and Men, react-
ing to George, Lennie and the events that ensue. Ed
believes this extended form of point of view writing
works particularly well when the book or play contains
a limited number of characters (a family, a gang, a town)
who interact in a contained setting (a home, a neighbor-
hood, an island).

continued.,.

NYCWF

Saturday December 2nd:
; To be announced

Saturday February 3rd:
To be announced - .

Saturday March 31st:
Teacher to Teacher Conference

Saturday May 12th:
Celebratory Reading

Sum these DMes!!
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When Eugene Lim, a teacher at Erasmus Hall Cam-
pus: Humanities and the Performing Arts HS, read
Chinua Achebe's Things Fall Apart with his 10th grade
English class, he asked his students to assume the stance
of anthropologists. When the class was almost finished
reading the novel, Eugene divided the class into small
groups and instructed each group to search through the
work for examples of the habits and customs of the Ibo
people. The students created three-column charts to
record their findings. In the first column, they indicated
specific examples along with a quote and the page
number. In the second column, "the anthropologists"
noted how each particular habit/action was similar to
or different from their own culture or values. In the
third column, they commented on how that specific
custom showed what the Ibo people valued. After each
group completed its work, the charts were used by
students to support the writing assignment. Each indi-
vidual student wrote a story in which he or she pre-
tended to be either an Ibo anthropologist studying
American culture or an American anthropologist study-
ing Ibo culture. Eugene was pleased with many of the
final pieces.

• • •
Wanting to alleviate the difficulties some special

education students have with Shakespeare, Vivian
Daher, a librarian at Erasmus Hall Campus: Humani-
ties and the Performing Arts HS, worked with colleague
Lisa Miller in her freshman and sophomore special
education English classes as they began a unit on the
Bard. After the classes read a narrative version of Romeo
and Juliet and watched Zefferelli's film, Vivian and Lisa
gave the students copies of local newspapers and asked
them to examine the various news sections and features
with the goal of motivating them to create an Elizabe-
than newspaper. The students brainstormed possibili-
ties and decided what sections they would like to in-
clude in their own newspaper. Next, students con-
ducted research in the school library on a range of topics
related to Shakespeare and Elizabethan times (weap-
onry, castles, clothing of the era, to name a few). Some
students researched hunting, bowling and wrestling for
the sports sections, while others investigated food and
the table manners of the day. In addition to the articles
and features that emerged from research, the finished
newspaper included many beautiful illustrations, most
of which were originals created by the students. The
students also kept journals throughout the project and
used them to share ideas with the class. The unit con-

cluded with a close examination of the balcony scene as
it was presented in Shakespeare's original text, the
Zefferelli film, and the most recent movie version star-
ring Leonardo DiCaprio. The students compared and
contrasted the three versions and then rewrote this
famous scene in Modern English. Both teachers and
students agreed that this approach, with its myriad of
activities, kept the class interested and motivated.

Independent reading has always had a place in the
English classroom. We ask students to select books to
read on their own and then design ways for them to
share what they have read. Often, this sharing comes in
the form of an essay or book report. Last spring, Beth
Gilbert of Humanities and the Arts Magnet High
School in Queens, added another dimension. She in-
vited her students to give independent book talks. To
prepare for this oral presentation, each student wrote a
description of his or her book along with a "teaser" —
something that would encourage other students to read
the same book. The "teaser" included details about the
plot, but phrased in an exciting way. Students then
presented their books orally, using their teasers to gen-
erate interest. Finally, Beth asked students to put the
summary and the teaser on index cards. These index
cards — all in different colors — were then pinned up
around the room for everyone to read and consult. The
room looked lovely!

Project Notes

12

Another summer has come to an end. Here are
some activities and announcements of interest to
Writing Project members that have occurred since
our previous issue.

2000 Summer Institutes, Seminars and
Activities

The 2000 Summer Invitational Institute was co-led
by teacher-consultants Dusty Miller of Manhattan Cen-
ter for Science and Mathematics and Carmen Kynard,
adjunct faculty member at Lehman College. Under the
aegis of the NYCWP, Carmen recently provided assis-
tance to District 5's 21st Century Community Learning
Center initiative. Lisa Laurtizen of Erasmus Hall Cam-

continued...
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pus: Humanities and the Performing Arts HS, served as
coach to assist participants in the development of their
presentations. All three leaders had been participants in
previous Invitational Institutes, and Dusty co-led the
1999 Invitational. This summer's institute was struc-
tured around in inquiry into values.

Our advanced seminar, Inquiry with Technology,
was coordinated by Paul Allison and Dina Heisler,
both of whom teach at The International HS: A Charter
School at LaGuardia Community College. They were
aided by John Miottel, who provides technology assis-
tance for staff and students at International. In this two-
week institute, participants engaged in an inquiry into
the uses of technology: its implications for literacy, its
potential impact on instruction and the various political
and educational issues connected to it. As a culmination
of the inquiry, participants created and designed
websites to reflect their thinking on these issues. This
group will continue to meet periodically over the school
year and hopes to share its work with the broader
NYCWP community in the near future.

This year the NYCWP provided assistance for
various summer school initiatives. In late June, on- site
teacher-consultant Barbara Martz, Sonja Johnson of
Samuel Gompers HS in the Bronx and Lynne Harriton
of Robert F. Wagner Jr. Institute for Arts and Technol-
ogy in Queens conducted three workshops for teachers
in the alternative school superintendency on ways to
incorporate Regents-skills into their summer school
teaching. • Under the aegis of the NYCWP and the
Chancellor's District, two teacher-consultants, Lona Jack
and Linda Farrell, provided on-site support to teachers
in two summer school programs. Lona worked with
colleagues at the 850 Grand Street Campus Schools in
Brooklyn while Linda worked with teachers at The
George Washington Campus Schools in Manhattan.

Under the leadership of Sondra Perl, English Pro-
fessor of Lehman College and former director of the
NYCWP, and Marcie Wolfe, Director of the ILS and the
NYCWP, several NYCWP teacher-consultants joined
with CUNY faculty in late August to facilitate a one-
week institute for CUNY Writing Fellows as part of the

CUNY Writing Across the Curriculum Initiative. The
goal was to provide assistance for graduate students
who will be working with CUNY faculty and their
students on various campuses to broaden and support
the ways in which they use writing in their disciplines.
Melarue Hammer, co-director of the Long Island Writ-
ing Project and associate professor of Nassau Commu-
nity College, Nancy Wilson, teacher-consultant and
ILS research associate, and on-site NYCWP teacher-
consultants Thomasina LaGuardia, Ed Osterman, and
Alan Stein collaborated with CUNY faculty for this
endeavor.

Last year the NYCWP was one of the first sites to
receive a NWP Urban Sites Mini-Grant. The grant en-
abled several classroom teachers and teacher-consult-
ants to write about the work they've done to enhance
student reading. Nancy Mintz and Grace Raf aele have
written about their work with reading groups in Grace's
classroom at IS 143 in Washington Heights in Manhat-
tan. Much of Grace's piece describes how she has con-
tinued to build on the work she did with Nancy at her
new school, Life Sciences Secondary School. Barbara
Martz and Gina Moss of Bronx Coalition Community
HS for Technology have written about the experiences
of students in Gina's literacy class. Donna Mehle, now
teaching at Vanguard HS in Manhattan, is writing about
her work at East Brooklyn Congregation School for
Public Service: Bushwick. Donna is writing about inde-
pendent, small group and whole class reading in an
attempt to explore which was more effective in helping
students to improve their reading. We hope that their
finished accounts will be heard at local and national
conferences and/or read in local and national publica-
tions. Associate Director Felicia George is facilitating
the meetings to share writing.

Reading is the focus of another NYCWP endeavor.
As part of CUNY's mission to foster collaboration be-
tween programs, the ILS received funds to allow NYCWP
teacher-consultants and adult educators from the Adult
Learning Center (ALC) at Lehman to come together to
look at issues we might share related to teaching older
students who have not yet mastered reading skills.
NYCWP participants include Debra Freeman, Felicia
George, Diane Giorgi, and Thomasina LaGuardia.

13
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Karen Griswold and Jennifer Knight are the ALC
representatives. This group has been meeting over a
period of six months and is in the early stages of assem-
bling an annotated bibliography of articles and books as
resources in the teaching of reading.

Awards, Presentations and Publications:

The ILS proudly announces the publication of two
monographs highlighting the work of the NYCWP. In A
Professional Community At Work: The New York City
Writing Project at Theodore Roosevelt High School, teacher-
consultant and author Nancy Wilson documents the
five-year collaboration between the Writing Project and
this large comprehensive high school in the Bronx.
Nancy chronicles the work of on-site teacher-consultant
Ronni Tobntan-Michelen and the teachers and admin-
istrators at Roosevelt and in the process honors the
Projecf s approach to professional development. The
voices of many of our friends and colleagues are present
in this monograph. Literature for My Classroom: What's
Out There? is an annotated bibliography of fiction and
non-fiction with suggested activities and related re-
sources that was compiled by teachers who participated
in the NYCWP's advanced summer seminars, 1996-
1998. This monograph culls material from three sum-
mers' worth of work and was put together by a team of
editors, all of whom had been involved in one or more
of these summers: Carmen Bardeguez-Brown, Jennie
Chan, Sarah Katz, Lisa Lauritzen, Barbara Martz, Bar-
bara Sheinmel, and Ed Osterman. This monograph,
reflecting the contributions of about seventy teachers, is
a valuable resource by and for teachers.

Congratulations to Hector Vila, currently teaching
at Middlebury College, whose book Life- Affirming Acts:
Education as Transformation in the Writing Classroom has
just been published by Heinemann. In his book, Hector
looks at his own evolution as a teacher and discusses
"...what teachers and students can produce when they
collaborate in nurturing and creative environments."
Hector acknowledges the impact that the NYCWP had
on his work in the classroom.

Nick D'Alessandro, Melanie Hammer, and Ed
Osterman had an article published in the NWP newspa-
per, The Voice. Their article, "The Importance of Being
Acknowledged," was written in response to the Na-
tional Writing Project's mission statement, urging the
national organization to include sexual orientation as
one of the diversities it values and supports.

In May NYCWP director Linette Moorman and
associate directors Felicia George and Nancy Mintz
attended the annual conference of the NWP's Urban
Sites Network, this year held in Chicago. At the meeting
Linette joined representatives from the Boston and Phila-
delphia Writing Projects on a panel to discuss the need
for writing project sites to stay true to their values in this
high-stakes testing environment. In her presentation,
"Helping Second Language Learners to Become Inde-
pendent Readers," Nancy used selections from her
journals to provide participants with a glimpse of the
work she and Grace Raff aele had done with reading at
IS 143.

In July, Barbara Martz and Nick D'Alessandro
represented the NYCWP at a CUNY meeting at which
representatives from various professional development
organizations shared the ways in which they work with
teachers and students and how such work might sup-
port the College Now Initiative.

Applause for Sally O'Connell of High School Redi-
rection in Brooklyn. Sally was named Teacher of the
Year and included on the list of outstanding Teachers of
Alternative High Schools and Programs.
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Share your thoughts and professional experiences by
writing for the NYCWP Newsletter!

What's changed about your teaching or your classroom? How and why
did i t happen? _ • - . - .-' • • , . , ' - -. ' , , ' ,
What successful lesson or approach might you share with colleagues?
What have you read of seen recently that other colleagues might want to
know about? "' ' • • ' , ; p - ' , - ' • ' \' , "" • .
What have you been thinking about lately with regard to teaching and
learning? _ ' . ' ' . . ' • - \  '  •  '  <  - - . - -
What student or class has raised issues for you that you
might want to explore in writing?

We will work with you!
Just get started!

You can submit your pieces by mail or e-mail
(osterman@alpha.lehman.cuny.edu). * *

New York City Writing Project
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