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A NOTE FROM THE EdltOTS

On a television talk show, Paul Rusesabagina,
the manager of the Hotel Rwanda, ascribed his
ability to save over a thousand lives in the midst of
Rwandan genocide to "the power of words."
There was wonder in his voice, as if he too were
awed by his accomplishment. Somehow, the les-
sons his education had provided enabled him to
convince army colonels, standing before him in
bloodied uniforms, that the people he was speak-
ing for should be spared. Years before, when his
teachers were assigning reading and writing activ-
ities to him, they couldn't have had any idea how
the words they helped him acquire and manipulate
would come to serve him and so many others. Nor
could they foresee how well their lessons would
support him as he began the long process of bring-
ing order and sense to the chaos of his harrowing
experiences by transforming them into his memoir,
An Ordinary Man: An Autobiography.

Those of us who walk into the classroom
every day can, at times, doubt the value of our
work. Pressured in so many ways to teach to the
"'er-growing battery of standardized tests being
,ed to measure our effectiveness, we can suc-

cumb to five-paragraph formulae and lose sight of
why we teach writing in the first place.

But it is important that we step back from
these traps, think about a hotel manager's accom-

plishment, and realize that, in reality, we teach our
students to write so that when their vital moments
come, they can cope with and process.. .life.

Each of our students will live a life of twists
and turns we cannot imagine. We provide them
with words because language is the most power-
ful tool we possess. We assist them in mastering
syntax so they can express their thoughts and dis-
coveries to others. We struggle to help them find
the logic of connections among words, the
strength of connections between thoughts, the
power of placing thoughts in order and the beauty
of developing a style of language use. We do this
not because these are ends in themselves, but
because our children will one day face their own
challenges and crises, and words, spoken and
written, will be vital to them.

In this edition of the NYCWP Newsletter, we
have a wonderful opportunity to see how two
members of the Writing Project community have
used words to process important events in their
lives and how a third helped her students examine
and value the various "Englishes" which they are
mastering.

Chris Perkins, who works as the Operations
Assistant for the Institute of Literacy Studies at
Lehman, was on active duty in Iraq from January
until December of last year. While he was away.
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he wrote thoughtful, witty and informative post-
cards, generously sharing his impressions of war
with family, friends and colleagues. He has
returned to us uninjured but not untouched, and in
this newsletter he shares his insights about the
power writing had to help him cope with a terrify-
ing experience.

On a lighter note, Alison Koffler-Wise gives
us a peek into the trials and adjustments facing a
first-time Teacher-Consultant; leaving the security
and comfort of a successful teaching experience
for the uncertainty of working as "the writing lady"
with unknown teachers in unknown schools.
Alison writes her way through the period of adjust-
ment, and takes us along with her.

Julie Conason treats us to an explanation of
the valuable roles played by both home dialects
and standard English in the classroom. By examin-
ing the language variations they use, her students
come to see and to show us that every version of
English has it own power, grace, and place.

In a different kind of journey, we share the
experience of some of the newest members of the
Writing Project family as they present for the first
time at our 8th Annual Teacher-to-Teacher confer-
ence. And, as usual, we keep you up-to-date with
the news of the NYCWP and its members and
share a piece of the on-going, always-interesting
conversation on our listserv. The NYCWP is found-
ed on a belief in the power and pleasure of words
to communicate, to comfort and to transform in our
classrooms and in our lives; we hope you will find
both the power and the pleasure in this volume of
our newsletter.
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NEWS BRIEFS
Michael Smith Speaks at
Successful Teacher-To-

Teacher Conference
In the hallway of Gillet Hall, a roar of voic-

es from a classroom. Inside, a roomful of edu-
cators sit in small groups in passionate discus-
sion. The sign on the door reads "A Journey of
Thinking and Writing: From the Word to the
Essay." This workshop, run by JoAnna
Bueckert, was just one of many at the New
York City Writing Project's Teacher- to-Teacher
Conference, on May 6, 2006 at Lehman
College.

Teacher-to-Teacher participants took part
in literature circles in "Mad Easy: Using Kids'
Books To Build Skills in Reading, Analysis,
Collaboration and Metacognitton" with Rachel
Posner. In Mary Whittemore's workshop, teach-
ers explored the art of creating student publica-
tions. And in a workshop led by Annie Thorns,
teachers learned how to develop dramatic

[onologues. "What stands out," said partici-
'mt L. LeGare, "are the many ways that a

monologue can inspire students to become cre-
ative in their own lives."

Down the hallway, teachers learned how
to "Turn Novels to Gameboards" with Shirley
Jefferson, experienced the power of spoken
word poetry with Francesca Lujan, and "Put
Standard English In Its Place" via a wall-talk
with Julie Conason.

Reading and writing issues were further
investigated in a workshop on cross-age tutor-
ing with Lindsay Goss, through working with
annotation in "Making Tracks All Over the Text"
with Jennifer Ochoa, and learning about graph-
ic organizers with Tim Fredrick. "I like how the
presenter encouraged us to go beyond—think
outside the box," said participant B.W.
Robinson of Tim's presentation.

In the computer rooms at Carman Hall,
participants joined the photo-sharing commu-
nity of Flickr with Nancy Brodsky and Ken Stein;
learned how to create an electronic memory
map with Susan Ettenheim; explored the blog-
ging experience with Susan Sermoneta and
Ann Tabachnikov; and used Writely.com to
"experience collaborative writing online" with
"•>ul Allison. "The exercises we participated
.,—freewriting, pairing with a partner, and

writing a poem about your partner's writing—

were extremely creative and rewarding," com-
mented a participant.

Our keynote speaker this year was the
engaging and dynamic Professor Michael
Smith of Temple University. Together with
Jeffrey Wilhelm, he co-authored the books
Going With The Flow: How to Engage Boys
(and Girls) in Their Literacy Learning, and
Heading Don't Fix No Chevys: Literacy in the
Lives of Young Men. Dr. Smith discussed at
length, through sharing his research and
poignant and humorous anecdotes, the particu-
lar and often neglected literacy needs of young
males. He emphasized how boys need a sense
of competence and control in their learning,
how they desire to meet appropriate chal-
lenges with clear goals and feedback from
involved teachers who have personal concern
for them. He talked about the importance of
the "flow" experience for boys and for learners
in general-of being so deeply engaged in an
activity that time seems to stop.

Overwhelmingly, it seemed that the
Teacher-to-Teacher Conference provided par-
ticipants with unique opportunities to experi-
ence "flow" and to carry that excitement back
to their classrooms.

-AlisonKoffler-Wise

Researchers Find Writing
Project Model Effective
For two years now, researcher Roger

Peach and ILS Associate Director Anne Campos
have been documenting what happens when
the NYCWP partners with high schools to sup-
port writing across the curriculum. In a report
that examines the first year of a two-year study
(which ended in June), the researchers show
definitively that the Writing Project has a sig-
nificant positive impact on teacher growth and,
consequently, on students' improvement in
writing.

Part of a National Writing Project initia-
tive, the study uses data from six high schools
in the Bronx where WP Teacher-Consultants
(TCs) are on-site to support teachers during the
school day and to offer graduate seminars for
them after school. The data includes surveys
and interviews with these teachers as well as
pre- and post- assessments of their students'
writing. For comparison, another cohort of

teachers—a group from schools with similar
demographics but without a Writing Project
partnership—was studied using the same
kinds of measurements.

Program teachers in dramatic numbers
reported adopting views and practices drawn
from NYCWP professional development and
from work with their TCs. In subjects across the
curriculum, teachers describe conceptual and
practical shifts in how they use writing. As one
teacher put it, "I now see writing as a
process...[My students] experience it as an
exploration of the thought that goes into it."
Strategies such as writing before, during, and
after learning; read-alouds; peer response;
writing to engage with texts; shared reading;
mini lessons; freewriting; point of view writing
and journals were adopted by teachers in every
content area. Meanwhile, the teachers in
schools without a Writing Project partnership
reported employing writing strategies less
broadly and consistently, and felt their profes-
sional development was much less useful in
their daily classroom practice.

The report also shows that students in the
six program schools saw their writing scores
increase over each of seven measurements
compared to those students whose teachers
were not involved with the Writing Project. In
addition, a separate analysis of the writing of
ELL students showed a similar pattern: on
every measure. Writing Project program stu-
dents' scores increased more than those of
comparison students.

One science teacher may have summed up
the impact of our program for all teachers with
one simple sentence. "Without the Writing
Project," she said, "I would have had a lot less
writing in my curriculum." And, as the
researchers hope to prove by the end of the
study, the more students write in different
ways for different purposes, the better writers
they become.

Teacher Paul Allison's Work
Highlighted in Education

Week
An April 5 article in Education Week high-

lights the work of long-time NYCWP member
and technology liaison Paul Allison. Headlined
"Educators Experiment with Student-Written

continued on next page



Wikis: Malleable, Open-Ended Websites
Seen as Aids to Collaborative Learning,"
Paul and two other teachers are profiled
about their use of wikis (or Web sites that
allow any reader to change or add their own
content) to invite student writing and collab-
oration. "You can't do the cookie-cutter
essay anymore, because it won't make
sense," Paul says in the article when
explaining how his students created a
"Macbeth" wiki with twenty different adap-
tations for the play's opening scene.

You can see Paul's work at
http://schools.wikia.com/wiki/Main_Page
where he has created the High School Online
Collaborative. Four high schools (East Side
Community HS, Landmark HS, NYC Lab
School, and Eleanor Roosevelt HS) are cur-
rently involved, but, as the site states on its
home page, "Anyone, including you, can
write for High School Online Collaborative
Writing!"

Introducing the
Satellite Invitational

Though the Summer Invitational
Institute held at Lehman each July is a hal-
lowed Writing Project institution, not every-
one who is interested in participating is able
to take a full month off to join us. To open up
the experience to a new group of teachers,
this spring we held our first-ever "satellite"
Invitational at the NYC College of
Technology in Brooklyn. Over the course of
seven Saturdays during the semester, four-
teen participants from a variety of schools
and subject areas worked with Associate
Director Joe Bellacero and Teacher-
Consultant Jannett Bailey to read, write, talk
and learn together. Participant Nancy
Brodsky of Samuel Gompers H.S. described it
as "what the Writing Project is all about.. .a

community of teachers with the same pas-
sion for the constant honing of our craft."

The group read Peter Elbow's classic
Writing With Power and began a blog on
which each participant published a piece and I
commented on each other's work. Though
the time between meetings was a challenge,
the blog served as a way for the group to
bond during the teaching week. "I have
implemented ideas on a Monday that I
learned on a previous Saturday, then been
able to report the outcome to the group via
the blog or in the next session," comments
Adrienne A. Almeida of Vanguard H.S. "It's
been instant gratification on an academic
level."

Future Satellite Invitational Institutes
are in the planning stages for the '06-'07
school year. Contact Writing Project Director
Nancy Mintz in September if you are inter-
ested.

Teacher to Teacher 2006

Michael Smith, keynote speaker at this year's Teacher-to-
Teacher Conference, (above left, center & right)

Writing of all kinds at Teacher-to-Teacher workshops. Ken Stein and Nancy Brodsky go the
"write" way in technology workshops.



Alison Koffler-Wise, NYCWP
Alison Koffler-Wise joined the Writing Project as a full-
time Teacher-Consultant in the fall of 2005. In this essay,
she reflects on what it's like to be a "virgin" at her job
and follow in the footsteps of more established TCs.

Confessions of a
Teacher-Consultant

How strange my classroom was in
September, the bare walls empty of posters
and kids' writing, bulletin boards stripped
down to the cork. I sat and pawed through
ten years of files, dumping some into milk
crates but most into big black trash bags. I
dug through my storage closet, all the sample
student papers, books and videos, boxes of
pens and magic markers, chalk and a corn-
husk doll, old Regents booklets, student pub-
lications of poetry and prose, a shopping bag
of papier-mache masks (Oedipus Rex\), a
large white sea shell (Lord of the Flies\],
stacks of old student journals.

Some students showed up and my heart
broke. I was leaving and hadn't had the
chance to tell any of them. I said goodbye to
all: the kids who came in early to talk and
have breakfast with me, the ones who fol-
[pwed me down the hallway to show me

iems, those whose journals and essays I
read, whose stories I heard, whose triumphs I
shared. I wouldn't be there to be their proud
teacher when they graduated. What would
life be like without my classes? What would
it be like working with adults? After many
years of teaching English, creative writing
and playwriting in this small Manhattan high
school, I was leaving the classroom. I was off
to become a New York City Writing Project
on-site Teacher- Consultant.

I arrived at Lehman to re-acquaint myself
with Nancy Mintz and Felicia George, the
project directors, Jannett Bailey, the other
"new jack" consultant, and Gina Moss,
another Region Two consultant who was
waiting for the go-ahead from her schools. I
was told that it wasn't certain where I'd be
assigned, and that I'd spend the intervening
time "shadowing" other consultants in the
Bronx and Manhattan, "To get a sense," as
Nancy said, "of what the job is like."

So there I was in the early weeks of
^eptember, searching up and down unfamiliar
-streets for unfamiliar school buildings, meet-
ing with numerous other NYCWP Teacher-

Consultants who graciously allowed me to
share their days.

From my journal of that time:
I'm on the D train and get annoyed when
it sails past my stop and I have to get off
at Tremont and go uptown again. When I
arrive at 182nd Street, I notice cops spot-
checking people's bags by the token
booths, undoubtedly interrupting the
flood of terrorists into the South Bronx. I
start walking in the wrong direction, then
turn around towards Webster Avenue.
The school looks forbidding from this
angle, looming like a factory ship, but
inside, TAPCO is warm and lively and kids
meet my eye with friendly curiosity. I'm
welcomed by Julie Conason, and si tin on
a meeting with the principal, and later on,
with two young English teachers. I go
downtown to meet with Debi Freeman at
Graphics and Communications Arts High
School and watch her navigate gracefully
through consultations with a great variety
of individuals. I experience deja vu in the
library of Columbus High School while
meeting with Patsy Wooters and the sci-
ence department. I had been in that room
before—as a bored young alumnus leaf-
ing through magazines several decades
ago! I trot after Joe Bellacero as he lopes
down the halls of the Evander Campus,
stopping to talk with a blur of individuals.
I wonder, is there a place for me here?
Will that person be someone I'll work
with? What will it feel like? I'm
impressed with the ease with which the
experienced consultants work with their
teachers, the obvious mutual respect, the
seriousness of what they do.

I was dizzy with meeting new people and
feeling tired of being a "shadow." I wondered
when I would get to begin my job and if I
could possibly be as successful as the smart,
accomplished people I was meeting. The
unknown was making me nervous; maybe
when I showed up, teachers would scream,
"The literacy coach is coming! The literacy

coach is coming!" and leap into their rooms
and bolt the doors. Little did I know that with-
in a week or two I'd be busy in my own two
schools: the Bronx Academy of Health
Careers and Jane Addams High School, con-
ferencing with my own teachers and adminis-
trators, beginning the process of making
introductions, gaining trust, forging relation-
ships, and, later, co-teaching with Cher
Sansone of the Monroe Academy of Business
and Law, my first content area literacy course
on Thursday evenings.

So here I am, in this new life, a world like
yet unlike my classroom teacher world. I have
a fairly regular routine, but like the classroom,
it's different every day. I find that I shift from
strong elation to the woes of insecurity as I
work to find my footing. I've been learning
what to say in different situations, when to
intervene and when to hang back. I've known
moments of uncertainty, of wondering
whether I've failed to "get through" to some-
one, of feeling like an imposter, and moments
of sheer joy and pride. I'm happy when teach-
ers come to tell me that the lesson we
planned together worked! I enjoy planning
with a colleague and coming up with a bril-
liant strategy or idea. I'm glad when a profes-
sional development workshop goes well, and
enjoy those good moments with people: the
principal who asks for my input, the new
teacher who tells me I helped her secure her
"S" rating, the student on the stairs who asks,
"Miss, when're you gonna come back to my
class?"

In March, those of us who work as con-
sultants in Region Two did a series of work-
shops for elementary and junior high teachers
in a school in Soundview. I was nervous; I
was doing the time-honored "Where I'm
From" poetry exercise and I wasn't sure how
it would succeed with teachers who work
with younger kids; I've had no experience
with elementary school students. To my
relief, all went smoothly. Both the eager, easy
groups of teachers and even the more reluc-
tant ones did the writing and were able to

continued on page 12



Julie Conason, NYCWPPutting Standard mi Af^m
English /// its PLACE

There is a time for speaking proper
English like when you speak to your
elders or when you are trying to get a
job. Just like there is a time for proper
English, there is a time for slang, like
when you are with your friends or when
you just want to be yourself. Like with
my great grandmother, I speak with a
Jamaican accent because she's
Jamaican. I use different kinds of lan-
guage to fit in with different people or
groups. Sometimes I feel like I'm a hyp-
ocrite, because I say I don't believe in
slang, but then I use slang with my
friends.

-Shauna, age 14

I believe that when teachers correct
students' oral or written English, they have
at heart the best interests of the young peo-
ple entrusted to them. Why, then, are well-
meaning educators so often greeted in this
endeavor with defiance, indifference or
resistance toward standard English? When
their language is corrected, especially in
front of their peers, students may simply
say, "I'll talk how I wanna talk." Or their
response may be far more aggressive and
florid, betraying the strong emotion
attached to the language of identity. How
do we best understand our own ways of
holding and valuing the individual language
that each of us speaks? How is our lan-
guage seen or experienced by others? How
do we view the idea that we can and do uti-
lize a variety of languages and dialects on a
daily basis? I've found that it helps to exam-
ine our own language backgrounds. In this
way, we not only understand our personal
language structures, but we begin to see by
comparison what standard English really is
- and what it is not. We can then support
students in looking at their own language
odysseys, and the choices they may want
and choose to make regarding English and
its multiple variants.

In Lily Wong Fillmore and Catherine

Snow's article, "What Teachers Need to
Know About Language," they cite Geneva
Smitherman's excerpt of a conversation
between a teacher and a child. In this
exchange, a teacher with a "warm" smile
professes not to understand a child who is,
with some excitement, expressing herself
in a non-standard dialect - in this case,
Black Vernacular English. The child never
gets to tell the teacher her story; instead,
she is repeatedly cut off by the teacher's
insistence that she use standard English. In
being refused the opportunity to speak if
she will not or cannot comply with the con-
ventions of spoken standard English, the
child becomes disheartened and prefers to
let the entire matter drop rather than strug-
gle to comply with the unfamiliar language
code - especially in the face of a devalua-
tion of her own self-expression. One is left
with a feeling of great sadness for the frus-
trated child.

Both the vignette and the article in
which it is cited make a strong case for the
linguistic education of teachers. In an era
when the numbers of English language
learners as well as speakers of multiple
English variants are increasing by leaps and
bounds in this country, educators should
understand and value the languages and
the language-related cultural patterns that
their students bring to school. In addition,
the teachers themselves must have a clear
mastery of the structure and patterns of
standard English - as well as an under-
standing of their own individual language
evolution. This sort of preparation will be
far more helpful to students than rote,
decontextualized grammar lessons.

Personal Language Odysseys
When I began to look at language use

and language choices with my eighth grade
class, I started listening more closely to
how my students spoke and in what situa-
tions. Little by little, I found that I could
hear their idiolects, the personal language

that each one of them spoke, characterized
by cultural markers and particular circum-
stances. I realized that it would be crucial
for me to ask myself the same questions I
was posing them:
• What do I consider my native language?
• In what language was I first told that I
was loved, did I first express my own feel-
ings of adoration or rage, humor or despair?
• If I were going to give this language a
name, what would I call it? (And I can 'tjust
say English! What kind of English?)
• What languages and language variants
do I speak today, and for what purposes?
• When do I speak them, and how do they
serve me in the different situations I
encounter?
• In other words, what's my idiolect?

It's not an easy task to put a name to
one's first language. I can only describe
mine. It was certainly based in a fairly for-<
mal standard English, but it also contained a
colorful lacing of phrases in Yiddish, joke
punch lines with pidgin rhythms and inflec-
tions ("What's not to like?" "Have a piece
fruit - look how you look!"), folk songs in
Russian, and other language markers spe-
cific to my family and my situation. My
mother often said, "Gay schluffen, babeleh"
(go to sleep, little one) as she tucked me in
at night. She was a merciless mimic, and
would tell stories of how, growing up in a
Bronx tenement, she and her sisters secret-
ly roared with laughter when a recently
arrived immigrant neighbor would describe
an illness by saying "I got it unveil. And
vhen I get it unveil..." Nowadays, as my
aging father slowly loses his ability to find
the words that express the ideas in his very
active mind, the easiest way to bring a
smile to his lips is to quote a phrase or
punch line in Yiddish or sometimes in
Yinglish. As I think of all these messages of
love and familiarity that language variants
express, I consider too that formal Yiddish
and Russian were not themselves Ian-'
guages that any of us spoke with any fluen-



In this article on "owning a/I our Englishes,"
Julie Conason explores how our own lan-
guage backgrounds influence us, and how

/ '"*••-, they can help us understand and value the
•-*' language-related cultural patterns our stu-

dents bring to school.

cy in our household as I grew up. My parents
retained a skeletal grasp of grammar and
structure and a limited vocabulary in these
languages from their own first-generation
parents, all of whom spoke English as well;
my brother and I have only random phrases
and taglines. How easily we lose language
in this country; how rich an experience it can
be to enliven our English with the history,
culture and emotion that are the gifts of the
language patterns of our forebears.

My eighth-grade students were fasci-
nated by our discussions of language. They
talked about the language they spoke at
home. They asked questions and made
sweeping judgments about the language of
others ("He talks 'mad white'!" "Those peo-
ple speak 'bad' English." "Why is 'proper'
English better than slang?" "My relatives

i;-"% speak 'bad' Spanish. It's not the 'real'
s,jf Spanish.") In all our discussions, I avoided

labeling any kind of language, which at
times made it difficult to get to the point. I
avoided using terms like "good" or "bad"
English, or even "standard" and "non-stan-
dard", since there's an obvious value judg-
ment in referring to something as bearing a
standard. We talked about the kind of
English that broadcasters use on the news,
and the kind of language we speak with our
friends, and the language we speak at home.
How did they feel about these different lan-
guages, I asked. I wanted them to come up
with their own labels, which they did.

During our conversations they simply
began to refer to standard English as "prop-
er" English, and Black Vernacular English
(which encompasses a range of different
dialects, all with crossover qualities as well:
Southern, Northern, urban, rural, hip-hop)
was called "slang". Once we had our own
terms, it was much easier to have discus-
sions about when and where and why differ-
ent kinds of English are used. Here's the
most interesting discovery to arise from
these conversations: many students, espe-
cially those who were staunchest in their

defense of their right to use language as
they see fit, employed (with some variations)
a rather formal variety of standard English to
get their point across:

In terms of speaking, most people would
try to make you speak in a way you may
[not never] talked before. Some people
are raised to talk a certain way because
in school you are required to talk "like a
human being" when all humans talk in
many different ways. So I could speak
Russian when they say that So I am
going to speak the way I have always
spoken. In class, one of my friends said,
"can I go use the bafroom?" and my
teacher said "It's bathroom" but it has
the same meaning, just pronounced dif-
ferent from "bathroom." And she
wouldn't let him go till he said it the
"right" way. What I am trying to say is if
it has the same meaning and people
understand you anyway, why can't you
say it in a different way?

-Zachariah, 14 years old

Contextualizing Idiolects and Standard
Language: A Meeting Ground

Unlike children, when adults examine their
personal idiolects, they may find that they
keep using the term "standard English",
either to describe their language base or to
talk about what does not define its composi-
tion. But what does "standard English"
mean?

Peter Trudgill (1999) says, and many
sociolinguists agree, that not only is stan-
dard English neither a register, an accent nor
a style of language - it's also not a discrete
language, per se. It is a dialect, no more and
no less, one variety of English among many.
When we make the mistake of elevating
standard English to the status of a language,
it then becomes the one and only correct lan-
guage, giving rise to the need to tell students
that the language they speak is bad, wrong
or deficient.

It also helps to bear in mind the fluid
nature of languages and dialects; they are
always evolving. Latin, for example, is not
dead; it has evolved into a number of spoken
variants which were once dialects (Italian,
Spanish, French, Roumanian) and have, over
a period of time, been codified as languages
- each, now, with its own range of dialects.
We do well to remember that there's a
power relationship at work when we define

one form as a dialect, and another as a lan-
guage. As the linguist Uriel Weinrich con-
cludes, " a language is a dialect with an
army and a navy." Although the dialect
adopted as any language's standard is
invariably the one used by those in geo-
graphical locations of power or spheres of
greater influence and wealth, the usefulness
of a language standard comes down to mere
communication. We can speak as many vari-
ants as we like, but as speakers of a common
language, we must indeed have something
in common. We need one agreed-upon argot
in which we write newspapers, broadcast
information, and communicate with those
who speak English variants different than
our own. This rationale is the one that
seems to make most sense to students as
we support them in their growing under-
standing of why standard English is neces-
sary for them.

Conclusion: Owning all our
"Englishes"

Our students come to public school in both
urban and rural settings with a wealth of lan-
guages. These range from fully encoded lan-
guages other than English to dialects and
variants of English that have deep historical
roots, like Black Vernacular English. They
speak Creoles, patois, urban hip-hop slang
and rhyming argots that resonate with
rhythms of the pulpit and of politicians'
polemics. Some have a base of standard
English as well; others need more familiarity
with its constructions. But young people
cannot be shamed or browbeaten into lan-
guage acquisition. Understanding that
hyper-correction and devaluation of non-
standard language both frustrates the learn-
er, and destroys the trust necessary in an
authentic teacher/learner relationship gives
us direction. Through an inquiry and cele-
bration of variant language strands, we can
support all children in not just acquisition but
mastery of the standard variant necessary
for success, as well as the use and enjoy-
ment of a plethora of other languages and
English dialects.

Looking at new testing requirements in
my own state (especially an "editing selec-
tion" for seventh graders, which basically
serves as a test of standard English gram-
mar) provoked me to begin questioning
where we as teachers stand in the debate on
how to balance standard English acquisition

continued on page 10



To get through his recent year-long tour as a National
Guardsman in Iraq, ILS Operations Manager Chris Perkins
found himself using writing to vent his emotions and relieve
stress. Asa recipient of many of his wonderful letters and
postcards, Associate Director Joe Bellacero urged him to write
this article and explore the ways in which writing helped him
"explain Iraq to[him]self."

WRITING
"""%

For Myself: J

I remember sitting in a briefing on
employee/employer relations and the effect
my deployment would have on my civilian
job. "It is a major strain on an employer to
lose an employee for over a year and be
expected to rehire that person when they
come back like no time at all has passed,"
said the Major giving the briefing. "You are
the first ambassador to your employer for the
National Guard. Do not let them forget you
while you are deployed," he continued. So
began my stream of postcards and letters.

Just like when I was in basic training
over 13 years ago, I wrote to my family and
friends almost every day. This time, I includ-
ed my co-workers and friends from the
Institute for Literacy Studies and others from
around the Lehman College campus. Basic
training had been the most challenging thing
I had ever done and it was through writing
the letters that I vented and relieved myself
of the stress I was under. It was also
the letters I received in return that helped me
to struggle through another day because
someone was on my side. On November 19,
2004 when I was deployed in support of
Operation Iraqi Freedom III, I knew I would
only make it through with the support of
everyone back home.

I began writing as soon as I got to Camp
Smith NY where we stayed for 2 weeks
before leaving for Ft. Benning GA. It was a
brief thank you for the gifts my coworkers
had given me and a short description of what
our days were like early on. S.oon after our
arrival at Benning my letters started to show
my frustration with a chain of command that
was uncooperative, and with the absurdity
of training for the desert heat of Iraq on the
ranges of forested Georgia during the cold-
est winter they'd had in years. Crawling
around in the mud; crouching in the midst of
a thorn bush; taking cover from an imaginary
enemy; the typical harassment and Army
bull$#+! that one must put up with in a situa-
tion like this; and training for a war with

ambiguous goals all found their way into my
messages. I made a game of it. I searched
for postcards that showed training similar to
what I was doing. I racked my brain to tie my
little anecdotes to the picture in some kind of
amusing way. I made a mission of seeing
how much writing I could cram onto a 3x5
post card. Sounds like I needed a life—but
with every other avenue of stress relief
denied me, writing these letters became my
hobby. Having only been away from home
for a short time and still being in the U.S.,
these letters were mostly for fun and just to
maintain contact and to prevent family and
friends from worrying. In order to do that, I
tried to have a sense of humor about things,
making what I was doing sound like it was
just another one of the annual training exer-
cises we in the National Guard jokingly call
"Summer Camp." It was nice to'get letters
and hear about home and it made me feel
better when at the end of the day I heard my
name during Mail Call. The other soldiers
began to notice I was getting more mail than
anyone else.

As the days got closer to our actual
departure for Iraq my letter writing
increased. I don't know if I was more
stressed, more anxious, or maybe there was
just more going on. You can only run around
practicing battle drills and reacting to imagi-
nary enemy attacks so long before it starts to
grate on you. None of us wanted to go to
Iraq but the service time clock doesn't start
ticking until your boots hit the ground in the
Theatre of Operations, so all the training and
time spent in Georgia was getting us no clos-
er to home. We wanted to begin the real
work, knock it out, and get back as soon as
possible. The last few days in the States
were the same old Army story: "Hurry up and
wait." I wrote letters on the endless line
after endless line where we received our
gear, our inoculations, and our out-process-
ing from Ft. Benning. It was during this time
that (noticed I wasn't writing to anyone in
particular. I had stopped putting addresses

on the postcard and tailoring the message to
the reader. I ended up just writing a stream
of consciousness and then addressing the
postcard to the person that the tone of the
message most suited in my mind.

January 19th we received word we
would be leaving the next day for Kuwait.
We were anxious to get out of Benning but
anxious about going to Kuwait. How do you
explain wanting to go but not wanting to go
at the same time? Still I wrote my letters
often, trying to reassure myself as well as
my family that I was going to be okay. The
next day my postcards began..." I am on the
bus headed for the terminal to catch the
plane to Kuwait..." "I am in the terminal
waiting to load the plane..." "I am on the
plane waiting for take off..." "My plane just
lifted off..." "I just landed in Germany to ^^
refuel... "etc. It continued through our few
days in Kuwait and our first few days in Iraq.
It is a good thing postage was not necessary
while in Theater because I would have run
out of stamps quickly. I don't remember a lot
of what I wrote about during this time. I was
processing and sharing but not absorbing
what was going on around me. Even as we
landed in Iraq on February 2nd and the pilot
announced that we were in Tallil (AN)
Airbase, Iraq (probably the safest place in
the country), I still was very scared.
Everyone was very quiet as we got off the
plane. We craned our necks looking for any-
thing in the distance to focus on and seeing
nothing but desert.

Over the next few weeks my writing
slowed down. I was too busy trying to
explain Iraq to myself. The mud was horri-
ble. Food was surprisingly good. The tents
leaked. The power went out constantly and
the water smelled bad, tasted bad and bare-
ly seemed to get you any cleaner when you
showered. The constant explosions in the
distance and the constant tension took some ^ *
time to get used to but you did eventually. I *
settled into my shop, my trailer, and my job



Chris Perkins
Institute for Literacy Studies

Letters Home from ITdC)
routine and began to write more. More
than anything at this point it was the bore-
dom that prompted me to write. Once the
routine began, every day was the same as
the last. I never knew what day it was
because the routine never varied. When I
wasn't working I was either writing or nose-
deep in the latest Star Wars or Star Trek
novel. The writing paid off, though. During
those first two months in Iraq a lot of sol-
diers were very envious of the fact that I
had mail and packages just about every day.
Receiving word from home could really
raise your spirits, and the more I received
the more I wanted to write.

One of the most unexpected letters I
received was probably one of the most
exciting things that happened to me out
there. The day we left NYC I appeared, with
several members of my unit, in a photo that
accompanied a story printed in the
Norwood News about our deployment.
Some old friends contacted me through the
newspaper and so I gained two more pen
pals. I'll never forget how excited I was to
hear from Jackie and Kristen. I hadn't seen
either of them in over ten years. We talked
about how strange it was that it took one of
us going halfway around the world and into
a war zone in order for us to reconnect. We
talked about the coincidence that Kristen,
who joined the Air Force, had reached the
same rank as I did in the Army. We talked
about our teenage years growing up in the
same Bronx neighborhood and they listened
to my gripes about the war and offered
what support they could. On my short list of
positives about the whole experience in
Iraq, getting in touch with these dear old
friends is at the top.

In one of my letters I talked about the
spin that seems to be put on the news by
both the media and the government. Bombs
and body counts sell newspapers and prop-
aganda supports the war effort. All the
while the soldier on the ground sees that

neither point of view is correct. I talked
with a few other soldiers and we all agreed
that in a perfect world there would be a
third option that reported the facts without
them. Politics do not matter out there. You
just get the job done and hope the days
pass quickly. You hate the boredom but the
last thing you want is any action.

My letter writing began to fall off
again until July when I got a four-day pass
to Qatar. It was a nice trip. We shopped,
we swam, and we ate at a Chili's restau-
rant. It was a nice break from the war. It
was wonderful not to have to carry my M-16
everywhere with me. As an added gift our
return flight was delayed due to bad weath-
er in Iraq so we got to spend an additional
two days! I was able to buy some new post
cards and finally had some interesting sto-
ries to tell again.

/ began writing again on

my return trip to Iraq.

What else was there to

do on the 18-hour

flight? I felt like I was

on my way back to hell.

This didn't last long however. Things
seemed different after I returned to Tallil.
Maybe I'd just had enough at that point or
maybe I'd just realized that I still had anoth-
er six months to go but my letters took on a
darker tone. The humor I had tried to put
into my letters was gone. It still felt good to
write but I didn't feel like there was much to
laugh about. I just began to talk about my
day to day business and what I was think-
ing. I still had my leave coming up. I was
scheduled to go home for two weeks in
September. I tried to look forward to that. I

planned to come home and see all my
friends. I got a letter of appreciation from
my commander to everyone at the Institute
and planned a surprise presentation at
work. The more I thought about going
home the less I felt like I was in Iraq. They
told us that going home would never meas-
ure up to our expectations. We should not
get our hopes up, just go with the flow and
enjoy our time off. My two weeks at home
were not perfect but I enjoyed every sec-
ond. While I was here I picked up postcards
of New York City landmarks and sent them
to my friends in Iraq.

I began writing again on my return trip
to Iraq. What else was there to do on the
18-hour flight? I felt like I was on my way
back to hell. I did not want to go back. My
first few letters were thinly veiled with pos-
itive chatter about having just a few months
left, but even that soon fell away. I entered
a serious depression. I began writing late
at night when I was exhausted from lack of
sleep and appetite. I discussed my dramat-
ic weight loss and my efforts to occupy my
time with joining a volleyball team and
working out so I'd be so tired I'd have to
sleep. I also wrote about singing Karaoke
at the USD and participating and winning
the Halloween scavenger hunt and compe-
tition. I was trying anything to break out of
the funk I was in.

Thanksgiving may have been the worst
day in Iraq for me. The folks from the DFAC,
or Dining Facility to you civilians, did a great
job as always of decorating and making a
special holiday meal but it seemed like just
another day. In fact, many people seemed
to want to forget it was Thanksgiving. I
walked the length of Living Area 1 going
door to door looking for someone to go to
eat lunch with. Nobody was interested.
The line was too long or they'd already
eaten or they just didn't feel like doing any-
thing. I sat alone blinking back tears in a
room jam-packed full of people, thinking
about what I was doing there and how the
war had affected my personal life and sepa-
rated me from everyone I cared about. I'm
not sure how I made it out of the DFAC with-
out breaking down but I did. I went back to
my room and wrote to everyone I could think
of telling them how much I appreciated
them and what they meant to me. Thank
god for football or I would never have had

continued on page 10



the privacy I needed. My roommate had
already shown concern for my lack of sleep
and appetite, and had he seen the blubber-
ing mess I was that day I'm certain he
would have thought me suicidal and report-
ed me. Getting the tears out and getting
my feelings out on paper though helped
once again. I mailed those letters off in the
early evening and felt much better.
Returning from the mailbox I bumped into
several friends and had a fun night watch-
ing movies, drinking non-alcoholic beer and
trading friendly insults.

Soon after Thanksgiving I received let-
ters from family asking'if I was all right.
They could tell something was wrong by
how emotional my letters were. Some had
received multiple letters just a few days
apart containing highly emotional mes-
sages of thanks and love. I had to call
home and let everyone know that I was
okay and that I would be home soon. The
unit that was replacing us had arrived and
rumor had it that we might be leaving soon-
er than we expected. My letter writing
began to taper off as the days co'unted
down. A mixture of my excitement and
concern that people would send me mail
that I might miss, led me to make more fre-
quent phone calls. The eight hour time dif-
ference made it difficult to catch people at
convenient times but at this point I didn't
care. I needed to talk and I didn't care if I
was disturbing their work or sleep. As the
days ticked down I was told my voice
became more animated and my excitement
could be heard. I could see my way home
and it felt great.

On December 20th 2005 my unit land-
ed at McGuire Air Force Base in New
Jersey. It felt like a nightmare was over.
We weren't home yet but we were out of
danger. There would still be a lot of Army
crap as we out-processed but nothing could
bother me now. Home for Christmas and
New Year's! It was a dream come true.

Being back though was a new adven-
ture. Re-adjusting to civilian life takes
some time. Upon returning I wrote a few
letters and emails to people discussing the
strange feeling of being back. That tension
that you had over there was now gone but
you missed it. What's worse, you felt stu-
pid for missing it. I described it as an
engine in my chest that was revved all the
way up while my gears were stuck in neu-
tral. I talked about fear of crossing the
street, and of crowds. In emails I wrote
about having to relearn how to go food
shopping. Soon, however, things became
closer to normal and as they did my need to
write diminished.

People have said to me that they miss
my letters. It seems nobody writes letters
anymore in this age of email and text mes-
sages. I still have a stack of postcards that
I intended to send out but I haven't been hit
with that need to write in these last few
months. Sitting down to write this has
been difficult. At times it flowed but at
times I've had to force myself to complete
it. That's not how it was during the deploy-
ment. Whether in Georgia, Kuwait, Iraq,
Germany, Ireland, or any of the other coun-
tries we stopped in, I put pen to paper and
out it came. I guess I was never really writ-

ing for my audience. I was writing for
myself. Not only to keep my place in every-
one's mind at home but to keep them in
mine. Before I left people recommended I
keep a journal. In the beginning I tried but I
just kind of felt a journal was kind of self-
indulgent. Who would want to read my
inane ramblings? Besides, all my thoughts
in one place might one day appear as
Prosecution Exhibit A and who needs that?

Staff Sergeant Christopher Perkins,
Iraq 2005.
When asked about the M-16, Chris writes,
"The rifle went everywhere with you, even
to the bathroom. One of the strangest
fee/ings was walking around without it
once we got back. I almost panicked once
when I got out of a cab a few days after I
returned and thought he drove away with
my weapon-before I realized I didn't have
to carry one anymore"

continued from page 7
Putting Standard English in Its Place

with a valuing of home and other languages.
Achievement on standardized tests, howev-
er, is neither the beginning nor the end of my
aspirations for students. What I want for
them is ownership of as many languages,
and as many "Englishes" as they want or
need to have. I want them to know that
English is the language of Shakespeare, and
that he belongs to them. I want them to own
the English of Sandra Cisneros and Cornell
West and Chang Rae Lee, Paul Lawrence
Dunbar and Sherman Alexie and Abraham

Rodriguez. I want them to know the English
of Toni Morrison when she writes Song of
Solomon and Belovedand her other novels in
various dialects and vernaculars, as well as
when she accepts the Nobel Prize in stan-
dard English prose so masterful, so dynamic,
so rich in voice that we finally come to under-
stand that "standard" doesn't have to mean
"dry." I want our students to relish
Nabokov's sardonic wordplay and to know
that his extraordinary mastery of written
English is that of a non-native speaker. This,
all this, is their heritage, their right as learn-
ers and speakers of English, and it is this

exploration of the vast variety we call
English that will help them make it their
own.

How do I feel about language 11 think it
is up to you. If you want to use slang or
if you want to pronounce your words
with the ing at the end it's fine with me.
I really don't care about how you speak.
I don't know why people complain
about changing the English language.
People who do that are making the Ian
guage, are making it better. They are
making the language bigger.

- Dorint!, ;i[ir 14
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LISTSERV

CONVERSATIONS
The recent James Frey memoir scandal inspired a thread of listserv conversation
about memoir, the roles of memory and invention in writing, the meaning of "truth,"
and, of course, the question of what and how to teach our students about the genre.

Ed Osterman, WP Teacher-Consultant
We all know the tricks memory can play, but
I wonder: Do teachers discuss the issues of
memory and truth when we ask students to
write memoirs? Do we stress the idea that
through memoir writing the writer often
struggles to arrive at an understanding of
one's behavior and experience, even if it is
ugly or unflattering? (I admit that I knowingly
lied about a very crucial detail in a memoir I
wrote in my first WP Summer Invitational,
and it took years before I was ready to tell --
not write -- the real story to someone. If I
wrote that memoir now, it would make a

^ very different point.)

•*' Mary Carroll, faculty, Lehman College:
My RUAL students are finishing up their
memoirs (still...) and I've told them to tell a
story in which they learned something, felt
older or wiser as a result of the experience.
We talked about how memoirs are stories
selected by the tellers for a reason...they
don't tell their whole life story in chronologi-
cal order, down to the littlest detail.
However, I found it too daunting and over-
whelming to address the issue of "memory
and imagination." What makes a true mem-
oir is that quirky nuance in which for the
sake of telling a story, some details get
added, changed, omitted but are not out-
right lies because it is done in keeping with
the spirit of the story being told.

Margaret Fiore, Literacy Coach,
Herbert Lehman HS:
I'm struggling, too, with definitions...if mem-
oir is a slice of the pie, one particular story
within the everything-that-happened-since-
l-was-born story, and also, a slice told by
one participant in the events, isn't it then by
definition only that teller's "part" of "the
truth"? I'm wondering about the issue of
defining genres and sub-genres and what

the related teaching issues are--when/why
do we use our understanding of such defini-
tions? When/why do they matter? How do
we use them, how do we use them to make
choices in daily life, how do we/can we use
them to make the world a better place for
everyone?

Kate Moss, Communication Fellow at
Baruch College, CUNY:
The question of memoir with added inven-
tion is an interesting one. It reminds me of
reading Zora Neale Hurston's memoir, Dust
Tracks on a Road, which is famous for hav-
ing parts that the author embellished to a
great degree.... She just thought it would
be more interesting, I guess. It also makes
me think about the relationship between
truth and fiction. I think sometimes fiction
can be true in a way that defies its lack of
factual basis. Some characters are more
true to me than some real people.

A third thought: genres that we typi-
cally think of as factual, such as history
books, or ethnography, are constituted of
what authors choose to focus on. They're
always biased, just like memoirs. How can
we ever claim to represent what really hap-
pened, "just the facts," when each of us has
a different take on what those facts are?
And when each of us is ignorant of so much
of what is happening around us?

Annie Thorns, teacher, Stuyvesant HS:
My favorite author on the question of "mak-
ing things up to get to the real truth" is Tim
O'Brien, in his book The Things They Carried
(one of my all-time favorite books to teach,
hands down). O'Brien was a soldier in
Vietnam, and writes linked short stories
about his experiences, but plays with con-
cepts of "story-truth" and "happening-truth"
throughout. He labels his book "A work of
fiction," but dedicates it to the men he

names as soldiers at war with him, and my
eleventh-graders always get the rug pulled
out from under them when he stops halfway
through to explain how much he's making
up, and why...

Joe Bellacero, WP Associate Director
One of my favorite techniques for generat-
ing personal writing, ever since my first
Writing Project course, has been Memory
Chain.... It was during such an exercise
that the picture of four-year-old Wendy, in a
pink cotton dress, her right arm in a cast and
a sling, hunkered down at a tar puddle on
the side of my Seattle street, with a popsicle
stick in her left hand, popping tar bubbles,
slipped into my head. But here's the thing--
was she wearing the pink dress that day or
another day? Was that a popsicle stick or
just a stick? Was her name Wendy, or was
that her even prettier older sister on whom I
had as much of a crush as my own four-year-
old self was capable of mustering?...I'm
sure her arm was broken. I'm sure she was
popping tar bubbles. Of those two facts I am
absolutely certain even though the event
took place in 1953... .Is the rest of the pic-
ture a lie because I cannot verify it? Must I
keep it from my memoir? If I put it in, can I
say that it was my first awakening to the
challenging loveliness of women?
...It seems to me that the difference
between memoir and autobiography must
have something to do with the former being
an attempt to not only recount events to the
best of one's memory but also to mine those
events for significance. Autobiography, on
the other hand, should owe more to the
actual record book. Isn't one a painting and
the other a photo? And if the analogy holds
at all, can't the painting be realistic, impres-
sionistic, expressionistic, surrealistic, etc.?
Further, just as photos can "lie" can't autobi-
ographies be written at such an angle as to
be true and yet a distortion at the same
time? I certainly don't like the idea of Mr.
Frey consciously padding his bad-guy
resume so he could capture a wider audi-
ence. It stinks! But, number one-when it
comes to biography, history, and non-fiction
in general, LET THE BUYER BEWARE.
Sophisticated readers know better than to
believe everything they read. And, number
two-memoir writing is a kayak ride on
white water (sorry to mix my metaphors), it's
taking you as much as you are controlling it.
With students, if I can get them into the boat
and onto the water, I'm one very happy
teacher.

continued on page 12



continued from page 11
Listserv Conversations
Felicia George, WP Associate Director
This raises some important questions for
instruction at an earlier level than high
school... If the memoir genre is this nuanced
type of writing that asks/requires the author to
reflect on a particular memory, to tell "a story in
which they learned something, felt older or
wiser as a result of the experience," should it
be included in the types of writing that we ask
younger children to do? How much older and
wiser can 3rd and 4th graders be expected to
be? Are there more developmental^ appropri-
ate types of writing that should be emphasized
at the early grades that will prepare students
to do the memoir writing that we will ask them
to do in junior and senior high school?

Elaine Avidon, Director, Elementary
Teachers Network at the ILS, and faculty
at Lehman College:
Has anyone mentioned Maya Angelou's com-
ment some years ago when asked about the
truth of what she writes? (This may be in the
wonderful Pat Hampl essay or elsewhere and I
recount it here with all the limitations and
embellishments of memory.) Her response
was that if anyone thinks she really remembers
the small details - the colors of a scarf, of a
particular sunset - they are forgetting that pri-
marily what she is is a writer. I always liked the
reasonable allowances her commentary
provided.
Amanda Gulla, Assistant Professor,
English Education, Lehman College:
I always thought it was comically absurd to ask
a young child to write a memoir. My under-

standing of the difference between a personal
narrative and a memoir is that the memoir
places an event in the context of your life,
steps back and looks at its formative signifi-
cance. Kinda hard for someone who has onl
been walking and talking for a few years.
think memoirs have become the new version of
"How I Spent My Summer Vacation." That
being said, there are many wonderful picture
books that are memoirs—Cynthia Rylant and
Patricia Polacco each have dozens of them. It is
certainly worthwhile for children to read these
wonderful stories, and if they feel motivated to
write their own story that echoes the style of
one of them, great. Otherwise, I'm not sure I
see the value of a bulletin board full of stories
about trips to Red Lobster and Great
Adventure.

continued from Page 5:
Confessions of a Virgin Teacher-
Consultant
reflect on how they could use the exercise in
their classrooms. I felt that "teachable
moment" vibration of a class going well, that
feeling of "Yes, these guys are coming up with
great stuff!" and "Yeah, I can do this!" I timed
the workshops right, the poems were written,
the writing groups conferred, the work was
read and celebrated, and everyone left ani-

mated, happy, talking and laughing. When it
was all over, the blackboard erased, the chairs
returned to their original rows, I debriefed
with Patsy and Gina and Joe. We agreed that
the workshops had been a great success.
Together, we walked out into the warm spring
sunshine. As I left my colleagues, I thought
that I had certainly taken some major steps on
the road to being a good consultant.
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