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Tributes to Laura Schwartzberg

A NOTE FROM THE EdltOTS
Challenges and opportunities. In any school
year, both are in abundant supply. Teachers everywhere face an enormous endeavor guiding students
through the learning process, helping them to discover their potential as readers, writers, and thinkers,
and, finally, providing them with tools to gain access
to the future they desire.
For most of us working in New York City schools
this year, these tasks have been particularly complex
as a result of all of the changes brought on by the new
Department of Education. On a broad scale, there
was the need to adapt to the structural and operational changes that occurred across our vast system.
Along with that, there were new mandates regarding
curriculum and instruction to support and new roles
to assume. Many teachers learned how to work in a
90-minute block of time as they led their students
through the Ramp-Up program. Both inexperienced
and veteran teachers not only acquired new instructional approaches, but also became acquainted
quickly with a range of young adult fiction and nonfiction. Like their counterparts in language arts, content
area teachers were asked to become learners too,
shifting practice to incorporate more modeling and
small group instruction. Indeed, a balanced literacy
instructional model became the focus of many faculty
discussions and professional development activities.
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Interestingly, for many New York City Writing
Project (NYCWP) teachers, this new model was
familiar. For years, we have integrated reading, writing, speaking, and listening. We have demonstrated
ways to respond to reading or revise one's draft. We
have invited our students to share in pairs or collaborate in small groups. We have reflected on this work
and have always tried to share what we know and do
with our colleagues, both formally and informally. So,
when a new approach seemed particularly daunting
for a colleague this year, many of us viewed this as an
opportunity to help, to think, to work together. And
when we felt overwhelmed by something new, we
were grateful for the support others offered us.
Rightfully, the focus for much of this year was on
reading and writing. For so many of us, reading and
writing are a source of entertainment and relaxation.
For so many of our students, however, they are a
source of frustration and stress. As teachers, we
want to instill our love of the written word in our students, but sometimes the task is daunting. What does
one do for a student who refuses to read? How does
one encourage the student for whom the road to literacy seems way too long? What do we value or worry
about as we attempt to support our students' growth
as readers and writers? In this issue of the NYCWP
Journal, we are proud to highlight the work of col-
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leagues who teach in very different settings. They
share their thinking and experiences as well as some
of the ways they are successfully using reading and
writing to help their students learn about the curriculum, themselves and the world in which they live.
We start with a reflective piece by Denise
Gokey, who shares her success in fostering a love of
books among a group of very reluctant readers. Next,
in "Literature Circles: Love and Madness," JoAnna
Bueckert takes us though the messy, albeit very
rewarding, process of using literature circles in the
classroom as she explores how the technique benefits both confident and reluctant readers. In "What
Does All This Have to Do With the GED Anyway? It's
Just Reading and Writing," Karen Griswold chronicles
her experiences with adults at various stages in the
process of acquiring the literacy skills they need to
move on in the world. We join Patsy Wooters as she
explores the question "How Do Teachers View
Expressive Writing as a Tool for Learning?" This
piece is the product of an l-Search Patsy conducted
while facilitating a NYCWP graduate seminar at a
Bronx high school. Finally, we have a series of tributes to on-site teacher-consultant Laura
Schwartzberg on the occasion of her retirement.
The NYCWP community is interested in what
teachers are doing in the classroom. If you have a
teaching experience you'd like to share, our readers
would love to read about it. Maybe you want to share
a poem you've written, as Amanda Gulla does in this
issue. The editorial staff can help you through any
part of the writing process. Please email Ed Osterman
at osterman@alpha. lehman.cuny.edu.
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Aren't you theTEACHER with

the GOOD BOOKS?
-

Denise Gokey
Jane Addams HS

Denise Gokey is an English teacher at Jane Addams Vocational HS in the South Bronx. After reading
Stephen Krashen 's The Case for Late Intervention: Once A Good Reader, Always A Good Header she
wrote an essay about he/ping her struggling 12th grade students both pass the English Regents AND
"stop viewing reading and writing as painful things to be either gotten through or avoided." The following is an excerpt from that essay, one part of a NYCWP seminar project.
As the teacher responsible for helping the
seniors who have been unable to pass the
English Regents at my school, I have two goals. I
want them to pass the test with any grade so
that they can graduate and go on to courses at
college, or trade school, or the work force, or the
armed services, or wherever they want to go. I
also want them to stop viewing reading and writing as painful things to be either gotten through
or avoided, so that someday they may be able to
view these activities as pleasurable (or at least
painless.) Therefore, I'm always looking for new
strategies that will work with this particular population. Stephen Krashen's "The Case for Late
Intervention: Once A Good Reader, Always A
Good Reader" (Weaver, 1998) was particularly
helpful to me because it addressed the needs of
older non-readers, unlike any of the other professional literature I have encountered. I've found
that much of it claims to address the needs of K12, but is usually only applicable through sixth
grade. This article posits that extensive free voluntary reading is the most effective method for
late intervention for non-readers.
The vast majority of my senior students in
these classes are not readers by anyone's definition, especially their own. They have too often
been emotionally traumatized by reading experiences, and many of them have never read even
one book all the way through. I realized early on
that force-feeding them the classics would never
work, no matter how dynamic a teacher I am or
how interesting I thought the lessons. These
students could not or would not read on their
own—everything is boring, their code word for
too difficult or not worth the effort.
And so, for part of my curriculum, I require
them to read twenty pages a week of any book

they want. They are encouraged to put down
books that are not working for them and try different ones, they are required to write honest
reactions to what they are reading in any writing
style they choose, and they are encouraged to
talk a lot about what they are reading. One early
revelation for me in this class was Julia*, who
was a member of a gang, the Bloods, and as

/ realized early on that
force-feeding them the classics would never work, no
matter how dynamic a
teacher I am or how interesting I thought the lessons.
street as they come, sobbing like a baby as she
read Judy Blume's Forever. It was the sixth book
I tried with her (students are encouraged to find
their own books, but I do a lot of suggesting for
those who have no idea how to do that). She had
never gotten to the second page of any of the
first five, and I hit this one with a blind instinct
born out of desperation. Since then, Foreverhas
never failed me and is my ace in the hole for the
most reluctant female readers.
I've since built my classroom lending library.
Although I started with a lot of young adult urban
fiction (I still have to keep Push and The Coldest
Winter Ever locked up; otherwise, I'd never get
my copies back), romance, true crime, horror, and
sports fiction and nonfiction, I've also developed
nice little sections of sci-fi, fantasy, feminist fic-

tion, political thrillers, and poetry, as well as
nursing and parenting magazines, college information, and art books and magazines. I know
that my belief that this is the most effective program for these students is mostly anecdotal, but
what convincing anecdotes they are. I remember
the day that Maria, a sixth year student and
mother of a two-year-old, knocked on my classroom door and interrupted me as I was teaching.
With tears streaming down her face, she came
to tell me that if she had known books like this
(foreveragain) existed, she would have started
reading a long time ago. I remember searching
for over a year to find an out-of-print book about
the '69 Mets that I remembered reading in middle school. The book was for Xavier, the only
other Met fan in a building full of rabid Yankee
fans, and when I finally found it he told me that
that book would be the one thing that would get
him back to school for his fifth (and final) year. I
remember that after I gave Push to Wendy, she
trusted me enough to try a Joyce Carol Dates,
which she loved, and how Janelle asked me if I
could recommend a book for her boyfriend who
was a dropout. I remember the many kids who
have come up to me in the hall and asked,
"Aren't you the teacher with the good books?
Can I borrow one?" And how about Anthony
coming back after a year of truancy to turn me on
to In the Time of Butterflies!
I don't know that most of these kids will
continue to read for pleasure, but I do know that
their reading skills improved in my room, and
that they will never, ever again view all reading
as intrinsically painful. And I bet some of them
pick up the habit.
"In the interest of privacy, the students' names have been changed.

LITERATURE CIRCLES:
JoAnna Bueckert loves literature circles. A graduate of the University of California at Berkeley,
which, incidentally, houses the Bay Area Writing Project, she considers herself lucky to have
benefited from the numerous teacher-to-teacher workshops offered to her during her own education. JoAnna's first success with literature circles came as a teacher at Tennyson High in
Hayward, California, where she taught immediately after earning her teaching credentials.
When she began teaching in New York three years ago, JoAnna knew her new school,
Landmark HS, would be a perfect place to try literature circles. As she predicted, her students
loved the experience, and she loved knowing how much they learned. Here, JoAnna chronicles
her struggles and successes while sharing what she's learned along the way.
Sometimes being friends with your colleagues is a pain because then they can ask
you for ridiculous favors at work, and you feel
compelled to comply. Thus, when my fellow
teacher and buddy, William, came in to my
classroom three minutes before my class
started and wanted his friend, Jennifer, a
potential job candidate, to observe my class, I
couldn't say no. All I could say was "Well,
Jennifer, today is our final rehearsal day. Each
group is doing its own thing, and it will be the
most chaotic you'll ever see my class, but, at
the very least, you'll see the students' personalities."
My 9th and 10th grade students had
been working in literature circles, and this
was their final rehearsal before making their
presentations. Each literature circle had read
a different book, and their final assignment
was to present their ideas about the book in a
dramatic way to the class. There are many
forms that literature circles can take, but this
is how we worked it. Instead of everyone
reading the same book, the class was divided
into groups, with each group reading a different book. The reading could be done in class
or at home, and each student needed to play a
different role on different days. There were
four different types of homework assignments, and students were expected to bring
their work to class and share their responses
based on their roles. The Summarizer
summed up the reading for the group while
the Connector was responsible for connecting
the reading to the outside world or to other
books or movies. The Literary Luminary collected interesting quotes and wrote comments and questions about them. The

Discussion Director made a list of interesting,
open-ended questions about that section of
reading. Ideally, the sharing of homework
would resemble a conversation about the
book; however I often provided "group logs"
or a mini group assignment for the day to help
scaffold the group discussion around the book
and away from other social distractions.
Most English teachers I know love the
idea of literature circles. Students choose
their own books, genres and difficulty levels.
They talk socially about books and learn collaboratively. Literature circles are a dream
come true for teachers who want to encourage independent reading and the social
aspects of learning and reading. They are also
helpful in addressing varying needs and skill
levels in the same class.
Literature circles, however, are also
fraught with many organizational ordeals. All
of your students are suddenly reading different pages and turning in homework on different sections of different books. Teachers
either have to trust that the students are
doing the reading (a bad idea) or use only the
books that they know very well and can comment on easily. In literature circles people are
supposed to practice talking about books, but
how can a teacher monitor that for every
group at the same time? Students who normally rely solely on the teacher for information suddenly have to change their reading
and homework habits.
With a good organizational framework,
all normally goes well if students do their
homework. Students talk about the book,
exchange ideas, read together, share connections and teach each other how to read, dis-

cuss and enjoy literature on their own. If there
is confusion or controversy, students attempt
to work it out themselves. One of my favorite
moments during my last LC unit was with the
Lord of the Flies group during a rehearsal day.
They had decided to do a mock trial of Jack,
but when they got to the end of the trial's
script, they couldn't agree whether Jack was
guilty of murder or not, because he encouraged a violent atmosphere. The debate that
ensued showed that the students were truly
grappling with some of the more complex
ideas in the book.
Not all students demonstrate such independent learning. What happens to those students who don't do their homework? They no
longer can hide behind the knowledge they
decipher from teacher-guided class discussions. They have nothing to contribute to their
group discussions and are pushed further to
the fringe. Will they turn things around and
feel encouraged to participate or will they
become increasingly disconnected with the
material and the group? Normally a teacher
can address the entire class with difficult
issues in a book. It is a lot harder to do that
when each group is reading a different work.
So Do Literature Circles Help Both Confident
Readers and Reluctant Readers?
I fondly remember doing literature circles
at my former school in California. The school I
was working in was very diverse, so I think
the students appreciated being able to read a
diverse range of texts. When I decided to do
literature circles in New York City, I felt I
needed to offer my students this same oppor-

Love and Madness
tunity. A tenth grader, Lorena, confirmed this
decision when she wrote that Drown by Junot
Diaz, "Seems different to other books we have
read in this class so far because it seems more
real that the other books... It is about a
Dominican character and I'm Dominican."
My students were reading at vastly different levels, and I knew some might benefit from
a book that was a bit easier or harder than the
ones we had been reading together as a class.
Nevertheless, I also knew that the organization
of literature circles was going to be a challenge. At my new school I have more students
on the fringe. Many of my students have major
attendance issues and reading problems. I
have special education students who are being
mainstreamed for the very first time. I have students who do almost no homework. At one
point in my journal I wrote:
Yesterday I did what teachers do when
they are almost (but not completely) discouraged with the amount of homework
students are doing: I let them do it in
class... Literature circles haven't been a
disaster, but they haven't been as successful as I would Iike them to be either. I
think kids just can't hide behind the
knowledge they get about a book from
class... Maybe this is a good thing for
me to realize the realities of my students
and their reading levels and their reading
knowledge.
Even though the truth is difficult, I decided
this year that maybe it was good that people's
homework output was laid bare for me to see.
It forced me to think about ways to scaffold literature circles to help advanced readers, struggling readers and those who just don't do their
homework although they are capable.
I've learned that I need to prepare my students better. I give literature circle-type homework assignments from the start of the year so
they are familiar with the format. If students
are already familiar with the role of the Literary
Luminary, this will be one less road to travel
when we start the LC unit. Secondly, I introduce the idea of doing "fish bowl" group discussions very early on. I want students to see

different models of how to talk about a book. I
also want them to feel a bit of pressure to do
their homework. A colleague recommended
that I have a group of students discuss a recent
basketball game in the "fish bowl" so the class
gets an idea of how it will work.
My experience with literature circles has
also led me to think about the book choice. For
example, The Lone Hanger and Tonto Fist Fight
in Heaven by Sherman Alexie and William
Golding's Lord of the Flies inspired debates
around some big issues, like internalized
racism and human instinct. Although interest-

The volume was getting
too high, and I couldn't
be with each group as
much as I wanted....
What madness, and yet
what a lovely scene, too.

ing and thought provoking, they are difficult
and confusing books. Not all 9th and 10th
graders are ready for them. While I've had
some success in encouraging more advanced
readers to choose more difficult books, I've
realized that if I give a group a difficult book, I
need to be very familiar with it so that I can
give them some extra assistance.
With literature circles, it seems my life is
much easier and the students' motivation is
much stronger if their books are appealing to
them. Tears of a Tiger and Push have been very
popular. Of the three groups reading Tears of a
Tiger, I had only two students demonstrate
severe homework completion issues, but in
both cases lack of homework had already been
an issue. Conversely, two students who had
barely done anything all year got actively
involved in the reading and finished the book.
Equally important, two students with above

JoAnna Bueckert
Landmark HS
average reading comprehension also enjoyed
the book and were enthusiastic group members. One of these students, Marrissa, has
excellent skills, but she is often absent. She
wrote, "I really enjoyed reading the book. (On)
a scale from 1 to 10 saying how much I understand the book, it will be a perfect 10. Call me
stuck up but it is probably because I have
enjoyed reading it so much that I really know
everything that goes on." I found it interesting
that she considered herself "stuck up,"
because she did all the work, enjoyed the book
thoroughly and knew the plot structure (and
some of the deeper issues) quite well.
During that last rehearsal day that
Jennifer, my colleague's friend, observed, her
eyes must have passed over what seemed like
chaos. Groups were in every nook and cranny
of my room: The Color Purple group was practicing a Jerry Springer-like talk show with the
main characters questioning and confronting
each other. Another group was finishing up
their letters, poems and speeches to be read at
the mock funeral for Andy, the main character
in Tears of a Tiger. The Lone Hanger and Tonto
Fist Fight in Heaven group had their feet comfortably propped up on seats in the corner as
they prepped a group member on what the
author would say to a movie reviewer's questions. The judge for the group reading Lord of
the Flies was banging a book on a table as an
imaginary gavel. The volume was getting too
high, and I couldn't be with each group as much
as I wanted. Some students talked about social
issues too much, and some "actors" got too
animated. What madness, and yet what a lovely scene, too.
Through the homework, the logs, the
posters and the "fish bowl," I had, in truth,
already assessed whether or not they understood their books. Teachers can help students
read, understand, and write about a book. But
to really be excited about books and the ideas
within? Students need to get that from themselves.
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What does all this have to do
It's just reading and writing.

I've had a couple of really good teaching
years recently. You know the type, where the
students in small groups actually work together,
and people usually listen carefully to each other
and respect each other's point of view.
This year, though, has worked out differently. It's been hard because I have two very distinct groups in the class. First, there is the group
of returning students, some of whom have been
at the Adult Learning Center (ALC) for several
years and are comfortable with the way we
work here. The other group is the newer students who have a different set of expectations.
They come anticipating a literacy class that is
directly GED-oriented. Whereas the returning
group has become accustomed to working over
time on their reading and writing, the newer
group expects the process to be fast and to see
immediate results. Although most of the newer
students who have joined the class are not all
that young, they act young, clustering together
when they come in, talking even when others
are talking and, in general, not doing the work
or doing as little work as they can get away
with. It's a varied community they've joined,
students as young as 18 and as old as 83, with
most somewhere in the middle. The ALC community is diverse in ethnicity, and varies in economic and educational background as well.
Some students are just beginning to read fairly
easy books, while others can handle fairly complex material. But even the more advanced students in the group have some ground to cover
before they are ready to move to a GED class.
Today Ramon*, a returning student, reads
from his journal to the rest of the group and
describes how proud he is to have made the
progress he has over the past five years. I
remember Ramon when he first came to the
program, because I was teaching a beginning
level class then. He came to the program with
some reading and writing skills in Spanish, but
could only get down a word or two in English.
Today he tells the class that he has already
been in the program five years and that he will
stay as long as possible to reach his goals.

"Five years," shouts William, a new,
younger student. "You've got to be kidding."
" Yes, I started from the beginning. I wasted 30 years of my life before," says Ramon,
referring to a long period of his life when he
was taking drugs.
William and Ramon have more in common
than they realize yet. William has recently gotten out of prison and is attending school as part
of his probation. But like many of the other new
students in the class (and some of the returning
students as well) he assumes he'll get the GED
fairly quickly. He has a lot going for him in terms
of reading. He's explained that he read a lot in
prison. He brings the newspaper to class each
day, often choosing to read it during the independent reading/writing time we do at the
beginning of class.
I think William's description of his reading
is pretty accurate, but he seldom writes very
much. In fact, he makes a lot of effort not to
write. I wonder what that's about. Is writing difficult for William—or does he just not want to
do it? I'm not sure yet.
When I circulate around the room, I stop at
the various reading groups. Each group is supposed to be discussing some of their doubleentry journal responses to what they are reading. One of the groups is reading Finding Fish by
Antwone Fisher. Last week I had recommended
they read a book from the Bluford series, a
group of novels about different students who
attend the same high school. They had convinced me that it would not be challenging
enough and they wanted something harder.
Three of the students in the group seem to be
reading Finding Fish and have mentioned how
interesting and moving the book is, but the
other two don't seem to be making much headway. Perhaps Finding Fish is too hard after all, I
think.
But today, it sounds as though the discussion isn't on Finding Fish at all. I sit down with
them to see how things are going.
"I feel like I'm wasting my time in this
class," says Maria, one of the new students

who has not been reading the book. "What
does any of this have to do with the GED anyway? It's all just reading and writing. I only need
math."
I've had this conversation before with
Maria and several other students, but I don't
think they heard what I was saying. And they
may not this time, but I try again.
"An interesting question," I say, and start
to describe how we, as a program, try to help
people develop broad reading and writing skills
overtime.
"The GED (except for the writing and math)
is primarily a reading test, so the more comfortable you are with various types of reading, the
better you'll do. Over time, we try to give you
experience with a variety of materials. We'll do
some work on test questions too, but not only
that," I explain.
"What about practice test books? Will they
help?" asks Tanya, a friend of Maria's who also
recently joined the class with her.
"Yes and no," I explain. "Sure, do those too
if you want, but don't spend your time doing
them in place of other reading and writing. They
test your reading but don't really help you get
better at it. What seems to help the most is
reading a lot and trying to read in some of the
areas you'll find on the test. It's not an easy
test," I explain, yet again. "It's probably not realistic to plan to pass it by the end of this year
unless you're pretty close now. It often takes
people several years."
"So how can I sign up for the actual test?"
asks Tanya. "I want to take it as soon as possible."
I'm glad for the opportunity to have this
GED conversation, but this group has made no
progress on discussing their double entries with
each other, and they didn't write down much to
discuss. What was I thinking, letting these several new students form their own small group?
But trying to integrate them with other students
in small groups didn't work so well either. I tried
that last week.
I have begun to realize that this might not

with the GED anyway?
Karen Griswold has spent most of her career in the adult literacy field. She has witnessed firsthand the triumphs and troubles adults encounter on their path to literacy. An integral part of the
Lehman community, she has spent the last 14 years at the Institute for Literacy Studies working
on various staff development projects for adult educators and later for youth programs. Before
settling in at Lehman, she worked with Literacy Volunteers of NYC, the Literacy Assistance
Center and the Centers for Reading and Writing at The New York Public Library. In the following
essay, she a/lows us a glimpse into her work at the Adult Learning Center.

be the right class for several of these students
in the first place. The returning students are
getting annoyed by the disruptions.
Sometimes they are able to take the class
back, but sometimes not. The returning students are starting to give me various forms of
advice on how to handle things. I listen carefully, because I need all the advice I can get.
"Can't you do something?" asks Carolyn.
"They're not listening to you, and they don't
want to learn."
"I'm trying to give them a bit more time," I
say. "Work with them a little more and see
how it goes."
"I don't know how you do it," says
Carolyn, implying, I think, that maybe I shouldn't be doing it this way.
Carolyn's comment makes me think I
should be acting stricter. I know better, know
that this isn't really the solution to anything,
but I'm a bit baffled about what else to try. I
remember a couple of years ago when I was
trying hard to avoid any of those rhetorical,
teacher-type questions I sometimes ask without thinking. I had been feeling excited when
the class felt like a true discussion, with various students bringing up things that interested
them in the text. I later found out that several
of the students had gone to talk with Noemi,
our counselor, to report that their teacher
seemed to be acting like a student, participating in the discussion rather than directing the
class. It's such a fine line. Then I notice Elisa
and Racquel, two of my returning students,
coming in late from break. Here's my chance, I
think.
"Break was over 10 minutes ago, you're
late," I try to say in an authoritative voice. This
doesn't even sound like me, I think. Not that I
wouldn't have said something ordinarily, but I
wouldn't have said it like that.
"I'm not like them," says Elisa, referring to
the group of newer students I was talking with
earlier. "Racquel and I were here already after
break and then left to use the bathroom."
I'm sure they were. I've been concentrat-
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Adult Learning Center
Lehman College

ing so much attention on the newer students
that I probably didn't notice them. I don't bring
up the idea that it might have been good to use
the bathroom during break time, rather than as
soon as class started up again. Choose your
battles, I think to myself. Elisa almost never
misses class, and is rarely late coming back
from break. It was really the newer students
who seem to be coming back late consistently
that I should have been talking with.
I start to think about Elisa. I realize that
Elisa is starting to look.like the ideal student.
She's one of the few students over the years
with whom I thought I might not be able to
work. When she first came to the ALC, Elisa
couldn't seem to focus and constantly asked
the same question over and over. And she just
couldn't seem to stop talking. "I'm sorry, I'm
sorry," she'd say, but then it would happen
again. Probably nervousness, I thought, but it
didn't make it easier to deal with. Elisa and I
met with our counselor, Noemi, to try to figure
out a way to co-exist in the classroom. We
agreed to try it for a while. This was several
years ago.
Although focusing is still a big issue for
Elisa, I've seen some fairly major changes.
Several times I've seen Elisa explaining fairly
difficult texts to other students in small groups.
Elisa is able to focus at least some of the time
now.
But what happens to students like Elisa?
Our program, I think, has helped her a great
deal in terms of social skills and everyday reading and writing.
"Have you heard about 'No Child Left
Behind,'" asks Elisa. I tell myself to be quiet
and to listen to why Elisa is telling me this.
"The school is giving extra help to my son, and I
think he really needs it. I think it's a good
thing." Elisa has her hands full: she's a single
mom with a son who has his own set of complicated learning issues. She's been trying to help
him.
Elisa might be able to make it into the GED
class at some point, but I'm not sure she'll be

able to actually pass the test. She is one of a
group of returning students who've been in the
same class for several years. Sometimes we
talk about students like Elisa as being stuck,
but Elisa isn't really stuck. There have been
huge changes. Some of these changes are
probably due to our program, and some are not,
but those positive changes aren't sufficient for
her to reach the goal she came with: getting a
GED.
I'm still not sure what to do about the several newer students like Maria and Tanya who
don't seem to want to do any work and feel
they are ready to take the GED now and don't
need this class where they have been placed.
I'm still not sure how to help students like Elisa
who are making progress but slowly. I'm still
not sure if this particular class will come
together as a community. Soon my colleagues
at the ALC as well as my life partner will start
avoiding me entirely. Here comes a rant,
they'll think.
When it works, the age variation can be
interesting. Where else do people from age 20
to 80-something from various ethnic backgrounds get to sit in the same room and talk
together?
"They earned what?" says William, as we
read a story about migrant workers in the
1940's.
"Well, that wasn't much," says Maxine, a
student in her eighties. "Why when I first came
to New York in the 1920s, my rent was $60 a
month."
But can it work this year? I'm not sure yet.

"In the interest of privacy, all student names have been changed.

TEACHING
One Teacher's I-Search
&WRITING

Patsy Woofers
NYCWP

When teacher-consultant Patsy Woofers coordinated an l-Search seminar at Columbus HS in the
fall of 2002, she chose to explore a topic close to her heart as the focus of her own l-Search paper.
Wooters, who has a "huge collection" of notebooks dating back to 1984 when she took her first
Writing Project course, was eager to look at the power of low stakes and expressive writing to
support learning in the classroom. In her quest to learn now teachers use writing in the classroom,
she interviewed colleagues and read extensively on the subject. She followed listserv conversations and reflected on her own classroom practices. What follows is the end product of her search.

What I Knew
As a student, I was a successful test taker,
but writing assignments were a nightmare. My
problem continued until I took my first Writing
Project course, when my perception of writing
changed. I began to use writing to uncover my
thoughts and to sort them out. I began to write
for my own pleasure. I wanted this for my students, so I began having writing classes in my
school's computer lab, which I continued for
many years and loved. My students wrote
prodigiously, and over and over again, I saw
how much they appreciated the chance to
express themselves.
I also introduced low stakes writing in my
other classes. I wanted my students to write
fluently whenever they were asked to write, so
I assigned journals, process writing, and multiple drafts. I could see how useful writing is as a
tool for learning and for teaching.
Traditionally in-school writing is assigned
far less often than I would like. Some teachers
seem wary of writing. Perhaps, like me, they
have experienced inhibiting criticism. Perhaps
they aren't sure how to respond to student
writing that reveals daunting problems. I suspect many teachers haven't been taught about
writing, either in school or in their preparation
as teachers.

Why I am Writing This Paper
As I began to think about possible topics
for my l-Search, my concern about teaching
and writing kept coming to mind. It started
when I read Dixie Bellinger's "Alternatives to
Clip and Stitch: Real Research and Writing in
the Classroom" at the beginning of the I-

Search course. She talks about James Britton's
"three interrelated modes of discourse: the
expressive, the transactional, and the literary
or artistic" (34). This took me back to my concerns about broadening the range of writing
assignments in school. Transactional writing
(reports, test writing) is well represented, but
expressive writing and artistic writing are
assigned too infrequently.
I began my search with those two neglected categories, but I soon found myself focusing
on expressive writing. Writing to think, to order
one's thoughts, to muse, to learn—all these
seem so fundamental to learning, and yet so
often classes have no place for them.
Ultimately this question stood out in my mind:
how do teachers view expressive writing as a
tool for learning? I needed to see what other
teachers thought about writing assignments.
The Search
I started my research by going back to
Dellinger. I needed to refresh my memory of the
language she used. The terms, "the expressive,
the transactional, and the literary or artistic"
hadn't remained clear in my mind. I needed to
distinguish writing that is "expressive" from
"expressive writing." According to Dellinger,
"expressive writing [is] writing to think and to
learn." Expressive writing, to me, is "muse
writing" because of its power to advance my
thinking process. I was relieved to see that we
were in accord, and I also saw again that we
both value this writing in school. We agree that
"[W]e should ... make expressive writing ...
the center of all our instruction..." (34).
Next I looked at Toby Fulwiler's Teaching
with Writing. He explores language develop

ment: "On the one hand, humans use language
to communicate ideas and information to other
people; on the other, humans use language to
express themselves and to develop their own
articulate thought" (3). I think this is where
Britton's use of the term must have begun, with
this reasoning.
I found that Fulwiler shares my concerns
about writing in school:
Most writing assigned in most curricula
asks students to write to communicate
learned information to teachers through
which writing students will be evaluated, judged, and graded. Few curricula
recognize, implicitly or explicitly, that
writing can have an equally important
role in generating knowledge (the
expressive function) as in communicating it. (3-4)

In a sense, expressive writing is the foundation
for report and test writing, which is most often
assigned, because, as Fulwiler notes again in
reference to Britton, "personal or expressive
writing is the matrix from which both transactional and poetic writing evolve."
As I was conducting my l-Search, the
Writing Project listserv had a series of postings
that related to my question. Two teachers in
particular made points that seemed relevant to
my search. Grace Raffaele, while thinking
about using free writing with her eighth
graders, wrote "I admit that most of these students came to my class with decent skills.
However several were very reluctant writers,
and it is for them that I have seen the free writing act as a spark to open up a new light on the
writing craft." Sally McMahon wrote about
teaching students to write: "[l]'ve come to

believe that some teachers don't value the writing process, expecting students to pull off a
high stakes essay without any prep or drafts,
similar to the Regents task." These comments
reminded me that there are many teachers who
share my concerns and my sensibilities about
writing tasks in school.
Next I conducted two interviews, one with
a teacher who told me he didn't use expressive
writing in his class and one with a teacher who
said she used it extensively. I could have done a
survey of several teachers, but I chose to contrast the thinking of two individuals and see
what information I could draw from what they
said. I wanted to take a closer look at the thinking and experience of teachers who use and
don't use expressive writing.
First I interviewed B., a math teacher who
in recent years came to teaching from the world
of industry. We got into a discussion about
changes in teaching math, how our current
focus in New York State contrasts with previous practice and methods used in other parts of
the world. This was tangential to my quest, but
from it I realized that B. is a thoughtful and conscientious teacher. When I asked him about
using expressive writing, he responded that he
knew that the current correct view in math education is that "students will understand a concept better if they talk and write about it." He
said, "Current thinking's central tenet is that it's
all about concepts. Skills are not enough."
However, he admitted that he hadn't found a
way to incorporate writing in his classes.
We got into a discussion of the National
Council of Teachers of Mathematics and international studies that ranked US students in an
unfavorable light. In response to these studies,
according to B., the NY State orthodoxy has
turned entirely to problem solving. "Axioms are
out of the window." B. was scathing about this.
"As a result, it doesn't feel like mathematics.
All I'm doing is a bunch of little problems," he
added. For B. mathematics is about proofs. It's
about understanding. He recalled that, as a student, he would listen to lectures of an hour and
a half and, at the end, know the material
because he understood it. There were no drills
or applications. Mathematics, he said, was
taught as a logical system. For B., math is about
reasoning. He has been known to go on threeday hikes, alone, to cogitate upon mathematical questions. There is no expressive writing for
him when it comes to mathematics.
When I asked if he ever wrote just to clarify his thoughts, amazingly he said yes, providing such as examples as the time he worked out
how to invest his 401k, when he planned
financing for his children's education, or "when

I'm unsure about something." At this point the express yourself," she said. I was curious to
conversation had to end. I offered to discuss know if she extended this to the very beginning
using writing another time. I was certain his of learning English. She said she insisted stustudents were unsure about math from previ- dents write in English, however limited their
ous conversations, and I believed writing would comprehension. She allowed students to draw,
help them.
but they were not to write in their first lanThe next day I ran into B. in the hall and he guage. This forced them to begin using English,
told me that he'd already asked his students to even if it just amounted to three or four words.
write, but the results were problematic. I imme- She said that what students learned from this
diately thought of Linda deary's "The Fragile experience was that that they can write, even if
Inclination to Write: Praise and Criticism in the the writing amounted to very little. When I
Classroom" and all the factors that work asked her how she promoted writing in her
against student writing. He saw how writing classes, she responded that she stressed
could be used to support studying math. From "nudging, coaxing, especiallyjournaling." We
his insight I concluded that teachers may have talked about the four tasks of the Regents replimited experience of using expressive writing, resenting a small portion of the range that writbut any experience opens them to the idea of ing can be, and how expressive writing is a help
using it as a tool in the classroom. The next in mastering these tasks. She said she'd like to
time we spoke, he shared another writing see "English classes expand kids' view of writassignment he had given his students. Both ing [with] different experiences of writing."
assignments were short descriptive or process Getting students "invested in writing, that's the
pieces. He told me he values the way they biggest thing," she added. Students have independence in reading choices, but that independence doesn't extend to writing, she notes.
They are "told what [to] write about." I'd never
Writing to think, to order thought about this.

one's thoughts, to muse,
to learn - all these seem
so fundamental to learning, and yet so often
classes have no place for
them.

What I Learned

When I think about it, these two colleagues reflect what I might have imagined the
range of teachers to be. Actually B. does more
thinking about mathematics, without writing
things down, than I would have imagined possible. That realization reminded me of a student
who spent three days in my class thinking about
a poem he was composing. I thought he was off
topic, but I restrained myself from chastising
him. On the third day, he composed in one
enhance students' thinking and allow him to swoop, and the poem was very effective. I don't
see what's going on in their minds. I noted that
work this way, but that doesn't mean that othas soon as he had made the connection with his ers can't.
own use of expressive writing, he added writI learned a couple of things from my intering to his classes.
views that I believe will be useful for my work.
Next I interviewed an assistant principal The interview with B. showed me that although
whom I knew to use expressive writing in her one may seem unlikely to appreciate expressive
teaching. Her experience was beyond my writing in the classroom, the possibility for tryexpectations. Her mother was a "prolific" ing something new exists. As soon as he began
writer, her older sister also modeled writing for to assign writing, B. saw how useful this comher, and so S. kept a diary during high school munication was between student and teacher.
and college. At that point she stopped the jour- From my second interview I learned that
nal writing, arid today she is perhaps a little sad expressive writing can be used with students
that, other than memos and anecdotal reports who are just beginning the study of a new lanand observations, she's doing very little writing. guage. This is useful for me to know. It may
Her love of writing is reflected in her seem counterintuitive, but S. has done it, creatteaching. She used journals extensively in her ing the sense of "I can write," which so many
classes, even in first level English as a Second students need.
Language classes. "I knew what it did for me,
that 'writerly' life. It's a place to think and
continued on next page
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As for questions that remain, I'm still
curious about why so little expressive writing
has traditionally been used in the education
process. I would also like to know how to
counteract the tired, untrue sentiment that
students can't write. I don't believe teachers
would be saying this if they were using
expressive writing to support their students'
learning.
Upon reflection, I see that there are
teachers who are deeply committed to using
what Peter Elbow calls low stakes, personal
writing in support of their coursework. B.'s
own education didn't utilize this technique
and as a result it hadn't occurred to him to use
low stakes writing in his teaching. He did,
however, come to see the importance of writing as a tool for thinking in his personal life.
When that personal connection to writing
was pointed out to him, he immediately added
it to his classroom practice.
I'm sure that there are teachers for whom
personal writing has never been a practice.
Perhaps they, like B, were schooled in such a
fashion that didn't value or recognize it.
Perhaps they never happened upon the usefulness of low stakes writing in their own
lives. For these teachers, the answer may be
in exposure to classroom successes of, coupled with personal experience with, low
stakes writing.-ln my case, my own students'
willingness to write was integral in allowing
me to bring these practices into the classroom
after taking my first Writing Project course
many years ago.
I think the mind is like an underground
river. We dip in with other kinds of writing.

With expressive writing we tap in. It's thinking. It's discovering our thoughts. It's formulating ideas and finding connections. If school is
about learning, how can we afford to ignore
this? I shall continue searching for opportunities to promote expressive writing.
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Last spring Amanda Gulla wrote the following
poem for a poetry slam with Jennifer Rygalski's
8th grade class held at IS 218 in the Bronx.

From Teacher to Student
I want you to change your poem
the words I meant to say
are dried up inside
Say them for me.
I want you to change your poem
your anger isn 't worn smooth like mine
You are jagged rocks
Back turned
throwing up blockades of rhyme
Hiding truth inside your language.
You must be in there somewhere.
I want you to change your poem
Give reason to hope
there will be future poets
You could be one.
Mask my failures.
Heal my wounds.
Live my dreams.
Have insights I can understand
Use powerful language,
please don't cut me with it.
A lesson without pain.
A poem to let me say,
Ah, yes!
I want you to change your poem
Write what I would have
What I could have .
If someone had asked me
If no one had silenced me
If they had only shown me
or listened.
Not told me
To change my poem.
Amanda N. Gulla,
2003
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tributes
to LAURA
I came to know Laura's teaching through
the remarkable pieces her children wrote. My
"Writing and Learning" file drawer is filled with
writing samples from her students: second
grade response journals to James and the Giant
Peach, snail observation logs, the famous double-entry sample, "Blacks in New York," that
many of us have shared with teachers in seminars. I have taken these writings everywhere: to
discuss at a Four C's conference in Florida and
to my own college classroom. When I introduce
my students to double-entry notebooks, I say, "If
2nd/3rd graders can do this, so can we." A
while ago, a student in a basic writing course I
taught, read the "Blacks in New York" sample
and said, "If I'd been allowed to do this doubleentry work when I was in elementary school, I
don't think I'd be in this class now." I think he
was right.
Laura opened all of our eyes to the possibilities of writing as learning for young children.
She was my/our teacher. When she began to
work for the NYCWP as an on-site teacher-consultant, she was able to bring her years of experience and knowledge of both children and writing to teachers in District 8. Teaching, when it is
so deeply and artfully embedded in one's heart
and mind, has to be shared. Laura did that so
well, with care and respect for her colleagues.
New York City Schools and all of us at the
Writing Project, the Elementary Teachers
Network, and the ILS have been lucky. We've
had Laura.
Elaine Avidon
Lehman College
• •• ••
Five years ago when I started as a NYCWP
teacher-consultant in District 8, Laura was also
beginning her work as an on-site teacher-consultant for the same district. Laura had done
work before as a teacher-consultant and had cofacilitated seminars with Elaine Spielberg. For a
year, Laura and I co-coordinated weekly graduate seminars for a mix of elementary and middle
school teachers in two different clusters of
schools. While our assignment was a challenging one, I was quite fortunate to be paired with
a seasoned and creative professional. This
alone helped to reduce some of the apprehension that naturally goes with a new position.

A fter decades of work as a classroom teacher and a teacher-consultant for theN YCWP,
Laura Schwartzberg has retired. Laura first joined the NYCWPin an Invitational Summer
Institute in 1984 and has been an active member of our community ever since. She was an
elementary school teacher in District 2 in Manhattan and then became one of our on-s/te
teacher-consultants, working in four elementary schools in District 8 in the Bronx. Her
retirement from the Department of Education brings a rush of mixed feelings that are eloquently expressed by four of her colleagues.

Laura was amazing in her capacity for shar- with text, and to demonstrate their thinking
ing work she had done with former classes and while reading. (Who can forget, "Well, phooey
students. During our seminars Laura brought in on the Dutch!" in one of the double-entry sama wide range of student publications, from large ples?) Laura, as you retire from everyday teachbooks in science to individual storybooks. In our ing or consulting with teachers, let me say
middle school office, I watched as Laura, the thank you for your contributions to the many
consummate professional, prepared for confer- elementary teachers whose practice you
ences or school-wide workshops. She kept on strengthened. I know you will continue your
top of her game by reading and sharing current valuable work with teachers while taking time
books and periodicals. Often she would ask if a for your family, and I wish you much happiness
particular middle school article was one I could and satisfaction in the future.
use. Generosity is, thankfully, one of her
Linette Moorman
strongest qualities.
NYCWP Director, Retired
• ••••
During our weekly trips home in her car,
Laura made it possible for me to pick up my
I met Laura Schwartzberg when she began
daughter in a timely fashion. I remember these attending the Saturday NYCWP meetings in the
rides into Manhattan as a chance to vent (very 1980's, a few years after I started going myself
important in our business) and a real way to to the monthly meetings. Drawn together by
support each other with concrete suggestions. the fact we were both elementary school teachIn these "interesting times" in education, Laura ers, we represented a minority within the preis sorely needed and terribly missed now that dominantly high school-based Writing Teachers
she is retired. Buena suerte para el future, Consortium. Laura, myself, and a few other elequerida Laura!
mentary teachers formed a small circle within
-Linda Garcia-Torres the whole, usually coming to the meetings as
NYCWP the sole representatives of our schools.
• • • ••
As Laura and I got to know each other, we
I was particularly pleased that during my discovered other common ground: our teaching
time as one of the NYCWP's directors, Laura careers began in the late 60's, spanning a range
Schwartzberg decided to join the group of full- of grades from early childhood to upper grades,
time teacher-consultants at Lehman. Laura and I and a history of living and teaching in the lower
developed some strong professional ties, begin- East Side. When Laura and her husband, Jeff,
ning in 1984, when she was a participant in the adopted Kira, who was born in Korea, the fact
Invitational Summer Institute and I was a guest that Laura had a daughter of Asian descent crepresenter. Over the years we were part of a ated a deeper bond between us.
small and steadfast group of elementary teachAside from these personal connections,
ers in the project. We constantly shared student Laura and I co-taught NYCWP seminars at sevwork, ideas from our classrooms, and life expe- eral elementary school sites. I visited Laura's
riences as parents. When she became one of classroom at PS. 234 in District 2, and later as a
the TCs I worked with for several years, I got to consultant for the Elementary Teachers
see some other qualities that endeared her to Network (ETN), I took teachers to observe and
me. She had the ability to step back, assess a learn from Laura's teaching there.
situation and take a stand out of her convicOver a span of twenty years, I have had the
tions. I loved that about her, and counted on her privilege of knowing and being in dialogue with
unbiased judgment and her support in my role Laura as teacher to teacher, mother to mother to
as director.
grandmother, and teacher educator to teacher
So many of us at the project are indebted educator. Laura possesses the substance of
to Laura for the amazing student samples of lit- great integrity: honesty, caring, and generosity.
erature logs and double-entry journals that Above all, she is a mensch.
helped us convince teachers that very young
Barbara Watanabe Batton
students could use writing as a way to engage
Institute for Literacy Studies

PUBLISHING
I
OUR WORK
Congratulations to Professor Sondra Perl
(Lehman College/CUNY Graduate Center), one of
our Project's founding directors, on the publication of her new book, Felt Sense: Writing with
the Body. As many of you know, the NYCWP
owes Sondra much thanks for thje "Guidelines for
Composing," a process that has helped many of
us as writers and that we have shared with our
students and colleagues. This new book, published by Heinemann, also includes a CD, which
contains the "Guidelines" spoken by Sondra herself.

Sheepshead Bay HS in 1989. Our listserv provided a vehicle for Sam and his co-editor, Megan
Scribner, to call for submissions. In the book,
Thomasina reflects on Maxine Kumin's poem
"Junior Life Saving."

Many of our colleagues continue to share their
expertise and talents in a variety of venues.
Former on-site teacher consultant Thomasina
LaGuardia, now retired, is a contributor, along
with over 80 other educators, to a new book,
Teaching With Fire. In this book, each educator
has contributed a poem and a reflection on its
importance to his or her teaching life. One of the
book's editors, Sam M. Intrator, participated in
a NYCWP seminar Thomasina coordinated at

When this school year began, the New York City
Writing Project (NYCWP) witnessed the departure of two of its on-site teacher-consultants.
Lucie Harris, who had worked for the Project
for two years at several high schools in Brooklyn
and Staten Island, moved on to a new role as literacy coach at Brooklyn Academy, a new small
high school. Margaret Fiore, who for several
years served as an on-site teacher-consultant at
the George Washington Educational Campus in

DEPARTURES
Manhattan and Theodore Roosevelt HS in the
Bronx, assumed the role of literacy coach for
High School for Law and Public Service on the
George Washington Educational Campus. We
miss seeing and working with them on a regular
basis.
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