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A Note From The Editors
Welcome to the first issue of the 1988-89 newsletter season.
Although summer is long past, we would like to point out one
Project "first" that took place among the many courses offered.
In July, forty Project members participated in an advanced institute called Teaching as Critical Inquiry, developed in
response to an increasing interest in this approach to learning
and teaching. This issue of the Newsletter reflects our growing
curiosity about "Inquiry" and its importance to our development
as individual teachers and as a Project.
In this issue, Paul Allison's article, What We Talk About When
We Talk About Inquiry, explores what inquiry has come to mean
in the NYCWP community and how it changes what is possible
for us in the classroom. In the three articles that follow, Marcie Wolfe, Ed Osterman, and Gail Kleiner describe their experiences using an Inquiry approach to teaching. In Theory into
Practice: An Inquiry on Language and Literacy, Marcie
describes how a consideration of Paulo Freire's philosophy,
Shirley Brice Heath's research, and her students' issues about
their own education led to changes in her teaching. In Living in
the Material World, Ed describes what happened when his tenth
grade class investigated a subject near and dear to their hearts-money. And in Summertime News: Teaching as Critical Inquiry, Gail raises some of the questions about teaching that grew
out of this summer's Inquiry course. Versions of these articles
were presented in November at a session of the annual convention of the National Council of Teachers of English. This session was co-organized and introduced by Elaine Avidon, who
provided a theoretical framework for the papers that followed.
If you happen to be behind on the soaps, Dana Marcus explains it all to you with her handy guide to good breeding-Soap
Opera Pedigrees-replete with punnett squares, of course. Also
in this issue, we're pleased to present a poem by Elaine Spielberg, Two Scenes From a Class Act.
Our regular features now include an article review. In this
issue, Marion Halberg joins the "What is literacy?" debate
through her review of Readin' not Riotin': The Politics of
Literacy, by Andrew Sledd. In From a Teaching Journal, Elaine
Avidon sketches a portrait of one of her basic writers and speculates on the nature of "remedial" education. Last but not least,
our ever-popular feature, Steal These Ideas, is back with new
ideas to astound your friends and confound your enemies.
As always, we welcome your comments and encourage you
to become an active participant hi these discussions. Happy
reading!
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What We Talk About
When We Talk
About Inquiry
The social constructionist alternative... assumes that there is no such
thing as a universal foundation, ground, framework, or structure of
knowledge. There is only an agreement, a consensus arrived at for the
time being by communities of knowledgeable peers. Concepts, ideas,
theories, the world, reality, and facts are all language constructs
generated by knowledge communities and used by them to maintain
community coherence.... Thinking is an internalized version of conversation.... Knowledge and the authority of knowledge [are] communitygenerated, community-maintaining symbolic artifacts (Bruffee, 1986. p.
776 & 777).

For the past couple of years, members of a "community of
knowledgeable peers" known as the New York City Writing
Project have been nurturing a new attitude toward learning and
teaching that is being called Inquiry. And since, as Ken Bruffee says, exposition begins in conversation, I'm going to look
carefully at conversations that we have been having recently
around this "symbolic artifact." I'll look to find what ideas we
might usefully induce from the "narrative dramas" (Bruffee's
term), or specific scenes in which we have been "constructing"
our thoughts, feelings, and knowledge about Inquiry. (My use
of the capital letter at the beginning of "Inquiry" should not be
misinterpreted as an act of piety. Rather, it's a shorthand for
the distinction between any generic inquiry or systematic investigation and the specific strategies and attitudes that are being
developed by NYCWP teachers.)
Specifically, I'll do three things in an effort to delineate some
of this work. First, I'll investigate Inquiry's roots by reviewing
three narrative dramas from the history of the Project's approach to this teaching stance. Next, I'll outline some basic
pedagogical principles and strategies that many of us in
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NYCWP agree "for the time being" represent an ideal Inquiry,
a pedagogy toward which we are reaching. And finally, I'll
present a few of the concerns and questions that we are currently pursuing in an effort to better define, distinguish, and develop
our notions of what it is we are doing and what else we could be
doing under the banner of Inquiry.

bear fruit. Eventually, NYCWP members began to see the challenge of Inquiry as an argument for being concerned with more
than just the "how's" of getting students to read, write, and talk
more effectively. Inquiry helped them to imagine new ways of
looking at what their students might be reading, writing, and
talking about.

My interrelated goals in all of this are to open up the Inquiry
"conversation" to a wider "knowledge community" and to recommend Inquiry as a focal point around which we in the New York
City Writing Project can work to "maintain community
coherence" as we grow larger.

Because it provides both rationales and specific strategies
for bringing important issues into the writing classroom, Inquiry
has slowly been adopted by those long-term members of the
Project who have been searching for that "something more" in
their teaching. In addition, any content area teachers who might
be looking to find more ways to use Project techniques in their
subject classes, can find in Inquiry the beginning of an answer
to their questions. Inquiry gives both content teachers and writing teachers new ways to help their students think more critically as they pose and solve problems about important issues in
their lives.

I'll begin with a few of the narrative dramas, or particular circumstances, out of which Inquiry has evolved in the Project. My
purpose here is not to merely record a history of Inquiry, but
rather to find in each of these stories the general principles that
we can induce from the particulars.
Scene One. On Saturday, November 15,1986, six members
of a planning committee-Elaine Avidon, Shelly Hoffman, Gail
Kleiner, Ed Osterman, Meta Plotnik, and Marcie Wolfe-conducted three concurrent "Critical Inquiry" workshops at Lehman College in which the participants addressed the issue of
"Power." Nearly fifty Project members applied for and were accepted to these day-long workshops, and many came away from
the experience ready to change some of their approaches to
teaching.
The stated purpose of the workshops was to emphasize the
value of what committee members called "important content,"
or subject matter that matters. Aiming to demonstrate that
Project strategies can be used together to deepen participants'
understanding of issues that have significant impacts on their
lives, the planning committee engaged them in many different
reading, writing, and talking, individual, large and small-group
activities. Among these were double-entry notes, text-rendering, freewriting, collaborative learning, questioning, dialogue of
authors, believing and doubting, and letter writing.
When the workshop leaders said that they were attempting
to show the value of "writing from self, not of self," an important
note was struck. Anyone who has taken a Writing Project
course can testify that personal writing has always held a central
place in our investigations into writing and teaching. The shifts
of focus with "Critical Inquiry" are that participants read and
wrote personally, though not necessarily autobiographically,
about a politically-charged issue such as "Power." The readings,
which framed this theme, were selected both for their variety of
form, voice, and perspective, and for their potential to complicate the evolving Inquiry. They included four texts: the first
chapter of Milan Kundera's book, The Book of Laughter and
Forgetting, a poem by William Pitt Root, Do You Know the
Country Around Here, an article from the Village Voice, It's a
Family Affair: The Real Lives of Black Single Mothers, and an
excerpt by the Greek Stoic philosopher Epictetus.
Although a number of participants left this workshop feeling
variously charged, frustrated, overwhelmed, or confused by the
day's frenetic activities, seeds were planted that would later

In the year that followed the November 1986 "Critical Inquiry
Workshop," a number of NYCWP members began tentatively
to experiment with some of the approaches to teaching that have
evolved out of this new direction, and these experiments continue. [See Ed Osterman's Material World, p.5]
Scene Two. Another event that sheds light on Inquiry took
place a year later, in Los Angeles, at a post-convention
workshop of the National Council of Teachers of English, entitled Teaching as Critical Inquiry." The cast of characters
remained much the same as it was the year before. Elaine
Avidon, Gail Kleiner, Ed Osterman, and Marcie Wolfe were
joined by Chris Kissack and myself to lead three concurrent,
day-long Inquiry workshops for sixty teachers from all over the
United States. Instead of "Power," the issue this time was The
Impact of Learning on the Individual," and the texts included
chapter thirteen from Richard Wright's book, Black Boy, and a
poem by Elizabeth Bishop, In the Waiting Room.
As stated in the workshop proposal that Elaine and Marcie
had submitted, Teaching as Critical Inquiry" was intended, in
part, to answer "an increased concern from education, government, and the media with teaching students to think critically."
The problem is that this concern has led to a "definition of critical thinking as a series of sub-skills which can be taught in a
hierarchical fashion to students at particular ages, grades, and

(please see Inquiry, page 11)
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Theory Into Practice: An Inquiry On
Language And Literacy
My teaching has been best, in those semesters that stand out
to me and remain memorable, at times when I have undertaken
an investigation into what I believe about learning. And through
such an investigation—through questioning, challenging,
through taking risks with focus, student expectation, method,
content--! find that these beliefs of mine-about learning, about
writing, about teaching-change. So teaching can be a process
of inquiry for me.
An inquiry into language and literacy, done by my freshman
writing class last year at Lehman College, began when the researcher Shirley Brice Heath, the educator and philosopher
Paulo Freire, and my students all began to have a dialogue in
my head. I'll describe my students' project later on, but right
now I'd like to consider these three influences.
My students at Lehman College in the Bronx are often the
first in their families to go to college. They come from workingclass homes, and often are themselves working while they are in
school. Their parents may support their decision to go to college, or they may wonder what exactly the result will be of all
this extra education-whether it will be worth their children not
taking full-time jobs and contributing more now to the family.
The students at Lehman are culturally diverse. More than 50%
are Latino, from a variety of Central and South American
countries, and from the Caribbean. Other students are West
Indian and Asian. Still others are native New Yorkers who are
Black, Hispanic, or White ethnics. In my class, English 090, the
students have passed a writing assessment test, but with scores
on the lower end; in two terms they must pass another exam to
exit the English sequence, and many of them are worried. While
they love their new identity as college students, they do not see
themselves as college writers (or worse, have been told by others
that they are not). So, my students are happy to be in college,
are worried about their writing, and are frequently experiencing some dissonance-witb parents, others, or themselvesabout their decision to go to college.
Shirley Brice Heath is the author of Ways With Words, a
book that has been important in redefining literacy as literacies
-sets of reading/writing behaviors imbedded in social contexts.
In Ways With Words, she describes three communities in the
Piedmont area of the Carolinas: Roadville--a rural white working class community, Trackton-a rural black working class
community; and Maintown--the middle-class urban center
where Roadville and Trackton kids go to school (and where
their teachers live). Contrary to the deficit model often applied
to poor and minority children, what Heath found in Ways With
Words was that each community had its own set of literacy practices related to the culture and social class of the people in it,
but that only the Maintown children-middle class, like the
teachers—had ways with words that corresponded to those emphasized and rewarded in the schools. The Roadville and
Trackton kids, then, experienced much less school success. In
the second half of the book, Heath poses the question of

whether schools and communities can be brought closer
together, and describes examples of students acting as researchers in their own communities to build bridges between
the school's uses of language and their own.
The Brazilian educator and philosopher, Paulo Freire, is
known to many as the author of Pedagogy of the Oppressed. In
his work, he advocates a dialogic model of education where
teachers and students are co-investigators into issues of importance to them. In Freire's educational model, the experience
and knowledge of the learner become the basis for curriculum,
and "generative" themes resonant in learners' lives form the
basis for discussion and activity. In Freire's view, through inquiry and dialogue, education has the potential to be liberatory-personally and culturally transforming.
The posing of questions is central to an inquiry approach,
and the interplay of these three influences certainly raised questions for me. Having read Heath and Freire with much excitement, and, having some knowledge of who my students tend to
be, I began to wonder how I could listen to the three voices in
my head, and transform these ideas into classroom practice.
Freshman writing tends to be a course without content—it's what
a colleague of mine refers to as a "power" subject, in which students are meant to increase their power over language. We try
mightily to make connections between the writings students do
and the anthology we usually ask them to buy, but there's nothing, really, that freshman writing is about. Maybe, I thought, the
content of freshman writing could be an examination of language itself-of ways with words in different contexts. Together
my students and I could investigate language use in our homes,
jobs, classes, neighborhoods, examine some of the interesting
research in literacy-Heath, for example-and read provocative
essays connecting language to culture, gender, power.
So began a* two-month inquiry project in my composition
class hi which my students wrote and read about language (they
did read a section from Heath); posed questions about their
own and each other's ways with words; devised questions for,
conducted, and wrote up interviews with classmates.
Here is an excerpt from Heather's interview with Yadida:
While interviewing Yadida. I found out that we have similiar qualities.
I realize from the start that we were both shy, so we had some difficulty opening up to each other. After we got over our shyness, we started
to get things rolling. I asked Yadida, "Do you have any problems communicating with others?" She answered, "Yes," and she went on further
to say that her major problem was, when she spoke, no one understood
her because of her accent. I told her that I had the same problem when
I spoke, because I fall back into my dialect sometimes. While saying
this, I found that I was speaking the dialect that I am accustomed to.
and Yadida actually understood me. Then we started to speak to each
other in our native language.

What Heather refers to as "native language" became one
source for our further investigations. Many students found
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through their interviews that their main concerns were about
oral language. This became evident after the interviews, when
I asked the class whether other questions or ideas about language had emerged for them. Here are some of their responses:
I found out that each individual's language can be slightly different, because of our different surroundings.
If our cultures are the same and we use the same language, why is it that
we pronounce words so differently?
I realized that there is a person out there who thinks the same way as
me and we use our other language in a positive way.
People use slangs when talking to different people. When talking to a
friend, some people will use a different form of speech than they would
when talking to an adult. I notice that I do this too.
I was born in New York but there are times in which I cannot say what
I feel correctly because my Spanish language is there, too. It is difficult
to say in writing, but the only way I could, so someone else could understand me. is that your home language never really leaves you, and I'd
like to know from others if it was difficult or not.

These excerpts demonstrate that one very strong theme in
the responses was the use of what Heather might call "native
language"--dia]ect, English/Spanish constructions, slang. My
intention for this inquiry was to have students focus on reading
and writing, but oral language was clearly their priority. We
pursued this and other language issues in the next phase of the
inquiry, in which students took field notes observing language
use in a setting of their choice.
They observed language use on the bus and subway, on the
job, at home—even at parties-and jotted down their observances. I then asked them to write up their notes, after they
returned home, using a "double entry" format, with four
columns: notes, comments, questions, reflections. The last two
columns were meant as an invitation to students to push thenthinking beyond just recording what they had seen. In other
words, given what they had already read about, discussed, and
written, what did their field notes seem to mean?
In "context groups" (a group of students all observing language on the job, say, or at home), they responded to each
other's field notes, speculated on "what they meant," and finally composed essays in which they presented their data and some
tentative conclusions. Tommy, who works in a Carvel ice cream
store, observed the difference in how his boss speaks to the
employees and to the customers. Elizabeth, who works in an
office on campus, collected quotes from older and younger
Hispanic women who work with her on campus, and concluded
that "two of the main causes that alters one's language from
slang to proper are to whom you must speak to and the location
you are in." Mechelle observed her family's evening talk around
that urban fireplace-the TV: what items on the news tend to
initiate conversation, who talks first, who in the family remains
silent throughout. Anthony, ever wondering, observed that at
parties, the "girls/guys don't act/talk crazy because the girls/guys
aren't alone."
Here are some excerpts from Heather's essay about her observations of language use on a bus:

One morning, while taking a crowded bus. I decided to do my research
on the use of language. I thought this would be a good place, if any, to
start my project....
On this particular morning, the children came back from an extended
weekend, and they were restless. One boy I observed spoke slang excessively. He said, "Hey man! I was buzzed when the fuzz came around."
This was very puzzling to me. I stood there amazed, trying to figure out
what he meant by what he said, then it dawned on me that children are
the ones that change the language from generation to generation. So
by changing their connotations and their forms, they made a new language. Adults also use a slang which is difficult to explain. I think that
it was the slang of their generation which follows them and that is what
they spoke....
I think this process of observing your environment is good. You get
a chance to see and speculate on things you would usually take for
granted. Before this assignment, I never did much speculating on language. I think that by going out and observing people and their uses of
language, you could understand what language is really comprised of.
Language isn't just grammatical English, but the language of the people,
which enables us to communicate with one another.

In many of the essays, students took on the voice of a researcher. They were authoritative and confident in presenting
their integration of information, speculation, and tentative
analysis. They wrote from what they knew and what they had
discovered. And what they had discovered was that they and
others were masters of literacies-sets of language behaviors
particular to context, culture, age. We were all let into secrets
--what Heath might call "cultural patterns"--girl talk and boy
talk, Black slang and Spanglish, how you should and shouldn't
talk on the job as boss or worker.
Freire writes that "authentic reflection considers neither
abstract man nor the world without men, but men in their relations with the world." I think that through this project my students came to a conscious understanding of language within the
world (not just in school) as fluid, changeable—and, if you will,
as user-friendly.
This article began with my own process of inquiry-my questions about how to make classroom practice from the ideas that
influence me. This language project, both in its content and its
process, has left me with new questions. If students can conduct interviews with each other and take field notes, what other
research projects might they want to engage in? What would
be my role in helping them to identify something to research?
If inquiry is not just the set of techniques I used for this project,
but rather a lens for viewing, a framework that shapes my practice, how can all my classes, freshman composition, autobiography, and adult basic education, be inquiry-based and
participatory? And how can inquiry-based education continue
to break the boundaries between classrooms and communities
and help students to become powerful and committed in both?
Right now, these questions are not uncomfortable but exciting-problems posed that will keep me interested in and reflective about my teaching. I know, too, that I'm not alone in these
explorations. There is a growing community of teachers interested in the same notions, particularly b the Writing Project,
and it will be exciting to see where it all leads.

Marcie Wolfe
Institute for Literacy Studies
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Living In The Material World: A Classroom
Inquiry On Money
At the beginning of every semester, I always spend a few days
doing what I call "light, non-threatening" brainstorming activities designed to help my students feel comfortable with me
and with each other. I usually ask them to make lists about
themselves (Things that make me happy," Things that make
me angry," etc.) and then we share some of these items orally.
Usually, after two or three days of this sharing, we retire these
lists to our journals, rarely to be looked at again.
This year I asked my sophomores to choose one item from
each list-the item that meant the most to them~and write it
down on a slip of paper with their name on it. I wanted to publish one class list of chosen items from each individual list so
that we would remember certain things about each other as the
term went on. (I also wanted to make it clear to my students
that publishing their writing-however brief and casual-would
be something that would be happening periodically throughout
the semester.) While sifting through the choices of things that
made them happy, I found that nearly half of the class chose
"money".
This response of money~so reflective of yuppiedom and the
money-obsessed '80s--disturbed me. Did my sophomores ever
really seriously think about money? Did they really understand
the implications of what they were suggesting-that money, for
example, made them happier than, say, love or friendship? Did
they honestly believe this? As I was discussing this with a colleague, she suggested that I not drop the topic and move on.
"Why not use then- interest in money to conduct an inquiry on
the topic?" Skeptical, but determined to try a serious exploration of an issue that seemed to matter to my students, I embarked on an inquiry with them.
For years now, I have been wrestling with ways to move students from personal writing to writing that confronts issues and
situations they encounter daily in the world beyond my classroom. Inquiry, in my eyes, seemed a way to do this. To me, an
inquiry is an extended exploration of an issue through reading,
writing, and discussion. As an inquiry proceeds, participants
may need to re-evaluate and rethink their position on the issue
in light of what they read in a series of texts that may contrast
or overlap each other. After the reading, responding, and discussion of these texts ends (an inquiry can go on for an entire
semester, actually), participants can write a final piece on what
they now believe about the issue.
Though I knew before I started that such sustained writing
and reading on a single issue might tax my sophomores' attention span, I felt committed to the project. There was the possibility that my students might change or, at least, re-examine
their beliefs about money as a major source of happiness. It also
offered the opportunity to show students how personal beliefs
or interests might operate within the more complex, public
arena. More important, this kind of project seemed to challenge the current tendency of public schools to do the 64-yard

dash through a bloated curriculum. Students have become so
accustomed to moving lock-step onto new topics or racing
through several pieces of literature without sufficient analysis
(or, sometimes, even comprehension) that their ability to sustain thought and interest on a single, important issue or text
seems impossible. A two- or three-week inquiry project would
be a challenge for them and a worthwhile experiment.
We began our inquiry by doing some freewriting on the topic,
just to examine what each of us thought and felt about money.
I did this and the other reading and writing assignments with
them, and contributed my responses alongside theirs in class
discussions. After we wrote, I asked students to pair up, read
their writing to each other, and list the major ideas and opinions
that appeared in these writings. Afterwards, we shared these
ideas and noted categories on the chalkboard: uses for money,
good things about money, and bad things about money (of
course, the most limited list).
Here are some of the initial responses to the topic:
Money can get you pleasures beyond your wildest imagination. Money
can also get you Into the depths of Hell if you don't watch out. Everyone
loves money why? Mabey because of its color or texture or mabey because It can get you things you have never seen before for any reason
All I know is that people love money. Money, the dirtiest substance on
this planet. Money makes the world go round.
If you don't have money you won't survive. Money can also bring
death. Do you want to die. Money makes your wildest fantasies come
true. We all need money. Even I need money. Irembera timelneeded
money really bad. I would steal just to get this valuable substance.
(Akim)
I don't know, call me crazy but I wouldn't want to win the lotto and
then again I would.
I wouldn't because you never know wether you're gonna die today or
tomorrow and if I did (GOD FORBID) I wouldn't be happy knowing
someone else is spending my money. Like the saying goes • "You can't
take it with you."
Then again I want to have lots of money I want to smother myself in
money. I get everything I want most of thimes. I get roses and candy
and little gifts and I have my boyfriend which is more than I can ask for
but I don't have a new stereo nor my car. Nor enough money (spending money) to get this nugget bracelet for my boyfriend. I guess what
I'm trying 2 say is that I don't have enough money of my own. Everything I want I receive I want to buy things 4 myself and for other (also the
more money you have the more taxes you payI Yuckl) (Allison)
Even though I love money I feel that our society is forgetting the real
use for it. The real way of using it is on houses, cars, jewelry, clothes,
and vacations to place you would like to do. Money, I like it. When you
get fresh, crisp bills and it isn't weary looking. Me I love to spend m oney
on clothes and jewelry and hairspray. But I also put some away for college and law school. Money. I want to be healthy so I can live without
worry about going broke. Broke. I hate that word. I hate to be broke
because when you see something you like you can't get it. (Rina)

A teaching point needs to be made here. I discovered that
most of my sophomores-an average class but a shy one—were
reluctant to read to each other and were not quite sure how to
extract major ideas from a piece of writing. This might be par-
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tially due to the fact that we did this early in the semester and
students were not entirely comfortable yet. However, before
doing such an activity, I would still strongly suggest a lot of
whole-class modeling. During other class activities, provide
lime for students to read writing aloud and ask the class what
main ideas or opinions they hear in the text or what main points
seem to underlie the text.
There is an additional activity I would do with these free writings that we did not do. Based on what is heard in the initial
free writings, one might also have the class begin to raise questions about the topic. These questions could be continually
revised and referred to as the inquiry proceeds, and they would
serve to provide the students with a goal, something they want
to know about the topic being investigated. Again, however, the
formation of questions might need to be practiced. After all,
our students are always being asked for answers. How often do
we ask them to raise questions?
After the initial sharing of beliefs, we were ready to begin our
reading. Ideally, I would have liked to have had a longer amount
of planning time to collect stories, essays, news articles, and
poems that dealt with the theme in different ways. However,
because my decision to do this came at the spur of the moment,
I didn't have time to bunt. Thus, I selected stories and poems
that were included in Impact, the anthology the class was using,
as well as a play I had planned on doing. The works we ended
up reading, writing, and talking about included:
You Can't Take it With You, by Eva-Lis Wuorio
Tlte Father, by Bjornstjerne Bjornson
Richard Cory, by E. A. Robinson
The Gift of the Magi, by O. Henry
A Raisin in the Sun, by Lorraine Hansberry
I chose the first two because they address the negative effects
money can have on family relationships and the way one relates
to the world. Richard Cory helped us to explore what someone
who is rich might not have. In the The Gift of the Magi, we read
about a young couple without money. I chose A Raisin in the
Sun to discuss the effects of money and the desire for it on a
family whose life can genuinely benefit from it.
After each piece was read at home (with the exception of
Raisin, which was read and discussed over a more extended
period of time), students wrote written responses. These were
then shared and discussed in class.
I tried to vary the method of response as well as the method
of sharing it. Sometimes, I asked students to respond to the text
by writing about an incident similiar in their own lives and how
they felt when it occurred. Thus, following the reading of You
Can't Take it With You, students described in writing arguments
about money or inheritance that occurred hi their own families
and how they felt about it, or wrote about how the family
regarded a relative who was richer than the rest of the family.
Following the discussion of Tlte Gift of the Magi, students wrote
about a time they couldn't afford a gift for someone, how they
felt, and what they did about it. They also wrote briefly about
how O. Henry's story could have had a darker ending (i.e., What

will happen to this couple if they are in the same condition five
years from now? Will love still compensate for their financial
woes?) On other occasions, students wrote directly to a character (or wrote as a character) on the issue of money. So, students
wrote to Mama in Raisin and advised her on what she should
do with her inheritance and why. Earlier, students wrote as
Richard Cory in a suicide note, explaining to the world why he
was killing himself despite his wealth. Throughout this cycle,
students shared their pieces in pairs or in small groups, or the
writing was "published" and the entire class discussed the different points of view together.
I continually asked students to compare one text's stance to
another or one character's attitude to another. So, following the
reading of the four short works, students were asked to write a
dialogue between the main character of You Can't Take it With
You and Richard Cory, discussing the topic of money. The
dialogues were read hi pairs and students discussed which
speaker they agreed with more. Then I published the best of
the dialogues and asked students to comment in writing (again)
on which point of view they agreed with more. Here are two of
the dialogues:
Setting: One morning Richard Cory was going for a walk. It was around
8:30. While walking he turned the corner of Main Street. Suddenly, he
bumped into a jogger named Mr. Basil. Down went Richard Cory. Mr.
Basil helped him up and apologized.
Basil: I am terribly sorry, sir. Are you okay?
Richard: Yesl I am still in one piece. I'll be fine.
Basil: You look familiar. Do 1 know you?
Richard: Probably not. I really don't meet many people. I live alone
and I have no friends.
Basil: Yes. I know the feeling. I too am unhappy. I am very wealthy
but people only like me for my money.
Richard: Yes. I am wealthy also?
Basil: Do you have a wife or family?
Richard: Unfortunately not. I have lived alone all my life ever since my
mother died fifteen yean ago and left me with a fortune.
Basil: At least, I have a family, but not the loving type. That's what
makes me so sad. They only accept me for my money. I feel unwanted
by them except for one—my nephew Verner.
Richard: My money has brought me every thing material in all of my
fifty-seven yean of life but never love. People always wished they had
what I had, but it's difficult.
(Aaron)
Richard: It is truly a pleasure meeting you sir. I heard a tot about you.
I also heard you were feeling quite ill. Are you feeling any better sir?
Basil: No, son. I am not feeling better. I'm barely alive! But I thank
you for caring, unlike my family who is out to rob me cold of my money!
They just can't wait to see me six feet under to snatch it all away from
mel The day I die is the day I'll be fully happy!
Richard: Sir? At least, you have a family. Nobody cares for me Richard. Theyjust care for Richard's money. I kind of undentand what
you say about the day you die is the day you'll be happy. Come to think
of it, I feel the same way. I don't think people will really miss me or even
care about why or how I died. They'd probably only wonder who I left
my money to and why I didn't leave it to them instead.
Basil: Well, when I d'ied no one has to worry about sharing the money,
because I'm taking it with me. We're gonna go in ashes. Think of it,
young man. Think of me leaving all my money to all of the people. They
would get very stingy, greedy, and unthankful to one another and tome
as well.
Richard: If you were to give away all your money, would you and to who
and what?
Basil: No! I wouldn't! Everyone would just get greedy and vengeful.
Would you give your money away to people?
Richard: Yes, sir. I would get rid of all of it and right away! I'd probably give it to all the kind people whoever bothered to say "Good morn-
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ing* to me. To make sure they wouldn't get stingy, I would split up the
money evenly between all of them and thank them for taking it.
Basil: Son? You are too kind, and people don't treasure kindness.
They treasure what they get out of you.
Richard: Well. sir. it was a pleasure speaking to you. Thank you very
very much for listening. Hope you get better. I'll remember you.
Basil: Take care young man. You are a very kind person and have yet
a lot to learn. But be very careful and try to ask yourself why these
people say "Good morning" to you....They don't even know you! Well,
thanks for listening. Til remember you, too. (Allison)

I need to mention that the dialogue writing proved difficult
for my students. Though they had no trouble writing as a single
character in letter or diary form, they did find it hard to write a
dialogue between two fictional characters from two different
works of fiction. I realize now that this was quite a sophisticated
task I asked of them. However, what is interesting about the
dialogues, as Aaron's and Allison's demonstrate, is that the students tended to cut the dialogues off right at the moment that
they were becoming dark or complex. They tended to force
neat, contrived endings right at the moment when they could
have really explored something serious. With more oral sharing of incomplete dialogues to get group feedback, and with
more gentle prodding from me, the dialogues could have become more complex. I also think that if I were to do this again,
I would have students engage in a dialogue between themselves
and one of the characters or the author of one of the texts. It
would probably have been easier and, in the end, more
worthwhile for them to use their own opinions in the written
conversation.
When we finished reading, writing, and discussing the short
works (and before we embarked on Raisin), I sensed the need
to move the inquiry into other media. Thus, for a week, students
were asked to watch a variety of T.V. programs that portrayed
the world of the rich: "Dynasty," "Dallas," "Lifestyles of the Rich
and Famous," The Billionaire Boys' Club." Afterwards, we discussed the way these people were portrayed and how realistic
these programs were. The students enjoyed the assignment and
the discussion, though I believe I could have done more with it.
At this point, we were ready to begin reading A Raisin in the
Sun. Since we would be discussing other issues aside from
money as we read the play, I wanted the students to do a piece
of writing that would reflect their thinking and feeling about
money at this stage in the inquiry. (I felt there would be time
for a final, formal essay upon completion of Raisin.) For now,
students were asked to look back at their freewriting. We discussed whether our feelings about the topic had changed. I
asked them to write a letter to a friend or relative, expressing
their thoughts and feelings about money at this time. The completed letters, in most cases, reflected a balance of thought: students discussed what was both good and bad about having
money. In some cases, I was pleased to see that students
referred to people or situations in the real world (city corruption, AIDS) and the way in which money could or could not affect them. Here are two of the letters I liked:
Dear Jimmy,
I have received your letter. I see you are having a lot of money
problems. Well, my views about money is that everyone needs money
to survive in this world today. Money is part of the chemistry of life.
You need money to have a decent home and decent meal every night

and to support your family, even yourself. Nothing in this world is free.
Money can also affect people badly including myself. Why? Well,
money can drive a person crazy, even into crime. Look at the big-time
rich politicians such as Donald Manes. Money drove him to take his
own life. Even in the Koch and Reagan administrations, there are
money scandals. These crimes are done in order to get richer.
Jimmy, I hope in any way my letter can help you through your hard
times. But remember money can lead to stealing, robbery, murder,
etc. Money can be addictive, Corey. So just watch yourself. I believe
you can get through these hard times very well.
Your friend, Aaron
Dear Carol,
Hi! Well, here I am in English class and guess what I have to do as an
assignment? Well, you'll never guess so I might as well tell you. I have
to write someone a letter explaining to them what are my thoughts about
money. You see, these two weeks we've been talking all about money!
I chose to write to you since you can't get a good grip on your money
and neither can I.
Money-yes-has good qualities. First of all, it's a necessity. We need
it to pay bills, to pay rent (we need a home), to pay hospital bills (we
have to be healthy), and many other important things. Then there is
money for our desires. We all want things (materialistic) and need
money to get them. We both can relate to this category especially when
it comes to clothes. Forget it! This is when we really cry out for money!
Also, when we want other material things and when we need it for fun.
we want money. For example, when we go dancing. In order to get in,
we need money, right? So, in these senses, yes, money is a big necessity.
But then again there are a lot of bad qualities about money. Money
causes a lot of greed, envy, and a lot of crime sometimes. It even causes
fights between families and friends! These things can make your life
miserable, even with all the money in the world! No matter how rich
you are, money cannot bring or buy your love, happiness, or health.
Taking health into consideration, if you had Aids, for instance, no
money in the world can cure it yet I So you would probably die and leave
all your money behind. Speaking of dying, let's say you won the biggest
lottery ever! The day right after you get the money, you could die. You
would not get to even enjoy your billions! You see, it's really not too
necessary to have lots of money, because it can have a lot of depressing
qualities.
I hope you take what I've said about money into consideration the next
time you kill yourself thinking of how in the world you are to get the
money to buy something. Thanks for listening. Sony for taking up your
time.
Sincerely, Allison

Our inquiry into money took three weeks before the reading
and discussion of A Raisin in the Sun, which took an additional three weeks. Though we discussed Walter's attitudes on
money extensively, our discussions also involved issues of race,
social class, and feminism. Therefore, I feel the formal inquiry
really ended with the writing of the letters. When I conduct a
class inquiry again, I have to find a better way of linking the reading and discussion of a major piece of literature to the activities
involving the shorter pieces.
As I have already begun to indicate, I would do other things
differently as well. Most importantly, I would make sure that
the students read some non-fiction on the topic: an essay or,
perhaps, a current news article. In addition, some kind of outside research (in the form of library reading or interviewing)
would give the students a more informed response to the issue.
For example, in the instance of our issue, money, I think I should
have asked students to make a list of jobs or professions in which
they were interested and then to find someone to interview who
was currently working in that field. I would have liked students
to have obtained information on what various professions earn
in this country and what those pay scales tell us about American
values. Of course, the danger with this kind of project is that it
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can go on too long, and the students can grow bored. One
doesn't want it to overwhelm an entire semester; other themes
and issues should be examined.

the means for that change.
What excites me most about conducting an inquiry in the
classroom is that its potential is limitless. It can include the
reading of fiction and non-fiction, poetry and prose. It asks students to engage in both both formal and informal ways of writing to help them think through something. It can lead students
to make very personal connections to a topic as well as move
beyond the classroom to conduct research. It expands what is
possible in the English classroom and, by doing so, can liberate
both teachers and students.

I don't know what my students would say about the time we
spent exploring the theme of money. I believe good things
resulted from this experiment. My students had the opportunity
to write, read, and talk about a topic over a longer period of time
than that to which they were accustomed. They learned that no
single issue is an open and shut case; it is frequently necessary
to spend considerable time on a topic if one really wants to understand it with any degree of complexity. They learned that
sometimes one's thinking about an issue changes subtly and
unexpectedly and that reading, writing, and talking can provide

Ed Osterman
Writing Teachers Consortium

Summertime News: Teaching As
Critical Inquiry
Last summer, Chris Kissack, Ed Osterman, Judy Scott, and
I developed and taught two sections of an advanced institute
based on the notions of critical inquiry. All participants had
previously taken at least one Writing Project course and were
already using a lot of varied writing activities in their classrooms.
What we hoped to do in this course was to push ourselves and
the teachers to look at these writing activities, not as isolated
moments hi a classroom, but as ways to serve the investigation
of important content. Writing Project courses have long served
as rich sources of classroom techniques. Our sense was that
techniques alone don't make people think. Nor does content
alone. Rather, it's hi the way that content and technique are
used together that there is potential for real thinking and learning. The advanced course was designed to use writing and
learning strategies in the service of content so that we and the
participants could experience this relationship firsthand.

to what we had read and to notice how our thinking shifted after
reading or discussion. From the initial pieces of personal writing, the group generated questions about learning that were displayed on large sheets of paper and constantly revised as the
inquiry progressed. We ended this week of collaborative investigation with the writing of dialogues between the voices that we
had heard throughout the week: authors, characters, and ourselves.
Within the carefully planned structure of the first week, there
was plenty of room for individual learners to find their own way
with the material. Many participants were comfortable with this
balance of direction and freedom. Because we were all workbig with the same material there were many opportunities to be
informed by others' ideas and responses, and participants enjoyed this collaborative learning. We modeled many writing
and reading activities that served to deepen thinking about an
issue that everyone cared about; the teachers saw this as a
powerful model for classrooms. Everyone felt that there was a
lot to take back: the study of an issue that is important to those
studying it; the juxtaposition of texts that express varying points
of view, time to reflect hi writing about shifts in thinking; and
the continuous articulation of questions, rather than answers as
a way to push thinking. Teachers expressed delight when they
saw writing and reading activities, previously used in isolation,
become connected to each other and to the content being
studied.

The course had three components. The first week was
devoted to a whole group inquiry. During the second week,
small groups of participants planned inquiries on sub-issues of
this topic, and in the third week, teachers planned inquiries for
their classrooms.
Although we believe that one way to begin an in-depth,
thoughtful investigation into particular content with a group of
students is to listen to their concerns and allow a topic to emerge
from their interests, we weren't an on-going class where that
could happen. So, with our audience of teachers in mind, we,
the coordinators, chose the topic of learning as the focus of our
inquiry. We chose texts which addressed the issue of learning
in varying, provocative ways, and we chose the ways we would
respond to those texts.

In the second week we continued investigating and questioning the topic of learning. But we shifted to small groups that
looked at sub-topics raised during our initial week together.
These included cultural literacy, multiplicity of learning styles,
and the role of the "other" in learning. Participants in each
group contributed the texts they would read. They negotiated
what they would do with these texts, and they led each other
through the various activities that they decided would be most
useful to their exploration of the issue. At the end of this second

We began by asking participants to write and read about significant learning experiences in their own lives and, over the
course of the week, introduced four readings. We wrote often,
in a variety of ways, throughout the process in order to respond
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week, small groups brought their work to closure through
presentations to the larger group.
We saw the second week, which was riskier and more
problematic, as a crucial piece of the course for a few reasons.
First, we felt that since we had chosen the topic for the first
week's whole group inquiry, it was now time to give participants
the opportunity to determine their own directions. Also, the
neat, careful inquiry we had brought to them during that first
week had gone through a difficult and time-consuming planning
process. If teachers were going to plan this type of work for
their students, we wanted them to have a sense of the type of
preparation it might entail. We wanted them to see what it was
like to choose texts that represented different points of view and
different forms. We wanted them to consider when they would
introduce each text, and at what points writing and sharing
would be used.
The groups had an enormous task. Although they formed by
common interest, it happened that within each group, there
were wide-ranging areas of interest that required much negotiation from the start. The difficulties varied.
If, as in some groups, each participant contributed a text, they
ran the risk of working with texts that were not closely related,
thus pulling the inquiry in too many directions. On the other
hand, if only a few people chose the texts, there was the risk of
people feeling left out of the planning. In one instance, the texts
a group chose to use were mostly contributed by one member
and she felt she didn't have enough new material to challenge
her thinking. There were also groups whose negotiation moved
them away from the concerns of some of their members, leaving those people feeling frustrated and unsatisfied.
For all groups though, negotiation was central to their work.
It was a messy process and yet, a valuable one. Some participants found that the group-determined inquiry was the most
exciting part of the course. They enjoyed the intensive interaction with fewer people on a subject they bad chosen and had
found to be particularly engaging.

quiries for our classrooms. Our intention here was to use the
luxury of our time together to start planning inquiries for our
own students. We had learned that the gathering of texts and
the planning of activities around those texts was a long process,
one which we imagined would be difficult to do while teaching
a full load of classes. We thought we'd get a head start on the
fall term. We also wanted to take advantage of the luxury of
being with our colleagues during this process; we wanted to use
each other's expertise and experience. All of this occurred.
Some people worked in pairs, many by themselves, all with their
own particular students in mind. We posted a "help wanted"
board where people listed the topics of their inquiries, asking
for contributions of texts and ideas from fellow participants.
There was a lot of collaboration.
As you can imagine, time was a real factor here. Not
everyone finished. But everyone did begin to think about ways
to use reading, writing, discussion, the posing of questions and
small group work to make the study of content more thoughtful, critical and meaningful. Participants planned inquiries on
such topics as gender roles, the environment, parenting, success
and failure, school, violence and competition. Many of these
are what we would consider generative themes in our and our
students' lives.
The question for us to ask now is what really happens in the
classroom. How has teaching changed? Informally, we hear
that it has, that there is a lot of experimentation with sustained
investigations of issues going on in Writing Project teachers'
classrooms. A special interest group of participants from the
course has been formed at our Saturday meetings to discuss
their progress and questions, We also plan to ask participants,
in a more formal way, what has changed in their teaching, what
has worked and not worked when trying to implement an inquiry
model in their classrooms. From their responses, new questions
will emerge, and our inquiry into learning and teaching will continue.

Gail Kleiner
Writing Teachers Consortium

The first two weeks raised questions for us as teachers,
questions that might also be raised with students as part of a
similar negotiation during an inquiry. Some of the questions
raised were:
What is gained by investigating something with other
people?
What compromises does an individual learner make when
a group determines the direction of an inquiry?
What is the value of engaging hi an inquiry that is determined by the teacher as opposed to one that is determined
your own "need to know?"
What is the role of confusion and discomfort in learning?
We took some of these questions and our evolving positions
on them to the third week of the course where we prepared in-
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SOAP OPERA PEDIGREES
An excellent homework assignment, designed to reinforce
techniques learned in class, is to invite the students to compose
their own soap opera stories. Plot lines could center on:

As part of the Regents course in biology, students are required to study a unit of genetics. One of the activities students
perform is predicting the probability that certain genetic traits
will appear in the offspring of hypothetical parental crosses.
This activity, which involves coding a key for a trait, establishing
parental traits, and completing a punnett square to simulate
random fertilization of egg and sperm, has the attraction of a
"quiz show" type of game for students. An example follows:

• a paternity suit
• inheritance of an undesirable t r a i t such as
colorblindness (sex-linked trait)
• any dominant/recessive trait in humans
Students would include storyline, information about the
phenotypes (observable data) of the parents, and punnett
square proof of their conclusions. Pedigree charts of families
could be included if the story line includes enough generations
of offspring.

Key:
BB = homozygous dominant (brown hair)
Bb = heterozygous (brown hair)
bb = homozygous recessive (blond)
If Ray is a pure brunette and Lizette is a blonde, what are the
chances that their children will have blonde hair?

B

B

b

Bb

Bb

b

Bb

Rh

Adina, whose writing follows, summarized her soap, but supplied information on blood typing in chart form at the end only.
In a revised version she would be encouraged to work this information into the narrative itself.
MOONLIGHTING-MADDY HAYS & DAVE OR SAM
Maddy was usually happy with her life except when David would get on
her nerves. But, then again, that's what she liked about him. There was
one particular day when she felt very lonely and needed a man. So. it
just so happened that an old friend named Sam was in town. She ended
up sleeping with him. But after some fights with David, she slept with
him, so she got pregnant not knowing who the father was.

There is an 0% chance that any of their children will have
blonde hah*.

Maddy: A

As posed by all textbooks, this is a straightforward problem
with a mathematical solution. However, the teacher should be
made aware that this type of problem affords a wonderful opportunity to expand students' comprehension and ability to deal
with variations of the problems through the use of creative writing.

BabyrAB

Key:

Maddy: I(A)I(A)/I(A)i
Dave:
I(B)I(B)/l(B)i
Sam:
ii

Not only do students work with simple test crosses of
dominant/recessive traits, but they progress to charting
problematical situations involving sex-linked traits (hemophilia
and colorblindness) and multiple allele inheritance (blood
typing). A good motivation for the unit is the mention of the
many complex, intricate and sometimes far-fetched relationships in the daytime and evening "soaps." For example, this
dialogue took place in class:
Teacher -What is happening these days on "One Life to Live"?
Jessenia -Oh, Cord just came back and found out that Tina had a baby.
He's threatening that she better many him 'cause it's his but someone
else says that Max is his baby.
Teacher -How might they solve this dispute?
Richard -Can't they do a blood test?

Therefore, David is the father of Maddy's baby.

Randy managed to creatively insert information about his
characters. His description of Kermit the Frog is one of my
favorites.

Assume that forty percent of any class knows this plot line
and that another forty percent will be able to relate another
similar plot line from an evening soap opera. As the lesson
progresses, these crosses can be keyed, plotted and solved.

KERMY'S GREAT ADVENTURE
Kermit the frog finally decided to give in to Miss Piggy and got married.
Miss Piggy didn't know that Kermit was colorblind. Now she knew why
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he didn't notice her when she wore her wild and colorful dresses, but
what she didn't know was that she also had a colorblind gene in her also.
She loved Kenny so much that she didn't even care. So they got together
and had their own little zoo. They bad four beautiful kids, Kenny junior,
Hoppster. Squealty, and Sportette.

(When We Talk About Inquiry, con't from p. 2)
ability levels." In response to this skills-oriented pedagogy, Inquiry was presented as an approach that has grown out of:
...a great deal of interest in the uses of language for learning [that] has
been generated by such theorists and practitioners as James Britton.
Janet Emig, Ann Berthoff.Toby Fuhviler. and Peter Elbow. Their work
suggests that we look more holistically at the matter of critical thinking-that the speculative language used to sort through and make sense of
new ideas cannot be described as a series of sub-skills and is not arranged hierarchically; that responses to reading, for example, contain
all at once analysis, speculation, reflection, and analogy, to name just a
few of those "skills" taught in critical thinking programs, (from "NCTE
Proposal: Teaching as Critical Inquiry," January 1987)

They were surpised to know that poor Squealty and Kenny Junior were
colorblind and Hoppster and Sportette weren't. Miss Piggy blamed it
all on Kermit, and if only poor Kennit would've taken biology he
would've known that it wasn't only his fault, it was also hers. If he only
had the trait, none of the kids would've been colorblind and only the
girls would carry the trait. Well, that's what he gets for cutting school
and going fly hunting.

PEDIGREE CHART

Squeally

Snortette

Kenny Jr.

XX
XcX
XcXc
XcY
XV

Key:

Teaching as Critical Inquiry" was also intended as a model
for the kind of teaching that Marine Greene passionately endorses. Reading her essay, In Search of a Critical Pedagogy
(1986) in the midst of their planning for Los Angeles, the leaders
of the workshops were careful to consider what the content of
a one-day Inquiry for a group of English teachers might be.

Kennit

Miss Piggy

It was decided that by looking at "The Impact of Learning"
through the lenses of Wright's and Bishop's ambivalent descriptions of their experiences of coming to know, some participants
might reconsider their assumptions about "the gift of learning"
that teachers sometimes see themselves as "offering" their students. One of the things that the workshops were designed do
was to have teachers critically rethink their notions about themselves and their students within the context of "this peculiar and
menacing time," and as such, it was an attempt to show "what a
critical pedagogy might mean" (Greene, p. 440).

Hoppster

Normal girl
Carries trait
Colorblind girl
Colorblind boy
Normal boy

Greene explains some of what this approach includes when
she writes:
We might try to make audible again the recurrent calls for justice and
equality. We might reactivate the resistance to materialism and conformity. We might even try to inform with meaning the desire to educate "all the children" in a legitimately "common" school.... A mere
removal of constraints or a mere relaxation of controls will not ensure
the emergence of free and creative human beings.... The freedom we
cherish... must be achieved through dialectical engagements with the social and economic obstacles we find standing in our way.... A plurality
of American voices must be attended to... a plurality of life-stories must
be heeded if meaningful power is to spring up (p. 440).

XcY
XcX

Xc
Xc

XcXc

XcY

X

XcX

XY

This agenda began to clarify what Inquiry was about. The
messages that the workshop leaders gave were that it's not
enough to focus on effective techniques alone, that it's not
enough to build our English classes around just any subject matter, and that an Inquiry is about "the posing of worthwhile
problems arising out of the tensions and uncertainties of
everyday life." (Greene, p. 435) In this case, the "uncertainties"
of our students' futures in this unjust society became the
"worthwhile problem" that was explored by looking at both the
positive and the negative impacts of learning on one's life.

A variety of follow-ups can be used at this point. Students
could be encouraged to share then* stories either in oral or written (magazine) form. I typed two of the pieces, deleting the
punnett squares and pedigree charts, and distributed them as a
quiz to the rest of the class, challenging them to key and solve
their fellow students' problems.

Scene Three. Because of the success of 'Teaching as Critical Inquiry" in Los Angeles, the leaders began to feel that they
had something valuable to consider with other NYCWP members. Six months later, nearly forty teachers who had previously
taken at least one Writing Project course, had signed up for a

Dana Rose Marcus
Newtown Higli School
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three-week "Advanced Summer Institute: Teaching as Critical
Inquiry." This time Judy Scott joined Chris Kissack, Gail
Kleiner, and Ed Osterman in coordinating two concurrent sections of this experimental Project course. [See Gail Kleiner's
Summertime News, p.8]
This institute gave Project teachers a framework within
which to develop curricula that integrate familiar reading, writing, and talking techniques with "important content." Once
again, a central argument behind the workshops was that good
techniques are only the beginning of a sound pedagogical plan.
To conduct Inquiries with their students, teachers also need to
consider and to gather together auricular materials that might
help their students to become both more carefully connected to
their own cultures and more critically able in the larger society.
Educators Henry A. Giroux and Peter McLaren (1986)
describe the purpose of such a project.

of "transforming the taken-for-granted assumptions about the
way we live" (Giroux & McLaren, p. 229). This is why I call Inquiry an empowering, justice-centered pedagogy.
Having described three key dramatic narratives in NYCWP's
history of Inquiry, I'll turn now to a consideration of the
pedagogical principles and practices that we can draw from
these experiences. At the risk of being reductive, I'll attempt to
summarize the aspects of this work that pertain to an ideal Inquiry toward which more and more of us in the New York City
Writing Project have progressively been working. What follows
here, then, is not necessarily a description of what teachers have
actually been doing in Inquiries (although, happily, some of it
is). Rather, this is a relatively abstract, idealized version of what
those of us who have been experimenting with Inquiry are
moving toward.
Briefly stated, Inquiry is an approach to learning and teaching in which our abilities to make careful observations, ask probing questions, and learn from reflection and discovery are
nurtured over time and within the context of an exploration of
vital issues in our lives. Naturally, behind this highly condensed
definition are several concerns that deserve elaboration.

The imperative of this curriculum is to create conditions for student
self-empowerment and self-constitution as an active political and moral
subject. We are using the term "empowerment" to refer to the process
whereby students acquire the means to critically appropriate knowledge
existing outside of their immediate experience in order to broaden their
understanding of themselves, the world, and the possibilities for transforming the taken-for-granted assumptions about the way we live....
[Empowerment] also refers to the process by which students are able
to interrogate and selectively appropriate those aspects of the dominant
cu I ture that will provide them with the basis for defining and transforming, rather than merely serving, the wider social order (p. 229).

First, teachers listen. Before they begin Inquiries, teachers
attend to their students lives in many different ways, looking to
find what Paulo Freire calls "generative themes" that resonate
for them. They begin Inquiries by negotiating with students to
find questions or issues that arise out of their real concerns and
that have significant, and often immediate impacts upon them.

Although it's a tall order, empowerment, as defined above,
is what we are working toward when we conduct Inquiries. In
the 1988 "Advanced Summer Institute: Teaching as Critical Inquiry," NYCWP teachers attempted to seriously re-envision the
teacher education model of Writing Projects along the lines of
Giroux and McLaren's "critical democratic tradition" (p. 237).
It was a move to expand the Project's student-centered
pedagogies to also include empowering, "justice-centered"
teaching. To get a sense of what I mean by this, consider, for
example, some of these questions (taken out of the contexts of
planned Inquiries) that participants said they were going to take
back to their students:

Giroux and McLaren put it this way:
In short, teachers should be attentive to what it means to construct
forms of learning in their classrooms that enable students to affirm their
voices within areas of community life, that is within democratic public
spheres needing constant criticism, safeguarding, and renewal (p. 236).

A second important element in Inquiries is time. Together,
teachers and students spend weeks, months, and sometimes entire semesters or courses working through a series of reading,
writing, and talking activities all focused on the issue that they
have chosen. These extended explorations give students the opportunity to form deep connections to the materials that they
are using, to engage in close reading and re-reading, and to write
from a developed sense of knowledge and authority. Often
teachers have found that by allowing for another week or month
on a theme, or by allowing students to generate new sub-themes
out of present ones, and by taking time to have students reflect
on where their thinking is at many different points in an Inquiry,
students change their ways of thinking and grow in their abilities
to examine the assumptions behind their thoughts.

Do you believe your gender influences the ways others treat you? How?
(Consider family, teachers, employers, etc.)
What if success? What is failure? What are some of the causes for
both?
What disturbed you most about the Lisa Steinberg case?
What does prejudice do to the victim?
What is a bad teacher? What is a good teacher?
What does money represent? What are some of the positive and negative aspects of money?
Is there anything worth going to war about?
Is love always a positive emotion?
(from A Collection of C^»«mr>tn Inquiries. Jury 1988)

The themes that these NYCWP teachers felt were of vital importance in the lives of their students, and therefore valuable
Inquiry topics, included such issues as gender roles, parenting,
success and failure, violence, prejudice, school, crime, money,
and work. In these themes and questions, we can hear an attempt to "make audible again the recurrent calls for justice and
equality." There's an effort in the Inquiries that these questions
represent to "reactivate the resistance to materialism and conformity" (Greene, p. 440), and to work with students at the task

The third aspect of Inquiries that I would like to highlight
here is the use of authentic questioning. Participants in Inquiries are constantly trying to position and reposition themselves—sometimes individually, sometimes as a group—in an
ever-evolving attempt to replace their initial questions with
other questions, and their first ideas and assumptions with new
ones. I've identified the questioning that is used in Inquiries as
"authentic" here, because it's important to distinguish the kind

12

NYCWP NEWSLETTER
York City Writing Project feel like there's been an important
shift in our teaching?

of questioning that is used in Inquiries from the teachergenerated questions that are posed in traditional classrooms
and that do little more than invite students to guess what the
teacher is thinking. The questions in Inquiries are genuine in
that they come from the students as well as the teachers. Often
answers are not readily available, and beyond that, the point is
not to find answers, but to learn how to be able to continually
pose new questions.

As I was beginning to write this article, I came upon a piece
of "miscellany" in Harper's Magazine (November 1988) that
seemed to address some of the same questions that I and others
in NYCWP had been considering at the tune. In this brief essay,
Frank Conroy, author of Stop-Time, tells three stories about
learning or beginning to understand something in a new way.
One experience only "clicked" for him years later when other,
more varied experiences and observations enabled him to see
its meaning. "The light bulb may appear over your head," Conroy writes, "but it may be a while before it actually goes on" (p.
68). His second example also involves learning that takes place
years later. This tune he finds that he doesn't "know what to
make" of a remark made by a musician whom he admires until
two years later when his own experiences give him the context
that he needs to understand. Although he hadn't understood
what he had been given at the time, he remembered it, and when
his "life caught up with the information... the light bulb went on"
(p. 69).

The fourth emphasis that makes Inquiry distinctive is the
ways in which texts are used. The materials that both students
and teachers select hi Inquiries are chosen in an attempt to
reflect the varied cultures, communities, and ways of knowing
that are represented in then- classrooms. Non-fiction, fiction,
non-print, and oral "texts" are used, including literature, news
articles, plays, films, works of art, students' writing and oral language. The works of a "rainbow coalition" of writers and artists
are invited into Inquiries, including male, female, young, old,
and culturally diverse voices. Also, differing perspectives on
the issues under consideration are often juxtaposed in an attempt to see what is familiar in the strange, and strange in the
familiar.

In the third, more complicated, example, Conroy describes
his chance meetings of two high-court judges that led him to
begin to consider a controversial Constitutional question when
he was a sophomore in college. Two things made this third experience unique. One is that it "did not resolve," and therefore
it caused him "to think about it, off and on, all these years." The
other is that it was a rare opportunity for this young man to participate in an ongoing, public matter of importance; it was a
political and moral conversation to which he had become an
heir. In Conroy's opinion, this third experience "was different,"
because it makes the point that:

The ways in which writing is used in Inquiries is the fifth and
final area that I would like to highlight here. Four general types
of writing are found in Inquiries. Personal writing is often used
at the beginning and at other points in Inquiries to help the participants both to make personal connections to the issues that
they are considering, and to identify where they stand on these
issues. Throughout Inquiries, reflective, introspective writing is
emphasized in order to help participants to notice, then build
on the progress of their thinking. Response writing is a third
type of writing that enlivens Inquiries. The variety of writing
tasks that are used to respond to the materials that find their
ways into Inquiries is as diverse as the voices that are being
responded to. These include everything from dialectical
notebooks and response logs to Peter Elbow's loops and believing and doubting, and range from point of view to dialogue of
the authors and characters. Finally, when teachers and students
decide to find end points for Inquiries, they often write more
formal, culminating pieces. These can be the loosely structured
description of a participant's intellectual journey over the
course of an Inquiry as well as carefully wrought narratives or
analytic essays, but even the more formal pieces, in an Inquiry,
tend to show the writer's understanding of the temporality of
any claim that is made, as well as the authority that this understanding paradoxically gives.

Understanding does not always mean resolution. Indeed, in our intellectual lives, our creative lives, it is perhaps those problems that will
never resolve that rightly claim the lion's share of our energies. The
physical body exists in a constant state of tension as it maintains
bomeostasis, and so too does the active mind embrace the tension of
never being certain, never being absolutely sure, never being done, as
it engages the world. That it our special fate, our inexpressibly valuable
condition (p. 70).

These words were particularly powerful to me when I first
read them, because, at the time, I was in the process of working
with other Project members to define the principles that underlie Inquiry. I had been talking in small groups, making lists of
questions, interviewing other teachers, and writing informally
to find out what I knew, felt, and thought about Inquiry. Because I was in the midst of such a process, reading this essay
gave me a renewed sense of the importance of this work. In Inquiries, teachers enable their students to become part of vital
conversations about "those problems that will never resolve;" at
it's center, Inquiry is about "never being done." It's a teaching
stance that is grounded in that "special fate" or "inexpressibly
valuable condition" that makes us human.

This, then, is the ideal, a briefly stated summary of what many
teachers are working to do in Inquiries. But, by now, not a few
Project teachers might be saying to themselves that much of this
sounds familiar. "What's new about using a variety of texts
around one theme?" a teacher might ask, and "What's special
about integrating reading and writing assignments?" Some
might even remark, "But I've always tried to teach things that
relate to my students' interests, and my students use writing to
respond to reading all the time."

Clearly, a lot more is at stake with Inquiry than a set of teaching procedures or techniques. This is an attitude, a stance, or
an approach that has grown out of the teaching of "those of us
still preoccupied with human freedom and human growth"
(Greene, p. 429). Because Inquiry is an empowering, justice-

What is it that makes Inquiry unique? What is there to this
approach that seems new, that has made many of us in the New
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centered pedagogy with a political agenda, it seems important
to end this article by placing it within the context of the recent
reform movements.
Conservatives such as William Bennett and E.D. Hirsch have
been busy over the past several years arguing that we need to
reconsider the content of our teaching. Their focus has been on
questions of curriculum and canon. Liberal reformers, including John Goodlad, Ted Sizer, and Ernest Boyer want us, instead,
to take another look at the methods, the procedures of teaching and learning. Their emphasis has been on the "how's," not
the "what's" of the classroom. We have come to see Inquiry as
a radical, third position on issues such as these.
Beginning with the assumption that education should be a
process of personal and social transformation, we argue, on the
one hand, that no set of teaching methods, no matter how
liberating, can bring about such changes if they are used in isolation. But equally, we feel that no body of knowledge or information, no matter how radical, can in itself lead people to define
and challenge the standard assumptions of either their individual communities or the larger society. We see it as our respon-

sibility to provide the music for a constant dance between content and method; that is, we must carefully consider both curriculum and procedure when planning for our classrooms. The
"how's" and the "what's" must be determined in light of each
other and in light of their potential, together, to enable our students to extend their control of their lives.
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Paul & Allison
University Heights HS

Two Scenes From A Class Act

i.
On Sunday mornings, sipping black coffee,
Laura and I
plan Tuesdays over the phone,
neatly dividing the two-hour sessions
into segments, like the slices of bread in the toaster.
Let's see, we agreed, we'll allot:

flew back and forth
like a shuttle forming a pattern
with the warp threads of their needs.
When the teachers had gone,
Laura and I
erased our agenda from the board.

teacher talk.......lO minutes
response groups....40 minutes
presentation.......60 minutes
business
....10 minutes

n.
Today we made
paper bag puppets.
I elmered glassyblue button eyes,
Redgashed a disapproving mouth,
Plowed furrows to make strands of hair
On black crepe-paper
With a child's scissors as blunt as
A madman's truth.
When I had done,
I slid my hand into the bag,
wriggled my fingers,
And bade it speak.
And everyone listened.

Come Tuesday, we sat in the circle, expecting
to get on with it~
the prepared agenda.
But we hadn't reckoned with
the need
the hours, days, years of experience
the success and failure,
the wanting to share, question, offer, take & give,
which lifted
spread wings and swallowed time.
"What if?... should I... I did... But they...
Try this... You could... I couldn't..."

Elaine Spielberg
HS of Art & Desist
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From A Teaching Journal

Article Review

The Silent Message

Debunking The Literacy Debate

April, 1988. Memouna comes back today to finish her incomplete. She is one of seven students from my basic reading/writing skills class last term who did not pass the College's
Writing Assessment Test. She tells me that this term she is
learning how to write. She proudly shows me her paper which
has been graded a 3 +, the second highest grade her teacher
gives. Her paper is about the killing of fish for profit... about
the depletion of oceanic resources. She has unequivocally sided
with the fish.
Her paper is written in pencil. It is three pages long, but after
each line another has been skipped. The paper begins with an
introduction which contains a clean thesis and in the paragraph
that follows, there is some passable support. But the piece is
boring, cold. And it is narrow, having reduced the issue to us
(the fish) against them (the fishing people). Last term she wrote
with passion about poverty in her country, Ghana. But ideas superficially developed in one part of her text were dropped for
discussion of some seemingly unrelated issue. And when the
idea appeared again, it was often where it was least expected.
And as a reader of her writing, I felt batted about, pushed here
and there with no warning or care. But ideas. Complexity.
Complexity she could not easily handle or organize.
Now she is learning to write. She tells me her body
paragraphs are much better. "You remember, Ms. Avidon, how
much trouble I had with the body." I am nasty and say "What
body?"
Messy Memouna is learning control. No jumble of ideas
here.
Memouna is learning structure.
And what disturbs me most is the unspoken message we
transmit to "remedial" students like Memouna, the silent message that tells her complex analysis is not important, is not worth
the effort it takes to develop and shape. Not now, Memouna.
Not yet, Memouna. We ask our remedial students here at the
college for thinking; we demand a critical voice but the very
structures we impose avoid contradiction, and limit, constrict,
murder that thinking. So how much of our educational truths
reside in these silent messages? What is it we really believe
about the remedial student, about what Memouna is capable
of?
And Memouna wants to be good, to be approved of, to no
longer be relegated, to remedial, so she deciphers, reads the
silent messages, and is made dead by them.
1982. In Roadville, anthropologist, linguist, ethnographer
Shirley Brice Heath takes a picture of Kim asking her mother
to spell basket and of her mother, Mrs. Macken's response,
"Why do you want that word?"
1986. Danny, a former student of mine, is now in a
colleague's class. "Forget everything Avidon taught you," she
tells him.

As teachers, we're continually faced with students who we
are told are illiterate. We sit in department offices and hear colleagues marvel that students know less and less about more and
more. We are amazed that students can't remember who Calvin Coolidge was, but can describe what a Calvin Cooler is in
detail. A barrage of reports and studies tell us that there is
mediocrity hi our schools, a plague of lowered standards, and a
nation soon to be populated with functional illiterates. Countless directives are generated from the findings of studies such
as the 1983 federally-sponsored A Nation at Risk: The Imperative Tor Educational Reform, which tell us that, as teachers, we
are failing. Former Education Secretary William Bennett told
us that teachers are standing in the way of reform; then we listened to his formula for reform delivered from his bully pulpit.
We heard the cries from those behind the "back to basics" movement and we watch as E.D. Hirsch's Cultural Literacy and
Allan Bloom's The Closing of the American Mind soar to the
top of the best seller lists as they tell us, again, that we aren't
teaching our students what they need to know to become literate
members of our society.
But just what is it that constitutes literacy? Is it what the
above-mentioned "reformers" claim, or are they just perpetrators of political agendas that are insidiously classist and
racist? Inbis article, Readin'not Riotin': TJte Politics of Literacy
(College English, 50(5) September, 1988), Andrew Sledd, an assistant professor of English at Harold Washington College in
Chicago, critiques some of the current assumptions about
literacy and discusses how we, as teachers, unwittingly play into
and are manipulated by the politics of literacy.
Sledd is not attacking or evaluating "literacy," but rather, the
political agendas being served by the "literacy crisis." Sledd contends that the powers behind this current so-called crisis are
manufacturing it and its solutions in order to dupe teachers into
serving political purposes. He blames a variety of "reactionary
jingoists," "right-wing commissions," and corporate concerns for
being at the roots of the crisis. "It becomes us as teachers, then,"
writes Sledd, "to remain aware of politics as we wrestle with our
students' problems hi reading and writing, which are real
enough and always will be. Let us not naively undertake regressive education reforms." People like Bennett, Bloom and
Hirsch give us unrealistic standards to hold up for our students,
all the while knowing that these are hoops that cannot be
jumped through by all. For what purpose?
Sledd writes, "If back-to-basics is a scheme to keep the great
unwashed away from soap, functional literacy is another dirty
trick. A trendy idea, it has all the flaws of therapeutic adjustment." If the political pundits demand functional literacy, can
they tell us what it is and how it can be achieved? Does it mean
being able to recite and identify items from a disembodied list,
or is it being able to communicate needs and ideas competently, even if you don't always add an "s" to the third-person verb
ending?
I struggle with these issues every day. What's the point of
making my students "knowledgeable" if they can't question the
knowledge I offer them? Why do I have to respond to the

Elaine Avidon
Lehman College
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demands of a curriculum designed only to fit the shape of this
year's competency examination requirements? Why is it that no
matter how hard a teacher works to enable students to meet
those requirements, some never will? Is it, perhaps, because it
was never intended that all of them should?
Sledd's bottom line is that under the guise of improving
literacy, some of its "advocates" maintain class and social distinctions by labeling many as illiterate. Would the powers-thatbe want to relinquish their power by expanding what is actually
considered literate? Wouldn't that just allow more of what, according to Sledd, Bennett calls "so many miscreants" to rise
above underclass status? Or do Bennett and his colleagues have
a vested interest in keeping "them" in their places? In a discussion of the SAT Section on Standard Written English, Sledd uncovers several questions that distinguish between trivial dialect
differences of social class groups. To be blunt: such testing,"
he writes, "is a symptom and cause of illiteracy, not part of a
cure."
I agree with Sledd when he writes that there is "no thing,
literacy, only constellations of forms and degrees of literacy,
shifting and turning as history rearranges the social formations
in which they are embedded..." I echo his cry when I read the
reports and hear the propaganda about my failure and that of
my students: "Which literacy? Whose literacy? Literacy for
what?" What is the relevance of what I'm being told to teach,
and how does it help my students to think and function in this
society?
Why is it that a student can tell you what a Calvin Cooler is,
how many and what flavors it comes in, how it is advertised and
so on, but not know oft-repeated and studied school subjects?
Perhaps this implies that our approaches and choice of subject
matter, though considered important by those claiming to know
what constitutes literacy, are not appropriate or meaningful.
Perhaps many of them are indeed important, but just saying
"know this" is not reason enough for someone to retain information, to learn something. Solutions presented in the form of discriminatory standards or through one particular set of values,
however, are not helpful.
There is much that is valid and important in what Sledd writes
in this article, but he, too, has a political agenda. I do not
embrace his Marxist perception of the problem (which he conveniently waits to deliver until the end of the article), but I agree
that literacy is a societal and class issue. Though many of these
issues are obscured by Sledd's rhetoric, he raises serious and
important questions. It behooves us as teachers not to be
manipulated by political agendas, but to use the current debate
about literacy to find ways to help our students to learn more
about themselves and their worlds and the wider world beyond.
Education should encourage us and allow us to expand, not narrow and demean us further.

Steal These Ideas
Pen Pals
Michelle Casaletto, an ESL teacher at Newtown HS in
Queens, wanted to give her sophomores a real audience for
their writing. Michelle believes that "if our students had the opportunity to write for peers rather than just a teacher, they
would become more excited and more involved in their writing."
Consequently, the idea of a pen-pal project was born.
Ed Osterman, the teacher-consultant at Newtown, and Gail
Kleiner, then the teacher-consultant at Alfred E. Smith Vocational HS in the Bronx, helped Michelle coordinate this project.
The three teachers thought it would be a rich experience for
Michelle's recently-arrived Asian students to correspond with
Gail's predominantly Black and Puerto Rican male students.
"Wouldn't it be interesting for a staunch Met fan to write about
his team to an avid Yankee fan?" thought Michelle.
Gail kicked off their interscholastic letter-writing project
with her English class by discussing what to say in a first penpal letter, as well as the appropriate language and tone. The
class also dealt with the fears that arose out of the difficulty of
relating to people with different cultural backgrounds, lifestyles, likes and dislikes.
After Gail's students wrote their first drafts, the letters were
shared in groups and revised. Later, they were proofread by
both students and teacher. Finally, a number was given to each
student and was placed at the top of each letter, along with an
indication of male or female preference.
When the first batch of letters reached Michelle and Ed, they
skimmed them to see if they could pair youngsters according to
known interests. Before they wrote back, Michelle talked to her
class about how to respond to a first letter. How much should
a pen-pal initially reveal? What questions should they ask?
What could they ask? Soon the students wrote their responses,
revising and proofreading, before Ed, as postman, delivered
them to Gail.
By the end of the term, in most cases, three rounds of letters
went back and forth. Michelle was thrilled with the project. She
discovered that writing morale really took off. Most students
couldn't wait for the "mailman" to arrive and for many students,
a sustained writing partnership was formed. With each subsequent exchange, the letters grew longer. Also, it wasn't uncommon for students to exchange their letters with their
classmates. This indicated to Michelle that "our students experienced, first-hand, the advantages of communicating
through writing.11
Michelle encourages others to try a pen-pal project. Although it was truly an organizational challenge, its benefits far
outweighed its cost.

Write It Out

Marion E.G. HaJberg
BrandeisHS

Imagine asking the students in your gym class to exchange
their footballs for pen and paper! Carl C. Brosnan, a physical
education teacher at Bryant HS in Queens, did just that.
On several occasions during the course of the term, instead
of asking his football/fitness students to work out, Carl asked
them to "write it out." They were instructed to bring pen and
paper to class and were assured that they shouldn't be concerned with their grammar, spelling, or punctuation.

Editors'Note: If you would like a copy of the article reviewed
above, please send a stamped, self-addressed envelope to the
NYCWP Newsletter.
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Millicent found that by personalizing the war experience, her
students were better prepared for reading The Red Badge of
Courage.

Carl's students wrote on a variety of topics, including:
a) Where will you be with football five years from now? ten years?
b) In this class, I would like to.
c) Make a list of five techniques you need to work on.
d) What do you expect from team members?
e) What do you expect from a coaching staff?

Interactive Arts

After each time the students wrote, Carl asked them to
reflect on their process: How did it feel to write in a football
class? What did you have to do to get words down? When students finished both pieces, volunteers read their writing to the
class, which generated interesting, lively discussions.
Carl discovered that on the whole, the class didn't seem to
mind writing once in a while. Actually, some of them preferred
to have a break in their usual routine, and the writing turned out
to be both interesting and informative. Some students wrote to
get things off their chests. Others showed a side of themselves
that Carl had never seen before. Most students used the writing to help them process what was happening in class.
Here is an example:

Students who take basic art or painting with Andrea Levine
at Martin Luther King Jr. H.S. in Manhattan are asked to do
more than draw or paint. She finds that students are able to use
writing effectively to express their thoughts and feelings, so her
students write every day. Andrea has her students do four different types of writing: daily freewriting, creative writing that is
coordinated with a work of art, response writing, and reflective
process writing.
Keeping an ongoing journal is one requirement of her basic
art course. Students are asked to start off (or end) each period
with an entry. Andrea will often give them a "sentence starter,"
like Tainting makes me feel..." to help them focus. Students
have written:

What do you expect from team members?
As being part of a team it's just like being part of a family. There
shouldn't be hatred towards another player because they are black,
white, or because they are not as good as another player. When you play
a game you play as a team not as one person. If one person messes up
everybody shouldn't jump down their throat. We have to play as a team
a family when we can do that then we are a real team.. (R. Cekada)

Painting makes me feel free as a bird to fly soaring through the air. It
puts me in a peaceful state of mind."
Painting makes me feel like I'm in a completely different world. Painting is a beautiful part of life to look at in many different ways. Painting
makes me think that it's easy to do but from seeing it in museums and
on slides it doesn't seem easy anymore.

Very early in the term, students are asked to do another type
of writing to accompany a collage project, working from a theme
of their choice. They cut and paste pictures found in books and
magazines. When the collages are finished, Andrea encourages
her students to create poetry or other freewriting to accompany
the collage. The writing is meant to enhance the theme or further the communication in some way.
Andrea asks her students to do a third type of writing.
Throughout the term, she presents various slide shows to expose
her students to different artists and genres. The students are
asked to write for three minutes after each slide. When the entire show is over, volunteers read their pieces to the class.
Andrea is very proud of this "interactive art experience" as students and teacher share their impressions and feelings:

Carl recommends using writing in a physical education class.
He says, "It might seem awkward in the beginning, but stick with
it. It gets to be enjoyable and it also lets teachers know what is
going on in their students' minds."

Civil War Pictures
Before beginning The Red Badge of Courage, Millicent McKinley, an English teacher at James Madison HS in Brooklyn,
wanted to help her students visualize the conditions of the Civil
War and understand the different reasons why men went off to
fight. In order to personalize the experience for them, she used
a series of Matthew Brady photographs and hand sketches of
Civil War battles, battlefields and conscriptions to motivate
point of view writing.
Students were shown several Civil War pictures and were
asked to make a list of people (mother seeing her boy go to war,
lad of 17 volunteering) who were in them. Next, they wrote for
5-7 minutes from the point of view of one of these people,
describing how the person felt at that point.
Afterwards, students formed groups of six where they exchanged and read each others' papers. Millicent then gave each
group a book and asked the groups, after examining the pictures, to list five things they saw in them. Next, the groups were
asked to discuss the mood revealed.
Once again, students were asked to write—this time a
description of the picture as if they were birds looking down.
They were to include details and a sense of mood.
When this was completed, the class came together as one
large group and volunteers read their descriptions. This was a
warm-up for the culminating activity, which was to write a point
of view piece. The class discussed their options: short story,
essay, monologue, etc., the settings they could use and the
moods evoked.

The woman seems to be fading into the wall paper. Who is she? What
is her relationship to the other woman? Perhaps the seated figure is
her mother and she has to serve her all the time as she is bowing down.
It seems to be an oldfashioned picture, maybe the turn of the century
when women bad to stay at home and work for their parents till they got
married. The older woman is dressed in black, she looks solid, immovable.

Finally, Andrea's painting (major art) class is asked to write
a reflective journal entry at the end of each month, which helps
them to look back and process what they've done. In this
monthly entry, students can include a technical analysis of their
work, their personal feelings about the process of making art,
their likes and dislikes, their struggles and successes.
Andrea finds that her students are filled with personal reflections about projects and sensitive perceptions about art. They
express great insights in their writing which help her enrich their
learning process.

Robin Cohen
Martin Luther King Jr. HS
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Project Notes
By now. Project members have received a letter from Sondra
Perl, and know that she has decided to step down from her position as a director of the New York City Writing Project to take
on projects more broadly associated with the Institute. We're
happy that Sondra's still around, providing us with her invaluable expertise. She is currently leading a research seminar for
teachers participating in the Portfolio Development component
of the Junior High School Writing and Learning Project.
* * * * *
Many Writing Project members are involved in innovative
work which keeps them on the cutting edge of current theory
and practice, and insures them invitations to present at professional conferences. The Modern Language Association Conference, The Right to Literacy," held in Columbus, Ohio in
September, brought together literacy theorists, researchers,
and practitioners from across the country, including Dixie Goswami, Toby Fulwiler, and James Moffett, and keynote speakers
Theodore Sizer and Shirley Brice Heath. Also among the
presenters were several NYCWP notables: Richard Larson,
Susan Lytle (of the University of Pennsylvania and the Philadelphia Writing Project), Richard Sterling, and Marcie Wolfe
formed a panel on The Assessment of Literacy: Issues and
New Approaches." Dick Larson tells us that in this session they
discussed weaknesses in the methods currently used to assess
adult students' abilities at reading and writing, and "examined
several alternative procedures for assessment, including some
that Marcie, in cooperation with students and teachers in the

Adult Learning Center, is currently trying out." Also at this conference, Marilyn Boutwell, with colleagues from Literacy
Volunteers of NYC, conducted a session on "Demystifying the
Learning Process," which focused on interactive literacy learning. And, Anne Lawrence, with colleagues from the NY Public
Library Centers for Reading and Writing, presented her work
on publishing the writing of adult learners.
Teaching Composition to Undergraduates" is the emphasis
of the Sixth Annual CCCC Winter Workshop in January.
Elaine Avidon will be Florida-bound to lead a workshop on
"Managing the Writing Process-Understanding Text," in which
the participants will explore ways in which writing can deepen
the relationship between a reader's response to a text and critical comprehension of that text.
Yes, we know that we can write to learn. We know that we
can write to discover just what it is we are doing when we do it.
But we still may grumble and groan about the time and commitment that it takes to keep a teacher journal, and, well...is it really worth it? Ask Else Weinstein at Franklin K. Lane High
School. Portions of the teaching journal that she wrote as a
WTC participant were published in the Education Section of
the New York Times on Sunday, November 6,1988. If a section
of her piece sounded familiar to you, it's not because you have
deja vu; part of it appeared previously in our Newsletter. We
found it very exciting that her journal, which touched on many
of the situations we all face hi the classrooms, reached such a
wide audience. Keep up with those teacher journals!
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