Launching the Writing Workshop, Session 15

Tailoring your Teaching
As publication day comes closer, you’ll find yourself wanting to shoehorn in all the lessons you haven’t yet had a chance to teach. It’s probably wiser to remember that you have an entire year ahead of you, and many of those lessons are probably best reserved for a later unit of study. For now, you may want to shift towards teaching children that the rhythm of writing changes when we can see a publication date around the next bend. For one thing, writers become readers, rereading our own work and asking, “How will someone else read this?”

If you decide to teach children to anticipate their readers responses and to revise accordingly . . . you may want to tell children that as publication date nears, writers need one thing more than anything else. We need the gift of an honest, attentive reader, one who will truly listen to what we have written and who will help us understand places in our text which are confusing, places where the reader goes, “Huh?” These very special readers need to be honest, but also supportive. Don Murray, my writing teacher, once summed up the role of a writing partner this way: “Above all, the writer needs to leave, wanting to write.” So listen and ask questions, yes; listen and convey when you are a bit confused, yes; but communicate also that you are dying to understand this writer’s very important content.

If your students are having a hard time stretching out the important parts of their stories… you could demonstrate how to do this with a very short story line. You could begin your minilesson like this: “Writers, some of you are telling me that while you know how to identify the important parts of your stories, you don’t know how to stretch them out. I thought it might help if I told you about a very tiny moment in one of my narratives. It’s the moment when I stubbed my toe. It was quick, but it wasn’t funny. Actually, it happened on a very bad day and it was what got me to finally release some of the tension I’d been feeling all day and to let myself feel upset. That is why it is an important part of my story that I need to stretch out. Listen to how I did it:

As I opened my locker, the door swung backwards--fast and hard--into my little toe. “Ow!” I yelled, sinking to the floor. I grabbed my foot in my hand and rubbed my toe hard, through my shoe. It didn’t help. The floor was cold, my toe was throbbing and my eyes were wet. All of the day’s awful events came rushing to my head. I wrapped my arms around my knees, bent my head, and cried.

Then you could say, “Writers, do you see how I stretched out that simple, quick moment of stubbing my toe to show a very important moment in my piece? I could have just written, ‘I stubbed my toe. It hurt.’ Instead, I drew it out bit by bit, showing how the act of stubbing my toe triggered tears that had been welling up in me all day. So, writers, remember, sometimes the smallest moment can be an essential one. And you can make it take up the time it deserves by telling it bit by bit.” 

If you find that writing partners are not conferring in depth … you may set some protocols for how a peer conference should get going. If students are trading papers and marking up each other’s work without talking about it; or if they are talking in generalities without using evidence from the page, they may need guidance in improving their collaborations. One protocol might be that the writer selects a part of the writing to read out loud to a partner, asking for specific feedback. The writer might read a passage with dialogue and ask, “Does this sound like real people talking? What part could be changed to sound more real?”; she might read a passage that sets the scene and ask, “Can you picture this in your mind? What parts are you having trouble picturing?” As the partner responds, the writer would be expected to jot notes down in the margins of the draft so that the partner’s words don’t float away.
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