





parked his car and truck.

A few days later it was time for the garage to be checked.
Mark called up Mr. K. on the phone. Ding-a-ling went the
phone over at Kimberly's garage.

"Hi," said Mark. "It is time for my garage to be checked. "
"It is not November 23rd."

"I'm probably wrong," said Mark. He looked at his calen-
dar. "I QW wrong!"*

"Look here, " said Mr. Kimberly. "I can't have this. Y
"Well then, " said Mark. "Iam sorry. I really am, but I
have to hang up because I have to eat dinnexr. Good-by."

Mark went in to his kitchen to cook his dinner. He ate it.
He had biscuits and pancakes and a glass of cocoa.

"Oh my, wasn't it good, " said Mark. "I'll have to go to
Kimberly's garage and I have to change clothes." So he did.
Then he got into his truck. His back-up lights turned on and
he first went to the Volkswagon shop because his truck battery
was going down. When he got there he lifted the hood up. He
looked at the battery then he went towards a Volkswagon bus.
His truck was a VW truck. "There was nota battery, " cried
Mark. "They should put a battery in," he sputtered. A VW
man asked him, "What are you doing?" "Oh,' said Mark, "I
am looking for a battery but I can't find one. "

"Oh! said the man. "I see where one is." And he did put the
battery in.
The end

Sometimes we read these original stories during story time. The children
took their homemade books to keep "forever" at Christmas break. Some
are keeping notebooks (to feel like grown-up students I think) and these will
probably be filled by June.

*(He wanted italics, but I couldn't do that, so he accepted this.)
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THE FARM SCHOOL Janice Turnansky
Madison, Wisconsin

Teaching writing at Farm School is not like teaching writing at a public
school--there exist real and significant differences between what I've read
in Koch and the Teachers/Writers Newsletter and what I experienced at
Farm School. I sense that those differences are somehow basic to the dif-
ferences between free school (loosely defined) and public school, or at least
to different perceptions of the relationships between teachers, children, and
school.

I used to make lots of lists.

I can touch them now, pull them out from the backs of folders and the
bottoms of drawers and the green-papered notebook I liked because it
was green. There's one in bold-lettered red magic marker--

1. Things to share
poetry, stories, music, pictures

2. Shared stillness
awareness of sensory stimuli, or each other

3. If you could be any plant, what would you be? What
would you do? What things would you feel?
Any animal? Any color? Any shape? etc.

Number 12 is nice--Opening and closing--movements, visual work, words;
and Number 19--Exploring the space around you. Here's one called
"Contrasts which can be explored with the body, with the brush, with the
pen;" hard-soft, heavy-light, tall-small, etc. Or "Qualities to think about
and do things with, " or lists without names--Write letters. Write political
speeches. Write to music. Choose one sound and use it. And lists of
phrases for Koch-like formula poems. And cut-out photographs from Life
Magazine, very pretty, and lists of ideas for working with them.

They're nice lists. They're not what [ would write from, they're not the
sort of things I wrote when I was a child--I was a prolific Nancy Drew-style
mystery author--but they're nice.

Sometimes they worked. I'd put a sign on the bulletin board that said
"Writing Workshop" or "Creative Expression" (I came to prefer "Writing
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Workshop, ''--it seemed more straightforward), and gather up paper and
some sharp pencils and hold court in the treehouse or a corner of the Quiet
House or the nest in the field. Sarah Beth and Henry really grooved on "I
Wish' poems and Rachael did some fine "Third Eye" 's and Sarah Beth and
Kim produced some noise poems that I liked and did some nice artwork at
my apartment when we went there to play records.

Far out (or fa-ar out, as we used to say it).

One day Kim said she wanted to do writing and I pulled out two or three
suggestions from my stockpile. She very politely asked if she couldn't
just write.

One day I went to a university writing class (taught by a Collaborative
person, in fact) and was told to appear at the next class with two story
beginnings modeled after stories in our text. 1 disappeared.

One day I realized that I was dreading coming out to Farm School.

When I'm troubled I hide in books. So I looked at the Newsletter again.

I reread Koch. I grabbed for my notes and lists. Then I lay for a long
time on the floor and looked at the ceiling. I thought about the class I didn't
come back to. I thought about Mike Butler and Ronald Sukenick and Berenice
Fisher, the finest teachers I've had the joy of learning with. I thought about
my own writing. I went to the typewriter and started to ask it questions.

Why does a person write?

Is everyone a potential writer?

What kinds of things can a teacher do to bring out writing talents in his
students?

Why would anyone want to perform a writing exercise set for him by
another person?

What might it be about public school that makes writing assignments
work there?

What might it be about Farm School that makes writing assignments not
work there?

What might that say about teaching writing to kids?

What might that say about public school? about Farm School?

I made a list called "differences between Koch's situation and mine" - -

at public school

kids had to be in his classes

his role as initiator was clearly defined and accepted

he had a limited amount of time with the children

the general structure of the system discourages creativity and

poetry
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at Farm School

I'm working only with children who want to be there

the relationship between me and the children is not the traditional
authority figure/subject relationship fostered by public school
I'm there for whole days at a time, not merely an hour or two
most importantly, the total structure of the school encourages
creativity

Kids at Farm School write. Not all of them. But there are some who really
like to write, the way I liked to write when I was a child. Some of them
keep journals, some of them read and write stories and poetry, some of
them talk novels (John Holt makes the point in What Do I Do Monday? that
for a child, talking is often the key to later writing). And they re able to
move when they feel like it, create fantasies, think about themselves and
the world unhindered by the busywork that goes on in public school.

I'm not putting down what Koch and other people are doing. It's fine, it's
good. But it can only be seen as "teaching writing within the structure of
the public school." Sure the kids like it--you would too if you had to do
what kids in public schools have to do. How nice to have this friendly, fax-
out person in your classroom! How nice to have your ideas accepted! How
nice to be able to express things ingide your head in any way that's made
available to you!

But there is something that seems very basically. wrong with that. There's
something wrong when you need an assignment to be able to express your-
self. There's something wrong when your writing comes not from a real
and felt need to write but from a game that's set up by someone who's in a
position to do that because you're a kid in public school and everything that
you do there is initiated outside of you.

But what about technique? Won't the assignments help kids develop the tools
they need so that when there are things they want to write about they'll be
able to do it well?*

I wrote those questions down too. I thought they were valid until I went into

a writing class and had an assignment laid on me. Certainly technique is
important. I use it when I'm writing, I'm aware of it when I read someone
else's work. Which isn't to say that there might not be some place for some
individuals for specific exercises to improve technique in writing--but I
haven't found any in my own writing or teaching and I have yet to be convinced
of them in other people's work.

* Perhaps what makes a difference is whether the assignment is given just

to get the kids to turn out something--sentence completion poems, etc. --0r
is given because you have an exciting idea that you really want to share with
the children. .. addressing yourself to the children vs. addressing yourself
to the decoration of the wall.
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1 brought books to Farm School--that's how I started when I was little, 1
read books. 1 brought out poems and read them and put them up on the
wall. I sat with paper and pen in front of me and wrote down what children
dictated to me. I talked with them.

1'd like to have been more assertive in establishing some kind of structure
for sharing and criticizing work. 1'd like to have brought out more different
kinds of writing to expose the children to. I'm sure that there are ideas I
haven't thought of yet.

But I'm still learning.

I sincerely believed that each child could be a good writer, I tried to make
them know that. I like to write, I write, it's something that's important to
me, that makes a difference in my life. I tried to make them know that.
And because they were able to experience me as a human being, not merely
as a Teacher, those things came across in ways that can't often happen in
public school.

That, I think, is what teaching writing should be. That's how school should
be.

It's not enough to come into the schools and, operating out of the set of
values and attitudes that obtain within those red brick walls (Doctorow
thought of them as purple--that's nice), to think that real changes are being
brought about in the lives of the children there. They're not.

That says something about teaching writing. To me, it says things even
deeper about changes that are made within the public schools--whether
individual teachers set up open classrooms or open-minded administrators
institute modular systems or schools -without-failure programs or writers
come in to teach poetry there. Those things are all nice, they'll all make
school a little more pleasant for the children. But they're not the answer.
As long as those things take place within the institution of the public school,’
perhaps as long as they take place in anything that is called a school (although
I'm not certain about that, it's an idea that's still new and strange to me),
they're not changes that really address themselves to the questions we need
to be asking about the education of children and its relationship to the society
as a whole.

I don't know what all of those questions might be. I certainly can't answer
them for anyone. But it's time to start formulating them. It's time to start
examining the total picture rather than simply working on the symptoms of
a bad system. It's time to stop feeling good about the products that children
turn out under our smiling direction and begin to direct ourselves to deter-
mining the real issues that have to be dealt with--and to deal with them.
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LETTER FROM MADELINE BASS (Upper Montclair, N.J.)

Back to the typewriter and having meant to tell you about some summer
stuff that happened, suddenly, in New Jersey....

These children had been singled out for summer school because of supposed
deficits in their achievement. Self-images VERY LOW. Fears about lang-
uage and writing VERY SEVERE. Blocks to personal experience and feelings
very big, BUT very ready to take down for many of them. Much eagerness
to reach for themselves, once reassured...and, of course, once we passed
the bluster, show-off, put-on, nervous "slipping' and testing. As withmost
kids, of all kinds, lots of violence, fear, power-hunger, and love.

Again I found the use of pictures a helpful and vital part of their expression.
And an avenue to words. .. especially for the kids most threatened by pencil
and paper. (Bette Distler used the method of typing for the kids as they told
their stories...)

During later sessions, even more, I encouraged them to draw pictures and

then either write about the picture, or tell me, and I put it down for them. .
Or we'd start with stories--- a memory, a bad experience, a time in

the country, something scary... then the picture, then the words again.

I got this idea from something else, in the lst grade:

(some of them could barely write at all, after 1 yr. in grade 1)

I thought they at least could do their own names. told them to DRAW A
PICTURE OF YOUR NAME, gave examples, called attention to the ones who
caught on quickly and began work.

no pencils, I passed out only large art paper and crayons.

(this went over in 4th grade too, by the way!) The results were big and
gorgeous. .. and liberating.

then we tried drawing pictures of favorite words: foods came out, and
words like GOOD or SHUT UP and a nice dancy one on the word PRETTY

Maybe kids who are terribly afraid of words (and writing) can really get to
something by finding out that letters are things they can manipulate, that
words are tools, that they are masters, that words are pictoriable, that
color is relevant to words, that their own names are beautiful in many ways.
Sylvia Ashton-Warner, Aram Saroyan, concrete poetry, Kenneth Patchen,
and calligraphy... are all in this...
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Note: as to psychology-social services - and the poetry:

one session, in 4th grade, a boy was so hostile to his "friend" and so intru-
sive with the words of theirfight, and so eager to disrupt the group with the
name-calling etc. , that I asked him to write about how mad he felt... he
started to talk about what a nut-head mental retarded (favorite slip) the
other boy was. I said NO, write about how mad you feel; write about your-
self. I gave him pencil and paper and asked him to sit away from the group.
He went near the window and did. He wrote a strong piece. He felt pretty
good.

Another boy, (I later found, from the teacher, that he could never sit still,
had many learning problems) Raymond, found a useful gimmick. (DON'T
MANY writers?) He repeated final words, and sometimes he achieved good
rhythm, sometimes a subtle "point" this way (see the mimeo)-- mostly by
half-accident, half-wise-crack, plus a bit of sound-sense. I did finally tell
him when we began to get bored and annoyed by his reading his repetitive
poems all the time; but we could honestly praise several of his results--
for sound and sense and wit as well. Afterwards 1 realized this was deeply
connected with his hyperactivity, and perhaps one of the rare school oppor-
tunities to channel it more or less appropriately, even constructively.
Raymond ran with his pencil, then, and he was acceptable, and he himself
could accept some limits.

Well, those are the main points I wanted to set down. 1'd like this letter
back - or a copy - some time - to show the Bast Orangers - their summer

school was excellent in many ways. OEQ Funded. Winter session is
bleaker this year. Cutbacks everywhere. Hope you and your programs
have a good year.

Best Regards

Madeline Bass




WRITING IN FIRST GRADE Anne Martin
Lawrence School
Brookline, Mass.

Introduction

In my absorbed reading of successive issues of the Teachers and Writers
Collaborative Newsletter, I was struck by how little material there was
about the writing of very young children. There were wonderful diaries
about all other levels of elementary school and high school, but there were
only very few scattered contributions about kindergarten or first grade. 1
think there is a lot more to be said about writing in the earliest school years.

It seems to be widely assumed that first grade merely performs the function
of teaching technical skills which can then be applied later on in creative
effort. There is also the unspoken assumption that very young children have
not yet developed the drive and intensity to work at written communication
beyond a very cute, stereotyped sort that can usually be found tacked up on
bulletin boards. The consequence of these assumptions is that most first
grades concentrate on reading and '"skills, " relying heavily on commercially
prepared materials, and that writing is a subsidiary subject consisting
mostly of handwriting practice and answering questions about reading.

This approach to primary teaching leads to a lot of the damage that T & W

is so much concerned with undoing, and it's time that these assumptions

were directly confronted. My own experience convinces me that first

graders are not only well able to make a start on learning to express them-
selves powerfully through the written word, but that furthermore, if they

are not helped to do this, they may build up fears and dislike of the whole
writing process, which may remain with them throughout their lives (unless
of course they are lucky enough to be released by T & W or some other
source). It seems to me we should concentrate more on giving young children
a good start with writing in their primary years, so that they can grow steadily
in their sophisticated use of written language, rather than resigning ourselves
to undoing the damage of mechanical "skill teaching'" later on. The News-
letter has had many discussions about the need for using tricks, props, or
gimmicks to stimulate writing, because the children were so reluctant and
afraid to write, due to their previous school experience. Instead, it might

be more worthwhile to put the emphasis on reaching children ard teachers

at the primary level. Then it might be easier to dispense with the artificial
devices for getting around children's inhibitions about writing at the higher
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grade levels.

My own comments about teaching writing to first graders only barely touch
on the limitless possibilities, and I would very much like to hear from other
people who are working with this age group.

* * * 0k *

On the first day of the term, when I asked my new first graders what they
would like to do during the year, one little girl said, "My mother and my
sister want me to learn (O read, but I don't want to read. [ just want to
learn how to write." It's obvious why writing should have such appeal to
most young children--it's active, it uses tools closely allied to art work
(magic markers in color are particularly prized), and it's considered an
especially grown up thing to do and generally evokes praise from other peo-
ple. Of course "writing” doesn't necessarily mean stories and poems to a
very young child. It might just mean filling pages with letters, numbers,
printed names, or words copied from TV, signs, or books. 1 see my task
in teaching writing to very young children as the attempt to make clear the
connection between the child's pleasure in manipulating language orally and
his pleasure in doodling on a piece of paper. In other words, I hope that
gradually each child will realize that he can use letters and words to capture
thoughts and experiences, that he can be playful, serious, or factual in his
writing, and, most importantly, that he can learn to do this independently,
in his own style.

When you consider the tremendous range of knowledge necessary in order

to transcribe thoughts onto paper --the sounds of letters, the shapes and
sizes of letters, the physical control of a writing tool, the order of letters
in a word, the order of words in a sentence, the (often irrational) spelling
of every word, the staggering amount of technical know-how before you even
begin to struggle with the ordinary difficulty of self-expression--it seems. a
miracle that six-year olds can begin to master these during a year at school.
And yet, towards the end of the year, most of my first graders can write a
couple of sentences by themselves, quite a few can write creditable stories,
poems, or descriptions, and some advanced writers can easily dash off
pages of whatever they feel like writing. It is the growing sense of accom-
plishment that makes teaching writing to first graders such a gratifying task,
even though it's a long struggle before the children can actually produce
interesting writing. Not only is ita challenge to help children gain a mini-
mum of ease with mechanics in order to free them to write, but it's an even
greater challenge to keep them eager to work at a task that is so fraught
with difficulties and so slow to show dramatic results.

If writing becomes a natural part of everyday classroom life from the first
day on, before the children have learned to know letters or sounds or reading,
then it isn't as likely to seem so formidable later on. In order to create
written communication without the frustration of mechanics, I encourage the
children to dictate stories, both individually and as a group. Although I use
dictation much more during the first part of the year, I like to continue
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using it even after the children have learned to write, as a way of recording
complicated thoughts more quickly or of involving the whole group in making
up a poem or story together. Sometimes group dictations come up spontan-
eously, and I just grab a piece of paper and write them down. The following
examples from two different classes just happened to bubble up, the first as
a reaction to a factual book about dinosaurs, and the second during a swelter-
ing September afternoon in a stuffy classroom.

Some Dinosaur Thoughts

Get that dinosaur out of that picture, and put him on a scale.
He's ripping our book, he's ripping it up,
So put him on a scale.

So we put him on a scale,
And he broke the scale.
Oh, no! He broke the scale!

Let's put him in the zoo,
Or put him in jail,
Or tell his mother to keep him home.

(The dinosaur's saying, ""Boo hoo.™)

Hot Weather Thoughts

When it's hot it makes you want to. ..
Go in swimming,
Jump into freezing water,
Turn on a fan,
Turn on the air-conditioning and lie on the bed,
Go to sleep,
Have a popsicle,
Eat ice cream,
Eat ice cubes to make you cold,
Eat watermelon,
Put ice cubes on your head.
Get in a freezer (then you'll be freezed and turn into ice cubes),
Jump out the window and fly down, and the air would make
you cool,
You could land in the snow,
Go in the snow and put your head in it.
Take a piece of paper and fold it and put water in it,
And then put water on your face whenever you get hot.
Get on your bunk bed and drink miles and miles down the road.
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More often, a group dictation may be a deliberate effort to describe some-
thing familiar in anew way. 1 often start by suggesting a nature topic, such
as rain, snow, or wind, on a day when the children have just experienced

some rough weather. Sometimes I ask them to describe it to someone who

may never have seen it, and this may evoke some interesting comparisons.

Or sometimes I ask them to imagine that they are the ocean or a leaf or
some other inanimate object, and that they tell me what they see, hear,
and feel. I usually give them a little while (sometimes overnight) to think
about it, and then try to choose a time when the children are alert and
relaxed. Mostly I get so many contributions from so many sides at once,
that I have to slow the gallop enough to be able to scribble things down.
Afterwards, I sometimes change the order of the children's ideas to help
put them into a kind of loose sequence, but I never change any words or
grammatical constructions or add anything myself. The children love to
have the whole thing read back to them, and they gleefully identify each
person's contributions. The result (which I then duplicate and give to all
the children) may turn out something like this:

Snow

Snow makes things look white and bumpy,
And it falls on roofs and tree branches.
It's like a white ceiling, but it's soft.

You can make a snowman,

And you can have a snowball fight,

And go sledding, and skiing, and skating.
It's water when it's cold and turned to ice.
It makes places colder.

Snow falls from the sky in little flakes

That are soft like feathers,

But they're cold.

They are like little stars that have holes in them,
And they're pretty.

They are like drops of milk

Or an angel's tears.

Snow is like when God is trying to figure out

What to put in the whole wide world.

He put snow for the children to play in,

And for the winter, so that it could be different

From summer, spring, and fall.

It's so that when Santa flies and gives children presents,
He could bring his sled on the white snow.

It's to make the city and towns and country look pretty.

Snow doesn't make any noise.
It's quiet, like you're not talking
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And there's no T.V. or radios or records.
Or when you go to bed and nobody is up.
Snow is like little pieces of cloud

That broke off and fell on the ground,

And nobody knew

Because they couldn't hear it.

After working with many kindergarten and first grade classes, I have
noticed that while individual children differ tremendously within a class,
each new group begins to develop a kind of class character based on the
inter-action of the various components of the group. Not only do some
groups tend to be more volatile, or particularly artistic, or sociable, but
they may develop quite specific tendencies of thought and temperament.
This emerges very clearly in the kind of writing that they do, both by dicta-
tion and in their own writing. The group that made up the dinosaur thoughts
was a bunch of very bright individualists who somehow seemed to be unusu-
ally aware of language, and interested in symbolic thought. They requested
some sessions to work on a group poem, and they went at it with great
seriousness and critical awareness, rejecting some contributions and
praising others. The following poem was one on which they worked like
this, including the sequence of ideas (which most first graders are not very
concerned about) and the result is a more polished, if also more self-
conscious, product,

Rain

Rain is like little pieces of crystal

Falling from big rock clouds in the sky.

When it's raining hard, it's mad at the flowers
And makes them weep.

It hits you and wants to get you wet.

Rain is like seeds dropping down on the ground.
The flowers are bending over, the grass'is dry.
The hedges are dying.

Rain is tears dripping from weeping clouds.

Perhaps the clouds are sad

Because it's cold in the sky.

Perhaps they want to come down to the earth,

Or go in a house to wash the dishes, or make a shower.

Or maybe it's too hot in the sky
And the sun is shining too hard,
Making a golden rainbow

Like a backward smile

Or a painted frown.
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Perhaps one reason why this group became so particularly interested in
writing poetry was that Jonathan happened to be a member of the class.
Jonathan was one of the rare type of gifted children who understood immedi-
ately every suggestion touched upon in class, and then would go home and
work out ramifications for hours on his own, just for his own pleasure. He
always knew what he wanted to learn in school so that he could go on and
explore things in depth by himself afterwards. Along with his unusual
intellectual capacities, he was a modest, friendly, humorous child, and he
was respected and loved by all the other children. Although writing poetry
was only one of his many interests, Jonathan responded to our class discus-
sions of poetry by starting a notebook of original poems and stories. Here
is one of the poems he brought to school:

I wish I could ride

With all the other horses.

And no horse would say, "Ha ha ha."
And they wouldn't kick sand at me.

And I could go with them

And pick berries and milkweed and thorns,
And go out in the desert

And out on big plains

Where I could run for miles

And where the sun is red.

But I am too little to go.

But although Jonathan's writing undoubtedly sparked up the class, almost all
the children seemed to share an affinity to poetic thought. When I asked
them to think about the night and dictate individual poems to me, timid,
dependent little Christine (the youngest in the class, not even six yet) came
up with this poem:

The night is dark and long,

The night is damp.

And the cars are like little giants
Coming up the road.

And the cats miaow in the night,
But I don't pay any attention

So they go to sleep.

And I think that the night is long,.
Only that I think when I go to sleep
That things are dark and short.
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Peter's poem about the night included the line, "The light of the moon shouts
over the world.” And Robby's had the haunting phrase, ""But in the winters
of the night..." Even the cliché subjects, such as springtime (during May)
brought some surprises. I especially liked the one that Chiis wrote because
of its (i.t.a. inspired?) pseudo middle English spelling;

Spring is Hire

I luve the spring

With butrfliys flutring abote

And flowrs bloming up

And plants groing

Bees in the ar fliing to flowr to flowr.

I luve the bees thay give you good huny.

In sharp contrast to these poets were my children in last year's first grade,
a very sweet, friendly, academic group. When I read poetry to this class,
the children listened politely, and some of them even enjoyed some of the
poems, but they were clearly not fired up by my reading. When I tried to
evoke discussions of poetic symbols, the children again politely, but very
firmly, made it clear that they were not interested in metaphor. On the
other hand, if I started to read a factual book about nature or Indians, they
would fervently beg me to read "just a little more'" even if it was lunchtime.
These children were extremely sensible, literal, down-to-earth types, and
the kind of writing they enjoyed doing most were diary-type personal '"news"
or nature descriptions. Thus, examining things on the nature table, they
wrote descriptions like the following: '"Daffodils are all yellow inside, and
their inside has black little spots, and they have yellow petals outside. " Or,
"This shell looks like a tornado and sounds like the ocean." Or, "The
coral looks like it has the chicken pox and big bumps. It's weird. "

When we had a family of baby mice, the children observed their growth and
wrote notes on their progress every few days. Right after the baby mice
were born, Gigi wrote, "The baby mice are cute and pink. They are the
smallest babies that I have seen. Their eyes are closed. They drink milk
from their mother." A few days later, Andrea wrote, "The babies are pink.
The class thinks that one of the mice crawled into the jar by itself and then
the mother pushed all of the babies in. First I never saw them eat, but then
I saw them drinking from their mother. I don't like the mice because they
scare me sometimes. They remind me of bats." Some days after that,
Anda observed, "The little mice are white and they are runny and I am
surprised."” On our last official observation, Julie wrote, ""The mice are
much bigger. They have more of fur. Their ears are like their mommy's
ears. They eat what their mommy eats.” All the children enjoyed the ob-
servations and writing about the mice, and they each had a mouse book to
take home.
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After the first months of school, I gave each child a writing notebook,
covered with bright colored paper and the child's name. Every week I
asked the children to write their news in their notebooks, but many children
began to make more frequent entries of their own. One of Stephen’s entries
read, "I went to a parade and I got a cork gun, and my cousins took the gun
away from me, and [ was mad!l!" After a trip to New York, Susie wrote,
"] was on the Empire State Building. The cars were 80 little they looked
like toys. The people looked like ants because they were so little, and the
building was higher than all the skyscrapers. " Lisa wrote, "Now.I have
another loose tooth, and it is on top of my mouth. " The children liked to
read these items aloud to the class, and there was often a lively follow-up
discussion among the children. Once the discussion about an incident
became so heated and prolonged that after 15 minutes or so s0me of the
members of the class said they were sick of hearing about that subject, and
I invited the participants to finish their talk out in the hall, which they did,
returning to the room with a look of peaceful satisfaction on their faces.

While most groups of children don't exhibit such extreme definite charac-
teristics as the two groups I just mentioned, there always is a great deal
of variation in‘outlook and interests even in children as young as first gra-
ders. I think it's important for a teacher to €xpose children from the very
beginning to a great variety of types of writing, so that when they've had a
chance to try out stories, fairy tales, news, poetry, description, factual
material, jokes, riddles, etc. they can choose to pursue the kind of writing
that is most akin to their own styles of thought. By "expose'' I mean both
reading examples of each and asking all the children to try to write some.
That may seem like asking quite a bit of first graders, but it's amazing how
well they can rise to the challenge. Sometimes it is the children who seem
least ready to do academic work who produce the most interesting and
original writing. Time after time | have been surprised by children who
were termed "immature, ' who couldn't or wouldn't quiet down or listen,
the ones who were always hiding under a table or being singled out by
specialty teachers as uncooperative, and who (sometimes to their own
amazement) showed great aptitude and pleasure in dictating and- writing,. It
was only after trying many kinds of writing that Dougie could decide he
wanted to write a natural history book about dragonflies, or that Susie and
Emily could write the script of a play, or that Elizabeth could write pages
of romantic fairy stories, or that Johannes could painstakingly write a blow
by blow account of his family's camping trip.

If it is important to introduce an unlimited variety of writing styles and types,
it is even more important to accept each child's writing on its own terms.
Young children are usually eager to please the teacher, and they are apt to
produce what they know will be well received. If a teacher has a preference
for one type or style, the children (if they like her) will probably try to fit
themselves into that mold, whether it's Dick and Jane or Haiku. Since I
take writing seriously, so do the children, but I try to guard against expec-
ting or preferring any particular form or style. I do lay down the ground
rules that there has to be some effort involved and that the writing.should be
reasonably genuine. This still permits individual children to interpret
assignments rather freely, and it leads to some oddball writing that might
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otherwise never show up within a classroom. Six-year-old humor tends to
be somewhat eccentric anyway, and for adults the humor lies partly in its
very incomprehensibility. When I asked the children to write about some-
thing they love and something they hate, Greg came up with this:

I hate Mom to turn out me

And kiss the light.

I love Mom to turn out the light
And kiss me goodnight.

Joe, a quiet, deadpan little fellow sidled up to me with this:

I am a lollipop.

If you can read this

Scratch my ear.

O.K. I will scratch your ear.
If you can't read this

Tell someone to read my story.

When I ask the children to describe a member of their family, I usually get
a great variety of responses. If the children are assured that I am solicit-
ing neither pious sentiments of devotion nor defiant denunciations, they can
feel free to write either or neither. Here are some comments on mothers
and siblings. All of these were written by happy, more or less welladjusted
middle class children. Five year old Haig wrote:

I like my mother when she gives me a lot of
presents, and sometimes she goes and tells daddy
to play with me.

Another five year old wrote:

My mother is always mad at me when I do something that
is an accident. I am always mad. I wish I could give Mom
a spank and shout at her. When she is nice to me [ am nice
to her.
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Karen, who loves animals, wrote:

I like my mother best because she feeds my cat. My mother
is the best in the world.

A bright, precocious second grader described her mother:

She screams at me almost every time I sit down to read.
She also screams at me whenever I am a little slow in
dressing. She hardly ever stops screaming at me. Ican
not think of one time that she has been nice to me.

As for brothers and sisters:

My brother does not share and he is not polite.

My sister wears slobbery slippers and she wears a crummy
coat. My sister rides her slobbery bike all the time and she
says "blah blah blah" to everybody all the time.

My sister is so funny when she pulls my hair, I laugh and laugh.

My brother fights with me. He has glasses on. He's mean to
me and my Mom too. I hate my brother. He's dumb, Golly
I wish he was not in my family.

My little sister does not eat much. She likes everybody and
she shares her stuff. She gets mad when people don't share
with her. Sometimes she looks very pretty.

The most enigmatic and original comment about a family member was Todd's
single line description: "My mother looks like a peeled potato. "

When I say that 1 ask a great deal of first graders, I mean that I ask a lot
potentially. The first independent writing efforts of such young children are
bound to be stilted and way below their actual language ability. By the time
they get one word written down, they have usually forgotten the end of a pro-
jected sentence, and it comes out all wrong. Yet the children are usually
proud of these first meager efforts because they know they have written
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something all by themselves. They seem to be able to accept quite realis-
tically the gap between their present writing ability and their potential in
the future. It is my job to keep taking each child a little further each time,
so that gradually the gap between the faltering first steps and the possibility
of a rich, varied use of written language becomes perceptibly smaller.

Alison, an artistic, creative child, wrote her first independent story on
Halloween. ''This bat flew up above the devil house."” By spring time she was
writing poems like this one about the ocean:

Waves are me.

In the night and in the day
I splash on rocks.

And when I go down,

I go down the crevices.

I go quietly

And swiftly.

Jeff, whose Halloween story consisted of "A ghost went out on Halloween and
scared all the people, " a few months later was writing:

I like trees because they give us shelter.

And they give us food. And they give us shade.
And I like trees because you can climb them.
And they make the world look green.

And:

I want to be a dog

So I can bark

In the thunder and lightning,.
And I can run fast

As a shooting star.

Looking over my years as a teacher of young children, I would be inclined

to agree with the little girl who felt that writing should have a higher priority
in first grade than reading. In order to write well, a child has to learn read-
ing anyway, since writing involves all the same--and more--skills than read-
ing. And while reading can be a passive, sometimes even meaningless,
experience, writing by its very nature has to actively involve the child in all
his complexities of thinking and feeling. If writing (including dictation) takes
place in kindergarten and first grade as an important meas of self-expression,
along with art, music, dance, crafts, and drama, children are much more
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likely to become literate, and perhaps more in touch with themselves, very
early in their school lives. And teachers of first grade children will have
something more to look forward to than the dull routine of workbooks and
exercises. Whatever the teacher manuals say about specific ""skill teach-
ing, " I think that even in first grade the broad gkill of writing takes prece-
dence over the peculiar aims of textbook lessons, and that moreover it
provides one more channel of close and continuing communication between
a teacher and the children in a class.
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THE CLASSES OF DAVID SHAPIRO

Prefatory Note:

These poems were all written by Wendy Van den Heuvel, ten years old,
under the guidance of poet David Shapiro. Wendy was given private lessons
in poetry-writing for close to a year, which is so far as we know a unique
pedagogical situation. The results represent an interesting collaboration
between adult and child sensibility, and a beautiful, fragile kind of poetry.

Tears Are Broken Easily

And my tears go away

Dreaming of Santa Claus on Christmas Day crying
When its Christmas Eve the tears stay

Snow is made out of ice and ice is made out of water

Dreaming of Santa Claus on Christmas Day crying
He falls asleep

Snow is made out of ice and ice is made out of water
And tears are made out of trying

He falls asleep

When his deer go drifting past
And tears are made out of trying
And I am made out of tears

When his deer go drifting past

And my tears go away

And I am made out of tears

When its Christmas Eve the tears stay
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Story About Teeth

Teeth were walking down the street
He bumped into Mouth

And Mouth said, I need a pair of Peace
(Because he doesn't have any Teeth)

And so the Teeth went, Clackety clackety clackety
The day was blue, the song was red,

The trees were fingers skying,

And the sky was splendid with a mouth moon.

So some Eyeballs came walking down the block

Singing a song of yellow colored finger eating happiness.

And they were eating chocalatecovered moosefingered jellyfingered
Rolls. So they ate the Mouth and the Teeth up, and went away,

Drinking chocalate milk. Moral:

Never bite around when you can bark.

Moral #2: Never drink and eat chocalate milk.
Moral #3: Never judge teeth by their mouth.

Now

Now the stars are gleaming

Like boats shining

In the river of rootbeer

And I am dancing to the music it makes
My room feels green

Because I am as green as the morning sun
The squirrels go to sleep with their nuts
The deer go to sleep with their fawns
Under the tree of happiness

And I will not go to sleepanymore
Because of the boats shining in the river
And I will not go to sleep

Because I hear my mother crying, White sails.
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the things that hang

most things either float or hang

if it's not suspended in mid-air and it comes down by itself,
there must be something attached to it to keep it from falling

things can also float in the water, in space

they can become suspended in mid-air

they can also stick out like an arm or the wings of a plane

but hanging is the most interesting way of all

in the old days, when someone committed a crime

what they usually did if they decided to take his life was

to hang him and he was suspended in mid-air by a

piece of rope attached to a tree.

Flags when they're not waving usually hang from

a pole, which is paying a great tribute to the hanging

idea, since a flag is the way a nation puts identity on itself

But the greatest hanging of all

is done by your balls.

Hector Rivera

[This poem comes from the workshop Armand Schwerner conducted in the
Lower East Side Prep, Manhattan ]
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CONTRIBUTORS' BIOGRAPHIES

KAREN HUBERT has an MFA in writing from the Columbia School of the
Arts. She has won several short story contests and is at work on a novel.
For the past two years she has taught writing, animation and videotape for
TWC at P, S, 75.

MARC KAMINSKY 's first book of poetry, Birthday Poems, was published
last year by Horizon Press. He has also been published in Columbia Review,
US, First Issue, American Scholar, Sing Out, and other magazines. He has
worked with the Open Theater and his plays have been produced by the Col-
umbia Players and at the Judson Poets Theater. This year he conducted
poetry groups with old people in Brooklyn.

MARTIN KUSHNER was director of TWC last year. He studied acting and
directing at Yale Drama School, produced street theater in New York and
Boston, and directed at Smith College and the University of Pittsburgh.

PHILLIP LOPATE is the author of a volume of poems, The Eyes Don't Always
Want to Stay Open (SUN Books) and a novella, In Coyoacan (Swollen Magpie
Press)., His works have appeared in the anthologies Cinch, Equal Time,
and other magazines. He is coordinator of TWC's special program at P, S,
75 in New York City, and editor of the newsletter.

BILL MACKEY is a photographer and journalist. This year an ABC television
program featured his photographs of Camden County, Georgia.

MIGUEL ORTIZ was born in Bayomon, Puerto Rico, in 1944. He has lived
in the Bronx since the age of nine. He is a graduate of the New York City
High School of Music and Art and of City College. Mr. Ortiz is an editor

of Hanging Loose, and he has taught poetry workshops with the Academy of
American Poets, and with the Collaborative at P.S. 54 in the South Bronx and
the Joan of Arc Mini-School.

RON PADCETT was born in Tulsa, Oklahoma in 1942. He has published
Bean Spasms with Ted Berrigan, and co-edited the Anthology of New York
Poets with David Shapiro. He has had two books of poetry published
recently: Great Balls of Fire (1969, Holt, Rinehart) and The Adventures of
Mr. and Mrs. Jim and Ron (1970, Grossman), illustrated by Jim Dine.

FRAN SCHWARTZ's notes on Miguel Ortiz's class are from field work at
the Joan of Arc Mini-School for a Ph. D. thesis in anthropology and education
at Teachers College and Columbia.

DAVID SHAPIRO's latest book of poetry, A Man Holding An Acoustic Panel
(Dutton), was nominated for a Antional Book Award in 1972. He has worked
with children at MUSE, and through the Academy of American Poets and the
New Jersey State Council on the Arts.

BOB SIEVERT is a painter who has had several one-man shows in New York
galleries. He teaches full-time at the East Harlem Youth Center.
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SUE WILLIS's stories have been published in Epoch and The Minnesota
Review. She has an MFA in writing from the Columbia School of the Arts.
She has taught writing and drama and videotape for TWC at P, S, 75 for two
years.

BILL ZAVATSKY edits two poetry magazines, Sun and Roy Rogers. His
poetry has appeared in a number of magazines including The World and
Juillard, and his first collection of poems is scheduled for publication soon.
He also teaches writing to younger children at MUSE and under the auspices
of Poets and Writers.

WRITERS IN 1972-73 PROGRAM

Art Berger Dick Gallup Phillip Lopate
Betsy Blachly Sidney Goldfarb Miguel Ortiz
David -Black Karen Hubert Ron Padgett
Dan Cheifetz Emmett Jarrett Richard Perry
James P. Conway, Jr. Marc Kaminsky Stephen Snyder
Aaron Fogel Betty Korman Sue Willis
Norm Fruchter Bill Zavatsky

155




PLUGS

POETRY IN THE SCHOOLS - CALIFORNIA #1 /October 1972

A collection of diaries by writers in California schools. The introductory
essay by Stephen Vincent, the director of the program, is a classic descrip-
tien of the trials, tribulations, and joys of writers in schools. Copies are
$1.50. Write to The Poetry Center, California State University at San Fran-
cisco, 1600 Holloway Avenue, San Francisco, Ca. 94132.

THE BIG RED TRUCK by Gerald Villa

A beautifully written description of what happened when a junior high school
teacher (Gerald Villa) brought a billboard picture of a truck to class.
Copies are $3.00. Write to G. A. Villa Publighing, Inc., Williamsville,
N.Y. 14221,

A DIRECTORY OF AMERICAN POETS

A nearly exhaustive, state-by-state list of poets interested in working in
writing programs in the schools. Compiled under the direction of Galen
Williams. An invaluable resource for teachers and administrators
interested in finding out who's available in their area. Copies are $4.00.
Write to Poets and Writers, Inc., 201 West 54 Street, New York, N.Y.10019.

ART RESOURCES FOR TEACHERS AND STUDENTS

A.R.T.S. is an organization of artists working in the public schools of the
Chinatown area of New York City. Its storefront offers free materials,
advice, and help with projects. Children have written and illustrated many
lovely books, some of which are for sale at ¢.50 each, 10 for $3.00.
Available titles are:

Arriving: N.Y.C.

Chinese Folk Songs
Christmas in Puerto Rico
Chinese New Year Customs
Chinese Children's Games
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STILL AVAILABLE FROM TEACHERS & WRITERS

THE WHOLE WORD CATALOGUE

Our last issue of the newsletter was a practical collection of assignments for
stimulating student writing, designed for both elementary and secondary
students. Activities designed as catalysts for classroom exercises: per-
sonal writing, collective novels, diagram stories, fables, spoof and parodies,
and language games. Includes an illustrated resource section on materials

to supplement the assignments and to suggest further possibilities: surfaces,
printing, duplicating, display materials, and teaching tools. Annotated bib-
liography.

$1.50

A DAY DREAM I HAD AT NIGHT

A collection of oral literature from children who were not learning to read
well or write competently or feel any real sense of satisfaction in school.
The author, Roger Landrum, working in collaboration with two elementary
school teachers, made class readers out of the children's own work,
recorded the readers in a tape library, and designed a set of language exer-
cises based on the readers. Mr. Landrum concentrated on the natural com-
petency of the children with spoken language and with vernacular stories and
tales out of their culture and their community. The first part of the book
describes the way Mr. Landrum collected the material. The second part
reprints the children's writing, with sections of Chinese stories, The Black
Idiom, A Book of Dreams, and many other unusual and creative tales.

$1.00

IMAGINARY WORLDS

Originated from Richard Murphy's desire to find themes of sufficient breadth
and interest to allow sustained, independent writing by students. Children
invented their own Utopias of time and place, invented their own religions,
new ways of fighting wars, different schools. They produced a great deal of
extraordinary writing, and much of it is reprinted in the book.

$1.00

For TWC publications above, or for subscriptions to the newsletter, please
make checks payable to Teachers & Writers Collaborative, and send to:

Teachers & Writers Collaborative
c/oP.S. 3

490 Hudson Street

New York, New York 10014
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on the Arts; the National Endowment for the Arts; Poets and Writers,
Inc.; the New York Foundation; Title I Funds from District 3 (Manhat-
tan); Model Cities; The Chase Manhattan Bank; Learning Cooperative;
and-by the many subscribers to this newsletter.

I
Our program is supported by grants from the New York State Council ‘
I
I

A special thank you to John Melser, Head Teacher, and the community
school board of P.S. 3 for providing office space for the Collaborative. I

SUBSCRIPTION RATE

$5.00 for four issues. Single issues $1.50.
Make checks payable to Teachers & Writers |
Collaborative and send to: |

Teachers & Writers Collaborative

c/oP.S. 3 |

490 Hudson Street |

New York, New York 10014 I
|
I
|

Telephone: (212) 691-6590
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