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N EW WRITING ASSESSMENTS are built on the be-
lief that young children learning to write are
engaged in making meaning. As Dyson (in press)
has taught us, children create a written world sur-
rounded by talk, drama, and drawing—a world that
combines their “symbolic resources and social inten-
tions,” a world that often foregrounds the micropoli-
tics of their classroom situations including gender,
race, or class. Thus, as evaluations of the writing
of children, new assessments capture the ways
young writers express themselves to multiple au-
diences through a variety of genres for multiple
purposes, manipulate laniguage to achieve particular
effects, and respect the abundant variety in lan-
guage use and dialect across diverse groups.

In this article, we suggest that these new as-
sessments will be utilized effectively by teachers
and children only if teachers understand their con-
tents and purposes and agree to endorse and em-
brace them. When teachers assess students’ growth
as writers, they ask themselves, “Where has this
child been?” “Where is she now?” and “Where can
I advise her to go next?” Answers to these ques-
tions require a teacher’s commitment to assess-
ments that honor young authors’ efforts to make
their own meaning. To accomplish this, teachers
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must validate language variety and stretch chil-
dren to new genres and styles as well as clarity
and creativity of expression. This requires 2 dis-
cerning eve and a willingness to engage with chil-
dren in constructive criticism about their writing.
In this view, a teacher’s “assessments” become a
reader’s “analytic response to text” (D.P. Wolf,
1993; D.P. Wolf, Bixby, Glenn, & Gardner, 1991;
S.A. Wolf & Gearhart, 1993a, 1993b).

In the sections that follow, we examine ways
that elementary teachers’ beliefs about their stu-
dents as writers mediate their acceptance and in-
vestment in new methods of assessing students’
narrative writing. Our findings emerged from a 2-
year collaboration with the teachers of one ele-
mentary school. While our venture resulted in
considerable growth among teachers, we encoun-
tered some resistance as well, resistance engen-
dered by our hesitancy to address deep issues about
the philosophic foundations that undergird teach-
ers’—and our own—current practices.

We begin with a description of the writing
assessments we created in collaboration with the
teachers of one elementary school, through & pro-
gram entitled Writing What You Read {(WWYR).
Next, we explore where the teachers were prior to
the onset of WWYR and then describe the overall
impact of WWYR on classroom practice.! We then
turn to two teachers who represent case examples
of resistance and explore the quite varying reasons
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for their rejection. We conclude with remarks about We also stressed that indices of children’s
what we have learned about new assessments development could not be readily equated to “grade-
conflict with differing philosophies. level expectations”—that very young writeveere
guite capable of more accomplished pieces than

The WWYR Program older students, depending on their purpose and ex-

Young authors are often encouraged to writeperience. We emphasized that children are inter-
about life experiences and the life of their individ- ested in criticism that would help them become
ual imaginations and then to analyze the effectivebetter writers—encouraging the teachers to think
ness of their written expressions. “Write what youof a developmental model that would scaffold chil-
know” is the advice often given to novice writers, dren toward stronger writing through specific com-
encouraging them to take what they know abouimendations and recommendations.
life and put it on paper. Yet professional writers, Teachers’ understandings of the components
including numerous children’s authors, seem toof narrative and their students as writers then became
suggest alternative advice—"Write what you the motivation for integrating curricular possibilities,
read”—implying that writers are often inspired by instructional techniques, and assessment tools. Our
what they know about literature. goal was to help teachers assess children’s narrative

Learning about literature was one key featurewriting in the same way that they critically respond
in the first year of the Writing What You Read pro- to literature. Our hope was that teachers could offer
fessional development program. Following the par-their students explicit guidance, equipped now with
ticipating teachers’ request to focus on narrative, wehe “tools of the literary trade’—an understanding
began by asking teachers to analyze literature in termsf genre influences, the technical vocabulary, and
of the following narrative components: gentege, the orchestration of the narrative components of a
character, setting, plot, point of view, style, andtext—within a framework designed to strengthen
tone. Teachers read sections of Atwell's (19BV) young children’s writing.
the Middleand Lukens’ (1990A Critical Hand- Together we developed two tools to support
book of Children’s Literatureand we drew on ad- teachers in narrative assessment—a narrative feed-
ditional articles and books in the areas of children’shack form to assist teacher-student conferences
literature and literary criticism (e.g., Huck, Hepler, (Figure 1) and a narrative rubric to help teachers
& Hickman, 1987; Lurie, 1990; Sloan, 1991; S.A. evaluate students’ present understandings and fu-
Wolf & Heath, 1992). We also examined curricu- ture possibilities (Figure 2). Year 2 focused heavily
lar materials crafted to highlight the critical fea- on practice and implementation of these methods.
tures of narrative and the connections among
literary texts, topics, and themes. Teachers’ Beliefs Prior to WWYR

Learning about children as writers was a sec- When we began our workshops, we found
ond key component of our first-year program. Wethat the majority of teachers assumed their stu-
provided numerous examples of young childrendents lacked knowledge necessary to competent
writing their own stories as well as analyzing nar-writing. Writing in the classroom was viewed in
ratives. We discussed children’s oral insights andne of two ways—as an opportunity to express
written work in the same way that we examinedand develop creative imagination (a belief that lim-
professional texts, stressing children’s developingted the teacher’s role for fear of restricting the
understandings of character revelation, the symehild’s expression) or as an opportunity to practice
bolic use of setting, the often sequential nature ond master composition skills (a belief that moti-
plot, and the explicit and implicit revelation of vated a sequential, stepping-stone curriculum). Pat-
theme. We analyzed children’s beginning and moreéerns of belief were associated with grade level.
accomplished uses of language to set a tone and to  The primary teachers had a tendency to work
create their own voice or style. We evaluated chilfrom a readiness model and a skills view of writ-
dren’s awareness of audience, delineating what aing (cf. Goldenberg & Gallimore, 1991; Sulzby,
tempts children made to make their writing clear1991). Because the kindergarten teachers believed
to others. their students were not ready for writing skills, the
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Figure 1. Narrative Feedback Form.
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only writings assigned were stories children dic-neat; completed all parts of the assignment.” With
tated to their parents at home—stories that receivedssessment criteria such as these, upper-grade
no critical evaluation from the teachers. The first-teachers conveyed a traditional view of students
grade teachers did not give their students opporturot as makers of meaning but as compliant learners.
nities for “real writing” until after January, when
they thought the children were “ready to write.” The Impact of WWYR
There was initially no mention of young children Year 1 represented the more intensive focus
needing to write for meaning; most first grade writ-on children as writers, and its impact was evident
ing projects were handled as exercises with preby the end of the year. We were heartened that
scribed story starters and fill-in-the-blank patternmany teachers reported a shift in focus away from
books. skill mastery toward the making of meaning
In this context, assessment could not possithrough narrative (“I don’t [just] correct the con-
bly have the function of enhancing children’s ef-vention. | have begun to ask questions to get them
forts with meaning making. Indeed, there was ato think of ways to improve writing.”). Kindergar-
common assumption—linked to the skills view— ten teachers expressed interest in facilitating more
that children could not write and would not want opportunities for “letting them tell stories.”
to write without the teacher’'s warm, uncritical ac- Teachers at all grade levels reported really
ceptance to ensure a child’s interest and imaginakeading and listening to their children’s stories
tion. Thus, viewing their role as one of praise and(“I've enjoyed children’s writing.”) and building
motivation, the primary teachers did not evaluatenstruction on children’s spontaneous interests and
their children’s writing, and their comments re- understandings of literature (“I'm now beginning
flect this point of view: “Any attempts with the to have the students look for and share their favor-
written word receive praise and encouragement.ite phrases from the literature we read and tell us
“I want the child to truly like to write.” why it appeals to them.”). Many teachers were be-
At higher grade levels, we found a juxtaposi- ginning to recognize students as authors, a change
tion between the teachers’ concerns with creativéhat had potential to support assessment as a read-
voice and with skill. Teachers might assign narra-er's response.
tives on specific topics (usually associated with However, that potential was limited by com-
heroes and holidays) guided by explicit criteria, orplaints that WWYR may be “too sophisticated,”
they might provide time for opportunities to “just and the apparent source of those complaints was
write”: “I want children to express themselves in athe belief that students could not analyze narrative
way that does justice to what they imagine andn the ways we were recommending: “We still have
think, to find the words.” “I want children to see a problem with [theme] in class; they tend to think
relationships between their thoughts and words.” every theme is friendship.” “Trying to explain plot
Still, the teachers did not understand ways ofto my kids is often difficult.” “Some miss the point
helping children enhance these relationships. Thegompletely.” Kindergarten and some primary teach-
were not particularly explicit in their analyses of ers were particularly likely to distance themselves
narrative and, not wanting to stifle creativity, they from the relevance of our program, and they wished
tended to avoid giving advice on content, focusingfor a focus just on their grade levels.
their assessment feedback mostly on convention or During year 2, we focused our workshops in-
genre-general characteristics such as the importangensively on methods of assessment. Perhaps because
of a clear “beginning, middle, and end.” we had far less time to share, celebrate, and criticize
Upper-grade teachers represented a departustudents’ writing, the patterns of impact on teach-
from a focus on the child’s expressive imaginationers’ beliefs were little different from the first year.
toward detailed assignment-specific expectationsAgain we found some teachers delighted with their
A good story had a “beginning, middle, and end/students’ writing (“I was just so impressed with
conclusion; stays to the point; lots of detail; atwhat they had come with [portfolios from the pri-
least two paragraphs; complete sentences; [no] rurer year] and how much better their writing had
on sentences; [no] rambling; proper punctuationgotten.”) and surprised by their students’ positive

223



THEORY INTO PRACTICE / Autumn 1997
New Directions in Student Assessment

explicit implicit
didactic «¢———— revealing

* Not present or not developed
through other narrative elements

* Meaning centered in a series of
list-like statements ("I like my
mom. And I like my dad. And I
like my....") or in the coherence of
the action itself ("He blew up the
plane. Pow!™)

¢ Beginning statement of
theme--often explicit and didactic
("The mean witch chased the
children and she shouldn't have
done that."); occasionally the
theme, though well stated, does
not fit the story

¢ Beginning revelation of theme
on both explicit and implicit
levels through the more subtle
things characters say and do ("He
put his arm around the dog and
held him close. ‘You're my best
pal,’ he whispered.”

¢ Beginning use of secondary
themes, often tied to overarching
theme, but sometimes tangential;
main theme increasingly revealed
through discovery rather than
delivery, though explicit thematic
statements still predominate

¢ Overarching theme multi-
layered and complex; secondary
themes integrally related to
primary theme or themes; both
explicit and implicit revelations
of theme work in harmony (“You
can't do that to my sister!’, Lou
cried, moving to shield Tasha
with her body.")
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Character

flat <¢——— round
static <¢——— dynamic

¢ One or two flat, static characters
with little relationship between
characters; either objective (action
speaks for itself) or first person
(author as "I") point of view

* Some rounding, usually in
physical description; relationship
between characters is action-driven;
objective point of view is common

¢ Continued rounding in physical
description, particularly
stereotypical features ("wart on the
end of her nose"); beginning
rounding in feeling, often through
straightforward vocabulary ("She
was sad, glad, mad.")

¢ Beginning insights into the
motivation and intention that
drives the feeling and the action of
main characters often through
limited omniscient point of view;
beginning dynamic features (of
change and growth)

¢ Further rounding (in feeling and
motivation); dynamic features
appear in the central characters
and in the relationships between
characters; move to omniscient
point of view (getting into the
minds of characters)

¢ Round, dynamic major
characters through rich description
of affect, intention, and motivation;
growth occurs as a result of complex
interactions between characters;
most characters contribute to the
development of the narrative;
purposeful choice of point of view

Figure 2. Narrative Rubric.

backdrop«g———p» essential
simple

¢ Backdrop setting with little or no
indication of time and place ("There
was a little girl. She liked candy.”)

o Skeletal indication of time and
place often held in past time ("Once
there was..."); little relationship to
other narrative elements

¢ Beginning relationship between
setting and other narrative
elements (futuristic setting to
accomodate aliens and spaceships) ;
beginning symbolic functions of
setting (often stereotypical
images--forest as scary place)

¢ Setting becomes more essential
to the development of the story in
explicit ways: characters may
remark on the setting or the time
and place may be integral to the
plot

¢ Setting may serve more than one
function and the relationship
between functions is more implicit
and symbolic--for example, setting
may be linked symbolically to
character mood ("She hid in the
grass, clutching the sharp, dry
spikes, waiting.")

o Setting fully integrated with the
characters, action, and theme of the
story; vole of setting is
multifunctional--setting mood,
revealing character and conflict,
serving as metaphor

-¢—» multi-functional
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Plot
simple <t————p~ complex

static -#— conflict

* One or two events with little or no
conflict ("Once there was a cat. The
cat liked milk.")

* Beginning sequence of events, but
occasional out-of-sync occurrences;
events without problem, problem
without resolution, or little
emotional response

* Single, linear episode with clear
beginning, middle, and end; the
episode contains four critical
elements of problem, emotional
response, action, and outcome

* Plot increases in complexity with
more than one episode; each episode
contains problem, emotional
response, action, outcome; beginning
relationship between episodes

¢ Stronger relationship between
episodes (with the resolution in one
leading to a problem in the next);
beginning manipulation of the
sequence through foreshadowing,
and subplots

* Overarching problem and
resolution supported by multiple,
episodes; rich variety of techniques
(building suspense, foreshadowing,
flashbacks, denouement) to
manipulate sequence

Wolf and Gearhart
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_tone

Communication

context-bound -4—p reader-considerate
literal < - symbolic

* Writing bound to context (You
have to be there) and often
dependent on drawing and talk to
clarify the meaning; minimal style
and tone

* Beginning awareness of reader
considerations; straightforward style
and tone focused on getting the
information out; first attempts at
dialogue begin

* Writer begins to make use of
explanations and transitions
("because” and "so"); literal style
centers on description ("sunny day");
tone explicit

¢ Increased information and
explanation for the reader (linking
ideas as well as episodes); words
more carefully selected to suit the
narrative’s purpose (particularly
through increased use of detail in
imagery)

¢ Some experimentation with
symbolism (particularly figurative
language) which show reader
considerations on both explicit and
implicit levels; style shows increasing
variety (alliteration, word play,
rhythm, etc.) and tone is more
implicit

¢ Careful crafting of choices in story
structure as well as vocabulary
demonstrate considerate
orchestration of all the available
resources; judicious experimentation
with variety of stylistic forms which
are often symbolic in nature and
illuminate the other narrative
elements

Wolf & Gearhart

Figure 2. (cont.) Narrative Rubric.
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attitudes toward writing (“We talked about what On the other hand, the teachers invested in
was our favorite part of the year, and . . . a greatcreative writing” felt that WWYR’s analytic em-
many students saidriting was! . . . It wasn’'t as phasis violated their understandings of whole lan-
much of a chore for them as | thought it was!”). guage, writing process approaches. Our substantive
In this context, more teachers expressedocus on narrative content was viewed as inconsis-
awareness that children can handle explicit feedtent with a child-centered classroom. When some
back (“and then children want to fix it right away, teachers planned a narrative assignment or had spe-
and they go away happy and wanting to changegific criticisms of children’s writing, they felt guilty
they’re very eager to go back and write.”). Indeed,about restraining the freedom of the child.
at this point, some teachers were actively confront- \yhen | read Graves [1983] and Atwell [1987] . . .
ing ways that their prior assessment practices had they say . . . when we assign a topic to the children,
emphasized incompetence, rather than competence:we’re still making them dependent upon us as writ-
“| need to be able to see a lot more positive things €S- [On the other hand], you cannot draw from an

. empty well. If you don’t give the child something to
from the students and not always think about the .t from, then all they do is pull from their own

best student and evaluate from top down.” limited experience. And yet, there has to be time
But the pattern of mixed impact persisted, as when what’s important to them is what they’re writ-
some teachers continued to raise concerns abouting ﬁbouttra&?_?fr tha? th_? as?igntehd (;053;0- e -ItS_O do
i ’ iti i . ou i we have twaoditterent writing |metnodsfs . . . IS

;hoeola S;:[:i)c:;nitss b(;?/gi(c:ilt!cﬁsen?i X\'ll'rrlfg;s.do\r/l\’/teﬁ\g\?g : overwhelming. (5th-grade teacher, 6/30/93)

clue on what revision is all about.” “There isn’t This teacher is ambivalent, worried that construc-

that much that [third graders] accomplish in a year'dive assessment may silence children’s voices.

time that you could measure.” Their deep beliefs

in either a “skills” view or a “creative writing” Case Examples

view were the two predominant counters to the We have selected two cases that represent pat-

WWYR approach to assessment. terns of resistance to WWYR founded on beliefs about

On the one hand, the teachers invested istudents as writers. Neither case is typical of our 16

skills either rejected WWYR for its irrelevance or téachers. Indeed, as we report elsewhere (Gearhart,

suggested revisions of WWYR assessments that fifVolf, Burkey, & Whittaker, 1994), there were teach-

a “scope and sequence” analysis of writing growth €rs whose knowledge, beliefs, and practice were deep-

Thus the first quote illustrates a primary teacher'dy and positively impacted by their involvement with

worries about time lost to teaching writing skills. WWYR. The cases below, however, serve to high-
Spending so much time and attention to the rubric"ght two persistent philosophical orientations that
and the feedback form . . . | actually did less writing Would not be moved in the face of new assessments.
than | normally would have done. . . . [Now] they Although both teachers, Bert and Peter (the names
don’t even know how to write a sentence. (2nd-gradeare pseudonyms), gave a polite nod to our program,
teacher, 6/11/93) their firmly-held beliefs were not swayed by the meth-

In her view, the purpose of a “writing” program is to ods we used.

provide students opportunities to practice composing

grammatical sentences, and therefore WWYR is lim- Bert

ited in its relevance. The second quote illustrates a An experienced teacher new to the primary

revisionist position grounded in a deep commitmenievel, Bert tended to follow the lead of his grade-

to a skills view of writing development: level colleague in planning narrative units and uti-
I think that [WWYR should have] some type of struc- izing methods of narrative assessment. Less
ture so that . . . in first grade . . . you would lay outknowledgeable about narrative than his partner,
what the narrative should contain—a simple plot, aBert was able to make minor use of some of the

simple scene, no more than two characters, and the'VNWYR materials we distributed. such as “the
the next year, you would take one of those and de: ’

velop it further, maybe the third year you'd put dia- [guide]book .. ; that's helpful,” but, for. the mo_st
logue in, so you're following the sequence down thePart, the materials seemed overwhelming to him:
line. (1st-grade teacher, 7/2/93) “There seems to be so much coming at you, you
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really have limited time to touch base with resourcedren. He had little faith in his students’ abilities to
materials.” become accomplished writers.

Bert’'s comments about writing assessment in
early workshops led us to believe that he did not Peter
see children as capable authors (“| used to ask old-  Peter was an upper grade teacher who joined
er kids things. But with the primary grade | don't.”). the faculty and the WWYR project in the second
In year 2, we noted changes in his understandinggear. Peter’s resistance to WWYR derived from mul-
of the developmental nature of children’s writing. tiple sources—his limited understandings of narra-
He learned that children were capable of handlindive, his commitment to “creative” writing, and his
theme, particularly if it was explicitly discussed in beliefs that his students’ capacities were limited.
class. Thus, with regard to tif@og and Toadunit Uncomfortable with the analytical WWYR
he and his colleague designed (Lobel, 1971, 1979)vorkshop conversations, he commented that the
Bert said, “The kids understood the theme of friend-workshops were the most “intellectual” experiences
ship. It was something that they could easily writehe had ever had concerning text. His own difficul-
down and identify with.” ties with the material were linked to his beliefs

Nevertheless, Bert's emphasis on “simpler”that his students had comparable difficulties. Peter
and “basic” curriculum for primary children did felt, for example, that the subtle devices of motiva-
not change, as he conveys in his reflections on théon and intention were unavailable to his children.

irrelevance of the WWYR rubric. These stories that I'm reading [to the students] are
As we practice grading other papers, you know, | not just telling of events, but there is a plot to it, and
scratch my head and say, “I'm kinda glad I'm in the there is a theme to it, and | think kids don't really
[primary] grade 'cause it’s pretty basic and it's pret- do that, at least not the ones that | have worked
ty simple . . .” So | keep it kinda simple and don’t  with. (Peter, 6th-grade teacher, 6/5/93)
feel like | need to, you know, refer to the rubric so ; . ;
much. (Bert, 1st-grade teacher, 6/14/93) Hls_sftudents, he felt, saw Wr_ltlng as an assmnr_nent
to finish rather than a meaning to be communicat-
With this rationale, he departed from his colleaguesg: “They didn’t quite grasp theme. . . . They just
by providing his students with a simpler version of\yanted to write it and finish it and turn it in and
the WWYR assessment materials. When his stuget it graded and be done.” We heard much from

dents planned their stories, they used a form thabeier about what his students could not do.

included four components (theme, plot, character, Perhaps because he viewed the “technical”
setting) but omitted the communication circle in aspects of writing to be beyond his students’ ca-
the center of the form. pacities, Peter was resistant to the critical stance

When I'm talking with first graders, and they're be- we asked teachers to take in their assessments of
ginning to write for the first time in January or Feb- students’ writing, believing that a teacher should

ruary . . . it just seemed to be a simpler approach . . o

for what | was trying to do with kids who were writ- hot tamper with a Ch'l,d s personal writing proces.s..

ing for the first time. (6/14/93) He believed many children cannot handle specific
feedback.

Comparing the remaining four components to the chil-
dren’s familiar game of four-square, Bert felt that the Last year, | had this one girl. She just—the blood
communication circle in the form was too complex Would just drain out of her face. It was really pain-
for his students. By removing the communication cir- ful for me, ‘cause she was one of the most rambling
> - writers | ever encountered and she needed a lot of
cle—which encompassed the necessary writing tools of help. But she couldn’t handle . . . the criticism. So,
style, tone, and audience awareness—he virtually elim- for me, it was more of an issue of helping her with
inated attention to language. He felt strongly that while that issue alone, rather than even with the writing.
first graders could write a brief plot, with two charac- (6/5/93)
ters in a limited setting with a minimal theme, they Prior to being introduced to WWYR, Peter’s
could not manipulate language for particular effects. teaching reflected a particularly open-ended view of
Overall Bert’s attitude represents his deter-process writing, which emphasized that dhiéin's
mination to simplify materials for younger chil- writing was sacrosanct and not to be criticized by
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the teacher. Thus, in his teaching, Peter was moshent, their growth was most typically marked by
concerned with enhancing his students’ creativity.only partial alignment with a fundamental tenet of
He labeled himself a “writing process” teacher, andWWYR that children are eager to “make meaning”
felt that a major part of the process was “allowingthrough narrative and will make use of the insights
[children] to write whatever they feel like writing, of a thoughtful reader. Not every teacher was ready
and then guiding each individual child along, inand able to embrace a developmental approach that
terms of where they are with their writing.” veered from a sequential step-by-step vision. Teach-
But Peter’'s guidance was limited both by hisers might be charmed by their students’ writing,
lack of knowledge about narrative and his strongexcited by their students’ growth, and eager for
aversion to giving any assessment feedback at almore involvement and opportunities for response
Because Peter focused on the negative aspects wf children’s work, but otherwise daunted by our
criticism, he could not see the role of constructiverequests for substantive critique. Even as they com-
criticism in helping to build a student’s confidence. mented on growth and shared with pride examples
Peter’s differentiation of creativity from crit- of their students’ stories, they complained about
icism represents a novice approach to central ideaghat their students could not understand and ac-
in process writing. The purpose of any kind of complish. We regard this attitude of complaint and
conferencing, whether with the teacher or withnegativity as a failing of our inservice methods.
peers, is to hold a conversation about the effecTeachers held beliefs that we did not attempt to
tiveness of the writing—to compliment and ques-unsettle directly.
tion different choices, to encourage an expansion One unexamined belief was that writing is a
of the writer’s vision. By avoiding attention to crit- set of skills that can be charted hierarchically and
icism, Peter set up an atmosphere for “anythingshould be taught and assessed sequentially. Skills
goes’—an atmosphere that may serve to make chilare seen as discrete and dichotomous in nature—a
dren feel more comfortable for a while, but onechild has either mastered them (e.g., writing a com-
that will not support a writer’'s growth in develop- plete sentence) or not, and, if not, it is the teach-
ing new styles, genres, and audiences in the futureer’s job to ensure mastery. This belief provided a
basis for rejecting WWYR'’s views of narrative (as
Unexamined Beliefs beyond most students’ level of maturity) and of
In the past 2 decades, teachers in the writingedagogy (as presuming a voice that the child does
classroom have shifted from a concern for convennot yet possess).
tion to an emphasis on communication and making A second unexamined belief was that teach-
meaning (Atwell, 1987; Dyson & Freedman, 1991).ers tended to perceive criticism as a way of silenc-
Through the workshops they attend and the reading children. In our work, we had advocated for
ing they do, teachers are becoming more and moreonstructive criticism as an opportunity for chil-
knowledgeable about a new view of writing as adren to develop a creative voice, and we did not
process to be supported rather than a final produgecognize that teachers might perceive criticism as
to be achieved. Still, the gap between awarenessegative. Even thougive were convinced, we had
of new writing reforms and the ability to imple- not persuaded some teachers that criticism is a way
ment the reforms is large, and there is many a slipf expanding children’s voices and helping them
between the cup of knowledge and the lip of beto find new genres and styles in which to express
lief. In this article, we have examined the slipsthemselves. To be sure, creativity is vital in writ-
between the knowledge about narrative writing thating, but there is little creativity without dialogue,
we offered and the beliefs of teachers about theicommunication, and collaboration. Assessment is
students’ capacities by demonstrating how elemeneritical.
tary teachers’ beliefs about their students as writ- As Bakhtin’'s work demonstrates, “Meaning
ers mediate their acceptance and investment in neig always a function of at least two consciousness-
methods of assessing students’ narrative writing. es. Thus, texts are always shared” (Clark &
While teachers in our study grew demonstra-Holquist, 1984, p. 151). To share a text does not
bly in their competencies with narrative assessimean to look at it and put a smiley face or a quick
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compliment at the top of the page (“Good work!"). help our students feel comfortable with new ideas
To share a text means to value the work with suband simultaneously challenge them to reflect on
stantive attention, to ask questions, to push thand extend their accomplishments. This is particu-
metaphors, and to guide the writing. larly true in writing, for as students are invited in
In hindsight, we recognize that we were muchto the substantive work of making meaning, they
like some of the teachers in our study, equallyneed an atmosphere that will endorse their risks as
guilty in our failure to offer sound criticism. We well as encourage them to expand their meanings.
were so eager to have the teachers feel comforffrhe same is true in helping teachers come to new
able with new assessments that we failed to quesnethods of teaching writing.
tion their long-held beliefs about what children In our own work to increase teachers’ knowl-
could not do and what children could not tolerate.edge of current ideas in the curriculum, instruc-
When we shared examples of children’s writingtion, and assessment of writing, we did not
with the intention of countering the teachers’ fo- sufficiently address teachers’ beliefs—their con-
cus on children’s limited competence, we left un-victions about what children and their teachers can
challenged the teachers’ belief that the writing weand cannot do. In the balance between comfort and
displayed was from exceptionally gifted children. challenge, we tipped the scales too often in favor
Nor did we question specific practices—such asof comfort.
designating the home as the context for kinder- Thus, in our criticisms of our work—often
gartners’ dictated stories and reserving the classthe product of extended discussions between our-
room for the teaching of skills—and as a result,selves as well as insights from our teachers in fi-
teachers felt validated in continuing such practices. nal interviews and follow-up conversations—we
To counter teachers’ beliefs that students lackhave come to discover that there are no crystal
both skill and voice, as well as to improve ourball secrets for the future success of new assess-
own inservice practices with new assessments, waents. In Lloyd Alexander’s (1992) humorous tale,
would make three changes. First, we would creatd he Fortune Tellersa young man asks if he will
a primary focus to allow us to share what is knownhave a long life. The old seer gazes into his crystal
about the development of very young writers andand replies, “The longest. . . . Only one thing might
to address squarely the tendencies of primary teacleut it short: an early demise.”
ers to see WWYR as irrelevant to their students. Will it be the case that new assessments are
Second, for teachers of all grade levels, wedestined to be short lived? Certainly, such a pre-
would ask teachers to develop cases of their studiction is not unnecessarily dire considering the
dents as writers. Teachers could share their stugarly death of the California Learning Assessment
dents’ writing and tell stories about their studentsSystem (McDonnell, 1996). However, we are hope-
as young authors. Videotapes of children’s engageful that the lessons learned here and elsewhere will
ment with their work, peers, parents, and teacher§erve to help those who are attempting to “build
could provide memorable images of children’s ea-assessments toward which [we] want educators to
gerness to compose, share their work with otherggach” (Resnick & Resnick, 1992, p. 59). Life, as
and respond to critique. the fortune-teller intimates, is what you make it—
Third, we would model effective conferenc- “You shall wed your true love if you find her and
ing, either directly with children in their classrooms she agrees.” To secure such agreement in our work
or through videotapes of teachers holding producto develop and implement new assessments, we
tive assessment conferences. These models woul@ust make our conversations with teachers open
serve to demonstrate the validating and growtho criticism as well as collaboration.
nurturing powers of criticism, as opposed to a moreN

negative view. otes

The work reported herein was supported in part by the
. Apple Classrooms of TomorréWProject, Advanced De-
Conclusion _ o velopment Group, Apple Computer, Inc.; the California
The art of excellent teaching often lies in the Assessment Collaborative; and the Educational Research
balance between comfort and challenge—how t@and Development Center Progranoperative agreement
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