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When Process Becomes Policy

14he Paradox of Kentucky State Reform
For Exemplary 1leachers of Writing

By SHELBY A. WOLF AND
MONETTE C. MCIVER

The authors look closely at how
one exemplary teacher of
writing, Mr. Bass, addressed the
requirements of KIRIS as the
winds of Kentucky assessment
shifted toward CATS — and
how he percerved the day-to-day
1rony of setting out his teaching
and his students’ writing for the
neighbors to see.

HISFALL, Mr. Bass,' an ex-

emplary teacher of writing in

therura hills of eastern Ken-

tucky, taught his classthe New-

bery awvard-winning novel Miss -
ing May.? The story centers on one fami-
ly’s struggle to survive the death of kin.
Ob, grieving for hiswife, is brought back
from depression withthe help of two chil-
dren, Summer and Cletus.

A smple man with complex ideas about
lifeand art, Ob had spent much of hisadult
life making whirligigs. Typically these are
spinning contraptions hooked to agarden
fenceto scare off birds. But Ob's creations
stayed indoors and captured the essence
of things — thunderstorms, heaven, and
his wife, May, whose whirligig had more
spinning partsthan therest. As Cletusex-
plains, “ Ob worit just makeawhirligig from
something we can understand. He don't
carveout little doggies and kitties. Because
he don't care about things concrete Ob's
not making yard decorations. He's mak-

ing art. | can understand why he never put
the 'gigs out in the yard. He never meant
to entertain the neighbors.”

Like Ob, Mr. Bassisastraightforward
man with complex ideas about life and
writing for hisseventh-grade students. He
worksdaily to helpthem createartintheir
writing, but because of the demands of
red-world writing, which isoften pragmatic
in nature, as well as the requirements of
the Kentucky Instructional Results Infor-
mation System (KIRIS) testing, he has
learned to set out something concretein
his school yard every spring.

Ob's whirligigs can serve as a meta
phor for what happens when teaching the
writing process becomes state policy. The
paradox of teaching a complex process
while helping students fit the form of
KIRIS products is one that Mr. Bass well
understands. Yet he's not resentful. In fact,
he's appreciative of a system that turned
his teaching around and brought recogni-
tion to a geographic area of the state tha
had been long neglected. However, last
spring, just as he and his students were
putting the final touches on their KIRIS
writing whirligigs,thewindsin Kentucky
shifted again.

Responding to concerns raised by ed-
ucators, parents, and testing experts, the
1998 General Assembly passed H.B. 53,
which effectively dismantled KIRIS and
replaced it with the Commonwealth Ac-
countability Testing System (CATS). Cur-
rently, many Kentucky educators are in-
volved in rethinking both the new testsfor
studentsand the accountability systemfor
schoals. Although CATSisin process,there
are promises that the new test will, like
KIRIS, address concerns about reliability
and validity. In addition, there are high
hopes that the new system will be able to
report test results to school swithin a short-
er time frame.

For Mr. Bass,the details of the writing
assessment areabit upintheair, but there
are several promised consistencies with
the old program. An on-demand writing
assessment as well as writing portfolios
consisting of sampl esof student work will
still becomponentsof thenew assessment
system, and the same rubric will be used
to evaluate student writing Teachers will
still be expected to score and report stu-
dents progress and to be accounteble for
high-quality writing. One shift in the cur-
rent thinking is that the number of port-
folio pieces will be reduced from six to
four a theelementary level and five at the
middle schoal level. This potentid reduc-
tion could be away to address agoal de-
scribed by H.B. 53 as* reduced writing port-
foliotime” for teachers and their students.
Although many teacherswere committed
to the writing assessments, the amount of
classroom time needed to prepare for and
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complete these tasks, particularly the port-
folio pieces, was extensive.

A critical part of the new legislation
was that the KIRIS testing administered
inspring 1998 would still count. Thisstip-
ulationwould allow K entucky teachersto
complete the assessment cycle aswell as
provide them with much-needed feed-
back on how they and their studentswere
doing. It would also help smooth the po-
tentially uneven task of continuing in an
old system while rumors of anew system
wererife.

In this article, we look closely at how
oneexemplary teacher of writing, Mr. Bass,
addressed the requirements of KIRIS as
the winds of Kentucky assessment shifted
toward CATS, and, based on our conver-
sations over the past two years, we show
how Mr. Bass perceived the day-to-day
irony of setting out his teaching and his
students' writing for the neighborsto see.

KERA and KIRIS

To understand the irony of Mr. Bass
situation, it'simportant to define two Ken-
tucky acronyms. In 1990 Kentucky did
something that had never been done be-
fore. Responding to a lawsuit that chal-
lenged inequities in school funding, the
legidature created an entirely new school
system through the Kentucky Education
ReformAct (KERA). While KERA man-
dated wide-ranging progressive reform (in-
cluding new financeformulasand ungrad-
ed primary classes), KIRIS testing made
sure that teachers got the job done?

Though all Kentucky teachers are in-
volvedinwriting, those at thefourth-,sev-
enth-,and 12th-grade |levelswererespon-
siblefor three basic student assessments.

* Writing portfolios. These contained
students original writing rather than spe-
cific promptsand included atable of con-
tents, persona expressive writing (person-
a narratives, memoirs), literary writing
(stories,poems,scripts),transactive writ-
ing (red-world writing such asletters, ed-
itorials,and brochures),and a letter to the
reviewer in which the student analyzes and
reflects on his or her writing.

* Open-response questions. These ques-
tions seek students responses to short nar-
rative or expository passagesthat they have
read. The responses are not specifically
used to assess writing; instead, they are
designed to evaluate content knowledge
(for example, in grade 4 theitemsare used
to assess reading and science knowledge).

In addition, theseitems are not scored for
writing craft,artistic expression,or punc-
tuation. Still, many writing teachersin Ken-
tucky, including Mr. Bass,see these ques
tions as their responsibility, and it seems
clear that when students write thorough-
ly, insightfully, and even artistically, their
scores will be higher.

* On-demand writing Studentshad 90
minutes to plan, prewrite, draft, revise, and
edit their response to a specific prompt.
While some in Kentucky see the on-de-
mand task as away to ensurethat thewrit-
ingistruly done by the student and not by
parents or peers, others prefer to seeit as
yet another real-world writing situation,
for we are often asked to write under time
pressures with little opportunity for feed-
back.

While students worked on their port-
foliosthroughout theyear, open-response
and on-demand writing opportunities came
inaweek of testing in the spring. For Mr.
Bass,the three forms offered quitediffer-
ent views of thewriting process,and each
had to be addressed in unique ways.

Teaching Process
In Portfolio Writing

Of the three forms, the writing portfo-
liobest lent itself to the authentic and artis-
tic agpects of processwriting. To help Su-
dents cregte their portfolio pieces, Mr. Bass
read from literature and showed how a-
thorscraft ther languageinto effective meta
phorsand images. He demonstrated typi-
ca geps in the writing process— prewrit-
ing, drafting, revising, editing, publishing
— though not in rigid ways. He modeled
his own writing process, once discussing
a problem he was trying to solve in his
own poetry. He also held individual con-
ferences with students about their writ-
ing, asking questions and pointing out or-
ganizational strategies.

For example, on an early day in May
1997, he conferred with students as they
worked on persona narratives. One stu-
dent wrote the following draft:

My First Dirt Bike.

| wasjust 6 yearsold when | got my
first dirt bike. It was from my Grampa
who has influenced me aot. Over the
yearshehastaught mealot. TheApache
language, how to hunt,and the ways of
the forest. He has influenced me aot
over these many years. He has shaped
and molded who | am today.

In his conference with the student,Mr.
Bass read the piece silently and comment-
ed, “You call your topic ‘My First Dirt
Bike’ But to me, the piece goes quickly
into your grandpa. If you want to write
about your grandpa and how hesinflu-
enced you, you could do that instead.” The
student agreed that what he really want-
ed to write about was hisrelationship with
hisgrandfather, aman who had spent much
time teaching him to fish and hunt. But he
was unsure how to get hisideas on paper.

Inresponse, Mr. Bassquickly sketched
a cheeseburger, explaining, “Y ou're build-
ing asandwich. Hereésthebun. ‘My grand-
father has influenced me! But theres no
meat in it Using the words the boy pro-
vided, Mr. Bassfilled in his sketch.

He continued, “You've got to build a
triple-decker cheeseburger. You want to
make sure that you support this statement.
How hashe shaped and molded you?What
are specific experiences you remember
when he did this?’

Asthe student turned back to hiswrit-
ingand Mr. Bassmoved onto confer with
other students, we were struck by his ef-
fective, efficient,and age-appropriateim-
age. The student was stuck, yet the meta-
phor of atriple decker got him going again.
In the protocol s for the KIRIS writing port-
falio, there were gtrict prohibitions against
teachers rewriting of student pieces, but
they were encouraged to act astrue read-
ers and to ask authentic questions of stu-
dent authors as well as model successful
strategies for problem solving.

When we visited with Mr. Bass that
May, the deadlinefor KIRIS portfolios had
already passed, but Mr. Bass said that he
continued to teach writing just as he had
throughout the year. We wondered if the
pace of histeaching might have been abit
more |eisurely in May than in the month
prior to the portfolio duedate, and Mr. Bass
agreed that January through April were
the cruelest months. In a letter he wrote
to usin January 1998, he talked about the
pressure of portfolios with histypica wry
delivery:

About three daysinto the new year,
| began to be &fflicted by what we af-
fectionately(?) refer to as portfolioto -
sis, acommon debilitating disease tha
strikes our seventh-gradeteachersfor a
span of three months, generally rearing
its ugly head the first Monday of the
new year. There is no known cure for
thisillness, which always seemsto mi-



raculously cureitself sometimein mid-
April! Let’ shopeyou arenot diagnosed
with a case of this dread disease when
youcometovisitinMarch. Beprepared
to fight off this sickness with Post-1t
notes, red pens, Liquid Paper, and apleth-
oraof pencilsl Remember, once you be-
comeinfected, thereisno cure! ! !

He went on to suggest what some of
the characters of Missing May — includ-
ing Ob, the whirligig maker himself —
might do if faced with a portfolio task.
Mr. Bass wrote, “ Ob would probably do
no writing, but take his portfolio folder
and make an Origami bird or something.”
In other words, Ob would be hard to pin
down to the task at hand, being morein-
clined to the artistic than the pragmatic
side of things. But Mr. Bass hasto juggle
both, and one of the ways that he does so
isthrough the use of artful questions.

Inthespring of 1998,and thistimejust
afew weeks prior to the portfolio due date,
wevisited Mr. Bassagain. During our vis-
it, weobserved himin conference with an-
other student,Shannon, asthey talked about
her writing. She had been working on her
“|etter to thereviewer” and had asked Mr.
Basstolook over her current draft. Shewas
worried that perhaps the letter sounded
“arrogant” because she felt so confident
of her writing abilities. Mr. Bass read the
draft and responded, “I think you'vere-
worded it well. | liketheway you've said
why you did it so much better. That's not
being arrogant. | think you can be confi-
dentinyour abilities. And | think you can
mention that you are confident in your gbil -
ities”

Shannon smiled and added the foll ow-
ing passage to her letter while Mr. Bass
looked on:“Through books and teachers,
| have had many influences both person-
ally and professionally. Onetime, ateach-
er told methat | couldn't write very well,
so | just told myself that | could do it that
much more because | knew | could do it
and nothing could have stopped me from
showing her | could.” Mr. Basspointed to
the end of this sentence and asked a seem-
ingly simple question, “Why?’ Shannon
explained that shefdt that her teacher was
jealous"” 'causel wroteareally good book
of poetry and she said it got mixed up with
the writing from another district and she
could never findit. | didn't win any awards
that year and | think | shoulda.” Shannon
felt that her teacher had “lost” her poetry
on purpose so that another student would
win.

Mr. Bassdiscussed thefact that she per-
sisted in spite of this controversy with the
teacher and asked, “Where does tha mo-
tivation come from?Areyou that way with
everything?' Shannon nodded thoughtful -
ly and replied, “1 think I’'m that way with
everything.” And as Mr. Bass moved on
to work with another student, she added
the following to her letter: “I don't know
what compelled me:the fact that she was
kind of jealous of my writings or that it
wasjust my personality, butit worked and
I’'m here today from what | learned.”

To ask “Why?" and to question a stu-
dent about her motivetion are typical of
Mr. Bass approach to conferences: Both
in the “ cheeseburger” example and in his
discussion with Shannon,he asked genu-
ine questionsto demonstrate when hewas
curious or confused as a reader, and his
gueries evolved into conversationswith stu-
dents, whose responses often ended up in
their writing. For Mr. Bass, a critical part
of the process of writing portfolio pieces
meant engaging sudentsin substantive dis-
cussionsabout themselvesaswell asthose
who would read their work. Thus, inteach-
ingtheart of portfoliowriting, he stressed
theimportance of audience, subtly remind-
inghisstudentsthat,just like himself, oth-
er readerswould have questions about what
motivates a writer to do and say what he
or she does.

Teaching Process for Open-
Response and On-Demand Items

Mr. Bass used a different approach as
studentsworked on the second KIRI S tesk,
for open-responseitems asked studentsto
answer specific questions based on aread-
ing passage. The process for the task was
asodifferent, for Mr. Bass likemany Ken-
tucky teechers, used the*four-column meth-
od” to help his students organize their
thoughts for writing. In this method, each
of thefour columnsistopped with ahead-
ing and a question, and students can use
the rest of the column space for taking
notes. The four columns read:

KNOW: What do | need to know in or-
der to answer this question?

DO: What is this question asking me
to do?

EXAMPLES: What examples from the
article can | give to answer each part of
the question?

CONNECTIONS: How can | connect
some part of my answer to areal-life sit-
uation?

Though this form was more prescrip-
tive than students portfolio writing, Mr.
Bass found ways to add his own individ-
ual creativity tothe process. For example,
he used a released item from a previous
KIRIS assessment asapractice model for
his students. The item consisted of apas-
sage on bats,and the students were asked
to answer thefollowing:“ What would hap-
penif bats became extinct? Use informa-
tion from the article to support your an-
swer.”

After leading his students carefully
through the note-taking aspects of the four-
column method and emphasizing key words
like support your answer, Mr. Bass mod-
eled several hypothetical responses that
he had made up the night before. He then
rated the responses according to the state
scoring system. Hisfirg example modded
a zero score, which the state described as
“totally incorrect or irrelevant”: “I don't
likebats. Their ugleandtry toeat my nek.”

When he asked his students why this
response merited such a low score, one
boy laughingly retorted, “It ain't an open
response, and it ain't spelled right” Mr.
Bass chuckled, though he noted that spdll-
ing plays a minor role in open-response
scoring. More important, he stressed, “It
has nothing to do with the question. The
quedtion didn't ask memy opinion of bats”

After demonstrating several examples
that received different scores, Mr. Bass
modeled a“4” response (the highest score)
with aninviting introduction, clear support
fromthearticle, and aclever, synoptic clos-
ing. He reminded his students that they
should not “regurgitate facts from the ar-
ticle” Instead, ashetold melater, herethe
writing “just shines. It sparkles. It draws
conclusions, makes generdizations. There
may be severd connections to the gudent’s
redl life. With thebat question, it might have
begun with ared-life experience, sometype
of anecdote, some type of humorous gory.
It might have begun with some kind of
factual information that the student had
prior knowledge of that’s not in the arti-
cle”

But a distinguished response walks a
thin line between creativity and the need
to respond correctly. AsMr. Basswarned
his students, this was not atime for alot
of personal voice. He commented, “Before
you answer aquestion, you must know how
to bresk that question gpart,analyzeit. You
can't just fly by the seat of your pants and
do what you want to do. You have to plan
your answer. Thetest scorersareredly in-



teresed in how you answer the question.
Bottom line: Answer the blessed question”

Answering questions was also a fea-
ture of the third KIRIS task, on-demand
writing. Added to the accountability in-
dex in 1997 to standardize KIRI S testing
even further, this component gave sudents
a choice of two prompts and 90 minutes
to produce afina written response to one.
Here the writing process was encouraged,
with space provided in the bookl et for pre-
writing and planning es wel asinstructions
reminding thestudentsto“ makenotes, web,
draft, revise, and edit.”

But encouraging the writing process
and compressing it into a specified time
span seem to be contrasting goal s,though
not unlike the demands of the real world,
wheretimely and pragmatic writingisof-
ten needed. When Mr. Bass had his stu-
dentspracticethisform of testing, he took
them down to the team room to simulate
the testing conditions. Still, what really
prepared them for the 90-minutetask was
the portfolio work of the entire year. As
TJ, astudent in Mr. Bass' class, told us,
“Wewent over so many types of writing,
it wasn't really that hard.” However, stu-
dents had two concerns with on-demand
writing.

* Time “It'salot harder. I'm so worried
about the time, | don't get to express my-
self as much. If | had more time, | could
make the second draft a lot stronger.”
(Anna)

* No peer conferences “Youdon't get
opinionsor anything. If they could change
that — have like aperson you could switch
with — that would help, I think.” (TJ)

Interestingly, the time pressure was
something that the students seemed to put
onthemselves. Although thetask wasde-
signed for 90 minutes, the state allowed
students to take more time if necessary.
AsMr. Bassexplained, “It hasto be com-
pleted that day, but they can take two or
three hoursif they want to.” However, be-
cause of theway his students perceive the
importance of the test,they “want to do a
good job, and they may think that that en-
tails finishing on time.”

Beyond the students’ criticisms about
time and peer conferencing, they felt well
prepared for thetask. AsKatie explained,
“It givesyou achanceto seewhat you can
do in acertain amount of time, and that’s
good. Seewhat you learned. Just takestime

and courage. It was actually easy for me
because | have courage in my writing.”

Writing Whirligigs

Mr. Bassalso hascouragein histeach-
ing, and, like his sudents, hehas both praise
for and criticisms of the demands he must
meet every spring. Of the three forms,the
portfolio was hisfavorite to teach,though
in condderation of KIRIS deadlinesaswell
asthe unpredictablewesther (whichin east-
ern Kentucky can keep students off slick
mountain roads and out of school for days),
he has learned to be pragmatic. This past
year, rather than take students through the
entire writing process for every piece, he
had them do alot of drafting so that they
would “have at |east one example of every
possible portfolio piece by Chrigmas” As
heexplained, “1 can't affordto spend, let’s
say, three days revising a personal writ-
ing that Sally Jo will never use”

Turning to open response, Mr. Bass
praised the “immense” benefits of these
kinds of questions because the form “teech-
es students to focus on the material and
become critical readers.” For on-demand
writing, the timing and the lack of confer-
encesworried him abit, but he settled his
misgivings by convincing himsaf that deed-
linesand redl-world writing are chalenges
that hisstudentsmust be ableto meet. Still,
of the three forms, he felt “more uncom-
fortablewiththeon-demand,” explaining,
“1 understand the purpose behind it, yet
thereinliesthe paradox. You know, you're
supposed to teach revison. You're suppaosed
to teach that apieceis never finished, but
werenot going to giveyou timeto do that.
So | don't know. | think a portfolio is a
more accur ate assessment of what a stu-
dent learns”

Because of these views, Mr. Bass de-
voted moretime to portfolio writing than
to any of the other forms. He explained
that any careful on-demand practice test
takesat least threedays — oneto prep the
studentsfor the process,oneto do thetest,
and oneto debrief. But every time he de-
voted three days to such atask, his port-
folio time suffered. Calling the dilemma
aCatch-22, he explained, “If you do it,
your on-demand scores are going to go
up, but you'relosing portfoliotime. If you
don't doit, your portfoliosare going to be
probably in alittle better shape, but your

on-demand scores may belowered. You've
got to find a happy medium. So as soon
as portfolios are finished, I’ll spend the
next two or three weeks on open-response
and on-demand items.”

Still, his strongest criticism centered
onthedifficult contrast between teaching
studentstheart of thewriting processand
meeting deadlines for writing that comes
in bounded forms: “I’'m responsible for
the on-demand items. I’m responsiblefor
the open-responseitems. I'm responsible
for the portfolio. And doggone it, there
are timesthat — boy, thisisredlly strange.
Because of KERA,| changed my style of
teaching to amoreworkshop-oriented ap-
proach. But because of KIRIS, I’'m not al-
lowed to truly implement that approach.”

All Kentucky teachers in KIRIS ac-
countability grades had tremendous re-
sponsibilities, and some met the chal-
lenge with a combination of resistance
and compliance, going through the steps
of the reform without substantively reform-
ingtheir practice.® They refused to invest
in areform that might not last. As evalu-
ation and policy analyst Ernest House ex-
plained, “Mog reformsare the smple ideas
of political and educationa entrepreneurs.
Almost all becomefads,only to disappear
eventualy. . . . Why bother?’¢

But the exemplary writing teechersweve
talked with in the pagt two years were will -
ingto bother becausethey believedthere-
form made sense. They felt that KERA
validated the kind of process teaching they
had practiced for years,or, as Mr. Bassin-
dicated, they found that it provided anew
view of teaching that met the needs of their
students. Thusthey too were surprised by
the shift in the political winds that sent
KIRISout and sweptinthenew CATSas-
sessment system.

But perhapsit should not have been so
surprising. Inour firstinterviewswith ad-
ministratorsin the Kentucky Department
of Education, most seemed confident (or
at least hopeful) that the new reform would
last. One administrator, however, used a
gambling metaphor to advise caution.

Kentucky has been through a succes-
sion of educational programs in terms
of assessment, and they've changed about
every four to fiveyears. And if you look
at the pattern, it's CTB [standardized
testing] and always a something, then



CTB, then something, then CTB, then
something, then CTB, and right now
we'rein the something. And if you have
been around long enough and were a
betting person, which alot of folksin
Kentucky might be, you know, they might
say, “Let’'ssee. Thisthing camein 1990,
let me bet when we're going to go back
toCTB.

Whenwediscussed thiscomment with
Mr. Bass,helaughed and said, “ How very
prophetic!” His own response to the re-
cent changesin Kentucky was mixed. He
was glad to hear that the number of port-
folio piecesmight bereduced (evenif on-
ly by one piece) and felt that that step had
the potential of reducing the pressurethat
he and his students experience every spring
— those cases of portfoliotosis. However,
his biggest worry was “this new CATS
test.” It would be hard to know how to pre-
pare for the year, with so little informa-
tion on what the final assessmentswould
be. He explained:

The test developers are gonna be
awfully, awfully pressured to get this
thing in by the 1999 assessment. They've
got their timetable for giving the test,
but they don't know what'll be on the
test! [He began to chuckle as he imi-
tated the officials who are responsible
for developing the test.] “Were gonna
givethem atest on May 1 and whatev-
erwe'vegot doneby April 1,that’'swhat
wéll use. Make a bunch of copies,ship
them out, make your mark dark and
heavy, and ‘Good luck, kids!"” Soit's
frustrating.

Still, asan exemplary teacher, he was phil-

osophica: “1 know it hasto be done, so |
can deal withit.”

Mr. Bass, like many of the reflective
practitioners we've talked with over the
last two years, is willing to “deal” with
change, but he does not embrace reform
without question. Heis concerned that stu-
dentswho have “ courage in their writing”
may feel less courageous if the rules of
the game keep changing. Even with KIRIS,
Mr. Bass felt that certain kinds of writing
weretoo risky to includein the portfolio:
“Poetry’s scary to put in a portfolio be-
cause you never know how it's going to
score, soyoujust takeyour chances.” And
the chances may diminish if the number
of required portfolio piecesin CATSgoes
down.

Thus,across Kentucky, talented teachers
must learn to weigh the balance between
teaching writing as an artistic process and
meeting the demands of concrete policy
that simultaneously opens and closes the
view. If a poetry submission is “scary,”
then what does that say about the assess-
ment sysem? Certainly weknow that when
we attempt to fit the large, round peg of
artistry into the small square hole of af-
fordabl e, reliabl eassessment, much of the
recursive, exploratory, passionate, and pur-
poseful nature of writing hasto be reshaped
to cut corners.” So the scariness of certain
kindsof writing makesunfortunate sense.

But when Ob made hiswhirligigs, he
didn't make them to scare off birds. He
madethemtoexpresshisartistic spiritand
ultimately to give himself the courageto
continue despite the fact that he was still
missing hiswife, May. At the end of the

story, Ob carried his 'gigs out to the gar-
den and set them spinning. Each spring,
Kentucky writing teachers do the same.
LikeMr. Bass,they teach studentstowrite
whirligigs— shining, sparkling word 'gigs
— asaway to express humor, prior knowl-
edge, and life connections. But they also
teach them to share their art with real-
world neighbors. It is a paradox that oc-
curs when process becomes policy, and the
paradox is compounded with irony when
the policy keeps changing. Butit'salso a
wind teacherslike Mr. Bass have learned
tolivewithinorder tosettheiryoungwrit-
ers moving in the world.
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