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Teaching True and To the Test

in Writing

Shelby Anne Wolf and

~Kenneth Paul Wolf

Researchers share what they learned from six exemplary

teachers of writing who teach within high-stakes

accountability systems while remaining true to sound

theory and practice in teaching their children to write.

In this article, we [ocus un whalt
we have learned from six exem-
plary teachers of writing who
teach within high-stakes account-
ability sysiems in Kentucky and
Washington. Based on what we

have seen in their classtooms and
discussed with them and their
students, our response 10 the
reality ol high-stakes testing is
the need o “Teach True and To
the Test in Writing.”

Our (irst. response—true—aligns with
our interest in how writing teachers
help their students prepare for
annual lests while remaining com-
mitted 1o eftective pedagogy. The
six teachers believe thal they must
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be true 1o sound theory and practice
in teaching their children 1o write.
They encourage daily writing in
their process classrooms and give
many opportunities for topic choice
as well as conferencing. They em-
phasize cralt through the study of
published modcls and lessons on
vaice, developing ideas, organiza-
tion, and convention. Tn short, they
cncourage authentic writing for dif-
(erent audicnces and purposes.
Nonetheless, the emphasis on teach-
ing fo the test is an inescapable re-
ality in their classrooms, Thus, they
pay attention (o the required testing
demands. and in many stales, in-
cluding Kentucky and Washington,
the demands are high.

We begin this piece with back-
ground on writing reform and as-
sessment and then introduce the
teachers and schools. Finally, and
most important, we address five
points that we feel are esseatial

1o sound theory and practice in
preparing children to write well and
scure well on asscssments: (aj un-
dersianding the criteria; (b) analyz-
ing various models; (c) responding
1o others’ writing; (d) reflecting on
one's own writing; and {c) rehears-
ing the performance.

REFORM AND ASSESSMENT
IN WRITING

It was the besr of times, it was the
worst of rimes, it was the age of
wisdam, ir was the age of foofishuess,
it was the epoch of helief, i1 waos the
epoch of incredulity, it was the
seasow of Lighr, it was the season of
Darkress, it weas the spring of hope.
it was the winter of despalr, we had
evervihing before us. we had nothing
before us, we rwere 2ll going divect to
Heauen, e were afl going direet the
ather woy. {{Nckens, 1987, p. 1)
Current issues in writing remind us
ol the oxymoronic opening of A Tufe
of Two Cities, To contemplate wriling
reform 1s 10 live in the scason of

Light. The “conditions that encourage
good writing” (Gravces, 1994) are vis-
thle in many classrooms, offering
children time to write and topic
choice as well as opportunities 10
share their work and w henefit lrom
leachers’ demonstrations of writers’
craft. In process classrooms, writing
is embedded in children's social
worlds and allows them 1o wlk with
and 1alk back to others’ words and
warlds {Dysan, 19597), Literature pro-
vides chitdren with exemplary
mudels for discovering new 1opics
and new ways of saying whal they
want to say (Harwayne, 1992), As
Ray {1999) explains, they are learn-
ing 1o “do the sophisticated work of
separating what it’s gbout from how
it is written (p. 10).

Ou the olher hand, 1o contemplate
assessmenl is o dwell in ihe season
of Darkness. Kohn (2000) suggests
that "standardized 1esting has swelled
and mutated, Yke a creature in one of
those old horror movics, to the poini
that it now threatens lo swallow our
schools whole”™ [p. 60). For Newkirk

Even the best
assessment systems
can be distorted
when high-stakes
accountability
is attached.

(2000, the mansier is no less menac-
ing: "Driven by state westing, teachers
are being pulled oward prompt-and-
rubric teaching that bypasses the
human act of composing and the
human gesture of response” (p. 41]).
He feels that rubric-based assessment
is “capitulation” rather than “prepara-
lion”—a view that leans on the dark
side of Dickens' (1981) quete 1o indi-
cate that under such a system, rather
than attaining lieaven, we are "all
going direct the ather way.”
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However, educational measurement
expert Lorrie Shepard (1991) takes a
more balanced view, explaining that
authentic assessments have the po-
tential to measure “complex perfor-
marnces that directly represent the
ultimate goals of education. Thus
practice on such 1asks would lead
instruction in a positive direction”
p. 235} Her words align with the
view that it is best to “huild assess-
ments toward which you wanr cdu-
catars 1o teach” (Resnick & Resnick,
1992, p. 59). Wriling assessments
that ask students to coliect their
work in portfolios or to provide
written responses 1o prompis were
created 1o point educators int such a
positive direction.

Still. measurement experts are nol
blind Lo the potential flaws. Shepard
{1997] explains that "even with per-
formance assessments, students may
rely on familiar, rote routines and
prewend to know™ (p. 20} And Linn
(2000) believes that even the best
assessment sysiems can be distorted
when high-siakes accountability Is
anached. As Calkins, Montgomery,
and Santman with Falk (1998) ex-
plain: “Because of the high stakes
associated with test scores, {ar too
many educarors across the nation
are stalling their schools, grouping
their children, and designing their
curriculum with one goal in mind;
Lo raise test scores” (p. 3], Still, the
reality of high-stakes accountability
linked 10 performance assessments
has forced individuals who formally
kept ol a distance from testing to try
1o “help teachers live thoughtfully
in the presence of tests and 1o do so
withaout selling their souls” {p. 8). In
the next seciion, we introduce six
tcachers who have learned to do

just that.

ExXEMPLARY TEACHERS'
PassioN For WRITING

[‘or the past five years, our team has
heen rescarching the assessment



reform efforts in Kentucky and
Washington through surveys and
case studies of exemplary sites.
Using exemplary sampling (Heath &
Meclaughlin, 1993), we located our
schools alier discussions with state
and district {leaders as well as site
visits with principals and 1cachers.
We were not searching for “no
wonder” schools with populations
from high sociocconomic communi-
ties or magnet schools lor the
gifted. We didn’t want our selec-
tions to invite commenis like, “Well,
no wonder they can do it Look at
their population and resources.” Tn-
stead. we wanted schools and teach-
ers where we would have to look
deeper than surface explanations {or
why good things were happeniag.
Descriptions of the teachers in six of
the schools ollow. The teacher
names are pseudonyms selected by
the participants themselves.,

In Kentucky, Ms. Jazz taught lourth
grade in a rural Appalachian school
where cighty percent of the children
qualificd for free and reduced lunch,
While Ms. Jazz paid close atention
1o the angoing as well as the annual
assessnicnl requirements, she fell
maore driven to help her children sec
writing as a way of thinking. In one
of our visits, she told her class,
“You're not writing to answer this
test question. You're writing 10 learn
for the rest of your lifel”

Two hours up the road in a rural
schaol with seventy percent free
and reduced lunch, Mr. Bass taught
his seventh graders in similar ways.
He halanced instruciion of genres
typically assessed in state prompts
with insights into the beauty of
other forms. He was a poet who
shared his writing with his students:
“T really love teaching poetry . ..
[and] talking about how to make the
senses available 10 the reader when
yvou're wriling poetry.”

A lourth-grade teacher, Ms, Olinski
seamlessly integrated wiiting and

reading inio her daily workshop in a
suburban Kentucky school with
forty percent free and reduced
lunch. She was also a writer who
shared her pieces 10 garner helpful
criticism Irom her studenis. She

teacher, Ms. Underwood loved to as-
semble “bits and pieces” from vari-
ous resources {e.g., anthologies,
writing experts’ hooks) 1o create
original curriculum. She rejected
materials that were oo prescriptive

We wanted schools and teachers where we would
have to look deeper than surface explanations for
why good things were happening.

considered writing experis mentors
[rom afar and believed that Donald
Graves' (1983} "Lel the children
teach us"—was the impetus for her
work. After onc ohservation of her
class she told us, "Wriling is my
passion. 1 was called to do this.”

In the seventh grade, Ms. Morgan's
Kentucky middle school had thirty-
five percent ol its students on free
and reduced funch, and she was no-
table for her exquisite organiza-
tional skills. When she taught a new
genre, she provided packets of ma-
terials which included henchmark
picees, informational aricles, as
well as revision and editing check-
lisis. When asked about her goals as
a writing teacher, she explained:
"You've got to give them the 100ls
to be success{ul.”

Ms. Wright 1aught fourth grade in a
highly diverse elementary school in
suburhan Washington, where filteen
languages other than English were
spoken. Their free and reduced
lunch count was at sixly-cight per-
ceni. Ms. Wright integrated literacy
with social studies, and she placed a
special emphasis on genre. She ex-
ptained: "Il you're going to have
them write a genre, they have o
read it. 1 know that’s common sense,
but it makes such a difference. They
have to read (L so they can weite it.”
The Washington middle school had
twenty-five percent racial and ethnic
diversity and twenty-six pereent of
the students were on free and re-
duced lunch. As a seventh-grade

or 100 oriemed toward the annoal
test: “My bottom line is responsibil-
ity to the kids, Somce districts have
gone 10 exclusive [lesting] packets.
“You can't do this. You can’t do that!
And [ couldn't ieach that way.”

Five POINTS OF TEACHING 7RUE
AND 70 THE TEST IN WRITING

Figure 1 illustrates the key ideas we
want o share about the ways the
six teachors teach writing, At the
center of the figure the notebook
image offers some of the forms stu-
dents learned, and the circle of
arrows emphasizes the continual in-
tegration of Lhe language arts. Most
important, the students did not just
write to focus on the test; instead,
as Ms, Jazz explained, they wrote
“1o learn for the rest of their lives.”
§till, in the high-stakes environment
of staic testing, these teachers gave
their students substantive opportu-
nities to show how well they were
learning to write. In consideration
ol the required performance assess-
ments, the teachers had “developed
the understandings necessary to
transform their instruction and w
make the new kinds of tasks an in-
tegral part of it {Shepard, 1991,

p. 237). The points of instruction are
the five points of the star, which we
explore in the following sections.

Understanding the Criteria

One of the first things the six
teachers did was to help studenis
understand the established criteria
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Rehearsing the
Performance

Reflecting on
One's Own Writing

Figure 1. Five Points of Teach

tar evaluating their writing. These
criteria included the gencral goals or
standards that a state hopes children
will meet, the specific rubrics for
scaring children’s writing, and the
genres students are expected to use
{See Tahle 1). In terms of slandards,
Washinglon has the Essential Aca-
demjc Leaming Requirements in
Writing (Office of Superintendent of
Public Instruction, 2000), while Ken-
tucky sets writing under the first of
six Acatemic Expeciations {Kentucky
Depariment of Education, 2000).

These gencralized standards are
then placed in the context of more
specific rubrics fur scoring chil-
dren’s writing. In Washington,
where children complete two on-
demand writing promplts in the
annual Washinglon Assessment of
Student Learning (WASL). picces are
seored with a “focused holistic” ap-
preach. Kentucky provides two dif-

Lnderstanding
the Criteria

{3%&
Analyzing
" various Models

Responding o
Others' Writing
sy

ing True and To the Test in Writing

ferent kinds of scoring criteria, Chil-
dren’s writing portfolios, as well as
their on-demand Commonwealih
Accountability Tesling System
(CATS) picces, are scored with a
“holistic™ rubric. On the other hand.
apen-response items are scored with
a 0 te 4 rubric that attends o the
information the child provides.
(pen-responsc items are not an of-
fictal part of the Kentucky wriing
assessment, but the exemplary
teachers included them as a pant of
their instruction because studen(s
have 1o read 2 conient area passage
{e.g.. science, social studies) and
answer a guestion in writing.

The emphasis on geare is also criti-
cal, and both states are clear aboul
the genres children should produce.
Washington fourth graders arc
asked to complete twu prompts, one
natrative and one cxpository, while
seventh graders address expository

Language Arts, Vo..79 No.3, January 2002

and persuasive prompis. Kentucky
children must respond to similar
prompts in pariicutar forms, such as
a letter, an article, or an editorial.
In addition, their portfolios must
contain different genres of literary
writing and transactive writing
which is produced to “get some-
thing done” in the real world—such
as a persuasive piece.

So how do teachers help children un-
derstand the criteria involved in stan-
dards, rubrics, and particular genres?
First, the six exemplary teachers
helped their children think carefully
abaout what they wanted their writing
10 erpress. What is the purpose of the
piece? Who is it for? How can ideas
be selected and language chosen o
effectively deliver the piece? In shert,
why is it important to say these
things in just this way. and s there a
more powerful way to cxpress it? The
teachers stressed their state rubrics,
providing students with a clear target
and guide. And they often asked their
children’s opinions of the criteria:
“What makes a distinguished plece of
writing?” and "I you wanted w0
move this piece from 2 novice 1w an
apprentice paper, what would you
d0?” They used the rubrics’ technical
language, and terms like “purpose.”
“audience,” and "organization”
became a part of the children's vo-
cabulary. Still, the focus an mbrics
was never allowed 1o take precedence
aver the human act of composing.

Indeed, anyone who has used
rubrics knows that even the best
rubric cannel capture the unigue
ways in which a plece of writing
calls out 1¢ its readers. The point is
not 1o wrench a piece in line with
standardized rubric criteria, but o
meel and then push bevoad the
boundaries ol established rubrics 10
take the wriling 10 the next level.

The teachers placed strong emphasis
on personally understanding theiy
state rubrics through professional



Washingron
Essential Academic Learning
Requirements {FALRs) in Writing
*» write clearly and effectively,

* writc in a varicty of forms for dif-

Kentucky

Academic Expectations (1.11 for Writing)
Students write using appropriate farms, conventions, and
styles 1o communicate ideas and information to different au-
diences for different purposes.

Standards .
ferent audiences and purposes,
s understand and use the steps of the
writing process, and,
» analyze and evaluaie the elfcetive-
ness of written work.
WASL (Washington Assessment CATS
of Student Leamning) {Commonwcallh Accountability Testing System}
Two on-demand picees scoted with a Both the parfolio and the an-demand picces are scorcd with
“locused holisiic™ approach, a “hotistic approach™ in which readers attend 1o purposc/au-
* 4 points for content, arganization, dience, idea development, orgunization, scntences, language,
and style ’ and correetness,
Rubrics o ) .
& 2 points for mechanics nuwvice
* ApPrentice
* nroficient
« distinguished
Open-response questions are scored U to 4 depending on the
amount of information the child provides,
WASL On-Demand Prompts CATS On-Demand Prompts
Fourth grade: one narrative and one Students may be asked to narrate, persuade, or respond to
expasitory pivce. text, graphic, or charl.
Seventh grade: one expository and Fourth grade: students are asked to write letters and anicles.
une persuasive piece. Seventh grade: students write letters, articies, and editorials.
Kentucky Portfolio
Genres

All portfolios contajn a able of contents.

Fourth grade: 4 writing areas including (a) reflective writing
{letrer 1o the reviewer). (b) personal expressive writing, (c] lil-
erary writing, and (d) transactive writing.

Seventh grade: 5 writing entries—1 in each category above,
plus 1 extra in either personal, literary, or transactive.

| Table 1. Standards, Rubrics,

development. The Kentucky teachers
participaled in and led scoring con-
ferences where they discussed the
rubrics with other professionals
both in and beyond their school
sites. Mr Bass explained: *H's much
mare effective when you gel to-
gerther with a group of teachers and
say, "0h, this is why it's apprentice’
ot "This is why ii's proficient. "
Mare important, these discussions of

_k’\;ahd Washington

students’ wriling allowed the teach-
ers opportunities to see beyond the
established criteria to acknowledge
the unique characier development,
the careful craft of an argument, or
the ilash of language that lifted a
picce off the page and into the mind
and hean of the reader.

With knowledge of the rubrics re-
fined through prefessional conver-
sations, the teachers were betier

cquipped 10 do the most dilficult
task in helping children understand
criteria: genre study {Wolf &
Gearhart, 1994). They were able 10
overlay the more generalized rubrics
onio specific genres, stretching and
fitting them 10 demonstrate how
certain generic principles of writing
work within particular forms. For
exampte, "organization” is a princi-
ple that looks quite different in o

o
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Children's Books about Confprm d Standardt;z‘-‘a’fibh

Bang, Molly. Goose. {Scholastic, 1996).

A baby goose is raised by a loving family of woodchucks, but as she grows
up she feels different,

Bynum, Jane. Otis. {Harcourt Brace, 2000),

Otis, a young pink pig, is sad because his disdain for dirt keeps him from
making friends with other pigs who love to wallow in the mud.

Fleischman, Paul. Wesfandia. lllus. K. Hawkes. {Candlewick Press, 1999).

Wesley, an outcast in his school, plants a summer garden that he uses to
create a whale new civilization.

Lionni, Leo. Frederick. (Knopf, 1987).

Frederick's stories nrovide pleasure and warmth for his mouse friends during
a cold winter,

Lowry, Lois. The Giver. (Houghton, 1933},

The idea of sameness is explored in a utopian society where citizens have
given up their humanity to eliminate negative aspects of life. See also
Lowry's Gathering Blue.

Moargenstern, Susie. A Book of Coupons. {Viking, 2001).

When the children in Mansieur Noel's class receive a book of coupons from
their teacher on the first day of school, they realize that their teacher will be
wonderfully different.

Myers, Christopher. Wings. {Scholastic, 2000}

Ina modern, urban retefling of the myth of tcarus, lkarus Jacksoen has wings
1o fly.

Spinelli, Jerry. Stargirt. (Knopt, 2000).
The students of Mica High are unsure how to deal with Stargirl Caraway,
a new student who refuses to conform to their values. Also see Wringer.

—Marilyn Carpenter

story or a report. Indeed, in terms of
understanding criteria, the teachers
waorked the hardest o explore the
specific features of multiple genres
with their children.

Invited her region's wriling coordi-
nator (o provide a lesson, The coor-
dinator began wilth sound advice
about the genre, explaining that
persuasion is 1o “convince some-
When tcachers felt unsure about a
particular genre, they sought advice
from writing expens. For Instance,
Ms. Jazz knew that the nuances of
persuasive pieces would be new for
her Kentucky lounth graders and

do. And it's hard. Sometimes we
wanl o just whine and cry.” She

wilth exaggerated moans and mulii-
ple "pleases,” and the children

Language Arils, Vol.79 No.3, January 2002

body of something we want them to

then humorously read a mock piece,

giggled at the pleading tone. Next,
she seriously read a picce with con-
vincing explanations and asked,
“Now you tell me which one is the
most persuasive.” The children unan-
imousty voled for the serious sample.
The coordinator’s use of sample texts
leads us to our next section on the
value of analyzing models. While it
is important o lay out the criteria
for specific genres, the leatures
hecome clearer with examples.

Analyzing Various Models

Iven in Kemucky, where the com-
mitment to professional development
is high, having a writing coordinator
conduct maodel lessons is unusual. So
how can teachers learm more about
the genres they have to teach? Both
swates provided multiple models,
often benchmark papers which
teachers could analyze 1o understand
how the rubric criteria would play
out in particular pieces of wriling.
These models were available for dis-
cussion in stalc-organized work-
shops, assembled in “handbooks™ or
“asscssment samplers,” and even ob-
rainable on CD-ROM.

In Kentucky, Ms, Morgan considered
benchmark papers to be an essential
tool. When her seventh-grade stu-
dents were working on a portfolio
piece in which they were asked to
“defend a position,” she helped
them caretully analyze a distin-
guished benchmark piece released
by the state, With the model on the
overhead, she and her siudents dis-
cussed the henchmark’s pros and
cons. One student noted how the
opening “grabbed the reader’s atren-
tion and had a clear thesis state-
ment.” Afrer their discussion, Ms,
Morgan reviewed how the student
authot resiated her thesis, gave ex-
amples, and then “made a call 1o
aclivn,” something she expected of
her students. This benchmark piece,
as well as other helplui materials,
went into their packets which in-



cluded a wide range of information
that her students could draw on in
developing their own papers,

Ms. Olinski used a benchmark enti-
tled "Sore Foot” by “a real fourth-
grade writer.” She asked her students
10 read the piece in partners and dis-
cuss “Why this is a piece ol good
writing. Think about the criteria that
we know s much aboui.” After the
partner discussions, the children
talked as a whole class:

Ms. Olinski:  Tefl us why vou think it'’s
a preiry good piece of weriring.

Ashley: fr described the way she felr
[when she stepped on a nail].

Rick; The ideas flowed fogether
real welf,

Maria: “[The blood] looked Tike cherne
Jell-U" was my farorite

sentence!

Rick: I think she has good idea
development, ‘cause it had
“rhought shors™ and it rold
what she felr.

Ms. Olinski: Focused on a purpose,
good organization, and ideas
flowed logicaliv. T didu’t strug-
gle reading it. T oan see the
blood dripping off! [The chii-
dren laugh )

Nate:  Bur her picce didn't have a
conclusion to if.

Ms. Olinski:  If the aurhor were here,
uhar would vou say?

Nate: I think vou should write a
stronger convlusion, ‘tause i1
kind of drops off.

In Washington, benchmark pieces
were not as available as in Ken-
tucky for two reasons. First, the
reform was vounger. Kentucky
began its current reform in 1990
while Washinglon began in 19593,
making wriling tests mandatory in
fourth grade in 1998 and in sev-
enth grade in 2000, Second, irs
wsiing did not include a pondolio

with a representative range of
genres; instead, students responded
10 two on-demand prompts. As a
result, the exemplary teachers often
made their own models. For exam-
ple, when teaching her students
how 1o write literary criticism

of a poem, Ms, Underwood wrote
her own analysis of a poem by
John Updike.

In addition, teachers in both states
often warned to published picces of
literature and exposition to demon-
strate models of writing, Ns. Un-
derwood encouraged her students
to analyze the dialogue in S. L.
Hinton's {1995) The Dutsiders, 10
make their dialogucs mare effee-
tive. Ms. Wright stressed the impor-
tance of exaggeralion when she
taught her students abaut tall tales,
Together they brainstormed their
own Tesponses 10 the opening
phrase, “It was so hot. . .”

Alice: ... rihat you couldn’t spif.

Ryan: ... their words melted.

John: ... thar ! melted into o poo!
of goo.

Daren: ... thut my plow cvaporared!

She then asked her Tourth graders (o
read the story of “"Davy Crocket”
(Oshorne, 1991) and write down the
exaggerations they found. The chil-
dren immediately recognized the
improbability implied by construc-
tions like “Davy, who could carry
thunder in his fist . .." One student
read the {irst page, raised his hand,
and exclaimed: "Ms. Wright, we'll

they encountered, bul the point
about exaggeration had been made.

Responding to Others' Writing

Another point that the exemplary
teachers consistently made was the
need for Feedback, especially from
teachers and peers. In Washington,
one ol the four Essential Academic
Learning Requirements stressed the
need 1o "analyze and cvaluate the
effectivencss of wrilten work™; in
Kentucky the mantra among teach-
ers and children was “the writing's
never done.” As Ms. Olinski wld her
[ourth graders:

You've hedrd the expression from
fumous werirers who sav, “Writing s
never finished. You just decide to
stop. " Buf we're nor Stopping vet. {
believe 1he picces rhat yvou've devel-
oped Show You as QueSome writcrs,
Rur we van get more awesome! This
month, we'll take g look ar the pieces
that we've selected {for our portfo-
fiosf and drink about the criveria Thar
we use in order to develop our writ-
ing. Peer conferencing can help vou
discover the fidden freasures that
you have.

Hidden treasures were often discov-
ered through guestioning. Rather
than offering dircet advice on what
an awrhor should do, teacher and
peer readers [ormulated questions
about an author’s choices and ex-
pressed (heir curiositics about aspects
of the writing {Mclver £ Wolf, 1599].

in her conferences, Ms. Olinski used
guestions o show her stance as a
curious and analyiical reader, and

Indeed, anyone who has used rubrics knows that even

the best rubric cannot capture the unique ways in

which a piece of writing calls out to its readers,

have to write down the whole story.
The whole thing is exaggerations!”
Laughing, Ms. Wright told them
they vould write down the first Tive

her children took up her stance
when they read their peers” work,
We watched a peer conlerence be-
tween wo girls. One had wrilten a
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story about & monster lurking under
Jessica's new bed—a monster that
turned out o be her father's cardi-
gan. After a lengthy discussion, the
child offering fcedback wrote down
her most important queries:

* Could you explain if Jessica was
rushing her dad to put the bed
together?

» After she found out that the
monster was just her dad's old
sweater, did she 9o back 1o bed?

s Was Jessica still scared?
* Does lessica like the bed now?

We asked the author if she found
these written questions helplul. She
nodded and replied, "When 1 read it
again, { understand more ‘cause she
explained more.” She also felr that
questions gave her more room Lo
express herself as a writer, referring
back to her teacher's emphasis on
authorial choice: "Some kids have
o write exactly what the tcacher
iells them to. But I think it's preity
cool that we get 10 write what we
want, We don't have 1o write aboul
the tme in gur life when we went
canocing, We can write what we
need Lo write,”

When students were asked to wrile
in a particular genre, choice and
questioning remained essential, In
Ms. Wright's fourth-¢rade class-
roon, the children were writing re-
search papers on the American
West. Ali was writing about Saca-

Jjawca, Ms, Wright asked her: “How

are you going 1o lay out your hody
paragraphs?” Al replied, T could go
from when she was born (o when
she died.™ Ms. Wright nodded, “Is
that the way you want 10 do it?
Chronologically?” Later, in a peer
cunference Al received two more
questions 1o consider. Dee read her
introduction and asked, “Did you
tell us why you chose that topic?
And [what's|] your focus question?”
In her next revision, Ali responded:

"My focus question is "Why is Saca-
jawea important to our history?' ”
Conferencing in the clementary
classrooms centered on questions—
wheiher voleed orally or written
down. The middle school classreoms,
however, provided more routines Tor
response. In reviewiny their peers’
position papers, Ms. Morgan asked
her Kentucky seventh graders to
highlight supporling arguments in
green and underline transition words
in blue. She asked them to highlight
the intreduction in purpte “if the
first paragraph grabs the reader's at-
tention.” The specificity reguired by
such tasks demanded that peer re-
viewers visually justily what the
picee contained and what might be
missing. 5till, the emphasis on

When students were
asked to write in a
particular genre,
choice and questioning
remained essential.

needed pans was only o way 1o gey
to the meaning of the whole piece.
On the Revision Sheet she created o
aid elfective peer reviews, bs,
Morgan stressed that Making Sense
was the most important category
and she continually encouraged stu-
dents 1o help each other through
asking guestions,

Helping each vther was critical to
Ms. Underwood's seventh-grade
class in Washington as well. She
asked students 1o wrile a Literary
Analysis ot a poem, exploring at
leasl two elements {e.g., rhyme and
imagery) that they found esseniial
to their selecied picce. After drati-
g, she asked them 1o seck peer
response, cxplaining: “Tirst of ali—
and don’t you [the author] tell
them—can they tell what two ele-
ments your paper discusses? Scc-
ondly, they're going to tell you what

Language Arts, Vol.79 No.3, January 2002

they like about your essay. Finalty,
they can tell you what they think
you nced o work on.”

One student, Cassie, struggled with
an analysis of a poem by Naomi
Long Madgett (1994) entitled
“Woman with Flower.” She knew
that she wanted to 1alk about the
usc of metaphor in the piece, but
she disagreed with the central meta-
phor. She felt that “flowers should
be nurwered,” and couldn't under-
stand why the author disagrecd in
the first two lines of the poem: I
wouldn't coax the plant i T were
you. Such watchtul nurturing may
do it harm.” Cassie wrote bits and
pieces of her analysis and finally
wirned to a peer who read the poem
and responded:

Ron: if @ person gets two much nur-
thring they—

Cassier  Orift wieay.

R (kay, Cassie, it says “give ir
the chance to find the sun-
light.” So if vou nurture g
PErSon log MECh Hrey won T
WAnT To go out o their o,

Cassie:  Too much wurturing? Bur
that's not what T believe, You

need ro be cared for!

Ron: It says the things we love we
have to learn 1o lcave alone, 50
that's whai the going towards
the sunlight on their oun
HICEH S,

Cassic:  So vou can help them grow?

Ron: Yes. bur they have to do some
af it by themse{ves,

Ron offered Cassie a new way of
thinking about the poem’s central
metaphor. But he alse made room
for Cassic’s apinion on the necessity
of care in learning (o thrive, lodeed,
Ron's advice could be & metaphor
for our next section, for although i
is critical for young writers 1o re-
ceive thoughiful teacher and peer
feedback, they must also “do some



al it by themselves™ and learn to be
sell-reflective ahout their writing.

Reflecting on One's Own Writing

Being sclf-reflective about wriling is
a goal in both states. The Washing-
ton Essential Academic Learning
Requirements suggest that students
learn to evaluate their own work.
The emphasis on sell-reflection is
alsa clear in Kentucky's povttolio re-
guirement lor a “letter w the re-
viewer™ where students reflect on
their growth as a writer,

We debated whether o emphasize
responding 1o others’ wriling or re-
flecting on one's own wrilting first.
We felt that the students often
learncd how 10 be self-reflective
from the thoughtful response they
recelved from others about their
work. Still, arguing which comes
first fails to eltectively acknowledge
their reciprocal relationship, This
was made especially clear in our in-
terview with a fourth grader in Ms,
Jazz's Kentucky classroom. We were
talking about a mystery story she
had written, and she suggested that
at one point in crealing her picce
she had had some trouble;

Tish: I got writer's biock after that,
and T didn't know whar fo do.

Shelby: Oh, writer's block. How did
vou ger unsiuck?

Tish:  Ashley [another student in the
class). She was working on her
Nancy Drew thing and she vas
seiting righr beside me. T asked
hier hoe she was doing hers,
and she showed e, and T ft.
nally figured out wiar fu do.

Shelby: You krow, some people say
thut all writers need is a quier
raont, ¢ Moce 9 write. But vou
seem o ieed to be able o talk
things oul. Is that right?

Tish: Yeah. Quict room and a friend
is all [ need.

In times ol testing, however, children
did need opportunities to reconsider

and revise their own writing without
the help of a friend. cven though
they resisted the notion,

Students felt disadvantaged by a
system that emphasized the impor-
tance of response and then denied it
during testing (imc. However, be-
cause they were taught to provide
and receive feedback and to engage
in writing as good readers do, they
intermnalized the pracesses and could
often apply them withour assistance
when testing time came. As Charles,
a Kentucky fourth grader, told us
concerning on-demand prompts:
“Tet's go back 10 that saying, “Writ-
ing is never over! [ used to think
that writing is over once you finish
your draft. And then T got into Ms.
Olinski's class. She taught us revi-
sion, feedback. [ bet that's why I'm
such a good writer now.”

Charles” confidence, however, was
not a casual boast. He was able to
show us specific places in his port-
folio where he had taken the time 1o
reconsider his writing, and this was
true of many students, The teachers’
daily writing worksheps, especially
the emphasis on response, became

each kind of writing her seventh
graders were attempting. In preparing
their character dialogues, she gave
her stodents a handout with two self-
assessment seclions, First, they evalu-
ated the communication styles and
conventions of their draft dialogues.
Second, they analyzed their sentences
on a grid (o count the number of
words in each of iheir sentences and
the verbs they used, which allowed
them 10 look for sentence variety.
When we asked i the self-assessment
helped, one gitl nodded, “Tt woke me
up o what T needed to do.”

In Kentucky, visible and available
sell-assessment ideas were even
more pronounced. In addition to
commetcial posters on the writing
process and genre leatures, 1cachers
displayed helplul acronyms. Ms.
Morgan emphasized CARE. with
her seventh graders: *C is for
Change, A is for Add, R is for Re-
arrange, E is for Eliminate—revising
is when we take CARE. of our writ-
ing.” In the fourth grade, Ms. Olinskl
had a C.L.P.S. poster that focused on
Capitalization. Usage, Punctuation,
and Spelling. Again, the emphasis

Students felt disadvantaged by a system that
emphasized the importance of response and then

denied it during testing time.

echoes in the car when childrey
were required to revise alone,

Teachers made other critical choices
in providing support for student selt-
reflection. One of iheir most impor-
want decisions was 1o make the
elements of sound writing visible and
available—posting them on bulletin
boards and clipping them to the
inside cover of their students’ writing
portiolios, Ms. Wright in Washinglon
had large posiers deseribing the writ-
ing process and various genres for
her Tourth graders, Ms. Underwood
provided evaluative opportunitics for

was oft questions the children could
ask—those for Capitalization were
“Have [ capilalized: beginning of
scniences? proper nouns?”

Every Kentucky classroom we vis-
ited had posted the state rubrics.
Official descriptions of novice,
apprentice, proficient, and distin-
guished writing strerched above
their chaik boards. In Ms. Jazz's
classraam, written reminders ol the
“four-column method” were lami-
nated and taped Lo her fourth
graders’ desks to help students with
vpen-response items, where they

(&
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had to read a passage and answer a
question in writing. Each ol the four
columuns is ropped with a heading

leach true as well as 1o the test in
writing was (o offer their children
multiple opportunities te rehearse

One final but essential aspect of how exemplary
teachers teach true as well as to the test in writing

was to offer their children multiple opportunities to

rehearse their writing within the test conditions.

and a question, and students use the
remaining column space for notes:

Know: What do | need 1o know in
order to answer this question?

Do What is this question asking
me o do?

Examples: What examples [rom
the article can | give to answer
each part of the question?

Connections: How can 1 connect
sonte part of my answer 1o a real-
1ife siwation?

Thus, the “four-column method”
emphasized student self-retlection
through questioning.

When Mr. Bass taught his seventh
graders how 1o use this tog], he used
a stale-released question as a model,
He then crealed his own hypotheti-
cal responses 1o demonstrate the
levels of response accoarding to the
stale rubric, reminding his studenis
that unlike their porfolio pieces,
Open-response items were not a
rime {or a lot of personal voice:

Before you ausiver a question, you
must know ow to break that gues-
tion aparr, analvze it. You can't just
Jhv by rhe seat of vour panls and do
what vou Wanl ro do. You have to
plan vour grswer. Thev ftosr scorers]
are reafly fnterested in how vou
ansuer the guestion, Botrom line:
Auswer the blessed guestion!

This admanition would come in

handy when his students laced the
annual test. One tinal but essential
aspect of how cxemplary teachers

their writing within the test condi-
tions. In shert, they praciice how 1o
“answer the blessed question.”

Rehearsing the Performance

Tesl practice always comes with its
own ironies. Mr. Bass explained the
annual conundrum he faced in bal-
ancing the completion of his stu-
dents’ Kentucky portfolios with
on-demand test practice. In the
annual test, students are given two
prompts and time o produce a
final drafl response to one. In help-
ing his students prepare, there were
tradeofTs. For Mr. Bass, finding a
happy medium meant helping

his students meet the portfolio
deadline—which was usually two

to three weeks earlier than the
annual test—and then using those
remaining weeks to practice {or
on-demand prompts as well as
open-response questions.

When Mr. Bass's students pracliced
these [orms of testing, he took them
to the team room Lo simulate the
testing conditions. Because his wril-
ing classroom was typically {illed
wilh talk as students conferenced,
they needed to feel the guict of the
conditions. They had 1o understand
the moment when they needed pecr
andfor teacher response and could
only rely on themselves.

Stll, simulating test conditions
demand organization, especially in
middle scheols where scheduling
might not easily allow for targer
chunks of time. As Ms. Underwond
explained:
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As fur us preparing for the on-
demand promprs, I did work an
structure, especially for both persua-
sire and expository essays. We wrore
an erposirony essay on the WASL
subject frum two vears ago [explain
a goud performance—morie, play,
corncert—to a friend]. Thev did it in
class, but e used more than one day,
Feowldn't simulare the actual process,
because we don't hare seveniv-fire
minuwles on a regular day o do it

Scheduling simulations was some-
times supported by the school dis-
trict. Ms. Morgan's Kentucky district
provided “two Continuous Assess-
ment days. This is a mock lest that
is treated as the real thing, Every-
thing, including speciat-education
modifications and so on, are made,
The papers are randomly assessed
by the district office, and our teach-
ers grade the rest using our state
scoting guide.”

Still, Ms. Morgan more typically
provided her students with activilies
thal were less simulations than mini
and multiple opportunities to prac-
tice their performance:

As a “sponge” activity 1wee work on u
prompr ererv day. Drop everything
and wrire fincluding the 1eacher)! Ir
alsa includes a share rime. This
wprks great for middle school chil-
dren because . . they need praciice
i being forced to wrire on o topic, Ir
also really hefps in the developmenr
of porifolio cntries. becatse if they
fike Ir. they can use i1

In the fourth grade, tesl rehearsal
occurred throughout the year.
Washington's Ms. Wright cxplained,
1 give "WASI -like’ prompts to my
students according w the genre of
wriling we are studying. . .. These
assessments [it right into my wril-
ing program. We studied narrative
wriling and had many times to
praclice the writing process and
lake pieces to [inal publication,
Then [ gave the final "WASL-like



assessment.” Ms, Wright also ex-
plored the features of prompis that
aften use keywords 1o guide young
writers toward specilic genres. This
was important because in an earlier
year of the test “there was a prob-
iem with a lot of students writing
off-mode.”

Teachers atso sct the 10ne by en-
couraging their students o do their
hest on the assessments and 1o push
themselves to reflect on their work
in terms of imagery or questions
that a reader might have. Once, Mr.
Bass was conferencing with a sev-
enth-grade girl about a porifolio
piece—a personal narrative describ-
ing a time when she had been ili
and her mother helped her:

Mr. Bass: [ aweant to see this. Tanr ro
see you tying on the couch. I
want to feel how vou felv. 1
want to hedar what vou said (o

VOUF i,

Ginny:  [Moaning as if she were still
on that couch] Like, "Give me
a Tvlenot!™”

Mr. Bass:  [Nodding enthusiastically]
Yes. “Give me a Tvlenol,”
Everything like thar, Ginny,
you gorrg be “apprewtice.” . .,

Come rirrough. Work hard!

Rather than sce their state’s writing
ASSCSSMIENLS as just one more
headache, the six teachers saw op-
portunities for their children 1o be
challenged in their writing. Still,
they knew that il they wanted their
students to succeed, they had to
provide full-fledged simulations as
well as multiple, mini-opporunities
for test practice.

They also knew that a positive auti-
tude toward the test was essential,
and their ralk was replete with
phrases like "You can do this!™ Jusi
belore the annual testing each
spring, their “can do” aititude was
evident when they combined chal-
lenge with celebration. Many of the
schools provided pep talks and

arranged for special ceremonies. In
Ms. Wrighi's elementary school in
Washington, the fourth graders were
treated 1o a feast, and they autended
a school assembly where several
lilth graders {who had raken the
WASL the year hefore) gave enthu-
stastic spreches 1o encourage the
fourth graders in their upcoming el-
forts. Stll, pizza and inspiring testi-
monials are only culminaling
activities and cannot replace the
performance rehearsal that the ex-
emptlary teachers integrated into
their day-to-day practice. Even
more imporlant, these ceremonies
could not replace the celebrations
that wok place daily within the
context of their writing workshop
classrooms as their students learned
1o express themselves in wriling.

STRETCHING OQuT
IN A LIMITED SPACE

In one of our final interviews, we
spoke with a Washington seventh
grader, Natasha, about her perfor-
mance on 3 WASL on-demand
prompt. She'd been asked to invemt
an award and pick a person in her
school who deserved to win it
Natasha designed a life-achievement
award for a eacher who was a
cancer survivor. Although she
thought she had done a “good job,”
she was certain she could have done
better if she'd been able w talk with

1erire rhis kere, You have to write if
now. Ir's kind of . . . claustrophobic,
Bur give me my gwn space, Let me
strerch out, With the WASL, it's just
fike putiing you in this lictle, riny
box. And they'lt say vou can't come
aur unffl vou're finished with this,
and vou wont ro stretch ouf.

Still, Natasha and the rmany other
students we observed and inter-
viewed had learned 1o create their
owrl space for writing in their class-
rooms, Their teachers helped them
prepare for testing without losing
sight ol the richness of human com-
position. The studenis wrote every
day, often on wpics of their own
cheice. They had time w devore to
their writing and opportunities for
peer and teacher response as well as
sell-reftection. In addition, their
teachers helped them understand
the standards, rubrics, and genres
involved in their dav-to-day writing
as well as in assessments. And ro-
gether they analyzed benchmark
pieces and published texts 10 dis-
cern the features of quality work.

Rather than despair over the spring
test as the onset of a season of Dark-
ness, the six teachers taught their
students (o believe in themselves and
their writing {Wolf, Borko, Elliol, &
Mclver, 2000). Indeed, in five years
of interviewing fourth- and seventh-
drade students, we did not meet a
single child who felt s/he was a poor

Rather than see their state’s writing assessments
as just one more headache, the six teachers
saw opportunities for their children
to be challenged in their writing.

the teacher about her experience and
tave peers or Ms. Underwood re-
spond 1o her work. And she resisied
the silence:

Can we go ask someone abont some-
thing? No, you can't. You have to

wriler. Instead, they told us ol their
suceesses, showed us places where
they'd reconsidered their wriling or
gotten help from teachers and peers,
and they speke confidently and in-
telligently abouwt genre, audience,
and purpose, While they viewed the
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annuai on-demand test as an activity
that couldn't compare o their class-
room writing workshops, they felt
more prepared to meet the chatlenge
of claustrophobic spaces. Because
their teachers taught both (rue and 1o
the test in writing, leaning on sound
theoretical teachings, varied re-
sources. and creative pedagogy, these
students had learned to stretch out
and reach beyond the limits of “on-
demand” Lo the very real require-
ments of wriling and learning in the
worst as well as the best of limes.

Note

Our Ceriter for Reseurch on Evaluntion,
Stondards, and Student Testing (CRESST)
teom spent five years studying reform
efforts of exemplory schools 1o Kentucky
and Wostington. The work reparted
herein was supporicd under the Eguco-
tione! Research and Development
Centers Frogrom, PRIAword Number
R305860002, as administered by the
Office of Fducationnl Reseqreh ond
Improvement, U.S. Departrment of Fdu-
catior. The findings und opinisng ex-
gressed in this report do not reflect the
positions or policies of the Mutionai in-
stitute on Student Ackievernent, Cur-
rculum, and Assessment, the Office of
Fucationai Research and improvement,
orthe U5 Department of Fducation.
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