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CHAPTER 1

The Writing Process

THE MAKING OF MEANING
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2 UTERACY EVENTS IN A COMMUNITY OF YOUNG WRITERS

IN THE BEGINNING THERE WAS A QUESTION: In what ways would chil-
dren in a public school in a Native American reservation community develop
as writers in a classroom where daily writing was an ongoing part of the curric-
ulum? Along with Ann Francisco, a dedicated educational practitioner who
was the principal of such a school, we began to formulate a proposal to try to
answer that question and others, and the story to be told in this book began to
unfold.

Dear Pen Pal !
My name is Dana. [ go to school at Topawa. I got one sister. My favorite
" sperts are basketball and baseball. I live in Crowhang. | have lots of
friends. My best friends are Harrington and Cody. Everytime it is fun
here and hot. How iis it over at vour place?
Sincerely vours, Dana

Just as Dana sketched a profile of himself for his pen pal, | will provide a
backdrop for the (re)search we did to answer our questions. Dana was one ofa
group of Tohono O'odham students from southwestern Arizona that the au-
thors of this book observed on a fairly regular basis. (The names of 21l students
and teachers have been changed to protect their privacy.) We became Gsci-
nated with the collsborative nature of writing, reading, and learning in the
classroom. We interviewed students about what they knew about their writ-
ing, what they liked about it, and what they believed were their teachers’ per-
ceptions of their writing. We observed the teachers as they were giving assign-
ments and leading discussions about writing. We observed the settings in
which the children wrote. We became aware of the influence of what was
placed on chalkboards, walls, and bulletin boards, and of what books and other
print materials were available and accessible to the students. It became obvi-
ous that our own interactions with students and teachers were influencing the
students’ writing, so we noted our involvement with the literacy community.

This research emploved naturalistic techniques, imposing minimal con-
trol on the setting in which the data were collected. Such techniques seem
especially appropriate when the object of study is to focus on the process as
well as the products of writing:

As a general premise, it is probably safe to assert that the best way to study
process is to observe it directly, rather than to infer its nature fFom the
known inpur and the observed output. When process is the issue, natwralis.
tic inquiry seems to offer 2 more useful means for its sndy than does the
experimental model. (Cuba, 1978, p. 25)
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As a team of researchers, we interacted with two grade levels, three class-
rooms, three teachers, several classroom aides, two principals, approdmately
seventy students, and some of their parents, although we worked most closely
with ten children the first vear of the study and six of those children the second
year.
The story of our research begins with a profile of the complex transactions
that we now believe make up every literacy event in the classroom setting.
One of the most striking conclusions that emerged from our study has to do
with the social nature of writing. Writing is strongly influenced by societal
views about literacy, by the nature of the social community within and outside
classtooms, and by the ways in which schools and classrooms are organized.
These social influences strongly impact the personal writing history of every
student in the classroom. :

Onar profile of the social nature of composing emerged over the two-year
period and generalizes what we learned about the writing process as we
carefully observed young authors engaged in the making of meaning through
written language. In the chapters that follow, we present specific aspects of the
study, analyze texts that the students wrote, and describe the development of
individual students.

In this chapter, I provide an overview of the complex influences on the
writing development of the third and fourth graders we studied. It is by un-
derstanding this complexity and by valuing all students as makers of meaning
that teachers and curriculum developers can organize schools and classrooms
for students to make the most beneficial use of the literacy community as they
write. Our purpose is not merely to understand the influences on the writing
of these particular children but also to suggest how all children learn to write,
learn through writing, and learn about writing (Halliday, 1980},

This research narrative starts with a question about Tohono O'odham
children as voung authors in school. It includes characters such as researchers,
teachers, paraprofessionals, principals, elementary school students, and par-
ents participating in plots and themes influenced by their languages and eul-
tures, which changed and developed over a two-year pericd. 0Old questions
were answered and new ones raised. We began to see patterns in all this ac-
tivity, to discover myriad transactions that made up the literacy events that are
at the heart of this narrative. Every piece of writing produced by the children
resulted from a complex literacy event represented by the diagram seen in
Figure 1.1. The diagram reveals the complexities of the processes involved
during composing, which is a dynamic transaction among a variety of con-
straints and influences that can be organized into three broad categories to
Eﬁhlight their significance: the literacy community, the writer, and the writ-

text.
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THE LITERACY COMMUNITY

The writing of these third and fourth graders took place in the social con-
text of the classroom: the classroom literacy community. At the same time,
each member of that classroom community was also 2 member of family and
cultural groups, a broader literacy community. The classrooms that we stud-
ied were part of the Indian Oasis school district, located on the Tohono
O'odham Reservation about 70 miles west of Tucson, Arizona. At the time of
our study and today, eighty-five percent of students are bused to school, some
as far as 50 miles. Approximately 50 percent of the students live in or within
ten miles of the largest town on the reservation, site of the elementary school
where we first conducted the research. Other students live in villages scat-
tered throughout the reservation. Villages may be as far as 20 miles apart, with
homes within a village often separated by one to five miles. Two languages are
used in the community. At the time of our study, the Tohono O'odham lan-
guage was generally spoken fluently by the schoolchildren’s grandparents,
who in some cases spoke little English. The children’s parents were typically
bilingual in Tohono O'edham and English, and many of the children were pri-
marily English speakers, although they did have varying amounts of receptive
understanding of the O’'odham language. The majority of the community are
practicing Catholics as well as active participants in Tohono O’odham religious
and cultural events. This community has many informal networks through
which knowledge of the community and culture is shared and passed on to the
children.

Every time the children wrote, their language and culture. formed by
multiple influences, were reflected in their writing. These children called on
their language repertoire as members of varied linguistic and social groups.
Their writing reflected aspects of the English spoken by the Tohono O'odham,
the English spoken by the dominant, mainstream population of the region,
and also an awareness of the kinds of language appropriate to different kinds of
writing. Although the children heard the Tohono O'odham language spoken
with varving degrees of frequency by parents and grandparents, it never ap-
peared in the compositions we saw, probably due to its out-of-school associa-
tion and oral language form.

Culture was also reflected in the children’s writing. Their writing re-
vealed that they were part of the Tohono O’'odham and at the same time mem-
bers of the culture of all eight- to ten-year-old North Americans who are influ-
enced by television, movies, and the school curriculum. Darren created an
episode in which the movie character E.T., popular among all third and fourth
graders at the time, received his powers from E'etoi, the deity and protector of
the Tohono O’'odham (see Chapter 3).
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Children represented their personal histories—their language and the
worlds of their homes and communities—in their writing. Teachers' writing
assignments and the extent of choice within those assignments also had an im-
pact on the children’s writing. During the first year of the study, the research
was conducted in a single third-grade classroom. In the second year of re-
search, the same children were in two classrooms in two different schools.
Each of the three teachers bad ber own individual style and philosophy about
teaching writing: the main common ground was that all provided for writing
on a regular basis (see Chapter 2} Because of both choice and dircumstance,
we focused on examining the writing process as it was organized by the teach-
ers in their classrooms rather than on trying to change those environments.
Therefore, although we respoaded to the teachers’ questions and talked with
them frequently about the students, their writing, and the classroom currien-
lum, we did not systematically attempt to influence their instructional prac-
tices. By observing different classroom practices, we were able to conclude
that constraints and freedom in areas such as assignments, scheduling, and
organization certainly affect writing.

Although we agree with Donald Graves (1983) that assignments often nar-
row what and how children write, some good writing was done in response to
assignments. Both narrative and expository topics were assigned, although
the latter tended to be more highly constrained. In most cases, the narratives
the children wrote were more engaging and interesting than their attempts at
report writing, although the students did not always keep these two genresin
neat categories, especially when writing reports. Marian, for instance,
showed a blending of genres in her assigned social studies report on the state
bird:

Oune day the state bird is going to get a worm. He's going to eat the
worm and he wants to get some more of the same worm. He's going to
eat lots of it, lots of the worm. He likes worms. The End.

Qur examination of genre in the children’s writing raised the question of
whether young children’s writing can be categorized as neatly as the tradition-
al genre classifications used to discuss literature.

We found that classroom scheduling also strongly influenced the devel-
oping text of a writer; children’s writing reflected the amount of time they
were given to write. When they had only a specified short writing time daily,
with the expectation of a finished product at the end of the period, story end-
ings were often quickly conceived:

One day when I was at the circus a man was whipping the lions so they
would jump through the circle that’s on fire. ARter the circus was over
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the lion's trainer asked me if | wanted to be a trainer like him. I said,
0"

When the students were asked to write about what circus act they would
like to be, Gordon was able to create an exciting image in his story. Needingto
finish in 20 minutes, however, he didn’t have time to elaborate on his response
to the lion trainer. Although the teacher didn't impose a time limit. the chil-
dren assumed that a piece of writing had to be completed within one 20-
minute writing center period; it didn’t occur to them that they could continue
the next day. So if a classroom is organized to provide time to finish writing
later in the day, if students are encouraged to continue writing as other ac-
tivities take place, or if writing is seen as an ongoing process that continues
from day to day, students will have time to think about the ending of a piece
and to shape it appropristely.

Classrooms can be organized to include opportunities to interact with
peers and teachers during writing episodes. Even when interactions seem to
be boisterous, students gain 2 lot from questioning teachers and peers, listen-
ing to one another read aloud, answering each other’s questions, thinking
alond. and discussing pieces of writing. One writing episode provided a
glimpse into the impact of classroom organization on the writing community.
Walter, Dana, Carl, and Vincent were all writing at the same table. The re-
searcher was observing Dana’s writing and taking notes meticulously. Walter
asked Dana the spelling of a word; Dana responded appropriately. Dana then
wrote the last sentence of his story and said, "I'm finished.”™ The researcher
asked Dana to read his story onto an audiotape. Yincent. who was sitting next
to Dana, interrupted his own writing, crawled onto the desk, and listened in-
tently to Dana read his story. Then he also listened to Carl read his story. By
this time, the rest of the class had lined up for lunch and gone out the door, but
the group at this table did not break up; they were too immersed in sharing
their writing and talking about their stories. This event was made possible by
both the seating arrangement and the students’ freedom to get out of their
seats and move about the classroom.

The classroom literacy community provides an audience for the writer’s
evolving text as well as for the completed version. The impact and expecta-
tions of various audiences and the ways in which those audiences interact with
the writer all have their influences and can support the construction of text, as
it did in the following example. Gordon was deciding how to spell butterfly.
He looked at the dictionary Anna was using; he then went over to the book-
shelf and examined another dictionary but still didn 't find the word. He looked
in yet 2 third dictionary for a while and then brought that dictionary back to his
table and said bugterflies out loud as he wrote the word. During this time Gor-
don aleo gave Ann an eraser, told her how to spell dragon, helped David find a
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word on the wall chart, helped Mark with a spelling, talked with David about
playing drums, and chatted with the researcher about her trip out to the
school. The other children knew that Gerdon was a good person to ask for help
with spelling and dictionary use, and most of his assistance came about be-
cause he was tuned in to the needs of the others and eager to help them. Not
all his activity was directly related to writing, but his attention always returned
to his text.

This vignette featuring Gordon helps explicate a concept being explored
by Luis Moll and his associates (1990). The concept of “funds of knowledge”
- suggests that within any community there are members who are recognized as
experts with special knowledge in specific contexts. As we studied these class-
rooms, we observed Gordon as a spelling and grammar expert, Vincent as an
expert about the traditional life style of the Tohono O'odham, Anna as an ex-
pert on modern life on the reservation, and so on. As teachers understand
more about the funds of knowledge that exist in a classroom. they can help
support the insights that students build about their personal abilities and
those of their classmates. This is how a community of writers (or readers, or
learners) in a classroom becomes a force to enhance evervbody's learning,

There are dramatic differences between classrooms. Some classrooms
are exciting literacy communities in which reading and writing represent im-
portant parts of children’s daily world. Children are involved in what they are
writing about; they know why they're writing and what purposes it serves.
Children see their writing as authentic experience, important to their person-
al lives, and they take their work seriously. In other classrooms children see
reading and writing as instructional: assignments that must be completed ata
particular time and in a particular way in order to get an appropriate grade.

The decisions made about the kind of writing environment to establish
will depend on how teachers and administrators view the impact of classroom
organization and accessibility of resources on children’s writing. It will de-
pend on the values school personnel place on student interaction or on si-
lence. Such decisions, which are based on beliefs about the empowerment of
teachers and learners, significantlv affect children’s writing development.

The opportunity to move around the classroom and the availability and
accessibility of appropriate writing materials and resources invite writers to
“live off the land,” a metaphor Donald Graves uses to describe how writers
make use of 2 rich classroom environment. Such an environment provides op-
portunities and resources for children to think about, read about. talk about,
and ertend their composing. The freedom to use reference books and diction-
aries and to stare out the window or at the ceiling, as well as to interact with
teachers, peers, paraprofessionals, and others who participate in the com-
munity life of the classroom, dynamically influences children’s writing (see
Chapter 4).
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THE WRITER

Every time we watched a child write, we saw evidence of the strengths of
a writer who was developing as an author, The voung writers brought their
personal histories, including their background and experience, to their writ-
ing (see Chapter 3). They reflected in their writing their unique experiences as
individuals as well as experiences shared by their peers in school or by other
children of the same age throughout the United States.

All the students we examined in depth were native speakers of English.
competent oral users able to communicate appropriately with both their peers
and adults. Both oral interviews and writing samples revealed the children’s
control over the major linguistic features of English, even though the students
had a range of abilities. They produced the syntactic structures of English in
many appropriate variations. They wrote dialogue. questions, and imperative
and declarative sentences. They showed an intuitive knowledge of linguistic
units such as words, phrases, and clauses and of genres such as stories, letters,
narratives, and reports. They used the first person to reveal themselves as
speakers in a story or letter, and in their third-person narratives they used
pronouns to refer to appropriate characters and objects. They provided evi-
dence of the dvnamic ability of humans to invent written language forms for
a variety of purposes and functions {as seen, for instance, in Chapters 3, 5,
and 6).

Every writing episode involving our subjects showed that the writers
knew that they could produce a written message that others could read. Thev
wrote about personal concerns, real events, and imagined experiences, em-
bedded in descriptions of the cultures in which they lived. They wrote about
Native American legends that they had heard at home, about becoming medi-
cine men and going to rodeos, about playing PacMan at the video game arcade
and going to the Arizona State University Sun Devils football game. They
were aware of audience expectations. In their letters, narratives, and exposi-
tions, they used different types of language appropriately, showing insights
into the pragmatics of different genres and audiences. They exploited differ-
ent written forms for letters or stories or lists. Dana showed in his letter at the
beginning of this chapter that he knew how to introduce himse¥ appropri-
ately. He told about himself, asked his pen pal a question, and used “sincerely”
in this formal first letter to someone he had never met before—a form of lan-
guage he would never use in any oral setting, and that he changed in subse-
quent letters to “your friend.”

These young writers were very sensitive to one another and to the daily
social interactions of a classroom. They were able to discuss what they were
writing with their classmates and to suggest ideas about writing to others.
They had reasons for why they liked their own writing, why they believed they




