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THE YOSEMITE CONFERENCE
A Return to Yosemite:

Surveying the Landscape of the Common Core
October 18-20, 2013 at Tenaya Lodge

Special Speaker:
Jeffrey WilhelmJeffrey Wilhelm,
author of three new
books about writing
and the Common Core.

FACET and the SanFACET and the San
Joaquin ValleyJoaquin Valley
Writing ProjectWriting Project will be
co-sponsoring Jeff’s
talk.

Workshops will focus on
the Common Core and
using technology in the
classroom in addition to
setting aside time to
read, write, hike and
think in Yosemite Valley.

For details and to register
http://sjvwp.org/tag/facet/
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Each work in the genius series
was composed as a story and in
response to story. I began each work by selecting portraits of people
whose art I have admired and whose lives were complicated, I
combined these with additional images I had made in an effort to call
forth a more intimate story than what I thought the single portrait
revealed. 

A Pocketful of Stones (Virginia Woolf), like I Went To the Woods
(Henry David Thoreau), grew out of walks. I love to walk and was out
on a fall day by a reservoir. It had been a dry summer and the autumn
was equally so.  As a result the water level was quite low, revealing
rocks that I would not have normally seen.  I photographed the scene
not really knowing why I was finding it so
compelling. A week later, I was rereading a
Virginia Woolf work and I recalled the story
of her death.  A Pocketful of Stones represents
my fascination with Woolf. In the spring of
1941 she lined her pockets with stones before
wading into the River Ouse to drown herself.
It is the deliberateness of the act that
fascinated me as it repelled me. I wanted to
convey the duality of attraction alongside
repulsion. 

In To the Woods, I had hiked through
significant amounts of snow to capture the
image of those woods that serves as the
backdrop.  For most of the 3 hour hike, I was
repeating Thoreau’s line in Walden, “I went to
the woods because I wished to live

deliberately, to front only the
essential facts of life, and see if I

could not learn what it had to teach, and not, when I came to die,
discover that I had not lived.” It served as a mantra as it was bitter cold
and the snow was at least a foot high. When I arrived home I began
work on the piece

I composed We Have Chosen Hope Over Fear the evening President
Obama was inaugurated.  My family and I had been out for a quick
bite at a neighborhood diner when the video of the President speaking
caught my eye.  I made a couple of photographs of the President
speaking from a new shows that was being displayed on the diner’s
large flat screen television. The other images in the work are one’s of

former students.  I thought then, like now,
that choosing hope over fear would guide us
and keep firmly in our mind the
responsibilities we have to the young people
who will inherit what we leave behind. Each
face, each set of eyes reminds me of my own
vow to continue to choose hope over fear.

Each work in the collection is a story. I
think of how Muriel Rukeyser was so very
right. She told us, “The universe is made of
stories, not of atoms.”  So true.

On the cover: What Thoughts I Have of
You, Walt Whitman. A Pocketful of Stones,
referred to by the artist, is shown on page 26.

Mary Ann Reilly’s web site can be reached
at http://maryannreilly.blogspot.com
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CATE 2013 proved to be an exceptional
conference from beginning to end. Nothing
stopped this amazing celebration, not even the flu
epidemic that felled some of our board members, nor the
weather nor the fire alarm that cleared the building during
one of the sessions. The enthusiastic attendees cheered the
speakers and gave “ thumbs up”  to session presenters and
topics. A potential disaster turned into a triumph when Jim
Burke stepped in at the last minute for our Sunday brunch
speaker. With only a day’ s notice, Jim, a true friend of
CATE, enthusiastically responded, “ I’ ve got something new
to try.”  His “ something new”  was a brilliant presentation. 

At the business meeting, Bill Foreman reiterated that
in response to the time-sensitive nature of educational
issues, the CATE board decided it was important to write
and post resolutions year-round. On President Charleen
Delfino’ s watch, a resolutions sub-committee was set up
within Policy and Censorship, and at CATE 2012, that
committee prepared the resolutions presented at the
annual business meeting. At each board meeting this year,
Foreman and his committee members crafted resolutions,
based on suggestions submitted by Council Representatives
or CATE members who had contacted Bill with a concern.  

In the past year, through our resolutions process, CATE
has defended multicultural literature when a member was
pressured by her school district over her use of multi-
lingual tests. CATE has also urged California school districts
to show continuing support for the value of imaginative
literature as well as passing a resolution supporting the
rights of teachers to control the curriculum in their
classroom. In addition, CATE supported State Proposition 30
and opposed Proposition 32. 

One of the most significant resolutions from the past
year occurred in response to a plan by the Commission of
Teacher Credentialing to create a separate single subject
credential in TESOL that would also allow holders to teach
general education English classes. Aware of the
ramifications of this plan, CATE passed a resolution at the
business meeting in February 2012 in support of
developing a credential that specifically prepares teachers
to instruct English language learners, but also opposed
authorizing World English credential holders to teach
English language arts to all students unless they fulfilled
all coursework required of ELA certificate holders. 

The CSU English Council read CATE’ s resolution and
passed its own resolution based on ours. At the CSU’ s
request, the CTC invited the English Council to send

representatives to discuss the issue. CATE Board
members Bill Foreman and Angus Dunstan
outlined the concerns of CATE as well as of TESOL
professors to a meeting at the CTC in October
2012. Our CATE representatives clarified the
elements of the subject matter requirements in

English that are not covered in the WL:ELD credential.
While the matter has not been resolved, the Commission
now recognizes that WL:ELD is not in itself an appropriate
credential for teachers of general high school English.

If any member has an issue or concern, do not hesitate
to contact either your local council representative or Bill
Foreman at WForeman@csustan.edu. Check the CATE
website to review all CATE resolutions from the past year. 

I also want to congratulate the extraordinary educators
recognized as Teachers of Excellence at CATE. Receiving
recognition for their outstanding work in the elementary
classroom are Cheri Olmstead of Korematsu Elementary
School in Davis and Sarah Cook of Stone Ranch Elementary
in San Diego. Sherry Nissen of Trinity Valley School in
Willow Creek was honored at the middle school level. The
exceptional Secondary Teachers of Excellence are Vicky
Edwards of Harmony Magnet Academy in Strathmore, Tracy
Sprague of West H.S. in Torrance, and Tally Sturm of
Durham High School. Dr. Brett Schnoll of CSU Bakersfield
and Dr. Molly Crumpton-Winter of CSU Stanislaus were
chosen as recipients at the college level.  Their colleagues,
their students and parents told phenomenal stories about
these awardees, recounting not only their effectiveness in
the classroom, but also relating tales of the teachers
responding in unexpected and innovative ways to reach
even their most recalcitrant pupils. 

CATE also gave Awards of Merit to Irene Hunt of Hunt
for Nature in San Diego and to Monica Holmes of
Hicklebees in San Jose. Three outstanding young teachers
received CATE scholarships to CATE 2013. Laura G. Pinzon
of Olinder ES in San Jose received the Virginia Reid Award.
The first recipient of the Southland Fund was Brenna Dimas
of Rancho Milpitas Middle School; Gadielle Bodenheimer-
Stein of Mercy H.S. in San Francisco received the Kathleen
Cecil Memorial Scholarship. Leo P. Ruth was given the
Distinguished Service Award posthumously. In one of the
most emotional moments of the weekend, Deborah Ruth’ s
words brought the audience to tears as she spoke movingly
of the dedication of her husband to the profession of
teaching English. 

The sum of a CATE conference extends beyond the
speakers and the sessions, so if you want to join the party
next year, think ahead for CATE 2014 on February 14-16.
Spend the 14th in ’ 14 in sunny San Diego at the Town &
Country Resort.  Mark the date now!
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For years I made the mistake of  confusing
my role as a writing teacher with the job of
a copy editor. I corrected every misspelling,

rephrased every clumsy construction, and
made every subject agree with its predicate. I
got very good at finding fault. Neither students nor parents
complained; this was what they expected from an English teacher –
lots of  red ink.

I couldn’t help noticing, though, that the errors and compositional
shortcomings in student work were repeated, paper after paper. No
matter how carefully I corrected their papers, my students’ writing was
not improving. There had to be a better way. A series of  fortunate
events brought me into the Writing Project community at UCLA
where I began a journey to understand what it means to teach writing
that continues to this day. Here are a few things I learned along the
way, often the hard way.

Most students, like most adults, are insecure about their writing. In
order to mask their fear of  inadequacy, some choose to turn in either
nothing at all or papers that have so obviously been dashed off  in a
rush that the work could not possibly reflect the writer in any real way.
I know I have often spent more time “correcting” such papers than
my students spent writing them. When I handed the work back, they
just shrugged. It was what they had come to expect. Instead of  this
dead end scenario, surprise your students by drawing their attention to
what Katherine Bomer calls the “hidden gems.” 

I’m not talking here about putting smiley faces on any rubbish that
a student produces but about reading work with an eye for what the
child can and has done well rather than with an eye for error. When
you pull a student aside to talk about an aspect of  the writing that
shines, you convey confidence in him as an emerging writer. Often I
would whisper, “Would you like to revise this? Don’t worry. I don’t
mind if  the paper is late.” Instead of  balling up a red-marked paper to
toss into the trash or balking at any suggestion of  rewriting shabby
work, the student feels as though he has been singled out for special

care. Students need to believe they can be successful before they are
willing to expose themselves to failure.

This may sound like blasphemy, but offering helpful feedback is
more important that assigning the exactly accurate grade or score to a
student paper. In an Atlantic essay called “Why Teachers Secretly Hate
Grading Papers,” long-time teacher John Tierney explains the problem,
“No matter how hard you try, you realize there's a good chance you're
grading some students more harshly than they deserve, and giving
others more credit than they deserve. This has nothing to do with
favoritism, but with human error and weakness. Your temperament
and disposition change over the hours or days you spend grading an
assignment. In fact, your frame of  mind can change in moments for
any number of  reasons: Five weak essays in a row can put you in a foul
mood; fatigue sets in; a too-hot or too-noisy room can set your nerves
on edge. How can any teacher be confident that an assessment of
student work is always fair and accurate in the face of  such vagaries?
An essay that earns a B+ at one moment might earn a B- the next day.
It shouldn't be that way, but any honest teacher will admit it's true.”

Rubrics help lend precision to the process of  grading papers, but
I’ve often found myself  assigning the odd essay a 4- or 3+. Please
don’t ask me to defend the difference between the two. More valuable
to young writers than the perfectly calibrated rubric score are the
moments I can carve out for working with students one-on-one,
talking about their writing, thinking through problems with the piece
together. Making this happen isn’t easy to stage-manage, but I know I
do my best work as a writing teacher during individual conferences. 

If  we want students to write cohesively, they are going to need
both supportive and critical feedback. While encouraging students to
write expressively and to begin establishing their own voices, we also
need to be forthright about where their voices falter as a result of
incoherence or inaccuracy. With Lisa Delpit I believe that “pretending
that gate-keeping points don’t exist is to ensure that many students will
not pass through them.” We need to stop rewriting student papers for
them but continue to mark errors and be unafraid to tell a student that
a paper needs to be completely redone. Careless work is unacceptable.
At the same time, always phrase criticism in terms that make clear it is
the work not the child who is flawed. 
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SEPTEMBER 2013, LITERARY NONFICTION IN THE ENGLISH CLASSROOM, 
(DEADLINE AUGUST 1)

The Common Core calls for the inclusion of literary nonfiction in the English Language
Arts curriculum. It defines literary nonfiction as personal essays, speeches, opinion pieces,
essays about art or literature, biographies, memoirs, journalism, and historical, scientific,
technical, or economic accounts (including digital sources) written for a broad audience. How
are you incorporating literary nonfiction into your lessons and units of study? Which works
have been a hit with your students? How have these texts enriched your curriculum?

NOVEMBER 2013, CREATING A COMMUNITY OF WRITERS, (DEADLINE OCTOBER 1)
Forty years after the foundation of the Bay Area Writing Project, writing project sites and

writing teachers are developing practices for today’s priorities: writing for college and
workplace readiness, technology-mediated writing, formative writing assessment, writing in
and beyond the classroom, writing as participation and civic engagement. In this 40th
anniversary year of the California Writing Project, what is new for you in the teaching and
learning of writing?  But what remains the same? What is foundational?  What is current,
cutting edge, or still to come?

Manuscripts are peer-reviewed. Please send all submissions to California English editor, Carol Jago.  Articles should be limited to 2,500 words. Please submit manuscripts
to cjago@caroljago.com  or contact Carol Jago at the same e-mail address. MSS should, by preference, be submitted in Microsoft Word or pasted into an e-mail message. 

CALL FOR MANUSCRIPTS

From the Editor
Carol Jago         
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Some years ago I spent a great deal of  time looking at houses
with a real estate agent. After a while I noticed that each house
visit tended to follow its own particular ritual.
The agent pulled up to the house and headed toward the front

door, muttering: “The lock box should be around here
somewhere…”

The lock box was usually attached to the electric meter. She
found it, unlocked the box, and removed the house key. The first
door was a glass storm door. She pulled it open and used the key to
open the front door. It was dark inside. 

“Let’s see,” she said, reaching around to the right. “There should
be light switches right here.”

Sure enough, there were. As a house-savvy agent, she knew that
for safety reasons building codes require easy access to light switches
near the entrance of  a house. She flipped on several lights until we
can see enough to get our bearings. I glanced at the living room on
the right, the den on the left, and a stairway straight ahead of  me. 

“I figure the kitchen should be right through there,” she said. 
“That leads to the basement?” I asked, pointing at a door. 
“Probably so,” she replied. 
The first few times I felt awkward and alien entering a stranger’s

house.  But after going through the same ritual, over and over, I soon
knew what to expect. I could anticipate the features of  each house I
entered. Occasionally I’d find a surprise—the fireplace in the kitchen,
the lavish hot tub in the middle of  the living room—but most
houses followed a predictable structure determined by cost,
efficiency, building codes, and common sense.

Our students live in word houses. Many of  them would choose
to live in video houses, or houses of  sound, but in school we expect
them to spend hundreds and hundreds of  hours dwelling in texts. By
“texts” I don’t mean spoken language. I mean reading and writing.  

Are our students comfortable living in the textual world? Some
may be comfortable, but surely many students are not. They stumble
blindly into word houses (whether in reading or writing), unsure of
themselves, feeling their way through the darkness.  They bang their
shins against stairs, crashing against railings, tripping on risers that
are invisible in the dark. They feel disoriented, anxious, perhaps even
a little bit panicked.  Look at the body language exhibited by these
students during the act of  writing: 

*She slinks low in her desk. 
*He awkwardly encompasses the sheet of  paper with his whole

right arm, covering it so that nobody can read what he has written. 
*He writes, bites his pencil, erases a word, writes, erases until

there is a hole in the paper. Then he gets up, sighing loudly, crumples
his paper, and stuffs it into the trash.

Many students don’t look comfortable reading, either. My
stepson, Adam, devoured fantasy novels, the longer the better. But
he discovered that school was full of  required readings. He had very
little choice about which textual world he inhabited, and how he
could occupy that space.  

One day I helped him decipher a difficult poem by Conrad
Aiken. I thought of  his bedroom. He would never let me tell him
where to put a poster, where to position his stereo system in that
personal space. Yet he looked passive, dispirited as we tried to climb
into this poem. Finally he sighed in exasperation and cried: “Just tell
me what it means!”

Students spend countless hours living in textual houses. If  they
aren’t comfortable inhabiting these dwellings, how can they learn?

The word “comfortable” has a suspiciously laid-back feel to it
that feels out of  step in today’s educational climate where rigor is the
operative word. “Comfortable” makes me picture overstuffed
pillows, thick rugs, beanbag chairs. But I believe that being
comfortable is more than window-dressing. I believe it’s a crucial
condition for all language learners. How can we make the classroom
a place where students can become comfortable as they think their
way into the new, challenging textual worlds we provide for them? 

For me being comfortable starts with wearing the right clothing.
In my closet there are certain shirts, loose slacks, and cotton sweaters
I think of  as “writing clothes”. They feel good against my skin. I
have found that I when I am physically comfortable I can be myself.
Being myself  is an essential reference point if  I am going to write
well. And it is crucial if  I hope to write with any kind of  voice.

To feel comfortable I require a familiar place: my office, or
certain airy and well-lighted public places. Now I am almost ready to
begin.  Like most writers, I have developed a particular routine, a
personal writing ritual (mine involves great quantities of  coffee) that
allows me to enter the textual world smoothly and stay there.

Helping students live comfortably in the textual world begins
with creating true community in the classroom. (Many other
educators have explored this topic. I particularly like Life In A
Crowded Place by Ralph Peterson.) Here’s an eclectic list of  some ways
you can help your students feel more comfortable as readers and
writers.

Create a more beautiful place. Norman Mailer once wrote an
essay in which he argued that the very architecture of  urban housing
projects represents a kind of  violence to the people who live there.
No wonder, he said, these structures so often get vandalized and
defaced by graffiti. In a similar way, many teachers are recognizing
the need to transform the unattractive rooms in which children read
and write and breathe.  

Helping Students to Live More Comfortably in Textual Houses
Ralph Fletcher
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A truly comfortable place recognizes that each student is
different and will use the space in his or her own particular way.
Some kids like to work at their desks. Others need more space and
choose to write/read at a big wooden table. Others want to lie on
their stomach with a clipboard, or sit in a rocking chair or a couch.

Build on familiar texts.  Many teachers fall back on the familiar
novels, tried-and-true writing assignments. Over the years we become
so comfortable dwelling in these texts they begin to feel like old
friends. These texts may be comfortable to us, though not necessarily
to students. It’s easy to forget that our students, who are entering
these textual worlds for the first time, may not feel nearly so
comfortable.

Nancie Atwell often begins the school year by asking her 7th and
8th graders to return to a book they have read before. This is like
visiting an old friend or relative. Students who have already inhabited
a particular book can bring a wealth of  prior knowledge to the new
reading. They will feel
more comfortable
rereading it than they
would walking into a
brand new textual house.

Urge kids to keep a
writer’s notebook.  My
colleague Artie Voigt says
that the notebook is a
“low-risk, high-comfort
place in which to write.”
The writer’s notebook is a
place where students can
write in a safe place. This
is a personal place where
you can loosen your tie,
stretch out, and take off
your shoes. This is a place
where we can write
without any danger of
ridicule, judgment, or
grades—the great killers
of  comfort.  

“I think writing
notebooks are important
because kids are very
comfortable writing in
them,” says Franki
Sibberson, a teacher in
Ohio and author of  Day to
Day Assessment in Reading
Workshop (Scholastic).
“And because they are
comfortable, they produce

good writing. And then, when they go to craft a piece, they have lots
of  writing to start with. Once they have a notebook, they never stare
at a blank page again. They can always find somewhere to start by
looking at past entries.”

*Think about language. In her book Going Public (Heinemann),
Shelley Harwayne says that the way to transform a school is to look
at the language we use to talk to students. She asks her teachers to
talk to each student as if  the teacher’s words are being broadcast over
the loudspeaker to the entire community.

About the Author:
Ralph Fletcher is a writer of  children's picture books, young-

adult fiction and poetry as well as an educational consultant who has
also written books for both children and professional educators on

the craft of  writing.

Shown here: Wild Nights! Wild Nights!
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J.D., my stylist, began to cut my hair. Since feedback giving and
receiving was on my mind, I asked J.D. about her experiences

with feedback.
“You mean like at cosmetology school?” 
“Sure.”
J.D told me that while what she learned at cosmetology school was

important, and geared toward passing the demanding eight-hour state
board exam to earn her cosmetology license, “Where you really learn,”
she continued, “is the training you do in a salon once you get hired.” I
began thinking of  new teachers in their first year of  full-time teaching. 

“What’s that like?”
“It’s different at every salon. Here, I had six months of  training. I

remember at the beginning, my instructor asked me, ‘How do you learn
best? How do you like your feedback?’ As in, do you go for ‘tough
love,’ or ‘on the positive side?’ 

J.D. paused, met my eyes in the mirror. 
“No one had ever asked me that before,” she said.
My eyebrows shot up. 
J.D. continued, “At first I thought, ‘tough love,’ because I wanted to

learn as fast as I could. But then I thought for a moment. My feelings
would get hurt, and that wouldn’t feel so good.’ So I chose ‘on the
positive side.’” J.D. smiled.

“They asked every new hire this. They matched me with an
instructor who could give me feedback as I like it—on the positive
side.”

Wow. What would it take to create new teachers who ask their
students, as a matter of  course, “How do you like your feedback?”

Research is clear that what teachers do in their classrooms matters.
But to what extent? Educational researcher John Hattie has done an

extensive meta-analysis with what works in the classroom. He looked at
900 meta-analyses (studies of  studies), which involved locating a
specific outcome, student achievement, and identifying an influence on
that outcome. The most influential practices that improves student
outcomes is formative evaluation (Hattie, 2012). At the heart of
formative evaluation is providing on-going formative feedback to one’s
students. 

What makes formative feedback effective? It depends on whom
you talk to and what you are looking for. Although experts tell us that
formative feedback is one of  the most powerful ways to raise student
achievement (Black & Wiliam, 1998), we do not always know which
practices are most effective, when to deploy them, and why a particular
combination worked for a particular student in a particular classroom.
Specific, addressable, timely, and content-rich feedback are buzz words
we often hear to describe best formative assessment practices. But
feedback means many things to many people. And how it works with
particular students, in different contexts is not well understood.

Our focus is on teaching teachers what formative feedback is and
how it may be used from the start. We can teach anyone buzz words,
have them memorize research findings and ask them to regurgitate their
knowledge of  formative feedback onto paper. It is more challenging to
integrate complex facets of  the concept of  formative feedback--
specific, addressable, timely, content-rich--with opportunities to practice
planning, enacting, and reflecting on the use of  formative feedback in
the classroom. We have found, in working with a diverse group, that the
concept of  formative feedback is rooted in and conditioned by
experience. That experience often begins in pre-service field placement,
continuing into probationary years. The challenge is to plant seeds that
take root and flourish in a California teaching career.

Beginning teachers are rightly overwhelmed by many demands of
the profession. Classroom management looms large in their lives. Issues
with content knowledge preparation, grading, and staying on top of
one’s workload overwhelm many. They may also feel constrained by
conflicting messages about what really matters to students, parents, the
administration, the district. Ability to provide good formative feedback
may not be everyone else’s principal criterion of  a good teacher.

We acknowledge that contexts and constraints matter. But we have
also noticed that the barriers to giving formative feedback are also
conceptual, experiential, and dare we say, developmental. Capacities and
skills aren’t built in a day. Many of  us just don’t have good models of
how to get started giving formative feedback, or a language to help us
decide which practices to try out, or a mentor-mentee relationship to
suggest where to focus when things don’t work out so we can try again.
Recognizing that giving formative feedback is an art as much as a
science, we encourage our beginning teachers to see themselves as

Helping Beginning Students Uncover the Art and Science of Formative Feedback
Brent Duckor and Carrie Holmberg

Shown here: Free Verse
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learners who are in a process of  uncovering the mystery that is
formative feedback. Feedback is about taking a stance towards
inquiry—in one’s own life and the lives of  one’s students. Formative
feedback is redemptive and recursive. It requires experimentation and
the re-organization of  one’s teaching environment so as to learn more
about what works in education for one’s students (Dewey, 1910).

We talk a lot with teacher candidates about reducing K-12 students’
affective filters, scaffolds to support acquisition of  conceptually difficult
knowledge, and modeling through direct instruction and guided
practice the intended outcomes for the lesson or unit. Should it be any
different when working with “novice” teachers on what it looks and
feels like to incorporate formative feedback into one’s emerging
teaching practice? The simple aanswer is no. Better to practice what we
preach.

We start with a simple premise: teachers need to reflect on what
they like and don’t like about feedback. Here is an essential question:
How do you like your feedback? The responses often resemble the
three little bears: hot, cold, and just right. Some like it hot: bring on the
constructive criticism. Others like it cold: Go easy, this hurts a little.
Others want the “just right” mix: a sandwich session that starts with the
warm, then cool, then back to warm feedback. At this point, we do not
make judgments or privilege any one perspective on what makes
formative feedback formative. The goal of  the exercise is to encourage
introspection. So we ask for reflection: What kinds of  prior knowledge
and experience do I bring to the world of  formative feedback? What do
I like and dislike about feedback? Could I ask my students about their
preferences?

Probing deeper, the beginning teacher can provide further insight
into the challenges beyond naming particular personal preferences. As
we debrief  a lesson, we often hear things like “I don’t have a conceptual
framework to work from,” to give specific, content-rich feedback “to
students.” Or, “I don’t know what to say, can’t think of  a ‘next step,’” to
provide timely, addressable feedback on a persuasive essay or quick
write. More fundamentally, we hear “I thought feedback was only for
learners who struggle, not for everyone” or “students look at me
strangely when I suggest they revise” based on a piece of  feedback that
I gave during a pair-share. The beginning teacher may notice that the
curriculum, the classroom culture and tone, the climate of  trust and
respect reduces the odds that any feedback “I give is going to be taken
up.” Feeling a lack of  self-efficacy and competence, beginning teachers
shy away from or lose faith in the promise of  formative evaluation and
feedback.

In a dialogue with our beginners, we hear out these criticisms and
challenges to the literature. We acknowledge the “reality” of  the new
teacher’s sense of  failure with reaching kids. Giving and taking
formative feedback is not easy, obvious or always practical when
working against the clock. Yet we try to reorient new teachers’
expectations and invite them into a more forgiving, at times plaintive
conversation. One has to take a risk, to fall down on occasion.
Formative feedback is an art; it is also a chess game. One needs practice

moves and counter-moves. 
To this end, we outline a framework for improving formative

assessment practice. There are a few rules of  engagement with the
complex, daunting practice. First, we recognize the need for a
personalized approach based on the teachers’ and students’ “comfort”
zones. Second, we provide a set of  scaffolds to help beginning teachers
with one-on-one writing conferences to ground the practice in tangible
goals (e.g. becoming a better writer) for the content area. Third, we
discuss a conceptual framework for considering what makes “effective
feedback” effective, in part, by considering the sense of  self-efficacy
that comes with even limited success at this stage in one’s development.
Each element of  the “chess game” exemplifies how beginners can set
tone and expectations for feedback in their classroom, use a graphic
organizer to create a running record of  conversations around student
writing, and agree upon goals for the teacher’s next steps in becoming a
more competent formative assessor (in this case, writing coach).

Rule 1. Know thyself.

We ask beginning teachers to set the tone and expectations for
giving and receiving feedback by first asking themselves, “How do

I like feedback” when “I want to accomplish a goal?” We suggest that
every teacher model for their students a strategy called “questioning
self-talk.” As Daniel Pink points out in To Sell is Human: The Surprising
Truth About Motivating Others, self-questioning elicits reasons for doing
something and reminds people that many reasons come from within.
Ample research has pointed out that people are more likely to perform
well when motivations come from intrinsic choices rather than extrinsic
pressures (Pink, 2012). Beginning teachers see the value of  tapping into
their students’ intrinsic motivation to act and perform well since they
struggle daily to “get students to do the work.” How they support their
own students’ inquiries into how they like their feedback will differ
according to context. Starting the conversation is what matters.

Rule 2. Know the rules of engagement; set up a running record of moves

Establishing a framework for feedback is a challenge in classrooms
where children are accustomed to getting grades, not oral or written

feedback. When we mix grades and feedback, student engagement with
the latter suffers. Feedback is ignored, essay drafts are not revised, and
the grade is good enough. Teachers do the lion’s share of  the work
when it comes to feedback; kids are often uninterested in our efforts.

Rather than teaching teachers how to give feedback on student
writing by working alone at night, writing dissertations on each student’s
essay, and eating up precious time better spent on lesson planning, we
suggest another tack. Beginning teachers need more one-on-one time
with students. Seeing patterns, identifying common misconceptions,
and acquiring a “conceptual framework” rooted in subject-specific
content are crucial to effective feedback. It takes time, effort, and
practice to acquire content-rich ways of  giving formative feedback. 

In dialogue with a live student, as opposed to a monologue with a
stack of  papers, a new teacher benefits from being able to see if  the
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student understands the feedback offered. Changes in demeanor, body
language, use of  academic language and register and other such cues are
addressable “on the fly.” If  the teacher notices the live feedback is too
“hot” then she can revise mid-sentence, back up, offer more positives,
and decide to let the student lead the conversation around the work.

The practice keeps the student doing most of  the work and the
graphic organizer serves as a running record of  the one-on-one
conversation about the student’s writing. Students fill out the top,
grayed-in portion beforehand and the bottom half  during the
conversation. Beginning teachers and students both benefit from this
practice. Since the students write focusing questions for the teacher
ahead of  the conversation, they become more responsible for their own
learning, help meet their own needs, and increase the likelihood they
will receive and take up the feedback. Since students have recorded the
strengths of  their writing ahead of  time, the teacher can offer “novel”
strengths of  the writing, celebrate intellectual risk-taking, and invite
student metacognition to encourage transferable learning. Since
students come up with their own to do’s and next steps before the one-
on-one conversation, time and energy can be spent problem-solving
together, with the teacher asking, “How might you…?” and “Where
might you…?” in order to co-construct additional next steps. A result
of  this practice: maximum personalization of  feedback, enough specific
positives, and usually increased excitement about the piece of  writing.

Rule 3. Moving from a strategy of “All I know is that I know nothing” to
“Something is not enough—it’s just a beginning”

After trying one-on-one writing conversations, our pre-service English
teachers reflect on the (perceived) gains in terms of  the quality and

quantity of  feedback in the session. Some notice that particular
questions, “What is your thesis?” fall flat. They try to ask less closed
ended questions, wait for students to find words to explain themselves,
and probe for more clarity when necessary. Other beginning teachers
we work with notice that the word “thesis” is itself  a piece of  academic
language, so they need to back up and slow down, sometimes by asking
a student to free associate with the word or take out a piece of  paper
and draw a word web together. As coaches of  writing coaches, we want
our student teachers reflecting on what makes effective feedback
effective, why and for whom. Sometimes this means interrogating one’s
own questions to students.

After the beginning teachers have named a few formative feedback
practices (say, posing questions or wait time or probing) they’ve felt
successful using in the one-on-one conversation, we ask them to write a
commentary in their “after session” notes with the meeting:

• When and where do I employ it? (helps beginner define
context for particular practice)
What exactly makes it effective? (helps beginner produce
inter-personal insight)

• What would be really effective for this student? (helps
beginner build a vision for what's possible between
teacher and student conversation)   

• What's not yet quite effective about this particular practice
for this particular student? (helps define the bridge to
cross to reach vision of  ideal interaction) 

• Are there any next steps I need to take to make effective?
(helps focus and guide constructive action directed
towards student uptake)

• Who or what could help me move this forward? (helps
beginner name resources)

By keeping after-session notes with the running record, we agree
upon goals for the beginning teacher’s “next steps” in becoming a more
competent formative assessor, in this case, a writing coach who is in a
dialogue with her/his students. These next steps focus on three practice
areas: (i) advancing the quality of  feedback their students are receiving,
(ii) improving their interactions with students during formative
feedback, and (iii) increasing the likelihood that students receiving
feedback will actually take it up and try again. 

The trick is to teach teachers how formative feedback practices are
repeatable, practical, and can be more effective than standard evaluation
procedures. The protocol explored in this article has been developed
for pre-service teachers but there are no a priori reasons why it cannot
be adapted for general use during the in-service years. Practices such as
formative assessment driven writing conversations often require little to
no preparation ahead of  time by the teacher, demand more of  the
student than the teacher, and offer a running record of  student self-
assessment, which can provide evidence of  growth over time. 

We want teachers we teach to graduate California students who—
whether cutting hair, fixing roads, or reporting news—have experienced
the art and science of  giving and receiving effective formative feedback
during their tenure in middle and high school. Formative feedback is
more than a technique—it is a process for communicating with human
beings as human beings. Yes, it helps our students reach their academic
potential, but in the process, it also makes them better people. As J.D.
can tell you: “on the positive side” it makes a difference.
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For the first time since the school year began, when I read my
students’ papers, I no longer feel that I am trying to translate
something from a language I studied in 1984. I have begun to

help my students to become their own teachers of  writing and feel
gladdened by my looming obsolescence. The ideas I have applied
come from a book by Verlyn Klinkenborg called Several Short
Sentences about Writing. The author disdains the outlines, topic
sentences, transitions, and assignments due Monday we teachers
use to teach our students. He calls them “harmful.” Writers, he
argues, learn to write through a “sentence by sentence search.”
Those sentences, he insists, must be short.

When I began to use his ideas in my own writing, Klinkenborg
suggested that I imagine I were “writing an e-mail to a friend.”
Doing that helped me keep in mind Klinkenborg’s primary
objective, clarity. When I encouraged my students to begin to use
short sentences, they, too, noticed the difference and began to write
sentences that made sense. They started to link their own thoughts
and the expression of  those thoughts in far more precise ways.

My students type their essays as they normally would. I ask
them to find and replace all the periods with a paragraph character.
(If  they are not using a computer, I ask the students to write their
essays with each sentence on its own line.) Their essays should look
now look like poems. This will illustrate immediately how much
variety they have in their sentence length and how much variety
they use to open their sentences. Next, I have them read each
sentence on its own to a partner. Reading aloud will always send a
signal when something is off.

I ask them some simple questions. “What do you notice as you
read?” “Does the sentence say what you intend?’ “Do you know
what you intend?” I ask the partners, “What does not make sense?”
“Where do you get lost or confused?” The partners explain to the
writers where things sound weird, but usually the writer is able to
detect those areas already.

Next, I have the writers remove anything that the sentence can
live without. Students use phrases such as “due to the fact that” to
sound intelligent and fill up space. I tell them, “Just write
‘because.’” A student told me after that lesson that the entire year
was worth that one axiom.

I have them remove coordinating conjunctions although this
violates a precept that I felt was integral to my instruction. Before,
I adored F.A.N.B.O.Y.S and asked that sentences be shackled
together. The problem is that these large sentences careen off  the
page into I don’t- know-where. One student constructed a sentence
that bulged with 26 words. I lost a sense of  what he wanted to say
after the ninth word. When I asked the student to read it aloud to
me, he grew confused after world number twelve. Neither of  us
understood what he meant, and this is a problem I see all the time.

Students struggle to see the link between what they think and what
they write. Short sentences redirect their thinking and help to break
their ideas down into more manageable chunks. Shorter sentences
help yield clearer thinking and clearer writing.

We sat down and I asked him, “What do you want to say?” He
explained, so we looked for ways in which he could split his mega-
sentence into smaller sentences. Our dialogue revealed even more
ideas, which he jotted down. When we divided the sentence into
smaller pieces, his face reflected the clarity at these shorter, but
logical sentences. The rest of  his essay started to fall in place. More
importantly, he felt motivated to keep writing. When he had
finished, he had a sense of  having revised something in a
substantive manner.

These short conversations have become integral to my practice
as a teacher of  writing. I am convinced they are the only way to
assist or to assess. As students work, I circulate. I sit down next to
someone and begin with a simple question, “How can I help?”
Sometimes, the student does not know and sometimes I am asked
to go away. Sometimes, the student has an issue and asks me to
read the piece. After I read, I ask the student, “What do you think
of  what you’ve written?” The student usually knows what’s missing,
but needs to express that orally. I repeat back what the student has
said and ask him/her to revise with that in mind. This allows me to
evaluate as I go and it reemphasizes to me that learning how to
write happens in very small stages. Learning how to teach writing
happens in equally tiny increments. This approach helps to assure
that.

I have tried using rubrics, but I have not found one or created
one that helps me to determine how best to help students become
a better writers. The conversations allow me to ask the students to
think about their writing in a more individual way and at the same
time I build my relationships with them. The conversations allow
me to illustrate the finer points of  how important precision is when
writing well. I can teach the importance of  agreement and the
distraction of  a misplaced modifier. I can challenge my students to
justify each word in each sentence. This balance of  my expertise
and their novitiate makes for a very fulfilling teaching experience,
too. I do not have to play cop; I can share what I know.

Next, I ask my students to rewrite all the verbs into the simple
past, or the simple present tense. I know that this does not capture
the timing of  narrative writing, but my students do not know the
differences between tenses. They use them interchangeably when
they are not interchangeable. If  I encourage them to write in the
simple past and the simple present, the writing develops clarity
because the student is not straddling two different time zones. If
writing is something that they wish to continue beyond my room, I
am confident they will learn the distinctions between the past and

Prodigies Need Not Apply Thomas Roddy
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the pluperfect, but my aim is to teach clarity.
Creating assignments for publication stokes motivation better

than anything. I am the journalism adviser and now use the work in
classes outside of  my journalism class to add to the school paper.
When the students know they will be published, they have more
reason to work as the admiration of  peers and teachers encourages
them. One of  the toughest students this term was Diana from
whom I learned the invaluable gift of  patience. Diana walked out
of  class regularly and had no inhibitions about telling me I was
dumb and the class was stupid. With the help of  two assistant
principals, one psychiatric social worker, and a guidance counselor,
I wrangled her back to class. Even so her attendance was spotty.

I gave her the choice to write about what she wanted, and she
said that she had a teacher with whom she’d formed a connection.
She interviewed the teacher, composed the interview and edited her
work. When the papers arrived for distribution she asked to be
assigned to “Miss Sabrina’s floor” so she could deliver a copy.
Before we left for spring break, I helped her begin a story about
her cousin who had been shot. So far, it is a very compelling story.

Diana’s male counterpart wrote a story about being labeled “a
bad kid.” When he passed copies to his peers, I saw how much he
gained from their affection and acknowledgement. No one was
punishing him. No one was getting angry at him. People were
treating him like an adult. He was acting as though he had
something to offer but a talent for disrupting class.

One of  the most apt observations about learning to write
comes from Dr. Bob Land who runs the Writing Project at Cal
State LA. He says that while we pay money to listen to nine-year-
old Welsh tenors, but not to read nine-year-old Welsh writers.
There are no writing prodigies because learning how to write takes
a very long time. Sometimes, it’s easy to forget that. As long as my
students are showing me that they are willing to improve, I will give
them a grade that reflects that effort. I can think of  no other way.

About the Author:
Thomas Roddy, Jr. teaches English at Manual Arts High School

in South Los Angeles

Self-Evaluation Process
1. Make sure your essay looks like a long poem. Make each sentence stand on its own.
2. Before you begin, take a moment and think about your work. What would you like to revise?
3. Read your essay out loud to a friend. What do you notice? Are you reading what you wrote, or what

you wish you wrote?
4. What sounds strange? What do you need to do so it sounds as though you have written an e-mail to

your friend?
5. What can you remove and still have each sentence say what it needs to?
6. Underline all your verbs twice. Underline their subjects once.
7. What do you notice about your verbs? Are they active and vibrant i.e. advises, argues, assumes, asserts,

employs, imparts, maintains, suggests, posits, reassures, relegates or lackluster i.e. is, was, were?
8. Find three uses of the verb “to be” and recast them into something zippier.
9. Are your verbs in the simple past tense or simple present tense? If not, make them so. These reassert

clarity.
10. Is the subject of your sentence an actor capable of performing the action of your verb? Adjust your

sentence so that it is.
11. Have you, in the misguided attempt to sound more intelligent, more erudite, with the most sincere,

heartfelt intention, with no harm meant, unknowingly, buried your subject far from the verb? What
happens?

12. Circle your nouns. Can you drop them on your feet?
13. Find all occasions of “their.” Do you mean their car? Do you mean over there? Know the difference.
14. Look at the sentences that begin with “there,” “when,” “as.” What do those structures do the velocity

of your sentence?
15. Look for conjunctions (i.e. for, and, nor, but, or, yet, so.) Can you break your sentence into two or

three? I bet you can.
16. Is everything next to what it needs to be next to?
17. Do your pronouns and its their antecedents agree?

������������������������With special thanks to Verlyn Klinkenborg’s Several Short Sentences A bout Writing.



There	  are	  two	  ways	  to	  vote	  in	  the	  CATE	  2013	  election:	  	   Your	  Membership	  #	  _____________
There	  are	  three	  ways	  that	  a	  CATE	  member	  can	  vote.	  
1.	  	  By	  going	  online	  to	  CATEweb.org	  	  (Feb.	  27—May	  15).	  Log	  in	  is	  CATE	  and	  password	  is	  2013thirteen.
2.	  A	  member	  can	  also	  vote	  by	  cutting	  out	  the	  election	  ballot	  and	  mailing	  it	  to	  Charleen	  Silva	  Delfino,	  CATE	  Past
President	  	  3469	  Gila	  Dr.	  San	  Jose,	  CA	  95148	  	  The	  ballot	  must	  arrive	  by	  May	  15,	  2013.	  Only	  current	  CATE	  members	  are
eligible	  to	  vote.
CATE	  members	  may	  vote	  for	  one	  person	  in	  the	  categories	  of	  Secretary,	  Member-‐at-‐Large,	  Elementary	  and

Member-‐at	  Large,	  Secondary.	  	  They	  may	  vote	  for	  one	  or	  more	  than	  one	  in	  the	  category	  of	  Council
Representatives.	  	  Council	  Representatives	  are	  approved	  by	  membership	  each	  year.

Member-‐at-‐Large,	  Secondary	  – Trevor	  Guina ____________
I	  am	  a	  huge	  fan	  of	  CATE.	  	  CATE	  conferences	  have	  helped	  to	  define	  my	  first	  decade	  as	  an	  English	  teacher.	  I
want	  to	  become	  more	  involved,	  to	  give	  something	  back	  to	  this	  wonderful	  organization.	  	  I	  have	  been	  a	  board
member	  of	  the	  Central	  California	  Council	  of	  Teachers	  of	  English	  for	  the	  last	  three	  years.	  	  After	  receiving	  a
young	  leader	  scholarship	  I	  became	  a	  member	  at	  large,	  and	  most	  recently	  CCCTE’s	  vice	  president.	  	  This	  year	  I
chaired	  a	  session	  at	  the	  Asilomar	  conference,	  and	  lent	  a	  hand	  at	  this	  year’s	  CATE	  conference	  as	  the
hospitality	  chair.	  Thank	  you	  for	  your	  consideration

CATE Secretary	  – Carrie	  Danielson ____________
I	  have	  served	  in	  this	  position	  for	  several	  years	  and	  have	  learned	  how	  interesting	  and	  exciting	  it	  is	  to	  be	  a
member	  of	  CATE.	  	  As	  secretary,	  I	  have	  created	  minutes,	  rosters,	  and	  updated	  policies.	  	  I	  work	  with	  our
webmaster	  to	  make	  sure	  that	  these	  are	  up-‐to-‐date	  on	  CATEweb.org.	  	  It	  has	  been	  a	  privilege	  to	  work	  with	  the
people	  of	  CATE	  and	  to	  help	  this	  important	  professional	  organization.	  	  I	  am	  retiring	  from	  my	  teaching	  position
at	  Olympian	  High	  School	  in	  the	  San	  Diego	  area,	  however,	  I	  want	  to	  stay	  active	  and	  involved	  in	  teaching.
Continuing	  as	  a	  member	  of	  CATE	  will	  help	  me	  to	  do	  so.	  	  

CATE 2013 Elections

____________	  	   Member-‐at-‐Large,	  Elementary	  – Denise	  Mikkonen
I	  have	  been	  teaching	  reading	  and	  writing	  for	  the	  past	  13	  years	  to	  students	  from	  4	  –	  10	  years	  old.	  	  Organizations
such	  as	  CATE,	  GSCTE	  and	  CWP	  have	  been	  a	  tremendous	  asset	  for	  me,	  providing	  a	  forum	  for	  conversations	  about
literacy	  with	  teachers	  K	  –	  12	  and	  have	  encouraged	  me	  to	  become	  a	  better	  teacher	  -‐	  knowing	  the	  big	  picture	  of

what	  we	  do	  and	  how	  we	  all	  work	  together	  to	  support	  student	  learning.	  	  It	  would	  be	  an	  honor	  to	  continue	  to	  serve
on	  the	  CATE	  board	  as	  the	  Member-‐At-‐Large,	  Elementary	  and	  continue	  the	  conversation.

____________	  	  	  	  Member-‐at-‐Large,	  Secondary	  – Greg	  Johnson
I	  am	  Greg	  Johnson	  and	  I	  teach	  at	  Central	  Valley	  Continuation	  High	  School	  and	  Cal	  State	  University	  Bakersfield.	  I
am	  former	  president	  of	  Kern	  Council	  Teachers	  of	  English,	  and	  have	  taught	  for	  14	  years	  at	  a	  variety	  of	  schools.	  I

look	  forward	  to	  serving	  the	  CATE	  Board,	  you,	  and	  all	  teachers	  in	  the	  state	  of	  California.

Member-‐at-‐Large,	  Secondary	  – Steve	  Rodriguez ____________
I	  believe	  I	  am	  qualified	  for	  serving	  as	  a	  CATE	  board	  member	  for	  four	  reasons.
1.	  I	  believe	  strongly	  in	  teacher	  collaboration.	  As	  a	  CATE	  board	  member	  I	  can	  further	  collaborate.	  	  	  
2.	  I	  am	  enthusiastic	  about	  staying	  knowledgeable	  about	  state	  education-‐related	  issues.	  	  
3.	  Throughout	  my	  teaching	  career	  I	  have	  made	  a	  point	  of	  being	  an	  educator	  professional.	  	  I	  am	  a	  nationally
board	  certified	  teacher,	  a	  former	  BTSA	  support	  provider,	  and	  published	  several	  times	  in	  California	  English.	  	  
4.	  My	  perspective	  will	  serve	  the	  board	  in	  terms	  of	  keeping	  members	  informed	  of	  the	  concerns	  associated
with	  teaching	  EL	  students

Please also vote for one or more Council Representative(s) to the CATE Board
CCTE (Capitol): Angus Dunstan ______
CCCTE (Central): Susan Dillon ______
FACET (Fresno): Megan Schimmel ______
GSDCTE (San Diego): Jeannine Ugalde ______
KCTE (Kern):  Kim Flachmann ______

RCTE (Redwood): Robert Chapman ______
SCTE (Southland): Nancy Himel ______
TUCATE (Tulare): Carol Surabian ______
Upper: Pam Stark ______
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In some ways, teaching is like hosting a party.  You plan for a
particular guest list and occasion, choose a theme, select appropriate
activities, gather supplies, prepare materials, and on the day of  the

event, filled with anticipation, you dress the part and welcome
whomever shows up at your door. But then the appetizers burn.  And
there’s not enough ice. And the dog gets into the cake. While
preparation is important, success depends upon a great deal of
monitoring, responding, and adapting—often on the fly.  

For teachers, that flexible, observant responsiveness happens
through formative assessment. Distinct in purpose from both
diagnostic and summative assessment, formative assessment can be
thought of  as an interactive process that offers teachers and students a
“pulse check” on learning; it’s a “live” feedback loop, a progress
measure, a guide for future actions. Above all, formative assessment is
an opportunity for intervention when the best-laid plans go awry.  

Scholars generally agree on the following purposes of  formative
assessment (Marzano 94-96; Shepard 10-11; WestEd 16):

• To clarify expectations
• To gather data that can inform instruction
• To increase student motivation and metacognition
• To provide corrective feedback to students 
These goals highlight formative assessment’s constructivist

approach. Because formative assessment largely occurs during the
middle of  the instructional cycle, it measures students’ developing,
procedural knowledge in action while contributing to their learning.  In
other words, formative assessments help to construct—or form—
students’ skills, knowledge, and abilities as they progress toward a
summative assessment. When students pause during a reading
assignment, for example, to reflect on the strategies they used to make
sense of  difficult sections of  the text, they practice a form of
metacognition that gives them greater control over their own learning.
They also engage in a deeper reading of  the text. Teachers, moreover,
can use these reflections to identify where their students struggle and to
provide appropriate scaffolding.  

These goals reflect formative assessment’s focus on coaching
students to higher levels of  achievement. Interventions that follow a
formative assessment encourage students to push beyond a superficial
understanding of  the content or basic proficiency of  a skill to more
sophisticated mastery. As Leslie K. Maniotes observes in “Teaching in
the Zone: Formative Assessments for Critical Thinking,” “Deep
processing fosters higher order thinking that requires intervention at
critical points in the learning process” (37). This might mean coaching a
student through a draft of  an essay or speech, providing redirection and
modeling. The goal is internalized, automatic, and expressive learning—
and that requires ongoing mentoring.

Specific formative assessments can be intentional (i.e., planned) or
incidental (“on the fly”). Both are useful. Demonstrations, reflective

journals, self-evaluations, presentations, observations, interviews, exit
slips, quizzes, and surveys are among the many types of  formative
assessments teachers can use to give customized feedback to students
about their strengths and needs. While a planned formative assessment
might provide more detailed information, those spur-of-the-moment
formative assessments—like a pencil poll or “thumbs up/thumbs
down” comprehension check—can be particularly effective for
monitoring learning in real time.  

Formative assessments can also be used to measure both
procedural and content knowledge. Asking students to describe their
reading or writing process in a five-minute quickwrite is a great way for
teachers to assess the first, while a no-points quiz on key literary or
rhetorical terms nicely assesses the second.

The forthcoming 2nd edition of  the CSU Expository Reading and
Writing Course (ERWC) will include a framework on formative
assessment along with an appendix of  formative assessment strategies.
These include several tried-and-true activities:

•  Ticket out the Door.  Ticket out the Door can be a helpful way
to conduct a quick, formative assessment of  student learning. This
progress monitoring strategy requires students to demonstrate some
brief  content knowledge before they leave class. Students first create
their “ticket” by tearing off  a small square or slip of  paper; they then
write an easily assessable piece of  content knowledge on their ticket to
hand to their teacher on the way out of  class. Only students who have a
correct answer may leave class. If  students have an incorrect answer,
they must try again and go to the back of  the line.   

•  Pencil Poll.  A Pencil Poll gives teachers a quick visual survey of
student learning. The teacher asks the class a question that can be
answered in only two ways (e.g., true or false, agree or disagree, fact or
opinion, run-on or fragment, etc.). Students must hold their pencils
vertically for one response and horizontally for the other response.

•  Fuzzy/Clear. Using index cards or half  sheets of  paper,
students record something from the day’s lesson that is still “fuzzy” or
confusing to them on one side of  the paper and something else that is
now clear to them on the other side. Teachers can then address “fuzzy”
content in a subsequent lesson.

• 3-2-1 Review. This formative assessment strategy works well as
an opening activity. Students demonstrate their understanding of  a
previous lesson by listing content learning in a structured review.  The
first category of  review has three response (e.g., List three prereading
strategies), the second category has two responses (e.g., List two
vocabulary strategies), and the third category has one response (e.g., List
one definition of  rhetoric). Students then share their 3-2-1 reviews, and
the teacher clarifies any misperceptions before continuing with the next
lesson.

•  Peer Response to Summary (see “Good Food/Bad Food” in
the ERWC).  The Peer Response to Summary asks students to identify

Assessing Rhetorically: Formative Assessment Jennifer Fletcher
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and evaluate required elements in a partner’s summary, thereby
providing students with an opportunity to apply their knowledge of
this genre while receiving feedback on their own writing.

•  Vocabulary Self-Assessment: Used as a post-reading activity, a
Vocabulary Self-Assessment can be a helpful progress-monitoring
strategy. Students compare their familiarity with each word before and
after reading the text, thus charting their progress from receptive word
knowledge to expressive word knowledge. See Janet Allen for examples
of  classroom uses.

Many other learning activities that might take place during
instruction have formative potential, as well, provided they are used in a
responsive and responsible manner to guide instruction. Situated
learning is key. As Chris Gallagher notes “[…] classroom assessments
are powerful tools because they are reflective of  and responsive to the
contexts in which they operate, and to the people in those contexts”
(82). For instance, if  a teacher observes during a class discussion that a
majority of  students tend to make sweeping generalizations or
unsupported claims, she might modify the next day’s lesson to include a
review of  critical reasoning. Teachers and students need to do
something with the information gained from the formative assessment-
-whether that assessment is a formal test or a casual conversation.  

For students, formative assessment creates opportunities for
building motivation, confidence, self-awareness, and independence—
for building, in other words, self-efficacy.  Self-efficacy can be defined as
a “the belief  in one’s abilities to accomplish desired outcomes”
(Tschannen-Moran and McMaster 228). It’s a type of  Emersonian faith
in future effort, a student’s trust that she or he will figure out what
needs to be done to succeed in a course.  

Unlike diagnostic and summative assessments which may seem, at
least on the surface, to privilege performance or even ability over effort,
formative assessments place the messy, behind-the-scenes work of
getting something right at center stage. Students who learn to self-
evaluate through frequent formative assessments are often more
motivated to seek and apply additional feedback on their learning
because they see the connection between effort and achievement
(Shepard 11-12). Such students attain a high degree of  self-efficacy,
even designing their own interventions when they encounter obstacles
to their learning goals.

High degrees of  self-evaluation and self-efficacy are critical aspects
of  college preparedness. While individualized scaffolding could
certainly support the learning of  more students in higher education, the
reality is that most first-year students will experience one-size-fits all
instruction in large classes. Differentiated instruction is virtually non-
existent in college classrooms. What’s more, most college faculty tend to
see any needed interventions as being the responsibility of  the student
or campus academic support center, not the instructor. One analysis of
formative assessment and first-year college students notes that
formative assessments “provide feedback to students so that they can
keep realigning their work to what is required” (Nicol 336) (emphasis
added).

Formative Assessments and Habits of Mind
Lastly, formative assessment gives us a view of  learning that is

larger than content standards and high-stakes exams. As teachers, we
understand that many of  the most important learning outcomes from
our courses are not easily measured by benchmark assessments. While
“Soft skills” like engagement, curiosity, persistence, responsibility,
flexibility, and metacognition (WPA, NCTE, and NWP 1) may not
appear on standardized tests, they are essential to the development of
critical reading and writing skills. Even the Common Core State
Standards Common identifies “capacities of  a literate individual” (7) as
essential to mastery of  learning outcomes. These dispositional
capacities include independence, adaptability, and empathy (7)—
qualities often most visible during the messy middle of  the instructional
cycle when formative assessment is crucial.

That’s because such intellectual dispositions, or “habits of  mind,”
are typically more evident in students’ learning processes than their
products. Hence, formative assessments of  how students are
learning—combined with summative assessments of  what students
have learned—can help make the hidden work of  intellectual growth
more visible to both teachers and learners. 
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Mike Rose discusses the phenomenon of  “botched
performances,” whereby, “as writers move further from familiar
ways of  expressing themselves, the strains on their cognitive and

linguistic resources increase, and the number of  mechanical and
grammatical errors they make shoots up” (188). One of  the ways
cognitive resources are strained for any writer is when they are thinking
at high levels of  abstraction. As James Moffett observes, when the
subject becomes more abstract for the writer and the audience grows
more distant from the writer, the cognitive load grows, and the writing
is likely to show the strain. Teachers value this disconnect between
thinking and writing because it demonstrates that students are, in fact,
thinking, even if  that thinking obstructs clear and fluent prose.
Sheridan Blau argues that we want students to value and embrace their
confusion, because it leads to advances in thinking as they struggle to
discover and clarify their thoughts and the sources of  their confusion.
Our job as teachers, then, is not to have students avoid complications in
their thinking, but to help students use their confusion generatively. 

The problem we are describing may be seen in writers at any age
and at every level of  schooling.  Our approach to addressing it is in its
principles equally relevant to students and classrooms across the grades,
though our examples and our own experience are drawn from the two
extreme ends of  the spectrum of  college writing classes, with Smith
reporting on experiments conducted in basic writing classes at an urban
community college and Amatea reporting on her experiments with in-
service English teachers in a Master’s program at an Ivy League
University. Our students experience similar, or at least parallel, problems
when their writing reaches beyond their customary and familiar
thinking: They wrestle with the complicated ideas they are required to
write about and then struggle with how to convey those ideas in
writing. One way we have helped students untangle their thinking is in
the way we respond to student drafts and in the way we encourage our
students to respond back to us—a process that helps our students
understand how drafts are stages in the refinement and clarification of
thought and that revision must therefore focus largely on content (and
intent) and not just on elaborate proofreading.  

Smith: Track Changes and Footnotes
In Smith’s basic writing class, students go through a series of  drafts,

the second of  which is a significantly-revised draft that is submitted to
an online plagiarism prevention site that also allows for electronic
commenting from teacher to student.  Through the site, Smith makes
several content-based comments to each student, and students are then
required to choose the most difficult changes they made in their papers
and explain in footnotes why they made those changes. She also
requires that students use the “track changes” feature in their word
processing program to show what they both deleted and added since
the time she commented on their online draft. 

Below is the prompt from a basic writing class, whose students
were all part of  a Learning Community comprised of  courses in
developmental English, art history, and student development (a student
success and orientation to college course).  This paper assignment was
an experiment designed to break students of  rigid organizational
structures and to give students the opportunity to play with language.  It
was a creative writing assignment with an art-related focus, which
stemmed, in part, from discussions students had on the first day of
classes about what art is:

A buyer is looking to purchase a piece of  art.  He/she is intrigued by
the piece of  art you will write about, but is not quite sure why someone
would call this an artwork. Your job is to persuade the buyer to
purchase the piece of  art, and you need to do so as though you are the
artwork itself.  In other words, as you are describing yourself  and your
history, you are trying to sell yourself  by persuading your potential
buyer that you are, indeed, art.  

Below is the student’s final revision, after considering Smith’s
comments (which are italicized in brackets inside the student excerpt).
This student chose to be “a unique piece created by a popular
anonymous graffiti artist”; the strikethrough shows what she deleted,
and the underlined designates what she added. The footnotes are her
comments about her changes.

One thing special about me is that I was created on New
York City newspaper before I was attached to my canvas.
The artist used the articles of  lost children in New York
City posted on the same day he created me. So in a sense
you hold a part of  history as well as a dedication to the
children if  you consider to purchase me. . . .
The abstract throw-up is not as obvious as some of  the
other pieces of  artwork. Some of  these details are positive
because it will help you too see NYC in a new light. [How?
Why?] Being born and raised in NYC, you Anybody who
appreciates what NYC is could have a connection to the
piece a regular tourist can never have. You can learn to see
graffiti from my artist perspective [because . . . ] because a lot
of  media work was put together to create me. Such as spray
paint, photography, NYC newspaper, and a collection of
colors that make up my canvas. This can open your eyes to
focus on a different modern type of  art. 3 You may just
want to purchase it as a dedication to those lost children
right around your area.  Your peers may also be interested
in the piece as they enter your home.  [If  you combine the ideas
in the last few paragraphs into one, coherent paragraph about why this
piece of  graffiti is art, it'll help your readers better understand what you
are saying.]  I have a sentimental and significant value to my
artist and New York City being that I’m a dedication to
those lost children around the area. If  the public open their

Dialogue in the Margins Cheryl Hogue Smith and Nicole Callahan Amatea 



– California English •Vol. 18.4 •May 2013 •page 17 –

eyes, they can see the city covered in beauty and hopefully
realize how much art we abuse daily by not appreciating all
that graffiti has to offer. I can brighten up any home, or
even be purchased as a background for an advertisement
that focuses on modern art and NYC. 4

3 In this revision, my reader said the sentence was moving
to quickly. What is it that I wanted the readers to learn from
this? Most of  what I meant was missing, leading my readers
to fill in holes. I expanded on this sentence by combining
the emotional aspect of  my piece, by using the lost children
of  NYC as an example of  a sentimental value to the city. I
also added 2 examples why people would want to purchase
me. I branched out to the commercial world by explaining
how I can be used for advertisements, as well as
accommodating life at home by explaining how I can
brighten up a modern home, since I am modern art. 
4  I took a couple of  sentences from my previous
paragraphs, and combined them together to better explain
why my buyer would want to own me. Instead of  jumping
around in the last few paragraphs, I condensed it all into
one coherent paragraph. This will accommodate my reader
by getting all the information I want to put out, in one easy
order. The topic stays together and my reader won’t have to
put much thought into what I meant about art.

Readers can see from this student’s excerpt that she is learning to
think about the choices she is making in her writing, even if  she is using
some of  the language Smith gives her in the comments. She “knows”
what she is trying to say and why she wants to say it, yet she still
struggles with communicating—in the essay proper—exactly what that
is.  But the point is that, through the dialogue she has with Smith in the
footnoted margins, she is metacognitively thinking about why she needs
to revise and how best to do so, and is making progress in refining and
clarifying her thinking. 

Amatea: Commenting Feature
While Smith uses footnotes as a way for students to engage in a

dialogue with their reader, Amatea uses the “Insert Comment” feature
in a word processing program that allows her to engage in a real written
dialogue with her students. The exchange of  dialogue that occurs
through this commenting feature helps students better grasp their
thinking about the theories they study in Amatea’s class.  

In the first major writing assignment for their in-service class, the
middle- and high-school teachers were asked to complete a case study
of  one of  their own students.  The in-service teachers were asked to
choose a struggling writer and then study that writer in depth through
at least two one-on-one meetings.  In these meetings, the teachers
examined their students’ attitudes toward writing and writing practices,
conducting interviews with the students, observing the students in the
process of  writing, revising the work with students, and encouraging

their students to reflect on the whole experience.  Below is a brief
example of  the changes in thinking Amatea’s students underwent as
they carried on a dialogue with her in the margins of  a paper:

The in-service teacher originally wrote: “I find myself
saying ‘be creative, you can do it!’ when students run out of
ideas, and plagiarism is viewed not merely as easier than
originality but as a moral regression against the world of
academia, against the teacher, and against oneself. In my
analysis of  Student A’s paper, however, I have to note that
my writing instruction does not expect or allow my student
the ability to be creative in terms of  true originality. I have
to admit that when I ask students to artfully craft an
argument, I am asking them more to synthesize than
create.”

Amatea commented: “How would you define 'true
originality'?”

The student then responded:  “I think I would be the
best art scholar in history if  I could answer this question, so
maybe it's the undoing of  my entire argument here. To me,
true originality is (to reuse the clothing metaphor) pairing
chuck taylors purchased at a drug rehab thrift store with a
cashmere poncho I (sort of) swiped from my grandmother
and new, unblemished, delicious leather leggings. Each of
these style decisions harkens to previously constructed
'style' images and reinterprets the idea of  class in a new
way-- so maybe I shouldn't be so hard on usurping ideas
after all?”

Readers can see in reading the student’s response a clarification in
her own thinking about what she means by “originality” and a growth
in the way this student is thinking about the progress of  the subject of
the case study.  By asking the student to look closely at and then discuss
her own writing, Amatea is encouraging revision as a practice of
metacognition, rather than a process of  copy-editing.

Amatea found that this method of  digitally “conferencing” not only
encourages students to evolve actively the clarity of  their thinking and
writing in their papers, but it also keeps a valuable record of  that
evolution, which can help them reflect on their thinking and writing
earlier in the process for their next paper. Additionally, it is easier to
implement digital conferences than to schedule individual face-to-face
meetings with each student because it is often less intimidating to
students than a formal in-person meeting, with an equal value to both
the writer and the writing. Through her comments and questions,
Amatea is able to draw the students’ attention to specific places in their
work, and because they are then asked to refine or revise as they reply,
thinking about their writing also becomes a process of  thinking about
their thinking. As with Smith’s students, the writers, when asked to
reconsider or defend their choices, are often able to be clearer than in
the original text, better able to say what they really wanted to say; this
conversation in the margins becomes a text about a text that reveals
thinking about thinking. 



The small but heavy cardboard box had been opened, closed, and put aside--
part of  a larger project to plow through the accumulated debris of  twenty-
eight years of  marriage. Its moving label read "Home Office. Books. His."

My daughter Stephanie called me to ask if  I might pick it up as part of  my
upcoming trip to Berkeley.  Why not?

Steph’s husband Mike, mindful of  my weak lower back, hefted the box into
the back of  my car.  I'd had no occasion, therefore, to examine its contents until
I arrived home later that afternoon and carefully set the unopened box down in
the center of  our living room rug.

The first items surprised and amused me:  the “subfusc” gown -- a black
vest really -- that I was required to wear while attending tutorials at Oxford; an
endearing picture of  me at about age five; a somewhat disorienting picture of
my father at a younger age, looking for all the world like a young girl; a college
sweat shirt; my framed BA diploma.

Then came the books.  As soon as I saw the top one I knew exactly what
they were.  The red cover with the words "poems," "ballads" and "sonnets." And
then that oh so familiar frontispiece: an oval lithograph of  the poet, Dante
Gabriel Rossetti, with his large expanse of  forehead, short beard, and well
trimmed mustache. His left hand holding a felt hat tipped provocatively "open"
to the viewer; his right clutching his dun colored vest; those deeply inset dark
eyes once again looking out menacingly at me.

I was back, almost instantly, to New Haven in the summer of  1979.
Rossetti's "Poems, Ballads and Sonnets" were sitting on my high drafting table. I
was reading over a chapter of  my dissertation that I'd written the previous
summer. Even with my kindest critical eye, I could tell it was painfully
convoluted and overwrought: a prime example of  what Oxford's Dame Helen
Gardner called the "lemon squeezer" school of  literary criticism.

The house was quiet.  Stephanie and her mother were abroad on a
fellowship-sponsored research trip to Paris and Venice. My younger daughter
was at a summer kindergarten program just a few blocks north from our
downtown New Haven home.

My feeling in looking over my previous summer’s work, and reading over the
poems that would serve as the focus of  my next chapter, was of  nausea.
Overwhelming nausea. As a poet and as a man, Rossetti was a difficult person to
like. He was self-absorbed, obsessive, demanding of  others' attention, given to
long bouts of  depression. To me, his poetry seemed to reflect these attributes: it
had a hot-house quality that I found particularly distasteful, seeming to demand
that the reader allow himself  or herself  to be drawn into the poet's lushly
overwrought interior spaces. I did not wish to be drawn into this world, either by
Rossetti's poems or by his equally lush and overwrought paintings. What in the
world was I doing writing a dissertation on this man’s poetry and paintings?

What compounded my problem, however, were the consequences of  NOT
finishing my dissertation. I'd just finished my second year on the faculty at
Teachers College, Columbia University's graduate school of  education, and I
loved what I was doing in my newly discovered field of  English Education. If  I
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Seizing the Margins
We both subscribe to Donald Murray’s and Peter Elbow’s

ideas about responding to and conversing with students in the
margins of  their papers.  We agree that the role of  the instructor
is less to give directives to the student about what is imprecise or
infelicitous in the thinking or mechanically flawed in the writing
than to provide responses from an authentic reader about what is
going on in our head as we read a student text. We also believe
that by providing digital comments and asking students to engage
in a digital dialogue in response to those comments, students
become more aware of  their revision choices, leading them to
accept or reject their instructor’s reading with full awareness of
their own intentions. However, even though technology is central
to both of  our uses of  this practice, we would emphasize that
there are many possible applications of  this practice in non-digital
format.  For example, modifying the practice of  double-entry
journals to fit essay writing and comment-conversations might be
a place to begin.

Through our conversations about holding dialogues in the
margins of  student papers, we realized that there can sometimes
be an advantage to moving students into the margins, where their
marginalia constitute a productive and active dialogue about their
own thinking. In both our classes, the marginalia demonstrates
clear and difficult thinking, written in prose that represents an
advance in their thinking.  So even though our students are on
completely different ends of  the academic spectrum, the dialogue
we create with our students through our comments and their
replies helps both sets of  students become more metacognitively
aware of  their thinking as writers and readers of  their own texts.
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did not finish my dissertation this summer, or at least make significant
progress on it, I could say goodbye to my Teachers College position,
and for all I knew any future at all in higher education.

These problems were further complicated by my back and forth
movement over the past two years between teaching English Education
classes at Teachers College during the school year, then returning in the
summer to the very different set of  questions and problems posed by
my sunken-eyed poet/painter. How could I possibly find something
worth writing about in the work of  this somewhat marginal Victorian
artist, especially when my heart was increasingly drawn to the
compelling issues faced by public school English teachers at the middle
and high school levels?

My day-to-day strategy for coping with my sense of  growing
anxiety was simple and satisfying.  As soon as I completed a page of
writing, I'd go out and shoot hoops in our backyard. I was getting some
work done, very slowly, and my shooting percentage was improving
significantly, but I could not help but feel the hoops were slowly gaining
the upper hand.

I was spending one hot and muggy summer morning gazing out at
my backyard, thinking that perhaps this morning the hoops might
come before the writing, when I chanced to pick up a book I'd read,
rather cursorily, a number of  years earlier.  It was a study of  Shelley's
mythmaking, written by one of  my teachers, Harold Bloom. It had
grown out of  his own dissertation on this subject, also completed at
Yale. For some reason the passage that caught my eye was a discussion
of  Shelley's "To a Skylark." I was familiar with its opening stanzas, as it
was a favorite with anthologists of  my parent's generation:

Hail to thee, blithe Spirit!
Bird thou never wert,
That from Heaven, or near it,
Pourest thy full heart
In profuse strains of unpremeditated art.

Higher still and higher
From the earth thou springest
Like a cloud of fire;
The blue deep thou wingest,
And singing still dost soar, and soaring ever singest.

It's vitally important, Bloom argued, that the distance between the
poet-narrator and the skylark dramatically increases with each
successive stanza. In fact the bird has already soared so high before the
poem begins that the poet can no longer see it. He only hears its
"profuse strains of  unpremeditated art." With each succeeding stanza,
therefore, the poet must re-train his ear to detect the ever-receding
melodies of  the bird's unpremeditated song. To put it simply, the swiftly
moving upward trajectory of  the skylark, away from the narrator, is
inextricably linked to the appeal of  its "full hearted" song.

To put my own response to Bloom's argument equally simply:  I'd
never thought of  looking at the role of  the poet, or more generally of
voice and inspiration, in quite this way. That we start by hearing an
already distant air, and as we strain to hear its glad-hearted melodies, it is

already growing getting more and more distant from us, soaring away
from us we labor to hear its song. The speed of  that skylark's flight, that
it was flying upwards, away from the poet, even as he attempted to
capture and remember its song, presented a riveting and arresting
picture for me of  what Shelley was up to in many of  his poems.

And then I realized, suddenly and with a degree of  comprehension
I find difficult to account for, that this was what Rossetti was up to in
virtually all of  his. It was a single moment, really, and of  course I went
on to write and re-write many subsequent pages and chapters, and to
shoot many hoops, before I completed my dissertation the following
summer. But it's as if  I'd been given a wholly unlooked for gift. As a
result of  this gift, I was able to see everything that in my previous study
of  my menacing-looking poet-painter had been vexing and harassing in
an entirely new light. I experienced the writing of  my final chapters as
something pleasurable, something I looked forward to, something that I
knew I could do with integrity and even with occasional insight.

So what might we make of  this story of  writing and revelation, of
perseverance well beyond the bounds of  logic or probable success? I
would suggest the following moral. That what we experience when we
write is quite like listening for the full-throated, glad-hearted sound of
that skylark. As I've discovered from co-directing a great many Writing
Project summer institutes, and being a full participant in two, we start
by hearing only the dimmest whisperings of  our colleagues' and our
own voices. But with a day-by-day training of  our ears, and a growing
faith that each of  our colleagues, and ourselves, do indeed have voices
to be heard, we begin to hear them. And it's this very faith that helps to
transform the hesitant murmurs of  those initial days into the full-
throated roar of  the final days of  a summer institute.

We are at a point in the evolution of  the seventeen sites of  the
California Writing Project where funding of  these invaluable, inspiriting
summer institutes, each costing $40K per summer to run at their
maximum level of  effectiveness, is in jeopardy. This has resulted largely
from the decision three years ago by the US Department of  Education
under Arne Duncan to “zero out” ongoing funding for all categorical
educational programs, including the National Writing Project. Given
the central importance of  these intensive summer programs to the
vitality and preeminence of  the California Writing Project—certainly
one of  the most influential professional development programs in the
teaching of  writing in our lifetime—I believe it is essential for us to act
now to prevent these often life-changing summer institutes from
continuing their seemingly implacable downward trajectory. Without
such action, these pearls of  professional development will surely slip,
almost without our notice, slowly and quietly into this good night.

About the Author:
Jonathan Lovell is the Director of  the San Jose Area Writing
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the co-author, along with eleven other SJAWP Teacher-Consultants, of
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There is perhaps nothing as disconcerting as providing feedback on
student writing. It is equal parts uplifting, harrowing, enjoyable,
torturous, useful, and worthless. Reaching for that paper on top of

the stack is the first scene in an unfolding drama of  a search for
evidence of  intellectual growth that will eventually conclude with a few
sentences and a grade written by a confident hand and an uncertain
gaze. Time and again both of  us have reflected on this near-constant
stress of  feedback and asked “What’s with that?” Is our feedback
helping students? Is it making them better writers, us better teachers,
or anything in between?

We’ve come to see the answer to those questions as a resounding
“Maybe!” and a very definitive “It depends!” Feedback is a complex
activity. It is embedded within many, many other activities, and the only
way to discover the effectiveness of  feedback (and the reasons for its
effectiveness) is to see how it works within larger systems of  teaching
and learning.

Providing feedback for students is an act that must account for
many other elements: the roles of  students, the structure of  the
school, the goals of  the curriculum, etc. Though examining any of
these elements and their impact on teacher feedback practice would be
interesting, three in particular provide not just interest but
opportunities for rich, reflective, practice-oriented discussion: feedback
as economic decision-making, socially anchored practice, and growth-
enabling discussion. 

Feedback as Economic Decision-making
Feedback, in the life of  the teacher, is a matter of  economy. No

matter how hard any teacher tries to work, there are only twenty-four
hours in a day. And, lest we run the risk of  an English teacher being
replaced by a wide-eyed, coffee-charged maniac by the end of  the
week, some of  those hours must be given over to sleep.  

Teachers, for the most part, take the economy of  their days into
account when deciding how to go about providing feedback. While
Ryan was teaching high school, he was also involved with coaching and
other after-school activities. This meant that, if  his students wanted to
discuss an essay, they usually had to do so via email. By the time Ryan
left his high school teaching position to return to graduate school, he
had a fairly efficient system (in his eyes, that is) for discussing writing
with students via email. He also relied more heavily on marginal and
end comments on hard copies of  texts than other forms of  feedback,
such as conferences or spoken comments.  The marginal and end
comments could be done on the bus to away games or in the odd
bursts of  dead time between the end of  the school day and the start of
a track meet.

Since moving into postsecondary teaching, Ryan’s practices have
changed significantly. Now that he no longer coaches and spends far
too much time sitting in front of  a computer screen at his desk, he can

try different kinds of  feedback practices. He is currently working out
the bugs on audio feedback, which he sends via email to his students
as mp3 files. He can make these changes because the structure of  his
day changed, allowing him to alter how he goes about providing
students with the feedback that they need.

Ryan’s decisions about feedback methods in the economy of  his
life also shaped his decisions about when to intervene in the writing
process.  Should he discuss students’ ideas in the prewriting stage? Is it
better to check their work before or after peer review?  Ryan normally
held brief  conferences with students as they moved through their
writing process, but committed the bulk of  his time to grading semi-
final and final drafts.  

Teachers, to a certain extent, are always coauthors of  student texts.
Teachers determine topic, direction, and deadlines for student work, in
addition to taking on the role of  reader-as-evaluator. The student-
teacher partnership about text has to work for both partners.  Teachers
reconsidering their feedback practices need to consider, before
anything else, the following questions:

1. Where do you place the bulk of  your collaboration in the
writing process?

2.  What is it that makes you do that?
Knowing why and how certain feedback practices crop up in our

lives can guide us toward forming different, more efficient ways of
accomplishing the same things without having to completely realign
our worlds.

Feedback as Socially Anchored Practice
A teacher does not encounter a student anew with each and every

text: rather, each feedback opportunity is the continuation of  a
relationship that runs from the start of  the school year through all
class discussions, quizzes, tests, essays, and projects to the current
moment of  interaction. Providing feedback is merely one facet of  a
large, complex relationship that is fraught with power struggles and
uncertainty.  

Just as feedback is not completed independent of  the teacher’s life
outside of  school, neither is the student’s response to such feedback
completely context-free. The history of  interaction between student
and teacher informs feedback for both parties: the teacher in
presenting the feedback, and the student in accepting the feedback.
Furthermore, each feedback event becomes another moment in
student-teacher interaction history. By looking at the entire history of
the interaction rather than each individual session of  feedback,
instructors can see greater evidence of  growth in writing through
certain feedback mechanisms.  

Since both student and teacher bring so much to the table during
feedback, it is important that teacher feedback and student response
have multiple avenues of  expression. Often, the most effective manner

A Wide-Angle View of Feedback on Writing
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of  communication is through one-on-one conferences, which has
been shown to result in the most positive outcomes in improved
writing (Hillocks). Conferencing moves feedback to the level of
conversation and dialogue, significantly reducing the likelihood of
miscommunication between teachers and students. Further, studies
done by researchers like Sperling have pointed out that conferencing
encourages more collaboration, representing “a context for a dialogic
learning to blossom” (p. 318).

Conferencing outside of  class may be unfeasible given students’
(and teachers’) already over-burdened schedules. However,
incorporating more opportunities to conduct conferences within the
class, as in a workshop environment, allows more time for such
dialogue to flourish. In this mode, fellow students can be encouraged
to engage in the writing conversation, offering comments aimed at
helping their peers to clarify meaning or elaborate more effectively.
Feedback and assessment need not be lumped into one category only;
when feedback is used throughout the writing process, writing
becomes a means to empower students to communicate through
language. When we used feedback to guide students’ processes rather
than criticize their products, we create a more democratic environment
for them grow and participate more fully in their own learning.

Considering the larger histories behind every moment of  feedback
complicates the issue of  feedback a great deal. However, one-on-one
conferencing offers at least one method of  taking this complicatedness
into account when considering feedback. Yet conferencing, as
mentioned above, may not be possible or even beneficial to all teachers
under all circumstances.  The aims of  conferencing, however—
empowering young writers, guiding student processes, and drawing
students into full classroom participation—can be striven for in
a variety of  formats.  Teachers exploring these options can
consider:

1. What are you looking to get out of  the feedback that
you give?

2. What types of  feedback seem to be most effective?
3. How do you see the benefits or lack thereof  of

feedback?
Understanding the kinds of  feedback that we give, along

with the expected outcomes of  our feedback efforts, can help us
examine why we do what we do when providing feedback, and
indicate to us ways in which we can go about structuring our
feedback methods in order to better accomplish our goals.  

Feedback as Growth Enabling Discussion
Teachers don’t give feedback just because they have nothing

better to do on a school night.  Feedback, in the eyes of
teachers, allows students to grow as writers.  As Bazerman says,
“Every bio-psycho-sociological limitation and mechanism I note
in my students and help them make best use of  is a limitation or
mechanism I recognize and attempt to cope with myself ” (p.
157). Teachers have strong ideas about what is and is not

acceptable in their fields (Thaiss and Zawacki) and work to share that
knowledge with their students.  

Furthermore, students and teachers do not interact with one
another through a single writing assignment, and sometimes not even
only in one class.  Student-teacher interactions are situated in a
continually unfolding relationship, and past experiences within that
relationship greatly determine future interactions. Ryan’s research
analyzed his own experiences with one student over the course of  two
years. In that time, his student (Marie) wrote eighteen essays for him—
many of  them in several drafts. Ryan did not approach each of  these
drafts anew, but drew off  of  Marie’s previous writing experiences with
him to create more effective comments.

However, Ryan’s recall of  Marie’s writing experiences was hardly
grounded in scientific formalism. There was no database of  Marie’s
writing that he could reference easily, nor was there an organized
catalog of  prior mistakes, advances, and uncertainties that Marie was
showing. He had earlier drafts saved on his computer that he could
draw off  of, but often the economy of  his day prevented the regular
use of  that corpus. However, his prior experiences did influence his
future work with Marie on new drafts: he remembered common
structural problems, along with strengths in organization, and his
expectations for these issues shaped his responses to Marie’s texts.  

Felicia’s methods of  providing feedback to students were more
structured than Ryan’s experience with Marie, and on a class-wide
scale. In order to avoid the misunderstandings that frequently occurred
with written feedback in her AP Literature and Composition course,
Felicia pushed the bulk of  her feedback to the earlier stages of
composing through one-on-one conferencing with her students during

Shown here: From the Fire
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a writing workshop. These conferences were mixed in with student
peer review sessions.  Both components gave students opportunities to
assert autonomy over their own writing, which led to growth-enabling
dialogue both between student and teacher and among students.  

The one-on-one conferences allowed students to direct Felicia’s
participation in their writing. At least twice during the workshop,
students had to meet with Felicia for a one-on-one conversation to
receive formal feedback and a tentative grade based on an AP rubric.
The feedback and preliminary score was then used to form a plan of
revision. Felicia used these meetings to provoke students to find more
evidence and consider new angles on their arguments.  She also
directed students who were working along similar lines of  thought
toward one another so that they could share ideas.  Most importantly,
however, students decided when to meet with the teacher, not the
other way around. Instead of  stepping in at the close of  the writing
process or at a specified time, Felicia’s stepped in to offer guidance
only at the behest of  students. This gave students an increased
confidence in their writing, which gave them motivation to find more
and better arguments to refine what they were trying to say.  

The peer revision sessions allowed Felicia’s students to engage with
others about their writing without the power of  a grade hanging in the
balance. Although some students were a little defensive at the start of
the workshop, having students convince each other that their ideas had
merit became good rhetorical exercise, and further sharpened their
arguments. Also, since the students were not under the impression that
their fellow students knew the “right way” to do something with an
argument, discussion did not fall into how to “fix” a text but rather
how to elaborate or clarify argument. Just as the control of  conference
times allowed students to direct the role and energies of  Felicia, the
peer review sessions allowed students to control how the comments of
their peers influenced the final text.

The experiences of  both Ryan and Felicia raise important
questions about how providing feedback works across the span of
both individual writing assignments and entire student-teacher
relationships:

1. How do you carry knowledge of  individual student writing
across drafts and assignments?

2. What opportunities do students have to build on their
feedback throughout a writing assignment or an entire course?

These questions encourage us to think outward from an individual
student-teacher interaction about text to the larger framework of
student-teacher relationships throughout the school year and the
multiple assignments that those relationships are built on. They help us
move outward to the larger social situations within which student and
teachers are inextricably bound.

Conclusion: Dialogue Can Save Us
Throughout this article, we’ve described feedback to student

writing as socially situated, context dependent, and responsive to the
needs of  both student and teacher. This view places the decision-

making that shapes feedback in the hands of  the classroom teacher.
Only the teacher, with that rich history of  interaction with the student,
knowledge of  classroom activity, and understanding of  the connection
between the current writing and the larger goals of  the course, can
select the best way to respond to student writing.  Furthermore, the
classroom teacher knows what methods do and do not fit his or her
own life and teaching styles. But with all measures of  responding so
individualized, so local, how can we possibly create a set of  knowledge
to help teachers respond to student writing?

If  we may answer our rhetorical question in only one word (and,
yes, we may), we would say “dialogue.” We embrace an ongoing
discussion of  feedback practices that have and have not worked in
specific situations. These discussions, situated as they are, lead back to
the multiple, interacting activities that shape those practices. That
discussion gives teachers the power to view feedback through a wide
lens; it allows them to see how feedback shapes and is in turn shaped
by many other teaching and learning practices.  

One of  Ryan’s favorite quotes from Tim O’Brien is his claim that
“this too is true: stories can save us” (O’Brien 213). As teachers, we
think it is not stories but dialogue that can save us: talking about what
we do and how we do it to inform ourselves and one another about
many successful teaching practices. Investigating, celebrating, and
building on our immediate, in-the-classroom decisions gives the field
of  teaching the power to challenge the love of  regimentation that
seems bent on sweeping the educational landscape, and feedback is
one of  many thoughtful conversations about excellent teacher practice
worth having.  
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The “stretch” courses at California State University, Stanislaus
contain students who typically would have been placed into a
remedial writing course, if  our university were still in the habit

of  scheduling remedial writing courses. Responding to the writing of
students who struggle in English (whether those students are labeled
remedial or “stretch”) tends to require a substantial commitment in
terms of  time and effort. Recently I have begun identifying common
trends—not for sentence-level problems, but for substantive and
global issues that spring up in any given round of  essay drafts—and
addressing those issues in the classroom. By maintaining a flexible
course schedule and by modifying upcoming lesson plans only a
little, I have been able (i) to reduce the amount I must write on a
student’s paper to explain an issue and (ii) to increase exponentially
the student’s understanding of  how to address the problem.

Earlier this semester I collected the students’ first drafts for the
class’s first assigned essay. My pacing for the course required that I
read, respond to, and return all of  the drafts in forty-eight hours, so I
quickly got to work. Almost immediately I noticed a common trend.
Many of  the students put forth three or four points in support of
the paper’s argument, and most of  those papers contained three or
four body paragraphs accordingly, but more than half  of  the
students had clumped all or most of  their supporting points into
each paragraph. (For example, paragraph one began by lamenting the
increase in student parking fees, then discussed the danger of
walking three blocks to your car after a night class, and finally moved
into the lack of  parking spaces available near campus. The next
paragraph covered the same three points in a different order.)

Frustration over this apparent disorganization was exacerbated
by my having spent the previous two weeks discussing prewriting
techniques with the class: outlines, concept maps, and the like that
would guide us along like a road map so that our arguments could
move from one idea to another as our essays progressed from one
paragraph to the next. I looked at our course schedule. The next
day’s lesson plan called for discussion on audience; paragraphs sat
further down the calendar, scheduled for discussion three weeks
later. But, in our profession, flexibility is a virtue. I cancelled the next
day’s free write, shortened my time allotment for discussion on
audience by ten minutes, and made plans to address well-rounded
paragraphs.

I began the next class with a quick review of  prewriting. We
outlined a theoretical essay as a class while I transcribed our ideas to
the whiteboard. Through questions from me and responses from the
students, we emphasized the concept that each of  our entries
(whether on an outline, an idea cluster, or a brainstorm list)
constituted one idea, and so should probably be shared with the
reader in a single paragraph.

Immediately following the discussion, I asked for four volunteers.
Four students approached the front of  the class and I handed each
of  them a box that contained individually packaged snack favorites:
one student held Oreos, another Animal Cookies, the third Triscuit
Crackers, and the final student held a box of  Cheez-Its. I had first
experienced this activity from an instructor at our university, Gary
Buckingham, who in turn had borrowed it from one of  his own
professors. I needed only a slight adaptation to fit my purposes for
this group of  students.

Andrew held the box of  Oreos. I asked him to open it. He
popped the box’s lid, reached inside, and withdrew three bags of
Cheez-It Crackers. “Okay,” I asked the class. “What happened?” One
of  my students pointed out that Andrew had pulled Cheez-It
Crackers from the Oreo box. “That’s right,” I pointed out. “We went
for some Oreos, thought we we’re getting Oreos, but when we
opened the box: disappointment. Cheez-Its are still food, but they’re
not what we thought we’d be getting when we first looked at that
paragraph.”

I asked Bianca to open her box of  Animal Cookies. Inside, she
found Oreos. “Okay,” I addressed the students. “That’s okay…. At
least we figured out where the Oreos went. We need those. Ideally,
though, they would be in the Oreo paragraph.” Some discussion with
the class helped us notice that, with Oreos in the second paragraph,
we had run out of  room in the box and so were now missing our
Animal Cookie content.

Before Carlos opened the box of  Triscuit Crackers, I asked the
students for predictions about what might await us inside. They put
forth some well-reasoned speculation, but ultimately I just wanted to
see how engaged the students were in the activity. After I had
satisfied my curiosity, Carlos opened the lid and withdrew a handful
of  the box’s contents. “It’s Micro Machines,” he said with a confused
look. Indeed they were. Carlos had pulled from the Triscuit box
several tiny toy cars. Through class discussion, we came to an
agreement that toy cars had no place in our essay about tasty snack
foods, and that we should make certain each sentence we include in
our papers has a specific reason for its inclusion.

By now, the students were done trying to guess at any box’s
contents. Danielle opened her box of  Cheez-its to finish the
sequence and to illustrate the point of  the entire ordeal. Inside:
Cheez-Its. We wanted Cheez-Its, thought we were getting Cheez-Its,
and ended up with Cheez-its. It was an ideal paragraph.

To help the students connect this activity with the organizational
pattern found in many of  their essays, I took hold of  one bag of
snack food from each group. I stood in front of  the Oreos box with
all of  the bags in my hand, then moved to the next box. “Each
paragraph should focus on just one point. Bringing up all three
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points in the first paragraph leaves us with no choice
but to repeat ourselves in the next two paragraphs.
Ideally, if  we say something once, and we say it well,
then we shouldn’t have to repeat ourselves. Box your
snacks accordingly.”

This in-class activity explained the issue more
completely and much more vividly than I could have
done through comments on a student’s paper. And I
shudder to think of  how much space I would have
needed to explain the problem properly. On each essay.
Already this version has run over a thousand words and
I’ve scarcely done the idea justice. What’s more, by
addressing the issue in class, those students whose
papers had not demonstrated any problems with
paragraph unity (who would not be receiving any
marginal comments on the subject) pull in some
spillover benefit in the form of  better clarity. Further
understanding never hurt anyone (at least I don’t think
it has). I have since lowered my threshold to forty
percent. If  four-tenths of  my students show signs of
the same substantive or global issue, I make time for
addressing the concept briefly in class.

I have encountered one problem with addressing
issues like these in class. As I made marginal comments
on student papers, I was already aware I would be
covering the issue as a class. But two of  the students,
whose paragraphs suffered from an overambitious
desire to cover all points, were not in class that day.
Treating the subject in class allowed me to comment
more succinctly on the papers, but a full understanding
of  the comment then depends upon the student being
present for that class session. Edward approached me
after class during the week following this activity. He
asked me to clarify my comment: “Most of  your
supportive points appear in each of  these three
paragraphs. Box your snacks more carefully.”

Now-shorter comments only make sense if
students attend the corresponding class period. Some
snack packages found their way onto the classroom
floor. At one point students became severely distracted
with where I could have purchased a box of  Oreos that
contained Cheez-It Crackers. Clearly, this method is not
perfect. It is, however, a time saver, and it can help an
instructor increase the level of  understanding students
gain from feedback attempts.
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Prologue
“All was well….”  I whispered aloud as my voice slowly dripped off of each syllable like a molasses

waterfall.  No, this can’ t be!  It isn’ t, it won’ t be, I won’ t allow it, this is not happening!  There must
be more on the next page.  “ Thwip” .  I heard the sound vaguely as my fingers glided up to the top
right corner of the page.  I heard the ruffle of pages as I scrambled to turn it and find more writing, not
being able to do so fast enough.  “ It really was happening, wasn’ t it?”  I thought to myself.  

But wait!  I could, I should, no, I shouldn’ t, it wouldn’ t be right!  But, if I don’ t what will
happen?  I can!  I will!  Dedicated to H.K. Rowling, the most amazing, stupendous, super-duper,
awesome, cool, best author in the history of best authors EVER!  I, Audrey Gillcrist, will write the next
scene to the best series ever, “Harry Potter” :  The Potter Legacy.

Part I
It was a bitter cold winter evening and it was getting dark fast.  Wind howling, almost a physical

force, ominous looking dark clouds looming overhead, casting a constant, never-moving shadow, when
that kind old soul who had been working at the orphanage as long as anyone could remember, let a
ragged looking, very pregnant teenager in, to stay the night. She was looking for refuge from the
fierce storm that was brewing. The next morning, there were two gurgling baby boys who were
identical twins, in the nursery.  They had been born in the night and had no parents.  Sadly, the
mother had died shortly after having them and only got to name them. The father was unknown. Their
names were Tom Marvolo Riddle and Henry John Riddle.  

Six months later, a rich, young couple from West Yorkshire came and adopted Henry. They signed
all of the documents, paid all of the required fees and were up and out of there in two weeks. They
gladly returned to their lavish mansion to lead long, happy lives. They changed only his last name to
Raggriff, leaving his first and middle names the same. He had absolutely no idea he was adopted.  His
parents didn’ t feel the need to tell him. So he lived without knowing for almost all of his life, but more
significantly, he did not know that he had a brother and who that brother ended up being.  

Part II
“ Tut, tut, hurry along, hurry along” , Ginny Potter said to her eldest son, James, in a quick

fashion. He had his face squished against the cold glass of the display case which held a Nimbus 3007,
his hot breath making little puffs of steam into the frosty morning air.  “But, Mom, wait...”  he trailed
off in a trance-like state. “ James, this is the last time, we are leaving right now! Lily and your father
are waiting” , she said in a frustrated voice. They finally got James to tear his eyes away from what
beheld his absolute attention, and they started walking down Diagon Alley at a brisk pace, only
stopping to take a peek in the Cyclops Owl Emporium for Lily’ s first pet, but they didn’ t spot anything
that caught their eye. They saw speckled owls, brown owls, quiet owls, old owls, grumpy owls, peppy
owls and all the owls in between.  

Then they heard a very high pitched sound that was more of a tweet than a hoot.  They asked the
owner where it was coming from, and he replied,”Oh, it’ s just a little runt with a broken wing, got to
get rid ‘ im somehow.”  “Do you mind if we take a look at him?”  Ginny inquired. “Oh you don’ t
want ‘ im, here, come look at this owl, he’ s a nice one”  the shopkeeper said. “No, thank you, he is a
very pretty owl, but would still like to take a look at the small one, please”  replied Ginny.   

The shopkeeper finally gave in and mumbled, “Okay, mum, if you really want to.”  He walked
into a curtained off back room.  They heard some loud “  Whoooos”  and the occasional “Bang!!!”  as
two cages hit each other.  Eventually, the shopkeeper came back out with a small bent and rusted cage.
It contained a snowy owl that was almost an exact replica of Hegwig except for the eyes. One was
amber, like toffee, and the other was blue with specks of black. He was perfect!  “How much do you
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want for him?”  asked Ginny.
Was it fate? Or, perhaps, pure chance that Lily Potter (Harry’ s daughter) and

Jonathan Raggriff (Henry Raggriff’ s grandson) happened to both be “ first years” ,
going up to Hogwarts, AND on the same boat with Hagrid??  Hagrid felt a faint
stirring of memories; he knew these faces, but where from?

Lily and John made quite the pair of friends and she asked him to sit with her
and her older siblings during the feast.  Then the sorting began. “Robin Senell, Hiffle
Puff”  was called out.  A cheer went up from their side of the room. “ Jonathan
Raggriff”  called out Professor McGonagall in a loud voice.  As he walked up to the
imposing stool, a collective gasp went up from those of them who knew Tom Riddle,
startled at the resemblance between Jonathan and him. After the initial shock came
whispers that sounded like the wind outside.

After what seemed like an eternity, the sorting hat cried out “Gryffindor” .  A
loud stamping of feet and cheers arouse from Lily’ s table.  After a dozen more
people, they called out “ Lily Potter” . Hundreds of pairs of eyes were upon her. As
soon as the sorting hat touched her head it yelled out “Gryffindor!”   The crowd went
wild.

After the feast, the houses went their own ways, to the separate dormitories and
all the professors had a very important meeting to attend. “We have to discuss this
first year, Jonathan Raggriff.  For those of you who taught when Tom Riddle was
around, you may see the striking resemblance between the two, “ Professor
McGonagall said.  “Watch him very closely.”

The next day, Albus, Lily, Rose, Hugo, and John were headed for Professor
Longbottom’ s greenhouse to say hello when they were cut off by one of Raven
Clan’ s prefects, Natalia Stonesbridge. She stepped in front of them and said with an
air of superiority, “Where do you think you are going?  No one gave you permission
to leave the boundaries.”   “What boundaries?”  Albus asked. “ There weren’ t any
boundaries last year“ , chimed in James.  

The prefect, now flustered, went on with a red face and finished lamely,
“Well…now there are.  Get back to class.”   “We don’ t have class right now” ,
replied Lily. Obviously this was getting nowhere. Finally, the prefect gave in
and headed back towards the castle.  

After they visited Professor Longbottom, they were headed for Hagrid’ s
Hut.  When they heard his gruff voice behind them “ Are you looking for
someone?”  James was the first to react. He spun around and gave Hagrid a
big hug.  That was a bad idea, because Hagrid hugged him back and nearly
killed him. “Hagrid, you’ ve met John, haven’ t you?”  asked Hugo.  “Yes, I
reckon I did, pretty sure he was on me boat when were headed to the castle
for the feast.  Well, all of you guys are already down here, come in and
we’ ll have some tea in my house.”  None of them had any objections, so
they jogged the rest of the way down the winding path, running at times, just
to keep up with Hagrid’ s gigantic strides.

When they arrived at his hut, they sat down around his big table, and he
put some water on the stove to boil for their tea. Hugo noticed an old
yearbook lying open on the table and started to look through it.  That is
when they found Tom Riddle’ s old photo. Tom and John could be exact
copies of each other except that Tom was slightly older.  Hagrid, who had
been busy at the stove, turned and saw the yearbook and shut it.  He
grabbed it and stuck it in his enormous jacket pocket. “ So, how are your
studies coming?  How’ s life at the castle?  Do you like your teachers?”   He

rattled off, practically begging them not to talk about the likeness of the two boys.
“Hagrid, who was that, in the year book?”  asked Albus.  “No one in particular,

just was lookin’  at old students.”  Obviously, he didn’ t want to pursue the discussion
any further, so they drank their tea in silence.

The next day, James and John decided to try to find out more about this
mysterious Tom Riddle.  They didn’ t find anything under that name, so they asked
the librarian and she told them to look under Marvolo, which led them oddly enough
to Dark Arts and the most feared wizard of all time, Voldemort. By that time, both of
them were just as much intrigued as they were scared.  Then it was time for their next
class.

In their free time, they would do more research. It was actually Rose and Lily in
the end that helped to solve the mystery.  They traced his family tree back and found
out that his grandpa had a twin and they had been orphaned as infants.

Over the course of Christmas break, the families of John, Harry and Ron went to
the orphanage and found out that John’ s grandpa (Henry Riddle) was separated
from Tom Riddle, his identical twin, when they were infants. Tom went to Hogwarts
and sadly, became the evil Voldemort, whereas Henry lived a mostly normal life in
West Yorkshire.  The magic genes had jumped a couple of generations to John. It was
evident to everyone at Hogwarts that John did not have a trace of evil blood running
through his veins.

John and the others had many more adventures at Hogwarts, but that is another
story for another time.  So do not fear, this is not the end, but just the mere
beginning.  We still have many more magical tales to tell.

About the Author:
Audrey Gillcrist is in the fifth grade at Live Oak Elementary School in Fallbrook. Her

teacher is Mrs. Avila.

– California English •Vol. 18.4 •May 2013 •page 25 –
Shown here: To See Takes Time



The fair haired boy walked cautiously into the bedroom, heart heavy
with the usual trepidation and eagerness. His fists were clenched,
furling and unfurling. Sweat made them so soft and wet that he

decided to simply leave them dangling at his sides. Eyes swept over the
room, peering with quick intensity into each of  the dark corners. He
worried that the longer he stared the more overwhelming the blackness
of  it all would be for him; that he would find the Beast slouched and
staring at him with empty eyes as it had done before. No. He had
lingered too long. A piercing sound echoed about the walls, a fearful cry
that was filled with great suffering and trauma. It made the boy want to
cover his own ears before he could let out a similar sound; it was when
he moved to open his mouth that he realized that he was the one
making it.

“Ralph, darling, please settle down.” There was silence.
“I’m sorry, Mum.”
“Yes, yes.”

“I love you, Mum.” Such a statement would usually have been met
with a strong embrace from the voluptuous woman, a mother who was
usually so easily pleased by her child; a confession such as that would
have had her beaming with happiness. Yet there were no returns of
affections, confirmations, or a single sign of  pride. Just an obligation to
act as a mother. Disappointed, but not at all hurt, Ralph climbed into
the bed with the same amount of  anxiety that he had when entering his
room. He lifted the covers first and sharply yanked them away from the
mattress entirely. Patting the sheets and deeming it safe, he and his
mother neatly placed the blanket back onto the bed. Next, he looked
underneath his pillow, had his mother look into the wardrobe, and,
lastly, he and his mother removed any items from under the bed. Ralph
finally lied down, slightly twitching at the feel of  cold linen on his skin.
His mother stood patiently by the bed, waiting as the young boy
adjusted to the still unfamiliar textures of  the bed. Arms folded behind
her back, red lips pursed, and a forehead framed by gold locks wrinkled,
she asked the question: “Would you like me to leave the lamp on?”

To which Ralph always responded,
“No thank you.”

“Right then. Good night, Ralph.”
“Night, Mum.” Ralph was left in

the darkness, with nothing but the
silver rays of  the moon granting him
his sight. He lay in the grey darkness,
shifting on the mattress as he listened
for the sound of  footsteps retreating
into the bedroom down the hall. He
heard a door quietly shut, and muffled
voices leaked into his cracked doorway.
Sitting upright and half-awake, Ralph
threw the blanket off  of  him and onto
the wooden floor. Ralph also removed
his pajamas, laying in nothing but his
skin on the hard surface that was
mollified by the blanket. The fair
haired boy sighed and gazed up at the
ceiling, seeing but not seeing, mind
wandering yet in place, in the past
while he was in the present. What he
saw was a sighing, dark blue sea,
breath visible and white with each
exhale. His mind tried to capture each
and every one of  the familiar features
associated with the senses. He felt the
gritty and moist sand on his back and
he saw the wispy clouds in the sky.
The salt in the air was so thick that he
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could not only smell but taste it. He was on an island.  Ralph heard soft
breathing beside him. He rolled his head to the side and looked into the
endless black eyes of  one of  his long-time companions.

“Aye, Piggy.”
“’ello, Ralph,” Was the mumbled response, hallowed eyes

unblinking behind shattered glasses, “Been awhile.”
“Hm.”
“You ought to be asleep now.”
“Nah, I don’t need sleep.”
“I remember. I remember my auntie said that you need to always

rest at night to get yer energy for the mornin’. Said you can get a lot
done that way and that—”

“Sucks to your auntie,” Ralph cut.
The two boys began to laugh at the nostalgic insult, Ralph’s laugh

dry and quiet, while Piggy’s resembled little more than a thick and
repulsive gurgling, as though he was laughing under water. This was a
possibility as he might have very well been speaking from his own
grave.

“I don’t know how you can remember nothin’,” Ralph grinned,
white teeth glinting in the sunlight.

“I know. What with my head an’ all,” Piggy responded, tapping at
the top of  his head, thus
eliciting a quiet squishing sound
as pudgy fingers met the
insides of  a cracked skull. The
action only made Ralph smile
wider and he laughed some
more as Piggy scrunched his
face to imitate a pained
expression.

“Jack still screams, ya
know.”

“Like a squealing pig, I bet.
Like the ones he hunted. Or
Simon.”

“Roger is worse. He
punched his sister the other
night. Handed to the loonies,
for sure.”

“Serves ‘im right.”
“…Simon don’t like the

island no more. He wants
grownups.”

Ralph was quiet for a
moment, “That’s too bad.”

“I ought to go home too,
Ralph. To my auntie. I wanna
get off  this island.”

“Ought to.”
“But at least I have you,

Ralph. You always listen to me, even when you don’t want to.”
“Yeah.”
He could no longer see Piggy, the island had faded, leaving a black

abyss. Ralph simply laid there, his body numb and unmoving, his wide
eyes useless in the darkness. He made no move to panic, and he was in
no way in despair at the complete isolation in which he had just been
placed. It didn’t matter where Ralph was right then, nothing mattered
but the sound of  his friend’s voice. Whether he was in his room, the
island; in reality or hell, he would always hear Piggy’s voice. And he
would always respond.

“Simon saw the Beast… Said it was black and mean and pure
evil… Said it tricked him once, and it killed him. Have you seen the
Beast, Ralph?”

“…Maybe.”
“Ugly thing, ain’t it?”
“The ugliest.”
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