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Opssrvincg writers in Iseex ion, pulling th=m iztec
reFearit ==ttiroe = neat®ir-designed x:mc:as will reveal nothirszs
abvnt *-2 Zircmmstsmces t==t enzhle people to write. Contex<w, o ths
sebttiny 4y vhizh ezf*inc ==tuall ~ takex p'zce, may be the most
emabli: .7 Circomstznce., Te=gv fire- grade “=achers believe their
stafe@i%tr camnot wr—te or =Fen spell. Rowewsr, observations of first :
grade flassroams, == well=s these of o*iwer grades where sta.dents —
“hav~ editten consifierabl v, -have shown +that teachers-nby exa#ing wheir 3
" owr .a¥¥ting processes, bysmriting and sh=r3ng their vwriting =itk
- tieyor sStuients, by alloui&g;Students +0 generate their own —opics
bas&g ¢on =xperience, and ¥ realizing thz* there is never imwst ome
| tiF—— @t changes or _impmwes a student's writing--can cre=te -
~enw’ 1ﬁngcﬁ;cumstances‘ﬁr:'young writers. Teachers can begi= to o ,
understa=anid how tlieir own composing procem= works and become sensitive I
L t0 wjjee. Ztosters composimg and what inhib¥ts it. They can beccme , R
' models=w#0O engage in all eof +he activities in which the class .
“engages, Studying what these teachers do and how they do it poses =z
“challmme= %o traditional writing research. Collected vriting samples S
~and pebests and posttests are mo sufficient to. understand how . e
write*scﬁ!velop.;Resemnc&z:s need to be more sensitlve to learning BRI
and umitﬁmg contexts- {HED e
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&:- In a Baok entitles: Silences. Tillie.Olsen speaks of "enabling
s circimstances” and ask= "What ar= the circumstances that enable people N
o ‘v wcfite??  Impldcit in Ber question is the notion that under the l‘i\‘

mfistndying tire writing process, I hEmve reached a similar conclusion.

T Bdifeve thet the dexir=' to make me=ing is a universai one and that -

e giet of "w.li»:ing e s us to . =m. And similarly - now ask, under

szt ciromstances are ves- enabled -mo write?
For me, this .s mot .a speculz—=e -question--but onz =hat guides
v resesrch. For the Yast several years. my research har focused on

frfividuels, I've asker, how do writers write? How do xhey move from-

tionght to {uxt? ‘And I've attémpted to —=scrihe this prceess as I've seen

i develap 1;1 differemt writefs Biféf'difisrent perioas of time. But

rucent”"v, I've begum = sce = shortcominz in this _kind of approach.

Focesiing om writers in isolation will not tell ud anything about enabling

, circusstances. As a resSult, my interests have begun to shift and I've

«:

the=fr thought- und—make it visible, but also on the ways in which the

envirommert fzcluding teachers, parents, and-peeré is an enabling or an

. .in isolatiem, pulling

i &

inhibitiug mhicle.in this,.pmcess.'_'IYw‘ze come to think.that observirig writers . -

then _into research settings: in _:néaéiy : 'de‘s:'ig‘tr"ec.'l stu?lies

begun to pay .=ttention no_t" only to how writers write, how they externalize
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was an important first step for research on the’ writing process but that

K
St

now we need to examine what writers do in context_~- in the settings

. in which their writing actually takes place. And I‘m beginning to
_think that it is the context it%elf which maydbe the mest’ important
enabling circumstance.

-‘V; Thus in this talk on‘creativity and the'composing process, vaant

to raise some questions about creativity and the composing classroom; .

In particular, I want to ask, what would teachers need to know in order

to create enabling circumstances in their classrooms9-and what would
'fresearchers need to know'iflthey wanted to observe this process?

Thls topic is particularly compelling to me because I've been spending

a lo* ‘of time in the past, two years in public school classrooms, learning
how to observe teachers at work The teachers are people-with whom
AIlve’ worked for two summers, w%o have invited me into their. classrooms"':
so _that. I might discover how they are translating the findings from

'research on the writing process into circumstances that enable-students g

v

to write. The particular teachers I will be referring to today all

boutiteachers andatheirfwork7leads'meﬁto;comment" on what

n ‘obse er;in another teacher s clasSroom..JWhen'Iffirstf

o




playing the role of the unobstrusive observer. Secondiy, felt:

T
awkward.' I m usez. to teaching adults on the collemv iUeved and aow was

‘being asked to vﬁa:!." not: on1y hi,h 8chools :znd midile: gcheelz. but .

elemenrary schoola as well. ™ I was not at :2ll sure an: . tne.===id to first

graders about then:r writing. . On: my fir\st v—s3it To "< st grame:, I remember
walking in and wandering where I should sit—thinki:  how ne—ral I should l

-act and feeling .as,.if’;'e.f-I _didn'_t-'really'bélong there.

@’

Well, first graders made me feel quite at ease:. L[ wasp't in the

classroom for xore than a few minutes before ct:ildr-- wer® caming over

__.anu asking, "Mav I read *you my first published book?™ X » eal.ized that

(

\the’ir teacher Reba, as I know her - knew someth: iag dboat enabling \

circumstances. : Later on inf‘ he year, a woman I had! : worked with, :
a first grade teacher next dOor to- Reba’ inv:.',i:'ed m -  er room to see - - | i
what she was doinp and then told me that the chilc eve waiting for = -

me to talk to. them about Vriting. I experienced tie . wd:Har-pang of

. "Whac do- 1 s«y to f1rst graﬁers?" .and went in-. ‘The rewche asked me to sit’

in the back/on a small chair and had the children T : circle on the floor .

around me. Each child wags holding a book he or s= = written and was

waiting for me to say s,omething.‘ I told them thz. 1isit a 1ot of first
grades", and most of . the teachers there tell ‘me thersfz.rst graders cannot

write, that these teachers were just convinced the=—Etst graders do not

: B

i

know_how to'wri:_te_. At first, the<:‘.hil | dren looked su:rr'-lsed and then smiles .

.oke out on their faces and they began waving hands_ca.ad saying, "We can

;them said "But »tiaey say that first

i
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mpelling,”
By now the teacher in me wanz=g to staw in first grade and ‘the

researcher in me. wished that I h=xd 2 video-cape to record the children s

g

ezcitement; But tie more sericms part ©f we realized that Reba had -

cnmmunicated'Something to her co-worker : bozt enabling clrcumstances that

v

ena@yed this teacher who had not-be=m p-..t af our work in ‘the summer to

¢

create a.classroom"full of writersg ang wr—ers in first grade, who seemed

to know- 'something about’ their own w*zt:ng process. The point, though, is

P

not that Reba and her co-worker are exceptional., Competent and dedicated

yes -~ but the experience I am descn thing was not- limited to their classrooms.

J

Wherever I go now in this district. I see studencs engaged in writing and

taking their work seriously whether they are in first grade, 4th 8th, - or

loth. And-everyone of the teachers I visit knoWs something about enabling

i : ' !
circumstances. )

It s going to take a long tzme for me to discover precisely what

these teachers know and how they :ranslate their knowledge into. classroom

practice, but some of their thinkxng is given voice in a paper written by

Ross Burkhardt, an 8th grade teanner, who describes tne way he teaches

istantidays: when I'oeltewed that collaboration on a writing
siaking:to cheattgg- '

¢
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Mamwy kids were dazng the "I don t know wise= to write" romzine earlier

m-the year: I find legy of that now. S=mmehow they do =enerate their - °

v o topics. J 83s0 see an improvément in-writing since rhe fall. The
zieces appear to be. deeper, mc<e complex hetter detailer, more ‘
mnﬁaresting.z”Sharzng writing ‘with peers==ss helped fosr=> this gruwrh
Bur-that is not the only reason for it. .

S : i o :
Fhaz—re the reasons for the growth Ross sees? What.kini of knowladge

enables Res and the others to do vhat they do? Now I become =n

.observe: , -a researchef;”attEmpting to*make semse out of what.I seée. Bdsed

e

on my classroom obseivatlon—and Ross statémenvs,"I'have come to some

. conclusisns about fosrering creativity in the composing class which probably

apply t

'j’to Rosr A

1. Rms knowledge is experiential. He had to examine his. own writing

. : o , i R
prig=ss and-understand\its'intricacies, its peculiarities and what he

‘needed to nurturedit, before ne would know anything about helping his

students, work through and‘develop their composing processes.

v

*Wketherlhe.says it or net, ‘Ross know that what he does communicates " - -.

hore strongly than anything he says. He may talk.about writing~but

in addition“ne writes--and he shares his writing with his students.

- This, I imaéine,'as much. as anything else exanplifies the kind of

. celassroom in whichfthevcircumstancesyare-enablingﬂ . x :

So did I I remember as a student when I used to write in class and

I would cover up my page so tﬁat no one else could see it. -Now Ross

$'~}knows (as do g—-and the constant letters and phome- conversations among

'Nancy, Don,'and me about our papers for today serve as proof of this)

s

all of the teachers, but which for now I- wlll state only in reference

-1_Ros§vtemarks that he used‘to think that Collaboration was akin to cheating.

w?ﬁlvesa listenera who are trained to respond

‘sensitively“to thei _dev(loping thoughts.; In fact, I would argue that~' :
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the meanings we cOnstruct—aiiays>emerge from .and form part of a
et o \

gsocial fabric. The more dir=rtiy we rely and build on the social

P

fabric of the classroom, the more able we will ire both to distinguish

- . i

ourselves from it and to see our connections to it. .

4, Ross.knows that writers need  =mn develop a sense of responsibility for

their own voices. .He knows *bat the experience of authoring is one that{

begins with authority, that writers must start with what they know. Thus .
in his class, students genmma:a and therefore "own" their own topics.

5. When Ross iudicates that h=s students papers are better, deeper, more

\

complex and that sharing with peers has helped, he also- says that that is

not the only reason. I would say he recognizes that there is never just one

’

reason why something changes or improves in one's writing, that "in writing

classes ] _ , e cause apd eff rela nship to explain

Sy

f‘;, fgrowth In fact I think he: recognizes the importance of everything

that occurs in the classroom nr the imporxtance of context.

.

2a - . . . - . L P B . . .

One might ask what enabled Ross and Reba and the other teachers in .thi s.

:;ijdistrict to teach the way they do? What allowed them to create ," such enabling

%

'-circumstances in the classroom? I can tell you they didn'“ find this knowledge

textbook—-not evenvavtextbook on the writing process._ In: fact, to be‘
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SR Based -on their Willingness, these teachers began to see something--

‘ “.see how important their peers were in establlshing a community of writers

.

First, the teachers had to be willing to see that perhaps they didn\

knaw a11 there was to know about the writing process. They: had to be

Lo
.

willing to ask questions. They had to suspend judgment about the answvers.
o

Second they had to be willing to write and to write seriously for 1 and.

*;;a half to 2 hours a day for four weeks They had to be willing to read this

'writing to their peers and to listen to what their peers said in response. &‘

Third they had to observe.thedgelves closely. They had to keep notes.

i
about their writing process in a process journal. \ They had to be w111ing

':to keep observing, watching for moments of insight, awareness-and change

ISR

that occurred as they warked on their writing and tL record .these observations _

in the journal.',,f “:.[i DR N . \ . N .

"Fourth, they‘had to learnﬁhow-to listen sensitively to the'writing of

the'peers. They had to learn ways of attending to another writer,

\

\

-
,‘They began to understand how their own‘composing process worked and

- i
' v

they began to be sensitive to what fostered composing and what inhibited

\

it. By watching themselves as writers, they began to make some of the

v make
same obserVations researchers amek about the. process--they began to under-

i

gstand how recursiveness works and’ when discovery occurs._ They began to

.w1th common goals. And they began to see a new role for thamselves as"

_teachers-~as models who' engage in; all of the activities that the class :

-.M,engages;in.»'
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The teachers who were willing to do this returned to their class-

c

rooms with the intention to have their students experience some. of what

they experienced and the convictfon that it was possible. Through writing,

they had contacted a desire in themselves, buried for many years, that

'assured them that’ they had a wish to be creative, to make meaning out of

\;their experience, and to construct texts that accurately conveyed the
subttlﬁties of their thoughts and ideas.. They also knew, experientiallyf—

- . that when placed in a setting that acknowledged this desire, writing
emerged. And whether they were lst grade teachers or 12th grade teach rs,‘

they knew now that it'was possible to create & classroom context that
‘ / . .
acknowledged and built on this capacity--and that they could do'this'with
their students. SRR I B -
Studying-what-these teachefs do and howuthey do it poses a

challenge to traditional research -on writing.' It implies that we

can no- longer merely collect wrﬁti&g,samples and pre .and post tests
o . . .
if we wunt to understand how children and adults develop as writers._

- a

He
It implies that we have to. pay attention to enabling circumstances of

the classroom which means that as researchers we have to immerse ourselves
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reflecting on. my experience as a classroom observer, I have come to C

s ’ . ____‘9_-' »

L . )

Finallj, ust{as writing is a way of making ‘thought visible, so ’ e e

’afethnography s a way of making teaching visible. As I have begun~

realize how hidden teaching is ;{.‘.,how much of it‘goesuon behind

closed doors—4how,little of it is observed except for formal evaluations-—-

. 3 . N

.

and what an extraordinary privilege it is to watch teachers at work. K {

Seeing what they do, listening to their responses, watching how they .

'conference with individual students, seeing the moments that come to ‘1ife

\

. and the.moments that'fade'away, the missed opportpnities and the tiny

successes) has come to be an extremely powerful experience for me. and

@

also an intimate one._ It has left me realizing how mach more we have to

ilearn'and;howfmuéh,more-we have'to gain by making visible thevenabling

’ ' . '
. i i

. circumstances of the composing classroom. ' .

. ) : . ,




