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. THE SOLDIER

A poem written suddenly

Outpouring onto paper
Scribbled down hurriedly ~

While thoughts are hot still
Becomes a soldier, defiant, free,

.To fight my war, to fight for me,

- An onslaught of words, defending me,

~ Goes forth like a brave trooper
. } ~ From his home. And new,
L . _ X Without author, stands alone.

But it returns; beaten, red marks 1ike wounds
Slashing the innocent lines, -
The struggle over.
s h The wounds are deep. They. reach
- To scar my soul which cries out:
v v "Understand!" The feeling, not the grammar,
_ ‘Should be read!. Now the soldier is dead.
c A The poem that he was lies crumpled '
In a corner, the effort made in vain.

The, enemy has won.

by Renc}:“Farwe11
Grade 6

Ffank, Marjorie. If You're Trying to Teach K:ds How to Write, You've Gotta
“Have This Book. Incentive Publications, Inc., 1979. ¥ )
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This paper .should not need'to be written. Research on'the'COmposifion
process aﬁd writing instruction has, over the past thirty years, reiterated
time and again that red-pencilling students' literary efforts achieves many
negative and few positive effects. The brief bib]iogréphy presented here
indicates the great interest in and variety of publications concerned with
the teach%ng of writing at,all.grade levels. But even though writing as a
topic in the 1980's is becoming 1ike feading was in fhe 1960's in terms of
federal, state; and iocgl'funding, few inroads aré being made in actual
classroom pracfices-jAppleQee, 1951);

As' the di?ecfor of the Texas Hill Coﬁntry Writing Project, an
in-service program for teachers K-12 wanting to'improve classroom writing
instructign, T am faced each year by -these laments: "Through university
classes, professional journals, and in-service workshops, Iﬂamwjnirqauced_ﬁ.
to inﬁova}ive and effectfve wayswof imprévihg students' Qriting. Heryer, I
feel aslthough I am letting down the community, students, and schqu
district by not preparing my classes to excel on sé%ndardized tests." or,
"I am unable to withstand adminjistrative pressure to teach toward the teét.
Or, "My principal doesn't dnderstand my intent. She/he thinks I lack
standards because I don't-mark every student paper and every mechanical
error." , | _ _ .

Similarly, I am told by administrators who sponsdr teachérs from their

distrigts: "Please help the teachers prepare students for achievement

tests; teach them how to evalUéte, asséss,"and accept accountability."

The purbo§e~pf this paper is not to convince either group that the
other is righf. é&kh'sides have Ehe,;ame goé]--to improve students'
knowledge. The conflict is a result of differing emphuases aﬁd professional

priorities and demandsf\ For example, standardized testing is 1ikely to be a'
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“message. .

reality for some time in the educational aiena and, as such, teachers are
expected byﬁdistriét administrators to devote some parts of class time

preparing students for test-success. Also, administrators are

understandably concerned when some teaching and testing programs do not show -

.evidence of immediate test score gains.

Herver, given the éttention'givengto this topic and conflick, I am

-

. amazed that the question'of‘succesgfu1 procedures grows more rather than
? . - : . . .

less frequent. At regional and Tocal levels, the messages do not seem to be
filtering down. The Oﬁly sdlution I .can propose is to reiterate frequently
the "truisms" of.Exemplary teaching practices, to remind and re-educate

those who may have forgotteh or never learned effective teaching methods, to

re-éva]uagg'and update the re]ationship between reséarch and practice,'andA .

" e

to spehk louder and clearer to those who may have attended but not heard our, .

(4

Researchers concerned with“learners' awareness and usage of writing

o

conyentions have been reporting findings and suggestions'surprising to many '

educators. They contend if teachers ignore the mechahics uséd (or misused)

Wby beginning Writensl_if they encourage and stimulate the prodqctioh of both

oral and written 1a;guage,ijf«they rewardfthe expression of ideas Qnd Va]ug
fluency and creativity, thé; through hours of practice, both readihg others'
words and genefafing tﬁeir own, chdergn will naturally recognize and
utilize spe]]ingArules,"punctuapion marks, and proper syntax. (Beers, 1977;
Elbow, 1973; Graves, 1978; Loban, 1976). 1In a review of research on the
deve]opment of Spélling awareness, Hayes and P]éskoh concludeﬁFhat teachers

should "Encourage children to write freely and to experiment with the

spelling of words they wish to utilize in their writing.... When writing,

the child's spelling should be ‘seen as developmental. The child should be '

93 e
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} encouraged to take risks in spelling. Indeed, the only uhacceptable

i ‘ * Mesponse is not to try." (p. 77) . ’

| . . As educators, many of us feel uncomfortable with such ‘an extreme

} | - pos1t1on, lwe'do not fee] teach1ng is taking p]ace without d1rect

1ntervent1on) but no adm1n1strator,'curr1cu1um soperv1sor or teacher should

be satisfied teach1ng and testing about writing--rules and |

regulations--instead of teaching and evaluating writing--putting words to

paper first and.then allowing students to “grom into," wfth he]p,_standard ,

prose. | .
Obviously, some parént/teacher orientation'is necessary to prepare

persons d1sturbed about student papers conta1n1ng some "errors" not marked.

i \t'J' Trad1t1ona11y, teachers, rarents, and students expect the 1anguage arts

teacher to sternly maintain standards "of correctness. This stereotype, as

[

exemp11f1ed in the poem at the bed1nn1ng of this discussion, 1s often held :
by Eng11sh teachers themselves. .But a sh1ft in. teacher ro]es is necessary
s *and, in the long rum, benef1c1a1 to each group affected.

James Moffett and Betty J. wagner (1976) d1scr1m1nate.between composing
skills and transcr1b1ng sk111s The former refer to the expression of ideas
whether through speech or’ wr1t1ng, whereas, the latter sk111s include
spelling, punctuation, and mechanics. Most children arrive in first ‘grade
we]T—equipped'with the language necessaryotobcompose,‘that is, communicate;
fewer'children are in controf‘of transcription competencies. Furthermore,

not all of our students are ready to begin’ mastery of spe111ng, punctuat1on,

r

T Tand standatd syntax at the same > time. P1aget1an theory suggests that
concrete operationa] competencies of‘conservat1on, reversability, and

classification, etc., are necessary for children to grasp the concepts‘of'

Teft to right directiona]ity in English writing, spaces in between words,
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and punctuation to indicate sentences zZute11). The zzper below is a

perfeét example of a c&ﬁposition"written by a child - --hably sti]llbperating
in pre-bperational stages; Ehe has not yet grasbed the concept of spaces
betwéen words--an abstract‘conservétion task.
. Mihrhas.
. - - o Tracy
- | * Ihavapahas. | | e
| - | ’. dyunhavap;ts.
;‘». ' ' S ; wayopahas.
Ihavtuwpahas.

. , " To illustrate an alternative to the traditional marking system, I would

like to model a system by.examinfng closely some first gradérs'

“caompositions.”
| Or Teehouse The Climb
Anne ’ - Sam
. . -

My teehouse is fun.

My fammy pluaes ‘in it. »
"1 pluae in it.

I have fun wet. it. - . .

The brevity of Sam's "story" suggests I beg1n by analyz1ng h1s paper.
/
With only a hint of irony, I can say that his composition is mechanically -
- ‘a i : £l
perfect. The fjrSt word of his title is capitalized, the irregular spelling

_of climb is correct; and’ the title is even+underlined.’_Although only Sam

1AH the names in this d1scuss1on have been changed to protect the
2chﬂdren s privacy. .
Special thanks to C. Gersch; first grade teacher, G1dd1ngs E]ementary
School, for sharing her students papers.

4 -
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__on _underlining t1t}es?**3hoqu”Anne write plaz ten t1mes 1n her spelling

- begin writing "perfect papers" like Sam.

"_s1ngu1ar verb ends in ans and is used following a col]ect1ve noun.

s
a title (two words both spe111ng "wrong,". non- -underlined), five sentences
(qne punctuated correct]y, but of 25 w:r;s, 1nc1ud1ng the title, nine--over
" one-third--are m1sspe]1ed). What shou]d teachers do with Anne's paper?
Should they 'correct' all of the errors with a co:trasting ink color so that
Anne can recognize her errors? Should the teacher conduct a specia] 1esson ]

o~ ' v
can verify’my hunch, I suspéct that 1ik~ many students he 1s afra1d of
making a mistake Even primary school children learn early to associate
school with "right answers,"‘correct1ons, and evatuation. The less they

commit to paper, the  fewer errors that can be marked by the tearher

Anne's aper provid2s 1 dramatic contrast Har compos1t1on consists of
F

book or practice saying tree, family, and with? I hope not or she might

Instead Anne should be encouraged to write more and more, and should be
=]
pra1sed for knowing as much abon written language as she does even though

applications of her knowledge may not be perfect. Teachers need to

et ]

recogn1ze and praise the wealth of Anne's knowledge of language:

1. She recognizes the structure and function of a sentence. A written

«

sentence is a complete thought with a subject and a verb. )

2. She realizes that words maintain a certain spe]fing throughout a

text. Teehouse is spelled the same all through her story as are plaues and

-

fammy . L ‘ - .

o
3. She ut1L1zes subJect/verb agreement ru]es The tQird person

4, She grasps the concept of sound/symbol relationships a]though she
may not pronounce (or hear) words the same” as you and I,  But there is no

doubt as to the words she 1sﬁ1ntend1ng to use in her'composition;

’
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_ethevtteewheusé~ |

icomposmt1on. For example, otherwstor1es written by children in the same

v

Ove'all Anne s paper is charm1ng, comprehens1b1e and indicative of
effective commun1cat1on Anne comes to the writing-task wel] -equipped for
continued language growth un]ess she 1earns instead to be more concerned

» with the inadequacies of her effort rather than.its strengths. Her nine "’
errors are 1ess 1mportant than her overwhe1m1ng success.
I 4 .
. Thé process used to analyze Anne s paper could be used to evaJuate any- .

LN

class representing the wide range and variation present among learners can -

&

be examined in the same way. o .

“"The Fun house

John' e - v h Richard »
its fun. ' ) | o The boy seys help“help.
- I like it. o' R The man ran to the boy.‘:i'

Can we ge‘in? : ' ’ - two boys ran toe.
Yes you can. 3 ' : - Mother’ran too. h ,‘
Is it fun? " & | |
Yes it is. h e

: . 2 e , '

» Both The tree'house'by John end The Fun house by Richard are . ¥

sophisticated stories for having'been written by first graders. Not only' s
“has John used almost perfect spelling and punctuation”(itg needs both a
capital‘jfand'an apoStrophe),bbut also,‘he,has ueed questions and answers to
énlivenfhis story, has recognfzed that writing cen represent different y
| voices, and has some notion oﬁ a beginning/middle/and end. Likewise, ‘
Richard has developed a story line; more than simply a description of a fun
house Richard employs d1alogue and implies a sequence of events These

A ]

stories represent laudable accomplishments for both ygung writérs.
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E1na11y, I would 11ke to share Sara s wr1t1ng Her'improvement from

‘

first to second papers is phenomena] As you analyze them, not1ce Sara )

‘ attempts at d1alogue She pract1ces us1ng quotat1on marks and’ varies her 9

sentence structure +Both her spe111ng and her fluency have 1mproved from A

Trehouse stary to My Tr1p. - & ‘ )
A Trehouse - | My Triu .
. - Sara . B A ’ Sara
' The trehouse is red. o . - . { go to the park " ’
- I work to build. . again. Said suzy "Idlike ¥
Min hrushes work-to. . o . the man} hoys and g;rls. ‘
To build. S It is time.to go home for you .
And'paint to.’ .. . | said ted' ‘
' | ( " Soon it will be many days.

Soon it will be first.

In conclusion;, educators must become suspicious of |[first readtions to

students' writing--reactions.usually in_response to errdrjor "correctness."
Of course, over time, students must be aided in masterihg*spelling,
punctuation, and other mechanics.. But‘before makihg‘judgm‘nts that could

d1scourage students from pursuing excel]ence in written expt eSS1on, language .
Pl

“~sarts teachers must encourage and reward Tong-term, 11fe-1ong hab1ts and-

»

prof1c1enc1es in.written- commun1cat1on Schools need\to evaluwke not only
the products: but also the processes learners go through the k nds of
vass1gnments teachers give, thé co d1t1ﬁﬁ5"ﬂﬂdgr uh{thMerters are required
to compose. Most of all, educat11na1 1eaders must promote turn1ng
classrooms into supbort1ve, safe p]aces in which to learn¢ tp pract]ce to
err, and to take risks. Only then w111 we meet the néqu of all our

students--the Sams and the Saras. .




*‘encouragement for teachers *from administrative levels.

a standardnzed test The former teacher is the one in tune with the

c ) ‘ ) . ) . -
. : . : .

N . S
. b - : . PR . .

Fiha11y,feVeryone'must'recognize tﬁbt‘in fo]Towingtthe,above ° .

. . . . < 7 - S
procedures, the‘role ofgthe‘teacher changes. - The classroom teacheT becomes

a facilitator, resource, mentor encourager rather than an arbitor of
correctness, a gatekeeper of,know]edge a grqger énd ass1gner of” value--a ’
Judge, Jury, and prosecutor. That sh1ft requ1res understand1ng and, '

[3

Parents, teachers,.'

and adm1n1strators must support the teacher stress1ng fluency and

exper1mentat1on and be wary of the dhe-overly concerned Wwith teach1ng toward

expectat1ons and professional goals of 1anguage arts instruction today.
- ' . - * - ’ - . | .

-
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. APPENDIX I
< ) ) s rze . - .. .
. Facsimiles of the original‘stories used in the text of this’
~manuscript (in order of appearance.) .
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