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Abstract
This report describes the development of a learning community in a fifth-grade
writers' workshop across one school year and two girls' participation in the learning
community. It examines ways in which teacher-r_esearchers' and students' notions
and actions regarding collaboration changed. The curriculum in the writers'
workshop is described in relation to the teacher-researchers' intentions and the way
the curriculem was enacted across the year. Using sociolinguistic methodology, the
conversations that took place during October and March group work were analyzed to
understand both the social and academic aspects of talk in relation to the content
(what was talked about) and processes (how social relations were achieved and how
knowledge was constructed). Ways in which two girls, Nan and Heidi, revised their
goals, roles, and actions as collaborators are described. Differences in the learning
community in October and March are linked to differences in the form and substance
of the girls' collaboration. This study provides insights into ways the authors learned
more about (a) when and if students are experiencing the kind of learning
community they envisioned and (b) how to uncover, understand, and explain

linkages between the qualities of a learning community and student learning.
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CREATING A WRITING COMMUNITY:
REVISING COLLABORATIVE GOALS, ROLES AND ACTIONS

Cheryl L. Rosaen with Constanza Hazelwood!

Researching the Learning Community
You are invited to sit in on part of a conversation I had with a group of fifth
graders near the end of our school year. Among the many things I was curious about
was how the students viewed collaboration in our classroom. I wanted to find out
what role collaboration may have played in their learning and what they might have
valued about their opportunities to collaborate in our writers’ workshop. Let's listen
in:

Rosaen: Let me ask you a question about collaboration. What does it mean to
you to collaborate?

Jake: Oh!

Rosaen: Jake?

Jake: It means, it means like getting a partner and talking, and talking
over about something that you're gonna write, like Ed and I talk
things, our things over.

Rosaen: OK, what does it mean to you, Nan?

Nan: It means to talk, to talk together.

1Cheryl L. Rosaen, assistant professor of teacher education at Michigan State University,
is a senior researcher with the Center for the Learning and Teaching of Elementary Subjects
working from 1989-1992 on the Literacy in Science and Social Studies Project at an MSU
professional development school. Constanza Hazelwood is a doctoral candidate at MSU and a
research assistant with the Center working on the LISSS Project. The authors would like to
acknowledge the many contributions of Barbara Lindquist, a fifth-grade teacher who shared her
classroom with them to enable coteaching and coresearching across the school year, and the many
hours spent discussing student progress, data analysis, and other ideas that contributed to
writing this paper. The authors also worked closely from 1989-92 with a group of teacher-
researchers in the LISSS Project to improve and study their practice. They would like to
acknowledge joint contributions of. all project participants in data collection and analysis and in
developing the ideas regarding learning community and teaching for understanding that are
discussed in this report. Additional project participants are Kathleen Roth (semior res-archer),
Kathleen Peasley and Corinna Hasbach (research assistants), and Elaine Hoekwater (fifth-grade
teacher) and Carol Ligett (third-grade teacher). Hazelwood and Peasley assisted with field notes,
audiotaping, and interviewing. Lindquist and Rosaen were responsible for coteaching writing to
two classes of fifth graders while conducting research on thei. teaching and their students'
learning. Otl2r project participants taught science and social studies and conducted research on
teaching and learning in different collaborative arrangements.
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Rosaen: Any other ideas from other people?

Sarahi: To share your ideas, basically.

Mona: To share your ideas and gather more data.

Sarah: Yeah, see like if we're both like, if Maria and I were writing two
separate stories but they're both about teen romance or something
like that, then like Maria can say, "Well, I'm doing this," and then I
can say, "Well, I'm doing this." And she can say, "Oh, that might be
neat." And like I can take some of her ideas and kind of bring them
out farther so it's not the same idea but .

Mona: It's close to it.

Sarah: It's close.

Rosaen: Heidi, were you going to add something different?

Heidi: I think collaborating is working with other peopie, not just one
specific person, it's working with other people learning different
thoughts from different people.

Rosaen: So, learning from their perspectives too? OK. And, you've already
said that in writers' workshop you get together and talk about your

writing. How is that helpful to you when you collaborate in writers'
workshop?

Nan: Because it gives you more ideas for your stories. It just helps a lot
because you hear a lot more ideas, thea you can do your stories better.

Rosaen: OK.

Mona: Because you're getting other people's ideas, not just your own
perspective, you're getting two perspectives.

You may have noticed that Nan emphasizes talking and getting more ideas, while
Heidi values learning and thinking with others.2 Sarah's cxﬁcriences with Maria
taught her that collaboration includes extending her peer's ideas, while Mona thinks
alternative perspectives are an important aspect of collaboration. Talking plays a
central role for Jake. All of these ideas were ones that we valued as teachers, ones
that we had tried to encourage throughout our year of coteaching and coresearching

in a fifth-grade writers' workshop with two groups of fifth graders. Although we did

2Pseudonyms are used when discussing students.




not ask the same question about collaboration of our fifth graders at the beginning
of the year, we knew there were differences in these students’ approaches to
collaboration at the beginning of the year compared to what we saw in the classroom
as the year evolved. These apparent differences led us to examine more closely the
role collaboration may have played in our writing community, and how collaboration
may (or may not) have supported our students' learning.
ing

With research assistance from Hazelwood and Peasley, I collaborated with
Lindquist to plan and teach a writers' workshop across ome school year while
engaging in qualitative research on our own teachilig and our students' learning.
This was an opportunity for us to transform our own curriculum and revise our
teaching practices to see what kinds of literacy learning can be fostered in a writers'
workshop. We studied our teaching and 47 fifth-grade students’ developing
knowledge, skills, and disposition to write as well as the nature of their participation
in our writing community over time.

Power's (1990) discussion of a jazz metaphor3 captures our vision of the
changes we were attempting:

In the jazz metaphor, people or systems are presented with themes or concepts.
Like the jazz musician or fan who develops preferences among different
artists and their music, so the practitioner learns to make choices. She may
improvise in changing her classroom, experimenting with different “"themes"
or methods presented to her by other practitioners. (p. 183)

Within a jazz metaphor, teachers aren't "converted" to process theory--they
neither accept or reject it. Instead, presentation and understanding of process
methods for teachers is seen as a much more complex process. . . As their
personal and professional lives change, they will make new or different links

to the individual "improvisations and presentations” they have experienced in
the past. (p. 185)

3power cites Gordon's book The Myth of Schools' Self-Renewal published by Teachers
College Press, New York (1984) as the source of the jazz metaphor.
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We had studied together the literature on creating a writers' workshop and each had
prior teaching experiences in which we had tried to implement aspects of this_
approach to teaching writing. Yet our teaching experiences occurred at different
grade levels and we had never taught together. We needed to improvise in ways that
would draw on our unique strengths while still providing support to each other as
needed in other areas. While Lindquist and I grappled with issues related to our
curriculum transformation and our daily teaching, Hazelwood and Peasley assisted in
documenting our teaching and the classroom interaction. They helped us stand back
from the immediate circumstances to reflect more broadly about how these
"improvisations and presentations" (Power, 1990, p. 185) were interpreted by our
students.

Throughout the year, developing, describing, and understanding our learning
community emerged as a prominent theme. This was noi surprising since the
literature on writing (e.g., Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1983, 1986, 1991; Canterford, 1991,
Cordeiro, 1990; Crafton, 1991; Graves, 1983) and on classrooms in general
(Featherstone, 1990; Marshall, 1990; Schwab, 1976) has helped us and other teachers
articulate and become more aware of the central role the learning community plays
in what gets taught and learned in classrooms. Yet we found the same literature to be
less helpful in helping us know (a) when and if we and our students are
experiencing the kind of learning community we envision or (b) how we can
uncover, understand and explain linkages between the qualities of our learning
community and student learning.

Our initial research questions helped us launch a closer examination of these
issues: (a) Knowledge, skills and ways of knowing: How did the students participate
in literacy activities and the writing process? What qualitative changes were
evident in written products over the year? What knowledge, skills, and dispositions

were developed? (b) Ways of being in a learning community: How did students
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interpret and participate in the social context in which the literacy activities took
place? How did their interpretation and participation shape their writing knowledge
and skills and their disposition to write? To what extent did our learning community
support all children's learning, and which qualities of the learning community were
especially important (race, class, gender issues)? As we pursued these questions we
began to see how closely they interrelate. We gradually developed a richer picture of
how our learning community evolved and how our students experienced its
development, both socially and academically.

In this report I describe the development of our learning community across
the year and examine ways in which teacher-researchers' and students' notions and
actions regarding collaboration changed. [ describe our yearlong curriculum and
the role that we wanted collaboration to play in it. I also describe the participation of
two girls, Heidi and Nan, during two separate occasions. The analysis of their
participation was designed to uncover their evolving understandings of the academic
and social purposes of collaboration as well as how they actually collaborated over
time. The first example took place on two days in October during a unit in which
students were assigned to collaborate in groups of four to create their own alphabet
page patterned after pages in Graeme Base's (1986) book Animalia. The second
example took place in March during independent writing time when Nan and Heidi
collaborated to compose a story centered around the experiences of two teenage girls.
These examples illustrate ways in which Heidi and Nan revised their goals, roles and
actions ag collaborators in our writers' workshop across the year. The examples also
raisc questions ahout the ways in which our curriculum, the broader learning
community, and teacher and student roles and responsibilities in each instance may

have influenced their academic and social participation.
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Methodology
The Students and the School

One fifth-grade class included 22 students and the other 25. The 47 fifth
graders were predominantly Caucasian and included one African-American student,
three Hispanic students, and two students of Native-American descent. The
community is both rural and blue collar and located adjacent to a midsize city and a
large university. Some newly built neighborhoods have attracted more professional
and paraprofessional families. Of the five elementary schools in the district, this
school is considered to have the highest number of "at-risk" students. Many students
live in a neighboring trailer park and are living on low family incomes.

The 22 students in the class discussed in this report included one mainstreamed
special education student, four older students who had repeated a grade, two students
pulled out for speech therapy, and several students who had been on the Chapter 1
reading-resource teachers' load (however, only one was currently seeing the
reading teacher at the time of this study). Although the students represented the
usual range of academic abilities, Lindquist noted tﬁaz this class had lower
achievement test and IQ scores than previous classes. Racially, the class reflected the
community composition: 17 Caucasian students, 1 African-American student, 3
Hispanic students, and 1 student of Native-American descent.

Heidi and Nan

We focused on learning more about Heidi and Nan's participation: in our
learning community for several reasons. The desks in the classroom were clustered
in four-desk sets and students had their choice as to where they sat at the beginning
of the year. Heidi and Nan sat in a four-desk cluster with Michelle and Tiffany. All
four are Caucasian. Nan and Tiffany were resource-room students (for speech and
reading, respectively), and Nan had serious reading and writing difficulties. Heidi

and Michelle were stronger academically. Our field notes indicated that Heidi and




Michelle were friends at the beginning of the year and that Nan and Tiffany were
not particularly close friends with anyone in the group. Both Heidi and Nan
participated frequently in class, while Tiffany and Michelle did not contribute often
to whole-class discussions. Heidi seemed to be more accepted socially in the class,
while the other three seemed either somewhat invisible (Michelle and Tiffany) or
not well accepted (Nan).

The two days of group work in October discussed in this paper took place in
this four-person group. It provided an opportunity to think about who collaborated
with whom and the nature of the collaborative work in a group of students of
differing social and academic status (Cazden, 1988; Cohen, 1986). As the year
progressed, Nan and Heidi developed a friendship both in and out of school (that
scemed to exclude Michelle). They also worked together frequently during writers'
workshop. The March conversation discussed in this paper centered around their
collaboration in writing a story. It was an opportunity to explore ways in which the
girls' collaboration had changed, in both form and substance, since the beginning of
the year.

The two examples also contrast in the kind of learning community in which
they took place, the nature of the task, and the nature of the group work. The
October group work was assigned by us as teachers early in the year when the
learning community was just beginning to develop. Although the students could
control and direct the interaction, teachers initiated the occasion for the interaction.
The March collaboration took place later in the year and the students had choices
over both the form and substance of their writing as well as whether to collaborate
or not. We wanted to study the potential influence of these curriculum and learning

community revisions on Heidi and Nan's participation.
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Data Sources

Classroom lessons, group work and writing conferences conducted with the 47
students were documented with field notes, audiotapes, and videotapes across the
year.  Whole-class lessons were audiotaped September through February. Whole-
group lessons were both audiotaped and videotaped March through May. During
individual work time, one audio recorder was placed at different four-desk clusters to
capture verbal interaction. I carried a tape recorder with me whenever I worked
individually with students. Large-group and small-group sharing sessions were
cither audiotaped or videotaped. All 47 students' written work (e.g., joumnals, writing
projects, and written reflections on their own writing progress) was collected.

Seventeen target students were chosen near the end of the year for more
intensive study (six females and three males from one class; three females and five
males from the other). Since Heidi and Nan were not included in this group, they
were not interviewed individually at the end of the year. However, they did
participate in a small-group interview (that included five students) at the end of the
year. Some students were also interviewed informally as part of ongoing instruction
throughout the year to learn more about how they made sense of the literacy
learning experiences, their own perceptions of the writing process, and how they
perceived these experiences to be related (or not related) to learning experiences in
science and social studies. These informal interviews were audiotaped. Lindquist and
[ audiotaped our planning sessions across the year and saved all written documents

associated with planning (e.g., planning notes, schedules, calendars, and resource

lists).

4During January and February, documentation activities in Nan and Heidi's class were
halted temporarily because Lindquist's student teacher needed to take primary responsibility for
teaching in the writers' workshop. Students' written work from January and February was saved.




Data Anpalysis

Understanding the learning community. Adapting Erickson's model for
studying taught cognitive learning (see Erickson, 1982b; Rosaen, 1987), data analysis
in the larger study was aimed at understanding three main aspects of teaching and
learning:  (a) the intended curriculum throughout the year; (b) the enacted
curriculum, including the subject matter content and the development of social
context for learning (the learning community) over time; and (c) individual
meaning constructed by students within writers' workshop.5

Using planning records, audiotapes, and field notes, Lindquist and I
constructed a chronological summary of our intended curriculum across the year,
divided the year into seven instructional units, and summarized daily lessons within
each unit. The units were chunked into three phases that characterized our
intentions for student learning: (a) Laying Groundwork (Units 1-3, September-
November); Initiation (Units 4 and 5, November-February); and (c) Delving More
Deeply into Authorship (Units 6 and 7, February-May). Three curriculum strands
guided our planning and teaching across the year: (a) creating and supporting the
learning community, (b) developing writing knowledge and skills, and (c)
developing literary understanding and appreciation. For each curriculum unit, we
identified which curriculum strand (or strands) was (or were) more or less
prominent. This curriculam overview was used as a tool in tracing students’
development over time, as a way tc compare the intended and experienced
curriculum, and as a way to locate in real time what was occurring in the learning

community when insights about a particular learner's growth or progress were

investigated.

SWe have described our approach to analysis of target students’ development as writers
elsewhere (see Rosaen & Lindquist, 1992, and Rosaen, Lindquist, Peasley, & Hazelwood, 1992).
This discussion is limited to those aspects of our analysis that were used to understand the
intended and enacted curriculum as experienced by Heidi and Nan (who were not target students)
in relation to their notions and actions regarding collaboration.
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Hazelwood used field notes to construct detailed notes regarding the
development of the learning community across the year, paying attention to the
nature of language used by teachers and students, the overall atmosphere in the
classroom, and the nature and level of participation. These notes were used to
characterize broadly the underlying learning activity structure (Erickson, 1982b) as
it was enacted within and across the various units. To understand the underlying
organization of the academic world students encounter (the subject matter activity
structure), the ways subject matter was organized and the organization and
sequencing of activities were considered. To understand the students’ social world,
the status sets and roles students and teachers played in relation to the set of
operating principles by which participants conducted their social interaction were
considered (the underlying task structure).

From this analysis Hazelwood uncovered broad images that characterized the
learning community at different points in time. She noted changes in the tasks in
which learners were engaged, the use of language, and participants’ relationships
and actions. Broad understandings of the underlying task structure were inferred
from what was physically present as activities occurred or from what happened as
activities were enacted (Erickson, 1982b). It was against this backdrop that I
analyzed two of Heidi and Nan's experiences in our learning community and tried to
understand changes in their collaborative goals, roles and actions over time.
Communication is an important avenue for understanding the social and academic
sides of learning as well as the private and public aspects of interaction (Barnes,
1976; Cazden, 1986). In developing the analysis of Nan's and Heidi's October and
March conversations, I tock several things into consideration. Although the learner
makes sense individually, she does so in a social context and that context also

influences what and how she learns (Erickson, 1982a and 1982b). To display
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knowledge successfully in schools, the learner must integrate interactional form
(what are the appropriate social rules for speaking in a particular context) with
academic content (display of academic skills or kmowledge) (Cazden, 1988; Florio,
1978; Mehan, 1980; Merritt, 1982; Wallet & Green, 1979; Wilkinson & Dolloghan, 1979;
Wilkinson & Calculator, 1982). A further demand on learmers in schools is that
teachers and students use a "system of relations” to make sense of each other and to
establish a working consensus. It sometimes takes more effort and concentration to
establish and maintain this relationship than the effort and concentration that is
devoted to completing learning activities (McDermott, 1977). Whether this system of
relations is implicit or made explicit in a classroom, "ways of being" become part of
the “"social content” to be learned in classrooms. An important theme in these ideas
about how learners make sense of classroom life is the interconnection between
their social and academic worlds. The individual sense making that goes on in a
learning situation arises out of a social context that contributes to the meaning
learners construct, and so on across the year.

Classrooms are social contexts which can also be viewed as speech
communities. ~Within such communities, events take place and these are separated by
boundaries which might be marked, for example, by differences in student and
teacher configurations in the classroom (Mehan, 1982). Events can be segmented
into phases of various types (e.g., reading, circle time, whole group lesson) (see
Bremme & Erickson, 1977; Florio, 1978). Finally, each phase is segmented iuto
interactional sequences (Mchan, 1978; Sacks, Schegloff, & Jefferson, 1974). Heidi's
and Nan's October and March collaboration took place during the "work time" phase
of writing class, a time when students were expected to carry out their assigned tasks.
Table 1 summarizes the areas I included in the analysis of the October and March

conversations to uncover how Nan and Heidi experienced collaboration both socially

11
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and academically. [ viewed these areas as closely connected and overlapping; they

are separated on the table only for the purposes of discussion.

As Table 1 shows, I analyzed social and academic aspects of talk in relation to
processes. Yollowing the work of others who have studied interaction in constituent
phases (e.g., Cazden, 1988; Erickson & Shultz, 1981; Mehan, 1978, 1982; Schultz, Florio,
& Erickson, 1982), I focused on how interactional sequences were achieved (e.g.,
turn-allocation procedure; getting and holding the fioor; understanding what people
were doing, where, and when) and the underlying participation structures that
governed their achievement (who could say what, when, and to whom). As 1 focused
on these social aspects of the conversations, 1 attended 0o how the interactional
sequences were connected to accomplishing the academic task at hand as well as how
the interactional sequences achieved the communication; that is, I considered what
the status and roles of each group member were in relation to the collaborative task
as defined by the participants and how they were negotiated throughout the l
conversation. I

1 was equally interested in examining the content of the October and March
conversations (see Table 1) as a way of learning more about Heidi's and Nan's notions
and actions regarding collaboration (social content) and how they constructed
subject matter during their collaboration (academic content). Like other
rescarchers interested in studying the content of the talk in relation to the
interaction among the participants (e.g., Barnes, 1976; Freedman, 1987; McCarthey,
1989 and 1990; Sperling, 1990), I attempted to capture how Heidi and Nan each
paxticipatéd in structuring and achieving the conversation as they addressed the
topics at hand. Following methodology developed by Erickson & Schultz (1981), I
segmented the conversations by identifying junctures--places where the

interactional texture is discontinucus with those preceding and following them--to

Pk
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Analysis of Social

Table _l

and Academic Talk

Social Aspects of Talk

Academic Aspects of Talk

content

process

content

process

What content is
talked about?

What is the nature of
the social relations
and how are they

What content is
talked about?

What is the nature of
the content and how
is the content of the

achieved? talk constructed?
a,What is the a. How are a. What topics are a. What is the nature
consensus or agreements actad discussed related of the talk?
working upon? to writing,
agreement? language arts? * exploratory

* strategies

* final draft

* situation or task * turn-taking * knowledge
definition * gaining and * skiils b. What or who ars
* goals maintaining * strategies the sources of
conversational expertise?
b. How will the task floor b. What types of
be carried out? * roles enacted knowledge are * students
* rights and power included? * teachers
* roles exercised * text
* rights * responsibilities * personal * other
* responsibilities carried out * social
* academic ¢. What ways of
¢. What is the nature | b. How are personal knowing are
of the relations qualities enacted? evident in the
among people talk?
(feelings, beliefs)? | * commitment to task
* commitment to * rational
* trust learning * aesthetic
* respect * involvement * narrative
* caring * valuing of process
* sense of positive and/or product
interdependence
16
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construct a model of interaction structure.5 The descriptive labels assigned to each
segment were intended to capture both the process and content of the conversations
and describe both the social and academic aspects of classroom life.

I followed work done by Bames (1976), who studied the content of talk in small
groups, to analyze what was talked about in each segment. I compared and contrasted
the content of each segment with those that preceded and followed it. This included
paying attention to at least two kinds of content: academic and social. Academic
content included what was talked about in relation to writing (c.g., topic ideas,
development of story content, strategies for writing). I also looked for how open-
ended the talk was and the extent to which students attempted to explore or extend
ideas compared to closing down or narrowing their focus (Barnes, 1976).

I also paid attention to topics related to social content: collaboration, the
working consensus, how the group proceeded, and individuals' rights and
responsibilities in the group. I initially conceptualized collaboration as having
three important and interrelated components. First, collaborators have a shared
definition of the ;s'ituation and are aware of their shared definition. Therefore, the
learners make sense of the task in the same way (Vygotsky, 1962; Wertsch, 1984).
Second, collaborators have similar or shared goals so that their efforts can
complement each other and head toward joint purposes (Hill & Hill, 1990). Third,
collaborawors have feelings of positive interdependence such that they believe that
they can only succeed if they work together (Hill & Hill, 1990). I also looked for
additional or differing ideas about collaboration that arose out of the girls'
interactions.

I summarized my analysis of the October and March conversations and looked

for patterns and discrepant events in academic and social participation (Erickson,

6Since I was working with audiotape, I only had the benefit of changes in voice pitch,
expression, pauses, and so forth and did not have the benefit of physical changes in posture and
gaze to inform my analysis.
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1986). These findings were then considered in relation to what was learned about the
learning community in general to get at the following questions: In what ways did
the learning community shape Heidi's and Nan's collaborative experiences during
October and March? To what extent might differences in the learning community in
October and March account for differences in their collaborative experiences during
each time period?
Creating Our Learning Community

In this section I give an overvicw of our intended and enacted yeariong
curriculum and describe thc image of the kind of learning community we hoped
would evolve across the year. [ also characterize broadly the underlying learning
activity structure (Erickson, 1982b) as it was enacted within and across the various
units. This discussion provides a context for understanding Nan's and Heidi's
participation in October and March and for asking questions regarding how the
learning community may have influenced their participation.

| Three Curriculum Strands

As we talked about our goals for a writers' workshop and the kind of learning
we hoped would take place, it soon became apparent that we conceived of our
curriculum broadly to include more than a narrow definition of the teaching of
writing. It also became apparent that there were different areas we wanted to pay
attention to and that these arecas were interconnected in important ways. We
referred to these areas as curriculum strands and thought of them as woven
throughout our unit planning and teaching. Figure 1 shows the three curriculum
strands and their interrelationship:

Strand 1: Developing and participating in the learning community
Strand 2: Understanding and using the writing process to become better writers

Strand 3: Developing literary understanding and appreciation

14 24




|

CURRICULUM STRANDS IN
A WRITERS' WORKSHOP
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Figure 1. Curmriculum strands in a writers' workshop.
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These strands are represented as nested circles to illustrate how goals within one
area are connected to goals within other areas. The writing strand is at the core and
draws from both the literary and learning community strands. The dotted lines
represent ways in which learning community qualities bring all three areas
together through experiences students have in the classroom.

Our goals for helping our students understand and use the writing process to
become better writers (Strand 2) were interrelated with goals for helping them
develop literary understanding and appreciation (Strand 3). For example, we
believed that a rich envi