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ABSTRACT

Finding Freedom as a Writer
Genre, Gender and Identity in a First Grade Writer’s Workshop

Author: Gary McPhail
Advisor: Dr. Marilyn Cochran-Smith

Across the country, there is currently a literacy gender gap, especially in writing where girls
at all grade levels achicve higher levels of proficicncy than boys. A growing body of research
suggests that boys and girls have differing literacy interests and that boys are disadvantaged by
the content of the wriling curriculum in schools. For example, according to the traditional model
of “Writer’s Workshop,” commonly used at the elementary school level, the curricular emphasis
is on writing personal narrative for the duration of the school year, a genre that girls prefer.

Some researchers have suggested that this disadvantages boys.

This year-long qualitative teacher research study examines what happens when a classroom teacher
allers the writing curriculum to make room for more “male” interests and provides learning
opportunitics for these interests to develop. Data sources include student writing samples of cach genre
(personal narrative, letter writing, comic book wiiting, fiction and poctry) over the course of the year,
student interviews concerning each genre, and bi-weekly teacher rescarch journal entries. The analysis
takes three difTerent perspectives: the whole class perspective, my own perspeclive as teacher
researcher, and an in-depth look al 6 focal children.

My analysis suggests that there were gendered literacy interests in the class and that most
students felt more free, more motivated (o write? and pcrt’ormccl at higher levels when
experimenting with genres ol interest.

[ theorize that learning to write is a social and complex process that involves the interaction of .

gender, individual learning styles and social disposition.  Due to this

&

venre with identity,

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



complexity, each student was different in how he/she experienced the demands of each genre and
the social processes of the classroom. Each genre provided scaffolding and support for some
while it limited or inhibited others. 1 discuss the powerful role teacher researchers can play in
schools and argue for a writing curriculum that is appealing to the intercsts of both genres,

especially if this shift is going to motivate our boys to write more.
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CHAPTER ONE
THE PROBLEM OF BOYS AND WRITING

For some time now there has been emphasis in educational research on gender
differences, as well as racial/ethnic differences, as a way to help us better understand
disparities in educational achievement and opportunity. For the last several decades
reading and writing have been academic areas in which boys have encountered
considerable difficulty, especially relative to their female counterparts. The U.S.
Department of Education (1997) characterized writing as a fundamental skill and
indicated that a deficiency in writing skills was likely to undermine one’s academic
success as well as one’s prospects for a meaningful career. Overall, throughout the
country, females have done much better than males in reading and writing. The
Department of Education report entitled The Condition of Education 1997, concluded that
for the last thirty years, females of all ages have outscored males in writing proficiency.
According to this report, girls are approximately one and a half years ahead of boys in
reading and writing competency. This advantage exists at all levels, not just the highest
(Gurian, 2001).

Pollack (1998) asserts that boys’ weaknesses in the basic skills of reading and writing
lead to a variety of problems at school. By the time they reach eighth grade, boys are 50
percent more likely to have been held back a grade than are girls. Boys also make up
three quarters of all children categorized as learning disabled today and are put in Spc;,cial
education at a much higher rate than their female counterparts. Once students are placed
into special education, they rarely switch into college or other academic tracks (Pollack,

1998). Furthermore, the percentage of men graduating from college has been steadily
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decreasing since 1970. Currently, the majority of bachelor’s degrees and master’s
degrees are awarded to females, and fewer than 50 percent of all boys in the United
States take the opportunity 1o attend college and pursue a college degree (Mortenson,
1998).

Since the inception in 1969 of the National Assessment of Educational Progress,
which is a standardized exam given to nine-, thirteen-, and seventeen year olds in the
U.S., girls at all grade levels have scored much higher than boys, on average, in language
skills, According to the 2003 NAEP scores, a higher percentage of females scored at or
above the basic and proficient achievement levels, as well as at the advanced level, than
their male counterparts. Differences in male and female writing achievement are
relatively large, with male 11th-graders scoring at about the same level as female 8th-
graders in 1996 (Freeman, 2004).

In the 1996 NAEP assessment for eighth graders, for example, females outperformed
males by 25 points on a 500 point scale. One way to look at the magnitude of this gap is
to compare it to differences in scores for writing performance between ethnic and racial
groups. On this same assessment, white students outperformed black students by 29
points and Hispanic students by 21 points. Similarly, in the 2003 NAEP at the 12" grade
level, females outperformed males in writing achievement, with a gap of 25 points
between female and male scores. The important point to note here is that this gap
between genders is as wide as the gap between white and black students at the same
grade level and even wider than the gap between whites and Hispanics. Comparing scores

on the 1998 NAEP with those for the 2003 NAEP, Jerry and Ballator (2003) pointed out
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that the proportion of the 12" grade males reaching the proficient level remained at 14
percent while the proportion of female students reaching the proficient level rose from 29
percent in 1998 to 33 percent. What all of this indicates is that the gap between females
and males in writing performance is as significant as the achievement gap between whites
and racial/ethnic groups that have suffered systemic social and economic discrimination
in this country (Newkirk, 2002, p 35). Furthermore, according to NAEP scores, this
gendered pattern of females outperforming males is consistent when examining all
racial/ethnic groups. Recent PIRLS scores based on the 2006 data suggest that the gender
literacy gap is an international phenomenon with girls outperforming boys on literacy
scales world-wide, not just in the United States (Retrieved February 18, 2008, from

http://nces.ed.gov/pubs2008).

This is not meant to suggest that as educators or as a nation we should not be
celebrating the levels of academic success that girls are attaining, especially since girls
have traditionally been under-served by the educational system in the United States. This
is also not to suggest that boys are not encountering academic success in other areas. For
example, again according to NAEP scores, boys achieve higher scores than girls in both
science and mathematics. The gender gap in science and math has prompted researchers
(Kafai, 2004; Sadker & Sadker, 1995) to study how girls can encounter greater success in
both mathematics and science. Similarly, the current gender gap in writing has also
prompted researchers to study how boys can encounter greater success in literacy,

particularly in writing.

(U
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The current gender gap in writing raises some serious questions about our
commitment as educators to providing effective and equitable educational experiences for
all students regardless of gender, race or socioeconomic background. As aresult of the
growing academic gendered gap in writing, and given the Department of Education’s
claim that a deficiency in writing skills is likely to undermine one’s academic success, a
sector of the research community is beginning to dedicate more attention to boys and
their educational experiences.

Differing Gendered Literacy Interests

A number of researchers (e.g., Newkirk, 2002; Sommers, 2000; Pollack, 1998; Paley,
1984) argue that schools tend to gear writing curriculum and instruction more to the way
girls learn and that boys are suffering because teachers do not acknowledge gender
differences in their students. This perspective, although debatable and provocative, is
gaining momentum as new theories and research methods begin to shed light on potential
learning differences between boys and girls in writing and other areas of literacy.

Many researchers (Newkirk, 2002; Gurian, 2001; Somers, 2000; Pollack, 1998) are
advocating 2 more open approach to literacy instruction, which includes activities that are

‘ geared toward the child’s interest level and temperament. These advocates theorize that
the manner in which literacy, especially writing, is taught is too narrow and is not
captivating and appealing to boys. In addition, many genres and styles that are appealing
to boys (e.g., comic books, adventure stories, silly fictitious stories, sports pages) are

considered low-status and are not welcome in many classrooms during writing time
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because they are either “inappropriate” for school or deemed not worthy of instructional
time.

With the current instructional model that biases certain literary interests over others,
many boys come to realize that their interests are not worthy of attention in the classroom
and as a result, come to view writing as more of a female activity than a male activity.
Newkirk (2002) argues that this problem—the construction of literacy as feminized—
cannot be countered if schools fail to be self-critical about what counts and does not
count as valid literacy activity.

In the end, a broadening of the literacy spectrum will not only benefit boys; it will
benefit any student whose primary affiliation is to the “low status” popular
narratives of television, movies, comics, humor, sports pages, and plot-driven
fiction. But I would argue that the more tightly we draw the circle of
acceptability, the more students are left out. If literacy instruction defines itself
against these more popular forms of narrative, we lose a resource, a lever, a
connection. As Anne Haas Dyson has so brilliantly argued, the issue is not
simply widening the circle; we are not just bringing in this outer culture
unchanged. Dyson (1997) argues for a “permeable curriculum” where these
popular culture affiliations form the cultural material that children employ (and
transform) in their stories. (p 172).
Similarly, Pollack (1998) asserts that boys, just like girls, do best in schools that give
them the chance to participate in learning activities that correspond to their personal
interests and competencies, enabling them to express their authentic voices and thrive as
individuals. This also gives them an opportunity to connect their lives and interests
outside the classroom to the writing curriculum. In an attempt to reach more students,

both Newkirk and Pollack urge teachers to look more critically at whose interests are

catered to in the curriculum and how writing is being taught in the classrooms.
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So called “boy advocacy” scholars maintain that boys have differing literary interests
from girls and that they are currently not getting the help they need when it comes to
writing instruction because of popular and dominant literacy classroom practices that
cater to girls. Despite decades of statistical evidence indicating that boys are not as
proficient in writing as girls, writing programs designed to take this into account and
explicitly aid boys have taken very low priority. Boy advocate scholars are calling for
balance in curriculum and instruction, fair treatment, and a concerted national effort to
get boys back on track. Specifically, boy-advocacy scholars argue that curricular changes
should be made in order to offer a writing curriculum that is more appealing to the
literacy interests of boys. They argue that boys will be more motivated to write withina
curriculum that offers genres of interest to them.

This Teacher Research Study

This dissertation focuses on the experiences and writing development of first grade
boys and girls during “Writer’s Workshop'* in a classroom where I functioned as both
teacher and researcher. This study was specifically designed to capture the teacher-
researcher perspective and provide an emic qualitative lens into what happened in a
classroom when 1 deliberately broadened the literacy spectrum and redesigned the writing
curriculum to include genres that were aligned with the literacy interests of both boys and
girls. Throughout this study, I was both the teacher in the classroom and the researcher

generating new local knowledge that came from studying my own practice. Throughout

! Writer’s Workshop is a term widely used in elementary schools to explain 2 particular approach to writing .
in which students develop an understanding of the writing process by selecting their own topics and
developing their own voices as writers. The works of Donald Graves and Lucy Calkins have greatly
influenced the Writer’s Workshop approach.
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this year-long study, I listened to and validated the boys literary interests, provided
opportunities for all the students to discuss and pursue their own writing interests, and
also focused part of the direct writing instruction on units dedicated to what might be
thought of as male interests.

This study was conducted in iy first grade classroom during the entire 2005-2006
academic school year. This study was specifically designed to address the problem of the
current gender gap in writing by richly documenting what happened when a classroom
teacher changed the curriculum to incorporate male literacy interests and, hopefully,
enrich everybody’s literacy development. Specifically, this study explored the following
major research question:

« What happens when a classroom teacher broadens the writing curriculum to make
room for more “male” interests and provides opportunities for these interests to
develop?

These sub questions were also explored:

« How do the children, boys and girls, respond to this broadened approach to
writing, both in attitude and writing progress?

e What changes occur in classroom atmosphere and culture?

»  What are the implications of these changes?

Organization and Arguments of This Dissertation

This dissertation argues that, in addition to other social components, gender should be

taken into consideration when creating a writing curriculum and deciding which genres to

include. My analysis showed that the boys and girls in my classroom were “differently
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literate” and had different literacy interests. They had different successes and struggles
with a writing curricutum that featured muitiple genres. Throughout this study, 1 show
that both boys and girls were more motivated and excited to write when experimenting in

genres that were of interest to them. In many instances, the students also achieved at
higher levels of writing proficiency when writing in genres of interest. 1 argue here fora
writing curriculum that is appealing to the interests of both boys and girls, especially
since it may be that shifting the curriculum from focusing on a single genre to including
multiple genres may motivate boys to write more. What I found was that many boys in
my classroom were more motivated to write when they working with genres that do not
currently figure prominently in writing curricula for young children across the country.
Therefore, it seems possible that a multi-genred writing curriculum may help to address
the problem of boys and writing and help to lessen the gender gap in writing that
currently exists throughout the country and internationally.

This dissertation is organized into nine chapters. In this chapter, I frame the research
problem by discussing the gender gap in writing that exists in elementary schools across
the country. I review the body of research that suggests that boys and girls have differing
literacy interests and that currently the writing curriculum in many elementary schools is
not aligned with male literacy interests. In chapter 2, I review three bodies of relevant
literature related to boys and issues of gender in education. This review of the literature

" can be thought of in terms of three concentric circles, which are progressively more

narrow in scope. The literature review begins at the outer and most general circle by
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focusing on research about broad issues pertaining to boys and schooling. A section of
this outer circle addresses the consequences of the “gender blind” stance some teachers
take in the classroom. These teachers believe that gendered differences do not exist so
their classrooms and curricula are constructed without consideration of these differences.
Research that indicates that boys and girls have biological differences is also explained as
part of this outer circle. In addition, I review research on teacher interactions and
interruptions, which indicates that boys receive more attention than girls in the classroom
but some argue that most of this attention is negative. The middle circle of the review of
the literature focuses on the research of gender and literacy in elementary schools. In this
section, I review research focused on gendered differences in writing as well as teachers’
gendered perceptions and beliefs about student writing. I also review the research on
differing gendered literacy interests and discuss the concept of gendered literacy in
general. Researchers exploring this concept argue that boys and girls have different
gendered ways of knowing and these differences influence literacy development. They
argue that boys and girls tend to be differently literate. The inner circle and most specific
picce of the literature review focuses on Writer’s Workshop theory and research and
analyzes how and whether current Writer’s Workshop theory addresses the differing
literary needs of both boys and girls. This section discusses the traditional Writer’s
Workshop model, multiple intelligences and learner centered classrooms. It also explains
the evolution of Writer’s Workshop and argues that this approach may benefit some

students more than others.
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In chapter 3, I provide an overview of my research design. I introduce teacher
research as the methodological framework that guided the study. I argue that the local
knowledge that is generated from teachers researching their own practice has value to the
local context and to the larger resecarch community. Due to its emic perspective in the
classroom, teacher research is unique and is able to ask and answer research questions in
a way that other research paradigms cannot. Included in this chapter is a discussion of
the concept of “trustworthiness™ in teacher research as a reconceptualized notion
ofvalidity that is more appropriate to this form of research. I also address the question, “Is
teacher research real research?” and explain why teacher research methods were
appropriate for this study. Then, I provide an overview of this study and describe the
research site, researcher access, participants, methods of data collection and sources, and
methods of data analysis. In particular, I describe a multi-layered level of analysis
including a three-dimensional analysis scheme—chronological, generic and thematic—
which enabled me to analyze themes and differences among genres and between genders.

In Chapter 4, I describe the “lay of the land” of my first grade classroom at the onset
of this study. This chapter includes an overview of the writing curriculum that I created
and implemented. This writing curriculum featured direct instruction on five genres:
personal narratives, letter writing, comic book writing, fiction writing and poetry. Anin-
depth description and a rationale for including each genre is included. This chapter also
provides a description of The Six Traits Assessment for Beginning Writers rubric, which I
used to assess my students’ writing throughout the year and to analyze the students’

writing levels prior my implementation of the new writing curriculum. In this chapter, [

10
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also provide a detailed description of the six boys who were the focal children in this
study. I describe each of them as | saw them at the beginning of the year both as writers
and as social members of the class, and I describe how I selected these six boys for this
study. Thus this chapter serves as a baseline to observe growth and change regarding
writing development and children’s attitudes and motivation towards writing during
different genres. This initial description helps to inform my understanding of the boy’s
social experiences during Writer’s Workshop and provides insight into why they brought
certain issues and interests into their writing.

Chapters S, 6, 7 and 8 are organized chronologically and by the genres of the writing
curriculum. In each of these chapters, I describe three different perspectives: the whole
class perspective, an in-depth perspective of the six focal boys, and my own perspective
as teacher researcher in the classroom. In each of these four chapters [ explain both the
social and academic issues that were unique to each genre. Taken together, these three
perspectives provide an in depth look at classroom life during Writer’s Workshop in my
first grade classroom. These perspectives work together to tell a story about the
experiences we had as a class with a broadened writing curriculum. Upon analysis of all
the data sources and the three differing perspectives, I theorized about how gender,
identity and genre are all components that influence writing development.

In chapter 5, I provide a detailed description of the personal narrative unit and
chronicle what happened when I implemented this unit with my first graders. From the
perspective of the focal children, I capture their attitudes towards writing personal

narratives and the issues that arose when they wrestled with deciding what to reveal about

11

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



their personal lives. I discuss threc main points based on my observation and analysis of
their learning to write personal narratives: Learning to write was important to these 6
boys, although they felt it was not important to learn how to write personal narratives
about their own lives. Personal narratives are “windows into the self” and many boys
were deliberate about what they chose to reveal about themselves in their stories. Finally,
the boys in the class had differing literacy interests than the girls.

Chapter 6 provides a detailed description of the letter writihg unit and the classroom
postal service the class created as part of it. In this chapter, I chronicle and analyze what
happened when I implemented this unit with my first graders. I describe three findings
that emerged from the data. The first was that many boys thought deeply about the
audience for their letters. The second finding was that many boys liked writing letters
because writing became an interactive form of social activity. Interestingly, there was a
connection between the socially interactive nature of the children and their writing
proficiency in this unit. Overall, the more extroverted students achieved higher rubric
scores during the letter writing unit than the introverted students. The final finding was
that most boys both preferred to write letters over personal narratives and most achieved
higher rubric scores during the letter writing as well.

Chapter 7 offers a detailed description of both the comic book and fiction writing
units. By design, I combined these two genres into one chapter. Although there were
some issues that were unique to each genre, there were also similarities. By analyzing
the two genres in one chapter, I highlight these similarities and discuss their impact on

my first grade students. I discuss four main lessons learned while observing my students

12
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write comic books and fiction stories. First, the comic book and fiction units gave boys
more control over many aspects of the writing process, and they were more excited about
writing in these genres as a result. They not only wrote more freely during the units in
which they perceived a heightened sense of control, they also performed at a higher level,
wrote longer pieces and achieved higher rubric scores. Second, when I opened the door
wider to allow room for the male literacy interests, some students chose to develop their
literacy interests outside of the structure of the official writing curriculum. Some boys
perceived a difference between the official and unofficial writing curriculum and
preferred to write about their interests during Choice Time rather than Writer’s
Workshop. Third, regarding their social development, boys were more expressive in
their writing when they could incorporate fictitious elements into their writing. Because
the content was fictitious, many boys abandoned the boy code and made more pro-social
statements about what they valued socially. Finally, as a teacher, I found that I learned
much more about the personal nature of the boys and what they deemed socially
important during the comic book and fiction units than I did during the personal narrative
unit.

Chapter 8 focuses on the poetry unit, During this unit, there was direct instruction on
three different formats for poetry: acrostic poems, rhyming poems and poems with
repeating lines. My analysis of this unit indicated that most students, both boys and girls,
received lower overall rubric scores during the poetry unit than they did during the fiction
unit. Second, the boys struggled more with the imposed formats and structures of the '

poems than the girls did. Many girls found it freeing to write within these formats while

13
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the boys felt more free while writing prose. Third, the students’ overall voice scores
declined when we shifted from fiction to poetry. Interestingly this seemed to greatly
influence the boys’ motivation to write while it did not seem to influence the girls’
motivation. In addition, shifting genres from fiction to poetry shifted who encountered
success as writers. The students who were structure-oriented preferred this genre and
achieved higher rubric scores during poetry than during fiction. This contributed to my
analysis that in addition to gender and social disposition, ones’ approach to learning is an
important aspect enacted when learning to write. Finally, I examined my role as teacher
when my students wrote about topics that 1 found inappropriate or alarming. I found that
each genre in the writing curriculum provided motivational support énd scaffolding for
some students while it felt more limiting to others.

In chapter 9, I step back from close description and analysis of the writing units
developed during this year-long study in order to theorize about what can be learned from
one group of students and their teacher when involved in an innovative curriculum for
beginning writers based on multiple genres with some specifically included to appeal to
boys. I develop two main points about young children’s writing development. First,
including genres in the writing curriculum that are typically considered as having more
appeal to boys influences their interest in writing, their motivation to write, and their
performance as writers. Clearly, differences in genre both constrain and open up the
possibilities for development. Second, although it is true, as many scholars have argued,
that gender and genre are important in children’s writing opportunities, gender and genre

are not the only important aspects involved in opening up the writing curriculum for
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beginning writers. As young children work on writing, differing interests based in part
on gender and the varying demands and invitations of different genres interact with the
complex social processes of the classroom as well as with individual children’s social
development and their orientations to learning. These two main points contribute to the
overall importance of offering a writing curriculum that offers different genres. I argue
that offering a multi-genred curriculum provides motivation for a larger student
population than the traditional Writer’s Workshop model that focuses mainly on personal
narrative. This increased motivation may lead to boys™ higher levels of writing
proficiency which would contribute to closing the gender gap in writing. Finally, [
discuss how teacher research can be used to facilitate change in schools. I explain that
this teacher research study has prompted other teachers at my school to investigate their
own practices and start conversations about gender and writing in schools. Upon learning
of the local knowledge generated from this study, a collaborative pilot group of teachers
formed to analyze the content and structure of the writing curriculum school wide, from

pre-Kindergarten to eighth grade.
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CHAPTER TWO
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
Introduction
The purpose of this literature review is to highlight the existing body of research
related to boys and their gendered issues in education and to explain how this body of
research has informed this dissertation study. This review of the literature can be thought
of as consisting of three concentric circles. The outer circle addresses the research on
broad issues pertaining to boys and school. As this literature review progresses, it
becomes increasingly more narrow in scope. Because this dissertation centers on boys
and fhcir literacy development during Writer’s Workshop, the middle circle of this
framework focuses on the research of gender and literacy in elementary schools. The
inner circle then focuses on Writing Workshop theory and research analyzing iffhow
current Writing Workshop theory addresses the differing literary needs of both boys and

girls.

The Outer Circle: Boys and School
Weaver-Hightower (2003) explains that the body of research focusing on boys and

school has evolved out of a variety of different paradigms, drawing on popular-rhetorical
literature, theoretically-oriented literature and practice-oriented literature. The popular-
rhetorical literature generally argues that boys are disadvantaged or harmed by schools
and society and that schools are feminized. The theoretically-oriented literature is
concerned with cataloging types of masculinity and examines how schools and society

produce and modify masculinities. This segment of the research on boys largely uses
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tools of qualitative research. The practice-oriented literature is concerned with
developing and evaluating school and classroom interventions in boys’ academic and
social problems (Weaver-Hightower, 2003).

Researching Gender

The research community h:: recently experienced a “boy tum” as a number of
researchers have focused on boys’ experiences in school. These researchers examine
gendered differences and experiences that currently exist in schools, and discuss how
issues of gender and education overlap and influence one another.

Prior to this “boy turn” much of the research on gender in education (Sadker &
Sadker, 1995, Gilligan, 1982) focused on girls’ academic achievement and how they
experienced school. An equity crisis in the mid 1990s was given national visibility by the
AAUW report How Schools Shortchange Girls (1992) and Sadker and Sadker’s Failing
at Fairness (1995). These reports documented a set of practices, intentional and
unintentional, that consistently favored male students. Consequently. equity came to
mean redressing these institutional biases (Newkirk, 2002). Much attention was given to
crealing educational experiences for female students to encounter greater academic
success in schools, mostly in mathematics and the sciences.

Similarly the “boy turn” evolved partially out of this feminist research perspective and
also focuses on how issues of gender impact educational achievement. Due to boys’
declining academic results, however, such as the NAEP writing scores, attention is now
also being given to boys and their educational experiences. Similar to the findings of the

research focusing on girls® educational experiences, many of the research findings related
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to the “boy-turn” concluded that boys and girls have real differences that impact on their
academic achievement and that many schools may not be not set up and run in a manner
that is conducive to the way boys learn.

It is important to note that this recent boy-turn is not meant to contradict or
undermine the feminist work of researchers such as Gilligan (1982) and Sadker & Sadker
(1995) who focused on how girls experienced school and created educational experiences
where they could encounter greater success. Nor does this focus on boys and literacy
imply that boys are now become the overall educational victims. There are certainly
social and academic areas in which boys thrive and girls struggle. In fact, the boy-turn
can be seen as a compliment to the research on girls in that it increased our recognition
that gender inequity is not just a deficiency in girls (Weaver-Hightower, 2003) and may
instead be a reflection of institutional and educational problems. Furthermore, the
literature on boys has been made possible, in part, byvfeminist critiques and the research
on girls that preceded them.

Researchers of both girls and boys recognized the potential damage of resorting to
essentialist claims about gender in their work. The “different voice” Gilligan (1982)
described, in her focus on girls, was characterized not by gender but by theme. Its
association with women was an empirical observation, and was not absolute. She
presented her contrasts between male and female “voices” to highlight a distinction
between two modes of thought and to focus on a problem of interpretation (Gilligan,
1982) rather than to make deterministic conclusions about either gender. It is important

to note that whenever generalizations about gender are made, the research community
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must be cautious about essentialist terms. “Essentialism obscures differences that exist
within the named group; it elevates a perceived trait into a fixed biological endowment;
and because this often negative ‘trait’ is seen as permanent, essentialism allows those in
power to rationalize their advantage” (Newkirk, 2002, p22). Generalizations about
gender made by Gilligan (1982) Sadker and Sadker (1995) and Newkirk (2001) are not
intended to describe deterministic limitations. Of course, not every child fits into every
generalization about gender all the time, and it is certainly possible for generalizations
about boys to apply to a girl, and vice versa. Generalizations about gender should only be
used to highlight a distinction between two modes of thought, to focus a problem of
interpretation, or to describe observed patterns or tendencies.

While the claims and conclusions of the recent research focused on boys are
debatable, the purpose of this section is to highlight their main issues and research
findings, and to explain how some of these issues have been argued and debated. Major
issues that emerged from this body of research on boys were teachers’ gender blind
stance, biological differences between boys and girls (including differing learning
tempos, differences in brain function, in levels of aggression, and in physical behavior,
and classroom implications that these differences have on learning and students’
developing sense of self as a student) and teacher interactions and interruptions. The
popular-rhetorical, the theoretically-oriented, and the practice-oriented literature
collectively helped to inform each of these major issues related to the research on boys

and school.
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The Gender-Blind Stance

A gender issue that has received considerable research attention (Gararahy, 2001;
Zaher, 1996; Doherty & Hier, 1988; Janes, 1979; Brodkin, 1991) is the so-called
“gender-blind” or “gender neutral” stance. In a frequently cited study involving 3
teachers and their perceptions of their own teaching, Garrahy (2001) asserts that many
teachers are trained to believe that gender is simply a social function or a social construct,
and they acquire a “gender-blind” or “gender-neutral” stance in the classroom.
According to this stance, when teachers looked out over their classes, they claimed to not
see boys or girls but instead saw students. Because these teachers claimed not to consider
their students gendered identities when making curricular or instructional decisions, the
assmﬁption was that boys and girls do not have different needs.

Gender blindness, like color blindness, supports teachers’ claims of what they
believed to be fair. Lopez-Gerardo (2003) explains that a color blind stance ignores
racial issues and facilitates only a partial understanding of conflict and power. When
teachers assumed a color blind stance in their classrooms they believed in neutrality
which was harmful to students because it promoted fictions about whiteness, objectivity
and equality and promoted a simplified, sanitized version of racial issues.

Similarly, when teachers assume a gender-blind stance, they attempt to see generic
students and are convinced of their abilities to provide equal treatment for all (Garrahy,
2001). The classroom becomes a “one size fits all” model which does not take gender

into consideration. Teachers who accept this model do not recognize that gendered
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differences exist so their classrooms and curricula are constructed without consideration
of these differences.

Pollack, author of Real Boys, (1998) argues that, although teachers may be doing this
unintentionally, when they acquired a gender-blind stance, teachers were force-fitting
boys into an unnatural mold, especially considering the majority of elementary school
teachers are women. Christina Hoff Sommers, author of the popular best seller The War
Against Boys: How Misguided Feminism Is Harming Our Young Men (2000) asserts that
by attempting to see generic students, and by failing to critically look at their practices in
a gendered manner, schools are overly feminizing classrooms and attempting to engineer
androgyny. Recognizing the link between child development and education, Brodkin
(1991) interviewed two specialists in child development and child psychology and
discussed intellect and gender difference in an effort to address the potentially conflicting
issues of gendered difference and equity. Brodkin provided teachers with suggestions of
how to acknowledge gendered differences while still giving boys and girls the same
opportunities and judging them by the same standard. These advocates of the newly-
emerging research on boys and their learning needs stated that teachers who do not
acknowledge gendered differences in their students were doing harm to boys by not
considering or exploring that they may learn better under different circumstances.
Furthermore, teachers who adhered to the gender-blind stance, created classroom
environments and approached instruction in a way that did not take gender into account.

Teachers who do not continually reflect upon gender and question their own practice

and beliefs run the risk of creating classroom environments that favor one gender over the
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other. Vivian Paley (1984) a kindergarten teacher and teacher researcher, came to the
realization that her classroom and curriculum was befter suited for girls. She pointed out
that, in most elementary classrooms, teachers are the unilateral decision-makers. It is
crucial, therefore, for teachers to develop reflective capabilities and remain open to
changing their beliefs and practices if/when they realize inequalities exist. Paley urges
elementary school teachers to analyze their own practices and behaviors to see which
gender they align themselves with because without this kind of critical reflection,
teachers run the risk of creating classroom environments and curricula that cater more to
the way girls. learn, mainly because most teachers adhere to the format or classroom
structure in which they themselves learned best.

Despite the prominence of teachers’ gender-blind stance, the research community has
recently focused on explaining actual gendered differences that exist and describing the
impact that these differences have on classrooms and student learning. Embedded in the
framework of this section is the assumption that actual gendered differences do exist and
that consequentially, boys and girls have differing educational experiences. Furthermore,
the experience of one gender can suffer when schools adhere to a gender-blind stance and
don’t acknowledge gendered difference under seemingly normal, benign school practices.
This assumption of gendered difference is informed by the research findings which
stemmed from the theoretically-oriented, practically-oriented, and popular-rhetorical
literature. The next sections of this literature review highlight recent research findings

pertaining to boys and school.
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Biological Differences between Boys and Girls

An interesting issue that emerged out of the research on boys was that boys and girls
actually have biological differences in form and function. Richard Hawley, former chair
of the International Coalition of Boys Schools, posits that there are different “tempos” in
learning between the genders; that generally, boys and gitls learn at different paces and
with different stylés (Hawley, 1991). These gender-based variations in tempo and pattern
of learning can be identified from the pre-kindergarten through the high school years.
During the primary grades, girls generally developed reading and writing proficiency,
which also involved motor development, at a different tempo from boys. Hawley asserts
that if schools are to provide a successful instructional environment for boys, they must
stay in touch with the unique “tempo” and learning style of each student. If the
instructional tempo of the classroom is more aligned with the tempo of the female
students, the boys could develop low self-esteem and encounter academic failure.

Brain research over the past decade has revealed that boys’ and girls’ brains function
differently. Michael Gurian, founder of the Gurian Institute at the University of
Missouri-Kansas City and author of Boys and Girls Learn Differently (2001) asserts that
most educators are not kept current with the recent findings in brain research and
developmental differences. Each year, the Gurian Institute introduces hundreds of
teachers, preschool through high school, to brain research, educating them on hpw boys
and girls learn differently and how to develop innovations in their classrooms to fit new
knowledge of brain research. While the interpretations of brain research on gendered

difference is relatively new, Gurian states that most teachers are not trained or well-
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versed in how to incorporate brain research at all into their classroom and curricula.
From kindergarten on, the educational system rewards self-control, obedience, and
concentration—qualities that are much more common among girls than boys, particularly
at young ages (Gurian, 2001).

It is important to acknowledge that research on gendered difference in brain function
is controversial. If these findings are interpreted using essentialist claims, it could lead
educators into dangerous territory. For example, Harvard University President Larry
Summers recently questioned girls’ intrinsic abilities in math and science. His gendered
statements created controversy, attracted national attention, and led many educators to
question his authority and leadership abilities as university president. Similarly, while it
is important for teachers to be informed on developments regarding gender and brain
function, it is critical that teachers do not make essentialist claims about what boys can
and cannot do, solely based on findings of recent brain researéh. Researchers énd
educators need to be responsible to avoid essentialist thinking when making claims and
creating classroom implications based on brain research.

Aggression in boys has been an issue related to behavioral differences in elementary
students and researched by educators (Rubin, 1998; Fabes, 1997; Crick, 1997, Periolat &
Nager, 1988; Marsh, 1984; Gold, 1984; Ullian, 1979) over the past several decades.
Crick (1997) found that girls were generally less overtly aggressive than boys. Similarly,
Rubin et al., (1998) concluded that boys are more aggressive than girls.  Periolat and
Nager (1988) points out the positive aspects of such aggression. They assert that

aggressive behavior is often the most immediate way for a child to communicate his or
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her desires, and teachers need to try to understand what children are communicating
rather than judge their behavior. They assert that boys often used aggressive behavior
and play-fighting to make friends, exhibit frustration due to failure at making friends and
became more assertive in overcoming their fears. Periolat & Nager (1988) urged teachers
to play a positive role in assisting children to express and channel their aggressive
behavior,

Similarly, Gurian (2001) advocated for teachers to integrate more physical movement
into classroom routines and curriculum. He stated that physical movement in class,
especially when rules were promulgated as to what movement was and was not
acceptable, not only helped to reduce levels of aggression and manage stress, but physical
movement also led to learning advantages, especially in the male brain, because blood
flow enhances neurotransmission to limbic (where emotional processing occurs) and left-
brain (verbal) areas. “The male brain does not quickly move neurotransmission in the
upper limbic areas, nor does it as naturally direct emotional material between the left and
right hemispheres for analysis and verbalization. But engaging the whole body in task of
emotional processing seems to enhance neurotransmission to limbic and left brain areas™
(Gurian, 2001, p 150).

Advocates for more research on how boys learn suggest that teachers contribute to the
gendered gap by expecting their students to jearn the same things in the same way in the
same amount of time. These researchers believe that the reigning sit-still-and-listen
paradigm isn’t ideal for either sex but it is one that girls often tolerate better than boys.

Pollack (1998) states that girls have more intricate sensory capacities and biosocial

25

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



aptitudes to decipher exactly what the teacher wants, whereas boys tend to be more anti-
authoritarian, competitive, and risk-taking. King (1998) reminds us that students in the
primary grades spend most of their time in classrooms where men are almost nonexistent.
He described teaching in the primary grades as a female culture, and asserted that during
these formative years, students begin to develop self-concept and strong attitudes and
affiliations towards school.
Teacher Interactions and Interruptions

Studies focusing on “teacher interactions” during classroom observations and using
teacher questionnaire responses reveal that teachers interact differently with boys and
girls. (Newkirk, 2002; Field et al, 1994; Sadker, 1993; BenTsvi-Mayer, et al, 1989;
Fennema & Petrson, 1986; Sadker &Sadker, 1985; Ebbeck, 1984; Gilligan, 1982).
Sadker (1993) found that although teachers claimed to strive for equity and fairness, even
those deeply concerned with gender equity tended to interact differently with boys and
girls. Sadker states that these differences in interaction had profound effects on
children’s self-esteem, academic interests, and ability to become independent, assertive
thinkers. The majority of these interactions were described in quantities of time.
Especially with regards to behavior, teachers spent more time interacting with boys. Ina
study that spanned the entire range of elementary schools, Sadker & Sadker (1985) found
that male students had more opportunities to interact with their teachers than female
students. Similarly, BenTsvi-Mayer found that both elementary school teachers and

student-teachers in their study spent more time with their male students. These teachers
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also perceived the boys to be their more salient students, suggesting the length of teacher-
student interactions affects teachers’ perception of their students.

A small but significant body of research on student-teacher interactions (Lindroos,
1995; Hendrick & Strange, 1991; LaFrance, 1991) focus on interruptions that occur in the
classroom. Hendrick and Strange (1991) observed primary grade classrooms and
analyzed student and teacher behaviors during conversations. They found that boys
interrupted their teachers more than girls. In these same classrooms, teachers interrupted
girls more than they did boys. LaFrance (1991) also found that teachers interrupt girls
more than boys. The teachers in LaFrance’s study believed that girls should be better
listeners so they interrupt them more when they are not meetling expectations. These
teachers expected and encouraged more participation from boys, so they were more
patient and tolerant of their impulsive behavior and did not consider their interruptions to
be as alarming. Boys® interruptions, by these teachers, were not seen to contribute to
their reputation of displaying inappropriate behavior. Lindroos (1995) analyzed
discourse in elementary classrooms by comparing teacher reactions involving
interruptions with girls versus boys. Similar to the findings of Hendrick & Strange
(1991) and LaFrance (1991) Lindroos found that teachers interrupt girls more than boys.
They found that teachers also had differing conversational styles when dealing with boys
and girls. Mainly, girls were encouraged and expected to cooperate more than boys in
class. These studies of interruptions (Lindroos, 1995; Hendrick & Strange, 1991;
LaFrance, 1991) were significant in that they revealed that teachers have gendered

expectations for their students and these expectations impact how students experience the
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classroom and how they viewed themselves as learners. According to this body of
research, teachers have gendered expectations, and in turn, interact differently with boys
and girls. They allowed boys to be more active and impulsive, and girls were expected to
be more cooperative and better listeners. This sent boys and girls differing messages
about acceptable parameters for behavior. The students in this study experienced the
same classroom differently, depending on whether they were a boy or a girl, and this
difference in experience was based partially on their teachers’ gendered expectations and
beliefs.

Gilligan (1984) and Sadker and Sadker (1985) analyzed the issue of student-teacher
relationships from a feminist point of view and showed that girls’ self-esteem was
lowered because their teachers tended to call on girls less than boys during class
discussion. As a result, girls experienced a lack of trust in their teachers and developed a
poor self-image of themselves as capable students. According to their research, girls
were called upon less than boys resulting in the girls feeling less connected to the teacher,
cl_assroom and learning process. This point is controversial and has been argued by both
feminist researchers and advocates of the boy-turn. The research on both sides of this
issue state that overall, boys receive more teacher attention than girls, but there is not
agreement on what this attention means, or who benefits from this teacher attention.
Gurian’s research (2001) supports the claim that boys, on the whole, receive more teacher
attention but points out that the attention boys receive is often negative. “The double

edge sword here is painfully clear: boys force us to bond with them in negative ways
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during class more than girls do, while many girls hang back during class, often ending up
with bonds that are less dramatic and forced but also positive” (p. 140).

Newkirk, a leading advocate for more research on boys in school, is critical of the
stance that the more attention boys receive has an advantageous impact on their
educational outcome, especially since a large component of teacher attention boys receive
is negative. Newkirk’s theories and views are informed by national statistics about
gendered difference from the Educational Testing Service (Cole, 1997,) prior empirical
research (Ferguson, 2000; Hull et al., 1997; Rist, 1970) and his own empirical research of
years of classroom observations in elementary schools throughout New Hampshire and
New England. Newkirk questions the educational advantage boys gain from such
attention getting behavior. He states that

if this behavior [handraising, bidding for the teachers’ attention, and
publicly displaying knowledge] allows boys to monopolize classroom
instruction, one might expect some differential in educational
achievement. If, as the Sadkers claim, boys are offered greater
educational challenges because of their greater visibility in class, there
should be some pay-off. Yet the Sadkers note that girls appear to be doing
better, they get better grades and receive fewer punishments...If these
grades are rewarded for mere conformity, this advantage might seem an
illusionary one...The greater attention to boys may not have much of an
educational payoff. To the extent that this attention is negative, it
reinforces the counterproductive ‘troublemaker’ or ‘clown’ identity that
boys come to assume. In a sense, it rewards that identity, which is not the
same thing as conferring educational advantage” (p 32-33).
Many of the researchers on teacher-student interactions (Newkirk, 2002; Sadker, 1993;
Fennema & Peterson, 1986; Ebbeck, 1984) included suggestions for teachers to identify

and correct sexist practices, which involve analyzing their own gendered beliefs about

who needs more time, and critically looking at classroom performance.
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Pollack (1998) urges the research community to continue to focus on boys in schools.
He asserts that boys are not just falling behind girls; they are also falling behind their own
functioning and academic performance and they are doing worse in school than they ever
have before. He theorized that that boys are becoming aware that girls are more likely to
go to college and that teachers consider them fo be more capable students. Therefore, he
states that the current state of boys’ development and academic achievement should be a
serious concern for educators and researchers.

The Middle Circle: Gender and Literacy

Continuing with the framework of concentric circles outlined in the introduction of
this literature review, the following section represents the middle concentric circle and
becomes more narrow in scope. Now that I have addressed the related research on boys
and school within the largest concentric circle, this section moves from the topic of boys
and school to highlight the research within the middle concentric circle entitled gender
and literacy. Interestingly, the gendered differences cited in the outer circle remain and
play out within literacy practices. Taking it one step further, this middle circle addresses
research that questions not only the physical differences between boys and girls, but
iffhow boys and girls are differently literate, Main issues that arise from the body of
research within this middle circle of gender and literacy are: Differences in writing
ability, teachers’ gendered perceptions and beliefs of writing ability, differences in
literacy interests, and the concept of gendered literacy. Similar to the outer circle, this

middie circle was also informed by both conceptual and empirical research and stemmed

30

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



from three differing bodies of literature: theoretical-rhetorical, theoretically-oriented and
practically-oriented.
Differences in Writing Ability

As shown above, it is argued that under the current instructional models, boys are not
encountering as much success in writing as their female counter parts. Many researchers
(Gurian and Bellow, 2003; Fisher, 2001; Kanaris, 1999; Pils, 1993; Berniger & Fuller,
1992; Boardman, 1990; Moss, 1982) have examined gendered difference in writing
instruction in elementary schools. In her examination of 150 samples of primary school
aged children’s writing, Kanaris (1999) found that girls generally wrote longer, more
complex texts, used a wider range of bo_th verbs and adjectives, and developedAtheir texts
with more focus on description and elaboration. Fisher (2001) focused on her own class
and conducted a study involving 30 elementary students investigating the relationship
between reading and gender and attitudes towards literacy. Based on the results of a
questionnaire filled out by her students addressing favorite choice of literary genres,
Fisher concluded that boys preferred a wider variety of genres and reading material used
in class. He also concluded that boys had shorter attention spans and preferred
independent work. Berniger & Fuller (1992) administered measures of oral/verbal
ftuency (addressing word finding skills using a subtest of the McCarthy scales of
children’s abilities), written orthographic fluency (using an alphabet identification task)
and writing comprehension (using an expository and narrative frame based on Donald
Graves’ work) to 300 primary grade students: 50 boys and 50 girls in grades 1, 2 and 3.

They found that boys performed significantly better than girls on oral verbal fluency and
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girls o_utperformed boys on written orthographic fluency. Furthermore, girls consistently
outperformed boys on the number of words and the number of clauses produced in
narrative and expository writing. In a review of the research on graphicacy and gender,
Boardman (1990) found that boys consistently performed better in map drawing and map
reading. According to Gurian (2001) boys also acquire literacy skills best through action,
not just talk. Boys generally need more help than girls in developing language skills.
Self-directed activities, using the real world, and other strategies useful for spatial
development are useful in enbancing their language developmeqt (Gurian and Bellow,
2003).
Teacher’s Gendered Perceptions and Beliefs

Studies that analyzed teacher perceptions of girls and boys writing competencies
(Millard & Marsh, 2001; Peterson, 2000; Thomas, 1994) were consistent with the above
mentioned research about differences in writing between boys and girls. Based on
student interviews, classroom observations and a questionnaire administered to 97 girls
and 104 boys, Peterson (2000) found that, not only did boys and girls have varied literacy
interests, but teachers believed that girls’ writing was more detailed and descriptive and
showed greater conformity to the writing conventions taught in their classrooms. Based
on her findings, Peterson stated that educational conversations were needed to question
the emphasis on conformity in writing. She urged teachers to explore ways to nurture
students’ identified strengths in overlooked areas on evaluation rubrics. Peterson noted
that these rubrics often overlook boys’ strengths in writing, such as creativity and style in

favor of conformity and convention.
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Similar to Peterson’s study, Thomas’ research (1994) found that teachers believed that
differences in girls and boys writing stemmed from cultural experiences and values
relating to their reading and writing. Thomas conducted a teacher research study of his
own elementary school. Analyzing the writing of 70 students over the course of 3 years,
he found a significant gap between the writing performance of his male and female
students. Thomas explained that teachers should not aim to produce de-gendered
narrative but instead encourage the complimentary components of assertiveness,
reflectiveness, and awareness of opposed values in both boys’ and girls’ writing. Thomas
stated that writing is a method of communicating, which entails that students articulate
and express their thoughts using the written word. Thomas encourages teachers to
provide opportunities for students to experiment with their preferred writing genres and
styles as they develop into literate beings. According to Thomas, teachers should
develop a broad writing program which reflects and exposes gendered differences in
writing and expression, instead of prohibiting students from writing in certain mediums
which advantages one gender over the other.

Instead of encouraging students to write and experiment with their own genres,
Millard and March (2001) argue that writing instruction in elementary schools oo often
emphasizes technical accuracy and neatness in handwriting, which limits the role of
drawing in children’s construction of text. Based on data gathered from the National
Writing project, writing samples and student interviews from 100 primary grade students,
Millard and March suggested this current emphasis on neatness and accuracy has adverse

consequences for the development of academic confidence, particularly in boys. They
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concluded by arguing that teachers need to be more understanding of differences i‘n the
modes in which students chose to make sense of their cultural contexts. Hartley (1991)
conducted a study involving elementary teachers and 62 students: 30 boys and 32 girls.
He asked the students to copy a written passage and then asked teachers to predict the
gender of the writing samples. He found substantial differences between the handwriting
of boys and girls that participated. Accérding to his study, teachers can determine the
writer’s gender by examining handwriting and they hold stereotypical views about the
writer by analyzing their handwriting. These teachers placed emphasis on “correct”
handwriting which prevented boys from developing into confident writers. The current
teaching practices in many schools introduced and emphasized technical aspects such as
accuracy and neatness at an early age, which resulted in many boys developing low self
images of themselves as writers (Hartley, 1991).
Differing Literary Interests

A segment of the research on writing suggests that boys and girls have differing
literacy interests and prefer to write about very different topics. Hunt (1985) analyzed
the writing of five consecutive first grade classes to investigate the selection of topic m
theme and mode in their writing. He investigated 993 Writing Workshop books written
by first grade children, observed them during writing time, and interviewed them on their
attitudes towards writing and preferred genre. Hunt found that boys wrote often about
sports, war, fighting, and catastrophes while girls wrote more {requently about
themselves, their feelings, their families and friendships. In a study of 3 primary grade

classrooms, Peterson (2001) examined the way in which boys and girls in elementary
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classrooms used writing to perform gender roles. She found that the characters in girls’
narrative writing demonstrated more emotion and more pro-social behavior (sharing,
helping, empathizing) while characters in boys’ writing exhibited more aggressive
behavior and engaged in more high-intensity, dangerous actions. In another study,
Peterson (2000) identified preferred writing topics for 600 students in elementary schools
and asked students themselves to discuss the differences between boys’ and girls’

writing. Results showed that students themselves situated girls writing within primary
territory; viewed girls as more competent, conscientious writers than boys; and associated
the presence of violence with male writers (Peterson, 2000).

Anderson (2003) states that most teachers privilege girls’ writing, with regards to both
topic and form. In his teacher-researcher study entitled Reading Violence in Boys’
Writing, Anderson described how teachers can find value in popular culture and violent
writing. By closely examining the writing of a student who laces his stories with
e~nlosions and battles, Anderson came to understand that this student used violence to
explore themes of good vs. evil and express issues of friendship.

Graham (2001) described an action research case study in which 22 primary grade
teachers used a writing scale created by the Center for Learning in Primary Education
(CLPE) to assess both the writing competencies and attitudes of 523 students. Based on
the results of this study, Graham noted that boys encountered the greatest success in
writing when they were able to write about things that mattered to them, write as experts,
hear their writing read aloud and work in the company of other boys. Similarly, by

interviewing and observing two boys during a Writer’s Workshop classroom, Abbott
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(2000) showed that when boys were able to control important aspects of writing, such as
ownership, genre, style and length, they produced more high quality writing pieces.
Harris (1998) also explained that offering boys greater choice over what they learn may
help address their underachievement. However, Harris warns that boys may not profit
from this unless they are given explicit guidelines regarding how to go about their
learning. Graves (1983, 1994) suggests that children should be encouraged by their
teachers to focus on the message rather than the form. His findings also show that
informal classroom settings promote writing and that unassigned writing seems to
stimulate boys’ writing and results in longer compositions.

Gendered Literacy?

In her classic ethnographic study of how schools interact with community, Heath
(1983) explained that children are literate in different ways and many children used
writing in their everyday lives in a way that was not emphasized or consistent with
literacy instruction in school. In a teacher-research study of his own second grade
classroom, Wills (2002) explained how children from culturally and linguistically diverse
backgrounds brought their lived experiences and distinctive cultural ways of knowing to
learning literacy. Wills included a gendered way of knowing as cultural capital and
urged educators to consider that boys have valid but varied lived experiences that should
be included and celebrated in the classroom. This concept of a gendered way of knowing
was prominent in the research on gender and literacy.

In her study of 150 writing samples of primary school-aged children’s writing,

Kanaris (1999) identified a variety of different ways in which boys and girls use language
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to construct meaning, and discussed gendered ways of knowing and being that were
revealed and constructed. In a frequently cited study, Anderson (2002) spent 6 months in
two 3™ and 4™ grade classrooms, audio-taping literature groups, collecting student
writing, observing Language Arts Blocks and interviewing students in order to examine
how gender, identity and literacy were entangled and mutually constitutive. He
concluded that students’ lived experience and ways of knowing provided them with
motivation to write. As a result of boys’ languishing writing skills, a sector of the
research community has given attention to finding new paths for literacy instruction and
discussing the concept of gendered literacy (Peterson, 2003; Thorne, 2002; Sadker &
- Sadker, 2002; Newkirk, 2002; Barrs, 2000; Bleach, 1998; Thomas, 1994; Wardle, 1991).

In a landmark and frequently cited study entitled Differently Literate, Millard (1997)
gathered data from 255 students in elementary schools. The data were gathered in three
interconnecting ways: direct observation in the classtoom, a questionnaire survey
pertaining to literacy interests, and semi-structured individual and group interviews about
attitudes towards school literacy. Millard found strong relationships between pupils’
literacy activities, their leisure activities, and their gender. She concluded that boys in
her study were shown to be at a greater disadvantage partly because their literacy
interests were not addressed in schools and their favored genres were less in harmony
with the curriculum, and also because academic choices were being made for them by
their teachers.

In their book, Reading Don’t Fix No Chevys: Literacy in the Lives of Young Men,

Smith and Wilhelm (2002) questioned the way literacy was generally taught in schools
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and suggested alternatives to traditional instruction. Their findings were based on data
gathered from interviews, observations, and the resuits of various literacy activities. The
participants for their study were 50 boys who differed from one another according to
race, class, school experience and academic achievement and linguistic background.
Building their findings on their understanding of the powerful and engaging experiences
boys have outside of school, Smith and Wilhelm discussed why boys embrace or reject
certain ways of being literate, what qualities of texts appeal to boys, and highlighted the
importance of choice and meaningful social activity for boys learning in schools.
Similarly, Alloway and Gilbert (1997) examined issues associated with boys and literacy
and argued that literacy, as it is constructed in schools, becomes a domain of knowledge
and a set of technologies that run counter to various dominant constructions of
masculinity. Newkirk (2000) argued that, rather than seeing gendered differences in
writing (such as the use of humor and violence versus sincerity in writing) the cultural
materials boys bring to the classroom should be acknowledged and engaged. Arguing
that boys and girls are differently literate, Thomas (1994) suggested that teachers should
identify their respective discourse and genre strengths. Boys stories, according to
Thomas, often have pace and event at the expense of everything else. Their narratives
are action packed, lacking characterization and any sense of inner life in the characters.
Girls® writing, in Thomas’ experience, is more aware of a social and moral context for
action, and girls are more conscious of the need to keep their readers involved

It is important to note, however, that this concept of gendered literacy instruction is

controversial. In a frequently cited article, Barrs (2000) stated that educators should not
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respond to boys lagging behind girls in literacy by dedicating more curriculum time to
male literacy interests. Barrs examined patterns of gender differentiation and fears that
girls’ academic success will suffer if the instructional focus caters to boys. She stated

even if we agree that boys and girls, like women and men, are in several
respects ‘differently literate’ and that boys tastes and preferences need to
be taken more seriously into account, it is a long step to the confident
design of curricula and assessment procedures which will enable all
students, both boys and girls, to achieve as well as they can. The

substitution of one form of bias for another does not constitute a balance
(p 288).
Barrs argued that since reading and writing allowed access to other, wider ways of being,

educators need curricula and assessment procedures that enable all children, both boys
and girls, to achieve optimally. Similarly, Kowaluk (1999) argued that many educators
place an unwarranted emphasis upon the social construction of masculinity and literacy
and gave it primacy when outlining a framework for change. Kowaluk pointed out that a
literacy program which meets the needs of ail students acknowledges that those needs
vary greatly within gender groupings as well as across these groupings.

While a common theme across the literature was that boys and girls have differing
literacy interests, Kowaluk (1999) and Paley (1984) warned educators not to stereotype,
speak too generally about gendered differences, or to lock students into categories
because of their gender. Similarly, in their book Boys, Literacies and Schooling, Rowan,
Knobel, Bigum and Lankshear (2002) responded to the complexity of the current debates
associated with boys, gender reform, literacy and schooling by offering a clear map of the
current context, highlighting the strengths and weaknesses of the various solutions put

forward, and outlined a range of practical classroom interventions for dealing with what
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they call the “boys/literacy crisis.” They stated the ways in which particular views of
masculinity, gender reform, literacy, technology and popular culture can either open up
or close down new conceptualizations of what it means to be a boy and what it means to
be literate. While they recognized the controversial terrain of being differently literate, as
mapped out by Millard (1997), Rowan et al. were “primarily concerned with identifying
ways in which literacy educators can make a difference to the lives and literacies of boys,
while also attending to the needs of girls” (p 57). Their strategies for teachers involved
“developing deep knowledge of their particular students and what they bring to particular
classrooms and contexts, starting where the students and teachers are, but moving beyond
that through making and enabling connections, being brave enough to experiment with
learning processes and rigorous enough to assess the outcomes realistically” (p xii).
According to Rowan et al (2002) successful literacy education is personal and relational,
and involves much more than literacy basics and outcomes.

Recently, the idea that boys are not succeeding in writing because they have different
literacy interests and reasons for being literate than those taught in schools has recetved
considerable attention in the research on boys and writing. Newkirk (2002) urged
educators to be more pro-active in inviting boys, regardless of their differing literary
interests, into what he calls the ‘literacy club’ so that the classroom can be a place which
furthers the development of many kinds of being literate. Newkirk encouraged teachers
to open their doors wider to their literacy club in order to make more room for male
interests. But he also acknowledged that this is not just a matter of being more accepting.

Teachers need to be prepared for what happens when boys have the freedom to bring
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their gendered way of knowing and differing literacy interests into the classroom. “But
the field is crowded, filled with other invitations, and if these boys do choose to come in,
they will bring in some pretty weird stuff” (Newkirk, 2002, p 24).

This dissertation explored what happened in a primary classroom when a first grade
teacher opened the door wider to the literacy club, and allowed more room for male
literacy interests in the writing curriculum within the context of a Writing Workshoﬁ
classroom.

The Inner Circle: Theoretical framework for Writer’s Workshop

As previously mentioned, this literature review operates from a framework consisting
of three concentric circles. The research highlighted within each circle becomes
increasingly more narrow in scope. The outer circle addressed the broad research on
boys and school. The middle circle then honed its focus to discuss the research
pertaining to boys and literacy. This section of the literature review focuses on the inner
circle. The inner circle first focuses on Writer’'s Workshop théory and then addresses the
existing body of empirical and conceptual research which analyzes if/how current
Writer’s Workshop theory addresses the differing literary needs of both boys and girls.

Writer’s Workshop is rooted in the writing process, which involves planning, writing,
revising, editing and publishing. According to Writer’s Workshop theory, writing is a
learned skill that is shaped through practice and constructive feedback. It requires
motivation, strategies, skills, and knowledge (Dorn & Soffos, 2001). When children
write, they acquire cognitive strategies for attending, monitoring, searching, cvaluating,

and self-correcting their actions (Clay, 2001). “Characterized by both freedom and
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structure, the writing workshop is more like a laboratory or a studio than a regular or
traditional classroom. Writer’s learn, experiment, share and develop their skills with
expert guidance in a safe, supportive environment” (Hughley & Slack, 2001, p4).
Teachers guide students in a Writer’s Workshop classroom to become self-regulated
writers who learn more about the world by learning to write and express themselves.
According to Harris and Graham (1999) a self-regulated writer is one who knows how to
guide and monitor her writing actions towards achieving a specific goal. This implies
that the self-regulated writer understands how to use specific strategies for planning,
generating, organizing, and revising the writing process. Students acquire these strategies
by adapting an “apprentice” role in the classroom and learn how to WriteA by teachers who
are themselves writers and model the writing process for the class.

'In classrooms whose writing programs are grounded in writing workshop theory,
writing is regarded as a craft, not merely a technical or mechanical exercise. Donald
Graves (1983) an often cited leader and advocate for Writer’s Workshop theory, defines a
craft as a process of shaping material towards an end. There is a long painstaking process
demanded to learn how to shape material to a level where it is satisfying to the person
‘doing the crafting.

Writer’s Workshop theory has evolved out of the process approach to writing
which encompasses the expressivist theory of composition. According to this theory,
writing is important because it helps students develop an author’s voice and learn that
they can express themselves using the written word. As students become literate, they

learn to spell and write while also learning that they have something unique to say
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(Graves, 1994). According to the expressivist perspective, writing is essentially an
extension of individual expression which incorporates self-discovery and the creative
process (Johns, 1990). Students work to become fluent writers by having the power and
control over their own writing process, choosing and experimenting with writing topics
pertaining to their own interests. A main goal for ail writers, according to the process
approach, is to use the written word to help see themselves as creators of self expression
and to practice aspects of independent decision-making. While the technical skills of
handwriting, spelling and punctuation are also important, according to Writer’s
Workshop theory these skills are not taught in isolation but within the context of students
writing, so they learn these technical skills while engaged in writing topics that stem from
student interest.

Writer’s Workshop classtooms encompass much more than just teaching students
about the structure and stages of the writing process. Writer’s workshop theory “sets the
stage for writing as an ongoing lifetime skill with multiple audiences and multiple
purposes” (Hughley & Slack, 2001, p 4). Crucial to sustaining the atmosphere of
intellectual responsibility in a workshop is the teacher’s willingness to trust students’
abilities to discover their own stances on important questions and willingness to give
them time and flexibility for pursuing their own conclusions (Knoblauch & Brannon,
1984).

Graves (1983) explains that giving children choice and ownership over the writing
topic is a driving force behind Writer’s Workshop theory. He asserts that children learn

through making decisions. Students search their lives and interests, make a choice, and
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write. Writers who do not learn to choose topics wisely lose out on the strong link
between voice and subject. Developing and establishing your voice as a writer is a
crucial part of the craft of writing, according to Graves’ approach writing instruction.
Voice starts with choice of the topic. Writers who learn to choose topics well make the
most significant growth in both information and skills at the point of best topic. With
best topic, the child exercises strongest control, establishes ownership, and with
ownership, pride in the piece (Graves, 1983).
Writer's Workshop and Learning-Centered Classrooms

The Writer’s Workshop model occurs in a learner-centered classroom which looks
very different from the teacher-centered classroom. According to Friedberg (1996) ina
teacher-centered classroom, the teacher is the sole leader. The teacher takes
responsibility for organization and discipline. Students are allowed only limited
responsibility. Rewards are mostly extrinsic and management comes in the form of
guidance. Teacher-centered classrooms often adopt the banking concept of education in
which students learn the content chosen by teachers or administrators. Education thus-
becomes an act of depositing, in which the students are the depositories and the teacher is
the depositor (Freire, 1970). In contrast, in a learner-centered workshop, leadership is
shared. Students facilitate operations in the classroom. Management takes the form of
oversight. Students share responsibilities, rewards are mostly intrinsic, and discipline
mostly comes from the self in which consequences reflect individual differences
(Friedberg, 1996). Students are given a degree of autonomy to determine their discipline,

their choice of content, their styles of learning, their time lines, their requirements and
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their outcomes. The teacher takes a back seat and becomes a facilitator (Hughey &
Slack, 2001). A prime goal for students in the Writer’s Workshop classroom is to
become independent writers who can not only write but express themselves (Routman,
1994). |
Writer’s Workshop, Multiple Intelligences and Learning Styles

Many advocates of Writer’'s Workshop theory (Hughey & Slack, 2001; Campbell,
1995; Armstrong, 1994; Dunn, 1988; Atwell, 1987; Loper, 1986) recognize individual
differences in students and urge teachers to consider Howard Gardner’s theory of
multiple intelligences and learning styles theory when teaching in a Writer’s Workshop
classroom. Gardner (1997) identifies eight different intelligences: linguistic, logical-
mathematical, spatial, bodily-kinesthetic, musical, interpersonal, intrapersonal, and
naturalist intelligence. Yet, traditional educational practices value mostly linguistic and
logical-mathematical. These two intelligences also drive academic testing and
assessment of IQ, and are the basis for many standardized tests such as NAEP, ITBS,
SAT, ACT, GRE, and many statewide tests (Hughey & Slack, 2001). While these two
intelligences are vitally important to one’s ability to learn, they are only part of the
learning equation. Intelligence theories like Gardner’s raise questions for me as a teacher
researcher about how to create and assess literacy activities that connect to various
intelligences and provide more equitable education experiences. According to Hughey &
Slack (2001) ‘if all classrooms represent a potpourri of all the intelligences then teachers
need to teach to all the intelligences so that all students can learn. In their text, Teaching

Children to Write, Theory and Practice they outline how teachers can accomplish this
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goal. Similarly, Campbell (1995) urges teachers to increase the possibility for student
success by developing ways to teach and learn engaging all the intelligences.

According to Hughey and Slack (2001) personality, individualized thoughts and
feelings also play a major role in learning and learning styles theory identifies personal
approaches to learning. Learning styles theory personalize education by connecting
students lives to classroom learning (Guild, 1997) puts the learner at the center, and
serves as a catalyst for positive student learning (Hughey & Slack, 2001). Inastudy of 3
schools, Guild described and compared environments which allowed for different
learning styles, including visual learning, active learning, collaborative work with others
in learning centers, in pairs, and independent learning. In these schools, Guild (1997) -
explained the importance of teachers being both reflective practitioners and active
decision-makers regarding their own classroom. According to learning styles theory,
individuals have a preferred learning style, no matter what the subject area, which helps
to better comprehend various concepts. Hughey and Slack (2001} explain that learning
style approaches that enhance writing workshop include sensory learning modalities,
such as visual, auditory and kinesthetic.

In Dunn’s study (1988) of elementary students in a Writer’s Workshop classroom,
students were asked to identify the ways in which they would achieve best. The purpose
of this study was to analyze if students’ preferred methods of instruction and assessment
had an impact on their academic success. This study utilized the Learning Style
Inventory (LSI) which was developed through content and factor analysis, rating items

rated on a 5 point scale. The LSI was used to assess conditions in which students
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preferred to learn in terms of 23 elements of instructional conditions. Dunn revealed that
when they were taught as they indicated, students did indeed achieve better than when
they were taught in ways that differed from their preferences (Dunn, 1988). Loper (1986)
asserted that when teachers teach and evaluate only in one cognitive mode, they
adequately serve only those students who preferred to learn in that mode. The choice or
mode of presentation can, in many cases, spell the difference between a successful and an
unsuccessful educational experience (Gardner, 1993). According to these researchers, it
is important for educators to vary the approach they use to teach and evaluate because
their students have varying educational needs and learning styles.

The democratic needs of student writers become an important issue in a Writer’s
Workshop classtoom. Teachers are encouraged to create democratic environments where
students feel safe and frec to learn and express themselves (Hughey & Slack, 2001).
According to Writer’s Workshop theory, teachers nurture students to grow into lifelong
learners, into self-directed scckers. In order for this to happen, teachers need to give
students opportunities to practice making choices and reflecting on the outcomes
(Schneider, 1996).

According to this body of research, Writer's Workshop classrooms are characterized
by flexibility, freedom and structure (Hughley & Slack, 2001) in which teachers can
incorporate intelligence theories like Gardner’s, and cater to specific learning styles and
students’ democratic needs. This raised an issue for me about making room for gendered
literacy in a Writer’s Workshop classroom as well. Since Writer’s Workshop classrooms

are similar to laboratories or studios where writers express themselves, experiment and

47

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



devclop their skills and voice (Hughley & Slack, 2001) I argue that there should be
enough room for gendered literacy and genres that cater to male literacy interests within
the structure of the Writing Workshop classroom.
Evolution of Writing Workshop

It is important to acknowledge that Writer’s Workshop theory has evolved over time
and theorists such as Donald Graves have made changes to their approach to writing
instruction based on their reflections. While the philosophical underpinning of Writer’s
Workshop theory is still to provide authentic opportunities for students to write in school
so that students use writing to suit their own needs (Graves, 1994) Graves adapted his
approach to include more direct teaching of spelling, less emphasis on individual
conferences, and a greater emphasis on group sharing and teaching more explicitly using
mini-lessons, which introduced other conventions and additional tools that writers use to
rework their texts. Yet, even though Graves now advises teachers to teach writing
concepts more directly and explicitly than in the past, Writer’s Workshop classrooms
remain learner-centered and the goal is still for students to view themselves as
apprentices, learning the craft of writing. As Graves (1994) points out, “Unless children
see themselves as authors with something to say, as writers with the power to initiate
texts that command the attention of others, they remain as sheep both in the classroom
and later in the larger society” (p 45).

In Writer’s Workshop classrooms, writing is by nature a social process. It represents
the means by which 2 message can be communicated to someone else. Children learn

important lessons about how to become writers through meaningful interactions with
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more knowledgeable people (Dorn & Soffos, 2001). Healy (1994) describes the
cognitive side of writing and explains that children must understand and pull together
their own ideas or knowledge.

This implies that the child must search his own memories for the
information he desires to communicate. These ideas can be global
representations of feelings, emotions, and images. Language becomes a
tool for consolidating bigger ideas into original statements while choosing
the best words and placing them in the correct order...If the message is
meaningful and personal, the child is less likely to forget it while dealing
with the mechanical aspects of writing. The child’s ability to orchestrate
the social, cognitive and mechanical aspects of writing are mediated by a
more knowledgeable person who scaffolds the child at appropriate points
in the writing process (p 2).

In classrooms that are guided by the traditional Writer’s Workshop model, students are
encouraged to write about their real-life experiences while teachers serve as mentors and
facilitators of the writing process. The active participation of both students and teachers
is a prominent theme in workshop literature (Atwell, 1987; Calkins, 1986; Graves, 1983;
Murray, 1985). These workshop advocates attest that a problem arises because
traditional school practices do not encourage and sustain this active engagement with
writing. Lensmire (1994) explains that writer’s workshop theory emphasizes the need for
teachers to provide students with the opportunity to explore and learn about writing by
writing. Children are encouraged to search their lives and interests for compelling topics
(Graves, 1983; Calkins, 1991.) The primary strategy of this theory of writing is to grant
students increased control or ownership over their own literate activities. According to
writing workshop theory, students increased control over their work helps them regain

interest in and commitment to expressing themselves in print (Lensmire, p 376).
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Is the Workshop Fair For All?

Some advocates of Writer’s Workshop theory (Newkirk, 2002; Dyson, 1997; Gallas,
1998; Millard, 1997) are critical of the current emphasis on personal narrative and
question whether this instructional decision is fair for all students. In Writer’s Workshop
students are encouraged to search their own lives for topics to develop into stories so that
they become authors of their own personal lived experiences.

In contrast, Newkirk (2002) offers an obsession theory of writing development.
According to Newkirk’s theory, literacy development is dependent upon obsessive
interests, ones strong enough to sustain the writer in the laborious task of developing an
extended piece of writing. “Writing becomes a way of documenting and employing this
allegiance; it piggybacks on these primary affiliations children bring to school” (p 172).
Newkirk (2002) asserts that writing about personal experiences may not tap into students’
obsessive interests, especiaily if these interests involve fictional characters found in
comic books, movies or television shows.

Newkirk (2002) argues that certain choices or writing topics are not considered
worthy of classroom writing due to their low cultural capital. This attitude can
systematically disadvantage minority groups and boys. This is a major problem that is
not addressed in schools if teachers do not reflect upon their own practices and consider
who is served best by the decisions they make regarding instruction. Since Writer’s
Workshop theory is grounded in the assumption that classrooms and teachers can allow

room for multiple intelligences, and varying learning and teaching styles, advocates such
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as Newkirk question whether it possible for Writer’s Workshop classrooms to

acknowledge gendered differences and interests as well.

Newkir.k (2002) asserts that a hierarchy exists in classrooms when it comes to literacy
topics or activities. Teachers construct this hierarchy within their own classrooms and
inevitably put their own preferred interests and genres at the apex. “Some forms of
literacy activity have status; other forms are barely recognized as literacy at ail” (p 91).
For example, comic book writing, writing about TV shows, popular cultural figures or
fictional writing about outer space are not highly regarded in schools as potential writing
topics.

As it has evolved, Writer’s Workshop has come to put great emphasis on experiential
and personal narrative writing because these genres allow students to write about their
lives and incorporate their interests into their stories. Newkirk (2002) claims, however,
that this strong preference for experiential writing and personal narrative is value-laden.
This strong preference does not acknowledge the possibility that students may be
differently literate or have differing literacy interests, and informs students that certain
literacy practices are worthy enough for classroom curriculum and others are not. It
sends a message that good writers are those who prefer to write about their own lives,
valuing the students’ non-technological forms of experience (as opposed to those forms
influenced by popular culture) instead of providing opportunities for students to explore
other genres of writing that are not necessarily a part of the students’ actual lived

experiences. Newkirk (2002) critiques Graves’ Writer’s Workshop approach because it
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is too narrow in scope and implies that certain writing topics are not worthy of classroom

time.

Graves presents a list of ‘good topics’ that children in his study chose, and
dominating this list are hobbies, pets, and relationships with family.
Television was generally perceived as a distraction from the core of life
experience that the student should be exploring. In fact, fictional plots of
any kind were virtually dismissed in the early descriptions of this
pedagogy. The mantra was ‘write about what you know and care about.”
In other words, write nonfiction (p 81).

Many boys are interested .in topics such as television show plots, comic books, action
adventure movies such as Star Wars but these ideas are often excluded from Writetr’s
Workshop because teachers have deemed them low capital resources and therefore
unacceptable.

But a number of literacy researchers (Heath, 1983; Delpit, 1988; Gallas, 1998,
Millard, 1997; Newkirk, 2002) have shown that seemingly self-evident, benign, normal
school practices can be quietly discriminating. Delpit (1988) critiqued aspects of
progressive literacy instruction and claims that children who were differently literate and
did not learn particular literacy conventions at home had difficulty acquiring them at
school, even in the presence of well-intentioned teachers wanting to celebrate the
differences children bring to school. In Sometimes I Can Be Anything; Power, Gender
and Identity in a Primary Classroom, Karen Gallas, a teacher researcher, described how
some of her male students’ stories did not meet expectations and progress in a linear
fashion, beginning with a problem and then proceeding logically to a resolution. Instead
these stories were circular, creating intertextual relationships among many aspects of the

students lives. Gallas (1998) realized that a few of her students were differently literate
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and approached narration in a manner different than expected. These boys “used story
telling as a social action that reached out and embraced classmates and were completely
dependent on the responsiveness of the audience” (p 93).

Newkirk (2002) argues that many boys come to regard literacy practices as
“feminized” due to the emphasis on literary realism and moral sensitivity as the ultimate
goal of instruction. A fundamental aspect of Writer’'s Workshop theory is that children
have control over their writing and write about meaningful topics to them. However,
many boys incorporate aspects of violence or plots involving battle into their writing and
teachers ban such writing topics instead of engaging in conversations about writing and
violence with their class. Newkirk encourages teachers to resist nér’rowness when it
comes to literacy activity during Writer’s Workshop and accept youth genres, allow
cartooning as serious business, and recognize that although boys may have differing
interests than the classroom teacher, their interests can still be developed into acceptable
writing topics. Newkirk insists that schools need to widen the circle of acceptability of
literacy activities in order to make room for male literacy interests. This will create a
permeable curriculum which more accurately reflects the lives and interests of the
students involved in the writing process. Dyson (1997) argues for a “permeable
curriculum” where these popular culture affiliations form the cultural material that
children employ and transform in their stories.

Newkirk (2002) argues that “the problem of the construction of literacy as feminized
cannot be countered if schools fail to be critical about what counts and what does not

count as valid literacy activity” (p 170). Given the current gap between male and female
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literacy achievement, Newkirk and other literacy researchers ask schools to make every
effort to build upon the existing male narrative preferences.
Where Do We Go From Here?

This literature review of concentric circles helped me frame this dissertation study.
The framework described helped me outline main issues stemming from prior research on
boys in school, gender and literacy, and issues revolving around Writer’s Workshop
theory. Each concentric circle informed my thinking, and allowed my focus to become
more narrow in scope. This framework enabled me to stand on the shoulders of prior
researchers and raised questions for me related to Writer’'s Workshop theory and
instruction and how to meet the differing interests and needs of boys and girls in my
Writing Workshop first grade classroom:

If, as suggested by Hughey and Slack (2001) Writer’s Workshop classrooms are truly
characterized by both freedom and structure, and are more like laboratories or studios
than traditional classrooms in which writers learn, experiment, share and develop their
skills and ideas in a safe, supportive environment, I wonder what messages we send to
children about literacy .when we value some literacy interests, genres or writing styles
over others?

If writing is essentially an extension of individual expression that incorporates self-
discovery and the creative process, by valuing certain literacy forms or genres over
others, are we prohibiting the writing development of boys by excluding their preferred

genres or modes of expression from the wriling curriculum?
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I argue that there is enough room within a Writer’s Workshop curricula for boys’
gendered literacy. In this dissertation study, I show what happened when the door to the
literacy club is opened wide enough to welcome the boys literacy interests in. This study
answered what happened when a classroom teacher broadened the writing curriculum to
make room for more “male” interests and provided opportunities for these interests to

develop.
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CHAPTER THREE
RESEARCH DESIGN

The previous two chapters provided a rationale for this study and explained the related
research connected to boys and writing. In a sense, these two chapters set the stage by
cxplaining the problem of the gendered gap in writing and reviewing prior research on
boys’ experiences in schools, gendered issues as they relate to literacy development, and
Writer's Workshop theory, its traditional model With a curricular emphasis on personal
narratives, and whether this model is fair for all students.

This chapter describes and justifies the design of this study. I explain the teacher
rescarch perspective and why it was appropriate for this study. This chapter lays outa
framework and a method for exploring and answering the research questions I posed.

Research Questions and Their Origins

As stated in Chapter One, the over-arching question for this research study is:

» What happens when a classroom teacher broadens the writing curriculum to make
room for more “male” interests and provides opportunities for these interests to
develop?

These sub questions were also explored:

» How do the children, boys and girls, respond to this broadened approach to
writing, both in attitude and writing progress?

*  What changes occur in classroom atmosphere and culture?

« What are the implications of these changes?

This study employed a teacher researcher approach, using ethnographic and other

qualitative forms of data, where 1 was both the teacher of the class and the researcher.
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Hubbard (1999) states that “teaching is filled with researchable moments- those instants
when a question suddenly snaps into consciousness. As observers of classrooms, we can
unearth our questions by reflecting on what we see” (p 23). My research questions
stemmed directly from my own experience as a teacher. These questions evolved out of
my decade of teaching experience. I have been the only male teacher in an elementary
school, experienced this mostly-female climate as a professional adult, and wondered
how the male students in this setting were experiencing school. I have seen boys
represent the majority of the students in special education as well as those who are
considered to be the school’s discipline problems. As a male educator, I see myself as a
role model for boys and have reflected on how to make boys’ educational experiences
more positive.

I received my Master’s in Education from the University of New Hampshire, where
Donald Graves, Donald Murray and Tom Newkirk have been key faculty members
promoting Writer’s Workshop and literacy instruction. I was schooled in Writer’s
Workshop theory and believe in its philosophical underpinnings about writing. I have
noticed that boys and gitls have differing literacy interests and paces in writing, and I
have also seen boys lose interest in the writing process and turn away from the task of
writing in class. As noted earlicr, boys’ NAEP scores in writing have been steadily
declining and I have observed boys in my own class perform poorly in writing. Asa
teacher, 1 have questioned whether my approach to writing instruction has served boys
and girls equally and wondered what would happen if I changed my writing curriculum to

make it what Dyson (1993) calls “more permeable,” welcoming more literacy interests
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into the classroom, thus opening the door wider to the literacy club. Writer’s Workshop
traditionally focuses on personal narrative for the duration of the year. As described in
the review of the literature, it has been argued that boys have certain literacy interests that
are not connected to the genre of personal narrative. What would happen if I broadened
my writing curriculum to include other genres and writing forms? What would my
students think about writing if there was more room for their literacy interests to develop
within the classroom and the curriculum?

In an attempt to answer these questions, I designed a teacher research study where |
analyzed my own practice. As an initial step to answering these questions, I created a
writing curriculum for my first grade Writer’s Workshop. This writing curriculum
featured direct instruction on five genres: personal narratives, letter writing, comic book
writing, fiction writing and poetry. An in-depth description and a rationale for including
each genre is included in chapter four of this dissertation.

Before describing how I addressed and answered my research questions, in this
chapter I elaborate <')n my teacher research position and discuss the local knowledge and
emic perspective unique to the teacher research paradigm. I also discuss concepts of
validity and trustworthiness as they relate to teacher research and I address the question
of whether tcacher research is “real” research. At the end of this chapter, I explain the
research design of this study and its methods for data collection and analysis.

Research Perspective: Why Teacher Research?
Considering the nature of my study, and the questions I investigated, teacher research

and the epistemological traditions that go with it were appropriate for this study, which
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was intended to explore the questions I had raised and generate local knowledge about
young children learning to write. I was the teacher in this classroom and wanted to
capitalize on the insider perspective and knowledge I had of my own practice, the
classroom culture and the students. Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) define teacher
research as “systemic and intentional inquiry carried out by teachers about their own
practices.” Goswami and Stillman (1987) explain that when teachers conduct research as
a regular part of their roles as teachers,

their teaching is transformed in important ways: they become theorists,

articulating their intentions, testing their assumptions, and finding

connections with practice. They become rich resources who can provide

the profession with information it simply doesn’t have. They can observe

closely, over long periods of time, with special insights and knowledge.
Teachers know their classrooms and students in ways that outsiders don’t.

(p ii).
Teacher research differs from other research paradigms in that it provides 2 unigue
perspective into classroom research, generates new knowledge and offers fresh
connections between theory and practice.

Local Knowledge and Emic Perspectives

Conception of knowledge, knowledge sources, who is considered a legitimate knower,
and the relationship between knowledge and practice are key points that distinguish
various epistemologies or paradigms involved in the research on teaching. In more
traditional forms of research, a divide often exits between research and practice. The
researchers generate knowledge on teaching and the practitioners are supposed to receive
this knowledge and use it to improve their teaching. Traditionally, teachers are expected

to play a very limited role when it comes to generating knowledge.
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Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) outline three different conceptions of the

rclationships between knowledge: knowledge for practice, in which experts outside the
" classroom generate the knowledge for teaching and the teachers implement this

knowledge into their classroom practices; knowledge i practice, which emphasizes
teachers’ practical knowledge based on their own experiences in the classroom; and
knowledge of practice, which does not accept formal knowledge and practical knowledge
as comprising the universe of knowledge, but instead emphasizes practitioners generating
knowledge based on systemic inquiry about questions that arise from practice. Teacher
research falls under the knowledge of practice frame, in which knowledge can be
generated when teachers treat their own classrooms as sites for intentional investigation.

Teacher research seeks to bridge the divide between theory and practice, or between
research and practice, by emphasizing that practitioners can be knowers and generators of
local knowledge for their own communities. A significant point is that practitioners can
generate knowledge, not just receive it. However there is also emphasis on the potential
of local knowledge generated by practitioners to be useful more publicly and to be of
interest to those beyond the local community

Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1999) explain that this type of knowledge is valuable and
unique because it is “constructed in the context of use” (p 273). Teacher research is
conducted in the classroom and incorporates the teacher’s perspective into the research
design. Teacher research allows teachers to study their own practice and construct
practical knowledge in the context of their own classrooms. This type of research is

valuable because it emphasizes that teachers can know their practice, their students and
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their classroom culture in ways that traditional researchers who are not tcachers cannot.
Advocates of the teacher research stance “propose to relocate or at least co-locate, the
sources of knowledge about teaching (Fenstermacher, 1994, p 18). The knowledge that
stems from teacher research could not be produced if the teachers themselves were not
conducting their own research. Teacher research elevates the position of teachers as
“knowers” of their craft and helps to validate the knowledge that teachers have.

From a teacher researcher stance, teachers raise questions about the conventional
relationships that exist in the research community among teachers, research and
knowledge. Teacher research provides a view from within the classroom, or an emic
perspective. The emic perspective provides both a local and a public knowledge that
could not be generated by traditional research. Cochran-Smith and Lytle (1993) state that
through inquiry “individual teachers, and communities of teacher researchers, realign
their relationships to knowledge and to the brokers of knowledge and also necessitates a
redefinition of the notion of a knowlédge base for teaching” (p 43).

Teacher research is often done so that teachers themselves can question and learn from
their own practice and for other teachers to learn from the experience of fellow
practitioners. Zeichner & Noffke (2001) suggest that teacher research is both about
changing practice as a result of study and about changing practice to understand it.

Through changing practice, teachers and other educational practitioners
become producers, as well as mediators and consumers, of knowledge.
For many advocates of [teacher] research, the concept of practice as
knowledge production is essential in that it can both embrace the value of

individual development and move beyond the local and private context to
contribute more broadly to educational and societal improvement (p 306).
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Teacher research is in contrast to many other research paradigms, mainly due to its
emphasis on teachers’ roles in generating knowledge on teaching. The knowledge
generated from teacher research is considered “local knowledge” and serves a different
purpose in the research world than other more formal forms of knowledge. The local
knowledge that is created from teacher research not only advances the teacher
researcher’s own understanding of his or her own practice, but it also empowers the
teacher researcher as a change agent. Cochran-Smith & Lytle (1999) explain that teacher

research is valuable because it can serve to

provide ways to link teaching and curriculum to wider political and social

issues. When this happens, teacher research creates dissonance, often

calling attention to the constraints of hierarchical arrangements of schools

and universities, as well as to the contradictions of imperatives for both

equity and excellence. This kind of dissonance is not only inevitable, it is

also healthy and necessary for change to occur (p 22).
Similarly, Erickson (1986) argues that not only is teacher research a justified way of
knowing, but that more teachers need “to take on the responsibility of conducting’
educational research, of investigating their own practices systemically and critically, by
methods that are appropriate to their practice if teaching is going to come of age as a
profession” (p 157).

As a teacher researcher, I belicve that local knowledge produced by teachers is both

practical for classroom teachers and powerful in that it contributes to the knowledge base
of research on teaching. This study generated local knowledge by questioning what

happened when I broadened the literacy spectrum to make room for more male literacy

interests in the writing curriculum. In the final chapter of this study, I explain how the

Reproduced with permission of the copyright owner. Further reproduction prohibited without permission.



local knowledge generated from this study provided a catalyst for broader school change
and Icd to the formation of a teacher research collaboration at my school designed to
examine our approach to writing instruction school wide.

Validity, Trustworthiness and Design Standards

This teacher research study drew on ethnographic and other forms of qualitative data
collection and analysis. Ethnographic research is rooted in the experience of those who
are present and members of the community being studied. In teacher research that
employs ethnographic data, teachers and students are the essential sources of information.
The nature of this kind of study places the practitioner in the center of a different kind of
research (Martin, 1987).

Martin (1987) suggests that ethnographic research in education sets out to describe not
only events in classrooms which occur as students work, speak, write, interrupt and
question, but also describes all that can be observed and reported about the context of the
lessons, that is events in the school and in the students’ home lives which bear on what
goes on in the classroom. Essentially, the contexts for learning and teaching are seen as
major elements in the learning process. Gallas (1998) explains that in teacher research,
data takes many forms: talk, field notes, classroom artifacts and personal journals. These
data sources seek to capture the subtext of the classroom.

Teacher rescarch differs from more traditional forms of research, not just in its way of
knowing, but in also in terms of assessing its quality. Anderson, Herr and Nihlen (1994)
define te~cer research as

‘insider’ research done by practitioners using their own site (classroom,
institution, school cistrict, community) as the focus of their study. Itisa
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reflective process, but is different from isolated, spontaneous reflection in

that it is deliberately and systemically undertaken, and generally requires

that some form of evidence be presented to support assertions (p 2).
Although teacher research may borrow appropriate research methods from academic
research, it is inherently different from academic research because it represents insider
knowledge or local knowledge about a setting.

Validity is one of the key concepts used to justify the legitimacy of most research
studies. Many educational policies and programs are informed by research studies that
stand up to rigorous standards of validity to justify their findings. While some
researchers have worked to broaden the definition of validity and to define types of
validity relevant to various forms of research, others have argued that validity is not a
relevant concept for all kinds of research and have urged the research community to use
other terms for determining the legitimacy of certain research studies. For example,
Maxwell (1992) states that “understanding™ can be a more fundamental concept for
qualitative research than validity. Maxwell argues that the purpose of research is to
understand, and that qualitative researchers rely on a variety of understandings to answer
their research questions. Recognizing that not all questions can be answered or
understood using the same procedures for validity, Maxwell outlines five types of
understanding and validity used in qualitative research.

Zeichner and Noffke (2001) use the term “trustworthiness” as an alternate to the term
validity for its invocation of knowledge in relational terms. They suggest that teacher
research is deeply contextual and its claims on truth are integrally related to its

realizations in practice. The term trustworthiness “better captures the need of practitioner
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research to justify its claims to know in terms of the relationships among knowers and
knowledges” (p 314-5).

Similarly, Lincoln and Guba (1985) also advocate for an entirely different set of
standards by which to judge the quality of naturalistic research. They urge the teacher
research community to abandon the term validity and adopt the term trustworthiness as a
more appropriate for conducting teacher research. Lincolin and Guba define the term as
follows:

The basic issue in relation to trustworthiness is simple. How can an

inquirer persuade his or her audiences (including self) that the findings of

an inquiry are worthy of paying attention to, worth taking account of?

What arguments can be mounted, what criteria invoked, what questions

asked, that would be persuasive on this issue? (p 290).
Lincoln and Guba (1985) state that the term trustworthiness is more appropriate for
naturalistic inquiry because of the different ontological and epistemological basis of
naturalistic research. The main issue is being able to show that the researchers’
interpretations are credible. Lincoln and Guba {1985) also argue against the conventional
view of external validity and favor naturalistic generalization when it comes to teacher
research. Similarly, Zeichner and Noffke (2001) assert that the potential users of
research must determine for themselves whether their own contexts are sufficiently
similar to the context of the research to make the transfer of results possible and
reascnable.

In an effort to reconceptualize the idea of validity, Eisenhart and Howe (1992)

" proposed a set of general standards to cut across all forms of educational research.

According to them, “the validity of educational research, regardless of the specific design
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used, can be determined by how carefully the study is designed, conducted, and
presented: how sensitively it treats human subjects; and how well it contributes to
educational issues, including debates about educational theory and practice” (p 93).
Eisenhart and Howe (1992) designed five standards for determining the validity of
educational research. They are as follows:

1. A good fit must exist between research questions, data collections and analysis
techniques.

2. Data coliection and analysis techniques must be competently applied in a “more-
or-less” technical sense.

3. Educational research studies must be judged against a background of existing
theoretical, substantive, or explicit practical knowledge.

4. To be considered worthwhile, a study must deal with important issues and
problems that arise for practitioners, and it should be accessible to the general
educational community.

5. A study must be comprehensive in that it has the overall clarity, coherence and
competence of the research; balances the overall technical quality of the research
with the risks to the participants; and is able to use knowledge from outside a
particular perspective as well as to consider various explanations for what is
discovered in a study (p 94).

Using these broader standards for design in order to determine the‘validity of a study,

teacher research is able to use the term validity in assessing its quality. Whether teacher

researchers embrace the term validity or trustworthiness, it is important to note that
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teacher research methods have accepted established standards for persvading their
audiences that their findings are worth paying attention to.

Is Teacher Research “Real” Research?
Some critics do not consider teacher research to be “real” research for several reasons.
Some consider the researcher to have a conflicting role because he/she is also the teacher
of the participants in the study. Also, as explained above, teacher research, similar to
other forms of naturalistic research, does not employ traditional standards of validity as
quantitative research. There is much debate over the value of teacher research and
whether or not the knowledge it generates really counts as “research.” It is not my
intention to question the value of other research paradigms or other ways of knowing.
Each is important in its own way and can provide relevant information about teaching
and knowledge to the research community. While I do not attempt to resolve these
debates, it is important to state that teacher research differs from other research
approaches due to its emphasis on local knowledge and context.

Gallas (1998), for example, states that teachers’ contextualized perspectives lead to a
unique understanding of how classrooms operate and how students and teachers learn.
Because teacher research generates from the world of practice and features questions
which originated with teachers, it is important is to challenge teachers’ understanding of
their own practice and classroom commusity (Ballenger, 1999). Teacher research is
appropriate for this study because I address and answer questions about my own practice

and capture the voices and opinions of my own students in this research project.
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A teacher rescarch perspective provided me with a lens to analyze and understand the
classroom happenings as fully as possible, giving me a unique rescarch/practitioner
perspective to examine the events of my own classroom. As a teacher researcher, 1
analyzed the data through my own lens, as a male teacher, while understanding that my
interpretation was somewhat biased. Iacknowledge that my role as teacher, my close
involvement with my students, and my gender leaves my analysis open to question and
scrutiny by other researchers who would have a more removed perspective and an
entirely different research agenda altogether. Teacher research was appropriate for this
study because it allowed me to investigate my own research questions that could not be

~ asked by other research paradigms. Teacher research offered me a unique practitioner
perspective that helped to inform my own instructional approach. “Doing classroom
research changes teachers and the teaching profession from the inside out, from the
bottom-up, through changes in teachers themselves. And therein lies the power” (Bissex
and Bullock, 1987, p 27).
Research Site and Participants

“Taylor Academy” was the site for this study. It is a coeducational, independent
elementary school in New England. The majority of the families that send their children
to this school have achieved a high socio-economic status. Taylor Academy is
committed 1o educating a diverse population and students of color represent 30% of the
student body. The school educates students ranging from pre-Kindergarten to 8" Grade.

I have been employed at Taylor Academy since 2003 and have established myself as a

committed, caring professional who has an excellent rapport with parents, students and
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colleagues. I have taught both first and second grade at this school. During the year this
study took place, I taught first grade, but then “looped” up to second grade with the same
group of children the following year. I co-taught 23 students with Fiona, another full-
time teacher.

Twenty three first grade students assigned to our class participated in this study.
These students all signed assent forms to participate in this study. Also, each student was
granted permission by their guardians and signed a parental consent form to participate in
this study. Informed consent procedures followed the Boston College Human Subject
Review process and Institutional Review Board Approval was granted in 2003. (See
Appendix A for Informed Consent Forms).

Data Sources and Data Collection

This teacher research study took place over the course of one academic year and focused
primarily on classroom observations, student written work, whole class and individual
interviews, and entries in my teacher research journal. It is important to note that the data
throughout the year was gathered systemically. An overview of the data sources is

represented in the chart below and then elaborated in the discussion that follows.
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Data Source Participants Frequency/Time Totals
Frame
Writing Pieces from 23 first grade children  All student writing All student writing
Whole Class produced throughout produced throughout
the year the year
Audio-taped Whole Teacher and Whole One 20-30 minute 5
Class Conversations Class conversation per unit
about Each Genre in at the end of each
the Curriculum genre
Audio-taped Teacher and Focus One 20-30 minute 30

Conversations with
Focus Children during
Writing Conferences

Teacher Research
Journal

Children

Teacher

conversation per
genre with each focus
child

At least twice a week
over the course of the
year. (2 entrics per
week for 35 weeks.)

Approximately 70
entries

Taken together, these data sources and my analyses of these helped me understand the

writing development of my students, how they preferred to express themselves using

writing, and their opinions about different forms of writing. Because I used a variety of

data sources, I could capture participants® experiences and their expressions of those

experiences in multiple ways whole class discussions, individual writing conferences, and

in their own writing. Each data source contributed to my deeper understanding of what

happened when my students experienced the multi-genred writing curricujum in my

classroom.

By design, this study was intended to consider three different but complimentary

perspeclives on young children’s writing development as it occurred within a revised

writing curriculum: the teacher’s perspective, the whole class perspective, and the in-

depth perspectives of six focal boys.
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Each data source was chosen because it specifically helped to inform one or more of
the perspectives in this study. The following chart outlines how each data source was
used to inform one or more of the different perspectives in this study.

Data Source and Perspectives

Whole Class Perspective Teacher Research Perspective of the Six Focal
Perspective Children
* Teacher Research » Teacher Rescarch * Teacher Research
Journal Entries Journal Entries Journal Entries
e Student Writing ¢ Student Writing About

Each Genre

*  Whole Class « Individual Interviews
Interviews about each about each Genre
Genre

Teacher Perspective
To capture the teacher’s perspective, I focused on my own thoughts, experiences and
the questions that arose for me as a result of participating in this study of my own
practice. In this study, I not only documented the change in the writing curriculum and
the experiences my students had during Writer’s Workshop, T also focused on my own
perspective in order to show how this study informed my own teaching and chianged the
way I view writing instruction as a result. The main data source for this perspective took

the form of regular twice-weekly entries into my teacher-research journal, which I kept
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over the course of the year. These journal entries provided me with an ongoing and
systematic opportunity to reflect on student conversations and interactions, the major
events that occurred in the classroom, individual student’s responses to various writing
opportunities and activities, and the general tenor of the classroom. All of these helped
me make informed decisions about how to guide the students as they developed as
writers. Writing in a journal at least twice a week for the whole year gave me the
opportunity to record factual details of student interactions and narratives about
classroom happenings, but it also allowed me and to record my own questions,
hesitations and reflections about the children, their writing, their social and emotional
development, and the classroom community. These journal entries also provided me with
an opportunity to theorize about the importance of classroom culture, knowing children
socially as they practice writing, and the various social aspects of identity that are enacted
when young children learn to write, based on my experience in the classroom.
Whole Class Perspective

This study also focused on the whole class perspective. As a responsible educator, I
wasn’t interested only in the boys. I also wanted to know how all 23 members of the
classroom experienced and responded to the new multi-genred writing curriculum I had
designed and implemented in my first grade class. Although I initially became interested
in this study by wondering what could be done to help boys encounter greater success in
writing, | fully recognized that teachers arc always responsible for the writing
development of all our students, both male and female. For this reason, I included the

whole class perspective into the design of this study. In addition to my own teacher
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research journal entries that focused on the feel of the class during cach genre, I also
collected and analyzed writing samples from every student for every genre, which were
evaluated according to the rubric described below. In addition, for each writing genre, 1
conducted a whole-class interview about the experience. These conversations were
audio-taped and transcribed.
All of the writing produced by every student in the classroom for each of the five genres
in the curriculum was a major data source for this study. This included both finished and
unﬁﬁished pieces, both pieces that the children “published” and pieces they simply kept
in their folders. I charted the writing development of all the students throughout the year
using The Six Trait Assessment for Beginning Writing, an established rubric for writing in
the primary grades (See Appendix B). In Chapter Four of this dissertation, I provide a
detailed description of The Six Trait Assessment for Beginning Writing and an
explanation of all six traits and the five stages of writing development. Using this rubric,
I investigated changes in writing proficiency for each student, and I was able to explore
how writing proficiency interacted with shifs in the writing curriculum from genre to
genre throughout the year. 1 used The Six Trait Assessment for Beginning Writing to
score every sample of student writing I collected and to assess their writing development
throughout the course of the year.

A third data source for the whole class perspective took the form of whole group
conversations among all 23 students, Fiona, and myself. Each of the five conversations
addressed a different genre in the writing curriculum. These whole group conversations

took place at the end of the instructional unit of the writing curriculum that focused on
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cach genre. These conversations provided opportunities for the whole class to reflect

upon their learning of each particular form of writing, the challenges and areas of

enjoyment within each genre, and how each genre differed from others. These

conversations captured the voices, attitudes and opinions of my students as they reflected

on their writing from each genre. In addition to audio-taping these coﬁversalions, 1 also

transcribed and coded the data from these conversations to analyze themes that emerged.
The Perspective of Six Focal Bays

Using purposive sampling, | selected six focus students for this study, who were
selected according to their scores on a writing assessment administered at the beginning
of the year. I scored every students’ response to an initial writing task using The Six Trait
Assessment for Beginning Writing rubric and then chose six boys who represented a
range of writing abilities. I selected two from the each of the stages of writing
development that the rubric designates emerging, developing and capable. This was done
intentionally in order to capture the experiences that male students at different levels of
writing development had with a multi-genred curriculum.

Three different data sources were used to capture the perspectives of the six focal
boys. I wrote in my teacher research journal about the experiences of each of the six focal
boys, as described above. I also analyzed and assessed every piece of writing these six
boys produced using The Six Trait Assessment for Beginning Writing rubric. The
perspectives of these six focus children were also represented in the audio-taped whole-
class conversations about genres, since | was able to identify individual speakers among

the whole class discussions. A third data source aimed at capturing the perspectives of
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the focal boys in this study was individual interviews with each of the six boys about
cach of the genres featured in the curriculum. This produced a total of 30 individual
interviews with the foca! children about writing genres and expericnces. In addition to
focusing on writing goals and student’s writing development, these conversations
informed my own teaching and my understanding of the male litcrary interests and
attitudes towards writing of the six focus students. These individual conversations with
the six focal boys took place during each genre and lasted for approximately 30 minutes.
In addition to audio-taping these conversations, I also transcribed and coded the data
from these conversations to analyze themes that emerged.
Data Analysis

Like qualitative research conducted by university-based researchers, a strength of
teacher rescarch is that it often entails multiple data sources that can be used to confirm
and/or illuminate one another. Cochran-Smith & Lytle (1993) suggest that when teacher
researchers analyze the patierns and discrepancics in the data of practice, they use “an
interpretive framework of practitioner research to provide a truly emic view that is
different from that of an outside observer” (p 18). Along similar lines, Gallas (1998)
suggests that many teacher researchers develop conceptual I’ra‘meworks which guide their
thinking and help them write about selected classroom issues descriptively rather than
interpretively. In this study, my journal entries focused on the concepts of my students’
writing preferences and their attitudes towards writing. These journal entiries were
pivotal because they captured my emic perspective and helped me make connections

between research on gender and genre and my own practice. In my journal, as well as in
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the audio-taped conversations during whole class conversations and the individual
writing conferences, I captured the voices of my students as they experienced this new
writing curriculum and came to view themselves as writers as the year progressed.

Ballenger (1999) points out that taping classroom interactions and discussions is a
valuable method for analyzing data in teacher research. “With the tape recorder, we
create texts that allow us to stop the relentless pace of the school day and think about
what has happened, and what has been said, again. Almost regardless of the topic or
what has been said, this ability to stop time is uscful” (p 84). In following Ballenger’s
suggestion, afler the data were collected from this year-long study, I transcribed all the
interviews conducted during each of the five genres. Five interviews, one about each
genre, involved the whole class. In addition to these whole class interviews, [ also
transcribed an interview with each of the six focal boys that we had during each of the
five genres. Thus, in total, I transcribed 35 interviews. Although transcribing the
interviews can be rightly thought of as data collection, it was also a preliminary form of
analysis because it helped to identify patterns in the children’s responses to the various
demands and opportunities that each of the writing genres provided.

Herr and Anderson (2005) suggest that in teacher research, there are multiple layers to
the data analysis process: the initial meaning making and then a revisiting of the data for
a deeper, more thorough understanding, “This latter analysis takes the researcher beyond
the initial level of understanding” (p 81). In this study, there many “revisitings” to the

data and thus there werc multiple layers of analysis woven together that allowed me to
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develop decper and deeper interpretations of what happened in my classroom and answer

my research questions from various perspectives.

The first layer of data analysis was actually multi-layered itself. It involved reading
all the data collected during this year-long study in four separate ways: once
chronologically, once by gender, once by student, and once by data source. Each of these
readings enabled me to look at the data from a different perspective. When I read
through the data chronologically, I saw how the students writing developed over the
course of the school year. When I read through the data by gender, I was able to observe
gendered differences in the content of the children’s writing in each genre. I was also
able to observe gendered literacy interests, preferences and opinions about each genre, as
captured in interviews and teacher research journal entries. When I read through the data
by student, I was able to observe particular themes in specific children’s writing and
focus on the individual experiences that children had with the writing curriculum.
Finally, when I read the data through by perspective, I was able to observe issues that
emerged for the teacher, for individual focal children and for the whole class. These
perspectives were both uniquely different but also complementary. Taken together, these
three perspectives led to a deeper understanding of young children’s writing development
as it occurred within a revised curriculum.

These multiple readings resulted in my decisions about how to organize the data
sources for the second major layer of data analysis, which involved a three-dimensional
analysis scheme—chronological, generic and thematic. In other words, I arranged all of

the data in keeping with the rhythms of the school year, from September to June, and, at
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the same time, because the writing curriculum shifted genres five times during the course
of the school year, I deait with the data in chunks that coincided with each genre. I
decided upon this organization structure in order to look closely at the writing
development of my students over time. This structure enabled me to analyze themes and
differences among genres. In particular, I looked for differences in students’ attitude and
motivation towards each genre. I also looked at differences in quality and quantity that
each gender produced during each genre. Within each genre, I looked for general
themes, but also for themes in the writing of each of the 6 focal boys.

All interviews, student writing and teacher research journal entries were sorted
according to the curricular genre in which they were related. Once my data was grouped
and categorized by genre, I then tried to better understand my data by analyzing themes
that emerged within each genre. I used triangulation of these data sources to see which
stories emerged according to each of the three different perspectives and to look for
confirmation of emerging themes and ideas.

From the whole class perspective, I used The Six Trait Assessment for Beginning
Writers rubric to analyze the writing development of my whole class. I scored every
piece of writing produced by the 23 students throughout the year. Within each genre,
every piece that each student produced was averaged together to produce student
averages for each of the six traits described in the rubric. Additionally, within each
genre, total scores for each student were created by adding these averages together.
These averages and total scores were then analyzed by gender to observe differences in

genre. I also analyzed issues that stemmed from the writing produced by the whole class,
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to analyze gendered differences in writing for each genre, and to analyze the experiences
and attitudes of the six focal boys within each genre.

It is important to note that Fiona and [ were both responsible for the teaching of
writing to all of our students. During writing time, Fiona and I were both in the room.
Although I was the main teacher of writing, and responsible for creating the writing
curriculum and implementing the lessons, Fiona and I were bpth responsible for assessing
and documenting our students’ growth and development. Throughout the duration of this
study, Fiona provided input and another point of view on assessment for each student’s
writing development. My role in this study was one of both teacher and teacher
researcher. Fiona’s role in this study as fellow teacher was important because her
involvement helped to address issues of reliability when assessing our students’ writing
development. Fiona and I were in agreement of the assessment of the writing proficiency
of each of the 23 students documented in each genre throughout the year. Without Fiona,
there would be potential reliability problems and issues of bias with this study because of
my role as both researcher and teacher.

I used memo writing (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) which led me to understand some
preliminary findings about each genre. Memos or “think pieces” as Glaser and Strauss
(1967) called them, represented what I thought emerged from the data. These memos
focused on identifying patterns that existed within each genre of the writing curriculum.

I used the relationships I found between the data sources to identify these patterns. For
example, during the personal narrative unit, by analyzing and connecting student writing

with the content of my teacher research journal entries and the student interviews
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conducted during this genre, [ discovered that many male students were reluctant to
disclose true personal information in their stories because they were aware of their social
reputation in the classroom. Organizing the data chronologically and triangulating the
data within each genre allowed these themes to emerge about each particular genre.

From the perspective of the six focal boys, within each genre, I triangulated the data
from their writing, their interviews and the teacher research journal entries that focused
on their experiences with the specific genre. Triangulation allowed me to deeply
understand the rich experience, the successes and struggles, that each of the six focal
boys had throughout the year. I wrote memos based on what I learned from the
triangulation of the data on each of the six focal boys. In a sense, these memos told a
story of how each focal boy experienced writing as a first grader with a multi-genred
curriculum. I used these stories to compare their experiences with one another. These
stories contributed to themes I developed in Chapter Nine about the complex social
processes involved when young children learn to write.

According to Leininger (1985) themes are identified by the “bringing together of
components or fragments of ideas which are often meaningless when viewed alone” (p
60.) Within each genre, I pieced together the themes that emerged and formed a
comprehensive picture of our collective experience as the curriculum shifted genres and
the year progressed. Leininger (1985) argues that the “coherence of ideas rests with the
analyst who has rigorously studied how different ideas or components fit together in a

meaningful way when linked together” (p 60.) These theme statements were then used to
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develop my argument about why it is important to incorporate multiple genres into a
writing curricutum for the primary grades.

As stated previously, this study focused on three different classroom perspectives.
These three perspectives are described in each of the four findings chaplers. The first
perspective represents my own perspective as teachef rescarcher in this classroom. This
perspective featured my reflections, thought processes, and decision making about the
curriculum, the classroom culture and the tone of Writer’s Workshop during each genre.
The second perspective focused on the experiences of the whole class. Using this
perspective, I reflected upon the range and variance of the writing taken from every
student throughout the year, analyzed gendered differences within each genre and
highlighted the overall progress of the class with regards to writing proficiency. Main
themes unique to each genre which emerged during whole class discussions were also
included in this whole class perspective. The third perspective focused on the individual
six male focal children. This perspective addressed themes that emerged from
conversations with the focus children during our individual writing conferences. Using
this perspective, their individual writing development, based on their evaluations using
The Six Trait Assessment for Beginning Writers was documented. In addition, I captured
their individual attitudes towards writing within each genre.

Taken collectively, these three perspectives provide an in depth look at classroom life
during Writer’s Workshop in my .ﬁrst grade classroom. These perspectives work together
to tell a story about the experiences we had as a class with a broadened writing

curriculum. Upon analysis of all the data sources and the three differing perspectives,
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theorized about how gender, identity and genre are all components that influence writing

development.
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CHAPTER IFOUR
“THE LAY OF THE LAND”

In this chapter, I provide a description of the “lay of the land” of my first grade classroom
at the onset of this study. As this chapter unfolds, I describe the landscape in my
classroom as it was at the beginning of the year. This chapter includes four components.
First, I provide an overview of the writing curriculum that I created and implemented.
Second, I provide a description of The Six Traits Assessment for Beginning Writers rubric
that I used to assess my students’ writing throughout the year. This rubric was used
throughout my school to chart the writing development of students in the elementary
grades. Third, I provide an initial assessment of the writing development of each of the
students in my class (using The Six Traits Assessment for Beginning Writers) before 1
implemented my writing curriculum Finally, this chapter provides a detailed description
of the 6 focal children (both as writers and as social beings) and an explanation of how I
selected them to be in this study.

As a whole, the 4 components paint a picture of my classroom which focused on
writing ability and social development; including both the academic writing curriculum
that I created, the specific writing stages that my students were on at the start of first
grade, and a brief description of the personalities of my 6 focal children. This chapter
served as a baseline 1 used to observe growth and change regarding writing development
and children’s attitudes and motivation towards writing during different genres. This
chapter provides a social description of the 6 focal children to explain the character of

these boys, as I saw them at the beginning of the year. This initial explanation helps to
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inform their social experiences during Writer’s Workshop and provides insight into why
they brought certain issues and interests into their writing.
Overview of the Writing Curriculum

The Writer’s Workshop model traditionally focuses on story writing for the duration
of the school year. More specifically, the instructional focus is on personal narrative,
allowing students an opportunity to retell their own experience-based, personal stories
and to develop writers by connecting their writing to their own lives. This curricular
emphasis is more aligned with female literacy interests (Millard, 1997). I revised this
traditional Writer’s Workshop curriculum to include writing genres that were more
aligned with the literacy interests of my male students.

Writing samples for this study drew from each of the five units for which I provided
direct instruction throughout the year. A rough breakdown of the units we covered
during Writing Workshop appears below:

September-Oclober: Personal Narratives. This unit was typical of what most traditional
Writer’s Workshop classrooms focus on for the entire year. My students wrote about
their own personal cxperiences, which were designed to focus on their feelings and
emotions. These stories were works of non-fiction and the emphasis was on retelling
them accurately and truthfully.

November-December: Letter Writing. As a class, we studied the local post office and
then tried to replicate within our own classroom what we had learned about writing letters
and postal delivery. We created a classroom mail service in which my students wrote

Jetters to one another and to others within our school community. I chose to include this
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unit because, as my students wrote letters, they were able to control the writing topic,
choose their audience and see how writing can be a meaningful, social activity.
According to Abbott (2000) and Smith & Wilhelm (2002) these components are
important because they have potential to promote successful writing opportunities,
especially for boys. Abbott (2000) interviewed and observed two boys throughout their
traditional Writer’s Workshop curriculum. Smith and Wilhelm (2002) intervicwed,
observed and analyzed the writing development of 50 elementary school boys. In their
book, Reading Don’t Fix No Chevys: Literacy in the Lives of Young Men, Smith and
Wilhelm discuss why boys embrace or reject certain ways of being literate, what qualities
of texts and genres appeal to boys, and they highlight the importance of choice and
meaningful social activity for boys learning in schools. Based on the findings of the
empirical research of both Abbott (2000) and Smith and Wilhelm (2002), [ included letter
writing as a genre so the students could have control and choice over audience and
content and see writing as an interactive and meaningful social activity.
January-February: Comic Book Writing. T chose to include this unit because of its
ability to tap into “male” interests, to connect writing with children’s popular cuiture
affiliations, and for its ability to address humor and violence in writing. According to
Hunt's (1983) analysis of five consecutive first grade classrooms, boys were more
interested in writing about war, fighting and catastrophes than personal experiences. In
his teacher-researcher study entitled Reading Violence in Boys' Writing, Anderson (2003)
stated that boys preferred to write about violence in order to explore themes of good vs.

evil and express issues of friendship. For two months, my students studied comic books
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in order to write their own comics and to learn how this form of writing differs from
letter writing and personal narratives. In this genre, we explored issues such as
illustrating and writing about violence, using border-line inappropriate humor, and how
to appropriately depict these concepts in their writing.

March-April: Writing Fiction. | chose to include this unit because many boys are
interested in writing about action and adventure. Thomas (1997) found that boys’ stories
often have pace and event, at the expense of everything else. Often, there is not a lot of
character development in these exciting tales. Many boys I have taught throughout my
career were fnterested in writing stories that have Star Wars-like themes. Other boys
were interested in writing stories that were similar to TV shows or movies that they liked
to watch at home, such as Looney Tunes cartoons or Raiders of the Lost Ark. Newkirk
(2000) asserts that this cultural capital that boys bring to the classroom should be
acknowledged and engaged. This unit allowed my students, both male and female, to
write about any fictional topic of interest to them.

May-June: Poetry. This unit was chosen because of its creative nature and for the
flexibility in choice of topic selection that it gave to all my students. According to
Peterson (2001) the characters in girls® narrative writing demonstrated more emotion and
more pro-social behavior (sharing, helping, empathizing) while characters in boys’
writing exhibited more aggressive behavior and engaged in more high-intensity,
dangerous actions. In this study, students had the frecdom to create poems about topics

and characters that were of interest to them. Some students created poems containing
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action and adventure, which was more typically “male” while others expressed personal
emotions and feelings in their poetry, which was more typical of girl’s writing.

By the end of the academic year, my students explored and experimented with a
variety of writing genres; some that tended to appeal to the literacy interests of girls,
some that were more aligned with the boys’ literacy interests. Each of these genres
differed from one another, either in terms of audience, length, character development,
pace, form, or function. My hope was that I provided a curriculum that was appealing to
more students, particularly those that did not encounter success and were not interested in
writing about themselves and their own experiences. 1 was curious to observe the social
development and identity of my students when they wrote about topics that were more
appealing to them.

Throughout the upcoming chapters, I use the term “social being” to describe my
students’ self-iaentity, the personalities they presented within the realm of our classroom,
and to show how this informed what I knew about their social and personal experiences
in the classroom. I also use this term to explain what I learned about my students as
people, not just as students of writing. I wanted to gain more insight into who my
students were as social beings as they were writing about topics of interest to them. I
believe that knowing who a child is as a social being allows them to feel safe and trusted,
more connected to the classroom and more comfortable taking academic risks. I was
curious to see if the writing curriculum I created would sheci some light on who the boys

in my classroom were as social beings.
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Description of the Six Traits Assessment for Beginning Writers

1 used The Six Traits Assessment for Beginning Writers to assess each piece of writing
my students created during each genre throughout the year. This rubric, which was used
throughout the school, served as a standardized observational protocol.

The Six Traits Assessment for Beginning Writers was created by the Northwest
Regional Educational Laboratory NWREL). NWREL’s goal is to make a positive
difference in the lives of students and teachers by linking educational theory to practice.
For over 40 years, NWREL has been committed to issues of educational equity and
worked directly with educators in the field to develop and test research-based strategies
that improve learners' results. The Six Traits Assessment for Beginning Writers is an
established rubric that is widely used throughout the country in the primary grades.

Anderson, Herr and Nihlen (1994) explain that research tools such as checklists or
rating scales are valuable because they have built-in, predetermined observational
categories that are weighted appropriately. They help the researcher, who has already
decided what to look at, because of its static nature and ease of completion. These tools
help the researcher analyze the results and code the data into predetermined categories.
The predetermined observational categories described in The Six Trait Assessment for
Beginning Writers helped me assess my students’ writing development throughout the
course of the year as they participated in the writing curriculum (See Appendix B for the
complete Six Traits Assessment for Beginning Writers rubric and checklists).

The Six Traits Assessment for Beginning Writers describes five different stages of

writing development, which they call experimenting, emerging, developing, capable and
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experienced. Within each stage, the rubric describes six traits in which to assess: ideas,
organization, voice, word choice, sentence fluency, and conventions. Each trait is
described below:

Ideas. In essence, this trait provides the overall heart for the writing. It captures what the
writer has to say. According to the rubric, students should choose a topic that is Important
to them and their idea should be small enough 1o handle within the scope of a single
piece. In order to score high on the ideas trait, students need to express their ideas clearly
so that every reader can understand and it should provide the reader with interesting
insights: Ideally, their piece should be held together with a well-defined theme or flow to
the story.

Organization. This trait directs the reader through the piece. Organization gives writing a
sense of purpose and structure, Students’ writing samples that are well organized should
begin with a strong lead or hook that catches the reader’s interest from the start. The
middle section of a piece should add to that lead and should help build toward the
conclusion, pulling the reader along right to the very end. Students should use smooth
transitions to move easily from one idea to another, so that collectively they form one
cohesive piece. |

Voice. This trait allows the personality of the writer to come shining through on the page.
Voice gives the writing a sense of flavor and unique style, and gives the reader the sense
that the writer is talking directly to him/her. A strong sense of voice indicates that the
writer has made a commitment to the writing. In these pieces, the reader will feel some

sort of a connection to the author, whether the reader knows the writer or not.
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Word Choice. This trait involves having a wide variety of vocabulary words to choose
from in order to use them on the page. Students with strong word choice can look
critically at nouns, verbs and adjectives and select those that are appropriate 1o the style
and tone of the piece. Students need to be able to choose just the right words in order to
make their writing sound natural. Word choice gives precision to details and helps the
writer paint memorable pictures in their writing.
Sentence Fluency. This trait involves creating a sense of rthythm with the sentences and a
flow that the reader finds enjoyable. While it is true that there are many possible ways to
write any sentence correctly, there are usually a few options that will sound better than
others within the context of a piece. Sentence fluency may involve using long sentences
when they would be best and short sentences when they would suit better. A writer with a
strong sense of sentence fluency is able to select appropriate sentence style and use it
frequently. Strong sentence fluency can be quite noticeable when a piece of writing is
being read aloud.
Conventions. This trait is concerned with the rules of the language. It is the most
mechanical of the six traits and requires writers to learn editing and proofreading skills.
Writing conventions appropriate for first grade involve the common patterns of grammar,
spelling, ending punctuation and capitalization. These conventions make writing easy to
read and understand. A reader may not even notice when conventions are well done, but
would be distracted if they were absent from the piece.

As shown in Appendix B, within each of the six traits, The Six Trait Assessment Jor

Beginning Writers rubric offers a checklist to fully describe the criteria for each trait. For
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example, a child is at the “experimenting” stage for the trait of organization if he/she
attempts (but does not do so consistently) to write left to right, attempts (but does not do
so consistently) to write top/down, has no sense of beginning and end yet, and
experiments with spacing between words.

1 used The Six Traits for Beginning Writers to assess student growth and writing
proficiency throughout the year. It was helpful in informing my instruction in that it
helped me determine the areas in which each of my students were strong and in which
areas they needed help. It was particularly interesting for me to use the rubric scores to
observe gendered differences in my students’ writing during each genre.

My Students as Writers at the Beginning of First Grade

In order to gain a clear understanding of the writing development of all my students at
the onset of my study, I gave them a traditional open-ended writing prompt during the
first week of school. The directions were to write about a favorite memory from summer
vacation. I wanted to determine the writing stage of each of my students in order to know
where they were as writers before they experienced the writing curriculum. This baseline
would help me observe and assess the students’ writing development and growth
throughout the year. 1 scored each written piece using The Six Trait Assessment for

Beginning Writing.
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The results are as follows:

Initial Writing Prompt (Boys)
1 = Experimenting
2 = Emerging
3 = Developing

4 = Capable
5 = Experienced
Name Ideas Organization Voice Word Sentence Conventions  Total
Choice  Fluency Score
Peter 2 2 1 2 2 1 10
Oscar 2 1 i 2 1 1 8
Hunter 2 1 2 1 l 1 8
Stuart 3 2 3 3 3 2 16
Mark 2 2 2 2 2 2 12
Tim 2 1 2 1 1 1 8
James 3 3 4 3 3 2 18
Luke 3 2 2 1 2 3 13
Robert 2 2 2 2 1 2 11
David 3 3 4 3 3 2 18
Nolan 2 2 1 1 1 1 8
John 2 1 2 2 2 3 11

Low Tier (Total score under 10) Nolan, Tim, Hunter, Oscar
Medium Tier (Total score 10-14) Mark, Luke, Robert, Peter, John
High Tier (Total score 15 or higher) Stuart, David, James

Initial Writing Prompt (Girls)

Name Ideas  Organization  Voice Word Sentence  Conventions Total

Choice  Fluency : Score
Alice 3 3 3 3 2 2 16
Linda 4 3 4 4 2 2 19
Lisa 3 2 3 3 2 2 15
Sarah 3 3 3 2 2 2 15
Julie 2 2 2 2 2 2 12
Karen 4 3 3 3 2 2 17
Erica 1 1 1 I 1 2 7
Barbara 2 1 2 1 1 1 8
Ayanna 3 3 3 2 2 2 15
Liz 2 2 2 2 2 1 11
Nancy 3 2 2 2 1 1 11

Low Tier (Total score under 10) Barbara, Erica
Medium Tier (Total score 10-14) Liz, Julie, Nancy
High Tier (Total score 15 or higher) Alice, Linda, Karen, Ayanna, Sarah, Lisa
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Based on the writing scores from the initial writing prompt, the overall breakdown of my
whole class according to their writing stage was as follows:

Low: 6 students (4 boys, 2 girls)

Medium: 8 students (5 boys, 3 girls)

High: 9 students (3 boys, 6 girls)

According to these rubric scores, there were twice as many girls as boys in the top tier.
And there were twice as many boys as girls in the bottom tier. This is consistent with
what National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) scores have been reporting
for decades about the intersections of gender and writing. Since the inception in 1969 of
the NAEP all grade levels have scored much higher than boys, on average, in language
skills (NAEP, 1997). For more than 30 years, from kindergarten straight through high
school, girls have outperformed boys in writing, across the board. Interestingly, there
was a similar breakdown in my classroom, despite the fact that I served a relatively
privileged population, compared to the norms in the country. This suggests that from the
onset, there were some comparisons between my first grade class and other first grade
classrooms across the country.

The middle tier was fairly evenly divided, but there were more boys than girls in this
tier. Putting the top two tiers together, there were 8 boys and 9 girls. As a teacher, I was
not terribly concerned with these students at the beginning of the year but I was very
concerned about 2 of the boys (Hunter and Tim) and 1 girl (Erica) in the low tier. I had
confidence that the others in the low tier (Oscar, Nolan and Barbara) were going to move
once they gained the necessary skills. Tim’s anxiety was a barrier, for some reason

Hunter appeared to be unwilling to put in the effort to learn to write, and Erica (who was
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also dealing with class and cultural differences) had not yet tuned in to the classroom

routines and expectations during Writer’s Workshop. Overall, the results of the

assessment were as I expected. The Six Traits Assessment for Beginning Writer’s had

confirmed what I had thought about my students as writers by watching them write.
Who Were the Students as Writers in my Class?

For the remainder of this section of the chapter I use examples of my students’
responses to this initial writing prompt to portray who my students were as writers at the
beginning of the year. I purposely selected the following pieces to highlight certain
issues (such as topic selection and voice), to explain how I used The Six Traits
Assessment for Beginning Writers to score these pieces, and also to show the range in
writing abilities of my students in September. For each writing sample, I included my
own narrative analysis of their writing development.

Tt was interesting to me that even with this initial writing prompt, there were gendered
differences in topic selection. Many of the girls chose to write about traditional personal
events that featured positive emotions such as happiness. Nancy wrote a very typical
story for girls entitled MY BrTHDaY (My Birthday)®

MY BrTHDaY WS TaDaY
We Wat To THE jiM

We DiD a PLa

THa LaFD The PrDe

IT Wuz Fun

1 LoVE MY BrTHDaY

(My birthday was today.

2 { present and translate my students’ writing exactly as they created it. The words | present are theirs, but [
have changed their names in order to protect my students’ identities. The texts | present are exactly the
same as the writing they produced, with the exception for some key words that were changed to protect the
anonymity of the child.
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We went to the Gym.
We did a play.

They left the party.

It was fun.

I love my birthday).

Linda also chose to write about her birthday, which just occurred before the start of
school. The title of her story was Lindas BiRthDay Prte (Linda’s Birthday Party):
MY NaM is Linda MY BirthDaY is OmOST Her Bat We HaFto gat rate for IT

Wal I Most Itmit that I didn’t wont to gat rate four the prte bat I hatoo

Frst we bought a cac. The stor was fl of tham. We stapt at the pinyata stor
Fal leaves fell to the Graond I codind wate Well You no What Im foking a baot
Don’t YoU

A nthn DaY haD past a tiring DaY and Bkas we haD to gat raDe

nao mY BirthDay is so KloS it is so iksiding mY mom kaont wat to

the Big daY was olmost her the haos was rade

Shados danst on The wals it was cool it was blak

SrPrIS avre oan shaotid I falt so gud we plad a gam kald babing For aPls
Wan avre oan had gan I opaind My prasins

I gut a book a ring and a lot of athrs staf to

as We KLend up I falt gad

(My name is Linda. My Birthday is almost here but we have to get ready for it.
Well, I must admit that I didn’t want to get ready for the party but I had too.
First we bought a cake. The store was full of them. We stopped at the pifiata
store.

Fall leaves fell to the ground. I couldn’t wait. Well, you know what I’m talking
about, don’t you?

Another day had past. A tiring day and because we had to get ready.

Now my birthday is so close. Itis so exciting. My mom can’t wait too.

The big day was almost here. The house was ready.

Shadows danced on the walls. It was cool. It was black.

“Surprise” everyone shouted. I felt so good. We played a game called Bobbing
for Apples.

When everyone had gone, 1 opened my presents.

I got a book, a ring and a lot of other stuff too.

As we cleaned up, I felt good).

Although Linda and Nancy both chose the same idea for this writing prompt, their stories

were quite different and reflected the fact that they were not in the same writing stage.
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Nancy was mainly on the emerging stage, scoring mostly “2°s” throughout the rubric.
Her story was very straightforward. It opened on her birthday and it progressed in a
linear fashion: going to the gym, doing a play, friends going home. While Linda’s story
also progressed in a linear fashion, she provided a hook to the reader which built up the
suspense as her birthday approached. Linda also scored high with voice and word choice.
She used creative language such as “Fall leaves fell to the ground.” And “Shadows
danced on the walls.” She also interacted with the reader in a sophisticated manner when
she wrote “I couldn’t wait. Well, you know what I'm talking about, don’t you?” The
reader has a real sense of Linda’s personality and sense of humor and feels a connection
with her as she described how excited she was about her upcoming birthday. She took
creative liberties with her writing and as a result, she added her unique flavor to her story.
While Nancy also described how she felt about her birthday when she wrote “It was fun”
and “I love my birthday” the reader does not get a real sense of Nancy’s style or
personality by reading her story. For these reasons, Linda’s piece received higher scores,
even though they chose the same topic.

James and Luke also chose to write about similar topics. They both chose to write
about memories of adventurous activities from their summer. James wrote about going
rock climbing with his parents and Luke wrote about a time when he was climbing down
the rocks to the sea with his dad. James’s story is entitled 7H ROCK KLIMINNG TIP
(The Rock Climbing Trip):

THE};’ATH SPLT WE WIT UP THE WUN THE AT WIT UP THE GRANIT
SLA ‘

THE FRST WON OV US TO GO UP WAS MI DAD
AFTR HiM i WIT up iT WUZ SERE THEIN MI MOM WIT UP
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THER WOS TO ROPS WON UV THEM WET UP A HOL IN THE ROCK

THE OTHER WON WIT UP A GRANIT SLAB

iT WUZ A RULEF WIN WE GOT TO THE TOP!

(The path split. We went up the one that went up the granite slab.

The first one of us to go up was my dad.

After him, I went up. It was scary. Then my mom went up.

There was two ropes. One of them went up a hole in the rock.

The other one went up a granite slab.

It was a relief when we got to the top!)
Luke’s story also focused on climbing rocks during the summer. His story was entitled
This is My Dad AND I Climing Rocks IN MAiIN (This is My Dad and I Climbing Rocks in
Maine):

1S mY dad and I stping down steps to the rocks

v:i.. .;me and my dad going on rocks over the sea

This i+ My Dad And I standing On A Clif

This Is MY Dad and I siting down and Looking Over The Sea-

(This is my dad and I stepping down steps to the rocks.

This is me and my dad going on rocks over the sea.

This is my dad and I standing on a cliff.

This is my dad and I sitting down and looking over the sea).
Similar to Nancy’s story about her birthday, Luke’s story was very linear and his story |
progressed from start to finish in a rather predictable manner. His word choice did not
accurately depict that Luke actually had a Jarge vocabulary and his sentence fluency
score revealed that his sentence structure was rather simple and that he began each
sentence in the same way: “This is...” The reader can tell by the pictures that this story
was actually guite exciting for Luke and that it was a fond memory of him bonding with
his dad, but these sentiments did not come through in his writing. The strength of this

piece was the spelling and grammar. Thus, one of Luke’s highest scores for this piece

was for the conventions trait.
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Despite the fact that James’s spelling was not as advanced as Luke’s, his piece
received a higher overall score, mainly because James’s voice came shining through and
his story was well organized. Similar to what Thomas (1997) showed about boys writing
focusing on pace at the expense of everything else, James’s story opened at the most
exciting part of his hike. He was already half-way up the mountain and suddenly the path
splits. The family had to make a decision regarding which path to choose. They chose
the steep route and the suspense built as James’s dad went first, then James, then his
mom. The reader gets a very clear sense of how James was feeling as he was telling the
story: he was scared while hiking up the steep part and then he was relieved when he
made it to the top. His spelling was mainly inventive and he did not have all the sounds
represented in the words he chose to write. He also wrote in mainly uppercase letters
which contributed to his getting a “2” for conventions. But, overall, this was a stronger
piece than Luke’s which is why (based on this one writing prompt) Luke was in the
middle tier and James was in the high tier, even though they chose to write about similar
tales of summer action.

Based on the rubric scores, Nolan and Erica both were placed in the low tier. Nolan’s
story WN I WANT TOO THE TI STOOR (When [ Went to the Toy Store) is as follows:

I WAT RANING WETH MAE KAR

I WAK AP THE STARS

THE TOUE STOOR AEM EXAEDED

I WANT THAT KASL

MAE TOOE AEM WAKING DAWN THE STARS IFEL GD
KASL I GAT A KASL

(I went running with my car.

I walk up the stairs.
The toy store. I'm excited.
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I want that castle.
My toy. I’'m walking down the stairs. I feel good.

Castle. I got a castle.)

Nolan’s story was written entirely in orange marker and he used uppercase letters
throughout his piece. Although it was easy to see that Nolan was happy about going to
the toy store and excited about the prospect of getting a toy castle, his writing featured
many sentence fragments and incomplete thoughts such as “The toy store” “My Toy™ and
“Castle.” Nolan experimented with spelling, particularly with vowel sounds when he
wrote “AEM” for “I’m” and “MAE” for “my”. There were also some grammatical issues
such as “I went running with my car.” These factors contribute to his score of “1” for
conventions. Nolans® story displayed that his writing was mainly at the experimenting or
emerging stages, according to The Six Traits Assessment for Beginning Writers. There
were many backwards letters featured in his writing and his story flowed in a very simple
and predictable manner, straight from the beginning to end. Most pronounced, when
reading Nolan’s story, were the illustrations. In addition to every word being written in
orange marker, each picture was also drawn exclusively in orange marker. Each picture
on every single page was exactly the same: a very rough sketch of the outside of a toy
store. The results of this writing piece placed Nolan in the bottom tier.

Similarly, Erica’s scores placed her in the bottom tier. In fact, her piece entitled YaD
SaLe (Yard Sale) was tied for the lowest in the entire class:

MY DaD haD a Yad SalLe
I Wat In to the Moonwoc wif my forans

(My dad had a yard sale.
I went into the Moon Walk with my friends.)
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This was the shortest piece anyone in class wrote and even though the story only featured
two sentences, her story did not stick with a2 main idea. She bounced from an idea of
having a yard sale with her father to playing on the Moon Walk with her friends. In
addition to its shortness in length, her piece was poorly organized and lacked a coherent
flow. Similar to Luke’s story, Erica’s strength was conventions, because she spelled her
words correctly or in a manner that was appropriate for the beginning of first grade.
While this was not the focus of this study, I found it interesting that Erica score was the
lowest in the whole class and she was also the only student in my class who did not have
a éonsistent, stable home life. Her family was of a lower socio-economic status than the
majority of the students in my class. Ballenger (1999) explains that there is often a
struggle when children do not have a cultural background and a set of values similar to
those that are emphasized in school. Erica immediately stood out to me as oné of those
students. She was an African-American girl who stated often that her home life was not
at all like school. Her father was from Africa, spoke mainly Swahili and was often living
elsewhere. Her mother was Caucasian and spoke only English. Erica did not practice
reading or writing at home and it was often a struggle trying to reach Erica’s parents for
conferences. Similar to many of the boys, Erica’s home life and personal interests were
not aligned with those emphasized in the school curricula. I found it particularly
interesting that she was my only student to score lower than some of the boys in my class
who were also in the bottom tier and were also struggling with learning to write.

In comparison to Erica and Nolan’s writing development, David’s story Renovating

the MBTA was a great example of a strong piece of writing and showed how a student’s
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voice, personality and spirit can come shining through in his writing. David adored his
baby sitter, Anna, who was a high school student. Together they often made forts or
castles in imaginary lands out of tables and blankets. One day, David’s dad (after
incessant begging) said that it was OK for David and Anna to convert an unfinished room
in the basement into their own private hide-out, which they quickly dubbed “The
MBTA.” David was particularly excited about this because this was his own space and
his three-year-old brother, Paul, was not allowed to go into the MBTA. His story is as
follows:

The MBTA is renovating so it’s cLoSEd to the PUBlic becAse it has WAIIPAPEr
ON the Floor AND SO-ON

FINALLY ANNA AND ME WENT INTO THE BASMENT

DAVID BUSTID THE LOK!

WE WER MAD! BUT NOT TO MAD

WE FIXT THE LOK! AND KIKT PAUL OTE OF THE ROOM!

THER WAS A PLASTIC HURUCANE!!!

ME AND ANNA GOT ALL BLOODY.

WE WR HURT,

THEN MY GRAMA CALLD US iN FOR DINNR!

(The MBTA is renovating so it’s closed to the public because it has wallpaper on
the floor and so on.

Finally, Anna and me went into the basement.

David busted the lock!

We were mad! But not too mad.

We fixed the lock! And kicked Paul out of the room.

There was a plastic hurricane!!

Me and Anna got ail bloody.

We were hurt.

Then my grama called us in for dinner.)

This was a strong piece that revealed David’s mischievous side and his creative nature. It

was well-organized and had a suspenseful hook at the beginning describing David and
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Anna waiting for the renovations to be over and then finding that David had broken the
lock. This story also displayed that David had a vivid imagination and a tendency to
incorporate violence both into his play and into his writing. The plastic hurricane in his
story was really Anna and David throwing his toys at one another and pretending to hurt
each other. While his spelling skills were appropriate for first grade, and he certainly
knew how to use the exclamation point, he wrote in mainly uppercase letters which is
why he received a “2” for conventions, his lowest grade according to the rubric.

Karen was a girl in my class whose literacy interests tended to be aligned with the
male literacy interests. She was friends with only boys in class and often participated in
the games or sports the boys played out on the playground. In many ways, Karen acted
and dressed like a boy. For example, on formal school occasions in which the students
are expected to dress uf), Karen always wore a coat and tie, instead of a dress. Karen was
interesting to me because although she was a strong writer at the onset of this study, she
had literacy interests that were aligned with the boys. Below is her response to the
writing prompt entitled My First Time Going Tubing:

We wre driving to Bill’s Houss to go tobing. Rob my brothr was vary ecsided
becoce he loves tobing we finly got thar

We prukt in the driveway bill came running out into the drive way I got out of
THE car me and bill ran in To the Housis and we want down stars and PLAd and
Than my Mom cald to Go ToBing Bill didint want to ether

and than she came Don sTars and mad us come out and than we got on the
muterboT and sat in the front and it starTit to move It want fastr and fastr and it
startiD to ZooM We wrint scarD

1 want on the tob and fall off

We want back and Drov home

(We were driving to Bill’s house to go tubing. Rob, my brother was very excited
because he loves tubing. We finally got there.
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We parked in the driveway. Bill came running out of the driveway. I got out of

the car. Me and Bill ran into the house and we went downstairs and played. And

then my mom called to go tubing. Bill didn’t want to either.

And then she came downstairs and made us come out. And then we got on the

motorboat and sat in the front. It started to move. It went faster and faster and it

started to zoom. We weren’t scared.

I went on the tube and fell off.

We went back and drove home.)
As a result of the rubric scores for this piece, Karen was in the top tier. It was a strong
idea and she worked hard to develop the plot. She had a hook at the beginning and built
suspense into the story. Interestingly, she focused much of the story on the build up. The
reader is left wondering how she will experience her ride on the tube and she did not give
us much information about her actual experience. After pages of building up to the ride,
all she wrote about the actual tubing experience was “I went on the tube and fell off.”
Overall, however, this is a strong piece that captured her voice. As stated previously,
Karen’s literacy interests tended to be more aligned with the boys. Not surprisingly, like
her male friends in class, she wrote about a memory that involved action and excitement.
I was curious how she would experience this multi-genered curriculum.

These examples from the initial writing prompt (Linda’s Linda’s Birthday Party,
Nancy’s My Birthday, Luke’s This is My Dad and I Climbing Rocks in Maine, James’s
The Rock Climbing Trip, Nolan’s When I Went to the Toy Store, Erica’s Yard Sale,
David’s Renovating the MBTA and Karen’s My First Time Going Tubing) indicated to me
that I had a wide range of writing abilities in my classroom. Some children struggled to
sound out basic high frequency words while others enjoyed the challenge of using big

words in their writing like “hurricane” and “shadows” even if they didn’t spell them

conventionally. It was also evident that there was a range of personal interests and
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favorite summer memories in my students; from having a birthday party at a gym to
hurting a favorite babysitter in a “plastic hurricane” in the newly renovated MBTA.
The Six Focal Children

By design, this study focused on the differing experiences and perspectives of 6 male
students from my class. I chose to highlight their perspectives so I could more fully
understand how these boys felt about writing during each genre and how they
experienced the Writer’s Workshop curricutum throughout the year. I was interested in
both documenting the academic journey these 6 boys had as they grew as writers in first
grade and capturing the social and personal experiences they had while they
experimented with various genres of writing throughout the year.

In order to observe how boys of varying writing abilities experienced the curriculum, I
purposely looked for six male students for this focused perspective: two male students
who were strong capable writers, two who were in the middle of the pack, and two who
were just beginning to learn how to write. I wanted to see how six different boys at
different stages of writing development experienced the multi-genred curriculum. As
stated previously, this study was conducted in a first grade classroom at Taylor Academy.
It is important to note that the make-up of the student body of the class, particularly the
male students, was relatively homogeneous. Thus, while I acknowledge that cultural
differences can influence literacy development, the students’ racial background were not
considered when selecting the six focal children for this study. All six focal boys were

Caucasian.
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After looking over the scores of the initial writing prompt, I chose my six focus
students: Hunter, Nolan, John, David, Mark and Stuart. According to my initial
assessments, Hunter and Nolan were in the low tier, Mark and John were in the middle
tier, and Stuart and David were in the top tier.

Hunter

At the start of first grade, although Hunter was just learning how to sound out words
and to express himself using the written word, he had already convinced himself that he
was “bad” at writing. He knew his letter sounds but his letter formation was shaky and
his writing usually consisted of a long string of letters that was illegible to others and that
he often couldn’t read back himself. Hunter was used to receiving a lot of attention for
the things he was good at, such as math and athletic games. He also hada tendency to
avoid the things at which he considered himself to be bad. Students in our class dubbed
Hunter “The Wanderer” because, instead of sitting down to work on his writing, he
occupied his time trying to look busy (sharpening his pencil, getting more paper, getting a
book from the Book Nook, etc) but he was really wandering around the room, talking
with friends and procrastinating until Writer’s Workshop was over.

Image was very important to Hunter and it was hard for him to persevere when he
thought he was bad at something. His father once told me that he thought Hunter had a
Lord of the Flies sense about him and that he was continually surveying his social scene
10 see how he was faring. This was somewhat true, but Hunter also had a rather low self-
image of himself. He presented himself as a “cool kid” to his peers in class and he

desperately wanted others to perceive himself as such, but he also had a very tender,
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vulnerable side that he occasionally allowed me to see. I noticed that there was a great
discrepancy between the person Hunter truly seemed to be inside and the way he
presented himself in school. When Hunter and I were alone, he dropped “the cool act”
and behaved more like a typical 7-year-old. Hunter needed constant positive reassurance
from me and I gave it to him. Over time, we developed a strong bond that was built on
trust. He often asked me if I thought he was a “good boy” and he informed me
periodically that he did not think that he was.

Hunter relied mainly on external stimuli 1o determine what was “cool” and he looked
up to older kids at school that he saw out on the playground or around campus. He
idolized his older brother, Michael, a 4 grader at our school. As a result, Hunter spent a
lot of his time at school trying to act like a bigger kid than he actually was. At his core,
however, Hunter was an extremely nice, sensitive boy. He always had his finger on the
social pulse of our classroom. He was often the first child to notice when a fellow
classmate needed help socially, and to his credit, Hunter was usually the person to
provide that help. I often thought that my biggest challenge regarding Hunter was to
somehow get him to realize that he was as great a person as I thought he was.

Hunter’s response to the writing prompt reflected the fact that he wanted to be
perceived as cool. He wrote ME GoinG to the Stadum and while wandering around the
room during Writer’s Workshop, he told all his friends about how cool the experience of
going to an Oakland A’s game was and how awesome it was to just go inside a stadium.
His story is below:

WEWAT toOKIiNd
WEWErdviING to the Stadum
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WELaFT

(We went to Oakland.)

{(We were driving to the stadium.)

(We left.)
Hunter was not actually “bad” at writing, but he thought he was because it did not come
easily to him and because he was not immediately “successful” as a writer, according to
his own standards. According to The Six Traits Assessment for Beginning Writers, his
writing was mainly at the experimenting and emerging stage, depending on the trait. So,
he had a lot of work ahead of him in order to write fluently and there were certainly other
students that were more advanced than he was in our class, but his skills were still age-
appropriate for the beginning of first grade. Learning to write is a lengthy, time
consuming project that Hunter did not seem to have the patience for. (Similarly, it took
Hunter a long time to learn how to read. He had convinced himself that he couldn’t read
because he was not “good” at it right away.) Instead of investing in the process of
learning to write over time, Hunter preferred to think of himself as a “bad writer” and
focus on the things in which he encountered more immediate success.

Nolan
Nolan was also at the experimenting and emerging stages of writing at the start of first

grade. In contrast to Hunter, however, Nolan was eager to express his thoughts using the
written word. He readily wrote down letters on the page, not caring if he really knew
how to form the letters. His message was usually indecipherable to everyone, including

himself. Nolan also entered our classroom not being able to read. From my initial
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assessment, and similar to Hunter, Nolan also had a lot of work ahead of him, with
regards to his writing development.

Nolan was incredibly creative and expressive. He had a brilliant mind and was a very
capable artist. He marched to the beat of his own drum, however, and he often told me
that he really liked the way that his own brain worked. Nolan was silly and had a vivid
imagination. He was a rather bouncy boy with a great deal of energy and he ofien
displayed behavior that was socially young and immature, even for a first grader. During
class meetings, Nolan usually needed to sit on a teacher’s lap in order to stay focused,
and this modification was only moderately successful.

Nolan had a very kind heart and was one of the sweetest boys I had ever met, but he
didn’t seem to have the ability to step out of his own perspective in order to absorb
another student’s point of view. Naively, it didn’t usually occur to Nolan to consider
what his peers would think or that decisions he was making would affect them, but he
never acted out of meanness or maliciousness. It simply didn’t occur to him to think
about the majority of his classmates. For example, at recess time, Nolan loved to swing
on a particular swing on the playground because if he swung really high, he could kick
berries off of a nearby tree with his feet and then gather them up and collect them. Over
a few weeks, Nolan filled several galion juice bottles with berries and then proceeded to
sort the berries according to their different attributes. This became one of Nolan’s
favorite activities during recess. Naturally, it was important for Nolan to have that
particular swing and he came to believe that this was indeed Ais swing. He didn’t like it

when others beat him to that swing because that meant he couldn’t collect berries during
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that recess time. He had a really hard time trying to understand that other students were
also interested in using that swing when we would discuss this during class meetings.
Nolan didn’t have much use for most of his classmates. He wasn’t mean to them, and he
always let them do what they wanted, as long as it didn’t interfere with his own plan. He
embraced a “live and let live” attitude towards his classmates and he expected to be able
to live by that mantra as well. He was often confused by complex social interactions
such as group games so he kept his peer relationships simple. Nolan had one friend in
class, John, and as long as he was friends with John he didn’t really feel the need to
develop any other friendships.

In some ways, Nolan’s writing reflected who he was as a social being, especially his
level of immaturity. In his response to the initial writing prompt, Nolan wrote When I
Went to the Toy Store. Although his entire family (including his mother, father, older
brother Justin and little brother Burt) accompanied him to the toy store, there weren’t any
other characters mentioned in this story besides Nolan. This was typical of the stories
that Nolan wrote during the personal narrative as well. Nolan’s story was not only told
completely from his own point of view, but the other characters that accompanied Nolan
to the toy store were omitted and their perspectives were not represented. Nolan’s
writing was not very deep and despite his level of creativity, his writing was
comparatively flat.

As a social being, it was difficult for Nolan to express emotions or to focus on another
perspective or point of view, partly because of his developmental immaturity and partly

because he did not have a lot of experience of in doing so. His family valued
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