
response will continue 
throughout the course. We 
are looking to find non-
punitive, encouraging ways 
to respond to student writ-
ing. This will come from 
emphasizing the develop-
ment of a respectful com-
munity of writers.  

(Photo: President Barack 
Obama addresses students in 
Arlington, Virginia.) 

On the day of President 
Barack Obama’s controver-
sial speech to America’s 
students, future English 
teachers gathered at Agnes 
Scott to continue to im-
prove their own thinking 
about writing. We began 
with a free-writing session 
based on prompts offered 
by classmates, including: 

• A risk you took. 

• School lunches. 

• “And will you be 
bringing your knives?” 

• Obama’s speech. 

Not surprisingly, nearly 
everyone chose to share 
writing on Obama’s 
speech. As future teachers, 
these issues are of the ut-
most importance — some-
day, it will be us on the 
front lines of such contro-
versies and decisions about 
schools and students. 

We practiced responding to 
each others’ writing by 
sharing what we most re-
membered from each 
piece. In doing this, we 
realized that response does 
not have to be critique. We 
are simply helping each 
other realize what is work-
ing and what is not in our 
writing. 

This kinder attitude toward 
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 Next week we will work 
on our first assigned paper 
of no more than 3 pages. 

 Remember to bring in 
writing prompts and ques-
tions on the readings for 
each class. 

 “Writing As Practice / 
Writing As Teacher” 
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What does writing instruction actually look like? 
Dr. Emert encouraged us 
to start a conversation 
about our personal encoun-
ters with writing instruction 
in the classroom. We came 
up with a list of many 
things we have seen — 
some that seemed to work 
and others that didn’t. 

For instance: 

• Kelsey, Anna, and 
Leslie talked about 
experiences in which 
exemplary pieces of 
writing were provided 
as “models” for the 
writing assignment. 

• Rashayla uses the free-
writing technique in 
her own classroom. 
She encourages stu-
dents to write about 
themselves and their 
character traits. 

• Tom described an 
activity in which a 
teacher handed out 
Post-It notes for stu-
dents to write short 
narratives on the three 
class rules: 1) Be nice, 
2) Work hard, and 3) 
No excuses. Then, 
students were asked to 

affix their Post-Its on 
a poster board, where 
they could see every-
one’s ideas.  Their 
homework was then 
to write about each 
rule on their own. 

• Jill described a particu-
larly poorly-conceived 
lesson in which the 
teacher provided a line
-by-line formula for a 
“Who Am I?” poem. 
This seemed trite to 
the students and was 
generally unsuccessful. 



To end the class, students shared the things they will take away from 
the readings and this discussion. Here are some of those things:  

• Laura discusses the importance of free-writing: how it builds 
community, promotes goodwill, and leads individual writers in 
new directions. 

• Michael appreciates the emphasis on encouraging those who 
don’t want to be professional writers to engage in the writing 
process. 

• Jill reminds us that writing is hard, and it can be a chore — but 
that can be a good thing for us. 

Atwell & Lamott: What Can They Teach Us? 

Take-Aways 

where the distinction is between 
functional writing and creative 
writing.  He asks whether this 
means that functional writing is 
non-Artistic.  

Diana comments that today, 
writing is not often seen as “Art” 
in the same way as painting or 
sculpture. Dr. Emert agrees that 
writing is taught as more of a 
technical venture these days. “All 
art has a technique behind it, but 

that is not its purpose. You don’t  
learn to write just to practice the 
technique, but to do something 
with it.” 

Good writing is seen as some-
thing special and unattainable by 
most students.  There is an ob-
session with “finding your 
voice,” as if it is lost somehow. 
Perhaps we have lost our voices 
through years of being taught to 
write Engfish.  

Ourselves As Writers 
If there is one thing we have 
learned thus far, it is that we 
must develop ourselves as writ-
ers if we are to provide quality 
instruction for our students.  We 
discussed our identities as writ-
ers in class today, sharing our 
fears and hopes about our own 
writing. 

One idea that prevailed last week 
was our emphasis on “functional 
writing.” Dr. Emert wonders 

In response to our experiences 
with writing instruction in secon-
dary school, we turned to our 
readings in Nancie Atwell’s In 
the Middle and Anne Lamott’s 
Bird by Bird.   

Leslie pointed out that the things 
we seem to have experienced in 
secondary schools have nothing 
to do with the “real writing” 
described by both Lamott and 
Atwell.  

Tom remembered a scene from 
Atwell’s book in which Susan 
Sowers admonishes Atwell for 
her use of  “exercises” in the 
place of real writing. Tom points 
out that many of the things 

we’ve seen in secondary schools 
resemble these kind of writing 
exercises.  

Diana wonders how we, as Eng-
lish teachers, will be able to bal-
ance all the different things ex-
pected of us. Dr. Emert de-
scribes these various responsi-
bilities as Reading, Writing, 
Speaking, Listening, and View-
ing. He assures us that it is possi-
ble to do it all if we have the 
right tools, attitude, and organi-
zation. 

Linda reminds us, that Atwell 
and Lamott both emphasize 
publishing as an important moti-
vator for student writers. We 

agree that this gives them agency 
in writing and encourages them 
to perfect it on their own. 

(Photo: Anne Lamott) 
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“Freedom of choice 

does not undercut 

structure [In the 

writing workshop]. 

Everyone sits at a big 

desk, and everyone 

plans what will happen 

there.” 

—Nancie Atwell 

In T h e M i d d l e  


