WRITING PROCESS OR WRITING WORKSHOP?

In my experiences working with many different teachers and students in many
different classrooms, | have found all kinds of writing instruction that goes on
under the name “writing workshop” or “writing process.” More than once | have
been told, “We do the writing process in my classroom.” What does that mean,
exactly, and is there a difference between “doing the writing process” and having a
writing workshop?

I have seen many classrooms where students “do the writing process,” and the
focus is on pieces of writing and how to take those pieces of writing through each
of the steps of the writing process—prewriting, drafting, revision, editing, and
publication. Sometimes there is some fabulous teaching that supports students’
growth in different part s of this process, and sometimes there is very little teaching
around it at all, but either way the focus is very much on the steps of the process
and its products. Students move from one piece of writing to the next, faithfully
taking each one down the line. Students leave these classrooms with the central
impression that writing is a process of getting an idea and then “moving that idea
down the line”; learning how do to this is the focus of the instruction.

This down-the-line kind of emphasis can be contrasted to a writing workshop
where the focus is very much on writers rather than on the process that leads to
finished pieces. Now, without a doubt, students in writing workshops utilize all
the steps of the writing process—their teachers give them lost of instruction around
the process so they can get pieces ready for publication—but it’s not as though
they really do the writing process. It’s more like they use the writing process to get
other things done. Now, | know that may sound like a subtle difference, but I
really believe that the difference in those words—do and use—represents a huge
shift in how we go about teaching writing.

In a writing workshop, one of the main goals teachers have is to help students find
good reasons to write. These teachers feel that nothing else matters if students
aren’t finding writing projects in which they can become deeply involved. Many
of these teachers have worked on personally meaningful writing projects in their
own lives and have seen firsthand how the writing process can be used to say big,
important things in their lives and to make important things happen. They see the
writing process as a tool they can give their students to use when rocking the
world, not just as something to learn to do. That knowledge at the forefront of
teaching, that knowledge that writing is this amazing, powerful tool you can use to
rock the world, changes everything.

-1-



Students in writing workshops are nurtured in so many important ways that go
beyond their just moving through the steps of the writing process.

Essential Characteristics of the Writing Workshop

They are encouraged to reflect often on where they have been as writers and on
where they are going. They learn about all kinds of things outside the down-the-
line process, things that support them when they do begin to ready a piece for
publication: writer’s notebooks, genre studies, and craft studies, to name just a few.
They are asked to begin working on pieces of writing with some real-world
outcome in mind, some purpose for the writing beyond just “getting it finished.”

Because the focus is on writers in a writing workshop, the environment of the
workshop is often filled with so many more possibilities than is a room where
students do the writing process. In writing workshops, teachers invite children to
do all the things a writer really does: research, explore, collect, interview, talk,
read, stare off into space, co-author, and yes, prewrite, draft, revise, edit, and
publish. These teachers have studied writers’ lives and habits and know that living
a writing life includes a lot more than just always being in one of the stages of the
writing process. Writing process classrooms sometimes present children with a
very limited view of what a writer really does when they send the message that
writers simply move through these stops, over and over.

Now, my whole argument here has been based on very particular terminology that
you may not even use in the same ways | have. It may very well be that when you
think about your own teaching and the beliefs behind it, you feel that you have a
“writing workshop” philosophy (as I’ve described it) but that you’ve been calling it
“writing process” or something else. And of course, the labels don’t matter as
much as what’s behind them that drives our teaching. 1 needed to be clear,
however, about what I mean by writing workshop because that’s what this book is
all about—writing workshops where the focus is on writers who use writing to do
powerful things in the world in which they live.

Having worked alongside so many different teachers in so many different writing
workshops, | have seen a rich variety in actual teaching from one writing workshop
to the next. As a set of essential methodologies, the workshop serves as a model
that leaves plenty of space for teachers to bring their own particular personalities,
experiences, strengths, and knowledge bases to the day-to-day teaching that
happens inside the workshops. But as varied as the teachers are who teach in
writing workshops every day, they all share a similar focus on the students as
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writers, and their workshops share some essential characteristics. These things that
we see again and again, across many different writing workshops, provide us with
the foundation we need in order to learn from each other how to do this teaching
well. They give us a place to focus our conversations. Let’s look at these briefly
now. What are some essential characteristics of writing workshops?

Choices about Content

In writing workshops, students decide what they will be writing about—their
content—for their many writing projects across the year. By definition, writing is
about having something to say, and it is the writer’s right to decide what this will
be, to decide what he or she wants to say. As teachers we really do not have the
right to make this decision for our students. We will ask students to do their best
to write well in our workshops, so they need to have good reasons of their own to
need to write well. At the very heart of needing to write well is personal topic
selection.

Even when the teaching in the room is very focused on a particular kind of writing
(genre) and students are required to do this kind of writing, students still can decide
what they will write about in this genre. For example, if we are studying
nonfiction in the fourth-grade classroom and learning to write feature articles about
nonfiction topics, there is no need for me to force everyone to “choose an animal”
or “choose a country” as a topic for their nonfiction pieces. Nonfiction writing
isn’t about animals or countries; it’s about voice, structure, and the convincing
balance of opinion and research in the writing, and that’s what the teaching needs
to be about. Any “nonfiction-y” topic in the world that children care about will do
(it may be an animal or a country, but it doesn’t have to be). And, as we said
above, caring about the topic has a lot to do with how good the writing about it will
be.

So while we may have curricular reasons from time to time to require our students
to write in a certain genre (as in a genre study of nonfiction), we don’t need to tell
them what they have to write about. We can still teach the strategies, techniques,
conventions, and understandings about writing that we need to teach, no matter
what students are writing about. And the “what” of the writing really matters. The
only way for students to understand writing as something they can use in their lives
(the driving force behind writing workshops) is for them to have unlimited
opportunities to find uses for it, to find their own “what-they’ll-write-abouts.”

Topic selection in writing is also rigorous curriculum; it’s what writers out in the
world really have to do. Most of our students don’t know how writers do this, how
they select topics again and again to sustain an active writing life. So right
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alongside our requirement that students select their own topics, we must plan for
teaching that shows them how writers go about doing this. | find that this
curriculum of topic selection often gets only a perfunctory “covering” in the
workshop, if it is addressed as curriculum at all. We seem to want our students just
to choose something. “You have lots of things to write about,” we tell them. And
they do, but there are things to know about how to choose from all they could write
about. There is curriculum behind the choosing, in other words. If our students
seem to struggle when it comes to selecting meaningful topics for writing, we
might think about offering them more curriculum in how writers go about this.

Having said that it is critical that students choose their own topics for writing, we
can get one question out of the way right away because | know someone is asking
it right now: “Does this mean we should never give our students a writing
prompt?” Never is a big word and one we should be wary of in any talk about
schooling (or about life, for that matter). What the argument here means is that in
order to teach writing, there is no need to give students topics; in order for students
to learn the purposes for writing, they need to find their own material. Might we
have our fourth-grade students practice writing to a prompt from time to time
because they will be tested in this way come April? Of course we might. We don’t
what the first time they have written to a prompt to be the day they go to take the
test. But this is the teaching of testing, not the teaching of writing, and we need to
be very clear about that with our students and very careful to keep this teaching in
perspective.

As a final note about students selecting their own topics for writing, it’s important
to keep in mind that this decision of what to write about is one that every writer
makes as a member of the classroom community. The right to choose personally
meaningful topics comes with responsibilities to this larger community, just as the
right to speak as part of a literature circle, a group inquiry, or any class discussion
comes with this responsibility. So in the same ways we help students negotiate
their talk in respectful ways, we may sometimes have to help them negotiate their
topic selections for writing. When certain topics or ways of approaching topics
(e.g., violence, sexism, racism, etc.) can do damage to the community, we may feel
we simply have to ask students to make another choice about what they will write
about. I believe that if we must do this, we are not taking away a child’s right to
choose, we are taking away his or her ability to hurt another person with this
choice.

Time for Writing



To gain the experience they need in writing across a school year, it’s best if
students can work on their writing for a sustained block of time (at least 35 to 45
minutes) every day in the writing workshop. Writing is something you do, and
doing it well can be fairly challenging. What all writers need is experience. It
takes lots and lots of time over the course of years for writers to get the experience
they need to become good writers. Along the way, writers need time to just write
and write—a lot of it won’t be very good writing, but all of it gives writers
experience. With the focus on writer sin the writing workshop, teachers realize
that it’s okay if every piece a student writes is not a masterpiece; it’s okay if
students write a lot of not-so-good stuff alongside the really good stuff.

When it comes to time, writing workshop teachers go for quantity rather than
quality. Let’s be very clear here: When it comes to TIME, quantity is what
matters. It’s not that these teachers don’t have high-quality expectations for the
work that students do. They do. They would just rather have students spend lots
and lots of time writing, knowing that not all of it will be so great, than spending
just a little time writing and getting everything perfect. They also know that
professional writers say they spend lots of time just “fooling around” with writing
before they get to the really good stuff. So they do what it takes to open up spaces
of time for their students to get the writing experience they need.

Teaching

There is a lot to learn about writing, and students need teaching that supports their
writing every single day. Writing workshops have lots of rigorous teaching going
on. This teaching happens in several forms. There is whole-class teaching in the
form of focus lessons, small-group teaching, and individual teaching in the form
of one-on-one conferring, as well as the teaching that results when students share
from the strategies and techniques they are using to get their writing done. There
is hardly a moment during writing workshop when the teacher or a student isn’t
teaching others in any one of these forms.

Teachers find curriculum to teach in the writing workshop by reading books about
writing, by drawing from their own experiences as writers, or by drawing from the
experiences of current or former students. They teach about everything that has to
do with writing—from how to get ideas for writing out in the world, to how to craft
leads or use telling details, to how to punctuate dialogue. In the best writing
workshops | have seen, the teachers have spent a lot of time developing their
curriculum knowledge—many of them because they realize how limited their
knowledge base was from their own experiences with writing instruction as
students in schools. Most of these teachers have completely reeducated themselves
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about writing (or really, educated themselves for the first time about it) by reading
widely from books about writing and by writing themselves. This is one of the
most challenging aspects of this teaching: continued development of a knowledge
base about writers and writing that helps us meet the teaching demands of writers
at so many different places.

Talking

Writers need to talk about their writing, and the thing that seems to make or break
many writing workshops is the presence (or absence) of productive talk.  Writers
just need to be heard; they need listeners who will nod or laugh or cry or wince at
what they have written. They need listeners who will say, “This sounds great” or
“The other way sounded better.” They need people who will listen and understand
when they need to complain about how they’re not getting anywhere. Even
thought the specific act of writing might be a mostly silent activity, the life of a
writer around that activity is often filled with talk, and because writing workshops
nurture writing lives, they need to have lots of talk.

Different writers need different kinds and amounts of talk to support their writing
lives. Some writers want someone to read most every sentence before they go on
to the next one, and some don’t want anyone to see anything they’ve written until
it’s almost finished. Some writers will want to talk out an idea before they begin
writing about it, and others will need to get it down first and then talk it through.
In writing workshops teachers make room for students to get the different kings
and amounts of talk that they need as writers, rather than forcing everyone into a
single format for writing talk.

Periods of Focused Study

A year in a writing workshop is made up of periods of focused study around topics
of interest and necessity to writers. Much like “units” in social studies or science,
the writing workshop needs ongoing units of study at all times. The teachers in
these workshops plan with some kind of whole-class instructional focus in mind.
These focused studies can cover a wide range of topics such as: the writer’s
notebook; various text structures in writing; some aspect of the language system
such as punctuation; point of view in writing; the process of publication; the craft
of writing; or a particular genre study of writing such as poetry, memoir, or fiction.
Some of these studies (such as genre studies) require students to do a certain kind
of writing as part of the study, but many of them do not dictate this; they simply
support the ongoing work that students have as writers.



During a focused study, the teacher will do lots of very direct teaching, offering
content to support the study in a series of focus lessons over several days or weeks.
Many focused studies, however, will evolve from inquiry that students are asked to
do as part of the writing workshop: looking at texts during a craft study, for
example, or immersion in reading examples of a genre during a genre study.

Publication Rituals

Writing workshops operate with the expectation that students will be working
toward publication on various writing projects throughout the year. It is only
through taking a piece all the way through to publication that students learn both
the process of writing and the rewards of seeing that process through to its
completion. Most workshops have some publication deadlines that students must
work toward—often these are tied to the periods of focused studies—and many
also have minimum production requirements that students must meet, not only for
finished pieces but also for things like volume in writer’s notebooks. These
publication rituals and expectations help students maintain the independent part of
the writing workshop by helping them understand the outcomes that are expected.
In some ways, there is a “publish or perish” mentality that exists in the workshop,
and most writing workshop teachers tie at least some grading and evaluation
criteria to publication expectations.

High Expectations and Safety

While students have many choices in the writing workshop, choosing not to write
Is not one of their options. Everyone writes in the writing workshop. We believe
that by writing, students will get better at writing, so we require them to do it.
Now, having said this, writing workshop teachers have to make a place in their
classrooms where it is okay for everyone to write, where it is safe for everyone to
write, no matter what that looks like when a student does it. It needs to be okay for
even the most struggling student to do what he or she is capable of doing with
writing. It needs to be okay for a student who is not yet proficient in English as a
second language to write in his or her first language or to mix the two. We can
expect everyone to do his or her best work, and we should have high expectations
for that. But evaluation should match, at least in some ways, the students’ efforts
to do their best work. We must realize that “best work” may look different for
different students.

If struggling students realize that their very best work will never bring them
rewards because it just doesn’t come close to the writing of the other students, then
they will quickly learn that their best work is not valued, that it is not safe for them
to try in this place, and they will likely stop even trying to grow as writers.

-7-



Similarly, if very gifted writers realize they can get by without doing their best
work, then they will not grow as much as they could in the writing workshop
either. If what we really value is writers’ best work, and if we show we value this
in every interaction with the children in our writing workshops, then we make the
writing workshop both a safe place and a challenging place for every writer there.

Structured Management

It may be that this should have gone first because so many teachers say, “l would
love to have a writing workshop, but | just need more structure than that.” Ralph
Peterson (2000) has pointed out that what these teachers need is not more structure;
they need more control. A teacher telling everyone what to do every moment of
the day is actually a very low-structured classroom—the only structure in place is
the teacher giving directions!

The writing workshop is a highly structured place. There have to be all kinds of
management structures in place for students to know how it works and how the
workshop will be maintained. Students in writing workshops learn how to use the
room during the workshop, how to manage the supplies needed for their writing,
how time is managed in the workshop between teaching, writing, and sharing, what
the publication expectations and structures are, how to figure out what to do next in
their writing. For the writing workshop to be successful, it must be highly
structured and must work the same way basically every day so that it could almost
run itself independent of directed activity.

And that’s it. Across many writing workshops with teachers who have very
different styles of teaching, | have found these essential characteristics in place and
manifesting themselves in various ways as children write daily. Let’s list them for
one more look

Choices about content
Time for writing
Teaching

Talking

Periods of focused study
Publication rituals

High expectations and safety



Structured management

This list helps me think through my teaching of writing in significant ways. | often
ask myself, “Am | honoring all these essentials in my day-to-day work with
writers?” The answer to that question helps me refocus and redirect my teaching
when | need to, and to celebrate the rewards of honoring these essentials when |
see what they mean in the writing lives of my students.

W. Ray



