Dear Nancy,

     By and large, I think you will find I agree with you. I read the research intensively. I have a huge personal library of it here in my home. But I think I have read the research and practiced teaching longer than most folks on any of the NCTE lists. I do not teach to formulas, except perhaps as a base to get reluctant students started. I do not specifically teach the five paragraph essay, but in an effort to get my students to write enough material to satisfy my rubric of "quality and development of ideas," I do in one assignment stipulate that they write five or more paragraphs. I do not structure the content for them. I simply tell them that good writing flows naturally, and has a beginning, a middle, and an end.

     Since I help set the standards for judging the writing, I am well aware that the raters (who are specifically instructed by my work) find artificially structured writing odious. I don't teach it to my students.

     I am glad your students have done so well. I am working with a totally different kind of student, I suppose. I have many students who do well, but a lot more who do not. My school was listed as the lowest performing school on the MEAP in the state of Michigan in an article a while ago in the Detroit News. I expressed my dismay at the state department of education to the experts, but they looked at my grade book record of my classes' MEAP achievement and were very impressed, saying I need to take into account how far up I have to bring students for them to achieve as well as they do for me. But I told my students, if you follow my advice and get a good score, you are doing as well as the top school students at (I believe it was for that year...) Southfield Lathrup. I examined our school results for writing, and for two or three years found that my students accounted for 35 percent of those who did pass at my school.

     Now as for the ethics of teaching what I know to be contrary to best practices as informed by careful research, I am obligated, if I wish to keep my job, to follow the directives of my English department head, school principal, and the directives from the central staff of the Detroit Public Schools as to the curriculum I teach. Since they are paying the bill, I'm obligated to do their bidding. I find the powers that be are generally not very open to criticism or constructive suggestions. I find it very onerous, if not impossible, to teach the students I have according to the pacing chart and the assigned textbook. The concept of a pacing chart itself runs contrary to all the research I have read, and all what I was taught in college and graduate school. Since when are all students in all classes of a given grade level ready on the same day to pursue precisely the same lesson across an entire school district? It gets down to what I said before, we are directed to do things by people who know less than ourselves.

     I guess it is in part the politics of the situation in Michigan. We lost very critical protective provisions from our union contract this last time around, provisions which I am sure my past experiences helped provide to protect teachers from unjust evaluations. I hope the elections tomorrow will change the scenery for the better here, but I don't have much hope for that.  Jerome Smith in Detroit
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>I can't tell whether you are agreeing or disagreeing with me.  

>>Regarding teachers who do not do what they are told--hmmmmm.  Where do 

>we draw the line, do you think?  Do we practice in a way that we know 

>does not work simply because some dweeb with a title tells us to?  Or 

>do we spend the hour with that person and show him or her the MEAP 

>Update, as well as articles about best practice in the teaching of the 

>language arts.

>

>Perhaps we need to discuss ways to successfully resist high stakes 

>standardized testing and still keep our jobs.  What do other teachers 

>do?

>

>

>

>At 05:24 PM 11/5/00 EST, you wrote:

> >Dear Nancy,

> >    It is sad news that we are forced to bow to the wishes of those 

> >who know less than we do about how to meet the needs of our students. 

> >Nevertheless, if I were able to teach exactly what I want, the way I 

> >want, I know for sure my students would be even more successful than 

> >they already are. I know, because in the past I've done it. By the 

> >way, I agree with you that artificially patterned or structured 

> >instruction in writing is ridiculous--it is not the way real writers 

> >write, nor, by their own testimony, is it the way they learned to 

> >write. They learned by writing enough until they could discover their 

> >own voice. I tell my students that they learn to write by writing, 

> >and read by reading. There is no other way. But sometimes intelligent 

> >scaffolding of instruction helps them significantly. Jerome Smith in 

> >Detroit

> >

> >
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> >>This is sad news.  So, you can't really be a teacher in these 

> >>circumstances, can you.  You can be a puppet who mouths someone 

> >>elses ideology or someone elses lessons.

> >>

> >>Is there any resistance to this teacher as puppet in Texas or 

> >>elsewhere I wonder?  Do all teachers have to bow down to formulas in 

> >>Texas?  Or are there teachers who manage to break out of this prison 

> >>and teach the way they know is best?

> >>

> >>Nancy

> >>

> >>At 03:14 PM 11/5/00 -0600, you wrote:

> >> >Unfortunately, Nancy, sometimes we're forced to teach those 

> >> >formulas. >I

> >>agree that formula writing isn't meaningful and doesn't particularly

> >> >interest the kids. But in many places, we must teach it anyway. We 

> >> >can at least make it interesting, as it looks like Bob was trying 

> >> >to do.

> >> >

> >> >Melissa

> >> >

> >> >----------

> >> >> From: Nancy Patterson <patter@voyager.net>
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> >> >>

> >> >> The problem I have with this, Bob, is that it isn't the way 

> >> >> "real"

> >> >writers

> >> >> write.  >> I agree that students often have a terrible time 

> >> >> beginning a

> >>piece of

> >> >> writing.  But the research and literature show us that teachers 

> >> >> need to focus on the prewriting phase of the writing process far 

> >> >> more than they generally do.  It's one of the reasons why the 

> >> >> National Writing Project stresses something called "front 

> >> >> loading."

> >> >>

> >> >> I do very little regarding the teaching of paragraphs with my 

> >> >> middle

> >> >school

> >> >> students.  One of the reasons I do that is the fact that the 

> >> >> topic

> >> >sentence

> >> >> is really a teacher invention.  It doesn't not occur that often 

> >> >> in

> >>"real

> >> >> life."  I know the argument is that students need to learn some 

> >> >> sort of format before they can break away and write on their 

> >> >> own.  But breaking

> >> >away

> >> >> seldom happens.  And when students find themselves in a 

> >> >> situation where

> >> >they

> >> >> cannot use a formula for writing, or when the formula fails 

> >> >> them, they

> >> >are lost.

> >> >>

> >> >> A more realistic "paragraph rule" that works in real life 

> >> >> writing is

> >>that

> >> >> the writer should drop down and indent about every five, six, or 

> >> >> seven sentences--whenever the write senses a subtle shift.  If 

> >> >> there is not

> >> >subtle

> >> >> shift, then the writer needs to drop down and indent anyway, and 

> >> >> it's

> >>up

> >> >to

> >> >> the writer to figure out where that should happen.

> >> >>

> >> >> And you know what?  When student writers do that, readers rarely 

> >> >> stop

> >>and

> >> >> say, "Oh, that's not where the paragraph ended."  And if the 

> >> >> writer

> >> >follows

> >> >> the indention rules for dialogue--which are prescribed--then 

> >> >> everything

> >> >is

> >> >> pretty much hunky dory and the writer can concentrate on more

> >>meaningful

> >> >issues.

> >> >>

> >> >> We must be very very careful that we don't stress structure over

> >>meaning.

> >> >> That spells huge problems for student writers later.

> >> >>

> >> >> Nancy
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