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After summer school was over and before fall school started,
there was a brief envelope of time where I was able to pretend
that I did indeed have a summer vacation. I crammed as much
of summer’s pleasures as possible into those few short weeks.
Reading was high on my list of things to do. The books I
should be reading for fall got pushed down to the bottom of the
list. This was my time to read what I wanted. 

My favorite book of the summer was Stephen Vicchio’s
Pieces of an Examined Life where he collected many of his 
essays into one volume. He begins each piece with a quotation
and reflects on the ripples of that quotation in his life and the
larger world. He writes about the Oxford English Dictionary,
changing seasons, sleepless nights, bad hair days, and school.
As a teacher, Vicchio questions his ability to reach his college
students and decides that the element that keeps him going is
hope. He has hope that this year will be better than the one 

before and this year the students will
understand their own hopes for
themselves and the future. I share his
doubts about the coming semesters
and his belief in hope.

I found a novel by Seem Raji
Codell, Sahara Special, about a fifth-grade teacher who shows
her class what inclusion really means. Fifth graders can be 
brutal; school systems can be grinding. Miss Pointy finds a way
to delight and teach her students at the same time. I wanted to
sit in on her classes in “Puzzling” and “Time Travel.”  Don’t
you?  Maybe our own classes can be as full of life.

I re-read Eudora Welty’s short stories. I wanted to move into
the P.O. with her after reading her story “Why I live at the
P.O.”  I listened to her stories set to music in “The Memory is a
Living Thing.”  I was delighted to reacquaint myself with her 

I was ready to take it easy in June, so the idea of a teachers’
conference during the last week of our school year seemed a 
little daunting. Nonetheless, an opportunity to examine student
work and broaden my teaching approaches really attracted me. 

Thankfully, I arrived exactly on time for the dinner meeting
after feeling my way around Berkeley with my suitcase. I was
happy to see Linda Wharton. She was a great site partner and
we shared experiences as middle school English teachers in 
Baltimore City.

Our first task after meeting some Writing Project teachers
was to freewrite about an object which connected us to our
homes and teaching environments. I wrote about a Kleenex –
for all the colds and allergies our students and teachers had 
battled over the year. The teacher next to me from St. Louis 
understood immediately what I meant. It was fantastic to find
like-minded teachers with whom to share professional experi-
ences and insights. 

LETSWork stands for “Learning Essentials from Teacher and
Student Work.” The institute collected over 40 Writing 
Project teachers nationwide in order to consider teacher 
research, to use structured dialogue sessions (protocols) which 
examine student work in a constructive way, and to plan how
to incorporate these inquiry tools into our local writing project
sites. We had a huge notebook of research articles to work
through and protocols to practice. All of this seemed familiar
from my experience in Del Arnold and Jim Ford’s MWP course

“Teacher as
Researcher,”
but focused
more on stu-
dent work
and ways to
formulate questions and teacher research opportunities. In a
group of five to 10 teachers, an anonymous piece of student
work was observed and commented on. The group looked care-
fully at what the student had accomplished and was trying to
achieve. Finally, the group members shared various ways to ad-
dress the student’s learning. By using this protocol, every teacher
sees qualities of his or her own students and is able to benefit.

Of course, coordinating teachers to participate in this kind of
professional exploring is key. At LETSWork, every teacher
brought a wealth of commitment and experience and diverse
views. We were given the research tools and four days of time
with facilitator support to think and learn together. How great
this would be all year long at all our Writing Project sites! It
would mean interested teachers committing to an inquiry group
over a period of time. I know this is difficult to fit in, but it
would be an invaluable local thinktank for all of us. Teachers
learning from other teachers in a non-judgmental space makes
sense. Linda and I are scheduling several protocol opportunities
this coming year. Come and participate and help us connect as
professionals to observe and strengthen our teaching practices.
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