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Maryland Voices Serves as Model for 
Student Publishing in a Larger Community 
by Rus VanWestervelt, TC ’89

Students on all grade levels have experienced the myriad ways
of publishing in the classroom. They have read aloud to other
students in the class; have published in-house literary magazines,
newspapers and informative brochures; and have posted their
work in the classroom or elsewhere around the school so that
others can read their final, polished products. And parents know
the pride our children feel when publication means simply 
displaying a new story on the refrigerator at home. Still, there
are limited in-house forms of publication, and as our students
progress through school year after year, the publishing opportu-
nities we provide may become redundant and less effective, 
especially if these become the only opportunities our students are
given to share their work with a larger audience. 

Publication completes the complex process of composing and
revising for writers of any age. This final stage of the writing
process cries out for originality and sincerity on the part of the
teacher, and it cannot be neglected or compromised for any 
reason, even when time has been cut short by assemblies or even
snowstorms. To our students, this is the stage that makes writing
rewarding and encourages them to begin a new writing project.

Taking Publishing to the Next Level
Not diminishing the power of publishing within a classroom,

a school, or at home, writing gurus such as Ralph Fletcher and
Donald Murray have observed that when students publish to a
larger audience, and especially when their work has a potential
impact on that larger community, they feel more empowered to
take greater ownership of their work and apply those experi-
ences to future writing projects. When those opportunities are
not given to our students, sometimes the well-intentioned form
of publication can actually deflate the students’ interest in writ-
ing. In the introduction to his book, What A Writer Needs,
Fletcher shares this example of when a form of publishing can
be counterproductive.

“I watched a teacher read The Lorax by Dr. Seuss to her 
students. These were big kids, eighth graders, and they were 
riveted. She had them.

“‘Now, I want you to write a letter to Mr. Onesler,’ she told
the students. ‘Tell him how you feel about the way he’s been
chopping down all the trees.’”

“That broke the spell. The kids sighed, slumped. They knew
only too well Mr. Onesler was a fictitious character. No one
would read the letters. The exercise lacked any authentic 
purpose. . . .You don’t learn to write by going through a series
of preset writing exercises. You learn to write by grappling with
a real subject that truly matters to you.”

Fletcher’s right. Our students are real people who are a part
of a real community, and we can provide publishing options
that bring greater meaning to their writing. Instead of writing a
letter to Mr. Onesler, for example, students could have written
to local politicians or area newspapers about real environmen-
tal issues that are critical to their own communities.

The Creation of the 9/11 Project
After 9/11, I realized quickly

that many students were writing
– in and out of school – about the terrorist attacks. I knew that
we had to provide a venue for all of this writing. Thus, the 9/11
project was born. Two things were most important to me: first,
that we spread the word as widely as possible to give the great-
est number of Marylanders the opportunity to document their
reactions, and second, that we work with teachers and students
across the state to teach them about writing for publication. As
a Teacher  Consultant, I had been working on a new presenta-
tion that focused on the publishing stage of the writing process.
In gathering resources for the presentation, I had been searching
for publishing opportunities where students could submit their
work for publication, either on the Internet or in a bound publi-
cation. The creation of the 9/11 Project was the perfect opportu-
nity to teach teachers the steps needed to prepare a manuscript
as a submission for publication. In workshops that lasted just 60
minutes, we could provide teachers all of the tools they needed
to walk into their classrooms the next day and offer their stu-
dents an opportunity to share their work with a larger audience.

Our challenge was reaching every student in the state. With-
out hesitation, we contacted Maryland Writing Project (MWP)
Director Barbara Bass for assistance. Barbara helped us in two
ways: first, she allowed us to make a presentation at a free Sat-
urday workshop for area teachers; second, she sent out a call
for submissions to hundreds of Teacher Consultants across the
state through the MWP e-mail list serve. Now, in just seconds,
teachers all over Maryland were hearing about the 9/11 Project.
That evening, I started receiving queries from teachers interest-
ed in more details. With the help of the Maryland Writing 
Project, thousands of students now had the chance to share
their reactions to the attacks against America on September 11.

Almost immediately after we began conducting free work-
shops for area teachers, we started receiving submissions from
students of all ages across the state. Many of them included
cover letters like this one from Lauren, a 14-year-old student in
Pocomoke City, Maryland: “I am sending you a poem I wrote
soon after nine-eleven. This is the first poem I have ever written.
This poem contains my thoughts about the terrorist attacks and
how I felt that day. I am glad that I am able to send you this
poem so you may share it with others.”

Lauren’s sentiments were echoed by dozens of other students
who submitted to the anthology. Not only were students getting
the chance to publish, they were getting the chance to share their
important work with a larger community. Many of them knew
that their words would soothe thousands of Maryland readers.
They knew that their writing would be making a difference. 

In total, we received over 200 submissions from students. Of
those, we were able to put 115 submissions in the book. Many
of the remaining submissions will be featured later this year on
our Web site,  www.the911project.org, and all submissions are
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being donated to the Maryland Historical Society.
For the students, though, this opportunity did not end with

the publication. All published contributors had the opportunity
to participate in public readings and book signings around the
state. Students-turned-authors experienced the writing process
from prewriting to publication in a way that mattered to them;
they were given the opportunity to publish to a larger communi-
ty, and they rose to the occasion. Given the venue, our children

will continue to let their voices resonate and preserve what 
matters most to them.

September Eleven: Maryland Voices is currently in its second
printing and will soon be available nationally through all major
bookstores and college stores. For more information about the
9/11 Project, contact Rus VanWestervelt at PeaceSpring@aol.
com or at 443-465-0818. (See sample of student writing on
back page.)

Maryland Voices Serves as Model for 
Student Publishing in a Larger Community
(continued)

As a parent, I firmly believe that education starts right at
home by providing children with the basic principles of a sound
education. It is very important that parents take ownership in
this endeavor early on so that their children are better prepared
by the time they start school. Part of this education is, of course,
providing our children with a rich literate environment.  Two
major components in our quest for literacy are reading and
writing. I believe both go hand in hand and neither one should
be taught in isolation. 

As we know, children tend to imitate what they see in adults.
Therefore, if we expect our children to write, we should expose
them to lots of modeling on how writing gets done and how fun
and easy it can be. Children should be nurtured with lots of
positive feedback to any early signs of writing. For the young
children, drawing and scribbling are forms of writing. We show
our excitement with each and every one of those accomplish-
ments. Children should perceive themselves as authors who
construct meaning every time they take a pencil to write some-
thing. I also believe in the research-based notion that school-
parent partnerships are linked closely to academic achievement.
When parents are involved in their children’s education, the
child’s rate of success is greater.  

I teach English for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) stu-
dents. My beliefs as an educator are very similar in that I expect
the best of my students. I believe that each and every one of my
students is capable of producing and publishing some type of 
final product with the acquisition of a new language. Emergent
writers benefit from constant modeling and praising of their 
progressive efforts. While I am cognizant of their different learn-
ing styles along with their wide range of abilities, I am also 
convinced that, given the necessary tools, they will reach their
potential.

The majority of my students are born in the United States
with Spanish being the primary language spoken at home. As
an Hispanic, and a second-language learner myself, I can easily 

understand my students’ cultural
and language challenges. I can 
relate to their customs, values, and
beliefs; thus, I value our heritage
and everything that comes with it.
I know how important it is to pre-
serve one’s native language even as a new language is 
acquired. I also understand my students’ need for sound back-
ground knowledge. I am cognizant that if they are to write
about a specific topic, they must have the necessary tools to do
the job right. 

Therefore, depending on the individual needs of my students,
I must either build or activate their background knowledge. In
delivering instruction, I provide my students with a variety of
effective proven strategies including modeling, vocabulary 
development, visual supports, and concrete demonstrations, to
mention a few. During and after instruction, I also provide my
students with many opportunities using scaffolded support to
practice writing. By paving their road for success, my students
are most likely willing to take risks, build meaning, and make
connections, predictions and inferences. As a result, they are in
a better position to understand the content being taught and
eventually become independent writers.  

I also believe in allowing second-language learners to express
freely in their own language. Again, research shows that if 
children are literate in their native language, they will be able to
transfer learned skills into that of a new language. As mentioned
earlier, any form of writing is valuable. It is crucial then for 
parents and teachers to constantly model exemplary writing
practices, surround them with rich literacy experiences and ma-
terials, encourage children’s progress, celebrate their accomplish-
ments, and most importantly, provide them with all the
necessary supports and opportunities for children to learn writ-
ing by immersing themselves in such a task early on in their lives.
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