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Praise for Expressive Writing: Classroom and Community

“Expressive Writing: Classroom and Community offers practical advice in how 
to teach writing to people who struggle in their lives and with self-expression. 
Expressive writing is exciting and transformative. It calls for the best from us 
as teachers and as people. We learn to listen, we find a way to make a differ-
ence, we have a way to care, and we learn to express ourselves. But the world 
of teaching writing that is open and creative can be daunting. Fortunately, 
these chapters offer a range of specific practices and important consider-
ations, from how to use poetry in the special education classroom to the 
ethical issues in requesting personal writing from students and others. Best 
of all, the authors of these chapters are people you want to learn from, and 
colleagues who you want by your side in this important work.” —Richard 
Gold, author of Writing with At-Risk Youth: The Pongo Teen Writing Method

“Internationally acknowledged authority on the power of journaling, Kathleen 
Adams again shines the light of her passion for expressive writing to ‘bring 
peace to our hearts . . . restore balance . . . connect us to the parts of ourselves 
that have been lost, abandoned, neglected, forgotten or ignored. . . . Writing 
is the bridge.’

In this volume, Adams gathers together people from education and com-
munity activism to share innovative stories of using expressive writing with 
those who struggle with authentic self-expression. Settings range from the 
classroom to prisons to intimate writing groups to hip-hop jams. In each in-
stance, there are lessons for the reader to learn and pass on to those we serve 
as we share the power of words. In so doing, the vision of writing as a bridge 
to emotional intelligence is made manifest.” —Lizabeth Smith, LPC, Certi-
fied Journal Therapist

“We live and teach in a time when public educators and their students face 
the juggling act of developing diverse, creative work while addressing state 
standards and common assessments. Books such as the ones in the It’s Easy to 
W.R.I.T.E. Expressive Writing series offer the means to bridge the gap between 
meeting such mandates and maintaining authentic expression. This volume, 
Expressive Writing: Classroom and Community, offers a myriad of ideas that 
allow writers to express and celebrate life stories through the creation of poetry, 
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the explication of a photograph, the enactment of a short story. Within these 
pages are imaginative and practical methods any teacher, of any grade level and 
curricula, can use to promote a safe learning community in which individuals 
write, speak, read, and listen with care and creativity.

Writers and teachers of writing often ask the questions, How do I begin? 
How do I start a lesson on poetry writing? How do I begin to create a safe 
teaching environment for my writers? How do I start a poem or a reflective 
journal entry? Each chapter author offers usable and inspirational answers 
to these questions—answers to help any instructor or writer start, persevere, 
and celebrate the wonder found in writing.” —Kathy Cocetti, MA, professor, 
University of Colorado-Denver; instructor, Teach for America 

“Kathleen Adams once again offers a vibrant combination of theory and ap-
plied practice. This collection blends timeless wisdom with the realities of 
contemporary culture. The chapter on ethics is a powerful and pragmatic 
reminder of our responsibilities when we offer expressive writing in or out 
of the classroom. Within a series that makes a first-rate contribution, this 
volume is top-notch.” —Marta Hedde-Wood, MA, National Journalism 
Teacher of the Year Finalist
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Dedicated to
Robb Jackson, PhD, CJF, CAPF

1952–2013

You will go out in joy
and be led forth in peace;
the mountains and hills

will burst into song before you,
and all the trees of the field

will clap their hands.
Isaiah 55:12, NIV
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Series Overview:  
About the It’s Easy to 
W.R.I.T.E. Expressive  
Writing Series

Expressive writing originates from the writer’s lived experience—past, pres-
ent, or imagined future life. Written in the author’s own voice, expressive 
writing creates bridges between thought and feeling, reason and intuition, 
idea and action. It is equally rooted in language arts and social science, and 
it takes multiple forms: journals, poetry, life story, personal essay, creative 
nonfiction, song lyrics, notes, and snippets of thought. Expressive writing is 
democratic and accessible. No special knowledge is needed, supplies are avail-
able and affordable, and research confirms that outcomes can be profound 
and even life-changing.

The It’s Easy to W.R.I.T.E. Expressive Writing Series captures the voices 
of worldwide experts on the power of writing for personal development, aca-
demic improvement, and lasting behavioral change. Authors are both theo-
rists and practitioners of the work they document, bringing real-life examples 
of practical techniques and stories of actual outcomes. 

Individually or as a compendium, the volumes in the It’s Easy to W.R.I.T.E. 
Expressive Writing Series represent thoughtful, innovative, demonstrated 
approaches to the myriad ways life-based writing can shape both critical 
thinking and emotional intelligence. Books in the series are designed to have 
versatile appeal for classroom teachers and administrators, health and be-
havioral health professionals, graduate programs that prepare educators and 
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x S E R I E S  O V E R V I E W

counselors, facilitators of expressive writing, and individuals who themselves 
write expressively. Workbooks offer well-crafted, self-paced writing programs 
for individual users, with facilitation guides and curricula for anyone who 
wishes to organize peer-writing circles to explore the material in community.

Each book or chapter author is held to exacting standards set by the se-
ries editor, Kathleen Adams, who, prior to her 1985 launch as a pioneer and 
global expert in the expressive writing field, was trained as a journalist and 
served as chief editor for a nonfiction publishing company. 
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A B O U T  T H E  I T ’ S  E A S Y  T O  W . R . I . T . E .  E X P R E S S I V E  W R I T I N G  S E R I E S  xi

It’s Easy to W.R.I.T.E.

W  hat do you want to write about? Name it. Write it down. (If you don’t 
know, try one of these: What’s going on? How do I feel? What’s on my 

mind? What do I want? What’s the most important thing to do? What’s the 
best/worst thing right now?)

R econnect with your center. Close your eyes. Take three deep breaths. 
Focus. Relax your body and mind. Gather your thoughts, feelings, ques-

tions, ideas.

I  nvestigate your thoughts and feelings. Start writing and keep writing. 
Follow the pen/keyboard. If you get stuck, close your eyes and recenter 

yourself. Reread what you’ve already written and continue. Try not to edit as 
you go; that can come later, if at all.

T ime yourself. Write for five to twenty minutes or whatever time you 
choose. Set the timer on your phone, stove, or computer. Plan another 

three to five minutes at the end for reflection.

E xit smart. Reread what you’ve written and reflect on it in a sentence or 
two: As I read this, I notice . . . or I’m aware of . . . or I feel . . . Note any ac-

tion steps you might take or any prompts you might use for additional writes.
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Foreword

The father of expressive writing is James Britton, a University of London re-
searcher. As a young English teacher in the 1940s, Britton became involved in 
a movement to reform the English class syllabus in British schools and later 
emerged as a spokesperson for sweeping reforms in English teaching through-
out Britain. He is generally credited with popularizing the language-across-the-
curriculum reform movement.1

When you read the above quote, you may be surprised to see someone claim 
that the father of expressive writing is not named Pennebaker. But Britton is 
the first name I think of when I read expressive writing. You see, my interest 
in expressive writing does not stem through the usual channels of writing 
therapy, writing to heal, or self-development.

Expressive Writing: Classroom and Community takes me back to the begin-
ning of my professional roots and reminds me of an earlier career, not as direc-
tor of Wellness & Writing Connections or as a writing clinician and workshop 
leader but first as a classroom teacher and later as an English professor, director 
of several university writing-across-the-curriculum programs, and a codirector 
of a National Writing Project Institute, the Cape Fear Writing Project, in 1986 
and 1987 at the University of North Carolina, Wilmington.
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Like many of the contributors to this volume, my interest in expressive writ-
ing became concrete when I realized it helped my students better understand 
what they are learning, who they are as people, and how they as individuals live 
on their own but in harmony with other people. Because I had learned about 
the work of James Britton as an undergraduate, I entered the teaching profes-
sion using prompted journal writing as a learning tool just like Britton had 
encouraged his students to write personal essays and to write expressively in 
his English classrooms in the late 1940s. With my students, I saw writing help 
visualize thought and thereby modify, extend, develop, or critically engage 
with their own thinking processes. Together we learned that writing makes 
implicit processes explicit; abstractions become more concrete and manage-
able through writing. The National Writing Project, the focus of chapter 5, 
was in full swing in 1975 when I began teaching high school English. Also, like 
many of the chapter contributors, I wrote with my students. From what I was 
teaching my students, I was learning too. I developed a lifetime commitment 
to personal journal writing, and I continued to include journal writing in every 
class I taught at every level of education for the next thirty years.

That is why when I learned that Kay Adams was including a volume 
in the expressive writing series on the importance of expressive writing in 
classrooms and communities, I was delighted. I knew that it would make 
a significant contribution to the field and illuminate a feature of expressive 
writing practice that for many has been the province of language arts teachers, 
English teachers, and professors for many years.

Now that I have read the volume you are holding in your hand, I am even 
more certain it will be required reading not only for future and current teach-
ers but also for anyone who works within a community of learners, young, 
old, and in between, because writing is such an important index to intellectual 
thought and personal development. I believe that the more we write for dif-
ferent purposes, to different audiences, at all ages, and across all disciplines, 
the more confident, legitimate, and powerful our voices will become.

John F. Evans, MAT, MA, EdD
Integrative Health Coach

Executive Director, Wellness & Writing Connections
1516 Great Ridge Parkway

Chapel Hill, NC 27516
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F O R E W O R D  xv

Books by Dr. Evans
Writing Transactions: Writing for Here and How, College and Beyond

Wellness & Writing Connections: Writing for Better Physical, Emotional, 
and Spiritual Health

Expressive Writing: Words that Heal (coauthored with James W. Pen-
nebaker, PhD)

Note
1. J. Honeychurch. 1990. Language, cognition, and learning: Expressive writing in 
the classroom, Journal of Curriculum and Supervision 5, no. 4: 328–337. 
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Preface

From the time our ancestors sat around the fire telling of the hunt, stories 
and circles have been forms of truth telling, wisdom, and connection. We 
tell stories to make meaning of the world and how we fit into it. Across the 
life span, we use stories to help us understand our place in the circles of our 
families, schools, workplaces, and communities.

Cultural anthropologist Angeles Arrien (2011) speaks to the malaise that 
may result when we are disconnected from stories and storytelling:

In many shamanic societies, if you came to a medicine person complaining of 
being disheartened, dispirited, or depressed, they would ask one of four ques-
tions. When did you stop dancing? When did you stop singing? When did you 
stop being enchanted by stories? When did you stop finding comfort in the sweet 
territory of silence? (xv)

Without stories, our youth, already at risk in a culture and society that are 
continually shape-shifting, are in danger of remaining disconnected and dis-
associated from the larger communities that are vital to the development of 
internalized values, such as self-concept, belonging, and life purpose. Adults, 
whose voices and stories may have been silenced or ignored, are similarly 
hungry for true connection. Abraham Lincoln said, “What most people need 
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is a good listening to,” and when we share our stories in community—in a 
classroom, around a family dinner table, in a writing group, or in a church or 
temple or mosque—the story comes full circle. We learn not only from our 
own stories but from those of others as well.

But it isn’t just cultural anthropologists and shamans who believe in the 
power of story. Evidence-based research conducted over the past thirty years 
demonstrates that writing down our stories leads to improvement in physi-
ological and emotional health (Smyth 1998). The preeminent researcher of ex-
pressive writing, Dr. James Pennebaker (2000), theorizes that writing might be 
healing because it requires the organization of feelings and experiences, which 
are inherently nonverbal, into language, and also because writing a story in a 
structured way creates a coherent, consistent narrative about a life experience.

As a psychotherapist who has specialized in the use of life-based writing in 
the fields of both behavioral health and human potential, I concur. Writing 
helps us make meaning of our lives. It helps us integrate and digest individual 
experiences. Writing allows for authentic expression of real feelings. That 
alone is powerful medicine, but then telling the story, reading it to an audi-
ence of listening witnesses, and witnessing and listening in turn—that cracks 
open a whole new set of possibilities for insight, connection, and synthesis, 
with self and with others.

After three decades of quantitative, qualitative, and phenomenological 
research, it is well accepted that writing can be a powerful tool. But not all 
expressive writing is helpful. Bad habits and unproductive approaches can be 
anchored in as readily as good ones. Writing can become a breeding ground 
for doubt, denial, and distortion just as easily as it can become a fertile ground 
for growth, healing, and change.

That is why it is incumbent on each of us who uses writing with youth or 
in the community to do so from a foundation grounded in theory and best 
practice. This volume, the second contributed collection (and the fifth in the 
overall expressive writing series), continues the vision set forth in Expressive 
Writing: Foundations of Practice: to create a larger conversation—to share 
ideas, experiences, and resources—on the role of expressive writing in class-
room and community. As with the first anthology, the chapters in this book 
are written by experts who have mastered innovative and effective writing 
programs. They are each role models for how expressive writing can contrib-
ute to the development of emotional intelligence, the capacity to make good 
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P R E F A C E  xix

choices, and the actualization of individual and collective potential—shared 
goals of leaders in both education and community activism.

When we come together in contemporary circles—whether the circles are 
a collective of students in a classroom, adults in a community center, families 
at the kitchen table, patients in a hospital, or friends at a diner—and invite the 
writing and telling of stories, we create opportunities for growth and change, 
in minds, in hearts, and in lives.

This wise collection offers the ways and means.

Who This Book Is For
There are several audiences for this book: classroom teachers, counselors 
and therapists, university programs that offer course work in both education 
and counseling, practitioners and facilitators, and writers who know or are 
discovering the power of expressive writing for healing, growth, and change.

If you are a classroom teacher, you will find ideas, methods, and stories that 
will inspire and invigorate both your students and yourself. The teachers who 
have contributed to this volume have found bold, creative ways to use expres-
sive writing to improve student motivation, engagement, and performance. 
Moreover, there are two chapters specifically devoted to the often-overlooked 
personal and professional growth of you, the teacher.

If you are a counselor or therapist working with youth, you will have a re-
source guide for best-practice facilitation of expressive writing both in and 
outside of the classroom, including a thoughtful chapter on ethics. The meth-
ods described in this book have a powerful impact on therapeutic issues, such 
as self-concept, self-esteem, identity, and problem solving.

If you are a university professor in education, social sciences, or guidance/
counseling, this text offers a comprehensive look at interdisciplinary ways in 
which the authenticity of expressive writing can be incorporated into a holis-
tic philosophy of classroom and community practice.

If you are a credentialed practitioner, community-based facilitator, writing 
coach, creative writing teacher, or other who brings this work to the world, you 
have guidance and role modeling from master teachers whose programs can 
bring insight and awareness to your work.
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What You Will Learn
We begin the first section, “Classroom,” with our youngest students and the 
stories they love to hear and tell. In “Stories and Storytelling: Good for the 
Heart and Mind,” early childhood pioneer Dr. Mary Hynes-Berry of Chi-
cago’s Erikson Institute offers a banquet of tips, techniques, strategies, and 
stories to bring “the heart of what it means to be human” to young children.

School social worker and special education teacher Mary Tinucci created 
The Poetry LAB in the St. Paul, Minnesota, public school system in 2004. 
“‘Recipe for Me’: Using Poetry to Support the Social-Emotional Health of 
Youth in Special Education” deconstructs her highly successful program that 
offers urban youth the opportunity to give powerful poetic voice to their 
struggles, realities, and dreams.

Dr. Kristien Zenkov and Dr. James Harmon continue the exploration of 
how to help students find voice through creative expression in “Through Stu-
dents’ Eyes: Using ‘Photovoice’ to Help Youth Make Sense of School.” They 
describe their program in which students at risk for dropping out of school 
are offered digital cameras and told to roam their environments in search 
of pictorial answers—“photovoice”—to questions such as what’s good about 
school? or what’s wrong with school? Adult mentors then help the photogra-
phers sort and select pictures and write about them, articulating powerfully 
what matters to them about school, relationships, and family.

Toussaint L’Ouverture High School for the Arts and Social Justice is a 
charter school in Delray Beach, Florida, for Haitian immigrants and refugees 
and first-generation Haitian Americans. In “Extended Metaphor: Exploring 
Personal Odyssey through Expressive Writing,” the school’s cofounder, Dr. 
Diane Richard-Allerdyce, tells how her students used Homer’s epic tale to 
explore the heroic journeys of their own displaced and difficult lives.

Over 90 percent of teachers who participate in National Writing Project 
(NWP) immersion institutes remain in education for their careers, says Dr. 
Catherine Quick, founder/director of the NWP-affiliated Coastal Bend Writ-
ing Project in her chapter, “Breaking the Cycle of Writing Anxiety: Empow-
ering Teachers to Write.” NWP invites teachers who self-describe as “not a 
good writer” to think about their own writing ability differently, as a process 
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P R E F A C E  xxi

rather than a product, and Catherine explores the remarkable outcomes that 
derive from this simple, profound shift.

The “Classroom” section ends with Marisé Barreiro’s exploration of “The 
Teacher’s Journal: Expressive Writing and Teacher Self-Care.” Marisé tells 
the story of how she gathered a group of exhausted teachers and led an ex-
pressive writing group during which they journeyed back to the roots of their 
love for teaching and forward to current experience. At the end of the group, 
every teacher reported more energy, more appreciation for teaching as a pro-
fession, and more hope. She shares some of her writing topics and techniques 
and illustrates them with entries from actual teachers’ journals.

The middle section, “Classroom and Community,” holds the late Dr. Robb 
Jackson’s “Toward an Ethics of Writing Instruction: The Role of Institutional 
Context in the Uses of Personal Writing.” Robb had completed work on this 
chapter prior to his sudden death, and we are each gifted by his thoughtful 
and probing call to scrupulous self-awareness and sensitivity to the subtleties 
of ethical practice. This posthumous offering is likely the last of his work that 
will be published.

The “Community” section opens with Kansas poet laureate emerita Dr. 
Caryn Mirriam-Goldberg’s “Seeing the World the Way It Is: Transformative 
Language Arts as Calling and Practice.” Caryn draws from her rich history as 
founder/director of the graduate program in transformative language arts at 
Goddard College to give us a behind-the-scenes glimpse into the education of 
a new generation of writing-in-community activists.

David Shanks, a hip-hop artist and musician, and his manager, Randy 
Tonge, contribute “Hip-Hop: Pen of the People,” a first-person account of the 
impact of the forty-year hip-hop culture on black consciousness, racial pride, 
and cultural identity. The authors draw parallels between the “message” genre 
of hip-hop, which places emphasis on authentic observation and expression, 
and theories of expressive writing.

“The Limits of (Critical) Expressive Writing in Prisons and Jails” by Lau-
ren Alessi and Dr. Tobi Jacobi offers a thoughtful critique of the benefits and 
also the inherent challenges and limitations of creative or expressive writing 
programs in correctional settings. Excerpts from prisoners’ writings illumi-
nate the chapter.

The volume closes with “The Muse Works a Crowd: The Benefits and 
Surprises of Writing in Community.” Judy Reeves, founder of two nonprofits  
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devoted to community writing, offers a joyous tribute to the way that “the 
safest bunch of strangers” can become friends and even near-family when pre-
tenses drop away and pens start flying. She ends with sixteen pragmatic rea-
sons to write in community and ideas for finding a writing group of your own.

Expressive Writing:  
Classroom and Community

In 1985, I called my first journal circle. Six of my friends sat on my living room 
floor and wrote their hearts out and shared their stories. I was a first-semester 
graduate student in a counseling program, and I knew in that instant that the 
intersection of personal healing and journal writing was my life’s work.

I have always done my work in community. I am a natural weaver of 
lives; I am a gatherer of overlapping, intersecting circles of those who speak 
on the page, who read their stories in voices that quaver or whisper or soar, 
in the presence of witnesses who receive without judgment and respond 
with compassion.

This is what I have learned in writing circles across the decades and around 
the world: expressive writing changes us. It brings peace to our hearts. It re-
stores balance. Writing connects us to the parts of ourselves that have been 
lost, abandoned, neglected, forgotten, or ignored. We learn that there are 
wise, friendly, and sensible inner selves that want us to succeed. They are will-
ing to share their wisdom with us. Writing is the bridge.

Community also changes us. We learn that we are not alone. We see our-
selves reflected in another’s shining eyes. We hold for each other what we 
cannot reliably hang onto for ourselves. We learn that we are enough, we are 
sufficient, we have something to say and a voice with which to say it.

Pennebaker (2013) states that “expressive writing has the potential to 
change the way you see the world” (xiv). I believe that writing communities—
in classrooms, conference rooms, family rooms, therapists’ offices, places of 
worship, community centers, and coffee shops—have the power to deepen 
and accelerate the process of change. What might arise, I wonder, from a col-
lectively shifted worldview?
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P R E F A C E  xxiii

My vision for this book and, indeed, the series is that it will substantially 
advance the dialogue about the role of expressive writing for healing, growth, 
and change at every level: individual, family, classroom, community, country, 
culture, and world.

I welcome you to the community formed by those who read this book, and 
I invite you to join the conversation.

Kathleen Adams, MA, LPC
Series Editor, It’s Easy to W.R.I.T.E. Expressive Writing Series

June 2014
Join the conversation:

www.itseasytowrite.com
kathleen@itseasytowrite.com
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Stories and Storytelling:  
Good for the Heart and Mind
Mary Hynes-Berry

1

Teddy was one of ten children in a storytelling group called Fantasies and 
Fairytales in a community center after-school program. In each session, 
I told one story, using a classic folk or fairy tale or myth. To solidify their 
understanding of story elements such as plot, setting, and character, as 
well as to help them make connections to the deeper meanings of the 
story, everyone took part in enacting the story a few times. There was also 
an art or craft project/problem related to the story, such as using recycled 
materials to build a bridge for the 3 Billy Goats Gruff.

Teddy was eager to be best friends with a few of the other boys but had 
difficulty because of his aggressive insistence that everything should go his 
way. In this particular session, I had just told the 3 Billy Goats Gruff, ending 
by saying that the third goat had kicked the troll into the middle of next week 
and he never bothered them again. Now we were going to act out the story.

My policy was that students could choose any part they wanted—even 
if that meant more than one did a particular role or one was left to be 
narrated by me. Teddy came over and confided, “I want to be the troll!”

He took a deep breath and added, “But I don’t want to be kicked into the 
middle of next week. Can we change the ending?” When I asked what he 
had in mind, he said he wanted the troll to stay under the bridge and keep 
on trying to catch the goats.

Being careful to keep my voice nonjudgmental, I pointed out that his 
ending didn’t really work with the story. However, if we were to use it, the 
other children would have to agree. When consulted, the others emphatically 
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rejected the idea that the troll could just keep on being his nasty self. Teddy’s 
face was clouding over as I asked him if he had any other ideas about how 
to take the part but not end up kicked into next week. He thought hard and 
finally, somewhat reluctantly, said, “I could turn into a nice troll and keep on 
living under the bridge.” One of the other children said, “But you have to 
promise never to eat us!” Another suggested that the troll should become a 
vegetarian and eat the grass, as the goats did.

“Okay,” Teddy sighed, and we proceeded to act out the story several 
times. Each time, Teddy stayed the troll, though other children changed 
their roles, including a few who decided to be the troll along with him—
solemnly promising at the end that they would never eat billy goats again.
The most striking outcome came in the remaining four sessions with this 
group. Teddy’s pushiness and insistence on his way modified significantly; 
he found acceptance from the boys he had struggled to become friends 
with. Teddy himself was clearly happier and less anxious—it seemed he 
had intuited that the other children in the group might have been rejecting 
him because he was too much like the troll. He had figured out that as 
attractive as it might seem to be a powerful threatening character like the 
troll, there are even more compelling social benefits to not asserting your 
power in negative ways.

Teddy’s story is one of hundreds that have played out in the more than 
three decades that my professional practice has included oral storytelling, 
returning time and again to the same classrooms to tell, converse about, 
and then invite up to 200 children a week to retell and extend the story into 
their hearts and minds.

As this example indicates, stories help children discover where they as in-
dividuals fit into the complex large picture. In fact, they are among the most 
powerful tools available to help children make meaning about many different 
aspects of the world; they are catalysts that promote children’s cognitive as 
well as their social-emotional growth and development (Hynes-Berry 2011).

The Hynes and Hynes-Berry Model
In addition to my own storytelling practice with small children, I had the 
amazing opportunity to work with my mother, Arleen McCarty Hynes, who 
was using stories and poems for quite a distinct purpose. As the patients’ li-
brarian at St. Elizabeth’s Hospital in Washington, D.C., the only federal in-
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stitution dedicated to mentally ill clients, she worked with Dr. Ken Gorelick 
and other psychiatrists to support patients in their struggle to move beyond 
their afflictions to a more positive sense of themselves and of their place in 
the world at large. She was a pioneer in establishing standards of practice 
in biblio-poetry therapy, a strengths-based model of using literature for 
personal development and emotional well-being. She developed standards 
of training to certify practitioners to work in mental health settings and 
growth groups.1

Biblio-poetry therapy sessions begin with participants’ responses to a 
rich text that acts as a catalyst for insight and healing.2 Something in the 
text triggers a recognition—a connection to something in the participant’s 
life experience. As the carefully facilitated discussion goes on, participants 
examine and dig deeper into their own responses and juxtapose them with 
those of other participants. The final stage of the process results in an ap-
plication to self: the goal is not a single “right answer” for everyone but an 
enriched understanding that each participant constructs. It is the interactive 
process, involving the facilitator and the group, that brings out the insight 
and meaning that can be healing.

Together we wrote Biblio/Poetry Therapy: The Interactive Process (Hynes 
and Hynes-Berry 2012), which has been recognized as a foundational explica-
tion of biblio-poetry therapy as an interactive process. However, as much as 
we admired and gained from each other’s insights and practices, I never have 
qualified as a biblio-poetry therapist, and in all her ninety years, she never laid 
any claim to being a storyteller/educator.

Quite rightfully so, for both of us.
What holds our practices together is the distinct but profoundly intercon-

nected way that each uses texts (stories, poems, and discursive writing by oth-
ers and by the participants) as a catalyst that allows the participants/learners 
to construct a deeper understanding. In biblio-poetry therapy, the emphasis is 
on self-understanding; in the classroom, the focus is on cognitive understand-
ing across the disciplines.

However, given the nature and power of the catalyst and the ineluctable 
unity of the human spirit, which draws equally on mind and heart, using sto-
ries and storytelling in the classroom can have a positive impact on the social-
emotional climate of the classroom in ways that sometimes are demonstrably 
therapeutic. Teddy’s story that opened this chapter might clarify this distinction 
between therapy and therapeutic.
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Therapy and Therapeutic:  
A Distinction

Teddy’s change of behavior is a perfect example of how stories and story-
telling can be powerful tools to bring about social-emotional growth and 
understanding. However, as therapeutic as engaging in stories and storytell-
ing can be, it is critical to understand that the classroom is not the place for 
therapy—for an individual or the group. In Teddy’s case, I had literacy and 
language development outcome goals, as well as social-emotional outcome 
goals, around creating a sense of community and cooperation. It was not my 
job to explicitly address Teddy’s issues.

On the other hand, if I had been running this as a play therapy group, 
there would have been important differences in how I would have proceeded. 
With a group of young children, I might well have chosen the “Story of 3 Billy 
Goats Gruff” since it embeds important issues, such as fear from threats (what 
troll is hiding under one’s personal psychic bridge?), sibling rivalry (why do 
the littler goats offer their bigger sibling as alternative troll food?), and bully-
ing (that troll again). I would have intentionally picked which of those issues 
seemed most salient to this particular group of children.

Immediately after the story, I would have facilitated a discussion about 
the issue that was being targeted, perhaps inviting the students to comment 
on which character(s) they identified with or that they saw as associated with 
someone else in their experience. These questions would be open ended, de-
livered in a supportive but nonjudgmental tone to defuse any sense that there 
was a “right” answer.

Drawing again on my knowledge of the individuals in the group, I would 
plan an extending activity that would help move the discussion and the chil-
dren’s understanding forward. It might be that we would brainstorm and 
evaluate alternate versions or endings to the story. Maybe children would be 
invited to draw and label a diagram of a bully or a list of things to do to help 
keep oneself safe when bullied.

However, I didn’t do any of those things because I was very conscious of 
my responsibility not to overstep the important boundary between teacher/

www.ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.ebook777.com

S T O R I E S  A N D  S T O R Y T E L L I N G  7

facilitator and therapist. Instead, the story and its embedded metaphors did 
their own powerful work—or, should we say, magic.

In psychosocial terms, really getting into stories allows for displacement. 
Directed discussion of unproductive behavior or classroom rules tends 
to result in uncomfortable feelings of shame and guilt and the instinct to 
blame someone else. However, displacing the discussion to considering the 
merits of a character’s behavior is psychologically much safer and more 
likely to trigger awareness of what happens if one behaves as the character 
did. That’s what makes a good story worth returning to again and again. 
Sometimes, children will play with how they might put themselves into it 
directly, experimenting with how it feels to be the biggest or littlest goat or 
the troll, for example. Other times, they play with how the story might be 
told differently, selecting out the characters or problem situations that hit 
closest to home.

As you explore the storytelling/story-extending strategies that make up 
the rest of the chapter, keep in mind that magic as well as the notes about 
how the activity supports cognitive growth and meets the call for rigor in the 
Common Core State Standards.3 Most of these strategies can be tailored for 
use in classrooms at many different levels, from preschool through secondary 
school and beyond.

You yourself don’t need to be a storyteller, nor do you have to insist that 
your students plunge into taking on the speaking and listening challenges 
of telling stories themselves. There are many strategies that actively engage 
learners, including the following:

 ■ Solidifying comprehension of the basic story elements, including plot, set-
ting, and character

 ■ Inferring characters’ motives and feelings as well as cause and effect and 
higher-order thinking as connections are made to themselves, other texts, 
and other disciplines

Many options begin with a set text, done as an interactive read-aloud; the 
story might also have been an assigned reading for older students. After an 
initial reading, revisit the story and initiate one of the following activities.4
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Enactment
After hearing or reading a story or a text about a historical event, the group 
reenacts what happened as an improvisation; that is, no memorizing lines or 
blocking is involved. Typically, this is done without props. Make clear that 
the students are not preparing a public performance but are literally putting 
themselves into the story.

A very important component of this activity is to build in reflection. After 
each round, use open-ended questions to get multiple answers to points such 
as What is something you liked about what you did? What might you change 
or do differently another time? Did you change your thinking or get any new 
ideas about the story or characters?

Appropriate Age Levels
This strategy is easily adaptable for use with all levels, beginning before 
children are able to read and continuing through adulthood. Children who 
are management problems, especially the “class clown” types, often excel in 
enactment. Older participants might do this as an improvisation strategy, 
agreeing that they will keep to the established plot, but each person will be 
working from their own take on the character’s characterization.

Learning Dynamic
In addition to speaking and listening skills, enactment is a powerful way to 
develop high-level thinking and comprehension. As they plan and impro-
vise their own representations, children get deeply engaged with all levels 
of meaning and making the full array of text-to-self/text/world connections. 
Both suburban and inner-city middle schoolers who had heard about Rosa 
Parks since prekindergarten ended up with a profoundly different under-
standing of segregation when they literally experienced what it felt like to 
be arbitrarily ordered to the back of the bus—or to be the one to do the 
ordering or make the arrest.

Social-Emotional Benefits
In addition to the general benefits of displacement discussed above, mak-
ing choices about which character they would like to take on and reflecting 
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on how to convey the character through words, actions, and tone of voice 
not only increases comprehension of the story but also builds empathy and 
awareness of the perspectives of others.

Tips and Tricks
Introduce enactment techniques with a brief story or situation. Begin with 
familiar stories or situations that don’t need reading (like the “3 Little Pigs”) 
as well as stories introduced as read-alouds or stories taken from the reader. 
The adult facilitator may need to play a significant role in orchestrating the 
first enactments.

Focus on the activity, not on logistics such as choosing roles. It’s usually 
enough to remind everyone that there will be another round. Alternatively, 
I have found it very effective to invite younger children to do a group acting 
out. As described in Teddy’s story, everyone is free to choose whichever role 
they wish. Thus, for example, the three who chose to be the littlest billy goats 
trip-trap together, and the two trolls growl that they are about to serve as their 
lunch. If the story has a refrain, children may use that, but otherwise each 
child is free to come up with his or her own lines. This technique gives each 
child a voice and a choice—and it provides teachers with formative assessment 
insights into the children and the way they are processing the story. Again, 
Teddy is a case in point.

Once the strategy is familiar, introduce longer texts. Even so, the actual 
enactment shouldn’t take more than five to ten minutes. However, it is crucial 
to build in time for debriefing. As the group discusses and evaluates the reen-
actment, looking for what was well done and what might be changed, they are 
reflecting—and thinking.

With experience, the group can be broken into clusters; give each group 
planning time to consider how they want to represent the text. Sometimes, all 
groups will work on a single story and compare interpretations. Other times, 
each group may be given a different scene of the story or challenged to do 
their part under some constraint—so one group pantomimes, another does a 
musical version, and a third is asked to create puppets. Clearly, meeting the 
challenge calls for problem-solving and negotiation between group members. 
The debriefing conversation is virtually assured of being a lively exchange of 
comparisons and contrasts and ends up in clamoring to do it again so that 
they can try out a new representation.



Free ebooks ==>   www.ebook777.com

10 C H A P T E R  1

Narrative Pantomime
This strategy is somewhat related to enactment, but instead of acting out 
a particular character, everyone mimes the movements, gestures, actions, 
and facial expressions being narrated. The teacher or a group member reads 
aloud a passage or a whole story, chosen with specific goals in mind, such 
as the following:

 ■ Developing empathy for a character; for example, reading a passage from 
a key moment in the story, individuals are to pantomime the facial expres-
sions, gestures, and body language of the character or characters they are 
experiencing.

 ■ Exploring an environment; for example, as part of the study of a desert 
ecosystem, read a passage that involves pausing to look at various plants 
or moving to avoid dangers or that indicates feeling the heat, being thirsty, 
and so on.

 ■ Experiencing movement kinesthetically; for example, this might be part 
of a science class. A passage might describe how a seed turns into a full-
grown flower or how blood moves through the body, from heart to arter-
ies to veins and back again. In a literature class, the strategy might turn 
into a creative movement activity as everyone interprets a poem or piece 
of music that is being read.

The narrative pantomime strategy can be turned into a game for rein-
forcing vocabulary. In several ages and stages of English-language learners, 
teachers helped the group generate a list of vivid words, such as terms that 
described a range of emotions, from sad to disappointed, lonely, irritated, 
satisfied, delighted, and so on, or that denoted different ways of walking, such 
as stomping, tiptoeing, slouching, slinking, skipping, jumping, hopping, and so 
on. The words were written on cards, and individuals pulled one and then 
pantomimed the movement. The rest of the group tried to guess which word 
was being demonstrated.

Building in reflection is as important with this strategy as it is for enact-
ment. Use questions that encourage individuals to be as precise as possible 
in their movements and expressions. For example, I noticed that some of you 
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really let me know with your faces how the second pig at first was worried but 
then was really scared when the wolf started huffing and puffing. Let’s all try 
that again!

Appropriate Age Levels
This strategy is appropriate for all levels. With older students, the text to be 
pantomimed might involve more complicated description that calls for differ-
ent kinds of movement and direction as well as body language; for example, 
the passage might describe a character finding the way out of a maze that is 
said to harbor a monster.

Learning Dynamic
Narrative pantomime is an effective and engaging strategy for improving 
listening and oral processing skills as well as for developing the ability to 
visualize. It is equally effective in developing vocabulary for first- and second-
language learners.

Social-Emotional Benefits
Children who are less verbally adept or whose reading skills are still emerg-
ing can be very successful at pantomime. By the same token, those who are 
shy or who find spatial and kinesthetic tasks challenging can work on their 
skills without being singled out. In addition to intrinsic rewards of feeling 
competent, narrative pantomime activities can sensitize individuals to ac-
curately convey and read body language. Going back to that bullying troll, 
there have been any number of studies showing that while bullies use body 
language to pick victims, you can work on your body language to create a 
more powerful impression.5

Reader’s Theater
Reader’s theater is distinct from enactment in that typically it does involve 
rehearsals and performance. While participants don’t have lines to memo-
rize, they do need to read fluently from a script. Working in partners, small 
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groups, and sometimes whole groups, children begin with a read-through of a 
script that is at their reading level; they continue to revisit the script, working 
to read it with expression as they present it to their peers or for an audience. 
Props remain minimal. The reading may be done with individuals taking dif-
ferent roles of the characters and perhaps a narrator. However, choral reading 
is another form of this strategy that can be especially effective for presenting 
poetry or a significant text, such as Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” 
speech. Choral reading can be done with a single group or with two or three 
groups alternating.

Learning Dynamic
Reader’s theater turns the drudgery of calculating your turn in a round-robin 
fluency drill into a much more meaningful way to do oral reading. As part-
ners or groups revisit the text again and again, exploring the tone of voice and 
pacing that their characters would actually use, they are engaged in problem 
solving and meaning making.

Social-Emotional Benefits
The feelings of shame, humiliation, and incompetence experienced by dyslex-
ics is a significant factor in school dropout rates. Reader’s theater motivates 
readers to rehearse and practice, knowing that they will reap the rewards of a 
job well done when the audience bursts into applause.

In several schools I’ve worked with and in shelters, older students and 
parents were encouraged to record “books on tape” for the younger children. 
They could practice or do the recording again as much as needed, taking 
pride in the smooth final version. Not only did this allow them to work with 
easier texts, but many expressed how much they enjoyed going back to a story 
they had enjoyed when they were younger.

Tips and Tricks
While reader’s theater scripts are widely available on the internet, many 
teachers find that engaging the students in developing their own scripts adds 
to the power of this strategy. Once the participants have some experience with 
the logistics, they begin to see the difference between using a narrator and 
creating dialogue that conveys the action and emotions.
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Writing and performing their own scripts helps make sense of the con-
ventions of written English. Quotation marks become indicators of a change 
of speaker. Punctuation marks are helpful cues to guide whether the voice 
should rise or fall at the end of a sentence.

Virtually any text can be presented as reader’s theater. Katz and Thomas 
(2005) offer many rich possibilities for presenting poetry—whether recited by 
individuals, done as a choral reading, set to music, or accompanied by dance 
and movement.

Reader’s theater productions can take many forms. They are an excellent 
way to make assembly or “parent night” performances an integral part of the 
classroom learning. At this point, a few props or backdrops might be added, 
especially if their preparation adds to student learning. Alternatively, the per-
formance might be produced as a radio play or as an audiobook. One group 
of struggling sixth-grade readers took full advantage of the erase function of 
their recording device to produce flawless performances of a favorite book on 
tape for their first-grade reading buddies.

“Let Me Tell It My Way”  
and Oral Storytelling

Oral storytelling has many advantages in terms of developing speaking and 
listening skills as well as in terms of the sheer delight of the experience. On the 
other hand, forcing the assignment willy-nilly on everyone can be counterpro-
ductive. Try to find an authentic context for the storytelling. Inviting children 
to choose and present a favorite tale is a natural way to deepen understanding 
when studying a culture or a genre that has a strong oral tradition.

Or you might schedule a storytelling event on a family night or as a culmi-
nating event for a project or theme study. Invite students, parents, and school 
personnel to take part, offering a menu of possibilities. Some will do oral sto-
rytelling, others might prepare an enactment or a reader’s theater piece, and 
still others might use another form of representation, such as writing their 
own version or doing it as a graphic novel.
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Appropriate Age Levels
Even preschoolers delight in retelling a favorite story; it almost seems that 
not reading makes it easier for them to virtually memorize the story. For 
them, look for stories with strong repetitive patterns, such as Eric Carle 
books, or any of the classic tales, such as Goldilocks. School-age children 
and adolescents may need some kind of authentic context. However, they 
also are often very enthusiastically engaged by the story variants that come 
from playing with story elements, as suggested in the “Tips and Tricks” sec-
tion later in this chapter.

Of course, for older groups, there is no reason to feel limited to traditional 
tales and myths. Have you ever wondered what might go on if Huckleberry 
Finn and Tom Sawyer joined the Kardashians on a reality television show or 
were interviewed by Oprah or by Jerry Springer?

Learning Dynamic
Storytelling is an engaging way to build speaking and listening skills; at the 
same time, storytellers master story elements, such as plot, setting, and char-
acter, that are critical for basic comprehension. However, as they find their 
own words or put a spin on a tale, they are making connections and con-
structing a much deeper level of meaning.

Social-Emotional Benefits
Based on my lifetime experience, there is no question that oral storytelling 
is very rewarding in terms of feelings of satisfaction and receiving positive 
feedback from the audience. Additionally, all the thinking, reflecting, and 
problem solving that goes into recasting a story so that it is being told in 
your own words, in your own way, leads to much deeper self-awareness. As 
students work together on any of these possibilities, they are building their 
social skills as they negotiate and take into account other points of view. At 
the same time, they are likely to be discovering that working cooperatively is 
more interesting and results in a better, more creative outcome than would 
be possible if each person were working alone.

Tips and Tricks
Oral storytelling is most effective when the tellers use their own voice and 
imbue the story with their own spirit. Trying to memorize a text is likely to be 
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a disaster if nervousness strikes or there is some unforeseen interruption. As 
part of preparation, develop a skeleton script to refer to that includes the plot 
sequence and the characters. The family cat or a stuffed animal and maybe a 
mirror all make for a good audience as you practice, practice, practice!

In addition to more or less straightforward retelling of a story, there are 
many ways to “play” with a story, changing one or another of the basic ele-
ments. Some of these are discussed next.

Play with the Setting

All the stories set in the “once upon a time” as well as myths and legends can 
take on new meaning when they are transferred to a different historical time 
or place. To go back to our prime example, Three Cool Kids by Emberley 
(1996) sets the Billy Goat Gruff story in the heart of a modern city. But what 
might the legend of the Cyclops be like if you set it in cyberspace? The pos-
sibilities are endless.

Play with Point of View

Scieszka’s The True Story of the Three Little Pigs by A. Wolf (1996) has be-
come a beloved classic for adults and children alike for the delightful way it 
completely turns the traditional tale upside down by telling the story from the 
point of view of the wolf. Virtually every story reveals deeper layers of mean-
ing when the point of view is changed like this.

Play with Plot and Characterization

Trivizas found a different way to transform the Three Pigs with his The Three 
Little Wolves and the Big Bad Pig (1997) just as Kimmelman’s The Three Bully 
Goats (2011) and Claflin’s The Bully Goat Grim (2012) invert the meaning of 
this tale; Kimmelman turns Gruff, Ruff, and Tuff into the bad guys and push-
ing the kindly ogre into coming up with a plan to make them change their 
bullying ways.

Transforming Tales to Challenge Underlying Cultural Assumptions

Jack Zipes is a folklorist authority on Grimm’s fairy tales who has done sig-
nificant work on developing critical literacy skills with young people through 
the Minneapolis Neighborhood Bridges program (Zipes 2004). His book and 
other documentation from the program not only delineate many effective 
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strategies used in classrooms but also provide an important theoretical frame-
work. The gist of his approach is to work with young people from preschool 
through secondary schools to challenge the often sexist, racist subtext of 
those “grim” fairy tales promising death or torture to those who violated the 
Calvinist cultural worldview held by the Brothers Grimm. Thus, for example, 
he suggests getting children to tell a version of Little Red Riding Hood that 
features a kind wolf and a vindictive woodchopper.

Supporting Multiple Modes of 
Representing and Visualizing

Picture books are powerful reminders that words are only one element that 
helps us construct meaning and make a wide range of connections with rich 
stories. Children’s picture books have, as Nodelman and Reimer (2002) remind 
us, three stories: “The one told by the words, the one implied by the pictures, 
and the one that results from the combination of the other two” (295). In the 
same way, those of us who are constantly disappointed by the movie versions of 
our favorite books can testify to the importance of the mental images we build 
as we listen to an oral reading or read a text without illustrations.

Strategies
Strategies that call for representing stories in nonverbal ways are discussed 
next.

Creating Props

At all ages and stages, the subtexts conveyed by props, such as masks and pup-
pets, are profound indications of how the individual is constructing a personal 
expression of what the character is like or what kind of meaning is associated 
with them. Children send us important messages about their own understand-
ing by the character they choose to represent as a puppet or a mask.

For young children, the choice of character or the kind of representation 
can give us a direct window into the child. For example, I was fascinated 
by gender differences when I invited primary school students to represent 
a monster. Girls tended to show the monster—whom they assumed was 
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female—wearing trendy, hip clothes; the boys concentrated on the ugliness 
of the monster and the power of his weapons. Older children and adults are 
likely to invest additional understanding as they create masks and puppets 
that represent a particular culture or historical context.

Tone of Voice

I have used this strategy with children as well as in professional development 
workshops with teachers. A small group is invited to perform a scene from a 
familiar story—it might be a classic like 3 Billy Goats Gruff or 3 Little Pigs—or 
it might be one that has just been read as part of the curriculum. The only 
constraint is that all vocalization is to be done using nonsense words. Be 
prepared to model this with gibberish and body language that sounds like a 
greeting, a loving endearment, or a scolding. If you speak a second language 
that the group is not familiar with, you can be very expressive as you do, de-
livering a similar message.

Storyteller specialists in the Minneapolis Children’s Theater Early Bridg-
ing program6 experimented with having children tell a story in their home 
language, emphasizing expressions and gestures, to classmates who did not 
speak it; the “audience” was deeply engaged and successful in “decoding” the 
story—to the delight of all!

Learning Dynamic and Social-Emotional Benefits
This strategy reflects the work of professor of psychology Albert Mehrabian 
(1971) of the University of California, Los Angeles, whose research shows 
that in interpersonal communications, as much as 38 percent of the meaning 
conveyed orally is a function of tone of voice and that as much as 58 percent 
may depend on body language. Even if his rates are scaled down, the implica-
tion of his findings has significance for parents and caregivers.

What Picture Do You See  
in Your Mind’s Eye?

I have been using this strategy for more than thirty years and am constantly 
amazed at its power. At the end of the story, orally told or read, preferably 



Free ebooks ==>   www.ebook777.com

18 C H A P T E R  1

without showing illustrations, you ask the audience to close their eyes and 
see what picture from the story comes into their mind’s eye.

As individuals respond, you ask them to place their picture on the story 
line you have drawn, marked Beginning/Middle/End. If necessary, you invite 
the responder to specify more details about how the characters in that mental 
picture looked or acted. Somehow it always happens that the group’s mental 
images represent the full span of the story, whether it represents a key mo-
ment, such as the biggest Billy Goat Gruff kicking the troll into next week, or a 
throwaway detail about how the meadow the goats wanted to get to had sweet 
daisies growing amongst the green grass.

Learning Dynamic and Social-Emotional Benefits
Helping students become increasingly specific in how they visualize what is 
happening in a text supports their ability to be able to understand/compre-
hend the story/text. More important, there is never a wrong answer. Every 
picture fits somewhere into the story—and sends the message that everyone 
has been able to make a connection. At the same time, the sense of a class-
room community is reinforced when the mental pictures are shared, as on 
the story line, and/or turned into a classroom book that everyone enjoys 
revisiting again and again.

There are many different ways to give children opportunities to construct and 
share their own perspectives and understanding of a set text or story, and there 
are all kinds of ways to invite them to be story spinners as well by drawing on 
their personal experiences, wishes, and dreams, or by making creative connec-
tions. Here are some strategies to generate stories to tell, enact, or write.

Story Dictation and Dramatization
Vivian Paley won a well-deserved MacArthur Genius grant in 1989 for work 
on giving the preschool and kindergarten children she taught daily opportu-
nities to dictate whatever story came to their fertile minds and then to have 
the same story, using their exact words, dramatized by classmates. Her thir-
teen books give a vivid picture of the impact of this strategy on helping young 
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children and their classmates find their own voice as well as their place in the 
classroom material. Her most recent book, A Child’s Work: The Importance of 
Fantasy Play (2005), is a powerful testimony to the psychosocial importance 
of dramatic play and storyteller.

However, Cooper (2009) provides substantive research evidence that giv-
ing children opportunities to freely tell their own stories has a positive impact 
on their literacy achievement. Cooper also provides an excellent description 
of how to implement this strategy in early childhood classrooms.

While Paley’s own work has been very much with preprimary children, the 
benefits of giving individuals of all ages a chance to tell their own stories, be they 
personal or imaginative, are well attested to by many studies and programs, 
including other chapters in this volume. However, the value for elementary-age 
children who lead embattled, chaotic lives is especially powerful.

Sebastien Berry,7 who has been working with children with behavioral and 
cognitive challenges for more than fifteen years in Chicago and Louisville, 
Kentucky, has found that the weekly time he sets aside for children to do free 
writing/dictation and then to share their stories with their peers from the au-
thor’s chair is consistently the one time that he has no management problems 
and that his students identify as the most—often the only—satisfying school 
time of the week. He provides support to help school-age children organize 
their thoughts; he has them identify the main idea and then put supporting 
details in a graphic organizer, known as the Four Square Writing Method.8 
However, he stresses the key is that no restrictions are put on what the child 
writes about or says—so that stories that might be “censored” for their antiso-
cial or questionable content are accepted. Furthermore, just as story dictation 
takers put in the conventions of standard written English without changing 
the child’s words, he assists his students in using the computer to edit their 
stories but does not change their words.

The following story by a ten-year-old functioning academically at the K–1 
grade level attests to the strong voice that can emerge. The account begins and 
ends with the “thesis statement,” which is at the center of the organizer; the 
child has filled in four supporting points or details elaborated on in the body 
of the essay. However appealing going to a house of horrors would seem, 
the last line suggests that the fourth and final stage of the bibliotherapeutic 
process—application to self—has been achieved. The child has been brought 
to a recognition quite different from the original thesis statement. But that  
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insight is the result of a respectful process with tremendous therapeutic 
power, though the essential boundaries of therapy were respected:

I like to go to the Devil’s Attic Haunted House.
The people look like familiar people who are scary. The scary people are dressed 

like TV and movie characters. Some people kill they self in the Devil’s Attic when 
you be walking. A Scream person had blood on her face and be so scary. The scary 
people dressed like bad guys in the movies. Some people killed they self. People pop 
out and moan and pound the wall so loud.

The Devil’s Attic is super scary. People pop out at you and yell. This old woman 
she start banging on the table. She look crazy! Some characters be breathing on 
your neck. I hate it when they do that cause I be yelling. Somebody be breathing 
on your neck. It’s really scary. You want them to stop. You turn around to say it. 
But they be Jason or Freddy and I run!

The place is so big and dark. It feel like you never get out. You be sweating on 
your head. You be like, “Where do you go at? Where do you go at?” But you can’t 
find the way.

One time a little girl was suppose to go but she couldn’t. She was just a little 
girl. She was so scared she probably pee herself. I think she did pee herself. I said, 
“What do you want me to do?” She looked at me then something popped out and 
she ran off. It was getting really, really, really, serious. The door was open but it 
was shutting and slamming. That girl she peed herself.

All the people in the Devil’s Attic be talking in funny voices. They voices sound 
like a squeaky noise that I don’t like to hear. They made scary voices that sound 
like ghosts and vampires. They are singing Michael Jackson songs.

I had a key in my pocket. One thing I don’t like is people be sneaking up and 
putting stuff in your pocket. I opened the door and saw a dead body. The body 
looked like SAW. He got red circle on his face. It looked like blood. He had a 
gentleman suit. He had brown shoes. He said in a mean voice, “Go out of here 
before I kill you!” Then I slammed the door like “BOOM!” I locked it.

I like to go to the Devil’s Attic Haunted House that has familiar people who 
are scary with funny voices.

I don’t really want to go back.

Learning Dynamic
Story dictation and dramatization allows preliterate and emerging literate in-
dividuals to experience the connection between spoken and written words. As 
the teacher takes down and checks back that she is recording what they said, 
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children see that the words that come out of one’s mouth can be captured on 
paper. As the teacher reads the child’s words and other children act them out, 
they see that written words come back to life. Whether or not they themselves 
can put the words down or read the works back, the children see that they are 
readers and writers. Once children have experience with the strategy, teachers 
find it easy to articulate and reinforce conventions of writing. For example, 
when a child declares, the troll said, “Who’s that trip-trapping up there?” the 
transcriber might point out, “Look, I’m putting these little [quotation] marks 
here so that everyone knows that’s just what the troll said—and I ended with 
a question mark to show the troll is asking a question.”

In Berry’s work with school-age children, if the child’s academic skills are 
very low, he or she takes dictation on a tablet computer so that the child can 
literally see his or her words come up on the screen. Children who are able to 
do so can write their stories by hand; he then provides necessary assistance in 
editing for spelling and conventions as the story is typed out on the computer. 
Children take great pride in having the clean, published copy to share with 
others and to keep for themselves—proof that they are readers and writers.

Social-Emotional Benefits
The power of being able to tell one’s story and to experience that it has been 
heard and that it makes sense to someone else—and that it may forge a con-
nection with another’s story—is one of the most important affirmations we 
experience as humans; it is imbued with empathy and is a wellspring of hope 
and resilience. However, the effect can be especially significant for those who 
lead embattled, chaotic lives, like the children Berry works with. Having a 
well-established, consistent, content-neutral way of differentiating between 
main point and supporting details gives a child like the author of “The Devil’s 
Attic Haunted House” a way to give some kind of form to their experience 
and to become more aware of the complexity of his or her emotions.

Story Starters
An effective way to provide a framework while inviting children to be creative 
is to provide a story starter. It is mostly up to the teacher/facilitator to offer 
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a few or target a single choice—one that calls for reporting on a personal 
experience or spinning a yarn. The most effective approach is to avoid trite, 
overworked topics, such as “What I did on my summer vacation,” in favor 
of an invitation to tell about something that gets one thinking, such as “One 
time I wish I had been invisible . . .” or “If I could have a superpower, I’d want 
it to be . . .”

A powerful variation on story starters is the fantastic binomial. Jack Zipes 
(2004) adapted and developed a strategy for generating stories from ground-
breaking Italian educator Gino Rodari, who was instrumental in developing 
the Reggio Emilia9 schools in Italy. The basic idea is that two words (two 
nouns or a noun and a verb) are chosen by participants. This becomes the title 
for a story. It might be that one person or that everyone in a group devises 
and then shares their own stories. Alternatively, the story might be told as a 
round-robin, with each member of the group contributing a few sentences 
before the next person continues.

Depending on the goals for a session, constraints might be put on the 
words. Perhaps the words will reflect a certain theme or topic. For example, 
in the noun bag, different kinds of predators are named—the list might be re-
stricted to natural predators or extended to the world of fantasy, such as wolf, 
man-eating tiger, troll, spider, eagle, cybermonster, killer bunny, and dictator. 
In the other bag, all the words might have to be verbs indicating emotion, 
such as loves, cries, regrets, laughs, screams, sighs, faints, is startled, and is ter-
rified. Alternatively, the second word might name prey, such as rabbits, chick-
ens, humans, mosquitoes, flies, or small birds. So the story might be anything 
from The Killer Bunny Regrets to The Wolf and the Mosquitoes.

Zipes suggests adding another variable for elementary and high school 
students that opens up even more possibilities. A list of prepositions that ex-
press relationships between two elements is established, including opposites, 
such as over, under, within, outside, above, below, in between, since, after, and 
before. In this case, two nouns are chosen at random (or within some kind 
of constraint) as well as one of the prepositions. Participants are challenged 
to tell a story that creates a relationship between the two nouns, such as The 
Eagle after the Mosquito, The Mosquito after the Eagle, or Man-Eating Tiger 
before the Rabbits (Zipes 2004, 97).
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Learning Dynamic and Social-Emotional Benefits
Story starters are open-ended invitations to problem solving in a way that 
celebrates each individual’s unique solution. They virtually guarantee higher-
order thinking since a programmed “correct” solution is impossible. Putting 
constraints on the situation to fit a targeted topic or concept can push cogni-
tive understanding.

When participants are asked to work together, cooperation or co- 
constructing a solution requires prosocial skills such as empathizing, un-
derstanding another’s perspective or point of view, and looking for a viable 
compromise. The delight of coming up with a viable solution, especially 
when it is one that was not immediately apparent and one that the partici-
pant group had to persist, even struggle, to arrive at, has the powerful in-
trinsic reward of the feeling of competence—it is a gift that keeps on giving.

The Heart of What It  
Means to Be Human

We have just indicated the tip of the iceberg of benefits that come from 
building storytelling and creative dramatics into the classroom. Let your own 
inventive minds come up with many more strategies and possibilities. Here 
are some additional classroom benefits:

 ■ Learning across the disciplines is enhanced because of the strong engage-
ment created by the stories. Instead of giving back right/wrong answers 
to closed questions, the learners are engaged in interactive conversations, 
questions, and problem solving.

 ■ Consequently, learners are meeting the Practice Standards for Next Genera-
tion Science and Common Core Mathematics and Language Arts (see note 
2), which emphasize the importance of students at all levels using higher-
order thinking to identify and find solutions to authentic problems and 
being able to represent and communicate what they have done.
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 ■ Classroom management problems are greatly reduced in classrooms that 
function as learning communities. Not only does everyone in the com-
munity feel a sense of ownership, but they also experience the rush of 
self-efficacy and competence that comes from persisting—finding a way to 
reach a goal that is important even though achieving it included challenges.

As crucial as these benefits are, the bottom line is that telling, listening to, and 
going back again and again to significant stories is at the heart of what it means 
to be human. It is at the heart of what we owe to children as we support them in 
growing into lifelong learners/problem solvers and competent, confident adults.
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Notes
1. The standards-setting, credentials-granting body that my mother helped found is 
now known as the International Federation for Biblio/Poetry Therapy (http://www.
ifbpt.org).

2. For a history of the emergence of the biblio-poetry therapy field, see appendix C 
in Hynes and Hynes-Berry (2012).

3. The Common Core State Standards for Language Arts include both content 
standards and practice standards; thus, expectations are set for the student’s ability 
to apply and strategically use the content information and skills that students are 
expected to know at each grade level.

4. Several of these strategies, including narrative pantomime and reader’s theater, 
are forms of creative dramatics, which is usually defined as incorporating theatrical 
components into an educational setting. The classic text for training in the field is 
McClasin (2006).

5. See Van Edwards (n.d.); see also KickBully (n.d.).
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6. Neighborhood Bridges is a project of the Children’s Theater Company of 
Minneapolis. The program was founded by Jack Zipes and Peter Brosius in  
1997. The project director is Maria Asp. For more information, see http:// 
www.childrenstheatre.org/education/neighborhood-bridges.

7. Before getting his MAT in special education, Sebastien Berry was an assistant in 
a kindergarten classroom at the University of Chicago Laboratory Schools, where 
Paley developed her practice. Ever since, he has evolved his own methods for 
making story dictation and dramatization a feature of his classroom.

8. The Four Square Writing Method graphic organizer was developed by the 
husband-and-wife team of Gould and Gould in 1999.

9. Like Montessori, Reggio Emilia schools started in response to a specific situation 
in Italy; in this case, in the years following World War II, the Italian town of 
Reggio Emilia developed a unique approach to providing an arts-infused preschool 
experience for all the children in the city. In the book One Hundred Languages of 
Children, the Reggio Emilia pioneers, including Rodari, show how young children 
can be supported in representing their understanding of the world around them in 
multiple ways.
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“Recipe for Me”:  
Using Poetry to Support the 
Social-Emotional Health of 
Youth in Special Education
Mary Tinucci

2

This Work

If you were to hear me talk with youth in The Poetry LAB
you would know how I need them, this work.

If you were to see me sitting in front of my computer,
typing their poems and editing their recordings,
long into the evening hours, then you would know
how I am changed by them, their stories.

A 16 year-old girl who acts like she doesn’t care,
volunteers to read her poem,
and lets loose her story of rape,
leaving a long line of silence in her wake.

Wow. Powerful, I say.
Have you told anyone this before?
No, she says, through her hard shell, now cracked. I’m over it.
Because of poetry, I can let it go.
Because of poetry, people can know now.
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Because of poetry, I can begin to trust.
Because of poetry, I can tell my truth to you.

Drop by any day next week and discover them,
fiercely pulling stories from their backpacks,
notebooks holding truths screaming to be heard.

Drop by any day next week.
I’ll be there, writing poems with kids.
I’ll let you witness transformation,
Theirs and my own.
—Mary Tinucci, The Poetry LAB founder

As a social worker in the St. Paul Public Schools since 1991, I have always 
believed that not only is there a more effective way to reach and engage at-
risk youth in school in a meaningful way, one that exists beyond creating 
rote behavior modification and “individual education plans,” but, in fact, it 
is urgent that we figure out how to do so. We must create and offer a creative 
path toward the healing and success for those youth most marginalized in 
our schools.

At the age of thirteen, journaling, poetry, and writing in a supportive 
community contributed to my own healing. It occurred to me that the very 
writing circle experiences that helped me could help adolescents who were 
struggling mightily at school.

To these ends, I founded The Poetry LAB in 2004. The Poetry LAB is an 
arts and wellness–based special education program within St. Paul Public 
Schools in Minnesota. The LAB serves students in grades 7 through 12 who 
have the special education label of emotional behavioral disorder (EBD). The 
Poetry LAB’s primary objectives include the following:

 ■ Community building
 ■ School engagement
 ■ Improving preliteracy skills
 ■ Youth empowerment
 ■ Healthy coping strategies
 ■ Social justice
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The Poetry LAB is committed to providing creative opportunities that 
support the long-term social-emotional health of urban youth. This school-
based program is my response to our urgent need to engage youth who 
typically fall through the educational cracks (or, more honestly, chasms) 
that exist for these youth.

Problem
A significant challenge facing educators and mental health providers work-
ing in urban special education is engaging at-risk youth in the school set-
ting and in the therapeutic experience. Our students come to school with 
significant traumatic experiences and limited ability to cope in healthy ways 
with the myriad issues placed before them in their young lives. The best way 
to understand our students and their struggles is through their own voice. 
This poet tells us about his life and the deep dichotomies and dilemmas he 
must navigate:

My Life

I’m gonna tell you about my life
Young, smart, intelligent
But I’m still gang-bangin and postin’ up on the block
Gettin’ jumped and jumpin’ others
Guns got my homie’s life and he layed under covers
Mother was up in tears, cryin’ cuz she had nothing left
Standing next to that murdered kid follows me every day
I dream the same dream every night
People say I’m going to hell, they think I’m the devil’s child
Running around with hand cannons and pistols
My life is kinda wild
and I’d change it all around . . .
If I only knew how.
—Donte, grade 9
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Our students are born with inherent promise, but that promise is eroded 
over time from the deep impact of trauma. These youth come from the re-
alities of generational poverty and neighborhoods riddled with drugs, gangs, 
and violence. Many come from families filled with love but also struggling 
with substance abuse, unemployment, domestic violence, and the lack of ba-
sic needs, such as housing, transportation, and health care.

For at-risk youth, particularly those who are saddled with the special edu-
cation label EBD, school is often a negative experience. Many dislike school 
and struggle academically, behaviorally, emotionally, and socially. A growing 
body of research tells us that trauma has a detrimental impact on the develop-
ing brain and a negative effect on cognition and learning. In an article by the 
Citizen Commission on Academic Success for Boston Children (2006), the 
impact of trauma on learning and behavior problems is highlighted:

A considerable body of recent psychological and neurobiological research links 
exposure to trauma to learning and behavior problems, including difficulties 
in the following areas: language, communication, and problem solving skills; 
understanding cause-and-effect relationships; executive functioning; regulating 
emotions; and peer and teacher relationships. Trauma is also linked to an in-
crease in impulsivity and aggressiveness. A child experiencing trauma can have 
a difficult time concentrating, following lessons, and sitting still. Simply put, a 
traumatized child can have trouble behaving and learning. (59)

Fully 90 percent of students in St. Paul Public Schools with the educational 
label of EBD are male youth of color, primarily African American. The reality 
of this racial disparity in special education alone merits a discussion beyond 
the scope of this chapter. All of these youth are struggling with the effects of 
racism in our society. All are struggling with the impact of trauma. They have 
the intellectual capacity to succeed, but their behaviors interfere, and they are 
often behind in literacy and basic academic skills.

Their behaviors often include work refusal, verbal and physical outbursts, 
fighting, and disrupting classroom instruction. Many of the EBD youth are 
diagnosed with conduct disorders, attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder, 
oppositional defiance disorder, anxiety, and/or depression. Each of these la-
bels, particularly the label of “special ed,” forces these youth to carry a heavy 
stigma. It is no wonder that it is difficult to engage students in the work of 
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learning and healing. The following student poems give us another glimpse 
into their lives, experiences, hearts, and perspectives.

Rashon’s poem describes the paradoxical experience of feeling “locked 
out” and “locked in” simultaneously:

Trapped

I go to a school with locked doors
Trying to figure a way out.
It gets hard when there are students who can’t even sit still for 5 minutes
They say you have to be behave in order to get out
But I don’t believe it can happen
I would think this school would help you realize what you got to do,  

but it doesn’t
Being around negativity engages me into more negativity
So, I’m here for life.
Write back when you get my letter.
—Rashon, grade 11

Takeelah’s poem demonstrates remarkable empathy and stark insight into 
the mind and life of a special education classmate:

AJA’s Poem

I saw him wanting to open up
As he started to tell his story
But he wouldn’t go too deep, suppose
It would hurt too much, was his word
Too afraid to speak for fear that he wouldn’t be heard
Couldn’t pass the classes with the other kids
So special ed is what they labeled him as,
Special ed that is.

Put down by everybody, saying he wouldn’t make it
Acting like he wasn’t affected, smiling trying to fake it
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Disrupted childhood made him who he is today
While other teens thinking about the school’s next dance
Thoughts of life and death run through his head.

Wanting somebody to live on his legacy
Fall in love with a girl, plant his seed
Both so young, moving too fast, so much drama
After 3 years gave up, didn’t want it to last
Realizing he wasn’t ready to settle down
Baby momma didn’t want to just give it up after so long.

But for him as a way to escape
Drinking 2 eleven and weed smoke
No high school diploma or
A J.O.B., claiming that he never
Gave up hope, just wait and see —
That’s what he told me.
—Takeelah, grade 10

James’s poem reveals both startling clarity about his life and brilliant poetic 
instincts:

My Story

I got a story to tell
In 1991, I was born to make everybody’s lives a living hell
but at the same time I’ve been going through hell
when I get older I got a feeling I am going to be going to jail
people ask me how I’m doing but I ain’t doing so well
I got a story to tell

All the way ’til I turned eight, my stomach ached
picturing everybody just being fake
turned 13, now I am angry
Crying, thinking
Is the world going to turn on me?
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Are the streets going to look up to me?
And believe it or not, that’s something I don’t want
This ain’t no front, and I’m not no punk

Getting suspended from school
To me that ain’t cool
But something just happens
I just keep getting suspended from school
I think my head is spinning
Or the world is bending
What life has done to me
Is made me into something I don’t want to be.
I got a story to tell.
—James, grade 10

All of these students come with stories to tell. We must see beyond the be-
haviors and ask what lies underneath. All behavior has a purpose. Classroom 
disruption is often a signal that someone feels inferior, incompetent, afraid, 
lost, neglected, frustrated, or out of control. It is often a signal of the trauma 
experienced in their lives. Are we noticing? Moreover, are we willing to see 
these students in their strengths instead of only in their deficits? As educators, 
we must better understand trauma and provide safe places in school that help 
our students engage, learn, and heal.

A Creative and Healing Solution: 
Bridging the Gap with Rap

Writing, poetry, and creativity in all their forms are powerful tools of personal 
transformation. In particular, spoken-word poetry, rap, and hip-hop are 
amazing tools for use with youth. These forms lift the human spirit, providing 
voice to the story and solutions toward possibility and hope. Youth and adults 
are hungry for space to connect, to share life stories, and to be listened to with 
compassion. Writing for healing is the work of transformation: our own as 
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practitioners and the transformation of the youth we encounter in our work. 
Ultimately, it is the transformation of our world.

Spoken-word poetry is culturally relevant to urban youth because it is 
linked to and comes directly out of the hip-hop world that they live in. Spo-
ken word has been said to be a cousin of hip-hop. “Hip-hop is the predomi-
nant language of urban American youth. It informs their aesthetic culture and 
is their dominant mode of expression when they first begin to write” (Weiss 
and Herndon 2001, 56). They continue:

Hip-Hop actually refers to a group of related art forms: music (emceeing, 
deejaying), visual art (graffiti), dance (breakdancing) and a highly rhythmic 
and rhymed poetry (rap). Originating in the Bronx borough of New York 
in the late 1970’s, this cultural form spread across urban America and now 
represents communities as distinct from each other as rural Florida is from 
suburban Michigan. (56)

After-school programs and therapists use spoken-word poetry to engage 
youth, and these strong examples certainly informed the development of The 
Poetry LAB to exist in a school-based context. After-school programs have 
used youth-voice poetry, writing, and spoken-word performance as power-
ful tools of empowerment and transformation for youth. Youth Speaks has 
a focus on spoken-word performance and youth poetry slams. 826 Valencia 
is dedicated to supporting youth writing skills and sparking interest in the 
literary arts. The San Francisco WritersCorps has a commitment to literacy. 
The Pongo Teen Writing project in Seattle serves at-risk youth in juvenile 
detention and adolescent psychiatric hospital programs. (The websites for 
these organizations may be found in the “Additional Resources” section at 
the end of this chapter.)

Therapists have used aspects of hip-hop as effective tools in their practice 
as well. Edgar Tyson (2002, 2003) uses rap lyrics to foster meaningful discus-
sion in group work with African-American, Latino, and at-risk and delinquent 
youth. In a residential treatment setting, Susan Ciardiello (2003) describes how 
she uses several aspects of hip-hop music, including writing and recording 
their own raps, to engage at-risk youth in the treatment process.
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“I Write ’til There Is Nothing Left:” 
Social-Emotional Growth in Action

It’s no surprise that after-school programs, educators, and therapists would 
use the tradition of hip-hop and spoken-word poetry to fuel their work. Each 
program has a primary mission to either foster youth-voice and performance, 
to improve literacy, or to make a therapeutic space for youth. What makes 
The Poetry LAB unique is its integration of all three of these. Moreover, The 
Poetry LAB takes place during the school day, serving a significantly margin-
alized group of students who have little access to such beneficial after-school 
opportunities like Youth Speaks or to traditional psychotherapy. The Poetry 
LAB creatively addresses both the academic and the mental health needs of 
this often underserved population.

We need educational settings that tell youth that they matter, where we 
can teach them the joy of language by honoring their own language. We 
need ways of engaging youth so that we can teach them new and healthy 
ways to manage emotions and life’s struggles. We need to hold them in a 
safe and welcoming community where we empower and inspire them to 
make a change for themselves, their communities, and their world. These 
creative spaces should be seen not as extra at school but, in fact, as integral 
to how we meet the urgent need to engage these youth and offer them heal-
ing and skills for life.

The Poetry LAB was founded on the belief that these youth have value and 
capacity and that this sort of creative space must exist within the school walls 
and within the school day. In order to support their academic, emotional, 
and behavioral success, we must meet them where they are. When we look, 
we will find urban students in the world of hip-hop and music. We need to 
acknowledge, reflect, and honor this fact and put their interests, culture, and 
creativity at the center of our work with them. We must also give them ef-
fective therapeutic means to understand and deal with the challenging issues 
of their lives. Through these poems, the students show us how they value, 
experience, and find their way through poetry and writing:
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To Write

To write my feelings down is to relieve my stress.
To be here today I am truly blessed.
Yea I got stories to tell, stuff to confess
Instead of putting my business out there,
I write ’til there is nothing left
I know people with burdens so heavy it really hurts their chest
I sometimes try with all my might not to snap
But you can’t keep anger caged when it wants to take flight
Because then it turns to rage and you get in a fight
So instead I release it into a page.
—Takeelah, grade 10

Takeelah articulates the self-regulation and relief that she finds through 
writing. Similarly, Charmaine’s writing helps her develop an improved self-
concept, a recognition that “she’s the star” and can anticipate a future in 
which she can “reach high,” “keep the peace,” and “do [her] part to make the 
world better”:

Poetry Makes Me Feel

Poetry makes me feel like I’m the star
That no one is greater or lesser than me
When I write, I’m in control
My thoughts and feelings are my inspiration
Poetry makes me feel like I can achieve
Knowing in my heart that I’m doing my part
To make the world better
Never giving up on my dreams
Reaching as high as I can reach
Just doing my best to keep the peace
Following my heart, and not people
Striving for the truth
Poetry makes me feel like I’m no less than you are, I feel as equal as you
I know that when I speak I’m being heard, letting people know me
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Poetry makes me feel like I’m on top of the world
I can go on many adventures
Anywhere poetry takes me, I’m going to go
—Charmaine, grade 11

Welcome to The LAB
“What? Poetry? No way. I’m not going!” These are often the first words I hear 
from students referred to The Poetry LAB. Having either a negative view or 
minimal experience with poetry, students often approach The Poetry LAB 
with a healthy dose of mistrust, skepticism, and resistance. They believe that 
poetry is too difficult to understand or simply uninteresting. They don’t feel a 
connection to the world of poetry. “I don’t want to sit around and talk about 
my feelings” is the other common response from students who are new to 
The Poetry LAB.

These youth, by the nature of their lives and disabilities, have been fre-
quently referred to traditional social skills groups, therapy, and support 
groups. The students expect the same group talk-therapy experience in The 
Poetry LAB. Instead, they find a meaningful activity in the world of hip-hop.

The first group begins with introductions and a description of The Poetry 
LAB. In the face of common initial resistance, we ask students to give the 
group just one try. If it’s not for them, then they don’t have to come back the 
next week. Most often, they stay and return. It is in this first free choice that 
youth engagement and empowerment begin.

Our opening statement, adopted from a book called Paint Me Like I Am 
(Aguado and Newirth 2003), is the first of many group rituals established in 
The Poetry LAB and is read by a student volunteer:

Everyone in the circle is equal. When one person speaks, everyone listens. No 
one’s voice is more important than anyone else’s. Everyone in the circle is a stu-
dent. Everyone in the circle is a teacher. The circle is sacred and special. (105)

In the first session, we talk about poetry: what it is and what it isn’t. We 
talk about journal writing. We talk about the differences between poetry for 
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the page and spoken-word poetry for the stage. We talk about rap music. I 
acknowledge their connection to this music. As a forty-seven-year-old white 
woman, I also acknowledge that this is not the music I listen to. However, I 
value it enough to bring it to the group. I remind them that rap stands for 
rhythm and poetry. Almost immediately, their attention and willingness 
to participate takes hold. When students hear that rap is allowed, they are 
hooked. When students hear examples of spoken-word poetry, they hear 
their lives reflected. Students light up with a sense of competence when they 
recognize the music and the artists they enjoy. They hear poetry and stories 
of a life they currently live.

Guidelines for The Poetry LAB
The Poetry LAB meets during the school day for one class period, one time 
per week, for ten weeks. Groups include approximately three to seven stu-
dents, depending on the behavioral and literacy readiness of members. Each 
group session is one hour in length. After introductions of participants and 
the general description about The Poetry LAB, the facilitators share the 
guidelines and expectations of participation in the group, discussed next.

Be Respectful
Respect is the first and most important rule of The Poetry LAB. Students 
and facilitators alike must be respectful of one another as well as themselves. 
It is important to acknowledge that we are often disrespectful of ourselves 
with negative self-talk. We want The Poetry LAB to be a sacred place where 
criticism of self or others is not allowed. We show respect by listening when 
others are reading, staying quiet while others are writing, and considering 
positive feedback regarding poetry read out loud. We want to create a space 
where it will be safe to share our thoughts and our writing without fear of be-
ing laughed at or criticized.

Don’t Worry about Spelling and Grammar
We remind students not to worry so much about spelling and grammar but, 
instead, to simply write from their hearts and from the top of their heads. 
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First thoughts are often gold. We can fix spelling later. What we care about is 
what is on their minds and what is in their hearts.

There Is No Requirement to Read Out Loud
No student has to read their writing out loud—ever. There will be oppor-
tunity for students to read out loud if they want. The listeners will only say 
something positive about what they heard.

Writing Is Confidential
The facilitators collect and read all of the writing completed in The Poetry 
LAB each week. This writing will remain confidential between student 
and facilitator unless the writing raises concerns about safety. When we 
give a student a pen and say “write about your life,” they will. Sometimes, 
issues of depression, suicidal ideation, and abuse emerge in the writing. 
We need to be prepared to help students who may call out in their writing 
for someone to help them. If safety is a concern, the facilitator will speak 
privately and directly to the student first. In that conversation, the student 
and facilitator will find another adult from the program to talk to about 
the concern. It is our job as facilitators to be sure that students are safe and 
have the resources they need.

The Poetry LAB allows space for youth to share their thoughts in writing 
without an emphasis on grammar or spelling. The emphasis is on preliteracy, 
getting comfortable with writing, by simply writing from the heart. Students 
are supported to write for pleasure—to play with language, word choice, and 
even creative spelling ideas. Many students enjoy reading Tupac Shakur’s 
(1999) book A Rose That Grew from Concrete. In addition to the raw, heart-
felt, real-life poetry of Tupac, students enjoy how he plays with spelling. Tu-
pac might spell the word “tonight” as 2nite. He might spell the word “you” by 
simply writing U. This freedom allows for their first steps into literacy instead 
of getting paralyzed with the fear of misspelled words.

The guidelines in the group support and encourage students to build social 
connections and community. As “group norms,” they establish The Poetry 
LAB as a safe place for students to get over their fears about writing and 
gain confidence in their literacy and public speaking skills. It helps students 
practice social skills such as respect, listening to one another, and giving and 
receiving feedback. Being in The Poetry LAB increases the sense of belonging, 
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community, and connection, and students begin to see that “my story is like 
your story, and I am not alone.”

Beginning Stages:  
Prompts, Rituals, and Structure

The success of The Poetry LAB rides on the facilitator’s ability to create and 
maintain a safe space for a circle of student writers. The facilitator has the 
chance to set the right tone in each group by choosing the appropriate writing 
prompts. The prompt is generally a poem, in either written or audio form, but 
can also be an image, such as a photograph, a headline from the newspaper, 
or a stone with a word carved on it. Anything can be a prompt as long as it is 
intentionally chosen.

During weeks 1 through 4, the beginning stage of group development, it is 
critical to build trust and confidence. The prompts we choose center around 
themes of self, identity, and “who am I?” These prompts are chosen to allow 
the students to talk about themselves. This is their chance to become imme-
diately competent in the group. They are their own best experts despite what 
adults are often conveying to them. Some common sentence-starter prompts 
include the following:

 ■ I am . . .
 ■ What matters to me is . . .
 ■ On the outside I’m . . . But on the inside I’m . . .

Quickly, we move into themes of family, neighborhood, and “where do I 
come from?” Common sentence-starter prompts include the following:

 ■ I come from . . .
 ■ In my neighborhood I see . . .
 ■ Dinner at my house is . . .

As early as the first session, students begin to share and to learn key 
things about each other. Through their first poems, we see what really mat-
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ters. Their hard teenage exteriors begin to crack just a little. In these early 
prompts about self, the poems show us the depth and insight present in 
most students. The following poems were written by students during this 
first stage of group development:

What Matters to Me

What matters to me is home, family, religion
and the truth is that I’m more than what I appear to be
but the problem is no one ever looks to see
therefore, how will you ever get to know me?
—Takeelah, grade 10

Inside/Outside

On the outside, I’m hyper and dangerous
On the inside, I’m scared and calm
On the outside, I’m argumentative
On the inside, I wanna leave it alone
Sometimes the inside wants to come out when the outside’s acting up
That’s why I do poetry
to release the inside.
—Tyrone, grade 8

Thinking about Myself

When I think about myself
I think of how I have survived in life
The sorrows and the pain
All the games people have on me, with me
It hurts deep down inside
I try to hold my tears back
But people dare me to let it out
Man, it’s very scary when I think about myself
I think that what I’m going through right now is a shame
—Quanitria, grade 11
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For some students, opening up and writing poems right off the bat is easy. 
Others might struggle at first, insisting that “I can’t do this” or “I can’t think 
of anything!” Students’ lack of confidence often shows up in the form of nega-
tive or disruptive behaviors or outbursts, exclaiming, “This is stupid!”

It is critical for the facilitator to ride out this resistance with a bit of patience. 
Side coaching gently encourages students to get started and minimizes the 
impact these comments can have on the group development. Side coaching 
might sound something like this: “Remember, it doesn’t matter how you spell 
things, just trust your mind and your heart. Trust your ideas. There is no way 
you can do this wrong.” The tension and nervousness of the first stage, which 
often looks like resistance, typically falls away by the end of the third session.

Middle Stages:  
Next Steps Past Resistance

By sessions 4 through 7, students are beginning to trust one another more. 
The students are feeling more confident about their writing and finding that 
poetry is a reliable outlet to express feelings, experiences, and worldview. Re-
sistance is abated, and the tasks of the middle stages are to continue to build 
confidence in both writing and expression and to develop group cohesion and 
listening skills.

The facilitator gives five to seven minutes for students to write for each 
prompt. A facilitation strategy is to try to stop the students before they are 
done writing their thoughts so that they have the feeling of wanting more and 
of having more to say. The limited writing time also allows for two or three 
prompts per one-hour session. It is important for the facilitator to also write 
with the students so as to model that it is valuable to take time to reflect, to 
connect, and to use writing as a healing tool.

A commonly accepted standard of practice in therapeutic or expressive 
writing groups is for the facilitator to abstain from writing with the group 
both to minimize projection and/or comparison and so that the facilitator may 
stay present and attentive as guardian of the group. In Poetry LAB groups, the 
facilitator must be deliberate in providing structure and pacing and overall be-
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ing the guardian of the group. With this population, however, they must also 
participate—to be a role model and to encourage youth engagement in the 
activity, process, and group. Facilitators are thoughtful about when and if they 
share their own writing. Often they wait until several students have shared be-
fore offering their own poetry, which is often a direct reflection about the group 
process: a teaching tool as well as a venue to speak to the group.

After writing for a few minutes, the students’ attention is called back to the 
group. The facilitator instructs students to underline one line they like and to 
read it out loud in the circle. Students are allowed to pass. They are encour-
aged to listen to each line as though it were a part of one poem, collectively 
written and read by the whole group. This is a great way to get everyone’s 
voice heard out loud in the room and to increase confidence of reading. We 
begin to see glimpses of each student from the one line he or she chooses to 
read. After this first read-around of one line from each, the floor is open for 
volunteers to read their whole poem. If someone volunteers to read his or her 
poem, the listeners’ job is to notice what they liked or to make neutral obser-
vations. They might say something like “I noticed that the poem rhymed,” “It 
had a pattern,” “He told the truth about his life,” or “It was a poem about their 
family.” Over time, this gives students practice giving and receiving feedback 
and a new ability to notice the various elements of poetry.

The following poem illustrates how students are willing to make them-
selves increasingly vulnerable in the middle stage, letting their resistance to 
writing and to sharing fall away:

What Can I Do?

What can I do
If I have so much to say
But don’t know how to say it?

What can I do if I fear something
but don’t know how to deal with it?

What can I do if I like someone and it turned into love
but I don’t know how to tell them?
What can I do?
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What can I do if I tried so hard to be a good person
to be a better person, but yet not a good enough person?

What can I do when I’m down
But don’t have anyone to express my feelings to?

What can I do if the world I’m living in
is not the world I want to be in?
—Charmaine, grade 10

The prompt themes during the middle stages of group development (weeks 
4 through 7) include those related to more challenging life issues, such as race, 
class, sexuality, current events, and memories. These more challenging issues 
are not raised until there is some level of safety and trust in the group. Some 
examples of sentence starters include the following:

 ■ I’m proud to be . . .
 ■ For me, it all depends on . . .
 ■ People say . . . but I know . . .
 ■ I remember . . . Do you remember . . .
 ■ What I should have said . . .

Throughout The Poetry LAB group experience, the facilitator shares 
sample poems related to various themes in order to spark discussion. After 
reading the poem, the facilitator asks key questions of the students, such as 
“What part of that poem caught your attention?” “What part of that poem 
is like your life?” “What did you like or dislike?” and ”What did you notice 
about the poet’s way of reciting it?” After this discussion, the facilitator invites 
the students to begin their own poem based on the model of the shared poem.

At each step along the way, youth need the predictable group structure. 
In the last few minutes of the group, each student “checks out” by rating the 
group experience on a scale of 1 to 10. This checkout establishes closure for 
the group and gives the facilitator and the students a sense of how each mem-
ber is feeling about being in the group.

Finally, the facilitator collects all the writing that was completed during 
the group, reminding students of the confidentiality rule. Prior to leaving the 
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program site, the facilitator reads it to check if any safety issues emerged. If 
so, the follow-up with the student and the program staff can happen in an 
appropriate and timely fashion. The facilitator types all the poems and brings 
them back to the next group.

On returning to the group in the following weeks, the facilitator begins by 
reading the typed poems written the previous week without naming the poet. 
This shows success from the previous week and sets the tone that we are all 
writers. Most every week, someone says, “Cool, who wrote that?” It is com-
mon for the featured poet to try to keep a straight face as his or her poem is 
read, trying not to let on his or her feelings of pride. The group shifts again 
toward wholeness, kindness, and connection. Trust and safety grow.

Typing their poems honors the students’ work. Hard-cover journals are 
given to each poet early in the group, usually in the second session, as a 
marker of their commitment to participating in the group. The journals 
offer the youth a glimpse of another possible identity—writer, poet, and 
Poetry LAB member.

The poems that are written in the group and typed each week become The 
Poetry LAB Anthology and are distributed to group members at the end of 
ten weeks. In the sixth and seventh sessions, the facilitator uses a Macintosh 
computer to record poems written and spoken by students. The recorded 
poems become the tracks of the spoken-word CD.

As the weeks move on, the group becomes more cohesive: more trust, 
more writing, and more sharing.

Endings: Shining a Light on Light
The prompts during the end stages of group development (weeks 8 through 
10) include prompts about tributes, future, and hope. Tribute prompts 
encourage youth to remember that there is always someone—even those 
we have never met—to look to for support or inspiration during difficult 
times. With future/hope prompts, we intentionally remind youth that they 
deserve and can work toward a promising future. Ending the group toward 
hope is essential.
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Prompt examples during this stage of group development include the 
following:

 ■ Some day I will . . .
 ■ When I grow up . . .
 ■ I look forward to . . .
 ■ This is in remembrance of . . .
 ■ Because of you . . .

I Look Forward

I look forward to having a family
I’m looking forward to graduation
I’m looking forward to succeeding in this world
Without getting put in jail, or maybe worse, dying.
I’m looking forward to changing my attitude so I can stay in school
I’m looking forward to life.
—Syrus, grade 12

And so it goes, week by week. Writing prompts are offered, poems are 
written, and some are shared out loud. Discussion in the circle is about life, 
about poetry, about hope, about healthy ways to cope, and about possibilities. 
The engaging nature of the group and the process are what is most important. 
For students like B., a seventeen-year-old who frequently truants, they also 
discover new connections and a reason to come to school: “Ms. T, to be hon-
est, I only came to school today for the group. I never miss a Poetry LAB day.”

At the tenth and final session, The Poetry LAB hosts a celebration. The cel-
ebration is a CD listening/release party. We distribute the poetry anthologies 
and spoken-word poetry CDs to students and staff. We invite parents. Adults 
and other youth in the program get to see another side of these students. The 
bully becomes the poet, the socially shy student becomes the one who can 
rhyme like no other, and the nerd becomes the one who always keeps it real, 
conveying a universal truth of the struggles of youth.

Many of our students are transient. Their families may move often or may 
have become homeless. The student may have been kicked out of school. It 
is important for these students to have this experience of success. Too often, 
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they don’t get to finish things at one school before they are moved to another. 
When students can be a part of something positive, from beginning to end, 
they feel competent, successful, and connected.

At the end of the ten-week Poetry LAB experience, students complete an 
anonymous eighteen-question survey. The questions address our key goals, 
including youth empowerment, school engagement, community building, 
healthy coping strategies, and preliteracy skills. Our surveys indicate a 
strong impact:

 ■ Being in The Poetry LAB helped me feel better about myself/who I am. 
(yes = 77.7 percent)

 ■ My confidence in writing increased in this group. (yes = 86.0 percent)
 ■ I was especially motivated to come to school on Poetry LAB days. (yes = 
73.81 percent)

 ■ Being in The Poetry LAB helped me feel like I belonged somewhere. (yes = 
79.6 percent)

 ■ Being in this group helped me express my feelings in a healthy way. (yes = 
85.4 percent)

Beyond The Group: A Broader 
Impact on Social Justice

While The Poetry LAB provides a clear community of hope for individual 
participants, its very existence holds macrolevel and social justice implica-
tions for the broader culture as well. The impact of having such a group 
available to marginalized youth, a place where they can share the truth of their 
lives, challenges the broader culture to work toward a more equitable society.

The Poetry LAB provides a place where students can discover and see that 
there is more to who they are than the at-risk EBD labels that others have 
placed on them. Too often, the educational, correctional, and mental health 
systems reduce these beautiful spirits to something far less than their full 
capacity. By participating in The Poetry LAB, they begin to see the power 
inside themselves, individually and collectively. They are empowered to tell 
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their stories in ways that others can hear. We need to hear what a youth like 
James, age fifteen, has to say in this excerpt from his poem “Recipe for Me”:

Recipe for Me

The recipe to create me
the ghetto, the hood
the cracked up streets and poverty
get on the bus, take a ride to the Eastside
right smack dead on the Eastside
Don’t pretend you don’t see nothing
cuz you will see something
you will see young black males, crack sales
police takin’ juveniles to jail
the whole neighborhood livin’ in hell
You will see adults with the mind of a teen
still bangin, slingin
I know a lot done changed
but what’s really changin’?
God who are you blaming?
teachers not teaching right
long as they still getting their paycheck up in the mail
most of the students educations locked up in a cell
man I got a story to tell . . .
—James, grade 10

As James says so eloquently in his poem, we can’t pretend that we don’t 
see anything. These youth are the pulse of the truth of our failing educational 
system, the truth of poverty in one of the wealthiest countries in the world. 
Our students have a story to tell. Part of that story is our shameful story, of 
how we as a society have failed. Part of the story is the competence and insight 
that each of our students carries. We need to let them tell it in their own way, 
in their own voice, and in their own language, even if it makes us uncomfort-
able. If we allow youth to speak from their hearts, from the truth of their lives, 
they find success.
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There are urgent circumstances in the lives of these youth, and educa-
tors and mental health providers know this. It is critical that we find ways 
to engage these youth in the work of education and emotional health. Social 
workers and educators who work in urban school settings have a great op-
portunity to try something new in their practice. It is not necessary to know 
a lot about the world of hip-hop or rap, but it is essential to understand and 
respect that youth are influenced by it. It is not necessary to see yourself as 
a writer, a poet, or a spoken-word artist. It is necessary to understand the 
healing power of the pen. Using The Poetry LAB model, social workers and 
educators can begin building their own tool kit for using spoken-word poetry 
in group work with youth. In fact, ask the youth themselves, and you will find 
out just how hungry they are to tell you what they know. They will welcome 
you into their world, and you will have taken that essential step to meeting 
your clients where they are.

Through The Poetry LAB, I offer my students the safe container of the 
writing circle that was offered to me. It is a gift I pass on to them, to stand in 
their own truth, in the safety of the writing circle. I welcome them to stand on 
the edge of their own thoughts, look squarely at their truth, and allow others 
to look too so that we all learn. The Poetry LAB invites the writers in from 
the edge and to a safe place at the table where they can begin to understand 
themselves and each other and to share their stories.

Often, school staff from EBD programs who have experienced a Poetry 
LAB session with students comment that they have witnessed a miracle. They 
are amazed that these students are able to focus, settle in, and write and share 
their poetry with such ease and respect for themselves and for one another. 
How is it possible that students with significant disruptive behavior problems 
find such success, behaviorally and academically, in The Poetry LAB?

This is not a miracle. This is what happens when we make space for the 
voices of youth who have so much to say. They, like many adults, are hun-
gry to be heard, to connect, to feel competent, and to be (and be seen as) 
good at something. I think this is what happens when we use the culturally 
relevant world of hip-hop, rap, and spoken-word poetry to engage these 
marginalized youth.

The cultural relevance of spoken-word poetry, paired with strong group 
work practices, key elements of poetry therapy, and a clear understanding and 
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implementation of that which fosters resilience, creates a rhythm in The Po-
etry LAB. It offers an open door for students. They gladly step through, with 
all of their stories, with all of their truth, and with their whole selves. They 
step through with a new respect for the poet sitting across from them. Bridges 
are built. The Poetry LAB becomes a place where they are whole and compe-
tent. The Poetry LAB is a place where the language and culture of youth and 
hip-hop says “Yes!” to them in a world that usually says “No!”

A Final Note
This program was initiated in 2004 as The Poetry LAB. Over the past ten years, 
it has evolved and grown to become The LAB, an arts and wellness–based 
program offering additional modalities (visual art, technology, experiential 
wellness, and leadership) in the healing process. See http://www.theLABspps 
.com for our current work. The Poetry LAB model is the basis for each of the 
other modalities in The LAB.
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Through Students’ Eyes:  
Using “Photovoice” to Help 
Youth Make Sense of School
Kristien Zenkov and Jim Harmon

3

FIGURE 3.1

Uphill All the Time
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Uphill All the Time

This is a photograph of the hill I walk up and down every day to get to and from 
work. I started working full-time at the zoo to help out my family. I don’t make 
a lot, but what I do make helps pay for my dad’s prescriptions and allows me to 
take care of my own expenses so my family does not have to worry about me. 
Every day when I come home from work I walk uphill, and I feel like I’m walking 
uphill all the time.

—Lindsay

Lindsay was a junior at a Cleveland, Ohio, high school when we met her. She 
and her best friend, Kayla, were inseparable, highly intelligent, always dressed 
in stereotypical gothic garb, and absolutely unforgiving of teachers who did 
not challenge them. While neither young woman came from a family where 
school success or even high school graduation was the norm, both recognized 
that achieving in school—and, by extension, in their English class and with 
our writing assignments—was perhaps the only means they had to forge 
better lives. Lindsay worked with us on our photography and writing proj-
ect (“Through Students’ Eyes” [TSE]) with a religious consistency, but she 
maintained a reserved—perhaps skeptical—composure in seemingly every 
interaction with us. Still, she clearly recognized something of an opportunity 
in the project, and she revealed her devotion to it by taking and writing about 
photographs regularly.

Lindsay’s images and the ideas she shared through these visuals were 
among the most carefully considered we have encountered from the more 
than 700 youth with whom we have conducted TSE over the past ten years, 
but they never seemed staged or clichéd. Once she trusted us, she was hungry 
to share the realities that she was encountering in her life outside of school. 
She not only offered the photograph and drafted the writing above with an 
intentionality and laserlike clarity of purpose but also did so with an appar-
ent cognizance of what she thought her teachers needed to know and how 
school, including our English classes, might be organized differently in order 
to serve her better. Lindsay longed for school structures and schedules that 
would support her family’s health care and other daily life needs—or that at 
least allow youth to do so—and thus enable her to focus more on our English 
class activities and school in general (Kroeger et al. 2004).
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Through Students’ Eyes:  
At a Glance

Founded in 2004, the “Through Students’ Eyes” (TSE) project is ori-
ented around the following contexts, ideas, practices, and products:

 ■ Diverse, most often urban, and frequently English-language-learning 
youth make up an increasingly larger percentage of our public 
schools’ students; they are frequently disenfranchised and disengaged 
from school, evidenced by high school dropout or “push-out” rates 
that are consistently between 30 and 50 percent and often continue 
across generations.

 ■ These diverse, disenfranchised students often do not appear to rec-
ognize the value of school and frequently struggle with literacy and 
writing tasks, but they are generally proficient with visual tools and 
texts—including photographs.

 ■ The best sources for understanding these youths’ perspectives on 
school and how teachers might support their school engagement and 
success might be young adults themselves.

 ■ “Photovoice” methods and Youth Participatory Action Research 
(YPAR) techniques are engaging for diverse students, support their 
success with school and its traditional writing tasks, and provide 
key information about how to promote adolescents’ attendance and 
achievement in school.

 ■ Implemented in English class and out-of-school meetings with more 
than 700 young people, TSE utilizes photovoice and YPAR tech-
niques to explore diverse youths’ perspectives on school, calling on 
them to address three questions with photographs and writings:

1. What is the purpose of school?
2. What things help you succeed in school?
3. What things impede your school success?
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 ■ TSE participants typically engage in the project for ten project ses-
sions, shooting ten to twenty-five images for each session via planned 
and open-ended “photo walks,” eventually choosing three to five 
photos that they believe best answer the project questions, and writing 
and revising paragraph-length descriptions of the ideas represented 
by these pictures.

 ■ The TSE project utilizes “photo writing” or “photo elicitation” con-
ferences—supported by teachers, teacher educators, and preservice 
teachers—to help youth explore these images; these one-on-one con-
ference structures allow youth to move past literal explanations and 
toward more metaphorical descriptions that are oriented around so-
lutions to youths’ disenfranchisement from school and that enhance 
their writing development.

 ■ The project has resulted in numerous authentic projects—exhibi-
tions, publications, and presentations of images, writings, and analy-
ses shared by youth participants and the project’s teachers, directors, 
and mentors.

While Lindsay is now close to finishing college, she was among the merely 
50 percent of students to graduate from this city high school in the district 
where we—Kristien and Jim—met and cotaught English classes for seven 
years. For us—English teachers and teacher educators working in increas-
ingly diverse high schools and economically impoverished communities—
stories like Lindsay’s are all too common. Over years of teaching in these 
neighborhoods, we have come to recognize that too many of these young 
women and men are faced with economic, family, and health concerns that 
keep them and their peers from focusing on school.

But we recognized, too, that we simply do not know enough about these 
youths’ notions of school. More accurately, when we began to work with them 
to explore their relationships to formal education, it quickly became clear that 
they were not at all sure about the purposes of this grand institution called 
“school.” In response to this apparent lack of understanding about school’s 
purposes and value, we now ask our students three seemingly straightforward 
questions—about their reasons for coming to school, the supports for their 
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school success and attendance, and the impediments to their school achieve-
ment and engagement. But we do not just ask them to answer these questions 
explicitly and with words. Rather, we call on them to respond to these inqui-
ries with pictures so that we and many other audiences might better see and 
be able to respond to what our students believe (Doda and Knowles 2008).

Our Community  
and Broader Contexts

FIGURE 3.2

Friendship

Friendship

I picked this picture because this is one of my only best friends I have besides 
Markus. We always said that we were going to build a dynasty and nothing can 
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break us up. And with the recent problems Elvis is having we try to be there for 
him and one another if we have a problem. So the symbol he is showing in this 
picture means a lot to us. We don’t want to lose another friend to death, streets, 
or jail.

—Maurice

Maurice—or Reece, as he was known—described his friend Elvis and an-
other student, Markus, as key supports for his success in school. Both Reece 
and Markus were in Jim’s video production class, from which we selected 
our first TSE project participants. At the time that Reece took this picture, 
these three young men were close to finishing high school. In the eight years 
since, we have lost track of Elvis, but Markus graduated from high school 
and then started college—he has dropped out and back in since—and Reece 
had to claw through summer school to earn his high school diploma. We 
have tried to keep in touch with Reece, worked to help him enroll in a local 
community college, and even assisted him with the tangled web of financial 
aid applications.

Reece and his story have come to represent our very personal motivations 
behind the work of TSE and its focus on communities around the United 
States, on schools filled with increasingly diverse students, and, most impor-
tant, on youths’ perspectives on these institutions (Bridgeland, Dilulio, and 
Morison 2006). Similarly to statistics in so many other cities, economically 
disadvantaged communities, and neighborhoods filled with increasing per-
centages of English-language learners around the nation, the dropout—or 
push-out—rate of nearly 50 percent in the Cleveland district where we started 
our project has made the realities of our students’ lives perfectly clear: the 
majority of these young people move numerous times throughout their high 
school careers, struggle even to show up for our classes, and eventually fail 
to graduate. They simply disappear from school—not earning diplomas two 
years after our work with them as sophomores, not five years later after re-
turning for a General Equivalency Diploma, and too often not ever.

We know now that a parallel graduation rate emergency has existed 
in almost every major city and in many economically impoverished and 
immigrant-filled communities in the United States for much of the past half 
century (National Center for Education Statistics 2009). In fact, students, 
teachers, and community members in Cleveland and most other cities face 
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a generation’s long detachment from formal education that has resulted in 
and feeds an inescapable perception that schooling simply does not matter 
(Anyon 2006). Cleveland and most cities are places where the entire venture 
of schooling often seems like a foreign invader—some sort of indoctrination 
that the locals deem an incursion on their rights rather than an institution 
that serves their children’s and their community’s short- and long-term well-
being. Community members do not know what they believe will help their 
children survive and achieve, but they know the schools are not the solution.

These trends and relationships to school led us to wonder why our stu-
dents would continue even to show up every day to an institution that ap-
peared to have become peripheral or even irrelevant. The premise of the TSE 
project is that this question might be asked—perhaps should be asked—in 
every community around the nation. Of course, the answers to this most basic 
question are tremendously complicated, and the reality is that diverse youths’ 
stays in school are often frustratingly short lived. But this question about what 
school actually means to young adults—and the project of asking these young 
people this question in a way that might engage them both immediately and 
in the long term with school and its promise—has become our most effective 
and important pedagogical method (Marquez-Zenkov 2007).

The TSE Methods
These perspectives on diverse adolescents’ literacy and school experiences 
evoked the tools of our Youth Participatory Action Research–oriented pho-
tovoice project, through which we hoped to help middle and high school 
students consider their relationships to school—to inform themselves, us, 
and our broader communities about these connections—and become better 
writers (Beuschel 2008; Kress 2006; Streng et al. 2004). The TSE participants 
have included more than 700 youth, inside and outside of our English class-
rooms. The young adults with whom we have worked have included African 
American, Caucasian, Asian American, and Latina/o young women and men 
as well as numerous adolescents whose first language is not English.

These students come from our urban and ex-urban communities’ most 
racially, ethnically, and linguistically diverse neighborhoods, which are con-
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sistently among the most economically impoverished and where the majority 
are children of high school dropouts or come from families where school has 
never been—or at least is not yet—a trusted institution. Students’ neighbor-
hoods generally are composed of working poor families where native English-
speaking ninth graders average as low as a fifth-grade reading level and where 
nonnative English speakers average a second-grade level. Ultimately, our 
students’ and their families’ and communities’ disengagement from school 
suggested that we could not assume that these youth or the adults in their 
lives would ever know a positive relationship to school.

We called on youths to use digital photographs and related reflections to 
illustrate and describe the purposes of school, the supports for their school 
achievement, and the obstacles to their success (Christenbury, Bomer, and 
Smagorinsky 2009; Morrell 2007). We provided participants with digital 
“point-and-shoot” cameras and instructed them in the basics of camera opera-
tion and simple composition techniques. We then led them on “photo walks” 
around our schools and their neighborhoods, modeling the photo elicitation 
process and how to consider camera angles and composition. (See the “In-
corporating Images” text box on the next page for information about how to 
conduct such activities—even if you do not have cameras for all students.) We 
generally conduct the project weekly or biweekly for two to four months in a 
language arts class, after school, or in Saturday sessions, with each participant 
taking an average of 100 images in response to the three project questions:

1. What is the purpose of school?
2. What helps you to be successful in school?
3. What gets in the way of your school success?

Incorporating Images  
in Writing Instruction

Images can be used in thousands of ways to inspire student writing, 
whether the students take the photographs, the students find the im-
ages, or the teacher provides them. Consider just a few possibilities:

 ■ Focus on one small detail of an image and create a narrative around 
that detail.

 ■ Images of people are wonderful for teaching direct and indirect char-
acterization.

 ■ Have students create dialogue between two people in a photo around 
a central theme.

 ■ Have students respond to news photographs as a means of keeping 
current on issues.

“Photo Fridays” is a Flickr group (http://www.flickr.com/groups/photo 
fridays) that encourages others to upload and share photos that might 
be suited to inspiring student writing. Although inactive for some time, 
the group still offers many possibilities for writing inspiration.

What Is Photovoice?
Photovoice (Wang and Burris 1997)—also known as participatory 
photography—is a method that provides those without voice or power 
a means to influence the policies and programs that affect them. Par-
ticipants are asked to represent their communities or points of view by 
taking photographs, discussing them together, developing narratives to 
go with their photos, and conducting outreach or other action.
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Each participant shoots images prior to or during each class or project 
session, and then we or partnering teachers and mentors work with youth 
to examine, select, discuss, and write about their photos. We then review 
photographs with participants in small-group and one-on-one gatherings, 
discussing images as a part of the elicitation process—asking questions like 
“What do you like about this photograph?” and “What does this photo mean 
to you?” We typically transcribe youths’ oral reactions to images and help 
them edit their reflections on the photos that they feel best answer the project 
questions. Collectively, these project participants have shot more than 30,000 
images, and after multiple draft reflections, these young adults have written 
about approximately 2,000 of these in paragraph-length reflections.

We have engaged in ongoing analyses during and after our completion of 
this project in each of the more than a dozen versions we have conducted, 

sistently among the most economically impoverished and where the majority 
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never been—or at least is not yet—a trusted institution. Students’ neighbor-
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suggested that we could not assume that these youth or the adults in their 
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We called on youths to use digital photographs and related reflections to 
illustrate and describe the purposes of school, the supports for their school 
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Smagorinsky 2009; Morrell 2007). We provided participants with digital 
“point-and-shoot” cameras and instructed them in the basics of camera opera-
tion and simple composition techniques. We then led them on “photo walks” 
around our schools and their neighborhoods, modeling the photo elicitation 
process and how to consider camera angles and composition. (See the “In-
corporating Images” text box on the next page for information about how to 
conduct such activities—even if you do not have cameras for all students.) We 
generally conduct the project weekly or biweekly for two to four months in a 
language arts class, after school, or in Saturday sessions, with each participant 
taking an average of 100 images in response to the three project questions:

1. What is the purpose of school?
2. What helps you to be successful in school?
3. What gets in the way of your school success?

Incorporating Images  
in Writing Instruction

Images can be used in thousands of ways to inspire student writing, 
whether the students take the photographs, the students find the im-
ages, or the teacher provides them. Consider just a few possibilities:

 ■ Focus on one small detail of an image and create a narrative around 
that detail.

 ■ Images of people are wonderful for teaching direct and indirect char-
acterization.

 ■ Have students create dialogue between two people in a photo around 
a central theme.

 ■ Have students respond to news photographs as a means of keeping 
current on issues.

“Photo Fridays” is a Flickr group (http://www.flickr.com/groups/photo 
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the group still offers many possibilities for writing inspiration.
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considering the content of the images and writings that youth have identified 
as the most compelling responses to the project questions and tracking and 
coding prevalent visual and descriptive themes in these adolescents’ visual 
and written data (Kellett 2009, Rose 2006). Youths have often described ele-
ments of our English language arts pedagogies—and specifically our writing 
instruction efforts—that they perceive as troubling. In addition, having con-
ducted this project now with hundreds of students in a wide variety of con-
texts, we have been able to observe what strategies best support our diverse 
students’ writing engagement and success. While we have discovered dozens 
of themes that might inform our teaching practices and many approaches on 
which we now rely, here we highlight three, each of which is illustrated by a 
youth’s image, writing, and story: 1) picturing a foundation for photo elicita-
tion, 2) picturing teachers and schools, and 3) picturing success and failure.

Picturing a Foundation  
for Photo Elicitation

Having Fun

Teens like to have fun with other teens, and it is healthy to get out to enjoy your-
self for just those couple of hours. It helps you relieve stress. First thing Monday 

FIGURE 3.3

Having Fun

Cell Phones in the Classroom
While some teachers still regard cell phones as an intrusion in the 
classroom, these personal devices are only becoming more ubiquitous. 
Students’ use of social media tools like Instagram, with a focus on im-
ages, is at an all-time high. Students are coming to our classrooms with 
high-powered computing/high-resolution imaging devices every day. 
In “Cell Phones in the Classroom,”  mobile learning enthusiast Liz Kolb  
(2011) shares case studies and practical ways to integrate these devices 
into the classroom.
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morning, I wake up at 5:00 and get my sister up and ready for school, get her 
down to the rapid [train] station by 6:00, and then I come back and make sure 
that my younger brother and another sister get up and dress by 6:45. My younger 
brother and I catch our bus, and we get to school about 7:30. . . . During athletic 
seasons, I go to practice after school, then to work at 5:30. Then I head home at 
10:00 and get there about 11:00. Before going to bed at midnight, I help my mom 
with her day care business and clean around the house.

—Markus

Markus was a happy-go-lucky young man with a tremendous sense of humor. 
As his reflection above reveals, he had navigated a difficult path through 
school, work, and community obligations, and his friends and family were 
very important to him. He seemed resigned to this difficult lot in life and 
somehow making it all work. While he was among the roughly 30 percent to 
graduate from his Cleveland high school the year after we worked with him 
with TSE, he kept getting pulled back home to be there for his mom.

His writing and accompanying image addressed the question “What gets 
in the way of your school success?” and illustrated how he barely had space 
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in his life to attend school, let alone engage deeply with our assignments or 
consider his future. Like so many of our students, he had grown up in these 
intensified circumstances, so it was reasonable that he would not know much 
else other than running from one in- or out-of-school obligation to another. 
The result, of course, was that school was often a peripheral activity. On the 
first day that we met him in Jim’s class, we knew he was a reluctant partici-
pant, presenting us with what we hoped was merely a facade of indifference. 
In retrospect, Markus is an ideal illustration of the importance of the “get-to-
know-you” activities on which we have come to rely as the foundation for our 
TSE photo elicitation practices.

We implement these community-building activities religiously and with 
constructive effects at the very beginning of the TSE project. On that first 
day—even in the first few minutes—of meeting a new group of youth who 
portray such apparent indifference toward school or our English classes, we 
recognize that we must immediately demonstrate that we explicitly know that 
they are capable of engaging in ways that they, we, their peers, and their other 
teachers might reasonably believe are not possible. We have learned, too, that 
our students almost universally give us the benefit of the doubt in those initial 
hours—then and perhaps only then are they willing to tolerate just about any 
little risk we might ask them to take.

The act of assuming that these young people possess such potential and 
willingness to engage—and eventually write—takes the form of three unique 
activities, but it is rooted in a blind faith in these young people. We begin by 
preparing our opening lesson plans in such detail that we have the time to 

Photo Name Tags
Many image-editing applications, such as Apple’s iPhoto, allow us-
ers to import photographs and add titles (such as students’ names) to 
the images. One may then print multiple images to a page—a contact 
sheet—that also displays the image title (e.g., the student’s name) right 
below the image. These can be printed on a color printer and trimmed 
or on label paper that allows images and titles to be peeled off and ad-
hered to one’s shirt.
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interact with each and every student at the door as they enter. We typically 
have name tags made up ahead of time so that we can introduce ourselves 
and hand out these identifiers just as students are crossing the threshold of 
our classroom or our project site. We intentionally—even painfully—smile 
at every student, introduce ourselves, ask each youth’s name, find their name 
tag, and ask them to enter the classroom and begin with a naturally motivat-
ing, personally relevant project, such as writing about their favorite or most 
frustrating experiences in school.

These activities might seem clichéd, but students will almost invariably en-
gage just enough to allow us to learn something about them and to enable us 
to continue our introduction routine with others entering the classroom. And 
by immediately asking them about school, we are not so subtly communicat-
ing that we are beginning our interactions by caring about their perspectives 
and experiences. We may spend only a few minutes after our first class or 
project session reading the results of the brief personal reflections that are the 
outcome of this opening day’s writing task, but we are careful to take notes 
on what students say so that we will be able to use what we learn in future 
interactions with these youth.

The second activity on which we rely is an extension of these seemingly in-
significant introduction strategies. While students are working on the open-
ing writing task or perhaps while they are completing a survey about their 
interests and previous school experiences or reading a brief high-interest 
article with which we are quite confident they will stay engaged, we introduce 
them to the central place of photography in our classes and our project. Ide-
ally, we will have more than one adult in the classroom or project setting so 
that this other adult can help with the basic supervision of students’ engage-
ment. While youth are reading or writing, we will pull individual students 
into a corner of the room or into the hallway just outside the classroom and 
take a couple of pictures of them, explaining that the only people who will see 
these are us—their teachers—and perhaps their peers in this class.

Again, we introduce this activity with broad smiles and lots of encourage-
ment, and because we move so quickly, assuming the best about adolescents’ 
willingness to let us do this and with respectful and reasonable explanations 
of our need for these images, students put up little fuss. We further introduce 
the importance of visual images in our class and the complex ways that we 
will ask them to take and consider photographs by insisting on taking more 
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than one photograph of each student, showing youths each image and asking 
for their approval. Presenting these images to them demonstrates the core 
respect that we hope will live with these young people throughout our in-
teractions and that we anticipate they will have for each other and our work.

These momentary interactions allow us another brief chance to ask young 
people about themselves, their school day or school year thus far, their week-
end or previous evening’s or summer activities, or their work, friends, or 
families. It does not seem to matter what we ask them about; they are con-
fused and somewhat taken aback by our inquiries and our apparently sincere 
interest. But they also appear to appreciate the fact that an adult—a teacher—
appears to care about some of the details of their lives.

We will then take these photographs and construct a “Class Quiz” for the 
following day, offering them a contact sheet with pictures of everyone in the 
class—without any identifying information—and have them fill in as many 
names as they can as the second day’s opening activity. Even if we have in 
hand the photo name tags mentioned above, we still engage in these brief 
interactions and take and have students approve these new pictures of them-
selves. We have learned that such a “quiz” is engaging, meaningful, relatively 
safe, and somewhat playful even among students who might have known and 
attended school with each other for years. This succeeding session runs close 
behind the first day in terms of just how tolerant, willing to take risks, and 
open students are to beginning to reconsider what are typically resistant or 
reluctant stances toward school, our class, and our writing activities.

It turns out that this simple act of being in front of the camera—on a day 
when students most often dress to make that all-important, start-of-the-
new-school-year first impression—becomes a transaction of trust between us 
and young people. It is a risky venture—allowing a new teacher to take your 
photograph on the first day of school. This technique not only allows them to 
begin to find some comfort with being in front of the camera but also gives 
them a sense of the tensions they might encounter when taking pictures of 
surprised subjects.

For us, though, these photographs are the foundation for the relationships 
to school that we hope to help youths develop. At the end of each project or 
year, we pass these pictures back to students, who frequently feign chagrin 
and note most often subtle but sometimes dramatic changes in their physical 
features. In this way, images can be powerful tools for helping young people, 
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their peers, and their teachers to become aware of or enhance a consciousness 
of their growth—which, again, helps them appreciate this place we call school.

The final, perhaps the most important, and certainly the riskiest activity—
for us and our students—that we religiously utilize on the first day of a new 
class or TSE is the “Community Handshake,” a completely transparent attempt 
at allowing us and students to know each other’s names and at engaging in a 
professional and positive manner. Of course, once a student is known by name, 
he or she is no longer anonymous—no longer “any student.” Any teacher will 
tell you that the sooner you know a student’s name, the sooner you can call on 
him or her regularly and build the personalized relationship so critical to that 
student’s willingness to participate in a class or project setting.

The handshake requires us to form a circle, and then each member of our 
new community shakes each other’s hands four times in total while mak-
ing eye contact with, smiling at, and saying the name of each person he or 
she encounters. Our circle rotates in on itself, with each participant shaking 
each other individual’s hand first on the outside of the circle and then on the 
inside. The first time through, each person also states aloud each person’s 
name—again, twice, from the inside and the outside of the circle—and the 

Community Handshake Activity
When done well, this activity looks simple to execute. Describing it, 
however, is far from simple. Begin by having participants form a large 
circle. The handshake initiator steps into the circle and faces the person 
who is to his or her immediate left in the circle. The initiator offers his 
or her hand to the recipient, and they shake firmly, looking each other 
in the eye and introducing themselves with a smile. The initiator moves 
to the next person in line and repeats the process, while recipient 1 fol-
lows the initiator and does the same with recipients 2, 3, and so on. The 
initiator will eventually end up back at his or her starting place in line 
and will meet all of the recipients—for a second time—using the same 
method. This entire process can be repeated without any verbal com-
munication—just a simple handshake, direct eye contact, a smile, and a 
mental note of other participants’ names.
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second time through, he or she makes mental notes or silently mouths each 
person’s name while again shaking each other participant’s hand, making eye 
contact, and smiling at each other.

After each round of the Community Handshake, we ask the students to 
discuss why such an activity might be useful and how it might support our 
future constructive interactions as a class or a group. We also then ask par-
ticipants how such an activity might help them to be successful in school and 
our class, what such an exercise might have to do with the purpose of school 
or our class, and, occasionally, how it might actually serve as an impediment 
to their success in our course or in school in general. In this moment, we are 
nudging youths toward the reflective, metacognitive stance that we will be 
asking them to adopt, and we will also explicitly tell them that we are seeking 
their input on our teaching through this brief discussion.

For a student such as Markus, the Community Handshake was an op-
portunity to temporarily step outside of his resistant persona and to use his 
occasionally problematic sense of humor to amuse himself and his classmates. 
But even he appreciated the chance to interact socially with his peers on that 
first day of class, to do something a bit different, to laugh with and at us—his 
teachers—and his peers. We tell students repeatedly that we are often going to 
ask them to try new things—for just a few moments here and there—and then 
we model every activity, demonstrating that we will be the most energetic and 
willing participants in some of the occasionally silly exercises we are nudging 
them to complete.

This stance of invitation is almost uniformly successful, even with youth 
who might appear “hard” or who have found little success and experienced 
many conflicts in their English classes and school. The results of these ac-
tivities are difficult to gauge, but literally thousands of our students—middle 
school, high school, and university-level folks—have recalled these as some 
of the most significant of our courses. They set the tone, they get participants 
and us out of our comfort zones, and they begin to build the community that 
we will need if youths or adults are to engage and grow—as students, as peo-
ple, and as writers—in the ways we all hope. Again, even among youth who 
know each other well—and maybe especially among young people who are so 
familiar with each other and their established ways of interacting in class—
these intentional opening activities are vital to their future writing success.
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Picturing Teachers and School

It’s about Passion

Team sports, in many ways, help you succeed and to accomplish your goals. If I 
didn’t have softball, there would be something missing. Every day before I go to 
school . . . I am thinking about softball. I am thinking about plays; about Ms. Zak, 
my coach; and about how to help another player when they are having a bad day. 
Softball is such a big part of my life . . . [and] some of my teammates might drop 
out of school without it.

—Samantha

Samantha (or Sam) and her best friend Maria were involved with the first 
iteration of our project and were the most prolific photographers. Addressing 

FIGURE 3.4

It’s about Passion
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the question “What helps you to be successful in school?” Sam accompanied 
the quote above with an image of her softball team, coached by her English 
teacher. Her picture and writing illustrate one of the key themes we have 
discovered in TSE youths’ images and reflections: teachers’ relationships with 
youth are critically important to their abilities to engage with school and its 
writing tasks. These relationships should be complex, fluid, and rooted in 
teachers’ willingness to cross school and community boundaries. Given that 
our English class content often incorporates students’ personal writings and 
responses to literature, we appear to be well positioned for developing such 
relationships and engaging in such border spanning.

Our students’ pictures and accompanying reflections further revealed 
the complexity of the relationships that teachers form with youth and sug-
gested that we must be extremely cautious not to assume that we know more 
about students than is accurate or with which they are comfortable. In their 
photographs and writings, we discovered not only students’ difficult life 
experiences but also numerous examples of complicated—and even inap-
propriate—relationships between youth and teachers. Even in cases where 
adolescents’ teachers were from the same communities as their students, 
too often adults developed what appeared to be too great a familiarity with 
young people. Cultural familiarity is not tantamount to the ability to engage 
students with our writing tasks or with school in general.

Fortunately, we encountered numerous examples of the potentially posi-
tive effects of these more complex, fluid relationships. Many students’ images 
and writings echoed the idea represented in Sam’s reflection above—that 
such relationships are best developed through our interactions with students 
in settings beyond our classrooms—that is, not only that our notions of our 
roles as teachers must be expanded but also that our very concepts of school 
must become broader. In addition, our analyses of youths’ visual and written 
work suggest that it was the personal nature of these photo elicitation inqui-
ries that allowed adolescents to share insights into the nature of their associa-
tions with teachers who are at once tenacious and forgiving.

We also discovered that it was the means through which our students came 
to craft some of their most substantial pieces of writing that is important to 
this “teacher-relationships” element of effective writing instruction. Students 
often chose the images about which they reflected most candidly and wrote 
most articulately after we showed persistent interest in their pictures and 
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engaged them in lengthy conversations about each one. We recall watch-
ing many students’ investment in the project and their writing grow almost 
minute by minute through our sincere curiosity in their photographic work 
and the stories behind them. Via our facilitation of the photographic elicita-
tion process and the writing conferences that followed, students became in-
creasingly open to the writing tasks we were presenting. It is this persistence 
and “daily forgiveness” in the face of resistance that we now count as core 
elements of the relationships that English teachers should build with young 
adults as a part of their most effective writing instruction practices.

Other youths’ images and writings and many interactions with these 
young people revealed additional examples and elements of these persistence 
and daily forgiveness qualities. Many of our students were passively if effec-
tively evasive when faced with writing tasks and the prospect of trusting us. 
Engaging them with our writing and other English class activities required a 
different form of relationship perseverance and amnesty—making it evident 
that we had to keep reaching out to students rather than only doggedly redi-
recting them. For example, we came to appreciate the all-important, everyday 
activity of simply greeting youth—who had been reluctant and even resistant 
participants in our classes for days, weeks, and even months on end—when 
they entered our classrooms each day. While young people rarely stated that 
our tenacity was the determining factor in their decision to eventually engage 
with our writing tasks, the sheer quantity and quality of the work they pro-
duced suggests that this resolve and the notion of daily forgiveness should be 
core elements of our pedagogies.

Picturing Success and Failure
What Is Your Name?

Some things that make me unsuccessful in school are teachers [and] assignments. 
. . . I don’t always understand the [homework] directions or the assignment, so I 
fall behind. Sometimes the teachers get mad at me and yell, so I am sad and feel 
like they don’t like me. Some of the assignments I do in school seem boring to me. 
I don’t feel motivated to finish them, so I don’t learn as much as I’d like to. Then I 
fail the test because I didn’t learn the way I should have. . . . I moved to the United 
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States in 2006. When I arrived, I only knew how to answer the question, “What is 
your name?” Since then, I have learned a lot more English, but sometimes I still 
get confused when I hear long words that I don’t know the meaning of or when 
people talk too fast.

—Archana

Archana was practically mute in the language arts course where we and 
another teacher partner met her, yet she sat up straight in class and was mo-
tivated to at least simulate the behaviors of an engaged student. While she 
made incomplete efforts to finish her writing assignments in our class, she 
did not seem to have the English proficiency to achieve in the way she and we 
hoped, and she appeared inconsistently but occasionally resistant to our as-
signments. Or at least that is what we believed until we began to meet with her 
in one-to-one writing conferences—one youth, one teacher, and a dedicated 
if brief private interaction.

FIGURE 3.5

What Is Your Name?
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Archana’s confusion was echoed in the writings and conversations we had 
with the vast majority of the students in our project. While these youths often 
may not even attempt to complete assignments in our classes and are even 
less likely to finish a daily writing activity, the reason is that they are most 
often puzzled by our directions or the task itself and that they simply are not 
confident in their abilities to intelligently express their questions, not to men-
tion complete their writing assignments. These diverse youth—still learn-
ing school, English, or both—are paralyzed by what we recognize as a very 
natural adolescent pride. That is, they feel a reluctance to appear even more 
uncertain about how to engage in school, with adults, and with our writing 
assignments than most adolescents already seem to feel.

While Archana’s image and writing above focused first on the question 
“What gets in the way of your school success?” in our writing conferences 
with her—as with many other young people—she spoke most articulately 
about the very purposes of school and our writing assignments. It is clear 
to us now that our increasingly diverse, English-language-learning, and im-
migrant youth have very different notions of school and writing success and 
failure than we previously understood as well as many more reasons—and 
perhaps even an unavoidable need—to present a resistant facade toward 
teachers and school given the significant nature of the cultural learning curve 
they are confronting. It behooves us to approach them with a recognition of 
and respect for their very sensible caution, particularly with our writing tasks.

One of the primary structures through which we have both learned about 
students’ notions of school success and failure and been able to promote their 
writing engagement and achievement is through our own unique versions of 
these writing conferences. Prior to this project—and even after years of teach-
ing experience—we still approached writing conferences as if they should 
focus only on students’ growth and with the idea that these structures were as 
much a management method as an instructional tool. But our image-driven 
writing conferences shifted this focus and reminded us again and again that 
we needed to be cautious about the assumptions we make about young people 
and that we must incorporate writing instruction practices that allow us to fill 
in the blanks of what we do not yet know about these youths. If we want young 
people to write and care about writing, we have to meet with them in these 
intimate settings. For so many of them, real engagement in school—especially 
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with writing—begins with these one-to-one conferences or not at all. These 
intense interactions and an explicit listening stance would appear to be key 
elements of effective writing pedagogies.

Through these conferences and similar structures, we must, in fact, work 
to explicitly make our classrooms safe spaces in which young people might 
participate in these writing tasks. Our students often struggle to engage with 
school and our literacy activities, but they found some of the greatest success 
when we appealed to their proficiency with photographic and multimodal 
tools as starting points for our writing assignments. These activities call on 
them to share their experiences with school and their English classes, which 
are often characterized by trepidation. This notion of safety was echoed in 
many young adults’ images and writings, with many focusing on an actual 
physical sense of security, as they too often felt threatened by their main-
stream, most often white, peers.

Perhaps the most frequently mentioned and straightforward desire for 
revisions to our writing pedagogies that these youths illustrated and ar-
ticulated—that addressed their concerns for safety and would promote their 
writing success—was for absolute clarity in our assignment guidelines and 
with the general rules of school operation. Many of our middle and high 
school students named their language arts classes as particularly challeng-
ing learning contexts. But when we worked closely enough with these young 
people—again, through our photo-driven writing conferences—to recog-
nize that it was this lack of clarity that was impeding much of their school 
achievement, our students wrote more proficiently than ever before. And we 
recognized that our language arts classes were part of an institution that they 
simply did not understand—even after a few months in the United States for 
our English-as-a-second-language students and after years in our schools for 
many of our native English-speaking students.

A key element in these youths’ abilities to find success in our classrooms 
and particularly with their writing assignments was their teachers’ commit-
ments to making their classrooms explicitly safe spaces. And these young 
people depicted and detailed just what this safety might look like—so fre-
quently and so powerfully that it appears that they might even believe that 
safety is the first purpose of school. They did not necessarily suggest that 
teachers should integrate topics from their out-of-school lives into the cur-
riculum—writing or otherwise. Rather, “safety” would most often appear just 
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in teachers’ willingness to engage with youth in more everyday, friendly ways 
around events and topics that mattered to them.

The young people in our project explicitly articulated just how teachers 
might structure their classes and even engage with students to promote this 
writing safety with which youth are concerned. Our intense, photo-driven 
listening interactions were particularly effective means both for youth to ex-
press and reveal their thinking and for us to be able to hear, see, and honor 
these ideas. One of the guiding instructional principles we have identified 
through our interactions with youth and these multimodal, photo-based 
writing activities was to remain conscious of the fact that adolescence for our 
diverse, English-language-learning, and often immigrant students represents 
a time of reluctance toward school and our writing activities rather than a 
period of resistance to its structures or tasks.

Conclusion
After more than a decade of conducting the TSE project and developing and 
implementing the various writing instruction strategies we have introduced 
in this chapter, we can attest to their success with youth who are challenged to 
engage with our English classes and writing activities and to understand and 

Meaningful School Activities
Some other organizations committed to involving youth in meaningful 
school activities, often relying on photographs, media, and technology, 
are the following:

 ■ What Kids Can Do: http://www.whatkidscando.org
 ■ Edutopia: http://www.edutopia.org
 ■ Freedom Writers Foundation: http://www.freedomwritersfounda-
tion.org

 ■ Facing History and Ourselves: http://www.facinghistory.org
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appreciate the cultures of English language arts classrooms and U.S. schools 
(Zenkov 2009). Again, the core of these strategies is the almost counterintui-
tive practice of asking youth—rather than telling them—about the nature of 
school and our writing pedagogies. In a sense, our project begs the question 
of what helps youth to be successful writers and students; by assuming that 
they should consider the questions of the purposes, supports for, and impedi-
ments to their successful school experiences, we are making the very different 
and positive conjecture that they can do so. We know now that if we are to 
make our writing classrooms safer spaces for young people and their writing 
achievement, perhaps we should explicitly ask students about these sheltering 
qualities—on an ongoing basis.

The best informants for these new and evolving definitions of effective writ-
ing instruction may be our diverse students themselves. Perhaps the search for 
models of effective writing instruction does not lead to the best examples of 
such strategies but is, in fact, the model of such pedagogies. The notions of writ-
ing pedagogies that will best serve these students may, then, be developed and 
sustained only through continued photographic and multimodal explorations 
of these young adults’ ideas about school and their places in it. These inquiries 
call on us to use tools that do not rely on languages or cultures (of English or 
of school) that these young people do not yet know and to consider media that 
really may be universally understood (photographs) and to begin with intimate, 
relationship-based stances in our teaching and research.

We have been fortunate to collaborate with a plethora of supportive teach-
ers from youths’ schools, with family and community members, and with lo-
cal photographers to help students make sense of the images they have taken. 
These one-to-one contacts with a range of people, both inside and outside of 
school, conducted repeatedly over time, have enabled youth to reflect more 
deeply on the meanings of their pictures and consider what school does and 
might mean to them and to mitigate—but not yet end—the tragedy that is a 
young adult who has potential but, through no fault of his or her own, simply 
does not yet know how to match his or her abilities with actual success.

What drove us when we started TSE is what still motivates us, in an almost 
helpless way: we know that we have been given some sort of perhaps com-
pletely undeserved opportunity with our awareness that school is valuable. 
And we have been provided even more of a reward with the means—in terms 
of our intellects and doggedness rather than money or models of college grad-
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uates in our family members—to act on this awareness. While we may never 
have an innate or lived understanding of our students’ perspectives or expe-
riences, we continue to recognize that so many of them are painfully aware 
that something else exists for them—something positive and something that 
a formal education might allow them to access.

It is more clear than ever to us now that if schools—and, by extension, 
our writing instruction efforts—are to become most relevant to our diverse 
students, we must be willing to consider shifts in the very structures and 
schedules of our English classrooms and schools. Diverse youths and families 
simply do not operate—and their knowledge often cannot be honored—in a 
standard school day. Additionally, teachers might work in a more “elemen-
tary” (as in elementary school) fashion—across subjects and with fewer youth 
during the school day—if they are to build the relationships that are founda-
tional to adolescents’ school and writing achievement.

Our project has become an increasingly relevant endeavor: it matters not 
just for us and our students but also for the veteran and future teachers with 
whom we collaborate and, we hope, for other teachers and educators working 
with increasingly diverse and disengaged youth around the United States. The 
graduation and school disengagement crisis may be especially stark in our 
city, but it is one that too many youths and their community members—and 
their teachers—around the nation are facing. In a time of increasing dispar-
ity in the educational attainment of diverse racial, ethnic, gender, and class 
demographics, understanding youths’ relationships to school is an imperative 
for the future of this nation’s democratic values. Without such an under-
standing, it is conceivable that school systems serving this ever more diverse 
population will continue to groom an undereducated underclass.

It is time that we begin to turn the question of the validity of the schooling 
venture back on itself and look to the intended constituents of schools for 
insights into this equation. Not only might they offer some of the most valid 
and relevant answers to the question of the purpose of school that we can find 
anywhere, but their very act of responding might promote their engagement 
in these formal educational activities—with writing in particular. Even better, 
by looking to images of their answers—visual evidence of their relationships 
to school and the impediments to and supports for their success in these 
schools—we might begin to see the ways in which we can make schools the 
sites of relevance and hope that we all desire.
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Extended Metaphor:  
Exploring Personal Odyssey 
through Expressive Writing
Diane Richard-Allerdyce

4

Metaphor—the direct or indirect comparison of one idea or thing to an-
other—is often thought to be solely a literary device or enhancement to 
everyday communication. But metaphor, according to George Lakoff and 
Mark Johnson in their famous book Metaphors We Live By (2003), is actually 
fundamental to humans’ understanding of how meaning is made: “Primarily 
on the basis of linguistic evidence, we have found that most of our ordinary 
conceptual system is metaphorical in nature. And we have found a way to 
begin to identify in detail just what the metaphors are that structure how we 
perceive, how we think, and what we do” (3). When extended over several 
lessons, metaphor can provide teachers—and others who use writing to raise 
awareness—with an ideal way of guiding students or clients to develop their 
own understandings of how they constitute meaning in their own lives, thus 
empowering them to “own” the process by which they create their life stories. 
In this chapter, the metaphor of choice is that of life as a journey.

The metaphor of the journey is an ancient one, rich with literary role 
models and how they sustain and nourish themselves and others along the 
way. Language arts teachers of English-language learners can use epic poetry 
about heroic journeys to help students envision their own lives as heroic 
journeys as they are developing literary awareness, growing their vocabular-
ies, and improving their writing. In this chapter, I describe how students in 
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my mixed-grade (9 through 12) language arts class at Toussaint L’Ouverture 
High School for Arts and Social Justice (TLHS) in Delray Beach, Florida, used 
the extended metaphor of Homer’s epic poem The Odyssey to explore their 
own life journeys and personal odysseys as seekers finding their ways home 
to self and place.

In 2001, I embarked on my own journey, leaving a full professorship at 
a small private university to cofound a charter school for Caribbean and 
Central American immigrant students. TLHS facilitates growth, voice, and 
agency among its students through a mission, grounded in the arts, to foster 
social justice through education.

Preparations for the Journey
The story of the school’s own odyssey is multifaceted. During the 1980s, 
while I had been engrossed in university teaching and parenting, a sea 
change had occurred in my Delray Beach neighborhood. Just over 700 
miles away as the crow flies, on the neighboring island of Haiti, Jean-Claude 
(“Baby Doc”) Duvalier continued his father’s, President François “Papa 
Doc” Duvalier, despotic rule, motivating thousands of immigrants to seek 
refuge in South Florida.

Subtropical Delray, an area of Palm Beach County perhaps most reminis-
cent of Haiti in terms of foliage, temperature, and ocean breezes, was a haven 
for Haitian refugees, and our community embraced them. My university 
provided generous tuition waivers for displaced students, and my literature 
classes were vibrant with eager cross-cultural learners.

The sense of a return home is an overarching theme in The Odyssey, one to 
which my TLHS students could especially relate because of their experiences 
as first- or second-generation immigrants. In my own personal odyssey at 
that time, it was not so much a longed-for land of origin that resonated; still, 
it seemed as if I needed to get somewhere that was calling me. I was drifting 
away from university life, my anchor for sixteen years. I was drawn to a path 
of poetry therapy and expressive writing, for which I was nearing completion 
of credentials training. I felt called to serve the Haitian population of young 
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learners in a much more direct and impactful way than I could in English 
literature classes at the university level.

Thus it came to be that, in partnership with retired U.S. Army Major Joe 
Bernadel, the executive director of a local arts and culture center where I of-
fered a poetry group for immigrants, I cofounded TLHS.

Expressive Writing at TLHS
From its opening in 2001, TLHS made writing and poetry integral to the 
curriculum. We have always used poetry in the school to evoke and express 
feelings, celebrate language, and, for ESOL (English for speakers of other 
languages) students, learn English. In 2003, I started the Principal’s Poetry 
Project, based on then-U.S. Poet Laureate Billy Collins’s (2002) Poetry 180: 
A Poem a Day for American High Schools, adapted for speakers of other 
languages. Even as they learned to understand English, students could expe-
rience the rhythm and musicality of the language, with emphasis on sound 
over literal meaning.1

In addition to its educational value, poetry and the other arts have been 
important throughout the school’s history in helping students negotiate 
complex emotions regarding their immigrant status and their position in 
their new communities. For those from Haiti, known as the poorest country 
in the Western Hemisphere, fraught with a history of political strife and 
more than its share of climatic catastrophes, a bittersweet sense of relief and 
loss is often intertwined.

After the terrible floods of 2004 and 2008 in Haiti, we encouraged students 
to write and share poetry at schoolwide assemblies and in individual classes in 
addition to participating in clothing and food drives for their home country. 
After the earthquake that decimated portions of Port-au-Prince in January 
2010, students wrote, sang, drew, and grieved together, many times with 
teachers who were also grieving. Nearly everyone at TLHS had lost a relative 
or friend and/or shared the grief of another who had lost loved ones. There 
was also the grief and anxiety of not knowing, for days and sometimes weeks, 
about the status of loved ones and physical neighborhoods and communities. 
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Writing poetry and reading it aloud in these times gave students and teachers 
particular comfort and a sense of needed connection.

The Personal Odyssey Writing 
Project: Purpose and Parameters

The writing project described here was completed during the fourth quarter 
of the 2012–2013 school year by eight Haitian or Haitian-American stu-
dents and one student from El Salvador. The Personal Odyssey project was 
comprised of several related writing assignments, the themes of which were 
derived from Homer’s epic poem The Odyssey. Along with lessons involving 
reading The Odyssey, the students worked to conceptualize their own lives 
as an odyssey, a journey fraught with trials and tribulations as well as happy 
events. Students had the opportunity to write about these events over the ex-
tended nine-week series of assignments. They kept their writing assignments 
in folders in the classroom and were allowed to reread them at any point and 
to choose whether to continue adding details to what they had previously 
written or to write about something else. The students were offered a graphic 
organizer to help them create time lines and see relationships between events.

The writing assignments were continuous and focused on three main sub-
themes of the extended metaphor of envisioning one’s own life as a journey:

 ■ Overcoming difficult life events, including academic challenges, acts of 
violence, and loss of loved ones

 ■ Developing self-reliance and self-trust by remembering (through their writ-
ing) times when they had called on inner strengths and those of others

 ■ Accepting responsibility for their own actions

Incorporating these themes into a series of reading lessons, supplemented 
with writing prompts and sessions of watching the film adaptation, made the 
unit accessible and relevant. These are universal themes, and the lesson ideas 
can be adapted for any population of high school students. Students who feel 
a sense of displacement may especially benefit from the epic poem’s mes-
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sage of resilience and of the capacity to find “home” within oneself. I believe 
that teachers of ESOL students as well as traditional students—whether im-
migrants or native Americans—can benefit from this idea for teaching The 
Odyssey through extended metaphor.

Trauma, Loss, and Nostalgia
While several students wrote about happy events—the birth of a sibling, fall-
ing in love, receiving a first kiss, and greeting one’s father on his return from 
work—much of the writing centered on various types of sorrow or disap-
pointment. None of the students were strangers to traumatic events or to lev-
els of difficulties posed by economic lack. Several have witnessed people being 
shot and dying of gunshot wounds in their immediate neighborhoods. Several 
have been imprisoned. One was molested by her stepfather while her mother 
attended a relative’s funeral in another part of the Caribbean; he confiscated 
her passport and prevented her from joining her father in the United States 
for several years, putting her life and educational plans on hold. Several were 
in Haiti during the earthquake of January 2010.

Yet the ability to envision their lives as a journey, even one of epic propor-
tions or of extraordinary value, had both academic and therapeutic value for 
the students, which of course is the magic of expressive writing. I believe that 
teachers can benefit from this example by focusing on the academic benefits 
while also acknowledging that, especially for at-risk populations, the thera-
peutic elements of expressive writing can encourage and motivate students to 
continue improving academically and personally.

Linking Loss with  
Memory: Jonathan

In his writing, Jonathan, a sixteen-year-old Haitian-born student, shows that 
sorrow and happiness are inextricably linked—an important realization that 
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students of all walks of life might benefit from discovering. In one of his first 
entries, Jonathan described a kidnapping that happened at his elementary 
school in Haiti:

One day in 2nd grade I heard gunshot in front of the school. I thought this day 
was going to be my last day. . . . One hour after [that] the principal came to the 
class. He said that they had kidnapped a student named Marc Andy. I was so 
sad I couldn’t even walk because he was one of my friends. When the school 
day ended I went out of the school. While I was walking I saw people washing 
clothes with blood. A lot of people were crying.

Writing about the unimaginable, Jonathan went on to relate how his 
mother was hospitalized from the trauma of going to find him at the school in 
the aftermath of the kidnapping. He had walked home to spare her the jour-
ney to the school, but she did not know where he was and nearly died, accord-
ing to his account, from the shock. As was typical among the students when 
writing about painful memories, Jonathan left the end of the story about his 
mother to the reader’s imagination and slid directly into a retelling of chang-
ing schools and having the opportunity to learn English from a classmate, a 
happy event that led to another:

When I was going to 6th grade my father changed my school. I had a friend that 
came from U.S.A. that could speak English. . . . One day after my friend went 
back to the US some people from U.S.A. came to help the school, so I was the 
translator. Everyone knew that I spoke English, so a girl name Belia kissed me 
in my music class. I felt like I was the king of the earth because everyone was 
talking to the girl but she picked me. That was my first kiss.

In a subsequent passage, Jonathan told of his grandmother in Haiti who 
would always make him coffee, his favorite drink. This writing also combines 
a happy memory with a sad one:

So my grandma is the only one that could do coffee for me. Every morning 
she woke up at 6 am to cook me some coffee. She was always telling me stories 
about old times. . . . My grandma didn’t go to school. She didn’t know how to 
write and read so I would teach her, and that was the best thing I did for her. 
One day I got home from school I saw my grandma lying down in the kitchen 
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and I called the ambulance. . . . The next day I was going to see her at the hos-
pital, but then they told me that she had died. Now every time I smell coffee I 
remember my grandma.

Jonathan’s air of nostalgia is palpable. His sense of himself, as reflected here 
and in a passage quoted later in this chapter, is intact.

Writer’s Block and  
Overcoming Resistance

The academic difficulties that often compound immigrant students and oth-
ers with histories of interrupted learning include lack of confidence in their 
ability to write, lack of visual imagination, and lack of vocabulary with which 
to express complex feelings. Encouraging students to write often and to keep 
their writing in a journal to be graded only on participation (while other as-
signments such as quizzes and tests carry weight toward grades) is very help-
ful. The Odyssey’s narrative of overcoming difficulty after difficulty is thus 
especially pertinent as students worked through various forms of writer’s 
block while being guided to draw a parallel between working through an 
extended academic writing assignment and persevering through life’s travails.

A number of the students had a lot of trouble writing, and a few of them 
had difficulty even remembering things that had happened to them at first. 
But using the extended metaphor of their lives as a journey occurring along a 
time line, most were able to overcome their initial resistance to writing.

Trust of Others and Self: Katie
One student did not protest being asked to write repeatedly. A twenty-one-
year-old from Haiti (our high school serves students typically “over age” 
for their grade level; many have histories of interrupted learning in Haiti or 
elsewhere), Katie served on the Student Council and was definitely a student 
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of considerable maturity and initiative. She was usually the first student to 
enter the classroom, even before the one-minute warning bell had rung. She 
eagerly retrieved her folder from the box on the shelf and began her next en-
try. Katie’s story, like that of so many of the students at TLHS, is remarkable, 
all the more so in her ability to express both the facts that she was remember-
ing as she wrote and the insights with which she confronted layer on layer of 
difficulty.

Students’ responses to the prompt “When was a time you didn’t listen 
to a warning and regretted it?” (tied to the passage when Odysseus’ men 
ignore his caveat to not open the tightly sealed bag of winds gifted to him 
by Aeolus) showed an emerging awareness that there are people, including 
themselves, that they can trust to help them and to love them in their lives. 
This prompt also brought out several students’ self-accountability. Katie’s 
first passage centers on her grandmother’s sense that a certain friend was 
not to be trusted:

In 2011, I was friends with a girl called Sandra. She was like a big sister to me, 
but my grandmother told me not to be friends with her because she was not 
a good person. I ignored my grandmother’s opinion about her and continued 
my friendship with Sandra. The first time she did me wrong was when she 
lied about me. In addition, I learned that whenever she came to my house she 
always stole something from me. During our friendship, I never went to her 
house because I did not have permission from my parents.

One day, I went to her house with my cousin because we were in the neigh-
borhood. So, I saw my perfume, makeup set, shirts, and shoes. I should listen 
to my grandmother because Sandra was exactly what she told me about her.

In this first fairly straightforward passage, Katie reminds herself that her 
grandmother was worthy of her trust; later, she tackles a series of doubts 
about whether she was able to trust her mother after her stepfather mo-
lested her. Katie returned to the subject of her mother’s inability to help 
her when she reflected during her final exam that writing had helped her 
remember events in her life, such as when she had “almost died while they 
had a demonstration in the street.” Her answer continues, “It also helped 
me to remember that my mother still loves me; she just could not help me.” 
This passage is an example of Katie’s use of what I call ellipses, moving 
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from mention of one event to another statement whose connection to the 
first may not be evident. It is possible that Katie is referring to her mother’s 
inability to help her during the demonstration but equally refers to her re-
alization that her mother could not protect her from her stepfather. Either 
way, Katie’s reflection shows her understanding of the event through the 
lens of her personal odyssey writing project.

Each of the students had the opportunity to decorate their Personal Odys-
sey notebook covers with self-made art or with a collage created from maga-
zine images. One of the most beautiful and poetic images from the project was 
Katie’s reflection in her final exam regarding the images she had chosen from 
magazines to decorate her notebook. Katie wrote that the use of these images 
“helped me to see that my life is like a tree and also like water.” That she could 
see her story decorated by images connoting the strong roots and tall limbs of 
a tree and that she could envision her life flowing “like water” punctuates her 
personal odyssey with grace and wisdom.

Wise Beyond Her Years: Josselin
Another student whose writing demonstrated that she had navigated dif-
ficulties in her short lifetime with considerable insight and with an emerging 
sense of self-accountability was seventeen-year-old Josselin, a student from 
El Salvador. Josselin discussed losing her mom for several years while the 
elder woman went away from home to make a living. Josselin’s experience 
is similar to that of many immigrant children, whose parents often make the 
sacrifice of leaving their children with relatives while they follow the oppor-
tunity to earn a living. Often, parents save money for several years in addition 
to sending money back to the home country; the fortunate ones are eventually 
reunited with their children. Josselin is one of the fortunate children and now 
lives near—although not with—her mother. Josselin’s story also demonstrates 
the nonstandard written language patterns that are common for nonnative 
speakers; the students benefited from knowing that, while other portions of 
their grade for the class were predicated on writing skill development, their 
Personal Odyssey essays were exempt from judgment. Josselin wrote,
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My mom left me when I was three and my little brother was one. The sad thing 
about it is that I was starting Pre-K next day, and she left one day before. It was 
sad for me because all the children were with their parents for the first day of 
school and my mom was not there. I was a very smart little girl. I always used 
to draw pictures of me, my mom and my dad, but I could not show it to them 
because both of them were not with me. So I always just saved them under my 
bed and I just remember of my mom at night. But grandma, she would always 
tell me that Mommy was coming back, that she went to buy milk for my brother 
and I. Until today, I never saw that milk.

The last line of this entry is a zinger, combining the wisdom that often 
comes “out of the mouths of babes” with an empowering sense of humor. 
This sense of strength is evident is a passage Josselin wrote about a later time, 
after she had been reunited with her mother in Florida:

When I was 12 my mom decided to change my schools because I was hanging 
out with too many bad girls, and I was getting really bad grades at my school.  
. . . It was not that hard for me anymore because I knew how to defend myself 
with English. Although at first I was very scared of talking to people, they 
helped me a lot, and I improved my grades.

The phrase “I know how to defend myself with English” both highlights Jos-
selin’s toughness and draws attention to the vulnerability of immigrant chil-
dren placed in a foreign situation where they do not yet know the language. 
Josselin ends the passage with this:

After all that experience I had, I told myself that I had to get back on track and 
go back to school, do my work and behave. I thank my teachers for helping me 
and talking to me strongly. Now I’m having a good education, getting good 
grades, and preparing myself for the real world. Even though I don’t stay with 
my family, and I have my own place with my boyfriend and even though I have 
to be a wifey to clean and cook for him, I still take the time to go to school.

With Josselin’s sense of humor intact, she expresses her feelings about the 
tasks associated with being a “wifey” in gently critical terms while asserting 
her need to pursue her education.
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Realization through Writing: 
Jazmyne and Mike

Paralleling the overarching theme of overcoming trials and tribulations that 
Odysseus and his men encountered in their resolve to return to Ithaca, two 
twenty-two-year-old students from Haiti, Jazmyne and Mike, wrote about the 
obstacles they had to overcome in order to graduate from high school after 
several setbacks. After his sophomore year of high school in Florida, Mike 
wrote, “all the trouble started to happen in my life.” Accepting responsibility 
for his actions, Mike went on to write a passage about his latest setback, a 
suspension from TLHS that nearly prevented him from graduating:

I was on track of achieving my goal. I was proud of myself to see all the good I’m 
doing instead of bad. However, in January 2013 everything started falling apart 
but that didn’t stop me from getting my work done, until this little girl started 
to skip school and put the school in trouble. However, things got out of hand 
so I ended up getting in trouble and that stopped me from fulfilling my goal of 
getting my high school diploma. So therefore no diploma for me.2 In the future 
I want to be the man I have the mindset, potential skill of being. . . . I want to 
be that man and . . . keep pushing myself to the next step.

In this excerpt, Mike reveals what had continued as perhaps his greatest chal-
lenge: accepting responsibility rather than blaming others for his setbacks.

Recognizing one’s own weaknesses is something we had discussed in terms 
of how Odysseus acknowledged his shortcomings and had his men tie him to 
the ship’s mast to prevent his following the Sirens that lured him. Although in 
the above passage Mike skipped the detail of his own responsibility, mention-
ing only that he was led into trouble by a “little girl” who skipped school, he 
did in fact come to acknowledge his role in the event and returned to com-
plete his assignments in order to graduate.

Jazmyne used the time line to write the bulk of her story. Her early years 
were full of memories of “good times I shared with my father living carefree 
as a child” and attending church camp, but adolescence brought a change in 
her behavior:
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At the age of 15 this is where all the trials and tribulations began in my life. I 
used to go out and drink and I took a puff from here and there. I got so high 
one time that I began to hallucinate. I was seeing things that weren’t actually 
there, somewhat of an illusion. My mom knew of this embarrassing incident 
that I don’t ever want to go back to a day in my life.

In the section of the graphic organizer provided to help the student writers 
organize and contain their memories on the time line, Jazmyne wrote about 
the same incident in which Mike was involved:

I was being rebellious at Toussaint L’Ouverture High School. I got suspended. 
. . . I literally gave up. I thought to myself: where would I be in life without an 
education? I prayed and prayed and God truly heard my prayers. I returned to 
school and I’m doing a great job and I was told I was graduating this year and I 
couldn’t be more excited than I am now. But I won’t let that keep me off track. 
I will continue striving for the best.3

Many times, student writers will employ what I call an elliptical technique 
whereby they leave out some of the details but leave inferences in the gaps 
between details. Likewise, in the passages above, we can see both Mike and 
Jazmyne omitting the details about their infractions that would implicate 
them in specific wrongdoing while also telling the heart of the matter: that 
they knew and acknowledged their responsibility—an empowering act in 
which to engage. Their reflections on the writing process indicate that both 
took the project of writing their personal odysseys to heart, using it to help 
organize their thoughts about the meanings of what they had been through, 
and were able to establish goals for the present and the future while holding 
themselves in positive regard.

The Voyagers’ Final Reflections
A key element of expressive writing activities is giving participants the op-
portunity to reflect on what the writing project meant to them. In their final 
writing assignment (which also served as their final exam), students reflected 
on whether writing their personal stories had value, whether they learned 

www.ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.ebook777.com

E X T E N D E D  M E T A P H O R  93

anything about themselves in the process, and how various elements of the 
story by Homer coincided with or provided insight into their own lives. Part 
of the last assignment was to envision three goals for their futures, to imagine 
possible obstacles to attaining these goals, and to allow a character from any 
of the literature we had read during the school year to give them advice for 
getting through those obstacles along their personal journeys.

The students’ responses to this assignment describe what they have learned 
about how writing can help them remember events in their lives and, in turn, 
see their lives as more than a series of event-parts but also as a meaningful 
whole over which they have authorship rights.4 Some of the most significant 
conclusions that students drew included the following:

Katie: I felt like the character of Odysseus, because it helps me to think about 
my past and use all the mistakes to go forward.

Jazmyne: I felt like the character I was [in my personal odyssey] was a menace 
to society because I caused destruction in my life and also to the things around 
me. I gave off negative energy . . . I realized that if I could be here today it’s for 
a specific reason and that reason is to do what is right. This is how I know my 
life is important.

Jonathan: I am not like others. When I am writing my life odyssey I see how I 
have been through a lot of situations to be myself now.

Josselin: It is important to write about your life because it gives you a better 
way of remembering . . . how much you improve all these years, how different 
you are now.

In answers to additional questions on the exams, the dominant themes 
were perseverance, courage, and trust. Several students were especially at-
tracted to Penelope’s faithfulness to Odysseus and stated that they admired 
that trait and/or hoped to find a partner with that level of devotion. When 
asked if they thought they would be able to demonstrate the level of commit-
ment to a goal that Odysseus did in getting home to Ithaca despite setbacks of 
his own and others’ making, all the participants hoped they could, although 
they also acknowledged the challenges of doing so. Katie’s and Jazmyne’s brief 
excerpts from their longer responses to the prompt “I think I could withstand 
20 years of obstacles and stick to my goals because” are especially telling:
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Katie: I believe that I have the courage and strength to handle whatever ob-
stacles come against me. . . . Sometimes you may feel discouraged but . . . you 
gain back your courage.

Jazmyne: I have been through so much that it only made me stronger and 
wiser. Giving up is like you gone so far ahead just to turn back the other way.  
. . . Even if the road is rocky and I may fall, I will get back up.

A Concluding Word
Using writing to facilitate students’ ability to envision their lives as meaning-
ful through the extended metaphor of personal odyssey is in poetic alignment 
with TLHS’s mission to foster social justice through education. I know that I 
still draw on lessons from literature as well as my own writing to keep myself 
going when things get difficult along the trajectory of my life odyssey. I hope 
the participants of my language arts class this year end up doing the same 
throughout their lives. Regardless of whether the lessons they described learn-
ing are lasting ones, their responses provide insight into the perspectives of 
teenagers who have been through tremendous traumas and who have to con-
tinue to live with disadvantages that many might not ever imagine. My hope 
is that their stories and writing can inspire fellow teachers to use the extended 
metaphor of life as a journey as a way to help students gain self-awareness and 
raise academic achievement.

TLHS exists to provide young people, such as the participants in the Per-
sonal Odyssey project, with the skill sets they need to weather the storms 
along their life journeys. We know that not all will make it, but with educa-
tion, love, and community, many of them will indeed get home to Ithaca. It 
would not be at all surprising if those who do “make it home” continue the 
quest for social justice in their homes and communities that is at the heart 
of TLHS’s vision.
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Notes
1. The year 2003 was also one in which a group of our students attended the 
national poetry therapy conference in Miami and gave a reading of their own 
poetry. Recordings of the students’ presentations can be heard at http://www 
.poetrypoetry.com/OpenMic/8/NAPT.php.

2. Mike indeed was barred from participating in commencement ceremonies but will 
receive his diploma nonetheless as soon as he passes one remaining required exam.

3. This student has now graduated and has been admitted to the university.

4. It was my intention to lead them to that conclusion. Whether my questions 
predetermined their answers is an important consideration, one for which I did 
not construct an excluded-variable assessment instrument. Rather, I designed this 
project for purposes of their academic and personal development.
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Breaking the Cycle  
of Writing Anxiety:  
Empowering Teachers to Write
Catherine Quick

5

January

Maricela1 hesitated at the door of the overcrowded office, taking in the teetering 
stacks of paper and books littering almost every surface. Every surface, that is, 
except the small round table in the back. Seated at the table was her professor, 
squinting at a laptop screen, reading glasses perched ineffectively. After a brief 
moment, the professor looked up, saw Mari, and removed her glasses.

She smiled expectantly.
“Hello, I’m here for my conference,” Mari quietly squeaked out.
“Come in, have a seat.”
Mari made a show of taking the empty seat across the table and pulling out 

her writer’s notebook, trying to prolong the process to delay the inevitable—the 
professor was going to read her writing, and there was nothing Mari could do to 
stop it.

But the professor made no move to take the notebook. Instead, she said, “Tell 
me about your writing. What are you working on now?”

Mari didn’t quite know how to answer. “Well,” she said doubtfully, “I liked 
that poem you read in class the other day. The one where he described the 
photograph.”

“The Billy Collins poem.”
“Yes. And then you showed us your own poem and the photo you wrote about.”
“So did you try writing your own poem about a photo?”
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“Yes.”
“That’s wonderful! Will you read it to me?”
The professor seemed unsurprised by the panicked horror in Mari’s eyes. She 

said, “It’s okay if you don’t want to. Have you ever read your writing out loud?”
“No. Well, except once. My eighth-grade teacher made us read our essays in 

front of the class.” Mari paused, and then said, with resigned dispassion, “Then 
she would tell us what was wrong.”

“What did she tell you?”
“That I was not a very good writer.”
“Really? Why do you think she said that?”
“Because I’m not.” Mari made this proclamation straightforwardly, no emo-

tion whatsoever in her voice. It was such a part of her identity—“not a good 
writer”—that she saw no reason to react to the statement. In her eyes, it was 
simply the truth.

Self-Efficacy and Writing 
Instruction among Teachers

The above scenario is a true story, or, rather, it is a composite of many true 
stories. Hundreds of students in my course on teaching writing for K–12 
have come into my office (or sat in class or written in their notebooks) and 
made similar proclamations—“I hate writing,” “I’m a bad writer,” or “Writing 
scares me.” Note the course topic: teaching writing for K–12. Mari and the 
other students telling me about their fears and hatred of writing are not fresh-
men in their first college-level composition class. Most of them are junior and 
senior education majors, close to (if not already) graduating and becoming 
fully certified school teachers.

In other words, the very students who claim incompetence as writers 
themselves are the ones who will be teaching children to write. Picture taking 
your child to a dance studio where the teacher says, “I’m not really very good 
at dancing. And I don’t like it much. But I’m your child’s dance teacher.” No 
parent in his or her right mind would pay for a child to learn dancing from 
such an instructor. But many teachers currently employed by U.S. schools, 
public and private, have those exact same attitudes toward writing, a literacy 
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skill fundamental to achieving most personal and professional goals in our 
twenty-first-century society. In a study of preservice teachers, Levin (1993) 
found that 63 percent had negative attitudes toward writing and that only one 
in sixty-seven made a connection between the words “interest” and “writing.”

Levin’s findings bear out among my own students, those who have already 
expressed fear of writing. I am astounded every time a future educator has 
said to me some variation of “I hate writing, so I’m going to teach kindergar-
ten, where they don’t have to write.” But I have heard this often. These future 
educators are in for a rude awakening, as writing—actual composition, not 
just letter formation—is an integral part of kindergarten curricula. The Com-
mon Core State Standards Initiative (2012) states that kindergarten students 
should be able to “use a combination of drawing, dictating, and writing to 
compose opinion pieces in which they tell a reader the topic or the name of 
the book they are writing about and state an opinion or preference about the 
topic or book (e.g., My favorite book is . . .).”

Even apart from the requirements of the Common Core, the dangers of 
this attitude toward writing are apparent. Obviously, a child who lacks a 
good foundation in writing skills in the early grades will struggle throughout 
schooling. Students in higher grades who experience ineffective writing in-
struction may suffer in college and in the job market. Employers are demand-
ing competence in writing as a prerequisite for many technical jobs. Most 
important, teachers who do not like writing and are uncomfortable with it 
tend to perpetuate those attitudes among their students. They do not do so on 
purpose; the vast majority of teachers are dedicated professionals who want 
their pupils to succeed. But those who believe that they cannot write simply 
cannot teach it with any effectiveness.

The current educational climate of high-stakes testing and standardization 
does not help teachers overcome their issues with writing. Because of intense 
pressure for student performance on tests, teachers too often turn to guides, 
textbooks, and canned curricula rather than trusting their own knowledge of 
writing. While many of these resources are quite good in terms of promoting 
effective teaching practices, they can be much more so if the teacher using 
them has an understanding of the why of these practices. This understanding 
requires that the teacher know what works and doesn’t work—for writers.

Teachers who do not write will always be limited by a lack of legitimate, 
experiential knowledge that allows them to make reasoned and effective 
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choices for the students. Research bears out this conclusion—a study by 
Draper, Barksdale-Ladd, and Radencich (2000) demonstrated that preservice 
teachers who identify as “nonwriters” have significant difficulties articulating 
how they might teach writing, especially when asked how they might foster a 
love of reading and writing among their students.

To address writing instruction deficiencies among teachers, many schools 
pour professional development dollars into writing instruction. Most of that 
money, however, goes toward “how-to” professional development for teach-
ing writing, offering techniques to use with students in the classroom. As 
useful as that may be, it does not address the real issue—the teacher’s writing.

The one organization with a proven track record of providing effective, 
quality professional development in writing instruction, however, does just 
that: it works with teachers as writers. The National Writing Project’s (NWP’s) 
network of nearly 200 local sites changes the professional lives of thousands of 
teachers each year. NWP’s methods hold the key to breaking the cycle of writ-
ing anxiety among all teachers and, eventually, the students they teach.

1,000 Writers Writing
November 2012: At the MGM Grand Las Vegas, a number of teachers fill a large 
convention ballroom. They are here for the NWP’s annual meeting. A small 
blond woman steps onto the stage. She is Tanya Baker, NWP’s director of na-
tional programs. After a few remarks about NWP’s tradition of writing as a com-
munity at the annual meeting, Baker invites everyone in the room to respond, in 
writing, to a prompt: Reflect on the generosity of the NWP network and thank 
a mentor, colleague, or friend who has helped you on your writer’s, teacher’s, or 
leader’s journey.

Pens scratch, keyboards click. Otherwise, not a sound is heard for seven min-
utes. At the end of the allotted time, the plenary session of the NWP annual 
meeting simply continues. The writings are not collected, except on a voluntary 
basis; there is no exhortation to do anything with the writing produced. The act 
of writing, not the production of a text, has bound the group together.

Robert Yagelski (2009) similarly describes his first writing experience at the 
NWP’s annual meeting:
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As the new site director of a National Writing Project site in Albany, New York, 
I quickly learned that almost all NWP events, whether local or national, large 
or small, begin with writing. And almost never is the purpose of that writing to 
produce a text to be read or used by someone other than the writer. We write—
together—for other reasons, because writing as an activity matters, separate 
from any text that is produced. In that Indianapolis ballroom, writing is in fact 
an act of being, an intense awareness of ourselves in that moment: 1000 indi-
viduals writing, together, in a moment in time and space. In this sense, writing 
is a potentially powerful vehicle for transformation, for it opens up possibilities 
for awareness, reflection and inquiry that writing as an act of textual produc-
tion does not necessarily do. Writing in the moment, I have come to realize, has 
the capacity to change us. (7)

The Las Vegas scene, together with Yagelski’s description of his annual 
meeting moment, captures the essence of expressive writing in the NWP 
context. NWP transforms teachers by asking them to think about writing 
differently—it is an act undertaken to accomplish something for yourself, 
more so than the product that is produced by that act. While the prompt 
for the attendees in the Vegas ballroom asked them to express appreciation 
to another person, it was not intended that the resulting writing be given to 
the one appreciated (although one could certainly do so, and many did). In 
NWP, community is created as the group symbolically defines itself by the act 
of writing. One thousand writers writing individually, expressing their own 
sense of self. One thousand writers writing together, expressing the identity 
of the community.

The NWP is an organization dedicated to writing and the teaching of writ-
ing in the nation’s schools. In 1974, Jim Gray and colleagues at the University 
of California, Berkeley, gathered twenty-one teachers to hold the first Summer 
Institute of the Bay Area Writing Project. Gray (2000) was convinced that writ-
ing instruction in schools could be improved by a better model of staff devel-
opment. Instead of typical top-down, imposed training from outside experts or 
consultants, Gray facilitated a process of teachers meeting to write and share 
their own expertise about teaching writing. This first Summer Institute laid the 
groundwork for founding a national organization dedicated to providing high-
quality, transformative professional development for teachers, with writing at 
its center. Since 1974, NWP has established a network of nearly 200 localized 
sites that reach thousands of educators every year through Summer Institutes 
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and other professional development programs sponsored by the sites. Each 
site is founded at a university in partnership with local schools. While there is 
a relatively consistent NWP model and philosophy, each writing project site is 
encouraged to respond, within the parameters of NWP mission, to local educa-
tional needs. The effort has been astoundingly successful for both teachers and 
students. More than 90 percent of teachers who participate in NWP Summer 
Institutes remain in education for their entire careers—an astonishing figure 
given high burnout rates among teachers as a whole (Fessahaie et al. 2007). And 
multiple research studies have demonstrated greater gains in every measure of 
writing performance among students whose teachers are NWP-trained than for 
students whose teachers are not (NWP 2010).

The NWP philosophy, as laid out in the Core Principles (NWP 2013), is 
relatively simple. In brief, these principles promote: 1) writing as fundamen-
tal to education; 2) teachers as professionals, the most important agents of 
educational reform; and 3) a community of teachers writing, exploring, and 
sharing knowledge as the best source of expertise on writing. Each writing 
project site implements these Core Principles through four main avenues:

1. The Invitational Summer Institute. This is an intensive, multiweek, all-day 
workshop under the leadership of the site director (usually a university 
professor) and at least one codirector (a teacher in a local K–12 school). 
A small (ten to fifteen, on average) group of teachers meet, usually on a 
university campus, to study writing instruction. Summer Institute par-
ticipants are generally selected through a competitive application process, 
although the actual process may differ from site to site. Most Summer 
Institutes ask participants to write daily in multiple genres for multiple 
purposes, to research a “burning question” about teaching writing, and to 
present something about what they’ve learned to the group. One goal of 
the Summer Institute is to help teachers take on leadership roles for writ-
ing instruction in their respective schools or districts. Many Summer Insti-
tute participants describe the experience as “life changing” and one of the 
most important influences on their teaching practice. Those who complete 
the Summer Institute are called “teacher-consultants” (TCs).

2. In-service. An NWP site contracts with local schools or districts to offer 
professional development programs on writing for their teachers. TCs 
develop and deliver programs tailor-made for the needs of that school, 
based on the NWP model. NWP in-service is almost never leader-centered 
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or “death by PowerPoint” in presentation. Instead, TCs facilitate active, 
participant-empowering activities and resources to help teachers find real 
solutions for their own classrooms and schools. Every professional devel-
opment program includes expressive writing for the same reasons as in the 
annual meeting example that begins this section.

3. Continuity. Once they complete the Summer Institute, TCs are not simply 
abandoned to their fate. The NWP site offers multiple opportunities for 
connection and renewal, including writing retreats, advanced institutes 
on focused topics, travel to NWP events (such as the annual meeting), and 
many more. An ongoing professional support network arises out of the 
intense experience of the Summer Institute. While not all TCs stay active 
in NWP events, the support network is always there.

4. Youth and community programs. Although the focus of NWP sites is on 
teachers, most sites also offer various programs to promote literacy among 
students and the local community. Most common is a young author’s 
camp, a summer writing camp led by TCs for area children. These camps 
are not meant to be supports to school writing instruction, test prep, or 
remediation. Instead, they offer meaningful and invigorating opportuni-
ties for children to express themselves through writing, often combining 
with music or other arts and including the opportunity to publish and 
present their work.

The ultimate goal for any NWP site is to change the climate for writing 
and writing instruction in local schools. To accomplish this goal, NWP fo-
cuses on the teachers as agents of change. But teachers are not always willing 
partners in the enterprise. Out of complacency, dislike, and even just plain 
fear toward writing, teachers are not always ready to be agents of change for 
writing instruction in the schools. To become agents of change, teachers may 
need to first change their own relationship to writing. That’s the power of the 
Summer Institute.

The Summer Institute
On a sweltering July afternoon, seventeen teachers gather in a heavily air-
conditioned college classroom in South Texas, seated at tables configured into an 
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open-ended square. One of the teachers stands up to begin a presentation. Jane 
is a high school teacher who asks her students to write and perform screenplays 
reinterpreting The Great Gatsby for a contemporary audience. The students film 
their work and present their movies at a class “film festival.” However, Jane is 
troubled by the project—technology seems to be getting in the way of learning 
rather than helping it. She does not feel that she possesses the technical know-how 
to give students better guidance about the technology.

Jane explains her assignment and the problem to the group, then shows 
a couple of the student films. Lively discussion ensues as the group begins to 
troubleshoot the project. All agree that the project is valuable—reinterpreting a 
scene from the book encourages analytical thinking. Writing it as a screenplay 
gives students experience in a new genre and forces them to think clearly about 
theme, character motivation, and other elements of literature as well as how to 
communicate the scene to an audience.

But what about the technology problem?
Several individuals propose software programs or technology helps. But the 

issue remains—can a teacher reasonably be expected to know and teach every-
thing about technology that his or her students might use, especially given the 
rapid pace of technological change? How can the teacher teach students about 
technology if the teacher is a novice him- or herself? After a few minutes, one 
participant pipes up, “What if we put the responsibility for learning the technol-
ogy on the kids? Let them figure out the solution to accomplish the assignment.” 
Another adds, “It would be good for them—high school kids have already been, 
for lack of a better word, institutionalized. They don’t know how to handle curve 
balls.” Yet another piles on: “Teachers in high school just hand-hold too much. 
Independence, ability to problem solve, is something they need for colleges and the 
workplace. Why do schools not ask them to do this more?”

For the rest of the session, the group continues heated discussion on the issue 
and helps Jane refine the assignment based on this new way of thinking: digital 
literacy means not so much teaching about certain technological tools as guid-
ing students toward independence and problem-solving skills by asking them to 
figure out the technology as part of the process. The group concludes that the 
result is bound to be empowering for both students and teachers as they share 
responsibility for learning.

The above scenario took place at the 2013 Coastal Bend Writing Project Sum-
mer Institute. The Summer Institute is the central activity for any writing 
project site. Each site develops its local network and discovers teacher-leaders 
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through the Summer Institute. More important, the Summer Institute be-
comes a professional haven for teachers, a place where they can write, read, 
and talk about teaching with like-minded educators. Most professional de-
velopment opportunities for teachers focus on district/school concerns—test 
scores, initiatives of the moment, and so on. The Summer Institute, instead, 
asks teachers what is important—what is your burning question about teach-
ing and writing. Then it engages these teachers in writing and inquiry about 
what matters most to them. The scenario above illustrates a portion of this 
process. Jane is not simply presenting a “best practice,” as would be typical in 
an educational professional development model. Instead, she is presenting a 
problem important to her and asking the other teachers in the room to work 
collaboratively to help her solve it. The result is not only a solution for Jane 
but also a newfound insight for everyone in the room, applicable to many 
different teaching contexts.

Participants gain admittance to the Writing Project’s Summer Institute 
through a competitive application process that includes brief statements 
about the teacher’s own writing, teaching, and interest in research/inquiry 
topics. The director or codirector interviews each potential applicant. The 
goal is to find teachers who willingly critique their own practice and ask dif-
ficult questions. The Writing Project is reluctant to admit teachers who seem 
to want the “manual”—pat answers or easy fixes to the complicated problems 
of writing pedagogy. They will not get that from the project because there are 
no easy answers. Teachers who attend the Summer Institute must be ready to 
explore, collaborate, and take risks with their writing and teaching.

Demand for the Summer Institute, however, is not incredibly high despite 
the demonstrable success. The Writing Project’s Institute is four weeks long. 
That is a major commitment for many teachers who must take on summer 
obligations, both personal and professional. The Institute asks a lot from in-
dividuals who have demanding, exhausting jobs: “Give up your summer and 
work hard, like you have never worked before, for professional development.” 
Despite heavy promotion in local school districts and through the local 
Education Service Centers, most of the Summer Institute recruits come from 
simple word of mouth or from the attendees at an annual teaching writing 
conference held every February led by enthusiastic TCs. Teachers who have 
experienced the Writing Project are in the best position to convince other 
teachers that the hard work and commitment is more than worth it.
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Writing pedagogy (how to teach writing to students and how to use writing 
to help students learn) is the primary subject of the Summer Institute. But the 
teachers’ own writing plays a major role in their Summer Institute journeys. 
Writing individually and communally during the Summer Institute often leads 
not only to changes in teaching methods but also to profound changes in how 
teachers view themselves.

Expressive Writing  
at the Summer Institute

What leads to these changes? What does Summer Institute writing look like? 
It differs from site to site, but all sites foreground expressive writing in some 
way. At the Coastal Bend Writing Project, every day of the Summer Institute 
begins with twenty to thirty minutes of personal writing, referred to as “sa-
cred writing time.” By beginning with writing, the Summer Institute sets up 
an expectation that writing is central. It is also a border of sorts, an opportu-
nity to separate oneself from outside cares and concerns and focus on writing. 
Generally, one of the codirectors presents some kind of prompt, usually a 
brief poem, a prose passage, music, or a video. Occasionally, a morning news 
item spurs writing. As the summer progresses, participants often volunteer 
to lead sacred writing time. After the brief prompt, the writing begins. Some 
respond to the prompt, but there is no requirement to use it. Just as in the 
annual meeting on writing, the goal is not a product but rather simply to ex-
perience writing as both an individual and a communal act.

After writing, the participants are invited to share what they wrote, but no 
one forces sharing. In the beginning, only the most gregarious and outgoing 
do so. Watching the progression, however, is inspiring. By the end of the four 
weeks, nearly everyone has shared, often multiple times. A willingness to read 
personal writing out loud clearly evinces growing confidence with writing as 
well as the close-knit community of writers and teachers that forms in the 
Summer Institute. Sacred writing time is key to forming this community. It 
is completely judgment free—not only can participants write whatever they 
want, knowing that no one will criticize it, but they can also choose to read the 
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writing out loud to a group of people with the same assurance. Many writers 
find the sacred writing time therapeutic, and they write and share with the 
group about personal needs and concerns affecting them.

Although the emphasis is on the act of writing, Summer Institute partici-
pants at the Coastal Bend Writing Project complete several written products, 
turning in at least two somewhat polished pieces of writing in a style and 
genre of the writer’s choice. All participants are encouraged to try something 
outside their comfort zone, such as a genre that they have never written be-
fore or one that makes them uncomfortable. Poetry is a common choice, and 
each summer new budding poetic talents emerge out of the Summer Institute. 
One year, a third-grade teacher who had never really even considered poetry 
began trying her hand at it. Beautiful, thoughtful poems emerged throughout 
the summer from her. The following February, at our annual conference, one 
of her poems became our conference theme, with a copy included in every 
conference packet. The next year, as we were planning our conference, I said, 
somewhat jokingly, “Hey, Olivia. Got a poem for this year?” The next day I 
received an e-mail with an attached poem, brand new, that perfectly captured 
the essence of our conference theme. She exemplifies the power of the Sum-
mer Institute—a teacher discovers a writer within by exploring and taking 
risks with writing. And now this teacher/writer has enough confidence to 
write a poem for public consumption on demand.

At the end of the Summer Institute, participants choose at least one of 
their writings to publish in an anthology. This anthology in the past has 
been printed and distributed on the last day. In 2013, we began an electronic 
anthology, with each participant creating his or her own wiki page. The 
theme for the summer of 2013 was “multimodality,” which also ties into 
a major national initiative of the NWP: to promote digital literacy. Jane’s 
exploration into using film technology with her students in the scenario is 
representative of this theme. In fact, we spent the summer doing essentially 
what we recommended Jane do with her students—we experimented with 
digital tools to find what worked for our own classrooms, witnessing for 
ourselves how empowering it can be to take responsibility for our own 
learning with technology.

Using a wiki rather than printing the anthology is one result of these 
experimentations. We discovered that with the wiki-based electronic anthol-
ogy, there are few limits on the writer. One can incorporate photos, original 
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artwork, music, and more along with the writing, making it a truly personal 
expression. On the last day, each participant takes about ten minutes to show 
their wiki page and read some of their writing.

The anthology pages are public yet highly personal. Choice and revision 
are paramount; each writer chooses something meaningful and works on it, 
with supportive critique from peers, until the piece is ready for an audience. 
The writer is not forced to turn in anything in particular, as in a school as-
signment. Instead, the writer has the power. The writer decides what the piece 
is going to be and when it is ready for public consumption. The result is a 
published piece that the writer truly feels proud of and believes in.

The Burning Question
Alongside all the expressive and creative writing, Summer Institute par-
ticipants also produce academic research writing. But academic writing starts 
not in a formal assignment but in the same place as expressive writing—with 
the writer’s own needs. Each participant begins with a “burning question”—
an issue related to the teaching of writing that concerns him or her. We 
encourage teachers to look beyond district mandates or testing concerns in 
formulating their questions. Instead, they consider what they really want 
students to get from writing. While teachers certainly want students to pass 
tests, the more important answers usually have to do with attitudes toward 
writing. Teachers want students to see writing as meaningful and personally 
useful. They want students to enjoy writing. They want students to have the 
skills, knowledge, and confidence to tackle any writing situation. They want 
students to do important things with writing.

The burning question is the basis for a research project. Each participant 
chooses a question-relevant book that is then purchased for them by the Coastal 
Bend Writing Project. Research groups are formed on the basis of the burning 
questions. Throughout the Summer Institute, participants explore resources 
and discuss in small groups, seeking potential answers to their question, ideas 
that they can develop into a practical plan of action. Central to this process is 
the “demo” presentation, which is what Jane was doing in the scenario that 
begins this section. Individually or in pairs, teachers present their burning ques-
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tion to the group and discuss some of what they have learned about addressing 
it so far. Each teacher demonstrates a practice that they have tried in the past or 
that they have discovered in their inquiries as a springboard to discussion. The 
group helps critique and revise the practice in light of the burning question. The 
goal is for the teacher presenting to have something that he or she can use in the 
classroom in the fall. More important, the other teachers in the group end up 
with ideas and insight into their own practice. This exemplifies the basic NWP 
core principle of “teachers teaching teachers.”

The culminating project for the Summer Institute is deliberately not a tra-
ditional research paper. In many ways, traditional research papers are a “fake” 
genre—they don’t have much purpose outside of academia. Research-based 
writing, however, is a different story. Many genres outside academia require 
research and thoughtful, careful incorporation of sources. We ask for a pro-
posal as the final project. In this proposal, participants articulate their plan 
of action for a stakeholder (such as a principal or funding agency) in order 
to ask for whatever is needed—resources, time, and permission—to bring the 
plan to fruition.

The proposal is a much more meaningful genre than a simple research 
paper. A proposal assumes audience and purpose and, for many of the writ-
ers, is real. They intend to use their proposal (or some revised version of it) 
to put their ideas into action. If the Summer Institute is going to change what 
teachers do with writing in their classes, ending the institute with a concrete 
plan of how to implement that change is an important part of the process. 
For a teacher as writer, it is an opportunity to experience research not as a 
class exercise but as an integral part of an effective problem-solving process. 
For perhaps the first time, research is an extension of one’s own desires and 
purposes as well as a means to potentially accomplish them.

From Summer Institute  
to Preservice Teachers

The above sums up the basic writing elements that are part of the Coastal 
Bend Writing Project Summer Institute. Although the details may vary, most 
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Writing Project sites across the country have similar elements. The end result 
is nothing short of life changing for many teachers who participate in the 
Summer Institute. These teachers consistently report better attitudes toward 
writing, increased skill in writing and teaching, and student improvement in 
both skill and attitude.

However, all Writing Project participants are seasoned teachers. At 
Coastal Bend and at most writing project sites, one must have at least a 
year of teaching experience to apply for the Summer Institute. Maricela, the 
anxious writer at the beginning of this chapter, is a preservice teacher, still 
taking college classes to earn her bachelor’s degree and teacher certification. 
She and her peers may have as much as two years of school left to complete 
before they even see a classroom. Can the benefits of the Summer Institute 
be translated into the curriculum for preservice teachers? Can we break the 
cycle of writing anxiety before a teacher goes into the classroom and passes 
on an abusive writing legacy to students? And can it be done in a traditional 
college class, one that meets two or three days a week for not much more 
than an hour at a time?

Despite logistical problems, the answer is yes. One can distill the essential 
elements of Summer Institute writing into a more formal classroom setting. 
Here is what Maricela and her fellow students in my teaching writing class 
experience based on the NWP model:

1. Just as the NWP model focuses on the teacher’s concerns, in the teacher 
preparation classroom, the student’s own questions about teaching writing 
take priority over a predefined curriculum. While the class must impart, 
to some extent, certain content knowledge about writing pedagogy, that 
content is embedded in the context of student questions. Students explore 
readings and other materials on writing pedagogy and reflect on their own 
experience of learning to write. From these explorations, students begin to 
formulate burning questions. Now that they have thought about it some, 
what do they most want to learn? This gives students immediate buy-in 
to the course content. Writing and research are not threatening or fearful 
concepts; instead, they provide a process by which students can be curious 
and seek out answers.

2. The NWP-based classroom model provides time for personal, expressive, 
judgment-free writing. Students keep a notebook in which they write for 
fifteen minutes, three times a week. Time in class is provided for at least one 
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of these writing sessions. As in the Summer Institute, the instructor provides 
prompts during the class-time session; students are given guidance about 
how to “prompt” themselves in their independent sessions. Class time is 
also provided for sharing, and the environment for sharing is kept safe. This 
writing is not graded, except for its completion. Students are encouraged to 
try new things in their notebook and to take risks with their writing.

3. A publication outlet provides choice and revision within a supportive group. 
Students choose a piece to publish in a class anthology. Although not all 
students get comfortable with the idea of reading their work out loud to a 
big class, all of them get the experience of reading to a small group. Students 
are coached on response by instructor modeling and by reflecting on what 
they would want from an ideal, supportive response group. Then we pro-
vide class time to get as close to that ideal as possible. Students learn to use 
out-loud reading and self-assessment tools to think about what their writing 
needs. They learn how to ask the group for specific help rather than blindly 
expecting random criticism. Thus, feedback becomes much more support-
ive and useful. The students take ownership over revision—they improve 
their writing based not on an instructor’s red-penned wishes but rather on 
their own desires for the outcome of the piece. The students truly become 
authors, and the culmination of this process is publication.

4. Students learn the discernment of meaningful academic writing. In the 
typical college experience, most academic writing is assigned by a pro-
fessor, the professor is the only audience the student thinks about, and 
getting a grade is the only purpose. Just as the teachers in the Summer 
Institute are encouraged to solve problems through personally meaningful 
presentations, research, and writing, so do the students in the NWP-style 
classroom base research on their own questions and fears about teaching 
writing. The final research project is modeled after certain education jour-
nal articles—not articles filled with indecipherable jargon and statistics 
but rather articles written by teachers for teachers, articles that share what 
teachers have discovered through research and through trying things out 
in their own classrooms. The model articles are professional but friendly 
and open in tone. Most of them tell stories about classroom experiences. 
They are entertaining, relatable, and practical. By following this model for 
their own articles, students discover that professors are not their real audi-
ence. They can learn through research and share their learning with others 
who have similar questions. Taking on this role makes the researching 
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student, not the professor, the expert. This process gives students intrinsic 
motivation for research and writing. They are first trying to find answers 
to their questions and then sharing those answers with colleagues.

The most important feature of this course, however, is pedagogical mod-
eling. The students and the professor work together to shift attitudes about 
writing and how to teach it. They participate in an approach to writing that 
is rigorous yet supportive and safe. Many students have plenty of negative 
experiences to shape their views of writing. The goal of the course is to give 
them at least one positive experience to balance and, it is hoped, tip the scales 
the other way. Ultimately, we hope these future teachers will break the cycle 
of writing anxiety so that the next generation of students will see writing not 
as a burden but as a tool for learning and empowerment.

April

Maricela once again walks into the professor’s office, notebook in hand. Instead of 
hesitating, this time she flops into the chair and quickly opens the notebook. She 
asks, “Can I read my introduction to you?”

“Sure,” the professor says.
Mari reads, pausing only to decipher a bit of tricky handwriting. She finishes, 

looks up in surprise, and says, “Wow, that was actually pretty good, wasn’t it?”
“Yes, it was!” the professor responds. “You drew me right in with the story 

about the student at the beginning. I can identify with it and want to keep read-
ing to know how one could help such children.”

“Okay, that’s my question,” Mari says. “I’m not sure now how to work in my 
research, how to get to it from the story. A transition, I guess?”

“Hmmm, good question,” replies the professor. “Did you look back at that 
article we read in class that started with a student story? Everybody seemed to 
respond well to her style. How did she do it?”

Mari pulls out her laptop, finds the PDF, and reads for a minute. “It looks 
like she just starts in with her own questions about the situation—talking about 
why she was having such a hard time—you know, talking about the problem and 
saying what the experts say from the sources. Then that leads just right into the 
solution. Can I just do that?”

“Sure. That seems to give you a good overall organizational strategy as well as 
a transition from the story,” says the professor.

“Okay.” Mari begins putting away her things. “I think I’ve got it. I’m going to 
go work on this a little more, then send it to my group and see what they think.”

www.ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.ebook777.com

B R E A K I N G  T H E  C Y C L E  O F  W R I T I N G  A N X I E T Y  113

“Sounds like a good plan.”
Mari pauses, her expression thoughtful. “Can I read you one more piece, not 

about the project?” she asks. “It’s a poem I wrote for my daughter. I really like it 
a lot, and I want to hear myself read it out loud.”
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The “Teacher’s Journal”: 
Expressive Writing and  
Teacher Self-Care
Marisé Barreiro

6

Once upon a time there was a giant with big arms and huge breasts who, 
because she had been absentminded in her youth, was banned with hard 
labor at the Lilliput prison. She was to show the little ones where to place 
the apostrophe, where the “h” belonged.

That giant willingly set out to do the task, so that she could earn her 
nourishment. But it so happened that the Lilliputians were not as harmless 
as they seemed. With those invisible weapons called noise, din, and 
shouting they defeated and destroyed her. Those little ones would pierce 
the sluggish soul of the giant with their shrieks and she would also shout 
back. She tumbled out of the prison every day, holding her head with 
both hands and weeping copious tears. She cried so much that her house 
was flooded. Then the street and the whole village were flooded with the 
giant’s tears.

Then the day came when the giant, with her clumsy hands, started 
building a boat to navigate that perilous sea that was her routine.

The idea to create a curriculum of expressive writing for teacher self-care was 
sparked by a lively group of teachers that I worked with in May 2010 in the 
capital town of Pontevedra, in the Galician region of Spain, where I live. I 
offered a thirty-hour course called “Creative Journaling” hosted by a teacher 
trade union as part of a continuing education program. The eleven brave 
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souls who answered my call had no idea what the course was about but were 
intrigued by its name and willing to risk trying something different. I was 
quite intrigued too about how they would react to all the innovative materials 
I was about to give them. Secretly, of course, I hoped that they would find the 
program inspiring and useful, both personally and professionally.

I planned the course as a display of journal theory and techniques, intro-
ducing all the authors whose books I had been devouring the previous years: 
Kathleen Adams (1990), Ira Progoff (1992), Tristine Rainer (1979), Christina 
Baldwin (2005), James Pennebaker (2004), Lucia Capacchione (2001), and 
Natalie Goldberg (1986). Since expressive writing was a completely new con-
cept in this part of the world, I had to lay groundwork to dissipate doubts and 
fears before we began the writing processes.

Someone mentioned the possibility that those exercises could make us cry, 
and we collectively decided that they were worth trying anyway. So that my 
teacher-students would have examples of practical classroom usage of what 
we were about to learn, I also showed them some project books that my teen 
students had created for their English class, such as haiku books, teen wisdom 
books, and one book with their silhouettes filled with nouns, adjectives, and 
little poems that defined their identity.

We agreed on a structure: we would try a process from a given author. Par-
ticipants could share if they wanted about the content or the technique, and 
then we would discuss possible ways to adapt this process to the particular 
age-groups we were working with. We would become a think tank.

Soon we were diving into deep creative tides. The participants started 
writing and reading remarkable poems and writes with trembling voices. 
They had stunning aha moments and dared to share them. They experi-
enced the connection between creativity and personal power and freedom. 
They talked lovingly and compassionately about their students. They dis-
cussed the joys and pains of their teaching lives and the role that creativity 
should play in this profession. They left the group each evening with lots 
of ideas to try in their classrooms the very next day. Witnessing their com-
mitment and enthusiasm was truly remarkable. I had never, ever before in 
my life felt half as useful to humankind. I was learning from them at least as 
much as they were learning from me.

One of the peak moments of that course occurred when I introduced the 
technique called “Unsent Letters” (Adams 1990). I asked the group to write 
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a letter to the teacher that would “inherit” their students when the current 
term was over, sharing what they had discovered about each student, the 
class, and the school through direct experience. I suggested that they include 
whatever meaningful information they thought could help the new teacher 
in the future.

As they started writing, a deep silence settled in for a long, long while, 
interrupted when someone said that her headache had suddenly lifted. Some-
one added that this writing was indeed therapeutic. A third person said that 
even if the new teacher refused to read this letter, it was worth writing anyway.

When they shared afterward, an itinerant teacher said that she always left 
a letter like this to the next person when she left a school and that she had 
received many thank-you notes and phone calls over the years, even invita-
tions for coffee. The end of the school term was near, so the letter she had 
written today would be just perfect for that purpose. Her story made the other 
participants decide that they too were going to hand over their letters.

That evening, we left the trade union premises much later than the sched-
uled time, with a sense of communion. It was then that I realized how much 
teachers need to tell their stories and how important their stories are for the 
well-being of everyone involved in education.

Even though it wasn’t my initial plan for this course, we again used some of 
the new techniques we were practicing to explore professional content. After 
those exercises, the sharing became livelier, and more people took part in it. 
The teachers’ great need to reflect on their working lives and to be listened to 
safely and respectfully by supportive peers became obvious. By the end of the 
course, I asked them if they would be interested in an additional course on 
writing for teacher self-care, and they said yes enthusiastically.

Expressive Writing  
and Gestalt Therapy

My training background at the time I was leading this first experimental 
group was Gestalt therapy, a methodology in which individuals are encour-
aged to develop their awareness of the present moment and find their own 
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self-support and appropriate creative adjustment to ever-changing environ-
mental circumstances. I was surprised by the depth and intensity of each 
individual’s and the group’s process, not unlike the Gestalt groups I was ac-
customed to witnessing or facilitating, even though the working frame and 
structure of this workshop were so different.

Some of the participants’ transformations were impressive. They looked 
like different people altogether at the end of the course, and they reported 
many changes in their lives. Among them was a man who started having 
vivid memories of completely forgotten periods of his childhood and a 
woman who found a way of solving a lifelong inner conflict that kept her 
distant from her daughter.

My Gestalt training method was intensely Dionysian, encouraging rela-
tional experimentation and overt emotional release and addressing directly 
what emerged between group participants. I must confess that I didn’t expect 
that much from a workshop that flowed so smoothly and was so contained, 
where we sat quietly most of the time and where some people chose to keep 
their writings to themselves more often than not. In other words, my expecta-
tions were surpassed by quite a lot.

Those surpassed expectations showed me the way to my own hidden 
prejudices about writing. Writing is my second nature, the practice that I love 
the most, my secret door to life’s depth and magic. However, my own inner 
criticism rejected the idea that it mattered, that it was in fact important. The 
experience of this first teacher group forced me to admit (with such relief) 
that Gestalt and expressive writing were not opposites at all. I began searching 
for connections between Fritz Perls’s core teachings and this new professional 
calling of mine.

I discovered that the basic principles of expressive writing perfectly overlap 
with Gestalt’s theoretical guidelines. In his writings, Perls explained neurosis 
as the inability to organize our behavior according to a basic hierarchy of 
needs. We cannot tell the difference between our needs and the needs of 
the environment, so we fall out of balance. The inner compass that should 
organize our lives is silenced by outer demands, leaving us disconnected, 
confused, and at the mercy of automatic responses (Perls 1997, 31).

I cannot think of a better place than our journals to work through the 
layers of our personal life circumstances, the way they are affecting us, and 
how our automatic responses may be harmful and create more suffering and 
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blockage. Writing helps us awaken our senses: we own our ability to see, hear, 
smell, touch, and taste. We claim our feelings and genuine reactions. As we 
gain clarity about where we are in life and what we are doing, we access an 
inner space where there is room for creativity and choice.

The so-called basic defense mechanisms in Gestalt, such as introjection, 
projection, retroflection, or confluence, would translate into common lan-
guage as distortions in our perception of reality and confusion about our 
boundaries with the outer world. They stand out easily in our writing as 
clichés, stereotypes, and dull, lifeless ways of telling our stories. Writing can 
be technically magnificent but leave its readers indifferent. It’s amazing how 
much written words convey dishonesty and its counterpart, authenticity. We 
cannot hide behind our written words. They carry a bit of the soul of the 
writer and thus become a mirror where he or she can keep on working with 
words and searching for the deepest truth.

The objective of Gestalt therapy is restoring that balance between the 
person and the environment, evolving from environmental support to self-
support. “If one can be aware of oneself and his/her actions, one will see the 
way one is creating his/her own difficulties, and will be able to help oneself 
solve them in the present, in the here and now” (Perls 1997, 70). Opening up 
to the present moment and holding whatever discomfort it conveys is the key 
to meaningful change. When we journal, the blank page becomes a symbol of 
that present moment infused with awareness and responsibility where we can 
access our inner resources and stand on our own feet. Writing amplifies our 
freedom of choice, something that is always true, although we may not notice 
it sometimes. On the page, our role as creators of a given experience is more 
evident than in real life, although we are creators in both cases.

The act of writing about our lives is such a literal metaphor of our creative 
responsibility that it’s difficult not to acknowledge it. With the help of pen 
and paper, we can practice getting out of our own way and stop interrupting 
ourselves. We can practice surrender to our creative self as we let out words 
that flow onto the page, allowing the process to guide us to unexpected as-
sociations, insights, and resolutions and becoming learners on our unique 
evolutionary path.

According to Francisco Peñarrubia (1998), Spain’s leading Gestalt au-
thor and beloved teacher, learning is “discovering our own capacities, our 
potential and support, with all the risks involved” (78). Again, writing is a 
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privileged way to support ourselves in our necessary risk taking if we are to 
break old patterns and live meaningfully. Writing can help us keep a sense of 
direction, handle our fears, cheer ourselves on our efforts, and search for the 
precise words that define the new person that we are becoming.

This is what the “Teacher’s Journal” is all about.

The “Teacher’s Journal”:  
A Process and a Product

An idea was germinating: to create an expressive writing curriculum that 
invited teachers to write about their working lives from many different per-
spectives, including current and historical matters, inner and outer circum-
stances, and how they affect the quality of their teaching. In this way, teachers 
could identify what specific stressors or conflicts could be debilitating them, 
figure out realistic ways to take care of themselves, and support their growth 
and creativity in their given circumstances. Through writing, they could dis-
cover their unique voice and story and gain perspective about their individual 
evolutionary journey as teachers. Hopefully, teachers would also get in touch 
with that inner well of choice, inspiration, and compassion that often hides 
behind a veil of routine and disappointment; they would be able to reconnect 
with the true soul of teaching.

I wanted to create a course where we focused all of our attention and wisdom 
on ourselves as professionals. As a teacher, I have been terribly disappointed 
by the constant formal training we are offered by education authorities, which 
focus on technology, ever-changing laws and regulations and ensuing paper-
work, and new subject curricula (particularly math and computer sciences, 
the ones more connected with the corporate world). All of those are necessary, 
of course, but I knew that those trainings could never solve my big needs and 
questions about teaching. Most seemed boring, even pointless, to me and many 
of my teacher friends, just another chore to add to our list. Very few seemed 
refreshing or appealing. Creativity, self-expression, and celebration of personal 
uniqueness were nowhere to be seen. That is why, at a point when I felt stuck 
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and downhearted with my work, I had started my own quest with Gestalt in an 
attempt to find inspiration, passion, and meaning.

Parallel with my Gestalt training, I was taking classes at the online Thera-
peutic Writing Institute, and in the winter of the 2012 term, I registered for a 
class called “Curriculum Design.” With the help of the wise guidance of my 
instructor and the support and generous feedback of the other participants, I 
worked intensely on an eight-week curriculum called the “Teacher’s Journal,” 
relying on my twenty years of experience as a secondary school teacher. The 
stories of my many friends and colleagues in the field of education were a 
source of inspiration as I asked myself what would help them most to write 
about. The course came out as a plan for eight writing sessions, each with an 
underlying theme: the roots of my story, evolutions of teaching, rituals and 
routines, listening (about the relationship with students), the inner critic and 
the pusher (both from the voice dialogue work of Stone and Stone [1989]), the 
love of knowledge, and becoming. I was quite satisfied with the result.

Later that spring, Kathleen Adams, editor of this expressive writing series, 
asked if we might collaborate on a workbook using my curriculum as a base. 
I was overjoyed. I was particularly happy that this course could reach many 
teachers worldwide in book form and perhaps be of help in my own country. 
The school system in Spain is struggling because of the economic crisis; many 
teachers are shocked by the utter unfairness of this situation, feeling trapped 
in a sinking boat and losing heart.

To begin the transformation of the course into a published workbook, 
my coauthor converted the writing processes for each lesson’s curriculum 
into text. Adams created chapters out of each of my lessons and broke the 
writing processes into warm-up writes, individualized writing prompts, and 
closing reflections.

Then we each gathered a group of friends and colleagues to take on the 
writing assignments and provide us with responses that would serve as ex-
amples for the workbook. Among my volunteers was my husband, Xoan.

As the writing poured in, I translated the Spanish responses for Adams and 
read those of the American volunteers whom she was coordinating. Both of 
us were in awe of the immense beauty and depth of the teachers’ stories. Their 
commitment and their struggle to stay congruent amid multiple contradic-
tory pressures were no less than epic.
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Even though they represented different subjects and teaching styles, all of 
the teachers longed to give their best to their students. Many silently carried 
the pain of compromise due to school regulations, crowded classrooms, con-
flict with families, unrealistic demands, and long working hours. They were 
experts in handling frustration and maintaining motivation. Underneath lay-
ers of stress, routine, or burnout, they all carried the glowing ember of soulful 
teaching and an urge to unfold their potential, a genuine desire to be of help, 
to make a difference. I was moved to tears by the longings of these teachers, 
many of whom I had known for years. And all that beauty, pain, and willful-
ness were delicately unearthed by the writing processes.

We were delighted that our volunteers kept asking for more writing 
prompts, even though it was the end of the school term, when most serious 
grading and paperwork take place. The volunteer teachers insisted that writ-
ing about these topics energized and engaged them.

We gathered stories of initial shyness and insecurity, stories of trying to 
balance family and professional life throughout the decades, and stories of 
coping, exhaustion, and renewal. There were many stories of love for the stu-
dents, for teaching as a career choice, and for a particular field of knowledge. 
There were memories of exceptional teachers who had transformed their own 
lives when they were students. There were hilarious stories and sad stories. 
There were stories of magic carpets and hopes.

There were blessings, too; this topic got a chapter of its own, an addition to 
the original curriculum. What a different world this would be if we all claimed 
our ability to bless. That is particularly true of teachers, who convey such im-
portant messages for the next generations, both spoken and unspoken. Xoan 
wrote the following blessings poem for his students in the town of Bueu and 
Ons Island, located on the Bay of Pontevedra, where I also taught English for 
two decades:

I bless your authentic gaze, I bless you with the laughter and tears of gen-
erations. I bless you with the music of your mother tongue, that still sails the 
songs and goes through you diving with spontaneity, I bless your island and 
your boats that sail upon the white paper of history, and of stories, I bless your 
vineyards, your orchards, your cornfields that your grandmothers and their 
grandmothers and their grandmothers made into patches embroidered with 
nourishment. I bless your temporary defiance, that you will leave behind to 
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decide that you are who you are, to sail the white paper of your own story, that 
is an unfinished map with a rounded island, some beaches, a bay in the sunset, 
and a glittering calm sea. I bless your families, your homes, placed in the map, 
I bless your rage and your urge to become, your wisdom to sail, your learned 
skills. I bless the fathers and mothers you’ll become, captains of a better world 
for your children, who will want to be free, and will have a more and more 
complete map of the horizon, the very wide horizon you have offered them. 
(Adams and Barreiro 2013, 53)

The Teachers Speak
Whenever a group of teacher gathers and creates a safe space to reflect on 
their true stories with their recurring themes and evolutionary journeys and 
when we witness respectfully the journeys of others, the common feelings of 
responsibility, love, and commitment come to the surface. The magnitude of 
our collective task becomes evident. With the containment provided by the 
ground rules of group writing (Adams and Barreiro 2013), different profes-
sional viewpoints do not lead to conflict, as they might in a different setting. 
When we gather to reach a better understanding of ourselves and each other, 
we get into a receptive mode. Compassion infuses the writing and the listen-
ing. Empathy and confidentiality allow us to be open and honest about our 
struggles, the difficulties we are facing, and the unresolved hurt we may be 
carrying or that we have carried in the past.

The teachers communicated over and over their intense need to talk and 
be heard and understood. They described a great frustration at not being 
heard year after year of their working lives. They desperately wanted their 
stories and experiences to be treated with respect and interest—a legitimate, 
healthy desire. What happens in our classrooms is of paramount importance 
for the common good. The stories of teachers deserve to be taken seriously.

Because every teacher has his or her own angle of perception of the teach-
ing experience, we can relate to each other’s particular situation and resonate 
with it. Our individual stories interweave and connect, creating a much bigger 
story. I have come to believe that, whenever a group of six or more teachers 
gathers in this way, the wisdom of teaching of all times is somehow present 
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in the room, ready and accessible. That wisdom is always passionate about 
caring for the students, the knowledge, and the teachers themselves no matter 
how stressed or disappointed they may be in the present moment.

This is the group poem written by participants in a “Teacher’s Journal” 
workshop:

I am the one who tells you about the Pampa and Mondoñedo,
I am the one who says you are my teachers
I am the one who turns off the light of course programs and lights a candle 

to invite the presence of the mystery,
I am the new melody that surrounds the words of your ancestors,
I am the one who stands for laughter
I am . . . I am me but I am with you also,
I’m the one who tries to change the world with what she’s doing,
I am the one who mirrors back your beauty, and your poetry,
I am that stranger who already was your neighbor
I am the one who calls forth your responsibility
I am the one who tries to understand you, to listen to your fears and to 

your longings, the one who gives you tools that may serve you in the 
future,

I am the one who silently worries about students with different abilities 
who fall out of the scope of our public school system,

I am the one who keeps her fears to herself, so that you don’t have to 
notice,

I am the one who fights frustration day after day.

Connecting with this level of depth is a source of vitality and inspiration 
for all who participate. We remember who we really are, and we remember 
the treasure we have in our hands. It’s not new information: we always knew. 
We just keep forgetting in the middle of everyday stress and routine. We keep 
forgetting because we are too busy and there are no mirrors outside where we 
can see our reflection.

Each one of the participants in this workshop worked through difficulties. 
One teacher wrote about the distance she needed to have with her students in 
order to feel safe at work. She was often sad because of her perception that this 
made her less popular than other teachers at her school. In her writing, she 
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reached a point of acceptance with the way she is. She also paid attention to 
the fact that she loves making her students laugh, recognized the exceptional 
value of that rare ability, and acknowledged the generosity that her “clown 
self” shows for the benefit of her students. She reached an inner place of sat-
isfaction with herself.

A young itinerant math teacher reflected on her struggle to set high-quality 
standards for her teaching even when it’s only for a short time with each class. 
She recognized that, even when students do not seem to like her to start with, 
they often express gratitude for her efforts when it’s time for her to leave. 
That gave her strength to keep on doing what she feels is right and to resist 
any initial criticism.

Another teacher in a private school shared her ethical concerns at hav-
ing to grade a nine-year-old who had undergone several brain surgeries. She 
vented her suffering about an impossible situation. What could she do? Her 
questioning made her feel torn apart. She was able to share those painful is-
sues without being judged. There was no easy answer, but she felt understood. 
Each in the group had faced similar dilemmas.

There was a language teacher who was adored by her adult students but 
mistreated by some envious peers who tried to put her down with their com-
ments and give her the cold shoulder. The headmaster of an institution for 
mentally handicapped people made us smile at the thousand tender ways she 
can read feelings and excitement beneath apparently repetitive behaviors. Her 
hope and enthusiasm were infectious.

Another teacher of primary school children in a rural town explored the 
conflict he’s having with the families who press him to teach in a traditional 
punitive way that forces discipline and intellectual knowledge into his stu-
dents by any means. He came to the conclusion that he has no other choice 
than to stay true to himself.

One of the writing prompts of the “Teacher’s Journal” involves visualizing 
taking students on tour on a magic carpet and then writing that story. This 
is what he wrote:

I saw myself riding a magic carpet with my students. All of a sudden, the carpet 
transformed into a Viking boat. I was at the wheel, and I was scared at first at 
the huge responsibility of caring for their safety aboard. Then I took off my old 
brown jacket, and loosened my black striped shirt. I was supposed to guide them, 
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and so I did. It was not easy. After a while, I could sit down among them, and still 
bear my authority because now they trusted me. We could see dolphins, wonder-
ful bays and seas, the evening light, seabirds, and a flock of ducks that modeled 
teamwork for us. We started our way back, and then our boat slowly sank. But 
all of us had learned to swim after our unforgettable journey together. We helped 
each other, and we finally arrived to a port. One of my students had grown and 
transformed into a great warrior. He was elated at his own metamorphosis.

No matter how different our teaching styles are, our visions have a lot in 
common. As we share them in the group or reflect together about our self-
care as teachers or witness each other unmasking inner critics that defeat and 
debilitate us, as we remember our peak professional experiences and creative 
enterprises or claim the beauty and importance of our particular field of 
knowledge, we feel that we belong among other teachers. The undermining 
sense of loneliness most of us have softens, and we feel relieved at the evi-
dence that we belong, that our efforts make sense, that our feelings matter.

Teachers of the world, let’s get down to work. Let us share our stories. Let 
us begin with a compassionate look at ourselves and the work we do. Let us 
claim our common sense and creativity in uncertain times. Let us be proud of 
ourselves, our heads held high.

May love and inspiration be our guides.
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Toward an Ethics of Writing 
Instruction: The Role of 
Institutional Context in the  
Uses of Personal Writing
Robb Jackson

7

[Editor’s note: Dr. Jackson, the original editor of this volume, died in February 
2013 while this book was in its early editorial stages. We are proud to include 
this chapter as his final published work.]

As the field of writing has developed into a recognized specialization in the 
academy, student writers’ personal experiences have been brought into the 
classroom as a legitimate part of the curriculum, most often found in journals 
and other informal writing but also as the subject of more formal, graded 
essays. Personal writing is also finding its place outside of English in social 
science, gender and ethnic studies courses, and an even wider array of disci-
plines through the vehicle of self-evaluation.

These developments bring broad ethical issues about teachers’ professional 
conduct into sharp focus. The teacher who employs personal writing must de-
velop an ethical code to govern his or her role in handling students’ written per-
sonal disclosures and in handling his or her relationships with these students.
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Review of the Literature
The literature focusing on the ethical considerations of requiring personal 
writing in the classroom at any level is sparse indeed. While there is a well-
documented and extensive literature discussing the role of personal/expres-
sive writing to foster the development of academic skills, ethical dimensions 
are barely touched on within composition studies.

Consequently, we must look outside composition, and most of what we 
find stems from decidedly feminist and postmodern critical perspectives 
employed in teaching certain sociology and psychology courses. Probably the 
most comprehensive treatment of ethical considerations in teaching personal 
writing, as commonly practiced in higher education, comes in a piece by 
Swartzlander, Pace, and Stamler (1993), published in The Chronicle of Higher 
Education. This piece offers a succinct taxonomy of the kinds of ethical con-
cerns raised by other writers as well.

Swartzlander et al. (1993) discuss a number of serious ethical issues “about 
the impact on students of required writing about their personal lives, whether 
in journals, freshman compositions, or other writing assignments” (B1). These 
ethical issues, in brief, include matters surrounding the grading of personal 
writing, the potentially coercive role of the teacher using such writing in a class-
room situation, and the potential emotional effects of students’ self-disclosures. 
Their concern about grading is quite straightforward: “Should grading be tied 
to self-revelation?” (B1). They contend that many teachers rate papers with 
dramatic or emotional content higher than papers with less personal disclosure.

This potential for teachers coercing students reveals the student/teacher 
power differential and the very real need for teachers to work out ethics as 
they relate to mandating personal writing. Students could be exploited, for in-
stance, when male teachers work with female students. “Unscrupulous faculty 
members could use students’ stories as a way of identifying the most vulner-
able female students” (Swartzlander et al. 1993, B2) for the purposes of sexual 
harassment. Another potential abuse of the professional teaching relationship 
might come from faculty, male or female, who “may want a close relationship 
with a student or may be a ‘frustrated therapist’” (B2).

The power differential between professors and students may even coerce 
students when the professor takes a decidedly student-sensitive stance in the 
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classroom. Writing about the use of autobiographical writing in experiential 
approaches to a sociology course on gender violence, Elizabeth Grauerholz 
discovered after the fact, in reading her students’ written evaluations of the 
use of autobiographical writing, “how easily professors can distance them-
selves from their students’ experience. . . . I realize more clearly now that 
teachers too often underestimate their possible power and impact on students 
. . . in a relationship in which the power difference is as great as that between 
student and professor—no matter how non-authoritarian the professor at-
tempts to be” (Grauerholz and Copenhaver 1994, 323).

The ethical issues involving self-disclosure are very complex indeed. 
Swartzlander et al. (1993) query “the extent to which students are able to 
make judgments about how much to reveal and to whom” (B1), especially the 
potential deleterious effects of self-disclosure of abuse victims: “Because it is 
difficult for victims of abuse to allow themselves to be emotionally vulnerable 
with others, course requirements that demand self-disclosure can intensify 
a student’s feelings of abuse and powerlessness” (B1). My own experience 
teaching “nontraditional” or “mature” college students bears out this point. 
I am no longer surprised to find survivors in every class of these students; 
mostly but not entirely, these survivors are women.

In fact, requiring self-disclosure may particularly affect women adversely: 
“When the boundaries between professional and personal are blurred by 
turning personal revelation into course content, paternalism may thrive 
in the guise of professional guidance when the professor is male and the 
student female” (Swartzlander et al. 1993, B1). This matter is complicated 
by the relatively large numbers of female students who have experienced 
sexual abuse or assault.

Male teachers requiring the female student to make personal disclosures 
in writing brings up the potential abuse of the professional relationship: “To 
reveal anything about her personal life is surrendering even more control 
to someone who already has emotional and social power over her” (Swartz-
lander et al. 1993, B2). Following the same line of reasoning, the authors also 
express concern for “the possible impact of race, ethnicity, class, or sexual 
orientation on a student’s discomfort with autobiographical writing” (B2). In 
my judgment, professors, be they male or female, who require students, male 
or female, to make any sort of personal revelation in relation to classroom 
content risk engaging in coercive, paternalistic behavior.
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Promising confidentiality to students’ disclosures in personal writing 
brings certain ethical problems regardless of the age or academic stage of the 
student. Gail Heath (1988), working with eighth graders, promised her stu-
dents “total confidentiality” in their journals. Much to her surprise, students 
wrote of personal issues that caused her serious concern. “Many students, re-
alizing that their journals really were confidential, started writing about per-
sonal problems that were terrifying. They bordered on revealing to me events 
that I was legally required to report to authorities” (58). These events included 
suicidal thoughts, sexual abuse, and physical abuse: “My concern was that I 
might not recognize a request for help or that I might have a student confide 
in the journal and not allow me to contact authorities” (59).

Jim Anderson (1992–1993) notes the ethical problems that were brought 
into play by confidentiality when he used journals as part of a preservice 
teacher-training program he conducted at a Canadian university. One prob-
lem arises when “students, capitalizing on the relative informality and flex-
ibility of their journal, use it to express blatant bigotry and prejudice” (306). 
After outlining some of the particularly disturbing views his students held, 
he explains his ethical dilemma as a teacher: “While I believe these views are 
highly inappropriate views for prospective teachers to hold, I feel that I can-
not breach their confidentiality I have assured them in their journal writing 
and report them to the appropriate authorities with a view to possible termi-
nation from the program” (306).

Even given the seriousness of the ethical concerns raised by these authors, 
it is revealing that none of them advise abandoning personal writing in their 
classrooms altogether. All argue the case for a much more thoroughly and 
critically examined practice. I think that Grauerholz and Copenhaver’s (1994) 
reflection on the use of personal writing in Professor Grauerholz’s classroom 
deserves a much wider application: “We have concluded that although we 
may be able to spare some students pain by not requiring them to think and 
write about deeply felt issues, we would be doing them a disservice by avoid-
ing such issues” (325).

Banishing personal writing from the classroom may well make the teacher’s 
job easier, but it also enforces and confirms a kind of silence that may also stifle 
students’ development as thinking, feeling persons. The kinds of disclosures 
that students make stem from their real lives as lived. Connecting their real 
lives to the curriculum may involve discomfort, but one may well argue “that 
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new ways of seeing are often accompanied by discomfort” (Konradi 1993, 19). 
Much of the students’ initial success or failure in entering into the academic life 
of a college or university involves making intellectual, social, and personal tran-
sitions that often upset a student’s entire sensorium. It only stands to reason, 
then, that some of this discomfort will find its way into writing.

The Virtuous Cycle
In struggling with this discomfort, I have discovered what I call the “virtuous 
cycle” (with apologies to John Maynard Keynes)—virtuous because it sup-
ports students’ natural drive to give voice to, or externalize, experience via 
language, be it oral or written, regardless of age, gender, ethnicity, or experi-
ence. I believe that all of us, as human beings, are “wired” this way regardless 
of our various affiliations, and this set of values informs my pedagogy in every 
context. Intellectual development, learning, writing, and “giving voice” all 
take place naturally along certain general lines, so it’s incumbent on me as the 
writing teacher to adopt certain roles and procedures that cooperate with if 
not nurture this growth. While I’ve discovered that these beliefs about learn-
ing are true enough, I’ve also discovered that their out-workings are always 
personal and particular, rooted in each student’s life history, including his or 
her family and work commitments, previous writing and school experiences, 
intellectual and ethical development, learning styles, gender, culture, and 
social class. And all of these factors take their place within an institutional 
context—something that is illuminated when one steps outside it to teach.

Here’s an illustration of the virtuous cycle as I see it (figure 7.1). Although 
I’ve flattened out all the dips and swirls and ups and downs in drawing this 
shape, I’ve found that the figure is an accurate template for overall student 
development in my classes if it is nested in a student-oriented and safe envi-
ronment. While different students enter the cycle at different levels, the same 
overall shape develops—spiraling upward, powerfully, over and over again. 
Even though I believe that all learning (and, as a consequence, all writing) 
is personal and rooted in each student as an individual, I also believe that 
learning and writing proceed best along certain lines common to our shared  
experience as humans. I hold on to this “theory motor” that drives my class-
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room practice even if my students (and colleagues) don’t know whether to 
believe me at first. It forms the crux of my professional values.

First, I coax students into taking some meaningful control of their learning 
by using writing as a tool to externalize their experiences within the context 
appropriate to the class and the curriculum I’m teaching. In most cases, once 
convinced that I won’t shame, humiliate, hurt, blame, or embarrass them or 
their efforts, they take off.

They discover that their taking control has given them more choices as 
well. This realization exhilarates some students and mortifies others. Permit-
ting real control and real choice increases students’ ownership of their learn-
ing and the writing they produce. Increasing ownership, in turn, increases 
both the meaning of the learning and motivation. But it also increases risks. 
They are more vulnerable and open to hurt if they really care about their writ-
ing. This dilemma lies behind many failures: “If I write what I want and you 
don’t like it, it hurts when you reject/evaluate it” or “If I write what you want 
and you don’t like it, it doesn’t matter anyhow because you were the one who 
wanted it in the first place.”

Nevertheless, regardless of how long it takes me to establish this cycle to 
this point, once students become convinced that by their own efforts they 
can really create content and understanding, they have a desire, timorous 
as it may be at first, for feedback, first from the teacher who they trust and 
eventually, with patience and experience, from other students. When feed-

FIGURE 7.1

The Virtuous Cycle
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back is helpful and positive, I notice students taking greater risks and trying 
new approaches, new contents, new styles, and the like. It’s contagious, too. 
When risk taking increases, the cycle loops upward through another spiral, 
then another, repeatedly.

This virtuous cycle, however, increases the students’ willingness to share 
intensely personal information. They may inadvertently create ethical dilem-
mas for their teachers when they make personal disclosures. I have discovered 
that this very same cycle develops and functions virtuously throughout an 
entire range of institutions by all kinds of writers of all ages.

I began exploring this virtuous cycle when I was teaching a required writ-
ing theory course to preservice, future public school teachers. One of my 
students had suffered great trauma in her personal life, although I was at first 
unaware of it. In brief, I discovered through her writing that “Jane” had been 
forced to watch, with her small child, her husband’s brutal shotgun murder; 
afterward, she was raped by the same assailant in the presence of her child. A 
terrible kidnapping ordeal that involved more rapes and more violence fol-
lowed. Jane was in therapy at the time and was finishing her schooling with 
the idea of getting a teaching job to support herself and her child while she 
struggled to put the entire ordeal behind her by making some sort of sense out 
of it. She wanted to demonstrate what she had learned about writing theory 
by using her own writing as a tool. She would reconstruct her personal story 
in order to understand her experience with the help of her therapist. The class 
content would be used to write her experience into a novel.

Writing, in other words, would allow her to put the entire ordeal into some 
perspective. She told me that I seemed to be the sort of teacher who might let 
her undertake this project as part of her course work. She assured me that the 
therapist would help her deal with the psychological aspects of her experience 
if I would help her with the writing part. After some negotiating, I agreed to 
her proposal as long as someone else really dealt with the therapy. She agreed.

Navigating Uncharted Waters
Later, with her encouragement, I met one of her sisters, who was a therapist 
at a local psychiatric hospital. Her sister invited me to come to the hospital 
to teach journaling techniques to her patients who were undergoing therapy 
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for drug and alcohol abuse or addiction. Since I had already been working 
alongside another therapist with a group of adolescents undergoing bereave-
ment therapy through a local hospice, I decided to take her up on the offer. 
Thus began my preliminary investigation of the role of institutional context 
in shaping writing instruction based on a real necessity I faced as a writing 
teacher. It also led me personally into previously uncharted waters both as a 
teacher and as a human being.

Over the past twenty-five years, while continuing to teach at the university, 
I have worked in a number of psychiatric venues, eventually as a volunteer 
member of the staff of two local psychiatric hospitals. My teaching has since 
branched out to include other places as well: a county juvenile detention 
facility, a therapeutic children’s home, a substance abuse treatment facility, 
inner-city schools, children’s nature writing workshops for the local national 
seashore, the career and counseling center of a local naval air station, a 
women’s writing group at a local psychiatrist’s office, an authors’ camp for 
nine- and ten-year-olds, and so on. Frequently, graduate students who have 
enrolled in an independent study that I call “Creative Writing in Community 
Service” accompany me on my visits, where I demonstrate how to employ 
personal writing in community service.

As a writing teacher in psychiatric and other programs and as a professor 
who is teaching graduate students to take writing out of the classroom and 
into the community, I have been compelled by necessity to develop ethical 
principles to augment my practice within these different institutional con-
texts. While I thought of my activities as being bounded by a student-teacher 
or a mentoring relationship, my students in the community were also referred 
to as “patients” and “clients” and “residents” (even “subjects”) by the mental 
health professionals I worked with. I knew that these students had journal 
entries, stories, and poems to write and a reason to write them that was in-
formed by a therapeutic purpose, but I had only a vague, intuitive notion of 
how to guide my own behavior as “the professor” in my new surroundings. 
There were no curricula, no grades, no credit, no degrees, and no academy, 
yet I was introduced to my students as someone to trust as a professor who 
teaches writing at the university.

So I started there. I leveled with my students. “I’m not smart enough to be 
a doctor, and I’m not a therapist, so you folks are going to have to pretend 
you’re in college.” It worked; they wrote. Meanwhile, in reconsidering the 
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texts that informed my practice as a writing professional to that point, I could 
find nothing to guide me regarding the ethical issues surrounding the use of 
personal writing in these settings.

I did discover, however, some important distinctions that I needed to 
fathom early on. When examining the ethical dimensions of my professional 
conduct, I came to see that some of my concerns were actually spiritual in na-
ture, based on my personal beliefs; some of my concerns were legal in nature, 
based on various stories I’ve heard about professionals being sued by their 
“clients” on the basis of their professional advice; and, finally, some of my 
concerns were truly philosophical in nature. In fully considering the ethical 
dimensions of any action, one must unpack these distinctions, and there are 
no clear-cut answers in matters of conscience. In the broadest terms, then, I 
needed to untangle the spiritual from the legal from the ethical (in a philo-
sophical sense) to better understand my own preferences and blind spots as 
a professional. In essence, one must consider exactly how much overlap one 
allows among these three perspectives.

Along these same general philosophical lines, I found another basic ques-
tion to consider: Exactly how much does one’s personal morality overlap, if at 
all, one’s professional morality? Do I rule out my own personal moral practices 
when I’m engaged in my occupational activity? Does my own private moral-
ity infuse my professional practice completely? Or is there some in-between 
position? As I discovered in talking over these matters with my colleagues who 
are professional philosophers, even the philosophers themselves debate these 
issues. All of these concerns take a special turn for me when I stop to consider 
my role as a professional teacher of writing. In our profession, we claim an ex-
pertise and a certain autonomy that is based on years of schooling and training 
that empower us to exercise our professional authority in the classroom. When 
others criticize our practice, we band together as a profession and discuss the 
parameters of a common, acceptable professional practice. In reality, however, 
our profession is most often rooted in the classroom of a teaching institution. 
What happens when we move our classroom into our offices (if we have one) 
or even outside the confines of a school?

Because of the particularities of my own situation, I tackled first the dilemma 
between risks and liabilities that are ethical in nature versus those that are legal 
and worked out solutions to the other dilemmas in a decidedly piecemeal fash-
ion. Additional guidelines are offered as suggestions later in the chapter.
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Mental health professionals are routinely certified or licensed, and they 
must continue their formal education to keep up with their fields as well as to 
renew their licenses and certifications. They also carry insurance policies that 
protect them against litigation. Facing risks and liabilities on a daily basis is 
simply part of their profession because they take people’s money to help them 
therapeutically and are, therefore, liable to litigation and professional review 
by colleagues and even insurance companies. Consequently, in practice, the 
distinction between what is ethical and what is legal can merge.

College writing teachers aren’t licensed in this way, and they don’t often 
carry insurance to protect their professional practice. In my experience at 
least, college writing teachers who mandate personal writing haven’t even 
begun to consider this professional dilemma, partly because most people 
outside the academy still think we teach only grammar, spelling, and 
complete sentences, so we have escaped much of the public scrutiny that 
litigation brings.

Whether professors who require students to write personal disclosures 
that could be construed to contribute to an abusive or hurtful act toward 
self and/or others face these same ethical and legal risks and liabilities has 
yet to be explored. Another reason that we, as a profession, have not fully 
considered this distinction and all of its implications might well be because 
we have been blinded by the power of the convictions that underlie our 
practice. Even so, I suspect that much of what frightens many of us about 
using personal writing in our curricula revolves around versions of these 
risks: we’re afraid that we’ll be responsible if our students hurt themselves 
or others, and we’re afraid that we’ll be called to account for our practice 
before our colleagues—or even the courts—if something goes wrong. And, 
furthermore, we’re aware that many of our own colleagues dispute the use-
fulness of personal writing in the academy.

The Fear of Disclosure
An unfortunate feature of the unspoken writing contract found in so many 
classrooms across America in the twenty-first century, one that often blocks 
students’ development as writers, involves the previously mentioned discom-
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fort or, worse, a real fear of disclosure that almost all novice writers experi-
ence. This fear has been learned through years of writing for an audience 
of adults who correct, censure, and evaluate those who risk exposing their 
writing to scrutiny. As students progress through the kindergarten through 
college curriculum, this fear develops and is compounded. It’s the fear of dis-
closure that underlies much of the poorest-quality writing found in the class-
room and, consequently, the need for an enabling environment that fosters 
safety and trust. It’s the fear of disclosure that links writers throughout the 
entire gamut of institutional contexts: fear kills disclosure and limits growth 
wherever and in whomever it is found.

This fear of disclosure is complicated by many larger cultural factors that 
have broad and complex effects on emerging student writers, factors that 
are often sensationalized yet dismissed because they are so incredibly com-
plex and difficult to describe and measure—and so very costly to remediate. 
Many teachers who employ “expressivist” approaches to writing, which 
value personal writing highly, do so in the larger context of a pedagogy 
that fosters a closer, more intimate relationship with students than other 
pedagogies require. Week by week, students gradually open up and reveal 
their innermost thoughts to their teacher, including thoughts about the in-
adequacies of their literacy skills—disclosures that require a fair amount of 
prudence on the part of teachers.

Many writing teachers find this sort of relationship to be professionally 
and personally stimulating, evidence that students in their classes are really 
making serious progress toward being good writers. By giving students at 
least some control over their writing, such teachers allow students to select 
what they wish to disclose. Yet, I argue, teachers who let students control 
their disclosures open up a veritable Pandora’s box of professional ethical 
dilemmas that cause other teachers to shy away from using personal writing 
in their classrooms at all.

Students who disclose personal experiences that they find meaningful and 
rewarding may inadvertently create discomfort for teachers who are not pre-
pared to deal with the disclosures. Whereas some authors recognize the level-
ing effects of mutual disclosure, I resist this approach because I must negotiate 
the social and political constraints implicit in my position as a male teacher 
working with women students (many of whom are recovering from the viola-
tion of physical and emotional boundaries by men). I keep the boundaries of 
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disclosure intact and do not build a discourse based on mutual disclosure in 
order to sustain a safe place for these students’ own self-deliberation.

I realized the importance of this stance when Jane revealed her real writ-
ing to me. She overcame her fear in letting me read her work, but in so do-
ing, she left me vulnerable. I worried that I might cross the line from writing 
teacher to therapist in giving her control over her writing. What role should 
I take in reading and responding to her work? How could I possibly respond 
to disclosures that shocked me, that made me cry? After some personal dis-
comfort and much deliberation, I stumbled on what was, to me, an epiphany 
about teaching writing: I would let her writing be what she wanted it to be—a 
story—and work with her and her story just like every other writer. I had been 
trained to do this and had lots of experience doing so.

She found my stance helpful in writing her story because now both of 
us could focus on the writing process and the story itself rather than on the 
emotional effect it had on her—or me. This distinction became essential if I 
were to be of any help to her because it also allowed both of us to have cer-
tain privacies that each of us controlled. The story had to be hers, including 
everything that happened to her in the aftermath with all of its complexities, 
complexities that might include my reactions to what happened as well. So, 
intuitively, I developed a mask that allowed her to explore her story in any 
way she chose without regard to how it affected me personally. Otherwise, 
my reaction could inadvertently become part of the story in such a way as to 
wrest it from her control as she accommodated me and my reactions. I risked 
shutting her down as a writer. And the last thing she needed was another man 
intruding in the making of her story.

We made an agreement then: if the story and its writing dredged up per-
sonal issues, she would discuss them with her therapist, so she kept track of 
them in her private journal. Unknown to her, if her stories dredged up per-
sonal issues in me, I worked them out in my journal and in my own poetry. 
I kept my response private because she already felt guilty for having caused 
so much trouble in other people’s lives by what had happened to her and felt 
that it was all her fault anyway, which turned out to be one of the issues she 
was taking up with her therapist.

If my activity was to foster her development as a writer who was healing, 
I had to act as if her disclosures were normal, part of writing any story. Hav-
ing made these negotiations, our relationship, that of a writing student and a 
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writing teacher, blossomed and subsequently led me into other relationships 
outside the academy that helped me reconceptualize what I do inside the 
academy. But my professional purpose was always the same: to be a more 
effective teacher of writing.

The Role of Institutional Context  
in Developing an Ethical Code  

as a Teacher of Writing
In order to grow and develop as professional teachers of writing, we must 
continually examine our practice. In surveying the literature discussing 
the ethics of using personal writing in the classroom, I have discovered a 
number of important problems—and solutions to those problems—that 
illuminate my experience as a teacher. Even so, I also have discovered that 
something is missing: all of these discussions, helpful as they are, are situated 
in the academy.

In my own work, I have found it necessary to develop an ethical code to 
guide me in different institutional contexts, many of which lie beyond the 
bastions of academe. This code has come slowly and haphazardly over a 
period of many years. And it has come in concert with the growth of other 
professional values that support my use of personal writing in community 
service. A prime concern has been monitoring my professional role within 
the mental health community.

Bridging the Gap between 
Institutional Contexts and Roles

In moving from a university classroom to a group room in a psychiatric 
hospital, to an inner-city middle school, and to a juvenile detention facility, 
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often within a few days’ span, I have experienced the subtleties of institutional 
context directly. This experience has led me to appreciate the importance of 
institutional context in shaping my professional activities, in turn leading me to 
examine my own professional conduct very carefully indeed. The same writing 
activities may be employed in each venue, but the purpose and outcomes need 
to be thoughtfully considered and appropriate to the purposes of the institution 
itself while the teacher, as a professional, retains the necessary autonomy and 
authority to teach his or her students how to actually do the writing necessary.

The Relationship of Mission and Institutional Context
In examining my own practice, I have discovered that the institutional context 
within which writing and writing instruction occur is linked to the mission of 
the sponsoring institution. Encouraging activities that lie outside the scope of 
the institution’s mission will bring conflict to the teacher and students.

For instance, I might suggest prayer—and even pray in session with a 
student who asks me to—as an appropriate prewriting activity in the local 
children’s residential treatment center run by Lutheran Social Services of the 
South (“Providing help, healing, and hope to children, elderly and the poor in 
the name of Jesus Christ”), especially if the author is writing about an intense 
personal trauma and I know the student well enough to make the suggestion 
and if I believe that such a practice will help the student write. The sponsoring 
institution’s mission statement supports such an activity as long as it respects 
the student’s autonomy, and so does the center’s staff. I see this practice as 
ethically permissible (though not required) in this context.

I would consider the same activity inappropriate in a first-year writing 
classroom at my state-sponsored public university. In this case, I discover how 
my private morality and my professional morality are not exactly the same. In 
one institution, my action would be permissible but not obligatory, while in the 
other institution, my action would not be permissible at all. The current itera-
tion of my university’s mission statement reads, “Undergraduate programs pre-
pare students for productive careers in their chosen fields of study and provide 
them with intellectual, cultural, and ethical foundations necessary to contribute 
effectively and positively to a changing global community.” Since this statement 
clearly delineates “ethical” foundations from “spiritual” ones, I would find it 
hard to justify the same practice in both institutions.
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Other Factors
But there are other factors that contribute to the institutional context 
as well. Some of these include employee hierarchies and chains of com-
mand, the particular institution’s culture and internal practices, and the 
demands that come with working with other types of professionals outside 
the academy. Teaching creative writing and literature in a state-sponsored 
substance abuse treatment facility has required justification as far as some 
of the staff is concerned. Time with the clients is limited, and fitting in 
my class requires a shuffling by other professionals who have competing 
agendas. My classroom practice must line up with others’ practice while 
maintaining fidelity with my own professional practices. I’ll try to illustrate 
how some of these other factors influence my practice.

First, in examining the mission statement of the Texas Department of 
Criminal Justice, I find these goals: “to provide public safety, promote posi-
tive change in offender behavior, reintegrate offenders into society, and assist 
victims of crime.” The mission statement of the substance abuse treatment 
facility includes these goals: “to provide a continuum of substance abuse ser-
vices and accountability appropriate to the needs of the individual offenders  
. . . thereby reducing recidivism and improving public safety.”

I’ve learned that most of my students in this facility, who often come into 
treatment after years of drug abuse, act on impulse without foreseeing the 
consequences of their actions. Reading short stories and poems and writing 
journal responses to the readings will undoubtedly increase their literacy 
skills, thus fulfilling aspects of the mission statements guiding the institution 
itself. Studying characters’ actions and the consequences of those actions as 
revealed in the plots of the stories allows these students to learn to predict 
the possible outcomes of characters’ actions. Quite often, students use their 
journals to discover personal connections to the characters’ predicaments and 
write in ways that allow them to understand how their own actions have led 
to certain consequences. Personal writing in this case promotes a “positive 
change in offender behavior” when integrated into the larger institutional 
context. In order to get the support of the staff of the institution, I need to 
show them how my work can contribute to the overall mission of the institu-
tion while I also maintain the autonomy of practice necessary for my students 
to learn to be successful readers and writers.
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When I negotiate a class at an institution, I need to seek the support of 
the institution’s supervisory staff before I enter the institution. They need to 
know the kinds of activities I’ll be teaching and my rationale for doing them. 
If I can connect my practice to the institutional context, ethical dilemmas and 
conflicts are minimized. If I cannot enjoy the institutional support necessary 
for my practice, if I don’t have the necessary autonomy and authority, then I 
should not enter into an agreement with the facility.

Guidelines for Professional Conduct 
in a Psychiatric Hospital

Working in psychiatric hospitals and various therapy/counseling programs, 
I’ve discovered, to my great delight, that disabling the fear of disclosure while 
enabling the development of the virtuous cycle often leads to positive, even 
dramatic, gains by individuals who write in journals as part of their therapy. 
Even though I believe that people who write are writers, institutional context 
and its intended purposes significantly affect the kinds and depth of disclo-
sures that take place while also affecting my role as a writing teacher. To il-
lustrate how institutional context has shaped my practice as a writing teacher 
outside the academy, I present below the principles that guide my teaching 
and my use of personal writing in a psychiatric setting:

1. I follow the same rules of confidentiality that therapists do about patients’ 
identities, jobs, diagnoses, and treatment plans. I call patients by their first 
names only and make no effort to find out anything about their personal 
lives or conditions. If I see a patient outside the hospital, I let the patient 
acknowledge or ignore our relationship. If I’m with someone outside our 
relationship, I refer to the patient as one of my writing students.

2. I don’t read patients’ charts. I have no personal knowledge of their diag-
noses or treatment plans. This keeps me from coercing them in any way. I 
make no attempt to dig into their personal stories.

3. I teach patients how to use writing as a tool in their therapy, but I do not 
do therapy.

www.ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.ebook777.com

T O W A R D  A N  E T H I C S  O F  W R I T I N G  I N S T R U C T I O N  147

4. I insist that a therapist be available or present for all group writing ses-
sions.

5. In contrast to the university context, I make writing assignments and use 
journal prompts that encourage patients to make connections between 
their lives and their therapy.

6. I give patients full control over their writing, their meanings, and their 
journals. I encourage them to read their work to the group if they want 
to, but I don’t force anyone to participate or in any way to share the work 
against his or her will. On the other hand, I don’t stop patients from read-
ing and discussing a piece of their work if they so choose at an appropriate 
time in the group. If they ask me what it means, I simply shrug my shoul-
ders and say, “You wrote it. You tell us what it means.” I will talk about 
its technical characteristics as a piece of writing, and I routinely discuss 
writing techniques with patients (the “how-to’s”).

7. I accept no payment for my services. I tell my students that I am a volun-
teer, an English professor at the local university, and not a therapist. My 
professional role allows my students to relax and write. They don’t have 
anything to hide from me since I’m “just” a writing teacher.

Guidelines for Professional  
Conduct in the Academy

Some of us who have perhaps found the benefits of personal writing in our 
own lives want to bring its power to bear in our college classrooms. But in 
order to promote students’ development as writers and, at the same time, 
preserve our intuition about the efficacy of personal writing, we, as teachers, 
must develop guidelines that will guide our practice in the academy. Many of 
the authors cited earlier offer suggestions about how to negotiate the ethical 
concerns they delimit. Before exploring these suggestions, two provisos seem 
particularly apposite.

First, Jim Anderson (1992–1993, 308) suggests that in our zeal to ac-
commodate journaling and personal writing in our classrooms, we may 
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well overuse it. A well-planned, comprehensive curriculum could delineate 
courses where such writing would be employed and where it wouldn’t be 
employed. Second, Anderson (308) suggests that journal writing may not be 
the panacea for promoting every student’s writing development.

Planning
Bearing in mind these two provisos, we as teachers must engage in adequate 
planning to ensure that personal writing is appropriate to accomplish the class 
goals and to determine exactly what kind of writing assignments will best ac-
complish those goals (see Phillips 1988, 290–91). As Konradi (1993) puts it, “In 
order to avoid surprises, I develop my syllabus to provide a very clear road map 
for my students” (17). She reports that this sort of planning actually increases 
her flexibility and effectiveness in the classroom. Heath (1988, 59) supports a 
clearly defined use of the journal to help students choose their disclosures care-
fully and as a pedagogical tool to develop written fluency.

Explaining Purposes for Personal Writing to Students
Many of the writers underscore the importance of explaining the use of per-
sonal writing to students clearly—and early on. Using journals in a junior 
high school setting, Heath (1988) constrains the kinds of disclosures her stu-
dents make by setting a clear boundary: “I list the topics that I am required by 
law to report” (59). Depending on one’s institutional context and one’s par-
ticular preferences, college writing teachers might employ such warnings to 
constrain student disclosures. Konradi (1993) goes over her course syllabus in 
detail “both to reaffirm my commitment to my goals and to help students as-
similate the information” (17). She also initiates a number of specific ground 
rules for participation in her classes in order to constrain students’ reactions 
to their peers’ disclosures. Swartzlander et al. (1993, B2) add a sobering note: 
professors should be careful not to foster the perception that students must 
deal with their emotional problems in their writing or that they will succeed 
in courses if they can write about dramatic personal experiences.

The Need for Confidentiality
The need for strict confidentiality is stressed in nearly every instance, quite 
possibly because we as a profession share the belief that we have an ethical 
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duty to respect students’ autonomy as writers. Specific suggestions from 
Swartzlander et al. (1993, B2) include the following:

 ■ Let students know that you care about their privacy.
 ■ Make it clear that you will not share their writing with colleagues or other 
students without their permission.

 ■ Finally, teachers should not require that personal assignments be reviewed 
by tutors.

Giving Students Choice
One of the most obvious remedies for many of the ethical problems sur-
rounding the use of students’ personal writing is to allow students to choose 
to disclose (or not to disclose) equally, without any reprisals from the teacher. 
As Copenhaver puts it, “Students should have the option to explore those 
connections in their personal lives, but should not be forced to do so” (Grau-
erholz and Copenhaver 1994, 324). Giving students choice allows them to 
participate in their learning at a comfort level they have chosen themselves, 
which “in itself can be empowering” (326).

Grading Issues
As anyone who is familiar with education might expect, there is no consensus 
about the ethical issues involved in grading students’ personal writing. Many 
writers favor a “do the work and you’ll get full credit” approach, although 
other writers fear that this approach encourages mediocrity (Anderson 1992–
1993; Marsello 1991). Anderson (1992–1993, 308) suggests that teachers give 
students a role to play in determining the relative worth of the journal in the 
class grading schema as well as a role in evaluating it.

Personally, I ask students to use writing portfolios for developmental pur-
poses, portfolios that are formally evaluated at semester’s end. Students are 
free to revise, consult, edit, and review all the way until “the end of time,” but 
then I evaluate the portfolio using the published course guidelines. When I 
ask students to keep journals as part of their course work, I do not “grade” 
their work, though I often acknowledge it and respond to it by written com-
ments. I find my unconditional acceptance of my students to be absolutely 
essential in my classroom practice.
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Working in and out of various institutional contexts, I’ve discovered that 
students always have a good reason for their behaviors and attitudes in a writ-
ing class. I just might not know what it is, nor may it be any of my business. 
This also challenges me to develop relationships where I can talk honestly about 
writing and evaluate it without attacking, shaming, blaming, or embarrassing 
students as writers and without puffing up my self-importance as a professor.

Teacher Training
Several academy writers have suggested that some sort of training should be 
available to teachers who use personal writing in their classes. Although it 
isn’t clear who should provide this training, counseling centers are suggested 
(something sure to scare off many teachers who are already leery about “al-
lowing” personal writing into their classrooms). Training may be appropri-
ate to provide teachers with information about the use of journals in their 
classrooms (Anderson 1992–1993, 308), to help teachers anticipate the range 
of reactions they might encounter to experiential methods employed in their 
classrooms (Grauerholz and Copenhaver 1994, 326), and to “help instructors 
to understand better the needs of students and the consequences of intrusive-
ness” (Swartzlander et al. 1993, B2).

Six Guidelines for the  
College Classroom

In coming to grips with the role that institutional context plays in my profes-
sional conduct as a writing teacher, I have developed these six guidelines for 
my college classroom:

1. I let students control their journals and, as a consequence, control what-
ever disclosures they make. Their meanings are theirs, not mine, and 
that’s it. Maintaining student autonomy with regard to their writing is of 
paramount importance to me. I promise, “If you fold the page over, I won’t 
read it.” I suggest, “Take out the part you don’t want anyone to read” or 
“Show me the part you want me to read.”
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2. I never make journal/writing assignments that ask students to write 
anything that will elicit personal disclosures as the assignment’s primary 
purpose.

3. If students give me something personal to read, I assume that this is of 
their own choosing, and I will read it. If the writing contains disclosures 
that seem to indicate legal or psychological problems, I deal with it along 
these following lines. First, I write a comment on the paper inviting the 
student to discuss his or her writing with me. When the student comes to 
talk, I explain my concern, inviting the student to explain the apparent dis-
closure and suggesting action that he or she might want to take, depending 
on the kind of disclosure made.

4. As a writer, I stoutheartedly believe that the author is the sole interpreter 
of what a piece of writing “really means.” As a writing teacher, I am not 
trained in the psychological analysis of writing. Sometimes students try 
out voices, personae, and subjects that stem from their imaginations and 
have little or no basis in real experience. In certain types of writing classes, 
when students ask me for boundaries or guidelines, I say, “Don’t write 
anything you don’t want me to read and don’t write anything that will 
make your mother cry.” Students often laugh, but they get my point.

5. I often grade journals on a full-credit/no-credit basis. If the entries are 
completed on time, clearly in response to the prompts or assignments 
given, and fill the amount of “space” required, I give full credit. Other-
wise, the student receives no credit or gets another try. I nest the signifi-
cance of the journal into the overall class grading structure by assigning 
it a certain weight, usually a percentage of the overall grading for the 
course. When employing portfolio assessment in a writing class, I may 
allow students to substitute other projects for their journal in selecting 
items to be graded. (Although they still must keep a journal, they do not 
have to submit it for evaluation.)

6. As certain rhetorical features constrain writing itself (such as audience, 
purpose, and context), I trust my students to constrain their use of in-
formal writing in my classes according to the purpose of the writing, its 
institutional context, and the audience who will read what they write. I 
structure the kinds of informal writing that students do along the lines 
of the class’s purpose, its audience of students (and their makeup and 
standing in the institution), and its textual outcome (be it a journal, a 
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learning log, a paper, a poem, or a story). We can trust the very rhetori-
cal constraints we teach—purpose, audience, and context—to shape our 
classroom practice.

We have much to gain by studying writers in different institutional con-
texts. Students in college writing classes need to experience the power of their 
language in making a voice on the page that has something to say. They can 
learn this, as many authors have, by the use of personal writing. Their writing 
teachers are obliged to channel this newfound power of personal expression, 
having the power to really say and know, into academic, curricular objectives 
that will further the student’s development of literacy skills and inevitably 
spill over into his or her life at the university.

While it is true that these same skills, when cultivated in the context of a 
mental hospital and in vital relationships with mental health professionals, 
may bring healing to a troubled psyche, college writing teachers must be fully 
aware and trained to deal with the important differences that institutional 
context brings to such expression. When they employ writing that discloses 
in their classes, it is imperative that they recognize and operate as profession-
als within the crucial shaping role of academic purpose in their institutional 
context. As writing teachers, we, too, develop along common human lines of 
growth and development with our students. By developing the ethical sen-
sitivities incumbent to our profession, it is our privilege to develop into the 
kinds of persons who are worthy of our students’ deepest trust.
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Seeing the World the Way It Is: 
Transformative Language Arts as 
Calling and Practice
Caryn Mirriam-Goldberg

So, the world happens twice—
once what we see it as;
second it legends itself
deep, the way it is.
—William Stafford, from “Bi-Focal” (1999, 72)

Teri didn’t expect to live. After meeting with her oncologist and drawing on 
her years of experience as a nurse, she assumed her stage IV cervical cancer 
diagnosis meant she didn’t have long to live. Having long suffered from de-
pression and a sense that bad news was always imminent, she made peace eas-
ily with her death sentence. Then something strange happened: she didn’t die 
in six months, and as more time went on, she struggled with growing despair. 
She had been ready to die but not to live.

Based on the recommendation of a friend, Teri decided to chance a writ-
ing class I was facilitating for people diagnosed with cancer and other serious 
illnesses. Held in a conference room with bright turquoise walls, the class was 
one of many offerings at Turning Point: The Center for Hope and Healing,1 
a nonprofit organization in Kansas City, Missouri, that provides support ser-
vices for people of all ages facing serious illness and their caregivers. In one 
of the classes, she wrote, “Irony! I wanted death. / I got life.” But writing in 
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a community of others facing illness itself helped her face that irony and feel 
like she accomplished something, even if was just to fill three notebook pages. 
The prompts I used (usually poems that met participants wherever they are) 
and the ground rules for my workshops (which stipulate that people are free 
to ignore any prompts and write about what brings them most alive) gave 
Teri the permission she needed to say what was most true for her.

A few months later, Teri drove to my house just south of Lawrence, 
Kansas, for a half-day writing retreat. Sitting in a big red chair, Teri had an 
epiphany on the page: she could now live according to who she truly was for 
the first time, doing whatever she wanted each day. After years of caring for 
others, first as a daughter in a challenging family and later as a nurse at vari-
ous hospitals, this was a startling revelation.

Ten years later, Teri is still coming to writing classes at Turning Point, car-
rying her thick binder with years of poems, stories, and journal entries, and her 
trademark large bag of M&Ms to share. When we introduce ourselves, she tells 
people that she has late-stage cancer and cancerous tumors on lungs, but she’s 
a medical miracle, thanks to chemo, medications, and the simple mystery of 
her survival. She then writes her way into her new and present life, honoring 
who she used to be and who she is now. Based on the writing prompt “I used to  
be . . . but now . . . ,”2 here is one of her poems published in an anthology from 
the writing classes, illustrating her homecoming to who she truly is:

I Used to Be a Hershey Bar

I used to be a Hershey Bar
but now I’m a foil wrapped Dove

I used to be a vanilla cupcake
but now I’m a carrot cake with cream cheese icing

I used to be a grayish mink house cat
but now I’m a Jaguar—sleek and fast

I used to be a small stream
but now I’m a raging roaring river,
consuming all things in its path
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I used to be a raindrop
but now I’m a snowflake—fluffy and icy cold

I used to be a chrysalis
but now I’m a beautiful blue green iridescent butterfly

I used to be a seed
but now I’m a plant that will produce fruit
and I will be a seed once again

I used to be a person molded by family and environment
but now I am me
—Teri Mahoney (2009, 139)

Roots of Transformative  
Language Arts

The workshops that Teri attends are part of my work as a transformative lan-
guage artist, someone who uses the power of words for personal growth and 
development, community building and keeping, and culture shift. Overlap-
ping with expressive writing, journal therapy, poetry therapy, drama therapy, 
social change arts, and many other fields and traditions,3 transformative 
language arts (TLA) focuses on the potential of the written, spoken, and sung 
word to celebrate, liberate, and transform individuals and communities, ideas 
and culture, ways of knowing, and vitality. TLA focuses not just on the poten-
tial for seeing who we are as individuals but also on what Adrienne Rich calls 
“re-visioning,” an act of looking behind and ahead from the context of being 
part of community and culture.4 Rich (1993) writes,

Re-vision—the act of looking back, of seeing with fresh eyes, of entering an old 
text from a new critical direction—is for woman more than a chapter in cultural 
history: it is an act of survival. Until we understand the assumptions in which 
we are drenched we cannot know ourselves. (35)
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This double focus in TLA—looking within and looking at who we are col-
lectively—draws on the tools of the language arts, whether aloud (e.g., plays, 
songs, spoken word, and collaborative performance) or on the page (e.g., 
fiction, poetry, memoir, journaling, and mixed-genre writing). Rich, in her 
poetry and prose, also employed such a double focus, illustrating through her 
words how we need to look within and also at who we are within the context 
of our culture.

TLA as a Calling
I came to treasure re-visioning my life through writing because of what I 
first learned as a teen, when writing saved my life during a very dangerous 
and threatening time. This is not a unique claim; for the many of us who 
find our way through the arts to a life worth living, it’s an essential truth. 
Gregory Orr (2002), a poet and writer who faced overwhelming heartbreak 
and guilt because of accidentally killing his brother in a childhood hunting 
accident, writes, “I knew if I was to survive in life, it would only be through 
the help of poetry” (8).

I was fourteen when I turned on a dime from drawing like a maniac to 
writing like a maniac, and in the years to follow, filling lines with words 
showed me the world as it is, beyond my initial blindness or limitations, 
brought to the surface by the practice of writing. Writing got me through my 
parents’ violent divorce, my father’s suicide attempts, run-of-the-mill teenage 
angst, and the common teenage pickup truckload of rejection by boys, em-
ployers, and would-be friends. As I got older, I never traveled without a jour-
nal and plenty of pens. I wrote my way through tentative forays into living on 
my own, marriage and how long-term relationships peel away the layers of 
what we think love is, challenges of motherhood, job shifts (voluntarily and 
involuntarily), the tyranny of moving, breast cancer and a barrage of chemo 
and surgery, the loss of fathers and close friends, and, even now, the whimsy 
and fear of witnessing children becoming adults.

Even more than what I learned through graduate school, writing work-
shops, and reading great writers, I learned to write by showing up at the page, 
a process Annie Dillard (1990) describes in her book The Writing Life:
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The page, the page, that eternal blankness, the blankness of eternity which you 
cover slowly, affirming time’s scrawl as a right and your daring as necessity; the 
page, which you cover woodenly, ruining it, but asserting your freedom and 
power to act, acknowledging that you ruin everything you touch but touching 
it nonetheless, because acting is better than being here in mere opacity; the 
page, which you cover slowly with the crabbed thread of your gut; the page in 
the purity of its possibilities; the page of your death, against which you pit such 
flawed excellences as you can muster with all your life’s strength: that page will 
teach you to write. (58–59)

I stumbled into a teaching career as a graduate teaching assistant at the 
University of Kansas in 1986, and within a week, I was smitten. Sharing with 
others what I found in words, even and especially when writing short essays 
about what we value most, put me in conversation with a calling that contin-
ues today. When I began teaching community writing workshops in 1992, I 
discovered that people wanted most to witness and be witnessed around their 
deepest stories. I continued to teach in academic institutes, including Haskell 
Indian Nations University, one of the only intertribal universities in America, 
where I was immersed in the power of the oral tradition, then at Goddard 
College, an institution focused on the progressive educational principles of 
students learning what they most need to learn.

The Emergence of TLA  
at Goddard College

Goddard’s approach fanned the flames within me of TLA. Founded on the 
principals of John Dewey (1897), who wrote, “I believe that education, there-
fore, is a process of living and not a preparation for future living,” Goddard 
embraces the arts as a way of knowing and students naming and claiming 
their own education through designing, in concert with faculty, individual-
ized study plans focused on their main life questions and topics of inquiry.

During my early days at Goddard in the mid-1990s, I started to notice that 
many students needed to write about their lives to break through to strong 
critical thinking and focus in their studies. This need to tell who we are and 
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where we come from was mirrored in the community writing workshops I 
led. TLA started as a notion that wouldn’t budge no matter what challenges 
arose in trying to start a program that didn’t exist elsewhere or how many 
times my inner voices called out, “What do you think you’re doing?”

At the same time, I sensed that there was an emerging body of knowledge 
informing TLA that drew from the following:

 ■ Health research on how writing, storytelling, and other verbal arts contrib-
uted to health and well-being, such as the work of James Pennebaker (2007)

 ■ Feminist, women’s, and gender studies scholarship on what it means to 
write as a woman while using language privileging white men, such as the 
book Women’s Ways of Knowing: The Development of Self, Voice and Mind 
(Belenky et al. 1986)

 ■ Therapeutic modalities, such as narrative therapy (how changing the frame 
of how we story our lives can help us change our lives), poetry therapy 
(“promoting growth and healing through language, symbol and story” 
[National Association of Poetry Therapy 2004]), drama therapy and psy-
chodrama (drawing on theater and performance as a form of therapy), and 
therapeutic storytelling

 ■ Social change–focused theater and spoken word, such as Theatre of the 
Oppressed (founded by a director, writer, and politician as a radical, popu-
lar education movement), Bread and Puppet (founded by Peter Schuman, 
which raised social issues in a playful way, often using giant puppets and 
pageantry), Educational Theatre (founded in 1929 by three educators to 
employ theater for education), and Yellow Rage (founded by Michelle My-
ers and Catzie Vilayphonh, which is spoken-word poetry by Asian Ameri-
cans to raise issues and build bridges)5

 ■ Creative writing done by people in marginalized communities, people of 
color, and others often invisible in the mainstream to challenge the canon of 
literature taught in the educational system from preschool through gradu-
ate school (such as the novels of Louise Erdrich of Chippewa and Ojibwa 
descent, and the essays of Nancy Mairs, who writes about living with ad-
vanced multiple sclerosis)

 ■ Educational pedagogy informing group facilitation as well as organizational 
development

www.ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.ebook777.com

S E E I N G  T H E  W O R L D  T H E  W A Y  I T  I S  163

 ■ Mythology as applied to social change and personal development (such as 
work popularized by mythologist Joseph Campbell, writer Clarissa Pinkola 
Estés, and psychologist James Hillman)

Led by my students at and beyond Goddard, I developed TLA with fellow 
faculty in the Individualized MA program. The program began in 2000 with 
six students and has grown to include more than sixty graduates. Learning 
from our students how to refine program criteria, I also benefited greatly 
from an external review of the program by Janet Tallman from Antioch Uni-
versity; faculty input and all the insight that students, faculty, and I gained 
from the publication of The Power of Words: A Transformative Language 
Arts Reader, which I edited with Tallman; and the annual TLA conference 
founded at Goddard in 2003, which now is a project of the nonprofit TLA 
Network. The Individualized MA program today is part of a trio of programs 
at Goddard College, including Health Arts and Sciences, and Social Innova-
tion and Sustainability, that are part of a Goddard graduate institute focused 
on individual development and social change. TLA beyond Goddard is 
evident in many organizations, communities, and other institutions as TLA 
grows as a practice, movement, field, and profession.

Cultivating Constructed Knowledge
While TLA as a term is a recent development, the essence of TLA recognizes 
the ancient impulse to tell our truths—breaking the silences of marginalized 
individuals and communities and giving voice to the expansive possibilities 
of human potential. At the same time, TLA embraces dualities that often 
separate vocations and avocations: the personal and the political, words aloud 
and on the page, individual and community arts and voice, the psychology of 
personal healing, and the social change of societal change.

This challenge of growing our vision encompasses learning to listen, evalu-
ating what we know and how we know it, and opening ourselves to new ways 
of knowing. My experience shows me how much people need, in addition 
to or instead of therapy, to be heard and witnessed so that they can feel the 
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weight of their words (and what they know) and so that we who are listening 
can brook other perspectives. Yet paying attention flows two ways: from our 
focus on the world around us and from what we know, don’t know, sense, 
wonder about, and perceive within our own bodies, minds, and souls (which 
sometimes necessitates daydreaming on the page). The practice of using 
writing, storytelling, and theater to unearth meaning is one that requires and 
develops the patience and perception necessary for paying attention.

This expanded peripheral vision allows us to be more acutely in the 
world: to move beyond our ideas of what life or a particular moment is and 
isn’t so that we can take in more of the bigger reality beyond our frontal 
lobe. To me, this is at the heart of TLA, such as found in Patricia Fontaine’s 
master’s thesis, a stirring memoir about finding her place in the natural 
world after years of living with a facial distinction, or in Richard Hodgson’s 
workshops for elders in Midland, Texas, to tell their life stories. Truly listen-
ing stretches us, whether it’s what we hear in a circle of recovering batterers 
or what we experience collaborating with teens on a spoken-word perfor-
mance about their lives.

Stretching ourselves in this way is a way to both learn what is truest for 
us and unlearn what isn’t. In their brilliant book Women’s Ways of Knowing, 
Mary Belenky et al. (1986, 115) write about what they call the “Five Stages 
of Knowing,” a continuum spanning powerlessness to self-empowerment in 
what we know and how we know it:

1. Silence: total dependence on whims of external authority
2. Received knowledge: receive and reproduce knowledge
3. Subjective knowledge: truth and knowledge are conceived of as personal, 

private, and intuited
4. Procedural knowledge: rely on objective procedures for obtaining and 

communicating knowledge
5. Constructed knowledge: view all knowledge as contextual; value subjective 

and objective strategies

TLA seeks to cultivate constructed knowledge: ways of knowing ourselves 
and the world within the context of our individual and communal lives, in-
formed by what we think and feel and sometimes know even before we have 
words for it.
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Changing Lives,  
Changing Communities

On the ground, this focus can often change a life if not a whole community. 
A recent Goddard graduate, Joanna Tebbs Young, exemplifies this kind of 
change. Having grown up in a religious cult, Joanna first focused her studies 
on expressive writing for religious recovery, looking especially at identity and 
voice, as she writes in her thesis:

In the scripted worlds of my church and our patriarchal society, I never thought 
about what roles I was being asked to play. Who I was as an individual, in rela-
tion to myself, wasn’t something I’d considered asking myself even though I 
was in actual fact doing so every day that I wrote in my journal. I hadn’t given 
thought to the lack of “feminine” in my inner and outer cultures; it is impos-
sible to consider something you don’t know exists. (Young 2013, 15)

Through studying spirituality/religion, mythology, women’s studies, ex-
pressive writing, and psychology/embodiment studies, she came not only 
to consider questions and approaches she hadn’t known existed but also to 
more fully claim her authority as a writer, workshop facilitator, and scholar. 
Calling Little Gypsy Home: Reclaiming Voice through Expressive Writing and 
the Sacred Feminine, her thesis project, included a memoir, Sing from the 
Womb: Leaving Fundamentalism in Search of Voice; a workshop curriculum, 
“Voice Quest: Writing Yourself Home”; and a critical essay on the context of 
her studies. Conceptualizing and communicating her story was the necessary 
path to hearing her own voice, re-visioning her life, and both shedding and 
integrating ways of knowing, all of which landed her in greater clarity about 
her life’s purpose:

I want to know what I do believe and I want to heal. No, more than that. I want 
to purge the old internal language, the negative beliefs that I am inherently im-
perfect and that I must constantly strive to be more than human. I want to be 
proud to be a woman, one who is not trapped by Christian or patriarchal ideals. 
I want to be happy in my own body, my own life, my own ideas and emotions. 
I want to stop feeling oppressed by this life that was handed to me and instead 
give myself new life. To finally know, really know, that I am a woman, fully 
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voiced, fully sexual, fully sensual. To find that place where, as Marion Wood-
man said in Leaving My Father’s House, “mother and gypsy are one.” To accept 
my body and all the emotions surging through it. Every word I write is a chip 
away at that black wall. (Young 2013, 18)

By giving us the space on the page or the screen in a circle of others paying 
close attention, we can both “chip away at that black wall” that keeps us from 
ourselves and the world and “legend deep” to find the world as it really is.

Joanna’s journey also illustrates TLA as a calling and a profession, as she 
makes her living through facilitating workshops and writing about TLA. 
Not only does she model how TLA can transform an individual life, but in 
her workshops and classes she helps various communities write themselves 
into insight, health, and creativity. “You must write, and read, as if your life 
depended on it,” Adrienne Rich (1993, 32–33) also wrote, and for Joanna 
reading and writing as if her life depended on it gave her

the ability to hear my own story in my own voice, to make meaning out of the 
chaotic inner world of mixed messages and assigned roles. I learned that when 
others label and judge me it is merely because I am a convenient hook to hang the 
mirror in which they see themselves. I learned to speak from a place of truth, that 
place of my own values, opinions, and thoughts. But above all, I learned that my 
feelings—both emotional and sensual—are valid and worthy of speaking up for.

From the personal to the political, TLA in action speaks to communities 
as well as individuals. The changes that happen in individuals ripple out to 
the families and communities that they are part of, such as in the case of Jo-
anna. When she presented her graduate study as part of her requirement for 
graduation, reading from her memoir and leading people in writing exercises 
in the scenic upper gardens on the Goddard campus, her extended family 
found TLA vital in helping them understand the systematic oppression they 
experienced in their previous religious community. Writing through their 
tears while Joanna read her writing through her own, the whole family found 
greater clarity and connectedness.

TLA also can bring a community together to save its sense of identity and, 
in this case, land that is sacred to many people for a variety of reasons. In the 
early 2000s, I was part of a large group that opposed a freeway route in rural 
Kansas that would have destroyed Native American burial sites, pristine na-
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tive prairie (including an endangered flower) and woodlands, historic sites, 
and a great many Century Farms (farms that had been operating for more 
than 100 years). The seventy-two people who showed up at a rural church 
for the first meeting were wildly diverse; as one reporter wrote, that diver-
sity showed up in our shoes: Birkenstocks, high heels, running shoes, bare 
feet, moccasins, tasseled loafers, and work boots. To bring us into a cohesive 
organization, the other meeting organizers and I decided to ask each person 
to stand up and tell his or her story. I facilitated the storytelling while my 
husband wrote each person’s main points on big sheets of paper that, as the 
storytelling continued for more than three hours, covered two large walls.

A middle-aged farmer stood up and cried when he explained how the road 
would destroy his livelihood, home, and way of life. A mother of three told 
the story of her friend’s son being killed on the current road because it was so 
dangerous. A rancher and leader of the local farm bureau explained how the 
new highway would split his ranch, making it impossible to rotate cattle. A 
barefoot hippie mama spoke about the potential effect of new power lines on 
the birds. A history buff and retired physician said that there were actual ruts 
from the Santa Fe Trail on his land as well as native burial sites, which he (and 
three generations before him) vowed to always protect. A Native American 
woman and lawyer told us the history of treaties between some of the land 
threatened and the Kansa tribe.

By the time the storytelling was finished, we saw in one another’s percep-
tions, history, and experience a common vision that bonded us and a clear 
mission to advocate for the current highway to be widened instead of building 
a new freeway. Our individual narratives helped us locate the larger narrative 
of our community. Had it not been for the storytelling at that first meeting 
and even at subsequent meetings, the group might never have formed. One 
night of storytelling laid the foundation for five years of working together, 
dozens of meetings, hundreds of e-mails, and thousands of pages of informa-
tion, research, and testimony to convince the highway department to reach 
a compromise with our group. While a new freeway was built, its route was 
altered to protect most of the family farms and ranches and all the native 
prairies, woodlands, and historic and sacred sites.

TLA can bring us to the commons: the place owned collectively, metaphori-
cally or literally, by the community in which we can exchange ideas, make 
plans, develop collaborative projects, or simply find the time and space to 



Free ebooks ==>   www.ebook777.com

168 C H A P T E R  8

listen to each other. Like the many potlucks our highway group had, featur-
ing everything from green Jell-O molds to grilled tofu, sharing our stories can 
bring enough collective sustenance to help us find our way and find each other.

Making a Living: TLA as Practice
Almost fifteen years ago, I realized that even in Kansas, where personal growth 
and community-building workshops and consulting aren’t as viable as in major 
urban areas or on the coasts, I could make a living simply through practicing 
TLA in my community. It wouldn’t necessarily be a well-heeled living, plus 
there’s the feast-or-famine syndrome of living as a freelancer, but it would enable 
me to eat, contribute toward the mortgage, keep the dog distracted with enough 
rawhide, and do work that I value deeply and that also serves my community.

This kind of livelihood—one that draws on our gifts, challenges us to 
stretch and develop in new ways, and serves our community—fits my defini-
tion of “Right Livelihood,” one part of the Buddhist Eightfold Path for how to 
live. Loosely translated, Right Livelihood means earning a living ethically and 
without doing harm, what has been called “conscious livelihood.”

TLA as a community practice—whether in the form of leading workshops 
for parents who have lost a child (Carol Henderson) or consulting with com-
munities on the poetic as spiritual practice (Callid Keefe-Perry)—is very 
much a form of conscious or ethical livelihood, requiring of its practitioners 
a lifelong commitment to working from the place where their gifts and skills 
meets their communities’ needs.

Here is a sampling of how some transformative language artists make their 
livings:

 ■ Suzanne Adams (2013) worked for years as a successful certified public ac-
countant while balancing the demands of being a mother to her three sons 
in a Houston suburb. A sense that she wasn’t doing the work of her heart, 
coupled with illness in her extended family, brought Suzanne to Goddard 
to study TLA. At first, she thought she wanted to lead workshops for people 
facing cancer, but she soon discovered, to her surprise and delight, that 
she was an essayist drawn to explore spirituality, and that even though she 
was a mother to sons, she needed to facilitate writing and expressive arts 
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workshops for adolescent girls. Since her graduation, she has made her liv-
ing through leading workshops at public and private schools, at the county 
juvenile probation office, throughout the Houston area, and at conferences 
beyond Texas. Her essays have been published in numerous journals and 
magazines, including Radical Psychology, Diving in the Moon, Trivia: Voices 
of Feminism, Brain, Child, and Family Life.

 ■ Scott Youmans was part of the dot-com bubble in the Pacific Northwest and 
could have continued a very lucrative career as a software developer, but 
he was drawn to study TLA, especially the conjunction between mythology 
and maleness. His thesis, a memoir of growing up male, was accompanied 
by a curriculum for workshops for men that he intended to turn into a 
livelihood after graduation. The more he led workshops, however, the 
more he sensed there was another step. Living in Philadelphia but moving 
soon to California, he is now enrolled at the Starr King School for Ministry, 
planning to become a minister in the Unitarian Universalist Church while 
incorporating TLA into his future ministry work.

 ■ Taína Asili, a Puerto Rican vocalist and songwriter, sees her songwriting 
and performance (solo and with her band, La Banda Rebelde) as carrying 
on the traditions of her ancestors. She also makes her living through leading 
writing and songwriting workshops for children and adults, reaching out 
especially to marginalized populations, including incarcerated women, ref-
ugees, and union workers. On tour widely around and beyond the United 
States, she travels from her home in Rochester, New York, with her young 
children, husband, and the rest of her band to inspire audiences to find and 
use their individual and communal voices.

 ■ Nancy Morgan, after losing her mother, her husband, and a close friend to 
cancer in a short span of time, realized that she needed to help others write 
their way through this disease and that the others she needed to work with 
weren’t only patients but also patients’ families, nurses, doctors, therapists, 
technicians, and others in the cancer community. She has served as direc-
tor of Arts and Humanities at the Lombardi Cancer Center in Washington, 
D.C., since 2001, walking through the halls of the hospital handing out 
journals, leading totem-making workshops for doctors, singing sessions for 
chaplains, and writing workshops for families (Brooks 2006).

 ■ Larry Greer of Alfred, Maine, worked for decades as a successful building 
contractor. Then one day, a postcard arrived advertising Goddard College, 
and Larry, without thinking about it, told his wife, Peggy, that maybe it was 
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time for him to get a college degree. He quickly forgot about the postcard, 
but weeks later, while he and Peggy were driving through Vermont, she 
insisted that he follow up on his hunch, which turned into years attend-
ing Goddard to earn a BA and then a MA in Individualized Studies. Larry 
thought that his new profession, as an interfaith minister, was where he 
landed, but that land kept changing as he found himself drawn to hospice 
work. Such pastoral care evolved to include TLA as Larry developed writing 
and storytelling workshops for ministers on how to talk about death and 
dying, cultivate greater comfort with such hard topics, and develop greater 
capacity to be present with those making the transition.

Making a living in TLA is individualized, attuned to the practitioner’s 
skills and gifts, community and region, background, and values. It takes great 
perseverance to do work that satisfies and serves, often where there exists no 
previous path. When I imagine explaining to my young adult self how I would 
make a living today, I can easily sense her skepticism. But now that I’ve been 
through all the associated uncertainty—planning workshops that may or may 
not fill up, writing grants that could easily be denied, and planning collabora-
tions that could disappear with a change in the wind—I realize that seeking 
right livelihood through TLA or any emerging profession takes resilience and 
flexibility and an ability to let changes in plans not distract the practitioner 
from his or her big picture of work and life, not take rejection personally, 
and seek out ways to move ahead. At the same time, most people doing TLA 
for a living need to be cognizant of the ethical issues involved in their work, 
particularly when it comes to facilitating an arts-based process that may lead 
to health and healing, individual change, or community unity.

The Gift of Our Callings
TLA is foremost focused on helping individuals and communities—and our 
own selves as transformative language artists—find our art through our prac-
tice and ourselves through our art. Lewis Hyde (1978), in his superb book The 
Gift: Imagination and the Erotic Life of Property, writes,
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Most artists are brought to their vocation when their own nascent gifts are 
awakened by the work of a master. That is to say, most artists are converted to 
art by art itself. Finding one’s voice isn’t just an emptying and purifying oneself 
of the words of others but an adopting and embracing of filiations, communi-
ties, and discourses. Inspiration could be called inhaling the memory of an act 
never experienced. Invention, it must be humbly admitted, does not consist in 
creating out of void but out of chaos. (47)

TLA recognizes that what we create comes within the context of who we 
are as part of—and also at times beyond the reaches of—our upbringing, 
workplaces, hometowns and current communities, religions, ethnicities, and 
overall background. “Master” here isn’t necessarily a Pulitzer Prize–winning 
writer or Oscar-winning playwright but rather whoever or whatever illu-
minates the possibilities of using language to grasp more of life’s meaning 
and verve. At the same time, we can and do wake up our own creativity and 
purpose by interacting with the work of masters. As a writer, I’ve considered 
myself to have apprenticeships with other authors, some of whom I’ve met 
but never actually worked with (William Stafford) and others whom I’ve 
never met (Adrienne Rich). We can claim the gift of art by listening to other 
voices as well as by listening to ourselves. As Joseph Conrad (1926, originally 
published in 1897) writes,

The artist appeals . . . to that in us which is a gift and not an acquisition—and, 
therefore, more permanently enduring. He speaks to our capacity for delight 
and wonder, to the sense of mystery surrounding our lives; to our sense of pity, 
and beauty, and pain; to the latent feeling of fellowship with all creation—to the 
subtle but invincible conviction of solidarity that knits together the loneliness 
of innumerable hearts, to the solidarity . . . which binds together all human-
ity—the dead to the living and the living to the unborn. (xi–xii)

Such is the work that endures and that connects us, as the Hebrew saying 
“L’vor V’dor” tells us, from one generation to the next. Transformative language 
artists, in cobbling together a livelihood, are trying not to make commodities 
of writing, storytelling, and performance but rather to use the written, spoken, 
and sung word to steer our culture away from the market-based economy in 
which everything can be bought and sold, and all value is determined as such, 
and toward what Hyde calls “a gift economy,” one in which we live according 
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to what gifts we have to pass on to others and our wealth comes from service to 
community and finding home within ourselves.

Charting out a career in TLA may entail a business plan and learning about 
branding and other forms of marketing, but the heart of it comes from con-
tinual conversation with our callings: the work we sense we’re most called on 
to do and the life we know we’re meant to lead. A call, as Gregg Levoy (1997) 
writes in his wonderful book Callings: Finding and Following an Authentic 
Life, is a lifelong conversation, not simply a lightning strike that illuminates 
everything (although lightning does sometimes strike):

Primarily this force announces the need for change, and the response for which 
it calls is an awakening of some kind. A call is only a monologue. A return call, a 
response, creates a dialogue. Our own unfolding requires that we be in constant 
dialogue with whatever is calling us. The call and one’s response to it are also 
a central metaphor for the spiritual life, and in Latin there is even a correspon-
dence between the words for listening and following. (7)

In many ways, the relationship between us and our callings is very much 
like the relationship between us and the blank page or screen, the silent room, 
or the quiet stage. The individual practice of TLA, just like it did for me when 
I learned to write from the page, places us face-to-face with our own trans-
formative practice with words. John Dewey (1897) agrees, having written in 
his pedagogic creed, “I believe finally, that education must be conceived as 
a continuing reconstruction of experience; that the process and the goal of 
education are one and the same thing” (77–80). We write, tell stories, sing, or 
speak as a way of knowing, expanding our awareness of the world and of our 
own souls, and learning how to listen and pay attention. TLA helps us to see 
the world at least twice: first as we experience it at the moment and later what 
we discover as life “legends itself / deep, the way it is.”
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Additional Resources
Bread and Puppet: http://breadandpuppet.org.

Healing Story Alliance: http://healingstory.org.

Theatre of the Oppressed: http://schooltheatre.org/About/History.
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Transformative Language Arts Network: http://TLANetwork.org. 

Turning Point: The Center for Healing and Hope: http://turningpointkc.org.

Yellow Rage: Spoken Word Poetry: http://www.yellowrage.com.

Notes
1. Turning Point is a model for community centers embracing individuals and 
families facing serious illness, including programs for young children through 
programs for adults facing end-of-life issues. More can be found at http://turning 
pointkc.org.

2. Such writing prompts are commonly referred to as sentence stems, allowing 
participants to take the beginning of the sentence any direction they wish. I often 
instruct people to start with the sentence stem, fill in the words that come to them, 
and, when they run out of words, repeat the sentence stem as many times as needed 
until they’ve written all they have to say on this topic.

3. By “field,” I am referring to an academic discipline or area of study, something 
departmentalized in colleges and universities, such as English, botany, and 
American history. A tradition, however, is something more wiry—it’s more of a 
trend, either within a field (such as the tradition of spiritual memoir as part of the 
field of autobiography) or outside academia in many cases entirely (such as the 
tradition of acupuncture).

4. In her writing about re-vision, Rich was specifically speaking to women 
claiming their voice in a male-dominated society, yet I believe that what she is 
saying speaks deeply to anyone, marginalized or privileged, when it comes to 
cultivating the re-vision required to effect positive societal change that honors 
many voices and perspectives.

5. See the “Additional Resources” section for websites.
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Hip-Hop: Pen of the People
David Shanks and Randy Tonge

9

I sit and write in my journal, the words are my journey
leave the past in the past, hold on to the jewels the rest is just trash.
—Diggs (2013)

[Editor’s note: In 2013, David Shanks, a hip-hop artist who performs under 
the name Traum Diggs, and his manager Randy Tonge began a documentary 
moviemaking project on hip-hop songwriting as a form of expressive writing. 
This project connected them with thought leaders in journal therapy and poetry 
therapy, and the two were invited to contribute a firsthand account of the short 
history but enormous impact of hip-hop as an expressive form. Although they 
collaborated on the chapter, the voice throughout is David’s.]

Hip-Hop1 music and culture celebrates its fortieth (or forty-first, depending 
on the source) anniversary in 2014. What began in the parks of the South 
Bronx is now a global phenomenon and billion-dollar industry. During this 
time, hip-hop music has been at the center of a number of controversies and 
has constantly had to defend its artistry and purpose. From congressional 
hearings to retail chain demonstrations to community protests, the youngest 
American-born art form has been much maligned and is considered by many 
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to be useless at best and dangerous at worst. Much of the controversy can be 
credited to a lack of understanding and dialogue between generations along 
with some political grandstanding and a myriad of other factors that often 
distract from the actual issues being addressed on hip-hop records.

This is not to say that the artists themselves don’t deserve their share of 
the blame for often creating content that falls on the “useless/dangerous” 
continuum. Over the past ten years, it is becoming more and more difficult 
to find any substantive content in hip-hop music. The most popular and pro-
moted examples of the genre are songs obsessed with materialism, misogyny, 
and drug abuse. This brings about the age-old question, Which came first, the 
chicken or the egg? Does hip-hop reflect the ills of our society, or does the 
music influence the lawlessness in communities in the inner city and beyond?

My argument would be a little bit of both. To ignore and dismiss hip-hop 
is to ignore and dismiss the afflictions of the disenfranchised and disadvan-
taged of our nation. To engage hip-hop and truly listen to its messages—good 
and bad, top to bottom—is to acquire a deeper understanding of the complex 
lives of our youth. Hip-hop was born in America and is a product of its envi-
ronment. For many of us, it is the only language we speak.

The Message
Hip-Hop was developed as a music and culture in the mid-1970s. Its ele-
ments consist of the DJ (the party rocker, the guy who plays the music), the 
MC (the microphone controller, master of ceremonies, later known as the 
rapper), the B-Boy (or B-Girl, break dancer), and the Graffiti artist (street 
artist). Clive Campbell, aka DJ Kool Herc, began throwing “park jams” in 
the South Bronx around 1973. The park jam is much like the dance party 
that most of us know today. The only difference is that the entire setup 
(turntables, records, speakers, and so on) was brought to the local park 
and electricity was “borrowed” from the streetlights. The DJ would play 
records and entertain the large crowds of partygoers and spectators until 
the cops inevitably came to shut it down. Afrika Bambaataa, a DJ, former 
member of the Black Spades street gang and creator of the Universal Zulu 

www.ebook777.com

http://www.ebook777.com


Free ebooks ==>   www.ebook777.com

H I P - H O P  177

Nation, also organized parties and events as a means to combat the rampant 
gang violence that was taking place in New York City. Bambaataa coined 
the phrase “peace, unity, love, and having fun,” which would become the 
adopted mantra of Hip-Hop culture, one that lives on today for those of us 
who consider ourselves “true school” Hip-Hoppers.

Although the purpose of hip-hop was clear from the onset, the content in 
the music itself rarely addressed the harsh realities of life in the South Bronx 
and Harlem during that era. It was all about partying and proving who was 
the best on the microphone. Hip-hop music’s first big hit record was a play-
ful and easy-to-follow tune called “Rapper’s Delight” by the Sugar Hill Gang 
(1979). The release and success of “Rapper’s Delight” is one of the most piv-
otal moments in the forty-year history of hip-hop. Without it, what we now 
know as “rap music” probably would not exist.

And this brings us to the distinction between rap music and hip-hop. 
There is a faction of hip-hoppers that take exception with the “fluffy,” non-
substantive music that often passes as hip-hop. They consider such music 
“rap” but not hip-hop. Hip-hop to them has a message.

The origin of this theory began in 1982 with a song aptly titled “The Mes-
sage.” This song by pioneering rap group and Rock and Roll Hall of Fame 
inductees Grand Master Flash & the Furious Five (1982) is the single most 
important song for those who enjoy their hip-hop with some substance. For 
the record, I consider myself part of that group. Grand Master Melle Mel, 
Furious Five member and songwriter of “The Message,” paints a hauntingly 
vivid picture of life in the slums of the South Bronx equipped with junkies, 
roaches, rats, unemployment, and dilapidated real estate. It was the first time 
a rapper gave an honest depiction of the world outside his door.

Without Melle Mel’s words and this song I have nothing to write about 
in this chapter. It was in the recording of “The Message” that hip-hop 
found a voice and gave a voice to the voiceless. My contribution to this 
work is dedicated to Grand Master Flash & the Furious Five for discover-
ing their voice and inspiring a generation to discover theirs, in particular, 
for inspiring a little dude from Brooklyn, New York, named David Shanks, 
who would study and learn how to use hip-hop music to describe the world 
outside his door and later to express the feelings and thoughts inside his 
heart and mind.
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Fresh for ’88: It Takes a Nation  
of Millions to Hold Us Back

My journey in hip-hop begins in Brooklyn, circa 1988. Compared to what 
was happening in many other parts of the borough, I would consider my life 
pretty sheltered in the East Flatbush neighborhood, where my brother Julius 
and I grew up. Of course, I still didn’t escape the “raised by a single mother” 
stigma that plays way too often in black and inner-city households. Growing 
up in the 1980s, it was very difficult to find role models that looked, dressed, 
and spoke like me. Of course, there was Optimus Prime, but he was a robot. 
There was Superman and Batman, but they were white men in tights. We all 
loved Dr. Huxtable (Bill Cosby) as a father figure, but I’m not certain how 
many of us could relate to him.

But emerging from our own neighborhoods were these supercool figures 
like Run-DMC, Slick Rick, and Big Daddy Kane, who seemed larger than life 
and just as cool as the guys from the 1970s Blaxploitation movies. The dif-
ference? They spoke and looked just like the guys from our neighborhood, 
and they weren’t selling drugs. I instantly gravitated to these new characters 
on my television screen. How did they get there? What did they have to do? 
Whatever it is, that’s what I want to do. That was the inspiration that led to 
me picking up a pen and pad and writing my first rhyme.

To fully understand my development as a writer and child of Hip-Hop 
culture, it is important to discuss the landscape of hip-hop music in 1988 
and the artists who would influence my expression. Much like the shift that 
occurred in 1982 with “The Message,” there was another shift in 1988 that 
lends much credence to the argument that it is the greatest year in Hip-Hop 
history thus far.

“The Message” introduced the rapper as an “urban griot”2 and truth speaker. 
In 1988, Hip-Hop collectively emerged as the black conscience of America with 
unfiltered tales of reality, racial pride, and identity. Although the bravado and 
brashness remained, much of the braggadocio was being replaced with a rage 
pointed directly at “the powers that be.” The two landmark albums that still 
exemplify this rage twenty-five years later are N.W.A.’s Straight Outta Compton 
and Public Enemy’s It Takes a Nation of Millions to Hold Us Back. It is diffi-
cult for me to say anything about N.W.A. that the acronym for “Niggaz With 
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Attitudes” doesn’t already suggest. Behind the profane language and blatant 
disrespect for women and authority, however, is some of the most honest social 
commentary ever set to music. A song titled “F*** Da Police” caused shock and 
outrage in mainstream America but was an absolutely accurate sentiment from 
the inner city, where victims of constant harassment and brutality developed 
a deep-rooted distrust and even hatred for those who are sworn to protect 
and serve our communities. It was freedom of speech on full display, and as a 
youngster I loved every minute of it.

In contrast to the “rabble-rousing” and quintessentially explicit lyrics and 
persona of N.W.A. was the more organized, articulate, and maybe even more 
threatening music of Public Enemy. On its second album, Public Enemy 
created a sound track for black nationalism that would have certainly made 
Malcolm X proud. It is where many kids (and adults) first learned about 
figures like Malcolm and Minister Louis Farrakhan. Besides my own mother, 
Public Enemy is probably the reason why I never succumbed to the pressure 
of selling or taking any hard drugs. The detailed warnings about drug dealing 
and abuse on songs like “Night of the Living Baseheads” (Public Enemy 1988) 
were enough to scare me straight for good.

Besides N.W.A. and Public Enemy, artists like Eric B. and Rakim, Boogie 
Down Productions, the Jungle Brothers, and EPMD also had landmark al-
bum releases in 1988. Many of the artists of this era, including Rakim and the 
aforementioned Big Daddy Kane, were either members or affiliates of the Five 
Percent Nation of Gods and Earths. A discussion of the “Five Percenters” could 
constitute its own chapter, but in short it began as an offshoot of the Nation 
of Islam, started in Harlem in the early 1960s by Clarence Smith, aka Clarence 
13X, and it teaches that the black man is the original man on Earth and there-
fore the fathers (and mothers) of civilization. Rakim, in particular, introduced 
these teachings, dubbed as “knowledge of self,” throughout his rhymes. In the 
years to come, a host of artists would follow in his tradition to create what is 
often called “God Rap” because of its references to the black man as “God.”

Boogie Down Productions’ second and third albums, By All Means Neces-
sary (1988) and Ghetto Music (1989), accompanied Public Enemy’s efforts 
in raising the black conscience and teaching racial pride. The song “You 
Must Learn,” in particular, was my first African American studies course and 
instilled a self-pride that was not being taught or cultivated in school. Front 
man KRS-ONE introduced many of us to men like Eli Whitney, Benjamin 
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Banniker, and Granville Woods, who were important not only in black his-
tory but in American history as well.

Video Killed the Radio Star
From Gangsta Rap to Conscious Rap, hip-hop in 1988 introduced a host of 
new role models and antiheroes with diverse looks, thoughts, and sounds. 
Once dismissed as a passing fad, hip-hop was making its way into the main-
stream. The key facilitator in this move would be the music video. It is not 
a coincidence that the most important hip-hop music video program would 
also debut on the most important music video network in this same year.

Once upon a time, “BRT” (Before Reality Television), a cable network 
named MTV, short for “Music Television,” played music videos all day long. 
However, in the early 1980s, there were not too many brown faces on the 
channel that weren’t named Michael Jackson or Prince. In 1988, the network 
took a chance on the new rap phenomenon when it premiered the first epi-
sode of Yo! MTV Raps, a show exclusively dedicated to featuring videos and 
interviews with hip-hop artists. The show was an instant hit and became one 
of MTV’s highest-rated shows. Yo! MTV Raps was instrumental in bringing 
hip-hop from the streets of New York and Los Angeles into the living rooms 
of Kentucky and Indiana and resonated not only with young black and Latino 
kids but with all nationalities and social classes. More important than the 
words, the images of these new stars would leave a lasting impression and 
would soon establish Hip-Hop as the darling of Madison Avenue, being used 
to sell everything from stereos to sneakers to peanut butter.

“Trauma Not a Drama  
Not a Dramatization”

At the age of ten, I quietly found my passion and the vehicle that I would use 
to express myself for the rest of my life. The development of Hip-Hop some 
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fifteen years into its existence and ten years into my own existence would, 
in many ways, shape who I am as a man and certainly who I am as an artist.

I grew up in a household with my mother, my older brother, and two older 
female cousins. However, whether by nature or by force, I spent a great deal 
of time alone. Mom was always working, my cousins were at least seven years 
older than me and were doing whatever teenage girls do, and my brother 
thought he was way too cool back then to have his little bro tagging along.

Looking back, I actually adapted quite easily and embraced the solitude 
without much of a fight. Hip-hop had a lot to do with that. I would sit in my 
room for hours listening to music and writing my little raps. It was my own 
world, my refuge from whatever was happening around me. To this day, no 
matter what pressures are weighing me down, I can still put on a favorite tune 
and engulf myself in the rhythms and words, blocking everything else out.

When you consider the amount of time I spent digesting the beats and 
rhymes of the artists I mentioned earlier, among many others from that time 
period, I am very lucky to have grown up in an era where there was such a 
balance of positive and negative content as my young mind was being shaped 
by the “Chuck Ds” and “Ice Cubes” of the world. I agree with the late Tupac 
Shakur (1995), who said that many young black boys learn about manhood 
from the rappers they idolize. Other than my uncles and a few men in the 
neighborhood, my only view into manhood was from my favorite hip-hop 
artists. They shaped my ideas about life, politics, history, and certainly 
women. They taught me how to handle confrontation. The balance between 
what I learned from my mom and what I learned from my father figures in 
hip-hop is the balance that I carried as a man for better or worse throughout 
most of my young adult life. As I mature, I am doing a better job of knowing 
when to follow my mom and when to follow Ice Cube.

My raps were fairly elementary early on, but by the time I entered high 
school, I had gained confidence and a more extensive vocabulary. My subject 
matter was pretty much contained to how great of an MC I was and how 
many cool ways I could get that point across. Oh, and girls, of course. To 
prove how serious I was, I took on the name “MC Trauma” because I was 
“trauma on the mic” (microphone). My most devastating rap at the time was 
“Trauma not a drama not a dramatization, I can whip up a rhyme to rip the 
whole nation or planet, suckas can’t stand it cause I’m too dope and battling me 
is like walking a tightrope.” Yes, I had already learned plenty from the rappers 
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I idolized, but I was not old enough or skilled enough to channel any of those 
lessons into my own music.

The one thing I was able to develop as a thirteen-year-old that still lives 
with me today is my writing process. Essentially, I have the same writing 
process now that I had in high school. I get my hands on a piece of music, 
whether it’s a beat given to me by a producer or just a song that catches my 
ear, and it moves me one way or another. I write according to the mood that 
the music inspires. I never force a topic or an emotion on a beat. If I cannot 
write what the beat makes me feel, I simply step away from it until I find the 
words to match the feeling. It also helps that I have a record player in my 
head, so I can always pull a beat from somewhere in my subconscious and 
write to it without actually listening to the music. Once I have absorbed the 
music, it is stored somewhere in my memory bank and can be withdrawn 
at any point. I think that comes from the countless hours of undisturbed 
listening as a child.

Writing in Your Own Voice:  
Hip-Hop as the Template  

for Expression
Hip-hop has evolved from a need to keep peace in the streets to becoming 
the voice of the streets and is now the voice of expression for young people 
worldwide. As a senior hip-hopper (which sounds ridiculous), my hope for 
the youngsters behind me is that they are made aware of hip-hop as a tool of 
real expression and not just a vehicle to make money and become famous. 
Hip-hop can be an escape, and hip-hop can be a vehicle for just the oppo-
site—to delve deep into the root of an issue, whether internal or external, and 
ponder or provide a solution.

In my darkest days, when nothing else gave me comfort, the ability to write 
my own unique form of poetry saved my life. If my music had never gener-
ated a penny, I would still be forever indebted to the pioneers who brought 
me the gift and showed me the power of words. I think parents, teachers, and 
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therapists need to take the blinders off and realize that our youth identify with 
Hip-Hop culture almost across the board, and we need to show them how to 
use that to help them help themselves.

When Randy and I discovered journal therapy and poetry therapy, we im-
mediately drew the parallels between many of the principles and our favorite 
hip-hop records. Like the four types of writing in journal therapy (Adams 
2006), hip-hop can be cathartic, reflective, process oriented, and integrative:

 ■ In “Welcome to the Terrordome” (Public Enemy 1990b), Chuck D makes a 
clear, cathartic statement about refusing to lose. He articulates the troubles 
he faces in American society, and to the rhythm of pounding drums and 
a thumping bass line, he affirms that he will continue to fight. I can still 
recall the image of Brooklyn native and former heavyweight champion 
Mike Tyson walking to the ring to “Welcome to the Terrordome” before 
many of his very brief, very dominant title defenses. In his black boxing 
trunks, black shoes, and emotionless facial expressions, his presence alone 
embodied Hip-Hop and screamed antiestablishment; Public Enemy was the 
cathartic sound track.

 ■ CL Smooth, reflecting on his relationship with his Uncle Doc on the song 
“They Reminisce Over You (T.R.O.Y.)” (Rock and Smooth 1992), gives 
credit to his uncle for being a positive male influence in the absence of his 
own father. This relationship is made more powerful when it is noted that 
the song “T.R.O.Y.” is dedicated to a departed friend. This shows that the 
lesson learned from Uncle Doc about caring and the importance of family 
are not wasted on CL Smooth; as he reflects on the death of a friend, he 
takes time to “reminisce” on other family members who had a direct and 
positive impact on his life.

 ■ In the song “Nas Is Like,” preeminent hip-hop lyricist Nas (1999) exam-
ines the creation of a new life and the sudden, often violent ways that life 
can be taken in an urban environment. This type of reflection and analysis 
creates the opportunity for growth for the artist and the listener. Ques-
tions arise as to why this is the environment that we live in and why we 
are accepting of it. By discussing birth and death in the same lyric, Nas 
opens the door for discussion about the future of that newly born child 
and offers his observation of parallel process between two acts of life that, 
taken separately, are unrelated.
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 ■ Southern hip-hop legends Outkast and the Goodie Mob (1994) used their 
song “Git Up and Git Out” as a direct call to action from integrated wisdom 
learned through personal struggle and growth. This is how hip-hop changes 
lives. We can discuss our lot in life, we can analyze it, we can lament it, and 
we can even accept it, but it is up to us to choose to change it. Hip-Hop, not 
only as an industry but also as a form of expression, has always been a tool 
for the undervalued to integrate this change into their lives.

Whether it’s Tupac’s “Dear Mama” (Shakur 1995) or Public Enemy’s 
“Fight The Power” (1990a), nothing is more poignant or beautiful to me than 
a hip-hop song with a message—one that analyzes the world from an artist’s 
eyes, tells us a life story, or talks about a love lost and/or found. Hip-hop lyr-
ics have unique origins and unique audiences, but when words are used to 
express something real, the personal becomes the universal, a key principle 
in poetry therapy (Hynes and Hynes-Berry 2012). In my song “My Journal” 
(Diggs 2013), I address my frustration with myself over not being where I 
anticipated I would be career-wise at this point in my life (“I’m ashamed my-
self it took this long / I don’t need you to tell me what I did wrong”). I address 
my relationship issues and relate them to my relationship with my own dad 
(“and my pop is seventy and he’s all alone and I’m dreading that that could be 
me”). It was not a song that I made for anyone other than myself, but from the 
feedback, I can see that I am not alone in my journey toward self-discovery. It 
was so necessary for me to speak freely and honestly to myself about my own 
shortcomings. I believe the song is both cathartic and reflective with traces of 
integration in lines like “leave the past in the past, hold on to the jewels the rest 
is just trash.” I am speaking to myself and anyone else who can absorb those 
words and apply them to his or her own life.

The Process
Hip-hop begins with a writer, his or her thoughts and feelings, and a pro-
cess to turn those thoughts and feelings into words and then music. Some 
writers take a more structured approach. They choose a topic beforehand 
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and then use their words to expound on that topic or subject matter. Others 
come from a more emotional place and simply release what is inside them 
in the particular moment. In relation, some MCs are disciplined writers, 
while others create spontaneously. In listening to the music, these differ-
ent approaches can be pinpointed. Rakim is a disciplined and structured 
writer and lyricist who is highly regarded for his scientific approach, while 
Tupac’s greatness lies in the passion and emotion behind his words. One’s 
gift is his use of words, and the other’s is his delivery of those words. This 
is what makes hip-hop truly the voice of the voiceless. It has always been 
an all-inclusive form of expression. The only structure is that there is no 
structure. The only rule is that there are no rules.

This also makes hip-hop a powerful tool to build or to destroy, depending 
on who is using it. At its best and most artistic, the thoughts and feelings be-
ing expressed are honest and authentic. More often than not, however, what 
is classified as hip-hop is manufactured and insincere. Of course, the same 
can be said about pop music in general, which takes us back to the distinction 
between hip-hop and rap music. To reiterate, if the foundation of the music 
is not peace, unity, love, and having fun, it is not hip-hop:

 ■ Peace among each other begins with peace within ourselves.
 ■ Unity with our neighbors begins with unity with your god or your spirit or 
the universe or whatever or whomever you believe in.

 ■ Love begins at home; self-love is the foundation.
 ■ Having fun is the fellowship and the freedom to let go of our drama and 
issues and enjoy the moment. It’s never about having fun at the expense of 
someone else.

These principles, described differently in different disciplines and prac-
tices, are at the core of all therapy. We all want to be accepted, loved, re-
spected, and appreciated, and it all begins inside our own hearts and minds. 
Self-esteem, self-confidence, self-determination, self-love can all be achieved 
through self-expression. We use our own gifts to unveil the root of our an-
ger, discontent, shame, or unworthiness and to work our way through them. 
Whether it is journal writing, poetry, art, dance, or hip-hop, each is a different 
road to the same desired path.
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Writing as a Tool to Measure Growth
As hip-hop enters its third generation, I believe we are finally beginning to 
see maturity in the art. Recent albums by veteran artists Jay-Z and Nas show 
that hip-hop can grow old gracefully and address subjects like fatherhood, 
divorce, and the trappings of fame with clarity and honesty. They offer the 
best examples of artists growing through their catalog, as both released their 
first albums more than fifteen years ago and have remained in the spotlight 
ever since. From street corner hustlers to young entrepreneurs to million-
aire playboys to husbands and fathers, it is especially great for younger lis-
teners to see that hip-hop can raise responsible men who take care of their 
families and still participate in the culture at the age of forty. This dynamic 
allows the music to be used as a learning tool like never before because, for 
the first time, both father and son, teacher and student, or therapist and 
young patient may be participants in Hip-Hop culture and therefore can 
relate to each other in ways that may have not been accessible to past gen-
erations. It’s hard to yell, “Dad, you don’t understand!” when both parties 
grew up on Snoop Dogg.

My own attraction to journal therapy and excitement to contribute a chap-
ter to this book was based on that theory. I am in my mid-thirties and still 
consider myself Hip-Hop. While I do not have children, I do feel a sense of 
responsibility to speak to the youth in a language that they understand and to 
offer them the same jewels of wisdom that I received from the artists I looked 
up to growing up. I want to encourage parents, caregivers, and all those re-
sponsible for raising our children to engage them in their interests and use 
them to teach the valuable life lessons they need to learn.

Throughout this chapter, my goal was to offer a brief history and context 
of hip-hop music and to point out some of its parallels with journal therapy 
and effectiveness as a tool for authentic personal expression. I wanted to 
also encourage those who are familiar with hip-hop to view it as more than 
their favorite song to dance to or listen to in the house, that is, as a vehicle 
of expression and of healing. As my own name and brand continue to 
grow, my own personal goal is to use whatever voice I have to encourage 
the Hip-Hop generation 3.0 to just simply write and express themselves. I 
want them to write in times of joy and pain, to write about failures and ac-
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complishments, and to write about their past, present, and future. As this 
generation looks back through these writings at some unknown future date, 
the growth will be evident.
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Notes
1. Throughout this chapter, “Hip-Hop” designates the culture, and “hip-hop” 
designates the music.

2. In West African tradition, a griot is a storyteller and keeper of oral tradition. The 
griot’s role is to preserve the genealogies and oral traditions of the tribe. Often, the 
griot is a musician, poet, or singer who tells stories through song and rhythm.
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I write to unleash the demons from my past because it is more difficult for 
me to openly talk about it. . . . The most effective thing about the program 
is being able to share my work openly. I feel like it has built my character 
because this program allows me to share my life’s experiences.

—SpeakOut! writing workshop evaluation, spring 2012

I joined because I love to write, but being in jail, inspiration is hard to come 
by.

—SpeakOut! writing workshop evaluation, spring 2011

I write because it gets my emotions out on paper and helps relieve stress. 
Also to reach out to people who may be going through the same thing.

—SpeakOut! writing workshop evaluation, spring 2012

Yes! Yes! Yes! Please never stop doing this! It was always the highlight of 
my week and such a positive outlet for creativity.

—SpeakOut! writing workshop evaluation, spring 2010
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As recent participants in the SpeakOut! writing workshop in jail attest, op-
portunities for literacy-based programs, especially spaces that value creative 
and expository expression, are highly sought after and valued by prisoners. 
Pennebaker’s (1989, 1990) research on the impact of writing on repression 
and emotional inhibition finds that physical and emotional health have the 
potential to be significantly improved through writing. Mazza (1979, 2003) 
extends on this research by noting writing’s power to instill the writer with 
control; it makes understanding emotions and the connections between 
people and circumstances more feasible. As Pennebaker notes and the above 
writers suggest, writing encourages emotional processing while also giving 
the writer “permission to see where they have been and where they are going 
without having to please anyone” (Baker and Mazza 2004, 146).

Our experiences facilitating writing behind bars affirm that expressive 
writing does indeed encourage writers to attend to emotional intelligence, 
social interactions, and communication skills. We have witnessed countless 
writers who agree with former prison writer Jimmy Santiago Baca’s (2001) 
claim that “poetry helped make me the person I am today, awakening creative 
elements that had long lain dormant in me, opening my mind to ideas, and 
enabling my intellect to nourish itself on alternative ways of being” (5).

In her essay “Critical Witnessing,” Tiffany Ana Lopez (2003) argues 
that “critical witnessing is the process of being so moved by a reading ex-
perience as to engage in a specific action intended to forge a path toward 
change” (64). Such a path inside prisons might take many forms for writers 
and teachers. It might, as it did for Baca, look like transformation of self. 
It might look like moments of coauthorship that result in increased under-
standing of contemporary justice. It might look like a teaching experience 
that explodes the line between teacher and student and expert and novice. 
It might look like privilege made clear and acknowledged. We suggest that 
such critical witnessing is both possible and risky as outside facilitators and 
inside writers engage in expressive writing.

The idea of critical witnessing in expressive writing can be supplemented 
by Parrotta and Thompson’s (2011) concept of critical education. It is 
through reflective writing assignments that students are engaged and given 
a voice, thereby becoming active participants in the classroom, which “can 
help them to understand their location in ‘the system’ and simultaneously 
challenge practices that reproduce systems of oppression and privilege” 
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(174). While we do acknowledge expressive writing’s potential for facilitat-
ing change and enabling or instilling a “critical” perspective, we are also 
compelled to acknowledge the great barriers to exacting such a critical view 
and/or experience through writing within an institutional context such as 
prison or jail. This chapter outlines some of the ways that expressive writ-
ing has been implemented in one writing program with confined youth and 
adults and articulates some of the complexities imposed by the institutional 
context of prison and jail.

Value of Writing Workshops  
and Publication

Therapeutic writing has garnered public awareness and popularity in light 
of the transformative and rehabilitative effects of writing, including poetry, 

Why Do You Write?
(from SpeakOut! evaluations, fall 2012)

“To name and define my complex and sometimes sensitive emotions. 
To express myself in a concise way. To properly convey the vary-
ing degrees of my opinions. To manifest my soul, achieving eternity 
through written word by proficiently interpreting myself—mind, 
body, and spirit.”

“I write to have a clear presentation of my thoughts . . . I learned that 
anything can be good. There isn’t like a ‘formula’ for quality.”

“I write because I’m fascinated with the process of atmospheric pressure 
acting on the ink and the transfer of the covalent bonding of the ink to 
the covalent bonding with the paper. Writing is fun too!”
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memoir, fiction, and song (Baker and Mazza 2004). Therapeutic effects have 
been widely cited through various programs targeting a wide range of audi-
ences, including veterans or those suffering posttraumatic stress disorder 
(Coulter 2000), youth (Tyson 2002), those with mental health conditions, 
those afflicted by illness or disease, and the incarcerated. Contributing to 
the physical and emotional health benefits to be derived from writing are 
creativity and self-expression, the promotion of productivity, and enhanced 
personal growth (Glowacki-Dudka and Helvie-Mason 2004).

Poetry therapist Victoria Field (2006) writes that “[writing] gives form 
to chaos. It reflects the present moment, changes the past, and creates the 
future” (235). Writing workshops encourage self-expression by providing 
writers with opportunities to discover their own creativity and find their 
own voices. Salzman (2003), quoting a writer from his juvenile hall creative 
writing workshop, notes, “[Creative writing teachers] help give us some-
thing we never had: A voice that can be heard by people that make the deci-
sions that affect us” (33). Discovering and refining one’s voice can indeed 
be an empowering process. As one learns to trust one’s own voice as well as 
utilize it for navigating and interpreting new experiences, self-confidence is 
inspired (Hiemstra 2001).

Writing workshops in correctional settings also play a role in adult educa-
tion—or that which is defined as education—where vocational training and 
education leave off (Glowacki-Dudka and Helvie-Mason 2004). Adult edu-
cation’s focus on the learner’s comprehensive life experience is mirrored in 
writing workshops in jail and prison; much of the writing focuses on the ex-
periences of the individuals, including attempts for the writers to make sense 
of their roles in their communities and broader societal institutions. Writing 
becomes a mechanism for individuals to raise awareness of and respond to 
the social issues impacting the collective (Jacobi and Johnston 2012).

Speaking to the long-term benefits of education and vocational training 
in correctional settings, a recent study conducted by the Rand Corporation 
found that incarcerated individuals who participated in this programming 
were significantly less likely to return after release and were more likely to 
find employment than peers who did not receive such opportunities (Davis 
et al. 2013). Furthermore, prison education programs are cost effective: a $1 
investment in education reduces incarceration costs by $4 to $5 during the 
first three years postrelease.
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While the benefits of therapeutic writing are widely recognized, the insti-
tutional and contextual barriers of these programs are less publicized. When 
confronted with impediments to the delivery of writing workshops in jails or 
other confined spaces, writing as therapy or writing for expressive purposes 
becomes jeopardized. Institutions impact how and under what conditions 
the writing will occur, subsequently impacting program design and delivery. 
Indeed, correctional settings challenge the traditional model of therapy. In 
light of these challenges, the authors will discuss how writing for therapeutic 
purposes becomes complicated inside prison, as well as potential adaptations 
to mediate such barriers.

In order to illustrate both the promise and the challenge of facilitating 
writing workshops behind bars, we will highlight the SpeakOut! writing 
workshop program and the experiences of its staff and volunteers. Initiated 
in 2005, the SpeakOut! workshops are sponsored by the Community Literacy 
Center at Colorado State University, situated in Larimer County. The pro-
gram services primarily youth and adult writers confined to correctional and 
rehabilitation centers in northern Colorado. It runs in accordance with the 
academic calendar, hosting two twelve-week workshops annually as well as 
periodic summer workshops.

Student interns and community volunteers facilitate weekly writing work-
shops. Most workshops consist of fifteen to twenty writers as well as two to 
four facilitators. Each workshop lasts approximately sixty to ninety minutes, 
consisting of a weekly overview of the submission/publication process, time 
for sharing composed work, and two or three writing activities. Workshop 
structure varies by site and week, often focusing on particular topics (such as 
the body, scars, personal identity, or childhood memories) or forms of writ-
ing (such as memoir, haiku, or found poetry).

Feedback is an integral part of each workshop and of the formation of a 
community as writers learn to participate in peer review and critique sessions. 
This allows for deeper engagement with the writings of other group members 
or pieces brought in by the facilitators. Writers are encouraged to offer com-
ments on content, form, and style as well as suggestions for improvement.

The goals of SpeakOut! workshops are the following:

1. Claim space for creativity and critical awareness in a space where such 
individual and collective thinking is seldom rewarded
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2. Design and facilitate educational programming that moves beyond the 
expectation of individual reform and rehabilitation—and toward a tactical 
(and revolutionary) approach to literacy as activism1

3. Expose writers to a range of writers and writing styles
4. Discuss the audience and the reception for one’s work
5. Through shared narratives, present opportunities for writers both to cre-

ate solidarity across a shared experience and to teach newcomers (in this 
case, the facilitators) about an issue that is important in writers’ lives and 
social change (Jacobi and Johnston 2012)

In addition to the overall aim, then, of providing an outlet and space for 
creative expression, emotional processing, and healing, we also emphasize the 
individual’s connection to larger issues of identity and justice through publica-
tion. We launch this work through the workshop itself and then promote more 
public engagement through mostly regional circulation of the publications.

Each May and December, an issue of the SpeakOut! Journal is produced 
with writing from each of the writing workshops. The workshop and print 
journal are celebrated with a public reading held at a coffeehouse for youth 
and in the jail auditorium with outside community members. The aim of the 
event is both to recognize the creative and critical act of writing and to foster 
awareness about issues of identity and justice for prisoners.

Through these biannual journals, which are distributed throughout lo-
cal and regional communities and beyond, we attempt to challenge public 
perceptions about incarcerated individuals and to raise awareness about the 
issues and context of incarceration. Furthermore, we aim both to “ensure 
self-representations writers desire and to situate the collective journal as a 
space for reclaiming the complex identities of confined writers, identities 
which reach far beyond their status as prisoners or addicts” (Jacobi and 
Johnston 2012, 2–3).

The SpeakOut! workshop is grounded by critical literacy and feminist the-
ory and practice, ideals that are held by many community literacy programs. 
Indeed, the SpeakOut! approach to work with writers in prison aligns with 
similar workshops in prisons and jails across the United States (Chevigny 
2001; Salzman 2004; Stanford 2004; Tannenbaum 2000).

While we do strive to hold our program and practices to high ethical 
standards, there are many complexities that complicate the act of going 
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behind bars to write and teach writing. Let us now name and examine some 
of those challenges.

Challenges and Limits  
of Writing Workshops

While the benefits of writing workshops in correctional or confined spaces 
are indeed tangible, the relative success of these programs is not inherent 
or fluid. There are numerous barriers and other challenges to presenting 
this type of work. Compounding these challenges is the idea of writing as 
“therapy.” Writing as a therapeutic tool is not a given. There are many bar-
riers to writing being rehabilitative and transformative, not only in confined 
spaces, such as jail or prison, but in all situations where writing is being used 
as a mechanism for growth, emotional processing, and healing.

Things that Bother Me
By Kristi H. (spring 2011)

These concrete walls, these loud blue doors, this unforgettable bunk, 
the sliver of a window, being cold without you, 92 days without a deci-
sion, that damn orange spork, window warriors, and wannabe bible 
thumpers, no money on the phone, knowing that stupid bitch is hurting 
you, feeling helpless, knowing you need me, hoping beyond hope that 
I will be home soon, Christmas music in my ear, listening to my celly 
snore, only have your picture to hold, it’s not fair, Damn the people 
who can’t see us as amazing, and that our love is pure and true, damn 
these orange suits, the visits thru glass when all I want is to touch your 
face, med-line, lock-down, no Sunday night slow jams, no cruising with 
my babe, but outta all these things it bothers me most to be away from 
your loving and wonderful heart.
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Drawing on the experiences of SpeakOut! staff, volunteers, and writers, we 
articulate four challenges of writing workshops in correctional settings as well 
as the limits of writing as “therapy.” The challenges are institutional boundary 
crossing, writing and censorship, writing and trauma, and gender dynamics. 
We conclude with recommendations for program designers and facilitators 
interested in working behind bars.

Challenge 1: When Writing 
Workshops Bump into  

Institutional Boundaries
Despite institutional support for SpeakOut! since its inception, institutional 
boundaries and barriers still remain. Although the writing workshops are 
indeed beneficial to the writers involved, there are still many rules and pro-
tocols within the facility that must be navigated in order to deliver the work-
shops weekly.

Security within the facility—literally, the protection of its inhabitants and 
the maintenance of order—is of paramount importance, as evidenced by the 
entrance procedures for anyone coming into the facility. These might include 
pat-downs, metal detectors, and department approval for any items being 
brought in. Facilitators must arrive approximately thirty minutes prior to the 
workshop’s starting time in order to be approved for entrance into the facility. 
If a facilitator does not have a driver’s license or some other form of state-
approved identification, as well as “appropriate dress” as determined by the 
institution, they will not be permitted entrance into the facility.

For institutional protection, daily activities at the jail are strictly scheduled, 
with prearranged times for sleeping, eating, laundry, programs, and so on. 
Once facilitators are approved for entrance into the facility, they must wait for 
all other volunteers to arrive and be processed; all volunteers for the evening 
must be let in at one time. It is not uncommon to be allowed in late. This re-
duces the amount of time available for the program. Facilitators are not given 
flexibility to extend the workshops if there was some type of institutional 
delay that caused a late start.

I’m Not That Guy
By Ricky B. (spring 2012)

Remember that man who slapped you 
and bruised your cheek and closed your eye.
I’m not that guy.
Remember the screams and terror he caused you so many times.
I’m not that guy.
The ocean of tears he caused to leak out of your sad beautiful eyes.
I’m not that guy.
The one who overdosed on a bottle of pills and a little of whiskey, 
that woke up, even more angry, in the hospital 
because you called 911 and saved his life.
I’m not that guy.
So many years you lived in fear, You called it Love. Why?
Well . . . I’m not that guy.
Remember going over to your friends cause
 he was so angry you needed to hide.
I’m not that guy.
That young foolish man you so desperately loved but out 
of sheer self-preservation you had to give up.
That young man died a long time ago.
His anger literally burned him to ashes
Might I say he finally grew up?
That guy knows in his heart of hearts
To say he’s sorry from the depths of his soul
Could never be enough yet he wishes he could tell you so
So many years past since you saw him last
You can only remember the Anger that filled his eyes
Well, I’m just not that guy.
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Drawing on the experiences of SpeakOut! staff, volunteers, and writers, we 
articulate four challenges of writing workshops in correctional settings as well 
as the limits of writing as “therapy.” The challenges are institutional boundary 
crossing, writing and censorship, writing and trauma, and gender dynamics. 
We conclude with recommendations for program designers and facilitators 
interested in working behind bars.

Challenge 1: When Writing 
Workshops Bump into  

Institutional Boundaries
Despite institutional support for SpeakOut! since its inception, institutional 
boundaries and barriers still remain. Although the writing workshops are 
indeed beneficial to the writers involved, there are still many rules and pro-
tocols within the facility that must be navigated in order to deliver the work-
shops weekly.

Security within the facility—literally, the protection of its inhabitants and 
the maintenance of order—is of paramount importance, as evidenced by the 
entrance procedures for anyone coming into the facility. These might include 
pat-downs, metal detectors, and department approval for any items being 
brought in. Facilitators must arrive approximately thirty minutes prior to the 
workshop’s starting time in order to be approved for entrance into the facility. 
If a facilitator does not have a driver’s license or some other form of state-
approved identification, as well as “appropriate dress” as determined by the 
institution, they will not be permitted entrance into the facility.

For institutional protection, daily activities at the jail are strictly scheduled, 
with prearranged times for sleeping, eating, laundry, programs, and so on. 
Once facilitators are approved for entrance into the facility, they must wait for 
all other volunteers to arrive and be processed; all volunteers for the evening 
must be let in at one time. It is not uncommon to be allowed in late. This re-
duces the amount of time available for the program. Facilitators are not given 
flexibility to extend the workshops if there was some type of institutional 
delay that caused a late start.

I’m Not That Guy
By Ricky B. (spring 2012)

Remember that man who slapped you 
and bruised your cheek and closed your eye.
I’m not that guy.
Remember the screams and terror he caused you so many times.
I’m not that guy.
The ocean of tears he caused to leak out of your sad beautiful eyes.
I’m not that guy.
The one who overdosed on a bottle of pills and a little of whiskey, 
that woke up, even more angry, in the hospital 
because you called 911 and saved his life.
I’m not that guy.
So many years you lived in fear, You called it Love. Why?
Well . . . I’m not that guy.
Remember going over to your friends cause
 he was so angry you needed to hide.
I’m not that guy.
That young foolish man you so desperately loved but out 
of sheer self-preservation you had to give up.
That young man died a long time ago.
His anger literally burned him to ashes
Might I say he finally grew up?
That guy knows in his heart of hearts
To say he’s sorry from the depths of his soul
Could never be enough yet he wishes he could tell you so
So many years past since you saw him last
You can only remember the Anger that filled his eyes
Well, I’m just not that guy.
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Just as Foucault’s vision of an all-seeing panoptic institution suggests, en-
tering jail always involves a sense of culture shock as the bureaucratic might 
and the ever-present eye of the law are realized. Facilitators experience a 
transition from the “outside” to the “inside.” On entrance, we are suddenly 
reminded of our inability to move about freely within the facility, with suspi-
cious cameras in the ceilings serving as a constant reminder of our lack of 
privacy. Although we are merely visitors in this space, we are still reminded 
of the omnipresence of the law. Inside jail, the cameras represent a constant 
threat of punishment or reprimand as they surreptitiously deny privacy and 
personal space to both prisoners and staff.

Along with the shock of entering a correctional setting where the norm 
is constant surveillance, other institutional regulations both surprise and 
impede the writing workshops. The restriction of certain writing utensils, the 
type and amount of paper permitted in the workshop, the number of books 
or notebooks allowed each inmate at one time, and the prohibition of other 
craft materials, such as tape, staples, or paper clips, are a few examples of 
facility rules impacting writing-specific workshops. Any violation of the rules 
pertaining to inmate possessions will result in program restriction or some 
other type of punishment. As program volunteers, we are obliged to know 
and abide by these rules. An oversight, such as staples in handouts, subjects 
the writers to repercussions.

“Lockdown” also serves as an impediment to attendance. Due to understaff-
ing and other administrative matters, many of the pods in which our writers are 
housed participate in twenty-three-hour rotating lockdown. This often presents 
difficulties with the staff as the process of “pulling” writers for group becomes 
far more time consuming. Facilitators attempt to keep track of the pod and cell 
number from which the writers are coming, but this often changes. Staff may 
become disgruntled while having to pull writers from their cells, as this distracts 
from their primary duty of keeping watch over the pods. Not only do lock-
downs disturb the workshop dynamic by having high turnover and absences in 
the group, but they also cause the writers to miss out on the experience.

This issue of inconsistency in attendance is compounded by the frequent 
turnover of individuals in local jails. At midyear 2012, Bureau of Justice 
(2013) statistics estimated a 63.2 percent weekly turnover rate in jails holding 
between 250 and 499 prisoners; Larimer County Jail approximates a daily 
population of 400 prisoners. In light of the understanding that many incar-
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cerated individuals will be at the facility for only a matter of days, facilitators 
try to select writers who can commit to coming for at least four weeks. This, 
of course, becomes problematic, as jail volunteers are not supposed to discuss 
an individual’s case with them, including their expected length of stay.

In addition to high turnover among writers, there is also high turnover 
among correctional officers as well as frequent relocation of the officers 
throughout the facility. Officers’ assignments are changed nearly every time 
they report to work. They are on a rotating schedule, leading to the facilitators 
dealing with different officers each week. Some officers are familiar with the 
program and the prisoners who attend. Others are unfamiliar with the pro-
gram and may become perturbed at having to figure out what we do, which 
prisoners are allowed to attend, and if the program conflicts with their pod’s 
particular schedule, such as lockdown or laundry exchange. Coupled with the 
high turnover is a crucial element of uncertainty. Writers may be transferred 
to another facility (prison, a community-based program, or a halfway house) 
or even released with little or no advance notice.

With writers attending the workshop infrequently or even only once, one 
might begin to question the value of such a program. While the merits of writ-
ing for therapeutic and creative purposes have already been discussed, one 
cannot deny the critical role the jail plays in the writing that comes out of the 
workshop. Jail staff, their institutional rules, and the total institutional effect 

Rage [excerpt]
By Samsara (spring 2013)

Possession, obsession, decision, dilemma
Put in bondage for something I can’t control
Help was waiting, help I was wanting, help I was getting,
What I got, handcuffs and hobble
Screaming in pain and frustration
No one fought for me, no one saved me
When I needed them the most
Honest I was, bars I got.
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of jail all contribute to the workshop space. They are a catalyst for writing. 
They are coauthors of the writings in light of what Brandt (2001) calls their 
“sponsors”—those forces that support, interrupt, or otherwise affect how the 
writers interact with others.

In the same way that we can read the institution as potentially oppressing 
a writer’s voice and subject matter, we might also view confinement and the 
people who maintain it as a kind of sponsor for a range of inspirations and 
motivations, both positive and negative. The extreme regulation that writers 
in prison experience can also coauthor the space of the workshop itself and 
without a doubt coauthor the writings that are produced in the workshop.

Challenge 2:  
Prison Writing and Censorship

While the workshops indeed aspire to instill a sense of self in a writer’s 
work—the voice—writers are not given complete control over the way they 
are portrayed to the community or others who read the journal. This element 
of control is one that Mazza (1979, 2003) notes as crucial to the writing pro-
cess. Understanding emotions and the connections between people and cir-
cumstances is an empowering experience facilitated through writing. When 
certain topics and subject matter are prohibited in writing workshops, a writ-
er’s control is made tenuous. In confined spaces, institutional and program 
rules impact what the writers are able to discuss in their work, consequently 
challenging the therapeutic and expressive aspects of writing workshops.

Participant Reflection
“I learned that my life ideals are different from the ‘normalcy’ of society. 
And I’m against authority figures.”

(SpeakOut! program evaluation, spring 2010)
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If Only I Could Swim
By David S.

What is this unfortunate feeling?
Is it something I have to prove?
See, I know who I am,
But it’s sad to know that you do not.
Could it be the brand of jacket
That I boldly choose to wear?
Or should I say
Because I wear this branded jacket.
Does it give you perfect vision
of exactly who I am?
Or should I say
I am but a lonely fish
Swimming in a cold and rugged current
When all I thrive to do
Is to try and make it further
Up this lonely stream.
Where the grass I’ve heard is greener
But the grass is moss and kelp.
And I feel as though I cannot swim any longer.
So like a leaky raft I float
And I drift on down this frozen brook
Trying to avoid colliding
With any sharp and jagged rocks.
So if you feel the need
To revive this broken trout
Catch me if you can
And please . . . take me upstream.
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Representation of the writers and control are complicated by the censor-
ship of content and pieces approved for publication. Although SpeakOut! 
encourages creative expression and the development and refinement of one’s 
voice through writing, there are certainly instances where a writer’s voice is 
silenced. This suppression of a writer’s voice and work is done for both insti-
tutional reasons and programmatic reasons. Security concerns within the in-
stitution include protecting the facility, its procedures, and the privacy of the 
individuals inside. Programmatic concerns include the prohibition of writing 
condoning violence, sexual trauma, drugs, or gang affiliation.

Writing about other incarcerated individuals, jail staff, or case details 
is also discouraged. At the beginning of each workshop, the writers are 
reminded of specific content they are to avoid, such as the names of other 
prisoners or staff. These rules are not always heeded. In these instances, vol-
unteers are often obligated to inform the institution of any hostilities toward 
another prisoner, romances between prisoners, or even words written about 
a jail staff member that are conveyed through the writing process. Although 
these precautions are indeed taken for the security of the facility, they can also 
be stifling to the writer’s creativity by forcing him or her to use pseudonyms 
or even to self-censor for fear of criticism or punishment.

With these complexities come self-censorship and difficult decisions about 
how writers and facilitators choose to represent themselves and others within 
the group and to wider communities through publication. Writers often feel 
obliged not to share their work or even write at all due to fear of being pun-
ished by the institution for the content of their work. Facilitators inform the 
writers that their writing will be read by the facility’s staff, often shattering 
their idea of the writing workshop as a safe space for expression. Moreover, 
writers fear judgment, embarrassment, or shame from the rest of the group 
as a result of their writing, forcing them not to write or share at all (Horsman 
1999). Concern over being shamed detracts writers’ energy from learning 
and refining their writing skills, calling into question the benefit of a writing 
workshop where writers do not feel safe or comfortable, and how to establish 
reasonable boundaries for subject matter to be discussed in writing.

When certain content is disallowed, this inevitably silences part of the 
writers’ experiences—the very experiences that we are trying to highlight in 
order to improve public awareness about the “issues and identity stereotypes 
that exist for many confined writers” (Jacobi and Johnston 2012, 3). What 
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results is a sometimes contrived and limited view of the life and experiences 
of a confined writer.

Although these particular topics are prohibited for viable reasons, the effect 
on the writers is often disadvantageous. Many of these topics are a part of their 
experiences and possibly even a factor in their incarceration. Prohibiting writ-
ing surrounding these topics might very well impede a writer’s personal growth, 
self-expression, and emotional health. Depriving writers of a space and oppor-
tunity to process all of their experiences contradicts one of the main benefits of 
therapeutic writing. Writing encourages emotional processing while also giving 
the writer “permission to see where they have been and where they are going 
without having to please anyone” (Baker and Mazza 2004, 146). If writers are 
not allowed to write about their experiences with a gang, for example, their 
expressive opportunities are stifled and representation is skewed.

Excluding certain topics in writing workshops has an impact; it af-
fects the writer’s self-expression and emotional healing. Characteristic 
of incarcerated individuals is a history of sexual, physical, verbal, or/and 
emotional abuse; drug use/addiction; violence; and neglect. The National 
Center on Addiction and Substance Abuse (2010) reported that of the 2.3 
million prisoners in U.S. prisons, 85 percent—approximately 2 million— 
either were substance involved or met the criteria for alcohol or other drug 
abuse and addiction. Furthermore, the National Institute of Justice (1998) 
reported that 23 percent of incarcerated male felons experienced multiple 
forms of abuse and neglect, such as physical and sexual abuse. Sixty-eight 
percent reported some form of childhood victimization. Forcing the writers 
to abide by a predetermined set of topics for writing is not therapeutic, as 
their memories cannot be suppressed or neglected. In fact, preventing the 
discussion of certain topics in writing workshops—and denying the writers 
a space to process their experiences—might actually impede a writer’s self-
awareness, understanding, and emotional and spiritual health (Baker and 
Mazza 2004; Hiemstra 2001; Reiter 2010).

Underlying the restriction of certain topics for writing and publication 
is the idea that negative writing, or that which comes from a dark place, is 
enabling or injurious to a writer. Discussing tragedies and negative emotions 
is said to be potentially dangerous in the context of writing workshops. Hors-
man (1999) notes the risk in discussing and writing about traumatic experi-
ences in a writing workshop, as the facilitators are typically not trained as 
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counselors or therapists and thus are not adequately prepared to mediate or 
navigate such sensitive topics.

Although the sensitive nature of topics such as abuse, addiction, and 
violence are censored for good reason—primarily because of the absence of 
a trained therapist or coun-
selor—the therapeutic benefits 
of writing cannot be forgotten. 
Rather, this complicates the 
matter of deciding what topics 
to prohibit. Can writing that 
comes from a dark place still 
elicit a positive outcome, such 
as personal growth, a deep-
ened understanding of self, 
or strengthened emotional 
health? Pennebaker (1989, 
1990) researched this notion of repression and emotional inhibition as they 
are affected by writing, finding that physical and emotional health indeed 
have the potential to be significantly improved through writing.

While the circumstances within which the writing occurs in jail cannot 
be ignored, their consequences are less subtle. How a writer is represented 
through publication is not always consistent with how the writer self-
represented in the workshop through sharing his or her work or even with 
how the writer attempted to convey him- or herself through writing. The 
repercussions of a piece of writing, within the writing group or the larger 
community, are hard to anticipate when writing. Thus, a writer’s rhetorical 
awareness must be fostered through SpeakOut!. Conversations among writ-
ers and facilitators need to address these important issues. Writers should 
be encouraged to consider how their work will be received as well as their 
intentions in writing a piece.

Challenge 3: Trauma and Writing
If writers are willing to share stories about past traumas or even ones in 
which they were violent toward themselves or another person, should they be 

“Regardless of what I write, it’s mine. 
I can write about anything I want 
and know that what I write will be 
awarded its dues. I also learned that 
I am a better writer than I thought 
and that’s a huge thing for me.”

(SpeakOut! program evaluation,  
fall 2012)
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allowed to do so in the writing workshop? In terms of violence and tragedy, 
it seems more acceptable for individuals to write about their experiences as 
victims, which indeed many of the writers do. It is when the writers discuss 
their own involvement in crime or violent acts that ethical and programmatic 
concerns are raised. Discussion of violence and use of derogatory language 
are not unfamiliar to the writing workshops. Many of the writers lean toward 
these topics even when the prompts do not seem to guide them that way; it is 
what is on their minds and what they want to work through. However, details 
of their crime or violence are considered “off limits” by the institution; writers 
are prohibited from writing them.

Deciphering a writer’s work, however, is not always straightforward, and 
making assumptions about an individual’s writing can be controversial. Many 
of the writers discuss regret, remorse, self-hatred, and depression as they 
navigate their incarceration and the consequences of it and write about the 
personal growth that has arisen from it. These feelings and emotions are to be 
expected. Deciding when these declarations become dangerous or criminal is 
not as straightforward. Because writing is expressive, many writers fabricate 
stories, change names, and document fantasies or delusions. This further 
complicates the determination of the piece’s appropriateness for sharing or 
publication. Facilitators are subsequently put in a difficult position to judge 
whether a piece of writing is appropriate, enabling, or threatening. When 

Facilitator Reflection
I wanted the girls to come away from the experience feeling that they 
had something to offer larger audiences and to change the perceptions 
that others had about the girls who experience abuse. I wanted to de- 
stigmatize abuse on a larger scale. I was told once after I revealed my 
own abuse to a friend that she never would have guessed. This to me 
implies there is still work to be done because as an abuse victim, her 
idea was that I should therefore bear some mark and be different or 
abnormal from it. I detest this sentiment but also understand that these 
experiences do mark individuals and change lives.

(SpeakOut! facilitator interview, Girls House)
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writers delve into fiction and creative writing, determining the truth and 
consequentiality of a piece becomes less straightforward.

Institutional restrictions on writing include the prohibition of glorification 
of crime, violence, gang involvement, drug use, and so on. While these con-
cerns are easily understood from an institutional standpoint (i.e., concern over 
writing that is criminal in nature), the writers nonetheless disregard them and 
continue to write about dark, violent, and abusive experiences. As volunteers 
within a correctional institution, we are told not to be an audience for stories of 
violence or trauma. We are expected to disregard our environment and repress 
any curiosity about the circumstances of an individual’s incarceration, such as 
family background and history of violence or substance use.

As facilitators, community workers, and prison activists, we are moved to 
act by these stories. Bearing witness to stories of trauma, whether they involve 
narratives of survival or crime, inevitably provides deeper insight into the 
worlds of the writers. Writing about trauma allows us to understand their ex-
periences in a new context. Through writing, workshop participants are able 
to shape their identities. It is on paper that writers reclaim themselves, con-
necting and illuminating the many experiences and qualities they embody.

Acknowledging the experiences of writers as complex individuals also pro-
vides an opportunity for community building by raising awareness about issues 
focusing on the criminal justice system and the incarcerated, a primary goal of 
SpeakOut!. Mayfield-Johnson (2011) reflects on the importance of a collective 
conscience in communities. He discusses how this collective mentality not only 
is influenced by adult learning and community education but also holds the 
potential for social transformation through empowerment and mutual respon-
sibility. Through dispelling myths and stereotypes about the incarcerated—at-
tempted through biannual publications, facilitator blogs about the experience 

Participant Reflection
I joined to see what it was all about. Also because I wanted something 
to help pass the time more quickly and I’m curious.

(SpeakOut! program evaluation, fall 2012)
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of working with incarcerated writers, community engagement, and program 
correspondence—we are strengthening the collective conscience.

Horsman’s (1999) concern about retraumatization through writing must 
also be iterated here: writing about victimization and perpetration challenges 
writing as a therapeutic experience in light of the absence of a therapist to 
mediate the development and sharing of such narratives. Facilitators are not 
therapists, nor do they have the resources to make these services available 
to the workshop participants. Being unable to anticipate the type of writing 
that a prompt will generate complicates this issue when writers’ emotions are 
triggered. The support that facilitators are capable of offering is often super-
ficial (“Thanks for sharing that” or “I bet that was difficult to write”) when 
compared to the gravity of the experience. While we can still serve as “critical 
witnesses” to their stories, the emotional, social, and institutional repercus-
sions of their writing extend far beyond the workshop (Heald and Horsman 
2000). At the end of each workshop, their stories and experiences remain, 
while creative or therapeutic outlets do not always.

While we as facilitators are working within an institution and therefore must 
abide by its rules and mission, we are also trying to work against it, challenging 
stereotypes about incarceration as well as raising critical questions about the 
role of education in carceral systems and its effect on reentry. Social change and 
a heightened collective conscience are aims of SpeakOut!. Institutional restric-
tions on prisoners’ freedom of expression, particularly on topics important to 
them and relevant to their lives, fundamentally challenge these efforts.

To Be a Man
To be an incarcerated man is to be emasculated by a feministic propa-
ganda purported by the judicial system.

To be an incarcerated man is lonely nights, realizing that women are 
irreplaceable, abandoning loved ones.

(From “To Be a Man,” a collaborative poem by the Larimer County 
Detention Center men’s group, spring 2013)
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Challenge 4: Navigating Gender 
Dynamics in Workshops

Gender is also a very prominent factor in the writing workshops. One of us 
works as a female facilitator in an all-male group, while the other is a female 
facilitator in an all-female group. As can be imagined, our gender experiences 
in jail are very different. The men’s group at the Larimer County Detention 
Center is currently facilitated by three or four women. The men consistently 
write about women—their mothers, daughters, girlfriends, wives, relatives, or 
conjured images of the “female immaculate.” Women are constantly the foci 
for writing, as they not only have played significant roles in the lives of the 
male writers but also have been taken away from them. Contact with the op-
posite sex is quite limited when incarcerated. There are female officers (many 
more in the male pods) as well as staff and administrators. However, contact 
is not always friendly or mutually enjoyable.

Crouch (1985) investigated the contextual impact of female guards in men’s 
prisons, finding that a woman’s sexuality indeed influenced her relations with 
prisoners as well as with other correctional officers, although this did not com-
pletely jeopardize her role as an authority figure within the institution. The 
very presence of a female in an all-male environment makes her sexuality all 
the more salient, often heightening sexual frustration among prisoners. Indeed, 
female officers may feel more vulnerable in their work environment when 
working with incarcerated men (Kissel and Katsampes 1980).

Although Crouch’s research focuses on female correctional officers, many 
of his findings can be applied to female volunteers in correctional settings. 
Being a woman in a men’s group certainly impacts the workshop dynamic as 
well as the level of engagement among the writers. It can be unclear whether 
the writers attend the program for the therapeutic benefits of writing, for the 
group dynamic and getting to socialize with men outside of their own pods, 
or to interact with the female facilitators.

The question of writing as therapy can again be raised: should the men be 
prohibited from writing about and sharing pieces involving sex, violence, and 
female victimization, or are female facilitators uniquely positioned to comment 
on this type of writing? The boundaries surrounding these topics are certainly 
precarious, with the potential to offend, enable, or disengage both the writers 
and the facilitators. However, Crouch (1985) notes advantages to female pres-
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ence on prison order: “Their presence ‘normalizes’ the prison world; creates a 
more relaxed environment, in which incarcerated men are less ‘super macho’; 
and promotes better dress and behavior among prisoners” (538).

Speaking to the author’s own experiences in a cross-gendered workshop, 
sexuality can absolutely be seen as a relevant component. The men frequently 
write about and discuss past traumas they have endured at the hands of women 
as well as instances of violence or perpetration toward women. A female facili-
tator’s vulnerability among the male writers can certainly occur. Certain writing 
prompts (or writing styles) might provoke memories involving females, sexual 
fantasies, or violence toward women. When this writing is shared, it can be 
very hard to hear, and it raises the question of how, exactly, to respond to such 
writing either in front of the group or in private. The obligation to respond to 
a writer’s work puts the female facilitators in a potentially dangerous position, 
as they might further provoke a writer simply by providing feedback to a piece.

Furthermore, when writing actually enables an individual’s criminal activ-
ity such as stalking or physical or sexual abuse, providing feedback to male 
writers as a female facilitator is complicated and possibly threatening. In 
some cases, facilitators may not even be aware that seemingly benign writing 
may have institutional repercussions beyond the program’s reach. A recent 
incident in the SpeakOut! program involves a writer convicted of stalking and 
illustrates this challenge. The writer targeted a female staff member through 
a thinly veiled narrative published in the program’s print journal. In this in-
stance, the writer experienced writing not as therapy but rather as an enabling 
and morally suspect tactic for perpetuating criminal behavior.

Facilitator Reflection
Occasionally I felt like a little out of place, but never felt super uncom-
fortable. I noticed there was a different dynamic with the male facilita-
tor than with me and the other female facilitator. I think the dynamic 
is different, but I like to think that maybe, coming from a woman’s 
perspective I can help them explore the emotional side more. I’m not 
saying all women are that way, but I am.

(SpeakOut! facilitator interview, female facilitator in men’s group)
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If facilitators interpret writing as inappropriate, hard decisions about how 
to respond must be made. Should commentary be public or private or not at 
all? Should the writing be shared with facility staff? Does the facilitator allow 
the writer to continue participating? When writing is enabling, offensive, or 
criminal in nature, the experience of writing as a therapeutic act inevitably 
is tarnished. Not only is the notion of therapeutic writing violated, but the 
viability of the program is also put at risk. Program coordinators and facilita-
tors are put in the impossible position of having to choose between protecting 
a program and protecting individual freedom of speech.

Adapting Expressive Writing 
Practices for Work in  

Prisons and Jails
Awakening the creative elements, as Baca (2001) says, carries both institutional 
and individual restrictions. The context in which expressive writing takes place 

Participant Reflections
I love to write and was hoping to not only be inspired but to inspire 
others to express themselves through writing . . . it’s my favorite part of 
jail plus it’s fun and creative. I looked forward to every class and every 
project.

I love writing. It’s a passion of mine and a release sort of. It’s a thera-
peutic method and we definitely need therapy in here. I came up with 
the title “These Pens that Heal” (for the journal) because that’s how I 
feel about writing.

(SpeakOut! evaluations, spring and fall 2012)
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is crucial to its successful manifestation. While we as facilitators cannot eradi-
cate or avoid these institutional boundaries, we can create opportunity as we 
work within these contexts. We can acknowledge the associated risks and chal-
lenges of working in prisons and jails. We can carefully design our workshops 
and develop our programs around the internal culture of prison and jail. We 
can appreciate the uniqueness of the social situations in which writing occurs, 
celebrating its potential to incite change in both individuals and society.

Although SpeakOut! is not touted as a “therapeutic” program, the thera-
peutic benefits of writing are clear. However, this can make the facilitation 
of such workshops problematic. First, as previously noted, nearly all of the 
facilitators are not trained in counseling or mental health. Second, writing 
might indeed have therapeutic and healing outcomes for some individuals, 
but for others it can provoke past feelings of neglect, depression, victimiza-
tion, or anger. When this retraumatization occurs, the writers do not have 
easily accessible resources for mental health care or counseling. Heald and 
Horsman (2000) elaborate on this predicament, noting the importance of 
discourse when it comes to working with individuals who have experienced 
violence and trauma. As facilitators and teachers, she writes, we are uniquely 
positioned to influence the discourses surrounding violence and education.

While emotional intelligence can be a central component to prison writ-
ing, open expression of stories or feelings is not always welcomed or situ-
ationally appropriate (Taylor 2008). Each writer will react to a writing prompt 
differently, complicating the development of lesson plans as facilitators at-
tempt to avoid negative experiences in the workshop. If a participant does 
have a negative experience, we are even further restricted in terms of options. 
We are not counselors, nor, pursuant to jail volunteer rules, are we supposed 
to be advocates for the writers. We are not privy to information about mental 
health or counseling services and thus are not able to extend these resources 
to the writers.

What we do have is language and discourse. As facilitators, we have the op-
portunity to make these conversations (and writings) about violence, trauma, 
and even what it means to be a “criminal” more familiar as we “witness” with 
writers rather than simply experiencing revelations ourselves. We can break 
open the silence. We can explode commonly held stereotypes and beliefs 
about incarceration and criminality. By offering new discourses for topics 
such as violence, incarceration, and social justice, we as facilitators and work-
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shop participants also offer new ways of understanding these experiences. It 
is this level of change for which Heald and Horsman (2000) advocate.

As facilitators, we can initiate these discussions. We can open conversa-
tions about identity and what it means to be incarcerated. We can talk about 
societal stereotypes and how we interact and sometimes clash with social 
institutions such as race, class, and gender. We can invite consideration of 
reception and how prison and jail writing might impact community attitudes. 
Through a changing discourse of which we stay mindful and familiar, writing 
in prison and jail can be reunderstood in light of institutional and individual 
contexts. The institution, albeit total and inhumane, can be seen as a sponsor 
of the writing taking place inside—and, almost paradoxically, programs that 
facilitate writing can become instigators, providers of solace, and perhaps 
even antidotes for writer’s block.
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Note
1. SpeakOut! is committed to using techniques that move beyond traditional 
school conventions. That is, we avoid the language of school (e.g., class, students, 
and teacher) in an attempt to create a space for writing based on cooperation and 
collaboration rather than hierarchy and evaluation.
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The Muse Works a Crowd:  
The Benefits and Surprises  
of Writing in Community
Judy Reeves

11

It’s 5:10 on Thursday afternoon. Steve Montgomery opens his red leather 
box and pulls out a slip of paper, which he unfolds and reads: “She decided to 
send flowers.” Sixteen writers gathered in a circle of tiny café tables lean into 
their notebooks or settle fingers on keyboard and begin. We have fourteen 
minutes to write.

Chairs squeak; heard is the occasional tap tap of fingers on a keyboard; 
someone plays with her bracelet, which she has taken off to make easier the 
movement of arm and hand across the page; and someone else’s leg jiggles 
with the intensity of concentration.

It’s dim here in Lestat’s West, the black-box performance venue linked to a 
coffeehouse in San Diego’s Normal Heights district, where Thursday Writers 
has held its weekly drop-in writing practice session for more than seven years. 
We’ve stacked most of the chairs and circled our tables in the center of the 
room. Two spotlights shine onto the empty stage, where later that evening an 
indie band from Portland will perform. A couple of writers at that arc in the 
circle are included in the limelight; others of us squint into our pages, lit only 
by the few lights sprinkled overhead. It’s hot in the room, too. But the writers 
don’t seem to notice, at least not for the fourteen minutes of freewriting when 
they’re creating fictional worlds or are deep inside a memory or taking down 
the dictation of characters. They don’t hear the sirens on the busy street outside, 
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the rumble of skateboarders on the sidewalk, or the clanking of bottles in the 
back room as a barista loads a cooler. They just keep writing.

“Two more minutes,” Steve tells us, and Rick hunches further into his 
notebook, Alejandro rearranges his on his knee, Carol’s fingers quicken on 
her keyboard. Some of us will come to an ending before the two-minute no-
tice, others will keep writing after Steve tells us to find a place to end. These 
short exercises are not intended for neat beginnings, middles, and ends. 
There’s not enough time for completed writings, though some writers are 
amazingly adept at creating a whole piece within any given time limit. Some 
continue writing after time’s up because they can’t bear to have the thing left 
open ended—characters in the midst of chaos, at the edge of the proverbial 
cliff, waiting, like stop-action film, to have one last line of dialogue or turn 
and ride off into some fictional sunset. But we put our pens down and hit 
“save” on our keyboards. Some, like Emily, just can’t stop; she’ll keep writing 
for another few minutes.

As for me, I’ve come to accept the anxiety of the unfinished work as part 
of the process. I may continue this piece next time or later at home, maybe 
weeks from when I first started it or maybe never. The intensity and energy 
of writing in a group in a timed, focused writing is almost impossible to du-
plicate when writing alone in a solitary room.

“Sometimes the quiet of writing alone is so darn loud that I can’t hear my-
self think,” said journalist and writer Jonathan Heller.

Fellow writing practitioner Judy Geraci puts it this way: “Working silently 
in a room full of moving pens and keyboards creates an updraft that takes me 
to places I never expect in my writing. There’s nothing like it and no way to 
explain it; you just have to experience it, and you become addicted.”

Thursday Writers Format
This afternoon, as we gathered in our circle before the session got underway, 
Rick shared news from the Romance Writers of America conference he had 
just attended in Atlanta and tells the group about an editor from Harlequin 
Publishers who’s “starving for manuscripts.” The jokes began and didn’t let 
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up until Steve led us into our official start by inviting us to introduce our-
selves by our first names, which we did, going around the circle.

We’re schoolteachers, tech writers, retired professionals, construction 
workers, nightclub bouncers, singers, high school and community college 
students, MFA graduates, massage therapists, commercial writers, and edi-
tors; we don’t know the professions of some of our regulars or even their last 
names; but we may know more about their personal lives and histories, 
dreams, and fantasies than perhaps even some of their best friends or thera-
pists. Steve, a high school librarian and writer who cofacilitates the group, 
alternating weeks with me, said, “The other day, I found myself wondering: 
‘Who knows more about me—my husband or my memoir group?’”

After we introduced ourselves, Steve read the Rules for Writing Practice, 
a list of eleven guidelines, the first seven of which are loosely adapted from 
Natalie Goldberg’s (1990) book Wild Mind. “Keep your hand moving,” the 
rules begin, “Don’t worry about spelling, punctuation, or grammar,” “Go 
for the jugular.” And number six, the favorite of many writing practitioners: 
“You’re free to write the worst junk in America” (2–4).

Reading these Rules for Writing at the beginning of every meeting serves 
as a sort of call to order, much like the Twelve Steps are read at the beginning 
of every meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous. This ritual serves to bring par-
ticipants into the present moment, a reminder that we’re crossing the thresh-
old from ordinary time to a special time, some might even say a sacred time.

“My writing group is my church,” Steve said. “We have a shared faith in 
the power of the written word. We practice our faith together because, like all 
mystics, we seek to understand the world through communion with others.”

After we’ve completed the fourteen, seventeen, or twenty minutes of 
freewriting (the length of time we have to write depends on the number of 
writers in community that day), participants are invited to read their work 
aloud. Not everyone will read aloud, and no one is required to, and there’s 
no feedback given on the writing. Our groups are intended to be a nonjudg-
mental platform for all writers no matter what their experience or the quality 
of their work.

As writers, we read aloud to hear our words and to find out what we’ve 
actually written since the guidelines encourage us to keep our hand moving 
and tell us not to go back and read what we’ve written until we’ve completed 



Free ebooks ==>   www.ebook777.com

218 C H A P T E R  1 1

the piece. We read aloud to hear the sound and rhythm of our writing voice 
and to listen for that knotty bone of truth in our work if it’s there. Often we 
find that what we experienced as a fluttering of emotion as we wrote deepens 
and expands as we give the words voice. It’s not unusual for participants to go 
to deep and tender places that reveal past hurts and fragile secrets. As a result, 
tears are not unusual in these groups either. Tissues may be offered the writer, 
but no one tries to “fix” it or dispel the moment with a distracting comment. 
We merely stay silently present. This is one aspect of these particular com-
munities that makes them feel safe for writers who are just beginning or those 
who want to try new material that’s too raw for feedback from others or for 
some whose writing may feel too intimate or personal to share.

Author and therapist Cris Powell says, “The essential ingredient in creat-
ing the kind of safe and protected play space in which writers can freely create 
and collaborate in community is respect. . . . if writers and leaders treat one 
another with respect, it works.”

The reading aloud begins not by going around the circle and calling on 
individuals but by inviting whomever wants to start. “Let the Muse choose,” 
we say. And one by one, the writers read their work.

Writers do whatever they want with the prompts that are given at the start 
of each session. They change them to fit what they want to write about. They 
rearrange gender or tense or alter point of view. They fictionalize or travel 
into memory or autobiography. Others simply ignore the prompt and hitch 
a ride on any passing image. I always tell writers there’s no wrong way to do 
it (except “thinking!”). The prompts are there as starting blocks, a place for 
writers to get their footing as they push off into the sprint of the exercise.

This Thursday, some have taken the prompt literally and written about 
sending flowers; some have incorporated the prompt deep inside the narra-
tive of a freestanding piece or folded it into a scene of an ongoing work, like 
Steven’s pop rock novel that features a Jeff Beck look-alike named Lee Roy. 
Carol freewheels as she often does, riffing on the idea of the prompt or the 
prompt itself, and as Maureen reads, she sounds surprised that, somehow, a 
kitten-rescuing alligator has shown up as the protagonist of her piece. Emily 
has finally come to a place of completion and, as she sometimes does, asks 
her mother, Julieann, to read her story, which involves epic tales of fantasy 
characters. We’re not surprised that some writers have taken the news of the 
Harlequin romance editor’s need for manuscripts to heart and to imagina-
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tion and penned righteous send-ups of the bodice-ripping reputation of the 
publishing company complete with heaving, panting, throbbing, and a little 
playful bondage. Nor are we surprised when Peggy reads her touching piece 
about her first day back at work as a school counselor and the real-life dramas 
of the students that often find voice in her writing and never fail to leave the 
room in a sort of holy silence.

On Any Given Day
On any given day at Thursday Writers or any of the other community writing 
groups I’ve led or participated in, group members know that writers will pen 
whatever story or memory or slice of life that appears, most often unbidden. We 
also know that we can trust the pen and the magic of the group to give it voice.

“One of the reasons I like writing in community is because people—some-
times but not always—get to a place they didn’t expect to go and so they’re 
surprised and people who get to hear it are surprised, too,” said writer and 
artist Lavina Blossom.

On any given day, our writing can be, as Natalie Goldberg told us, “the 
worst junk in America.” Or it can be beautiful, even to our own eyes and 
ears. At a long-ago writing-in-community gathering at the Santa Fe Station 
in San Diego, writer and “This American Life” contributor James Spring said, 
“Somebody will be receiving the gift.” He added, “I’m hoping to be one of the 
ones who does.” But what I believe James knows and what those of us who 
regularly participate in these groups know is that the gift is in doing the writ-
ing, and participating in a writing community. “[Writing’s] a solitary act, and 
you need a community of like-minded souls to survive and to flourish,” said 
Poet Laureate Stanley Kunitz (2000).

Writers have been gathering in community and writing for nearly as long 
as we’ve been putting pen to page. In one such gathering in 1816, Percy Shel-
ley; his soon-to-be wife, Mary Wollstonecraft; and Lord Byron spent a holiday 
writing together at Lake Geneva. Out of that came Frankenstein.

I wonder if Steven’s novel about Lee Roy and Nut Meg with her collection 
of saltwater snails and starfish will be the next Frankenstein or if it might be 
the book Scott is writing about a boy who believes he can save the world from 
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alien invaders. Another longtime Thursday Writer, Scott’s book found its 
start in our group, and many of its scenes or parts of scenes have been written 
in the spontaneous sessions.

No more than Mary Wollstonecraft could have predicted Dr. Frankenstein 
and his creation, no one can say what will find form in these community writ-
ing sessions. Stories, novels, memoirs, and personal essays, even screenplays 
and poems, have been birthed in these spirited gatherings. Bill Peters, math 
professor at a community college who is also a photographer, said, “The 
prompt is like a ball of yarn, and we are all cats grabbing for our own string. 
Most of us weave it into something that is completely our own creation. Oth-
ers pay no attention to the yarn and go off in a different direction. Commu-
nity members are moved by their own personal muse.”

One thing is clear: flashes of pure creativity and imagination are ignited in 
these groups, and whether the fire burns for that single moment, finds a wider 
audience, or, who knows, lasts through the ages, it was sparked by the spon-
taneous combustion of writers writing with other writers. “There’s something 
about the shared energy that is invigorating,” said recent MFA graduate 
Jennifer Simpson. “I generated many story starts at writing marathons and 
drop-in writing groups in San Diego. [I] hadn’t found anything like that here 
in Albuquerque, so I had to start my own.”

Writing in Community:  
A Lifelong Story

Like a thread in a tapestry, I can trace my own involvement in writing in 
community through the greater design of my life. At age eleven, I was writing 
stories with my best friend, lounging on beds in our adolescent bedrooms or 
hidden in the leafy bower of my tree house. I joined the school newspaper 
staffs in junior high and high school, whole gangs of us in after-school class-
rooms, banging away on manual typewriters. I may have been struggling with 
math during my city college years, but I was writing in impromptu gatherings 
with my writing group and reading my poetry in a tremulous voice. When I 
worked at a daily newspaper, I wrote in a crowded room with several other 
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writers—a columnist, a theater critic, a television writer—still banging the 
keys, each looking for our own story amid the cacophony of clacking.

Over the past twenty-five years especially, I have been involved in writ-
ing-in-community through such groups as Journal and Diary Enthusiasts 
(JADE); Brown Bag Writing Group, which recently celebrated twenty years 
of continuous meetings; and Café Writers, where several of us met in cafés, 
drinking coffee and writing stories all over San Diego County. On the Road 
took us to other sites in San Diego: Coronado’s beaches, Balboa Park, and the 
wild, open space of Sycamore Canyon. I formed Second Story Writers, a con-
sortium of women writers who met in the upstairs room of a former bordello 
and created plays together, including Women of the Violet Wynn, which was 
produced and performed by the Fritz Theater. Members of A Woman’s Place 
met in a retail travel store where we wrote stories of our journeys to places 
near and far in both memory and location.

I have written in groups under the influence of the Full Moon, the Blue 
Moon, and the Dark of the Moon. For more than two years, I hosted monthly 
Saturday Writing Retreat sessions, where seven or eight or twelve (a varied 
aggregate each time) of us wrote to themes as diverse as Rivers, Seas and 
Oceans; Food for the Pen; and Outlaw Voices, letting the themes inform our 
gathering but allowing the Muse to guide our fingers and our imaginations.

At one such gathering, Anita Knowles had the experience of a character 
who appeared out of nowhere while writing to a prompt. She said, “Writing 
in community is drastically different from writing solo. When I write with 
other artists, I inevitably tap into the collective creative mojo which amps up 
my ability and willingness to set aside self-imposed limits. Some crazy fun 
stuff has come out of this space, even a new character who introduced himself 
during a Gifts of the Night writing retreat. Completely unexpected. Two years 
later, he’s become a major player in my novel. Write in a group,” she advised, 
“get ready for surprises.”

My recurring Wild Women Writing Workshop has formed and reformed 
half a dozen times, each time eight or ten or a dozen women come together 
to write in community, the stages of their lives. And time and again, I hear 
the words, “I don’t know where that came from” voiced in wonder as a writer 
reads aloud what she wrote during the timed, focused freewrite.

Other times they say, “I haven’t thought of that in years,” with the same 
sense of surprise and pleasure as they write a memory from elementary 
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school, complete with names and descriptions of kids they haven’t seen in 
decades, or the smallest detail of an afternoon spent in the company of a long-
ago best friend or an incident with their grandmother, detailing the flowered 
print of her dress, the lace of its collar.

“Who can say what memory, what day?” I ask, not of the writers but more 
wondering aloud. How is it we can access these details or create this image 
or put down this particular phrasing of words when we are together, writ-
ing in community, and not when we are home, writing alone? Scientists or 
psychologists may have a logical, reasoned answer, but I prefer to think of it 
as magic; writerly mojo that gets whomped up when two or more creative 
people come together and surrender themselves to the page.

One participant at an all-day writing marathon, Giri Ramanathan, said, “I 
loved the idea of sitting down for four or five hours and just writing. No time 
to edit or even think. My fingers did the writing. I seemed to be on autopilot.”

For all these years, two, three, or even four times a week, I have written in 
community with other writers. As I wrote in the introduction to the first edi-
tion of A Writer’s Book of Days (Reeves 1999),

Sometimes we have been as few as two, other times we have numbered in the 
twenties. But the experience is always the same: We gather around a table or in 
easy chairs or on the floor or in the grass, a topic is given, and we fall into our 
notebooks. For the next five or ten or fifteen or twenty-two minutes the only 
sounds we hear are of pens gliding or scratching or spiraling across the page, 
sometimes a muffled sniffle or a suppressed giggle as words find their way 
from birthing place to notebook cradle. The energy is palpable; you can feel 
it sidle up against you, nuzzling your elbows. You can taste its electric hum. 
Sometimes, just for the quick thrill of it, I look up from my notebook at the 
bent heads, the moving hands, the flying fingers. I love the sensation of being 
in a place of writers writing. These remarkable creators painting word pictures, 
spinning and reeling stories, remembering and recording, all aboard the magic-
carpet ride of imagination. This is when I know I’m in the right place, doing the 
thing I was meant to do. A giddy feeling comes upon me after we’ve all written 
and people begin to read—saying out loud this raw, wild, expansive creation 
of words on paper. I am amazed or entertained or transported from sadness to 
laughter to rollicking joy. We all are. I feel the connection, not just one writer 
to another, but one human to another. (xvii–xix)
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“The Safest Bunch of Strangers”
The experience of finding my tribe, of being home in the world, isn’t all I gain 
through these writing sessions, though it is more than enough and so much 
more than I anticipated or expected. One day I looked behind me and real-
ized that over the years of writing in community, I had filled an astounding 
number of notebooks with my own original writing.

Those notebooks number so many that I now have to stack them in a stor-
age unit, half afraid and mostly embarrassed to ask my friends to help me 
move them. They contain the better part of a couple of novels, short stories 
and flash fictions, memories of young years and not-so-young years, charac-
ters who appear and reappear and who may have something more to say if I’ll 
just give them the chance.

Every few months, I pull out a stack of notebooks to review. In rereading 
them, I discover images that reappear month after month, stories that are 
told again and again, sometimes with different voices or in different settings 
but the same recurring themes or images. It’s as if the topic doesn’t matter; 
the story that wants to be told is what matters. The writing itself tells me 
what I want (or need) to write about. Sometimes we may not even be aware 
that we are in need of working through some knotty emotional wood until 
we recognize themes or images that repeat themselves in our writing. Our 
intuitive self knows what needs attention even if our conscious brain or ego 
wants to set it aside or dismiss certain thoughts or feelings. When a writer 
trusts her intuition and the process of writing, remarkable things can happen. 
And often, it is easier to find the trust and to go through whatever pain or 
uncomfortable feelings that arrive through the process when we are not alone 
but with others who can offer their support, though they may not have had 
the same experience.

Diane D. M. Solis sent a poem about her experience writing during a time 
of grieving. Following are the first few lines. The poem is titled “Their Hands 
in the Wounds”:

My heart broke among them, my brothers and sisters. They didn’t choose me 
and I didn’t choose them. Yet, we were all there, perhaps chosen by the muse. 
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It wasn’t a gentle process. Sometimes it wasn’t even kind. Still, I seem to be, 
perhaps I have managed it all right by some grace or gift of paradox.

“One of the marvelous things about community is that it enables us to wel-
come and help people in a way we couldn’t as individuals. When we pool our 
strength and share the work and responsibility, we can welcome many people, 
even those in deep distress, and perhaps help them find self-confidence and 
inner healing,” wrote Jean Vanier (1989) in Community and Growth.

In this context, a group of writers writing in community becomes a com-
munity in the larger sense of the word, creating a safe and nurturing place for 
those searching for a home among their own kind.

“I write in community because it’s the safest bunch of strangers I know,” 
said novelist Amy Wallen. “Because in a room full of people wielding writing 
instruments no one talks and yet we gain a deeper respect for one another. 
We are strangers and acquaintances, and yet there is a greater sense of safety 
than even with my own family.”

There’s something else that happens in group writing, too, a synchronic-
ity that is as inexplicable as creativity and as mysterious as inspiration. Two 
writers use the same unusual word, such as “effervescent,” or both mention 
Bach and Karen Carpenter in the same piece or write about deep-rooted trees. 
This seemingly coincidental occurrence of words or images is so startling that 
it never fails to take my breath away yet so common that those of us who are 
veteran community writers accept it as a predicable part of the process.

“I love all the surprises and coincidences . . . that happen while writing si-
lently in a group: themes are echoed and even exact names, words, and phrases 
repeat themselves around the room,” Judy Geraci said of this phenomenon.

The surrealists made a game of it: “Le cadaver exquis boira le vin nouveau,” 
or “The Exquisite Corpse,” as it has come to be known. Gathered together in 
an old house at 54 rue du Chateau in Paris, Andre Breton, Marcel Duchamp, 
and others would write a line or a phrase on a sheet of paper, then fold the 
paper to conceal what was written. The paper was passed to the next player, 
who wrote the next line or phrase. When they had all taken a turn, the re-
sulting piece would be read, and often these synchronistic surprises would 
appear. (The exquisite corpse shall drink the new wine.) Breton (1924) encour-
aged writers to “attain the most passive or receptive state of mind possible. 
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Forget your genius, your talents, and those of everyone else. . . . Write quickly 
with no preconceived subject, so quickly that you retain nothing and are not 
tempted to reread.”

Judy Geraci recalled a group of visiting writers from Ukraine who attended a 
Thursday Writing session. “They said that all their training had been geared to 
writing in isolation and they couldn’t imagine how this would work. After join-
ing us, they were visibly moved and had the Rules for Writing translated into 
Ukrainian. That’s when it really dawned on me how special this experience is.”

Judy recently related this event to a writer from Berlin who became 
“animated and curious, because he, too, had always been taught to write in 
isolation. To some,” she said, “it seems that writing in community is viewed 
almost as a subversive act that could ignite dangerous creative freedom.”

Sixteen Reasons to  
Write in Community

In addition to “dangerous creative freedom,” the benefits of writing in com-
munity are many, some apparent and some so subtle that participants may 
not even be aware of them. The list begins simply and with the obvious:

1. Provides a Time and a Place for Writing and Being  
with Other Writers
This is often why writers or those who want to write seek out these groups. 
They know that, left on their own with full-to-overflowing life commitments 
and responsibilities, they might not get to the writing. How easy to put some-
thing off that has no deadline and that, really, no one else may care whether 
we do. For some writers who haven’t been able to create what Flannery 
O’Connor calls “the writing habit,” these groups offer a solution.

“Writing with a group is motivating,” said Ellen Yaffa. “It provides disci-
pline, a good kind, that gets you going when you might otherwise succumb 
to distractions. I love to see us all intent, hunched over our notebooks and 
laptops, lost in the world we are creating.”
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2. Honors Commitment
This benefit naturally follows the first. By showing up regularly and becom-
ing a member of the group, participants honor their commitment to their 
writing and in so doing strengthen self-esteem, in turn making it easier to 
continue to honor the commitment. And so it goes, one beautiful cycle fol-
lowing the other.

3. Helps Writers Find Their Voice
We find our writing voice by writing—a lot. Like any other muscle that 
becomes stiff from inactivity, our writing muscles need a regular workout. 
When used infrequently, the words don’t flow easily, and images are elusive 
or simply absent. We may have forgotten our natural language and write 
stilted, dull sentences or revert to the “correct” language of English papers 
or thesis compositions. But by writing regularly and within community 
where we forget the rules (for now) and let words and images flow unfet-
tered through our pens, our natural voice emerges on the page. (Where did 
that come from?) The more we write in this manner, the more we discover 
our particular rhythm, our unique vocabulary, and diction and our true and 
authentic voice.

4. Invokes Imagination and Evokes Self-Expression
Some subtle something happens over the course of our formal education. Too 
often we’re told by well-meaning teachers or parents that cows aren’t really 
purple or there’s no such word as “delumptious,” or stay inside the lines. Stories 
get graded and prizes awarded, and the tenuous writer or artist may tuck her 
imagination away and begin a learning career of pleasing her teachers.

But follow any three- or four-year-old around, and you’ll hear imaginative 
descriptions, delightful metaphors, and similes as colorful as rainbows and 
as natural as rain. In her book PoemCrazy, Susan Wooldridge (1996) tells of 
when she came upon her three-year-old son shaking a lilac bush and asked 
him what he was doing. “I’m stirring the sky, Mama,” he said (132). When 
she brought his new baby sister home, bundled snugly in swaddling clothes, 
he said, “She yooks yike a hot dog” (30).

Working within a community of writers where “forget about the rules” 
is part of the directive, imagination is invited into the room. New-to-the-
group writers witness the wildly creative pieces written by others and begin 
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to loosen up themselves. Alligators do rescue kittens tossed from passing 
cars, a 350-word story meanders through a neighborhood without the use 
of a single period, a one-legged transsexual hosts a ball where the Duke of 
Upper Wisteria and a chorus of a thousand albino dwarves sip champagne 
from golden cups. Because there’s no critique or feedback on the work, 
writers experience what may be a long-abandoned freedom of expression. 
Doors and windows of imagination that have been closed for years are 
opened and let in the light.

5. Encourages Spontaneity
Because most of the writing-in-community groups I facilitate use timed, 
focused freewriting to a prompt, writers don’t come with preconceived 
ideas of what they want to write or self-imposed assignments. Instead, they 
open themselves to whatever images or memories the prompt may evoke, 
then grab hold of any passing detail and begin writing. Working within a 
time limit creates an intensity of focus, and the tension created by a direc-
tive to keep the hand moving means writers don’t stop to think or consider 
or measure or judge or evaluate or analyze—all those things the left side of 
the brain wants to do. Instead, they access the right side of the brain, and 
spontaneity is the happy result.

6. Enhances Creativity
With imaginative self-expression and freewheeling spontaneity, any writer’s 
creativity is bound to be amplified. (Where did that come from?) I love the 
surprises, and so do the writers who experience them. Ellen Yaffa spoke of 
how writing with a group “primes the pump, and then delights when you 
discover how diverse a selection of stories is spun by a group of writers using 
the same prompt.”

7. Produces Fresh Material
I’ve mentioned my storage unit of boxes and bins crammed with tattered 
notebooks and messy journals, and I’m not the only one who has collected 
stacks of work completed over years of writing in community. Many of my 
writing cohorts confess to notebooks in cardboard boxes under their beds, 
lining shelves in closets, or heaped beneath windows and in old toy boxes 
shoved away in dusty attics.
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Not all this fresh material grows stale within the confines of our note-
books or forgotten files on our laptops. When we find something worthy, 
we transport it from notebook to computer, shape it, revise it, add to it, edit 
it, revise it again. The result may be a published story or essay or poem, the 
thickening of a novel, or the start of something that we continue to work 
on until it finds its end.

8. Supports Risk-Taking
The very act of writing itself means taking risks, but there’s something 
about writing within a group of supportive others that makes such risk-
taking less, well, risky. When we witness other writers heading off into the 
dark forest or stepping onto that shaky suspension bridge and then see them 
come out safely on the other side, we’re emboldened to set off toward our 
own cliff edges.

“I do more risk taking in groups than I do alone,” said poet and educator 
Karen Swank.

9. Banishes Fear
There’s a reason “paralyzed by fear” has become a cliché. Fear keeps us stuck 
in our tracks like no Super Glue ever could. We close our notebooks, we skip 
our writing practice, we make excuses to ourselves and others. Whether a 
writer is afraid of starting something new, going deeper into a story or char-
acter or memory, finishing a project, or the very act of writing itself, some of 
this anxiety can be overcome by simply showing up at writing group, taking 
our place at the communal table, and being willing to put one word after the 
other. On another, deeper level, when we’re given the prompt and we set to 
with our pens or on our keyboards, for the next twelve or fourteen or seven-
teen minutes, if we are truly present in the process, fear simply doesn’t exist. 
It’s only when we resurface from the depths and begin to “think” again that 
the doubts and concerns may reappear. But during the actual writing, when 
we surrender to the process and the page, we are fearless.

10. Offers Opportunities for Explorations
Because the writing is spontaneous and because we’re reminded not to 
worry about beginnings, middles, or ends and our guidelines tell us to let 
the writing find its own form, we’re free to become explorers of ideas, spe-
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lunkers of images, courageous travelers into the wilds of our imaginations. 
Who knows what riches we might come upon? And if we fail to hit pay dirt, 
if we follow a rushing stream that eventually runs dry, so what? There’s 
always next Thursday Writers or another brown-bag session. This is one of 
the reasons writers return week after week—they relish the opportunity to 
explore the unknown within the safe confines of the group and the fear-free 
zone of writing in community.

“Writing in community for me is like having a potluck dinner with 
friends,” said Madaline Pike. “You don’t necessarily know what they will 
bring to the table until they arrive and unwrap it. Every now and again you 
or the others will experiment with a new dish; sometimes it is fantastic and 
sometimes it’s a flop. What I love most . . . is that I learn what I like, what I 
don’t, and taste things I might never have tasted before, [and] I always leave 
with a full spirit.”

11. Expands Critical Abilities
Listening to other writers read their work in the nonjudgmental setting of 
a community writing group, participants become students without even 
knowing it. They hear other writers’ word choices, sentence structure, and 
story and character development and how the use of specific detail brings 
work alive. They come to know what engages them as listeners and when 
they get bumped out of a piece; they begin to recognize the elements that 
make compelling writing and why other writing sounds stiff or boring. 
Then, as if by osmosis, they may find themselves using some of the tech-
niques in their own writing and beginning to read their work and the work 
of others with a more discerning eye.

12. Builds Self-Confidence
It’s not unusual for writers new to writing in community to enter the room 
hesitantly, to demur when asked if they would like to read their work aloud, 
or to read in a trembling voice. But if writers are warmly welcomed and the 
experience is good and if they begin to participate regularly in the group, fill-
ing page after page in a notebook or logging computer file after file, writers’ 
confidence in their abilities grows. Reading their work aloud to a group of 
supportive others again and again strengthens their voice and their belief in 
themselves as writers. It follows that the more self-confidence a writer has, the 
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greater his writerly self-esteem, which can lead him to challenge himself or for 
her to take more risks—all of which leads not only to better, more authentic 
writing but to greater joy in the creative process as well.

13. Fosters Friendships and Deepens Connections
Friendships are built on common grounds, and it’s only natural that, as writ-
ers, we seek our own kind. Who else can we talk to about the elusiveness of 
language, characters that won’t leave us alone, the fear of starting (or finish-
ing) a poem, a chapter, a memoir? “I think community is necessary to a bunch 
of people who spend all day thinking about characters who, in the minds of 
other people, don’t even exist,” said Portland writer Liz Prato. But friendship 
with other writers is more than talking shop or comparing notes. “We keep 
each other sane,” she said.

Call it a psychic connection, something tribal or spiritual; the kinship that 
springs from this deeper place is something that, when we find it and nurture 
it, can feel like home.

14. Engenders Tolerance, Patience, Compassion
Writing in community, we have the freedom to write anything we want, and 
because we write unfettered by critique or censorship, anything can and does 
get written, sometimes even to our own surprise. (Where did that come from?) 
Memories of childhood abuse; recounted bouts of bad behavior (by ourselves 
or our characters); incidents of explicit sex or violence, fictional or otherwise; 
sloppy writing; boring stories—all this and more can make an appearance 
during a writing session and be given voice both on the page and spoken 
aloud during the readings. In such groups, writers write their most intimate 
thoughts, their deepest fears, their unbearable longings. Sometimes we say 
our groups are like a Quaker meeting; we bear silent witness to the process of 
others. As a result, writers learn to be tolerant and patient and to have com-
passion not only for others but also for themselves.

15. Develops Trust
When we know we are free to write anything that wants to be written, we 
begin to trust our writing and ourselves. And when we write what wants to be 
written and read it aloud and others in the group listen silently, we begin to 
trust them, too. With trust comes courage to open our minds and our hearts, 
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and soon our pens free-flow with stories that have been kept secret for years; 
we find voice for flights of imagination in a language we didn’t know we could 
speak. We give ourselves over to our writing and delight in the surprises or 
experience the pain or grieve the hurt or shake our heads and celebrate the 
wacky goofiness of whatever shows up on the page. When we trust ourselves 
and our writing and our writing companions, we discover anything is pos-
sible, in writing and in life.

16. Sustains Spirit
I’m of the belief that every person is a creative being born with a gift that, 
when expressed with a generous and open heart, can lift the whole of our 
species to a higher plane. For those of us given the gift of “writer,” writing in 
community with others like ourselves can lift and sustain our spirit and allow 
us to give back to the world in ways we might otherwise have never discov-
ered or perhaps even imagined.

Where and How to Find a  
Writing-in-Community Group  
(or Start One of Your Own)

The internet is your friend when it comes to finding a writing group that uses 
some of the same techniques for writing in community I’ve described. Start 
with a general Google search using key words such as “writing practice groups,” 
“timed writing groups,” “spontaneous writing groups,” “generative writing 
groups,” and “freewrite groups.” (Be sure to use one word for “freewrite,” or 
you’ll wind up with pages and pages of listings for free writing groups, which, 
come to think of it, might not be a bad thing either.) A few Facebook pages 
for such groups turned up as I browsed the internet using these phrases and a 
Yahoo! group or two. Meetup.com is also a good resource for locating groups 
or for getting the word out if you decide to start one of your own.

In my research, I was prompted to websites and blog posts that describe how 
to organize and run such groups; several books on the subject also appeared 
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in my searches. In my book Writing Alone, Writing Together (Reeves 2002), I 
devote a chapter to writing practice groups—how to start one, how to run one, 
and how to keep one going.

A few cities are home to writing organizations that may sponsor writing-
in-community groups, such as the Loft in Minneapolis; Grub Street in 
Boston; the Writer’s Center in Bethesda; Lighthouse Writers in Denver; San 
Diego Writers, Ink, in San Diego; Hugo House in Seattle; and the Writing 
Salon in San Francisco, among others. The Loft offers a state-by-state listing 
of literary organizations on its website at https://www.loft.org/resources/
digital_writers_resources/literary_organizations.

Can’t find a group? Why not start one of your own? I’ll confess that, 
though I had a few years’ experience of writing with others, when I started the 
Brown Bag Writing Group in San Diego in 1993, I didn’t have a blueprint to 
go by. I just knew I wanted a time and place to show up every week for writ-
ing practice and that writing with others was a lot more fun (and I’d be more 
likely to do it) than going it alone.

So, first thing: time and place and a commitment to hold the space. I fig-
ured consistency was key, and I was right. Even though after the initial gather-
ing a few weeks went by when I was the only one present, I continued to show 
up. I had the Guidelines for Writing Practice, and I had a prompt, my timer, 
and my notebook. Then slowly, over time, others started appearing with their 
notebooks and their willingness to let the Muse have her way with them.

We began just as I have described at the beginning of this chapter. We 
introduced ourselves by first name only, then read the guidelines, gave the 
prompt and the amount of time for the writing, and off we’d go. After time 
is up, everyone is invited (and encouraged) to read their work aloud, without 
comments or feedback. Around the room we go until everyone has a chance 
to read if they want. Sometimes a little encouragement will help change 
the mind of a reluctant-to-read writer, but no one is ever required to read. 
Twenty years later, the format for this group and others spawned by it re-
mains the same, and the notebooks continue to be filled, even if, these days, 
a few laptops have replaced the pen to paper. (I still prefer and encourage 
writing by hand for these groups.)

Consistency in time and place and structure, evocative prompts, a safe circle, 
acceptance, and encouragement—these are the basic ingredients for a success-
ful, nourishing group. Get the word out to others. Who knows what magic can 
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happen when two or more people sit down together to write? Who can imagine 
what new and spontaneous creations will be brought into the world?
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