
-------------------Minnesota 
SANDY HAYES 

Teaching the Teaching of 
Writing: 

A College/Middle School 
Collaboration 

How to teach writing effec
tively? After 27 years teaching middle 
schoolers, I am still refining my skills. 
Now that I was teaching sixteen edu
cation majors in a middle level read
ing and writing methods course at the 
College of St. Benedict, it became an 
even more pressing question. While I 
do not believe that there is any single 
magic answer, l do have an array of 
possibilities I have refined over the 
years, possibilities that are based on 
best practice, observation, and results. 
I could give the college students the 
best practice answers, but I also 
wanted them to have experience with 
observation and results, the factors 
that shape an individual teacher's ap
proach to teaching writers. But to do 
this, they needed real students. 

I had real students-8th 
graders. The challenge was how to 
connect them with the college stu
dents. I needed a project that would 
give the college students more authen
tic experiences with middle level stu
dents, with process writing, and with 
evaluation. I needed an approach that 
wouldn't overload the college stu
dents who were already trying to fit 
in field experiences in multiple meth
ods classes. I needed something that 
would also be of value to the middle 
level students. So I created Writing 
Buddies, an e-mail exchange of 
middle schoolers' writing with college 
mentors. 
Logistics: 
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If I used only the middle 
school students from my classes, the 
education majors would only work 
with writing from students at the up
per end of the age range of this meth
ods course. They would not have an 
appreciation for the huge develop
mental gains made in the middle 
grades. In addition, many of these el
ementary education majors, even 
those who needed the ih and 8th grade 
experience in their program, were 
apprehensive about working with 
older students. 

So I recruited a willing 
teacher from the fifth grade and from 
the sixth grade in the building in 
which I teach. I only recruited two 
teachers because I wanted to keep the 
number of buddies manageable for the 
college students. Each college student 
had a total of three buddies from 5th 
and 6th grades and four or five bud
dies from 8th grade. Because of our 
block scheduling, I got a whole dif
ferent group of 8th graders halfway 
through the college course so the edu
cation majors had contact with 8-10 
different 8th graders. T assigned the 
Buddies so as to give each college 
mentor middle school students with a 
range of writing abilities. Using a va
riety of grade levels also gave the col
lege students exposure to more kinds 
of student writing and different stages 
of writing process: 

The 6th graders received 
feedback on their children's book 
project at every step, from their plan
ning notes, to their lead, to several 
drafts at different levels of comple
tion, to the final draft. They also re
ceived additional feedback on final 
drafts of a biography report and an 
original fairy tale. 
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The 5th graders received re

sponses to final drafts of a short nar
rative and a personal essay. 

The 8th graders gained prac
tice on asking for specific feedback 
for their own writing purposes. Pieces 
the college students read included 
drafts of a persuasive letter that was 
to be sent to a legislator, a poem writ
ten in response to the novel The 
Pigman, personal narratives, and 
short stories. 

The education class met only 
one night a week, which caused com
plications with timing. It would be dif
ficult for the middle school teachers 
to guarantee that their students would 
have something for the college stu
dents to work with on class night. And 
I would either have to give class time 
for their responses or wait a week to 
pick up their responses to the middle 
school writing. 

Much of the writing, espe
cially from the 8th graders, was sent 
to the college students via e-mail . 
Feedback was generally returned 
within a day. I used a few of the 
middle school students' assignments 
as in-class activities. For example, as 
an application of a lesson on using 
rubrics to evaluate writing, the col
lege students read the 6th graders' fi
nal drafts of a biography research 
project, then evaluated them using a 
rubric I had created that was based on 
the six trait evaluation model we had 
discussed in class. 

Our middle school does not 
have the capability nor the policy to 
give students e-mail accounts. 
Teacher accounts that exceed 50 mes
sages can give the server some prob
lems. In addition, the 6th grade 
teacher had a problem with her com-

puter and could not receive internet 
mail. So I used my America OnLine 
account, which I can access from 
school. I then forwarded responses 
to the 6th grade teacher. 

To make e-mail practical, all 
writing must be word-processed. 

The major 6th grade piece 
the Writing Buddies worked with was 
a children's book. Much computer lab 
time was al lowed for this assignment 
so all planning templates and drafts 
were word-processed. Little word pro
cessing is done in 5th grade, so class 
time was given for the college stu
dents to respond to the two hand-writ
ten pieces of writing that were as
signed during this period. The 8th 
graders, who contributed the greatest 
number of assignments, have access 
to fifteen vintage Macintoshes in our 
classroom and since they write in a 
workshop setting, most of their writ
ing is word processed. It was very 
easy to copy their piece from8a disk 
into my e-mail and send it off right 
from class. 

Both groups expressed curi
osity about their Buddies. Virtual con
tact through just the written word 
wasn't personal enough. 

The college students wrote 
a general introductory letter which I 
copied for each of their assigned Bud
dies. The middle schoolers then wrote 
their own introduction and responded 
to some of the information their 
Buddy had written. 

A few weeks into the project, I also 
vi deotaped each of the 6th and 
8th graders. On tape, the 6th graders 
commented on the progress of their 
children's book, and the 8th graders 
gave opinions on the literature circle 
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novel each was currently reading. 

Then I videotaped each of the college 
students as they were presenting that 
night's assignment: expressively read
ing a poem middle schoolers might 
like. 

This contact was somewhat 
satisfying, but an even more positive 
opportunity presented itself. After 
they had spent several weeks respond
ing to the different stages of the 6th 
grade children's books, I announced 
to the college students that the books 
with artwork were completed, but I 
wouldn't be able to bring them to class 
until the next week because at that 
moment the students were preparing 
for the parent program where they 
would showcase their books. The 
class didn't want to wait and enthusi
astically proposed a "field trip" to at
tend the program. As we all left for 
cars to make the half-hour trip to 
Becker in time, I was only sorry that I 
hadn't thought of this myself. 

The 6th graders had pre
pared short speeches introducing 
themselves and summarizing their 
books, then each sat at tables and 
shared his or her book as the audience 
milled around from student to student. 
The 6th graders were thrilled to meet 
their Buddies and to show off their 
final work. It was heart-warming to 
watch them introduce the college stu
dents to their parents. A surprise ce
lebrity appearance at the Oscars 
would not have been greeted with 
more excitement. 

Goals and Benefits 
The middle school writers 

benefited from the individual atten
tion: a typical response included two 
paragraphs of generalized comments 
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and some correction notes pasted in 
appropriate places in the middle 
schoolers' work. They also enjoyed 
the personal relationship with a posi
tive role model. But I was most con
cerned about meeting the goals I had 
for the college students. I am thrilled 
with the results. The quotes below are 
taken from a reflective paper they 
wrote about the experience and are 
used with each student's permission. 

Goal: To give the students a glimpse 
inside a middle school writing class. 

Alisa Tenney: I did not lrnow what 
to expect, but through this experience 
with my writing buddies I have 
learned that I enjoy working with stu
dents at this level. They have won
derful ideas and use valid points to 
back their ideas up. I enjoyed seeing 
how they took the suggestions and 
either ignored them or worked them 
into their work. It was exciting to see 
my writing buddies improve their 
work as the semester progressed. 

Gina Orth: When we went to the 
sixth-graders' author's fair, I was sur
prised to see how proud the students 
were of their work. I had the chance 
to meet both of my writing buddies, 
and I read their final products. It was 
evident that both of my buddies put a 
great deal of effort into completing the 
final product. It was also evident that 
they appreciated the advice I gave 
them during the writing process. One 
even thanked me for being his writ
ing buddy. It was a rewarding experi
ence. 

Lucas Weingelt: I was able to learn 
just as much, ifnot more, than the stu
dents I was helping. Whether they 
know it or not, they were teaching me 
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everything they know. 

Goal: To give the students more ex
posure to the typical developmental 
range of writing skills of middle 
school students. 

Jeremy Christie: I really enjoyed 
getting to read a variety of students' 
writing. I never knew that there is such 
a wide range of writing abilities. 

Andrea Rohla: I could see the pro
gression and development of the 
eighth graders' writing as compared 
to the sixth graders. I did notice, how
ever, that students of the same grade 
level were still at very different writ
ing levels. One of my sixth grade bud
dies told a very involved story with a 
well-developed plot and setting. My 
other sixth grade buddy seemed to just 
write down whatever thought was in 
her head and didn't seem to consider 
how it sounded. Likewise, some of the 
eighth graders had organized work 
with a very clear voice, while others 
still didn't quite seem to get the con
cept of a paragraph. 

Katie Kurtz: I also learned that I un
derestimate students. When I received 
the 8th graders' persuasive essays, I 
was amazed at the mature topics they 
chose to write about. The most im
portant thing I learned is that kids are 
a lot smarter than I thought. 

Katie Powers: My writing buddies 
were all at different levels of devel
opment in their writing. To meet the 
needs of each, I had to adjust the com
ments I sent back to them. With [ a 
very proficient fifth grader who sent 
some independent writing via e-mail], 
for example, many of my comments 
were about ideas and voice because 
she seemed to have control of her Ian-

guage. The need to comment to each 
student in a different way was a very 
practical lesson for me to learn. 

Goal: To give the students an appre
ciation for the task of evaluating writ
ing and some ways of making the task 
more efficient. 

Lucas Weingelt: l was amazed to 
find how much time reading and com
menting on each piece of writing re
ally did take. I had known that each 
piece will take a little while, but I put 
in a good 15-20 minutes on each pa
per. I found myself correcting each 
little mistake as I read through the 
papers, but I wondered ifl was doing 
the right thing. So, I began marking 
the first mistake of each kind I saw 
and allowed the students to correct 
their own mistakes. I let the students 
know that they could send their piece 
back to me and I would look it over 
again to see if he or she had caught 
the errors. This helped me cut down 
on the time each paper took, and the 
students were getting some practice 
doing their own proofreading. The 
time was well worth it when I got a 
reply back from one of the teachers 
thanking me for the nice remarks I had 
made on a student's paper and how 
much the student had appreciated my 
help. 

Jeremy Christie: After going 
through the small amount of papers I 
had to read, I realized how long it 
would take to go through a whole 
class's papers. I wanted to give the 
students the best possible suggestions 
I could. I read and reread their papers. 
After doing this, I noticed that it took 
me a half an hour to finish. There is 
no way I could take this much time 
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with an entire class. I started focus

ing my comments more. 
Andrea Rohla: I noticed that it was 

so much easier for me to evaluate the 
students' work when they asked spe
cific questions about what they 
wanted suggestions on. 

Chad Broberg: I found success 
with the idea of giving the students 
two positive comments for every 
comment of something to work on. 

Goal: To reinforce best practice 
ideals in providing meaningful feed
back for students to use throughout 
the process to improve their writing. 

Katie Kurtz: The hardest part ofbe
ing a writing buddy was comment
ing in a positive way. Through this 
experience, I've learned that it is not 
beneficial to the students for me to 
answer, "nice work." Students need 
to be told what parts of their work 
contain quality writing. The first 
couple of times I had to respond to 
the writers, I found it hard to say 
things in a positive way. had a diffi
cult time picking out specific aspects 
of their writing to comment on. 

Katie Powers: As I read the 6th 
grade books, I saw that some changes 
had been made since I first read the 
story, and that was very impressive. 
It showed me that these students are 
beginning to understand the writing 
process, and that was a very positive 
experience for me. 

Jean Sakry: Being a writing men
tor was not always easy. There were 
several times when I found myself at 
a loss for words. This was not because 
the writing was horrible, but simply 
because I wanted to give them more 
feedback than just the grammatical 
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corrections. Once I shifted my focus 
off grammar, I began to struggle. It 
was not always easy to find something 
to say that was encouraging. I have 
found that a good area to focus on is 
to look at the overall content of the 
story. Is this an area the students are 
familiar with? Do they have a good 
knowledge about this topic? Are they 
interested in their topic? Did it make 
me want to read more? Answering 
these questions helped me find com
ments I could make. 

Nancy Dahlheimer: It was really 
cool on Tuesday night to see our bud
dies feel proud for the books they had 
written, knowing we had helped with 
them. 

Goal: To help the students continue 
to find their own answers about how 
to teach writing. 

Katie Kurtz: When I was in school, 
we never had the opportunity to write 
creatively about subjects that meant 
something to us. I found it interesting 
that most of their work is on subjects 
that are close to their hearts. It amazes 
me what kids can come up with to say. 

Alisa Tenney: I think that this writ
ing buddy program was an excellent 
way to become familiar with what 
goes on in a middle level classroom. 
I enjoyed establishing relationships 
with my writing buddies and I hope 
that they learned a lot about editing 
and revising with another person. I 
believe that this was one of the most 
valuable teaching experiences I have 
had. I learned even more from work
ing with my writing buddies than I did 
from our books. This program has 
made me even more excited to have 
my own class full of writers. 

Sandy Hayes, Nationally Certified Teacher 
at Becker Middle School and MCTE 
Newletter Editor 
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JOYCE SUTPHEN 

Another Fall 

Once I knew what caused the hint of gold and 
red in the green leaf an affectation of the light, 
a slowing in the trunk and branch the broad 
cold hand of the sky needing,finally, to touch. 

I know it is something in the stem, a subtle 
severing at the base, weakening where it joins 
the twig. This happens when the river pulled 
up into the tree decides it has given enough of 
itself to the sky. 

Or when the sun, so long in secret syntheses 
with green, 
turns its power down, abjuring the alchemy of 
air and water. Then the roots sigh and stop 
drinking up the dark; the pulsing in the trunk 
subsides, and fautless the leaves fall from the 
tree. 
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