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WRITING WORKSHOP: 
THE MOST IMPORTANT PART 

OF THE SECONDARY LANGUAGE 
ARTS CURRICULUM 

by 

Michael Ubbelohde 
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I do not consider myself Master Teacher, Wizard of the Classroom or a Stand 
and Deliver version for language arts. In fact, I have always been envious 
of those educators who seem to have it all together, are always getting the 
awards, seem constantly to be presenting at conferences (I've done a few), 
and who are the favorite of all the students, past and present, wherever 
they've taught. 

About all I can say for myself is that I work hard at establishing educationally 
sound philosophy and try to teach accordingly. It is because of this self
imposed standard that I found myself several years ago in a dilemma. I 
realized rather distressfully at one point that I no longer felt that what I was 
teaching was what ought to be taught, at least for the most part. 

This can be a frightening revelation for a person with conscience. It can also 
cause problems when the time comes for raising convictions and for 
justifying instructional content, methods and purpose. This revelation of 
inadequacy didn't manifest itself as a brilliant comet flaming through my 
consciousness. Rather it crept up on me through a series of slow realiza
tions, punctuated with bouts of boredom, both for me and my students (read 
discipline problems), with sameness and repetition, and fuzzy and question
able education goals that I had a hard time standing behind and pushing 
forth in the name of student improvement. 

Yes, I was a traditional English classroom teacher and subsequently spoon 
fed my students the normal dietary fare, emphasizing, of course, literature. 
I liked literature. In fact, love ofliterature is why I became an English teacher 
in the first place. Except whenever I paused to consider what I was teaching 
and the way I was teaching it (pretty much from the classroom anthology or 
novels I selected because I liked their message), I was always hard pressed 
to decide just what my instruction was supposed to yield, so I eventually 
decided that what I really taught was appreciation ofliterature. This gave me 
a pretty broad front to operate from and afforded me the notion that I was 
contributing to my students' improved quality of life. I was searching for 
justification. 

I also taught writing skills. Everybody needs writing skills, I reasoned. 
Granted, as a life-tool, writing skills seem not to be quite as utilitarian as the 
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things that are taught in classes like Tech Ed. and Home Ee., but here again 
I felt I could at least defend my purpose in the classroom in the name of life
skills. Not that I ever really had to defend myself professionally (which may 
say something about our profession) except to my students and my 
imaginary critics to whom I could always plead writ~n~ irnproverne1:t as 
justification. Since writing acuity is germane to ach1evmg success m so 
many oflife's endeavors, I theorized that I was contributing to the abatement 
of my students' future monetary difficulties. That really made me feel better. 

But wait. Doesn't "writing skills" mean mostly teaching grammar and 
usage? All the better. Grammar was a subject I could sink my convictions 
into. Traditional grammar instruction (Warriner's , work sheets and tests, 
oh my!) allowed me to nicely quantify my teaching and make it ever-so
objective with numbers and such because with grammar instruction, right 
is right and wrong is wrong. Right? Unfortunately it seemed to be wrong 
more than right; the kids never seemed to get it. The truth about traditional 
grammar instruction was beginning to sink in, and it was getting to me. 

Naturally my teaching of writing also included typical assignments, and, 
typically, they were all teacher-directed providing the students with little or 
no ownership, tended to be boring both for me and the kids and gave little 
time for pre-writing and useful feedback. Plus all the kids were assigned 
the same thing at the same time which forced me to read and "correct" a 
zillion papers all at once whereu pan I became gun-shy and gave fewer writing 
assignments. This, along with the irreverence with which my students 
regarded my painful hours of correcting their papers (i.e. a glance at the 
grade and a rim shot to the basket) gave me pause. 

Realizing I could no longer eat from the educational smorgasbord I was 
feeding myself and my students forced me to consider my teaching very 
closely. The bottom line? I felt like an impostor. I felt like I was not really 
doing much good in the classroom. I felt like I needed a change. 

I began searching for answers to my dilemma. I gazed longingly into the 
doorways of those classrooms where I felt solid education was happening. 
I envied the skills other teachers were able to teach to their students, skills 
needed to survive or to get a job, building-block skills (kind oflike grammar 
but only more meaningful) that forced students to learn one task before 
tackling another. 

I would compare my own situation. As a secondary English teacher, what 
skills did I teach that were really essential for survival? Only but a few special 
education students could not read at a functional level, and oral skills for the 
most part had already been mastered at a relatively young age. That left 
writing instruction, which consisted mainly of teaching grammar and usage, 
the old safe havens. These seemed not to provide the answer, since the kids, 
after suffering through repeated years of the stuff, never seemed to grasp 
even the basics. Furthermore, those who committed errors of correctness, 
seemed to make the same mistakes repeatedly no matter how many tests 
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and worksheets were volleyed in their direction, and the rest seemed to be 
able to write "correctly" intuitively. This all had the ring of a bell with no 
clapper as far as I was concerned. 

After a long and desperate search for a reason for the secondary language 
arts curriculum to exist at all (perhaps I exaggerate, but that's how I felt as 
I pondered my various career changes), I finally found the obvious answer. 
It came to me: if you teach writing, they will learn, and I suddenly understood 
that only through teaching writing (not "writing skills" or isolated units, or 
"the paragraph," but holistically, the way writing is done in real life) could 
I find the only real purpose for being an English teacher. 

My only problem was I didn't immediately know what to do about this 
realization. It wasn't until I discovered that several other people, far more 
brilliant and with far better understanding of educational philosophy than 
I, had long before come to the same conclusion. I'm talking of course about 
the Calkins, the Murrays, the Graves and their ilk who during the Sixties and 
Seventies laid the foundation for what has become more recently known as 
the process approach to writing instruction. 

Actually I stumbled unto these folks' philosophies through two books 
written not by any of them, but by two active public school teachers and 
disciples of the masters: Nancy Atwell, whose book is In the Middle ( 1987) 
and Tom Romano, whose book is Clearing the Way (1987). Both books are 
published by Heinemann and should be read by anyone even considering 
implementing the writing workshop. 

At about the same time that my frustrations were corning to a head, I 
attended the UW-Superior Reading and Writing Conference where Bonnie 
Chase, an enthusiastic secondary English teacher in the Denfeld system, 
was presenting a sectional on the process approach to writing instruction 
and recommended I read Atwell and Romano. 

Her presentation and personal advice was for me timely. 

I read both books and instantly knew that their contents were what I was 
looking for to give my English classes purpose and credibility. Now I had a 
focus to my instruction that began to directly address student needs. You 
see, everybody needs to know how to write, not just to learn "writing skills" 
but to learn the meaning of purpose and voice, to understand the concept 
of audience and to learn strategies that will help solve the problems inherent 
in writing. And all this must be done in an environment that encourages 
risk-taking and experimentation, gives useful feedback at appropriate times 
and provides opportunity for publication, and allows enough freedom to 
develop ownership and enough time to carry ideas from beginning to end, 
wherever either lay on the continuum of the writing process. What have I 
briefly described? The writing workshop classroom. 

By the end of the summer, I had my classroom set up as closely as I could 
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to resemble Atwell's. I was confident that here was what I wanted. I went 
completely and solidly into Atwell's system as best as I could , given my 
situation. I started the year with great anticipation, renewed energy, solid 
conviction and a lot of apprehension. Things went well enough. However, it 
was not long before I was changing, creating subtle differences between 
Nancy's classroom and mine, but mostly I towed the Atwell line and moved 
boldly on in the workshop setting. 

I can honestly say I have never looked back. I have changed and modified 
as I felt the need according to my own comfort zone. But I have never, and 
will never, as long as I have autonomy, go back to the traditional English 
classroom I started teaching in almost twenty years ago. 

What goes on in my classroom still may not be as easily quantified as what 
goes on in other disciplines since writing is a subjective activity, but I am 
never-the-less confident that daily learning takes place. Furthermore, I feel 
I have now peeled back the dusty layers to uncover the kernel of secondary 
language arts curriculum and that what I teach, though perhaps not directly 
resulting in a higher standard of living for my students, a measuring stick 
many use to determine the value of a given course, will positively impact their 
immediate educational endeavors inching them closer toward success 
across the curriculum by learning to communicate more effectively, espe
cially through writing, which is crucial for success in our educational 
system. 
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Confronting Our Linguistic Stereotypes: 
What Flowers for Algernon teaches young 

people about intelligence and language. 

by 

Bruce Maylath 

Take an English teacher in any high school classroom. Ask her what she 
wants to accomplish with her charges. Somewhere in her answer she will 
almost surely say that she hopes her students will learn to write with style, 
preferably "good" style. Ask her how her students learn which styles are 
"good." She's likely to answer "by what they read." Now, if you ask her which 
books she and her colleagues are likely to assign their students, chances are 
that somewhere on the list you'll find Daniel Keyes' Flowers for Algernon. 
Indeed, the New York Times bestseller list aside, given universal education 
to the age of 16 in the United States, Flowers for Algernon may well be one 
of the most widely read novels in the country. Teenagers often encounter it 
during their eighth, ninth, or tenth grade years, and for good reason. In 
1967, it won theNebulaAward. AlongwithRayBradbury'sDandelion Wine, 
Fahrenheit 451, and Martian Chronicles, George Orwell's 1984, and J.R.R. 
Tolkien's The Hobbit, it is part of a commonly used "Reading Motivation Unit 
for High School"(Schlobin, et al.). One reviewer of the American high school 
canon calls it "a brilliant story" (Aukerman). More tellingly, it may be one of 
the best remembered. Having polled informally several Midwestern college 
composition classes, I estimate that about a third of college students recall 
the story line of this novel, a far higher percentage than any other novel high 
school education can claim. 

A quick summary explains why the 1959 short story, the 1966 full novel it 
grew into, and the film that subsequently followed, became so popular, 
especially in school where students have mixed abilities and intelligence 
levels. As recorded in the journal entry progress reports of the novel's 
protagonist, Charlie Gordon, the Beekman University team of Professor 
Nemur and Dr. Strauss have discovered a surgical means by which to 
increase a brain's intelligence. They have already succeeded at this with 
mice, particularly one named Algernon, whose mouse IQ has risen to 
supergenius level as determined by successful completion of Skinner box 
mazes. They now decide to repeat the experiment on a human subject. A 
retardate will show the results most dramatically, they decide, and so choose 
one who has already shown extreme motivation to learn-Charlie Gordon, 
IQ 68. The experiment surpasses all expectations-Charlie becomes the 
smartest man in the world, IQ 180-but his metamorphosis includes some 
side effects. One is that his personality changes from always being friendly 
and kind to tempermental, impatient, and arrogant. Another is that the 
effects reverse themselves: Charlie goes back to being the smiling retardate. 




