


When they write on topics with personal
meaning and read one another’s papers to
see whether they are communicating, even
hard-to-teach students recognize the power
of language and their ability to use it.

larming deficiencies in reading
and writing abilitv contunue to
plague secondary students. More
alarming, perhaps, 1s the continued
lack of skill and understanding dem-
onstrated by both special education
and regular classroom teachers in ad
dressing the problem  Frequently,
teachers work without a theory guid
ing their teaching pracuces and there
fore do not create or even choose
appropriate teaching methods
ondary teachers commonly view read
ing and writing as separate areas and
routinely relv on inadequate. unrelat
ed, and inappropriately packaged ma
terials
We offer neither a cookbook of edu
cational recipes nor a stanstcally sup
ported  research report Instead  we
present a theorencal base and a direc
ton and describe one mstance of s
use Our approach treats reading and
writing as interactive and fundamen
tally complementary communication
skills and addresses the serious needs
of secondary students,  particularhy
those of angry adolescents who have
farled o learn either reading or writ
ing skills adequarely and who see no
use 1in doing so. Simce this approach
evolved from practice and observation
nomany setings, it needs 1o be
lored to each partcular teaching situa
ton. We maintain, however, that in all
St ons, Ih(' marure of [I]L' COnneo
non berween reading and wniting s
the empowering of the students as
active agents i theirr educaton and
Ives: This implicanon s polincal as
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The Unfortunate Separation of
Reading and Writing
Several mistaken assumptions  have
led to a persistent separation of read-
ing and writing within the curriculum
Writing skills are commonly consid-
ered 10 be the last skills developed
within the hierarchyv of language ac-
quisition. For this reason. educators
assume that adolescents who still lack
reading skills, or who cannot spell
reliablv, cannot “handle” writing, that
writing is too difhicult and frustrating a
task. Reading and spelling then be-
come learning tasks isolated from the
context and purpose supplied by writ.
ing

Another reason for the lack of em-
phasis on writing for these particular
students is the importance many edu
cators aach o standardized tests
Meamingful evaluation of writing—and
more important, meaningful writing—
does not lend itself to the standardized
test format

Equally dangerous 1s the assump-
tion that students who lack reading
skills do not need 1o learn 1o write as
long as they can read menus and
balance checkbooks in order 1o han-
dle the demands of adult life. Thev are
often limited 1o and suffocated by life
skills workbooks, irrelevant and ven
basic reading selecuons, comprehen-
sion exercises, meaningless vocabu
lary lists. and spelling tests. If writing 15
included in the educational process. it
is generally separated from reading,
and a sharp distinction 1s made be-
tween expressive skills and interpre-
uve skills, between encoding and de
coding Wrning as personal expression
15 considered neither possible nor prac-
tical with these students

There is, hnallv, a hidden but relar-
ed and far more damaging assumption
that 1s conveved to students: if it's not
worth our time to teach vou how 1o
express vourself, 1t follows that vou
must not have amthing worthwhile to
Sy

ey

Student Attitudes—The Real
Crisis
As might be expected. students also
farl 1o see a connection between read-
ing and writing and berween either of
these activities and their own commu-
nication needs. Thev regard reading
and writing as elaborate forms of pun-
ishment that have no relation to reali-
tv. Students react with anger and anti-
social - amitudes  when  apparently
meaningless  drudgernv 15 imposed
from above. They do not understand
writing as communication directed to-
ward another person. or reading as
communicaton from another person

Often, the entire notion of verbal
communication, and n severe cases
am' Kind of organized communica-
tion, has become mistrusted and not
worth the effort. The loss here is enor-
mous. Writing and reading are not all
that suffer. Accurate and effective com-
munication of anv kind requires orga-
nization of thought. Students need or-
ganization skills not only to read and
write, but to sort. evaluate. and analvze
the possibilities inherent in differemt
situations; to determine goals, values,
and courses of action: and o define
themselves

Even students with limited reading
and writing skills can learn to value
these skills. Thev can learn to see a
page of words as someone else’s ar-
tempt to reach them. They can leamn to
VIEW WTIliNg as an opporiunity to clari-
fv and unker with their own ideas and
percepuions and to reach other per-
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Writing and the teaching of writing
constitute the logical “guts” of an aca-
demic program for all adolescents. In
writing, students direcd communica-
tion toward others and create the pos-
sibility for reaction and response. In
developing and revising text, writers
must choose what they want to say,
when and how to say it, and what
response they hope to produce in
another person. After considering au-
dience reactions, authors must evalu-
ate their writing and make important
judgments about its quality and power
10 communicate

The writing process enables the
writer, perhaps for the first time, to
sense the power of his or her language
to affect another. Through using, se-
lecting and rejecting, arranging and
rearranging language, the swudent
comes to understand how language is
used. Writers and students discover
that written language is not something
fixed and unassailable, but rather the
result of human choice (Newkirk,
1982).

The writer has an insider's point of view
‘of written language As an insider, as a
maker of language, the writer 1s less likely
to be inmtimidated by writen language
(p.113)

Reading also involves more than the
application of a set of discrete skills.
Readers plav an active role in the
communication process by interpret-
ing another person’s written message
and meaning in terms of their own
attitudes, experiences, and expecta-
tions. The view of reading as commu-
nication underlies the beliefs that
reading and writing are intimately re-
lated, and that communication skills
are fundamentally connected to our
ability to change the surrounding
world

In The Classroom

The approach we have used integrates
writing, subsequent improvement in
reading skill and comprehension, and
change in the student. It is particularly
important and appropriate for stu-
dents who have failed under a number
of labels (disaffected, learning dis-
abled, emotionally disturbed, behav-
iorally disordered)

For most students, the first step is
finding a topic with personal meaning
Some published lists and veteran
teacher ideas can be used, but the
most successful inital topics are those

that exploit anger and frustration
Some typical offerings include: a letter
to the superintendent or police to get
the teacher hred; a description of the
vice principal on LSD; a letter to the
governor to get vourself out of prison;
and an obituary for vourself or the
teacher.  Students who  find  these
topics threatening can be offered less
emotionally charged but still “unbal-
anced” ideas; for instance, A Day in the
Life of a Flea in Your Teacher s Armpit;
or The Autobiography of a French Fry
(The slightly raunchy element in these
topics helps to counteract the stu-
dents” healthy mistrust of “cute” meth-
ads, but is not absolutely necessary
However, topics must force enough of
a change in perspective so that stu
dents are compelled to examine their
own points of view )

Although these rwo kinds of topics
differ in their capacity to emotonally
involve students, both require stu
dents to ‘create’ a world, and both
convey the idea that writing involves
choice and the power to create In
general, students should be given a
fair amount of leeway in terms of
topics and language, even though dif
ferent teachers have different toler
ances for obscene language. Students
will test the idea that these are really
their papers by making them unpalat
able to the reacher: "You said 1 was
supposed to write it the way [ imag-
ined it” Usually, the line between
palatable and unpalmable may be
drawn successfully on a personal ba
sis: Yes, bur [ want to see your idea
(world) without being grossed out. It's
hard for me to believe that this really
is vour world when it seems as if
yvoure just arranging things to make
me uncomfortable.” At this point, it is
important to handle such issues as
relevant matters of concern berween
people who are communicating. An
invocation of rules only verifies a stu
dent’s long-held belief that writing is
just junk that has to be done, not an
avenue berween brains

Two additional and crucial activities
must take place before the teacher’s
famous red pencil comes out and be-
fore the work, however creative, be-
gins on grammar, spelling, and syntax.
First, students need to read what they
have written, preferably orally, not 1o
check for mistakes but to see if their
papers say what they want them to say

Often, they don't. "I didn't mean that
"I forgot to put that part in,”" “What's
that word?” "No, that guy—not that
guy. Can't you understand anything?”
Many teachers would be surprised at
just how novel an idea this is for their
students

The second activity, which occurs
after the student is satished with the
work, involves having someone else
read it, usually the teacher As soon as
possible, the reader audience should
be expanded to include other writers
in the group. (Every person in our
school writes, including teachers ) Tm
tial difficultes in the review process
include tendencies to dwell on “safe”
1ssues like punctuation and spelling or
to say, "It’s ine " Here a teacher has to
probe to hnd out just what it 1s that's
“hne What do the others understand?
Did the writer mean this? The readers
now experience the reverse side of
the responsibility carried by the au-
thor They must explain when and
how they are confused in order for the
writer 1o understand what needs 1o be
revised At this point, students often
gain a significant insight after express
ing some initial anger: “The stupid
jerk: he doesnt even know what |
mean. For the hrst nme, many stu
dents realize that other people can
care enough about what they mean to
communicate to ask for clarihcation

Teachers need to understand both
the underlving theory and the devel
opmental process of this approach o
teaching writing and communication
skills. Student authors need consistent
direction from the teacher in order o
care. whether or not their writing
clearly communicates their thoughts
and feelings to others. Without that
direction, many teachers and studemts
faill Overcoming the fear of writing
and correcting is a beginning, but it is
not enough for the teacher to encour
age students to produce work that is
personally pleasing vet incomprehen-
sible to others. Our broader concept
of teaching writing integrates the ideas
that form, punctuaton, and style have
purpose and that the purpose of writ-
ing is communication. Groups can be
organized around topics and interests,
friendships and power alliances, abili-
ty levels, compensating skills, joint au-
thorship, and letters to outsiders such
as political hgures. The only require-
ment is that the topic be meaningful to
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the student and that the instructuonal
process underscore the wdea that the
purpose of writng is for other people
to read. understand, and respond 1o
what is in the student’s head
Concurrent with this process, each
student generates a list of heavily used
words and mechanical problems that
have interfered with the proper un
derstanding of the student’s writing by
| others. Words are added in small in
crements and onlv when thev are rec
ognized as frequent problems (for in
-.|'np./t.[ (L8]
two, oo ) These sheets, although dif
ferent for each student, are fairly simi
i 10 and 40
words vear Tmiual
treatment of punctuation refers almost
entirely recognition
through oral reading and 1o disting
ton berween phrases and sentences
Formal are rarely mmvoked. In
fact, most rules in our lainguage can be
properly explamed and derived from
our need o read and understand writ
ten text properh

stance supposed 1o,

Most contain berween
the end of the

to of  pauses

'Il|1|"~

et
follow supporting clauses because of

Commas do

| an edict

from Heaven: thev tell the
reader to change voice and indicate a
shift in meaning. Thev are cues to aid
understanding. Writing is understand-
ing. And understanding is the power
1o change

Conclusion

Writing and reading are interrelated
and inseparable communication skills
Through them, students amempt 10
organize and communicate their per-
ceptions of the world in a wayv that is
both personallv meaningful and un
derstandable to others. When students
have the chance to write in their own
words on topics that are important to
them and to test whether their writing
can communicate to their peers, writ
ing and reading become powerful
tools. With these tools, students can
make sense of the surrounding world
and, ultimately, have an effect on it
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