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ABSTRACT 

 
In this dissertation I argue a rhetorical-poetic conception of form is useful in language 

arts classrooms focused on the writing formulas associated with high-stakes testing because of its 

a) groundedness in the productive tension between convention and invention; b) complex 

relationship to content; and c) expression of the exchange between writing as verb and noun. To 

demonstrate how writing teachers can resist reductive binaries between skills-based and creative 

writing-based pedagogies, formula and form, I draw on interviews with and observations of 

writers and teachers collaborating (on writing, teaching, lessons, and reflection) through the 

Houston Writers in the Schools (WITS) Collaborative program. I identify parallels between 

restrictions on student writing and restrictions on writing instruction in classrooms impacted by 

high-stakes tests, arguing fear and a lack of agency in both contexts lead to a reliance on [writing 

and teaching] formulas. I theorize form as a productive tool for reframing both how students 

write and how teachers teach because of the possibility it offers for movement in the face of 

stasis, self-formation in the face of conformity, and invention in the face of strict adherence to 

convention. 
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Introduction 
 

In March 2014 the Network for Public Education (NPE), a nonprofit aimed at challenging 

the privitization of K-12 schools, sent a letter to the Senate Health, Education, Labor and Pension 

committee demanding formal hearings for the evaluation of “the overuse of high-stakes 

standardized tests” (Straus). In the letter the group, led by education historian Diane Ravitch, 

warns “there is a danger that tests now seem to have become the purpose of education, rather 

than a measure of education” (Straus). Despite efforts by activists like Ravitch and educators, 

administrators, and law makers around the country and despite multiple studies that show high-

stakes testing as it is currently implemented is not only ineffective but detrimental to students, 

especially poor students and students of color, little has changed. Secondary classroom teachers 

face the threat of losing their jobs and opportunities for raises and promotion if students don’t 

perform well on tests; students who do not pass risk failing grades and not graduating high 

school; this, combined with multiple levels of administration increasingly involved in day-to-day 

instruction, leaves many teachers hesitant to embrace any pedagogical practice that doesn't result 

in direct and measurable results, namely improved test scores. In secondary writing classrooms, 

this often translates to a skill-based, template-inspired approach to teaching writing. 

Having worked in Houston high school English classrooms over the last several years, I 

have heard teachers say time and time again their students, especially their “academic” students 

(a district euphemism for low-performing), need formulas. They need to be told explicitly what 

to put where in a piece of writing. Formulas, in this case, are almost exclusively centered on 

what teachers perceive to be the required elements of a successful 26-line STAAR (State of 
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Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness) essay and mimic, in compressed form, the five-

paragraph essay many in rhetoric and composition have criticized (Coe, Sirc, Mack). Approaches 

to writing instruction focused more on craft, on teaching through mentor texts, on process or 

rhetorical strategy, are often deemed too risky given what’s at stake. Though templates and 

formulas can be useful for beginning writers learning to make particular moves on the page, a 

solely formula-focused approach to writing instruction like the one being practiced in many 

secondary classrooms is detrimental to students as it minimizes opportunities for them to: 1) 

think creatively, 2) think critically, 3) write in contexts beyond standardized exams (college, a 

career, interpersonal interactions, creative projects), and 4) recognize the validity of their own 

means of expression and multifaceted identities. 

Contributing to a more nuanced version of writing instruction in Houston’s largest school 

district is the Writers in the Schools (WITS) program, a non-profit organization that sends 

professional writers—writers publishing plays, short stories, fiction, poetry, journalism, and 

other genres—into K-12 classrooms. Founded in 1983 by Phillip Lopate and Marv Hoffman, the 

organization’s stated mission is “to engage students in the pleasure and power of reading and 

writing” (“Our Story, Our Beliefs”). Now employing more than 75 local writers and serving 

between 50 and 65 area schools (Chu), WITS is the largest organization of its kind in the 

country, and has become a mainstay in the city largely because of its ability to adapt tactically 

(Mathieu) to the needs of area teachers and schools, especially as high-stakes testing become 

increasingly prevalent. Among other core values, the program’s administrators emphasize, over 

formula, the importance of form — a concept with a rich historical, pedagogical, and practical 

tradition for writers, and poets especially. 
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This dissertation looks to the Houston WITS program as a site of study because it plays 

such a unique role in the K-12 education system in one of the largest, and most diverse, cities in 

the country, bridging skills- and test-based writing instruction with more creative, craft-based 

approaches. In this dissertation I argue students benefit as writers, thinkers, and creators when 

writing instructors work to bridge fields (composition and creative writing) and approaches to 

composition (skills-, craft-, and process-based), resisting reductive binaries (Rose, Bizzell, 

Royster) and focusing instead on the productive tension arising from the interaction between 

ideologies; I’m advocating, in other words, a both/and (Freire) approach to text creation modeled 

by collaborations between WITS writers and classroom teachers and embodied by what I am 

calling a rhetorical-poetic conception of form. 

I suggest that further attention to form—a concept historically rooted in literature, 

creative writing, and rhetoric—is useful in exploring these tensions as it embodies the 

relationship between rules/conventions and the creative processes that challenge or disrupt 

convention. I consider how writing instruction informed by form, viewed historically, 

pedagogically, and practically, can bridge multiple and complex concerns of teachers, writers, 

and administrators, often seen as opposed. Such approaches, applied tactically, can move 

teachers toward classroom practices that encourage students to think critically and creatively, 

write in a wide range of contexts, and express the multiple facets of their identities without 

sacrificing advancement through an educational system that values test scores and attention to 

convention. 

This dissertation looks specifically at a branch of WITS, WITS Collaborative, that 

emphasizes teacher/writer collaboration; the program pairs a WITS Writer, as the organization 

calls the writers they employ, with a team of teachers at a single grade level and school to 
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collaborate on writing activities, lesson planning, and teaching for between 50 and 65 hours 

spaced out over the course of a school year. This is a particularly useful model to study since it 

enacts a both/and approach to writing instruction through the pairing of individuals with different 

relationships to writing. In addition, it is through this kind of regular and sustained contact 

between stakeholders intent on improved instructional models, and where power imbalances are 

minimized, that productive revision of teaching practice can take place. As Ann Lieberman and 

Diane Wood have noted in their book-length discussion of the National Writing Project, too 

often professional development (PD) for teachers, often called “in service” or “staff 

development,” treats teachers as “passive consumers of prepackaged knowledge or, at best, 

compliant participants whose role has been to absorb information from the research and reform 

communities—whether or not it is useful or appropriate” (3). This training strategy is ineffective, 

they argue, because 1) it doesn’t take local contexts into account, 2) teachers do not participate in 

any kind of hands on way 3) differences among teachers are ignored, and 4) there is little in the 

way of “follow-up and support over time” (3). In other words, not unlike the tests and 

pedagogies I critique here, the focus is on “designing controls” as opposed to “developing 

capacity” (2). WITS Collaborative interrupts this traditional PD model through weekly meetings 

with teachers that last the duration of the year; co-teaching that allows for immediate classroom 

application of new knowledge; and regular reflection through which teachers can adapt strategies 

to their unique teaching styles and classrooms. Teachers are also provided Continuing Education 

Credit (CEC) for participating in the program, which both provides incentive for participation 

and communicates that teachers are valued partners. Chapter Five includes additional discussion 

of the WITS Collaborative model and a detailed example of a WITS Collaborative Cycle. 
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Finally, like The National Writing Project, the WITS collaborative model stresses the importance 

of teachers as writers, drawing from their own composing experiences to better teach writing. 

Testing and Conformity in Schools 

Many in the field of composition, especially within critical pedagogy, have criticized 

trends toward increased standardization and skills-based instruction in schools, arguing they limit 

students as both writers and individuals with unique identities and backgrounds. Henry Giroux, 

for example, claims the positivistic culture defining our educational system positions students as 

commodities, identified primarily as numbers or scores linked to school funding and teacher pay. 

Ultimately, these scholars argue that recent turns in education move us away from Freire's 

conception of critical consciousness, reifying instead of challenging existing imbalances in 

power. 

Offering an alternative to prescribed conceptions of “correctness” in composition are 

scholars of alternative discourse, many of whom argue against strict adherence to academic 

discourse as it ignores difference and requires all to conform to a single definition of writing and 

student (Bizzell; Elbow; Villanueva; hooks; Miller; Mack; Owens; Jung). All students benefit, 

they argue, from incorporating into school-based composing non-standard discourses and styles, 

multiple modes, home language practices, and lived experiences. Geoffrey Sirc and Derek 

Owens see the benefit of teaching students to think and write outside of traditional models as a 

means of countering, as Sirc says, inherited forms with invented ones. By broadening what’s 

possible in traditional models of writing, these scholars argue, students become more critical and 

creative thinkers and are better able to express their unique identities. 

I ground this dissertation in the subfield of alternative discourse because it challenges the 

field to broaden its conception of acceptable writing practices in the composition classroom. It is 
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within these disciplinary conversations that concerns about creativity, critical thinking, and 

identity are most prevalent. It is also within these conversations that the tensions I am exploring 

— between “rules”-based writing and craft — are most explored. Criticisms of alternative 

discourse, however, tend to focus on the idea that by allowing students to break from the 

standard we fail to prepare them adequately for the world they will enter upon completing their 

educations—a world where Standard Written English (SWE), for example, is the accepted form 

of communication. They point to other ways such pedagogies are negligent in that they put 

student progress at risk. Perhaps most famously, Lisa Delpit, in her 1995 Other People's 

Children, says abandoning skills-based writing instruction for the process-based approach to 

writing advocated by the National Writing Project sustains the current power structure. She and 

others draw from Bourdieu, arguing that minority students often do not possess the kinds of 

cultural and educational capital valued in school, and are thus at a disadvantage when skills are 

foregone in pursuit of process-based learning. Similarly, Irvin Peckham challenges our tendency 

to accept critical thinking, often touted as a benefit of language practices that challenge the 

standard, as an inherent good, suggesting the dialogic strategy it requires is a middle-class 

habitus. Patricia Sullivan takes Owens (and indirectly Sirc) to task, arguing that the alternative 

styles they advocate do not encourage invention or creative approaches to craft. They are instead, 

she argues, simply alternative templates, albeit more experimental ones, that do more in the way 

of confusing (vs. enlightening) students. 

Arguments focused on the expression of identity or alternative content, when not rooted 

in invention or creative approaches to craft (Sullivan), are easy to dismiss as detrimental to 

student progress. By emphasizing the what but not the how of writing, scholars attempting to 

broaden the boundaries of text creation can inadvertently reaffirm binaries between scholarly vs. 
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creative work, home vs. school language, academic vs. alternative discourse (Rose, Bizzell, 

Royster) they attempt to avoid; And, as Sullivan and Peckham suggest, they run the risk of 

simply replacing one template, or one set of prescriptive rules, for another. The pedagogical 

framework I advocate here, one based a rhetorical-poetic conception of form that focuses on the 

how of a text, refuses such binaries, demonstrating—through analysis of a collaborative 

classroom model—that skills-based writing can happen in tandem with careful attention to craft. 

By exploring attitudes about writing belonging to writers and teachers with different 

positionalities in regards to text creation, and identifying common ground, I argue authentic 

writing—writing situated with a particular writer in a particular moment, and for a particular 

purpose—can take place in classrooms where adherence to rules is a focus. Moreover, the 

blending of these sometimes divergent values and approaches serves students in that they gain 

better facility with the language, meaning, and structures of a text. 

It is also important to note that the kind of writing instruction that often becomes 

privileged in writing classrooms focused on standardized testing is neither skills-based nor 

process based. It is, instead, writing by number, or template—formulas intended to teach 

students to master a single and artificial genre that is, as I will discuss in Chapter One, a-

rhetorical and often incompatible with meaning making. 

In addition to those working in alternative discourse, scholars in the field of education 

have done significant work to challenge test-based pedagogy, and in language arts classrooms 

specifically (Armein & Berliner; Anson; Applebee; Au; Condon; Hillocks; Kohn; McNeil; 

Rhodes; Williams). Many of their critiques are included in Chapter One. 

Form as rhetorical practice 
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Within the field of composition, form is a largely under-theorized concept, likely because 

it is seen as either too closely related to the formalism against which early process scholars 

identified (Coe 14) or too closely tied to creative writing and expressivist pedagogy. Those who 

have advocated for its value (Berthoff, Coe, Weathers) do so largely within the context of 

rhetoric, neglecting the term’s rich history within the field of creative writing (and even 

literature). More often, matters of structure, of the how of a text, are discussed in terms of style, 

arrangement, organization, and rhetorical strategy. Here I will demonstrate how and why form is 

a useful concept when navigating tensions between skills-based and process- or craft-based 

approaches to writing instruction. 

I pay particular attention to form as used by poets, as it is in this subgenre of creative 

writing it is most interestingly and usefully complex. Defined in its most general sense, form is 

“the manner in which a poem is composed as distinct from what the poem is about” (Preminger 

76) or “all that remains after the semantic content has as far as possible been excluded” (Beum 

and Shapiro 2). Writers referring to form are often speaking of this very thing—that which is not 

content, but has an equal voice in a piece of writing. Depending on context, the term in 

describing a poem can be alternately used to refer to meter, diction, style, argument and the 

“welding of these parts into a whole” (Perminger 76); the number of lines per stanza or rhyme 

(Fussell); and even mode and “ordering principle” (Finch and Varnes 4). Lewis Turco, in The 

New Book of Forms, says, “every element of language use is form” because form refers to the 

“conventions, the meanings of which we have agreed upon in order to communicate” (61). 

Though the mutability of the word might make it seem an inadequate tool, it is in this mutability 

that the form becomes useful. What, beyond context, we attend to in a piece of writing is 

contingent, dependent on other elements of a text. Form, then, is rhetorical. 
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Useful, too, in a conception of form as drawn from poetics, is its relationship to content. 

Form is not something laid atop content, nor a container for content, but grows with content 

(Richards qtd. in Coe 16). Paul Fussell, in what is considered by many poets the handbook on 

form, suggests “a poem is organic and everything in it must contribute to its meaning” (119-

120). (Organic, here, does not suggest without structure, but rather structure coming into 

existence as content does.) Form is a poem’s “shaping motive” (Mikics 124) and inherent in the 

word’s use by poets is its relationship to the action and impulse of making. 

Form is of particular use for scholars of alternative discourse as it is interestingly and 

historically paradoxical, referring simultaneously to sets of rules and restrictive guidelines 

intended to shape language in a particular way (the rules of the sonnet, the villanelle, the sestina), 

and language as organically shaped. As Coe suggests, it is simultaneously “constraining and 

generative” (16). As I will discuss in Chapter Two, poets didn’t stop talking about form when, at 

the turn of the 20th century, they largely abandoned rhyme and meter for free verse, a mode they 

saw as less tyrannical and better equipped to represent the nuance and contradictions of modern 

life. Those continuing to use traditional forms during the modernist era often simultaneously 

subverted them in individual poems. Edna St. Vincent Millay, for example, in “I Being Born a 

Woman and Distressed” (a poem I analyze in Chapter Two), argues for the body’s dominance 

over the mind, while employing a meter that creates a visceral disruption of the sonnet’s logic. 

Within Millay’s use of form, within a poet’s epistemological framework for the term, is an 

interest in form as a text’s second voice, that which is not content but speaks as loudly and can 

be varied in as many ways. 

Form—like shape and arc, metaphors particular to fiction writing—is spatial rather than 

temporal in nature. Writing as structural, architectural, something built or made, is writing that 
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relies on a wide range of tools, an understanding of materials, and knowledge about how pieces 

fit together (what, for example, is load-bearing and in what circumstances?); approaches to 

writing instruction centered on a writer’s formal choices look to model texts not as ideals to 

mimic (the critique Sullivan wields) but as made structures that reveal alternative ways of 

building to ensure a text does not collapse under its own weight or the weight of careful readers. 

This relationship to a text exists in contrast to a purely rhetorical one, which tends more toward 

the temporal. We move through a sentence, a paragraph, an essay, in time, considering the effect 

each move might have on an audience, who also experiences the essay in time. The essay, 

considered this way, exists as a sort of performance with a beginning and an end. This is not to 

say one way of conceptualizing a text is better than the other. Rather, it seems something might 

be gained when we draw from both fields, considering a text’s form as an embodiment of the 

spatial and the temporal. 

I am not suggesting that we swap one term (form) for another (style, arrangement, 

structure) when teaching students how to write. Rather, I am arguing for attention to the way 

writers, and especially poets, attend to a text as means of shifting the epistemological 

underpinnings of writing instruction and creating a more complex relationship to the conventions 

of language use. All writing has shape, enacted through form, where shape is product of the 

pursuit and disruption of pattern; in an educational moment defined by high-stakes testing where 

students are taught to conform out of fear their active relationship to composing might lead them 

astray, attention to form as rhetorical, as craft-based, as rooted in the productive tension between 

the rules and conventions of language and their subversion, allows students to exist 

simultaneously within and outside of the confining structures of our educational system. The 

definition of form I forward here, then, is productive for writing teachers in high-stakes testing 
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environments for its focus on the verb, rather than the noun of composing, its complex and 

organic relationship to content, and its existence as a kind of middle ground between convention 

and invention. 

Methods 

Houston’s WITS Collaborative program is a primary cite of study in this dissertation 

because of its focus on establishing common ground between a creative writer’s approach to 

writing pedagogy (focused on craft, process, the use of model texts, and especially form) and 

existing language arts curricula, many of which focus significantly on preparation for 

standardized exams. 

Many of the insights about teachers, writers, standardized testing, and pedagogy included 

in this dissertation come from interviews I conducted with WITS Collaborative participants 

(teachers and writers) and observations of their work together during the 2014/2015 academic 

year as as part of an IRB-approved study. This was the first year in which the program, started in 

2012, was operating with a three-year $450,000 grant from the Houston Endowment. The grant 

was awarded in part because of significant gains students at the high school where I was placed 

showed in reading and writing test scores after participating in a two-year pilot version of the 

program. This additional funding allowed for the expansion of the project from two to seven 

schools and provided additional support and training for WITS writers, more program oversight, 

and clearly identified program objectives and outcomes. The latter includes a concerted effort to 

engage teachers working in STAAR-tested grades, many of whom have an immediate need for 

writing strategies that will help their students perform better on the test.1 

                                                
1 As I will discuss in later chapters, this is in some ways the difficult balancing act WITS must 
perform as an arts organization intent on remaining relevant to schools; WITS Collaborative is 
not a test preparation service (something administrators make clear to principals and department 
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Having spent three years as a WITS Collaborative Writer in one of the two schools I 

focus on here, I inevitably also draw on the many formal and informal conversations I’ve had 

with administrators, teachers, and other WITS writers since starting with the program. In my first 

and second year as a WITS Collaborative Writer I worked with a team of five tenth-grade 

teachers; in my second year I also worked with an additional team of eight ninth-grade teachers. 

During the 2014/2015 school year I returned to the ninth-grade team, though due to significant 

teacher turnover at the school more than half of the members were new. 

My research, if not fully ethnographical, is rooted in its methods, including observation, 

field notes, textual analysis, and reflection (Heath; Brodkey); I also prioritize groundedness in 

community, observation over an extended period of time, and an approach to interviewing that 

values storytelling over adherence to a script. As scholars of ethnography have pointed out, 

multifaceted and sustained communication between a researcher and the community on which 

they focus can lead to rich, nuanced representations of that community (LeCompte; Troike). 

Further, post-modern scholars have long since debunked the myth of the objective observer. And 

while it is important a researcher acknowledge her own positionality, that positionality does not 

negate value; it merely reminds us all experience is subjective; a reader is always receiving one 

of many stories that might be told about a moment, a community, a trend, a problem. This is a 

truth that has long been acknowledged by creative writers, especially essayists or writers of 

creative non-fiction, whose subjectivity is in some ways assumed by the very act of putting pen 

to page. As a writer and teacher of creative writing, I am significantly influenced by this 

relationship to truth-telling. 

                                                
heads when pitching the program), and yet its existence has much to with STAAR, and the 
increased demand for a particular kind of writing instruction. 
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To say more about my own positionality: In addition to being a Ph.D. candidate in the 

field, I also have an MFA in creative writing, with an emphasis on poetry. I have published 

poems in literary journals and anthologies, given readings, and taught creative writing in 

multiple contexts. Before working with WITS Collaborative, I spent several years as a WITS 

Writer at two area middle schools. I teach WITS creative writing camp every summer and have, 

during my time as a Ph.D. student, taught creative writing workshops for adults with local 

literary organizations. I read poetry on my my own time, am friends with many poets, and in 

addition to attending the Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC) each 

year—often speaking on panels in the creative writing cluster—I recently attended the 

Association of Writers and Writing Programs (AWP) conference (the primary conference for 

creative writers affiliated with universities). This is all to say my own identity, as a writer and 

scholar working in multiple fields, in some ways embodies the bridging I call for here. 

The study 

The study itself included eight interviews with WITS Collaborative teachers, each lasting 

an hour; observations of Professional Learning Community (PLC) meetings (weekly meetings 

between the WITS writer and a team of teachers); observations of monthly WITS Collaborative 

writer meetings; and observations of WITS Collaborative co-teaching sessions. Of course, many 

of the PLC and WITS Collaborative meetings I was studying were meetings of which I was also 

a part. In these cases, I took notes, with the permission of meeting participants. While interviews 

were recorded, meetings were not. In addition to receiving IRB approval, I also requested and 

received formal permission from the district to conduct this research in the two schools discussed 

here. 

I entered the study with the following questions: 
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•! How can teachers and writers collaborate most effectively toward the shared goal of 

encouraging critical and creative student writers? 

•! What challenges exist in ensuring effective collaboration between writers and 

teachers in schools where standardized testing is a priority? 

•! What are the primary pedagogical values of the teachers participating in the WITS 

Collaborative program? 

•! What are the primary pedagogical values of WITS writers participating in the WITS 

Collaborative program? 

•! Where do the pedagogical values of participating teachers and WITS writers align 

and where do they depart? 

•! What role does standardized testing play in writer-teacher interactions? What role 

does it play in the pedagogies practiced in the classrooms? 

•! What might WITS Collaborative best practices teach us about writing instruction 

aimed at ensuring student creativity and critical thinking without sacrificing student 

progress in standardized contexts? 

In addition, the letters of support I received from principals at the two WITS 

Collaborative participating schools and the WITS organization itself included the stated goal of 

“understanding how writers and secondary teachers can most effectively collaborate to ensure 

students succeed as critical, creative thinkers and writers and perform well on standardized 

exams.” The interview request emails I sent to teachers participating in the program at these 

schools also included the following phrasing: : “I am interested in how a both/and approach to 

writing instruction that avoids binaries—between academic and creative writing, form and 

formula, writing as art/craft and writing as skill increases student agency, improving their 
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abilities to think creatively, think critically, write in contexts beyond standardized exams, and 

recognize the validity of their own means of expression and multifaceted identities.” I was thus 

clear with study participants about my intentions prior to conducting interviews, though as tends 

to be the case in any sustained academic work, these shifted as the project developed. 

Interviews and Observations 

I requested interviews by email, following up in-person at each school in a PLC meeting where I 

also described the project. At the school described as Case Study One, seven of the eight 

participating teachers agreed to be interviewed. The eighth was on maternity leave at the time of 

my request, so opted not to participate. In addition, one of the teachers who consented was 

unable to meet with me because of multiple schedule conflicts, which left six completed 

interviews. 

It is important to acknowledge that my own subject position as the WITS Writer at one of 

the two schools focused on here, and my relationship with the teachers I interviewed, inevitably 

impacted their responses to my questions in both positive and limiting ways. While I met some 

of the teachers on the ninth-grade team for the first time at the start of the 2014/2015 school year, 

as a third-year WITS Writer at the school I also came in with support from the principal, 

department head, and the two PLC team leaders, the latter of whom I had worked with the 

previous year. The team leaders did a lot throughout our time together—but especially at the start 

of the project—to advocate for my presence and encourage team members to take our work 

together seriously. Over the course of the year, most of the teachers and I became friendly, often 

chatting after school or during lunch informally about writing and teaching. As I will describe 

more fully in Chapter Three, many of the teachers at this school write outside of school contexts, 
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so we would often talk about writing, or the literary scene in Houston, when together. Sometimes 

they would ask me for feedback on a lesson or share a story about a student. 

I suspect this relationship impacted my interviews with this group in two important ways. 

On the one hand, because the teachers were comfortable with me, because we had a shared 

history, and because (at least I hope) they were aware I had the best intentions of their students at 

heart, they were likely more comfortable speaking with me about their experiences as educators. 

On the other hand, they may have been less inclined to criticize the program out of concern they 

might hurt my feelings or somehow damage our relationship. On the whole, the reflections they 

shared are complex, if also skewed in these ways. 

It was more difficult to secure interviews at the school described here as Case Study Two, 

despite the relationship the WITS organization and the WITS Writer had with teachers and 

administrators at the school, as I will describe further in Chapter Three. Many of my original 

emails to the principal went unanswered. When I did receive permission to enter the classroom 

the semester was nearing its end; I was thus only able to observe one PLC meeting and one co-

teaching session at the school. I was, however, able to interview two teachers participating in the 

WITS Collaborative program there. One of these teachers answered additional questions in a 

follow up email. I also conducted a lengthy interview with the WITS Writer placed at this 

school.  Most of my observations about these schools stem from these interviews. 

All teacher interviews took place at their respective schools, in a private classroom or 

break room. Some took place during planning periods, others at lunch or before or after school. 

Each lasted an hour. In keeping with an ethnographic approach to interview that prioritizes 

storytelling, I brought a list of questions with me (Appendix A), but did not interrupt when 

participants deviated from the script, talking through issues or concerns tangentially related to 
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my questions. In some cases this meant we did not get through all of our questions. I also 

changed the order in which I asked questions depending on the natural direction of our 

conversation. If a teacher brought up standardized testing on her own, for example, I might ask a 

follow up question about her attitudes toward the test. In this way, I tried to make the interview 

feel more like a conversation. Generally, I opened with questions teachers would find easier to 

respond to (How long have you been teaching? What levels and grades, and at what schools? 

What do you write in your own time?) so they would become comfortable speaking with me. I 

saved questions that required more vulnerability—reflection on values or our current educational 

system, for example—until later in the interview. The questions I asked teachers tended to fall 

into five general categories: background about writing and teaching; pedagogical values; 

experience as a WITS Collaborative participant; attitudes toward standardized testing; and 

relationship to form and formula as applied to writing. 

Of the two interviews with WITS writers I conducted, one took place at the WITS office 

and another at my home.2 As with the teacher interviews, in both case I began with more 

logistical questions and allowed our conversations to move organically between subjects. I asked 

additional questions of one of the WITS writers through a follow-up email. (Writer questions are 

included in Appendix B.) 

I recorded all interviews with the exception of one (noted in Chapter Three) during which 

the equipment failed. I then logged each interview in accordance with Ethnographer-Folklorist 

Carl Lindahl’s interview logging method, summarizing/paraphrasing interviewee responses and 

transcribing passages that felt particularly insightful. In Chapters Three and Four which focus on 

                                                
2 The latter was with someone I consider a friend and scheduling challenges made this the most 
convenient location. I also believe it contributed to the interviewee’s comfort and willingness to 
share extensively about her experience. 
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teacher and writer interviews respectively, I offer an overview of interviewee responses first 

before offering any kind of analysis. As I discuss in Chapter Three, this is an effort to prioritize 

the voices and stories of teachers—voices that are often ignored when it comes to educational 

practice and policy. I use pseudonyms for all of the teachers represented here. The two WITS 

writers opted to forgo pseudonyms so are identified by their first names.  

Other research methods include observations of PLC and WITS Writer meetings, and 

analysis of STAAR test prompts, the latter to identify ways in which the test predetermines both 

the form and content of student responses. WITS Writer meetings are led by a WITS 

administrator and a consultant from the school district who has spent many years as a classroom 

teacher. That both of these facilitators are present speaks to the program administrators’ 

commitment to bridging a WITS approach to writing with school needs. Activities and 

discussion topics include collaborative lesson planning, strategies for facilitating reflection, and 

troubleshooting challenges that arise in our placements. The atmosphere in these meetings is 

congenial, with writers sharing ideas, frustrations, and experiences both formally and informally. 

Writers are paid a small stipend to attend, and receive dinner. 

Chapter Abstracts 

Chapter One offers a history of standardized testing, and especially its impact on student 

writing, arguing measures originally intended to level the playing field for all students have had a 

disproportionately negative impact on those they were intended to help. I focus specifically on 

Texas’s STAAR exam, which has become the focal point of secondary writing classrooms across 

the state. Analyzing English I and English II persuasive and expository prompts, and drawing 

from my own observations as a WITS Writer in one Houston high school, I demonstrate the 

writing tests themselves encourage conformity of student values and writing forms, as well as 
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formula-focused writing instruction. I identify a series of rules about writing to which Texas 

language arts educators adhere because of the STAAR genre, and demonstrate how and why 

these rules are inconsistent with best practices for writing pedagogy. 

Chapter Two traces the term form through rhetoric, composition, literature, and creative 

writing, arguing it is of particular use in high-stakes testing contexts for the way its meaning is 

located simultaneously in noun and verb; for its complex relationship to content; and for the way 

it embodies play with convention and invention. I posit, specifically, a rhetorical-poetic 

understanding of the term—one in which a symbiotic relationship between form and content 

(one grows with and from the other) is prioritized. I emphasize, especially, the stakes involved, 

arguing predetermined forms, or formulas, limit what and how students might speak in writing 

performed on and off the test. Form, I argue, offers an alternative in contexts where adherence to 

convention (both structural and ideological) is expected. 

Chapters Three and Four describe and analyze interviews with eight teachers and two 

writers participating in Houston’s WITS Collaborative project. The program, designed with the 

aim of prioritizing “form over formula” in secondary writing classrooms, is interestingly hybrid 

in that it is both grounded in traditional creative writing pedagogies and intended to support 

teachers and students within a secondary school setting where high-stakes testing plays a central 

role in curriculum. These chapters focus, especially, on teacher and writer attitudes to 

standardized testing, writing pedagogy, formula, and form. Using teacher responses, Chapter 

Three complicates a number of assumptions many have about how and why teachers respond to 

the pervasive and prescriptive nature of state-mandated writing assessment. I demonstrate, 

especially, the role fear and authority play in limiting agency for teachers and how this, in turn, 

limits agency for students. Chapter Four identifies connections and divergences between writer 
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and teacher perspectives on teaching writing, arguing it is through both of these that writing 

pedagogy improves. 

To ground theory in praxis, Chapter Five describes a WITS Collaborative lesson cycle 

framed as an example of what community literacy scholars call “ruptura” (Freire qtd. in Carrick 

et.al. 299). I argue that it is through the productive tensions created when stake holders with 

differing values and pedagogies interact that students might simultaneously meet requirements of 

high stakes testing while maintaining a relationship to authentic composing and their own 

writerly voices. 
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Chapter 1 
 
“Students May Not Write Outside the Box”: 
Standardized Testing, Formulaic Writing, and Exclusion 
 

“Hook. Introduction. Thesis. Transition. Body paragraph. Transition. Body 
paragraph. Transition. Conclusion. Restate thesis. Call to action. All the 
predecessors and all the heirs of this composition have likely used this same 
mind-numbing format. I don’t intend to waste your time or mine, however.” 

 

—Texas student STAAR essay (Taylor) 

The form on which Texas students write their expository and persuasive essays for the 

State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR) exam consists of 26 lines, framed 

by a solid black border. At the bottom of the page, under the boxed lines, are the words: 

“Students may not write outside the box.” 

Students completing the writing portion of the ninth- and tenth-grade End of Course 

(EOC) assessment fill the box with responses to prompts asking that they explain things like, as 

in the case of the expository essay, “why leaders must be careful with the power they are given”; 

“whether people should be more concerned about others than themselves”; or most ironically, 

considering the kinds of writing and thinking the test encourages, “why it is sometimes necessary 

to take a chance.” (English I, Fall District-Level Assessment). 

The STAAR, developed by Pearson and first implemented in Spring 2012 by the Texas 

Education Agency (TEA), is Texas’s state testing program and includes assessments in reading, 

writing, math, science, and social studies. It is intended to measure the Texas Essential 

Knowledge and Skills (TEKS) curriculum standards. Students begin taking the test in grade 

three, with writing assessed in grades four, seven, nine, and ten. The stakes are high for both 

students and teachers. STAAR scores account for 15 percent of a high school student’s final 

course grade and they must pass the five STAAR EOC assessments (Algebra I, English I, 
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English II, biology, and U.S. history) to earn a diploma (Texas Education Agency HB3 

Transition Plan Highlights).  Teacher evaluations—linked to raises, promotion, and even 

dismissal—are based, in part, on student growth measured by STAAR scores (Collier). 

Students have five hours to complete the English I and English II assessments, which 

include both reading and writing and typically take place in late March or early April. The 

writing portion of the exam requires an expository essay for English I and a persuasive essay for 

English II. In an overview of STAAR on the TEA homepage, readers are instructed that the 

preparation materials available through the site are intended to “support, not narrow or replace, 

the teaching of the state-mandated curriculum, the TEKS.” Anyone who has spent time in a 

classroom in which students take STAAR, however, can attest to not only a focus on test 

preparation, but a tendency to sustain this focus for the entirety of the school year. 

Having spent the past four years—beginning with the 2012/2013 school year—working 

with English I and English II students and their teachers at a Houston public high schools as part 

of the Writers in the Schools (WITS) Collaborative program—a program in which published 

writers are paired with teachers to write, lesson plan, reflect, and teach together—I have 

experienced first hand the pervasive nature of both tests in language arts classrooms, and the 

impact they have on teaching and learning. Teachers faced with the design of the test, pressures 

from administration to ensure students pass, misinformation about expectations, and serious 

consequences should students fail, are by and large turning to formulas to teach writing, despite 

evidence such practices are nontransferable and limit creativity and critical thinking (Applebee 

and Langer; Anson; Williams; Au; Kohn). 

In his article “High School Writing Practices in the Age of Standards: Implications for 

College Composition,” Miles McCrimmon says this moment in education is unique in that we 
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have never seen this level of “centralized and systematic state and federal control over writing 

instruction” at the secondary level, or “pedagogical diversity at the postsecondary level” (248). 

He warns college teachers who aren’t attending to the “ideological state apparatus of 

standardized testing remain blissfully ignorant at their own peril” (248). Many students entering 

post-secondary classrooms bring with them writing practices and attitudes about composition 

stemming from four years in high-stakes testing environments. Moreover, there is increasing 

pressure for universities to incorporate high-stakes assessment procedures into their writing 

programs (CCCC Statement on the Multiple Uses of Writing). 

In this chapter I offer a brief history of standardized testing to demonstrate how tests 

originally intended to promote “excellence” from all students regardless of race and 

socioeconomic background in fact erase difference and encourage conformity. I discuss how this 

manifests itself in writing assessment, specifically, requiring conformity of form and content. 

Drawing on my own observations as a writer in residence with Houston’s WITS Collaborative 

Program, I then focus on Texas’s STAAR, an assessment program that exemplifies the divide 

between the intentions of high-stakes testing and the reality as it exists for teachers in 

classrooms. I argue STAAR writing assessment celebrates American individualism through 

biased writing prompts while requiring students conform to both a set of implied values and rigid 

genre conventions. I further argue the instruction encouraged by such assessments is formula-

driven and limits opportunity for students to engage in practices inherent to authentic writing 

including risk taking, creative thinking, and autonomy. 

A National Testing Culture 

As with all efforts to standardize education, high stakes testing exists—at least in 

theory—to ensure teachers and schools are held accountable and that all students are proficient in 
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all subject areas by the time they graduate. Accountability and consistency have historically 

played, if not always a purely positive role in education, at least a complex one. They are 

designed to ensure equal access, especially for students of color, women, students with 

disabilities, and others who have historically been denied educational opportunity. 

Prior to Brown vs. Board of Education in 1954, the federal government had limited 

involvement in education. With the Civil Rights Movement and desegregation of schools came a 

push for educational reform that would “provide greater economic and social opportunities for 

historically disadvantaged children through more equal access to better-funded schools” (Rhodes 

27). The 1964 Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), the most significant result of 

this shift, provided aid to state and local governments with the goal of creating “compensatory 

education programs for students disadvantaged by race and poverty” (Rhodes 27). 

In the 1980s, as a result of a struggling economy, the space race, and growing concern 

that the U.S. was losing its foothold as a world superpower, the national conversation became 

focused on excellence (Rhodes; Armein and Berliner; Hillocks). What exactly this entailed was 

not entirely clear. But American youth were considered the nation’s most important domestic 

resource, and many felt they were woefully underprepared. Critics of the current system argued 

the ESEA, which had proved largely ineffective at boosting student performance, set the bar too 

low, faulting a focus on minimum competency as opposed to high standards, as well as an 

overall lack of accountability for states, districts, and schools. Famously, the 1983 “A Nation at 

Risk” report by the National Commission on Excellence in Education (NCEA) shined a spotlight 

on the perceived failures of American schools. This new narrative, one of prioritizing 

“excellence in education,” was general enough for conservatives and liberals, politicians and 

civil rights activists to embrace, albeit often for different reasons (Rhodes). Such groups largely 
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agreed low standards failed students, especially minorities and those from low-income 

backgrounds. The NCEA report recommended specific steps that would improve critical thinking 

skills for an increasingly diverse student population (Hillocks 3).  There was a new call for 

increased federal involvement in the areas of standards, testing, curricula, and teacher quality 

(Rhodes 41). 

No Child Left Behind (NCLB), introduced by President George W. Bush in 2002 and 

rooted in the rhetoric of excellence, brought new federal requirements for state funding that put 

pressure on states to adopt standards, assessment, and accountability reforms that would bring all 

students to “academic proficiency” by 2014. Schools were subject to serious consequences 

including “restructuring, state takeover, and forced closure if they didn’t make Adequate Yearly 

Progress (AYP)” (Rhodes 127). Following criticisms NCLB placed unfair demands on states 

without providing the required resources for substantial reform, the Obama administration 

implemented Race to the Top. The program, which maintained many of the original 

requirements of NCLB, increased federal education spending, but required states to compete for 

funds. In a 2008 address on education, the president praised the goals of NCLB, including its 

commitment to “closing the achievement gap that exists in too many cities and rural areas” (qtd. 

in Rhodes 160). 

The rhetoric of “excellence” has been so effective across party lines, agendas, and 

ideologies for the past 30 years because no one disagrees we should maintain high standards for 

students. And most concede there must be some way to measure whether a school is doing its 

job—that is to say, educating all of the students it has been funded to serve. It is important, 

however, to ensure our assessment practices are a means and not an end; and that they measure, 

fairly, the academic qualities we hope to inspire in students. 
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Since the NCLB was passed into law there has been controversy around whether the 

“excellence” agenda is good for disadvantaged students. In response to requirements laid out by 

the federal government, districts have felt pressure to demonstrate improvement at whatever cost. 

Under NCLB, school administrators have found ways to hide scores of disadvantaged students 

(Rhodes 167) or, as U.S. Chamber Commerce president Thomas Donahue said in a 2007 address, 

“dumb down their academic standards,” to achieve proficiency (qtd. in Rhodes169). It would be 

easy to admonish school administrators and teachers for these transgressions. And certainly such 

actions have contributed to our continued adherence to faulty evaluation practices. But in many 

ways their choices are a reflection of a flawed system, one that assumes the nation’s schools an 

equal playing field. 

Wayne Au says “standardization, in order to maintain a claim to objectivity, has to 

assume that local, individual conditions and local, individual factors make no difference in either 

student performance or test-based measurement” (37). When a test’s validity is dependent on 

ignoring difference, difference that contributes in significant ways to inequity in schools, it 

inevitably does some level of harm to the disadvantaged students it was created to aid. Under this 

new narrative, where the test is an objective measure of all students and schools, the problem 

becomes students, teachers, and schools. Monty Neill of FairTest, an organization critical of 

standardized testing, argues “NCLB’s central strategy . . . is defective . . . [because it] assumes 

that schools already have the capacity, i.e. resources, knowledge and skills, to effectively educate 

all children at challenging levels . . . but that they are simply not trying hard enough” (qtd. in 

Rhodes 170). The rhetoric of excellence, from this perspective, masks what amounts to a 

bootstraps approach to education akin to insisting a homeless person get a job or a single mother 

get herself off welfare. Problems of resource access and systemic inequity are ignored. 
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The negative impact of the test, and this narrative, on students has been well documented. 

A large scale study by The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) that tracked 

performance of students over time showed that “student achievement was only marginally better 

in 1988 than it had been a decade earlier” and that the “policy changes did not seem to alter the 

abysmal educational conditions facing many poor and minority students” (Rhodes 74). Further, 

reduction of the achievement gap between Hispanic/Black students and white students was 

inconsistent at best (Rhodes 75). Recent NAEP studies suggest the gap remains large (Rhodes 

185). 

While schools’ scores on standardized tests continue to be used to justify a host of 

legislative and administrative actions, including the reappropriation of funds, elimination of 

teachers considered “bad apples,” and so-called remediation tracks for failing students, research 

consistently suggests the tests are not actually successful indicators of student learning. Audrey 

Armein and David Berliner, in their study of student learning in 18 states where high-stakes 

testing is practiced, found high test scores meant only that certain students were excluded while 

others had better access to test preparation services and materials (2). Actual learning, they 

found, decreased or remained at the same level following the introduction of high-stakes testing 

(2). 

Even more alarming, a study reported in 2008 by researchers at Rice University and the 

University of Texas at Austin showed that there is a “strong association between high stakes 

accountability and dropping out” (McNeil et.al.). They found schools that appear to increase test 

scores and decrease the achievement gap between white and minority students from year to year 

do so at the expense of low-performing students, mostly African American, Latino, and English 

Language Learners: “The degradation of the curriculum into test drills, which have little 
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relevance beyond the state test, distances students who otherwise wish to persist to graduation” 

(McNeil et.al.). Texas schools lose at least 135,000 students each year prior to graduation 

(McNeil et.al.). The study suggested that while standardized tests were not the factor impacting 

the decision to leave school (poverty, unstable families, pregnancy, and the desire to earn money 

are other factors), they do not “aid in overcoming those barriers to school completion,” but rather 

“add to them” (McNeil et.al.) Schools are able to boast high scores when fewer low-performing 

students attend. This improves a school’s reputation and property values in nearby 

neighborhoods (Kohn 349). Where low-income students make up a large percentage of the 

student body, scores are often low. As Alfie Kohn states, “socioeconomic status accounts for an 

overwhelming proportion of the variance in test scores when different schools, towns, or states 

are compared” (349). In effect, the students most negatively impacted by the test are those it was 

originally intended to serve. The writing test is no exception and, one could argue, is most 

egregious as it disrupts a curricular space, the Language Arts classroom, where student stories, 

views, and voice have traditionally held value. 

Testing in Writing Classrooms 

As part of a four-year National Study of Writing Instruction (NSWI) spanning school 

years 2005/2006 to 2008/2009, researchers interested in determining the effects of testing on 

teaching writing visited 260 English, math, social studies and science classrooms in 20 middle 

schools and high schools in five states. They interviewed teachers, students, and administrators 

in schools selected “for reputations for excellence in the teaching of writing” (Applebee and 

Langer 14). Teachers surveyed reported that “high-stakes tests are having a very direct and 

limiting effect on classroom emphasis” (18). In most cases, Applebee and Langer report, “the 

teacher does all of the composing, and students are left only to fill in missing information.” 
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Rather than “construct[ing] knowledge or “generat[ing] new networks of understandings, they 

replicate . . . highly formulaic essay structures” (26). 

Scholars in the fields of education and composition, especially those interested in critical 

pedagogy, have argued that passive composing practices focused on correctness, on writing 

formulas, limit student thinking (Anson; Williams; Au; Kohn; Coe; Sirc). Alfie Kohn, a leading 

critic of standardized testing in K-12 education, cites numerous studies (Meece, Blumenfield, 

and Hoyle; Anderman; Hall, Bolen, and Gupton) that show there is a “statistical association 

between high scores on standardized tests and relatively shallow thinking” (341). Exposed to 

curriculums highly informed by standardized testing, students are, as Au suggests, “alienat[ed] 

from their own creativity and intellectual curiosity” (28). The writing students do on 

standardized tests exists within a “closed system” that is both a-rhetorical and a-contextual, 

severely limiting transfer of skills into other academic and professional contexts (Anson). 

Mike Rose, attending specifically to the educational crisis in poor neighborhoods and 

low-performing schools, suggests that for students in remedial classrooms, an over-emphasis on 

“correctness,” of the sort privileged by standardized tests, creates an “educational underclass” by 

ignoring students' home cultures and keeping the bar low (Lives on the Boundary xi). Considered 

this way, tests would seem to propagate the very thing they were developed to change. Jean 

Anyon notes how these same students are taught to “follow rules and memorize instructions,” 

skills they need to be workers, as opposed to how to govern or challenge those in power (qtd. in 

Peckham 8). This seems in keeping with what Au calls a “factory production model of 

education,” originating in the early 1900s as a means of streamlining schools (26). Under this 

model, he argues, testing becomes a tool for “marking deviance from the standardized norm” 

(35). The tension between Au’s use of the word standard as adjective marking normalcy, rather 
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than the noun suggesting quality, represents the disconnect between the aims and ends of 

standardized testing. The former, Au points out, is dependent on “scripted curriculum” for 

teachers (34) and “lower level thinking” on the part of students. 

Geoffrey Sirc, also commenting on the power relationships inherent in the move toward 

standardization, criticizes what he sees as a tendency to “give [students] the blueprints for our 

temples. . .and demand they (re)produce their new (already colonized) cityscape likewise” (193). 

In doing so, he argues, we “rob them of them of their native Main Street tongue” (192). A 

student’s “native tongue” might be his or her use of dialect, conversational tone, tendency to 

argue through story, or prioritizing of felt experience—in effect, her or his voice and writerly 

identity. Considering the diversity of our schools, and the tendency for female students, students 

of color, students with disability, and those from low-income backgrounds, to feel silenced in 

academic settings, this has serious consequences. bell hooks reminds us that in classrooms 

dominated by what Freire calls “the banking method of education,” where information is 

imparted by an all-knowing professor, students’ voice is one of the first things to go (40). In the 

case of test-focused curricula, the “information” is a set of formulas that promise to increase 

scores on writing assessments, but interfere with writing as thinking, as inquiry that leads to 

learning. Students are asked not to create, but to mimic. They are rewarded for setting their 

differences, their unique identities as thinkers, writers, and people, aside. 

Many of the scholars cited above are advocating a process—and in some cases neo-

expressivist3 approach—to writing. Critics of such methods argue teaching process without 

                                                
3 Contemporary scholars who align themselves with expressivism often focus less on expression 
for its own sake (as many early expressivists did), and more on the importance of students 
incorporating their complex cultures, identities, and preexisting language practices into their 
writing. 
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regard for the writing conventions valued in professional and educational settings—conventions 

developers of high-stakes writing tests purport to encourage—is short-sighted at best, reckless at 

worst. As Lisa Delpit argues, pedagogies that forfeit writing skills for a purely process-based 

approach can disadvantage students who do not possess what Bourdieux defines as cultural and 

educational capital valued in school. Arguments like Delpit’s are valuable—they remind us all 

pedagogies must aim to serve all students, and not all students enter the classrooms with the 

same tools. Relying on such arguments to support test-based writing instruction, however, 

requires an oversimplification of process and expressivist writing all too common in our field. 

Pedagogy drawing from expressivist ideology is dismissed as a kind of free-wheeling, “write 

what you feel,” “there is no right answer” approach to writing, while that focused on process is 

seen as lacking substance and/or divorced from writing skills. This is a misrepresentation built 

on false binaries—between skills and process, creative and academic (or personal and academic) 

writing, convention and craft—that are damaging and reductive (Rose; Bizzell; Royster; Harvey; 

Miller). Delpit and others (Peckham; Sullivan) who complicate writing process are not 

advocating skills-based writing at the exclusion of student voice and background, rhetorical 

awareness, or authentic writing experiences. While writing teachers must be ever present to 

students’ wide range of language and writing experiences when they enter a classroom, it is also 

true students benefit as writers, thinkers, and creators when writing instructors allow for the 

productive tensions arising from the interaction between approaches to writing. Further, as will 

be demonstrated later in this chapter, the kinds of writing instruction encouraged by the test are 

neither skills-based, nor process-based. In fact, one could argue the kinds of writing instruction 

encouraged by the test is not actually about writing, if one considers writing a form of thinking, a 

process of inquiry and discovery resulting in new insight for the writer and reader. What students 
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produce is knowledge of a single template, often void of meaningful content. Whereas, in 

authentic writing, content and form grow out of one another, the essays students produce for the 

test sever form and content, rendering each ineffective. (The form/content relationship will be 

discussed at length in Chapter Two.) 

The writing performed in preparation for and during the test is inauthentic in that it has 

no real audience other than test graders; it has no purpose beyond obtaining a score; there is no 

attention to genre save the test-essay genre; and students are often punished for incorporating the 

stuff of real writing (voice, style, varied structures). Further, it mirrors the test itself in that it 

ignores any kind of difference that might exists from school to school, neighborhood to 

neighborhood, student to student. It’s a kind of writing by number, where the number is a 

serviceable score. The student, defined by this score, is left no room to demonstrate her unique 

thinking, creativity, and/or personal story. 

The Lone STAAR State 

Texas is a particularly useful site to study the impact of standardized testing since, as the 

second largest state in the U.S. it has significant political power in the area of education. As one 

of largest purchaser of textbooks, second only to California, it influences what textbook 

companies choose to include and exclude (National Education Association), and thus impacts 

curriculum nationwide. Texas has also come to exist as a state with particularly high stakes, as 

compared with other states, and “the greatest devotion to formulaic writing” ( Hillocks 197). 

The district I focus on here, specifically, is the fifth largest in the U.S. and educates students that 

speak more than 150 home languages in addition to English (McNeil xxi), reflecting the nation’s 

increasing diversity. 
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The STAAR exam, which students began taking in Spring 2012, is the most recent in a 

long line of state-mandated tests. Before STAAR was TAKS (2003 to 2012), before TAKS, 

TAAS (1990 to 2003), before that TEAMS (1986 to1990), and before that TABS (1980 to 1986). 

The attitude among Houston teachers with regard to state mandated testing (and the acronyms 

they encourage) is similar to their attitude about the weather: just wait a few minutes and it will 

change. Experienced teachers talk of the various renditions of the test they’ve seen like war vets 

recounting battles. What hasn’t changed is the state’s obsession with high-stakes assessment. 

The STAAR exam was intended to be “more rigorous” than its predecessor, the TAKS 

(Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills), with the expressed goal of ensuring “readiness for 

success in subsequent grades or courses and, ultimately, for college and career” (Texas 

Education Agency HB3 Transition Plan Highlights). This language is largely in line with that 

used to describe best practices for writing instruction in the field of composition. The CCCC 

Position Statement on the Multiple Uses of Writing cites the importance of teaching forms of 

academic and workplace discourse, among others. Moreover, George Hillocks notes that the 

language arts curriculum on which Texas’s original state mandated tests were based—created by 

a team of secondary and postsecondary teachers and based in writing theory by James Kinneavy 

(1971)— was more sophisticated than what was being practiced in other states as it allowed for 

diverse writing purposes and genres (42-43). When the Texas Education Agency (TEA) created 

the tests, however, this complex relationship to genre was largely ignored. As is often the case 

when an entire area of study is reduced to what’s measurable—in the case of writing, a select 

number of rigidly defined genres—theory and practice are at odds. 

In a presentation on deconstructing STAAR writing rubrics, Victoria Young, the Director 

of Reading, Writing, and Social Studies Assessments for Texas Education Agency, explicitly 
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states that “formulaic approaches (e.g., five-paragraph essays)” impede “thoughtfulness and 

individuality” as they “almost always result in a lack of thoughtfulness, individuality, and 

depth.” She says, instead, students writing expository essays are “free to explore the ambiguities 

of the issue.” (Presentations: Deconstructing the STAAR Writing Rubric). Her presentation is a 

response to the kinds of writing and teaching occurring since the implementation of these kinds 

of writing exams. Young explicitly states “a specific number of ideas or paragraphs” is not 

required, countering the idea that students should be writing a truncated version of the five-

paragraph essay, where a short intro with an “attention grabber” and a thesis statement is 

followed by a body paragraph and conclusion. In her description of “quality of development,” 

one of the elements on her rubric, she writes, “the best development is real, based on a student’s 

own experiences and thinking about the world. Why? Because this allows the student to base the 

writing on what he or she TRULY knows and understands.” (Presentations: Deconstructing the 

STAAR Writing Rubric). Finally, “thoughtfulness / individuality” is a category on the rubric. 

According to Young, test evaluators look for “the students ‘presence’ in the writing itself (in 

effect, the face behind the writing) . . . the more original and individualistic the writing, the more 

engaging.” In short, the official stance on formula is in sync with the research on what 

constitutes good writing. 

The teachers at the school I visited are informed enough to know this is the district's 

stance. They are also savvy enough to know what to say to administrators when asked whether or 

not they are using formulas to teach writing. Behind closed doors, however, they often 

commiserate with one another about how administrators are out of touch with what their 

students—especially their Academic students (euphemism for low-performing)—need. They 
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also feel there is a disconnect between the official stance and the types of essays that receive the 

highest scores. 

Assessing the STAAR prompt 

Writing assessments under STAAR follow a consistent format. There is a quote at the top 

of the page by a famous thinker—Martin Luther King, for example, or Abraham Lincoln. This is 

followed by the statement, “Think carefully about the following . . .” A statement/ question 

follows, then the writing task. Here is an example of a 2014 English I Expository Prompt: 

Quote: “The greatest glory in living lies not in never failing, but in rising every 
time you fall.” 

—Nelson Mandela 
 
Question/Idea to Consider: Can failure make you stronger? 
 
Instructions: Write an essay explaining whether failure can strengthen a person. 
 
(“STAAR English I and II: 2015 Texas Assessment Conference”) 
 

And another, created by the English I team at the high school I visit: 

Quote: “Throughout history, philosophers have wondered if our path is 
determined for us or if we make our own destiny.” (quote unattributed) 
 
Question/Idea to Consider: Some people believe that we choose our own actions, 
but other people believe that our actions are a result of conditions beyond our 
control. 
 
Instructions: Write an essay explaining whether people are responsible for the 
choices they make. 
 

In both examples, and in many such prompts, a culturally acceptable moral stance or 

idea, stated or implied, is coupled with a prompt that asks students to write in support of one side 

of an implied binary. The quote by Nelson Mandela, for example, touts the importance of 

individual perseverance in the face of failure. The instructions that follow, through use of the 

word “whether,” imply two possible responses: failure can make you stronger, or it cannot. 
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Likewise, the second prompt asks students to either claim people are or are not responsible for 

their choices. 

Of course, a student could conceivably respond to either prompt with a more contingent 

thesis. She could answer the question about responsibility, for example, by suggesting the degree 

of choice one has in one's life is dependent on socioeconomic status or a host of other factors. 

Teachers discourage this kind of response, however, for several reasons. They don't want student 

writing to be perceived as wishy washy for fear this will lead to a low score; they don't feel their 

low-performing students can handle creating such a nuanced thesis; or they feel there is simply 

not room, in 26 lines, to respond in any kind of complex way. 

Teachers are counseling students to choose one of two options, where one—couched as 

an absolute (“failure cannot make you stronger” or “people are not responsible for their 

choices”)—reads as extreme and contradicts cultural norms. To support the idea that “people are 

not responsible for their choices” would require discussion of fate or faith, tricky territory for 

even the most skilled of rhetors and likely to raise red flags for scorers. A rhetorically savvy 

student aware of his/her audience (graders) and purpose (receiving an adequate score) will 

choose the safest response, the one implied by the prompt and aligned with the advice of her 

instructors. 

As Bronwyn T. Williams writes, “such rigid questions and answers remove the 

importance of context from literacy practices and allow for no independent meaning making 

from students” (154). The prompts described require students to generalize about an ill-defined 

abstraction (individualism, responsibility, failure) in an a-rhetorical way (no authentic audience 

or purpose, no textual or real-world context), and where the desired answer is implied. Further, 

the structure of the answer has been pre-determined by hours of drills on STAAR formula. 
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Williams continues, “yet it is in that moment when an individual makes meaning in writing and 

reading in a specific cultural context that identity and literacy come together” (154). A test that 

relies on and encourages hegemony necessarily impedes any real meaning making on the part of 

students, maintaining distance between one’s literacy practices and one’s self. 

During one WITS Collaborative co-teaching session, the classroom teacher and I led the 

students through a writing workshop, asking students to discuss in small groups their practice 

STAAR essays in response to the prompt above about failure. Out of a class of about 30, only 

one student argued in her essay that failure does not make you stronger. She described how 

failure can weaken someone’s self esteem, making her less likely to take a risk in future. The 

teacher discouraged the student from taking this stance, warning her it was too easy to counter 

and would likely receive a failing score from test graders. Perhaps ironically, this interaction 

between student and teacher in some ways proves the student’s point. As one of the only students 

in the class to take a real risk with the writing assignment, the student was singled out and made 

to feel as though she had made a poor choice. This could certainly have a negative impact on her 

self-esteem. 

Teaching Writing under STAAR 

While there are many conflicting perceptions among teachers about what students must 

do to achieve a satisfactory STAAR writing score, I have heard a few things consistently in the 

four years I have been working with teachers and students in Texas schools. Many of these 

perceptions have to do with teaching students to follow a strict set of rules when composing. In 

this section I will outline these rules and discuss their implications for student writing. 
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1. It is important that there be a clear distinction between an expository essay and a persuasive 

essay, where persuasive writing involves “choosing a side” of an issue to defend and expository 

providing information. 

 

What this means to those who study rhetoric and what this means in the context of the STAAR 

essay are often at odds. Whereas rhetors and scholars of composition recognize the persuasive 

nature of all texts (consider the classic composition textbook, Everything's an Argument), 

teachers contending with STAAR emphasize to students that their expository texts are not to 

argue in anyway, but should instead explain an idea. This advice, coupled with the leading nature 

of the prompts, often leads to compositions about as compelling as instructions on making a ham 

sandwich. Teachers encourage students to play it safe, and avoid the possibility that graders will 

perceive their essay as written in the wrong genre. This leads students to write work devoid not 

only of argument, but of purpose. 

Persuasive writing, as compared to expository writing, is defined by many teachers as 

“taking a side,” and includes a call to action. While this makes sense in theory, the prompts, most 

of which encourage either/or thinking despite the genre, blur these distinctions and lead to 

confusion among teachers and students. One practice STAAR essay assigned by teachers 

participating in WITS Collaborative, for example, asked students to respond to an editorial I’d 

brought in to demonstrate what persuasive writing looks like in the world, and how a delayed 

thesis statement might be used effectively. In the article, Saudi women are quoted as feeling 

more “free” than western women because they aren’t victim to sexual harassment, pornography, 

and advertisements that objectify their bodies. The text presents a complex portrait of sexism and 

liberty as experienced by women around the world. The prompt to which the students were asked 
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to write, however, left little room for complexity: “Write an essay arguing whether Western 

women are free or not free.” As a prewriting activity, students were told to create two lists, one 

with evidence that western women are free, the other with evidence they are not. This on its own 

could be a useful prewriting activity, as it reveals the nuance a response on the topic should 

require (women have made progress and continue to experience discrimination). The students 

were told, however, to pick a side and write. As was often the case in my observations of 

STAAR preparation, they were also told to write about “the side” that would be easier to defend, 

rather than the side they viewed as true. 

Another team of teachers at the same school created a practice persuasive essay prompt 

that pairs a definition of individualism with a brief description of the idea that the Nazis were 

able to carry out such horrific acts because of what scholars call deindividuation, or “a loss of 

individuality as one becomes submerged in the group.” Setting these concepts side by side could 

lead to insightful synthesis, requiring that students grapple with philosophical questions about 

free will, autonomy, and power. The prompt, however, reads this way: “Should or should not a 

person bear a responsibility for his/her own actions, even when ordered to commit an act by a 

‘legitimate authority’”? Write an essay stating your position.” The prompt is remarkably similar 

to that described earlier on choice. In this case, students were not only asked to take an either/or 

approach to a complex question, but to make a moral judgment (implied by the words should and 

shouldn’t) about a somewhat vague (What does it mean to bear responsibility?) and a-contextual 

idea. The prompt handout also includes the statement, “An independent individual is able to act 

and think independently and does not wait for outside influences to make decisions and act on 

them.”  The preferred response, in this case, is built in to the question and supplemental material. 

Phrases like “his/her own actions” (your individualism is important) and “even when ordered” 
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(stand firm in the face of adversity) in the prompt, suggest the American ideal of individualism—

walking to the beat of your own drummer, even under duress. The supplementary material 

reminds students of culturally accepted norms (it is good to act independently, bad to succumb to 

peer pressure). And of the two sides offered, one requires the writer take a compassionate view 

of one of the most hated groups in history. Students, aware of the implicit request (true purpose) 

and teacher’s expectation (true audience) suggested by the prompt, respond accordingly. As one 

might guess, very few sympathized with the Nazis, or with the “acted upon.” The argued, 

instead, for the importance of taking responsibility for one’s own actions. (A bootstraps 

mentality is echoed here, too.) In determining what teachers (and graders) are looking for, at 

least, students are perhaps more rhetorically savvy than we give them credit for. 

Limited definitions of genre—and argument specifically—are problematic as many in 

composition have pointed out, because they ignore the tendency of texts in the world—

newspaper articles, novels, speeches—to bend and blend genres in service of the story being 

told. Hillocks cites Upton Sinclair’s The Jungle as simultaneously persuasive and narrative, and 

says the opening lines of even the most strictly informative newspaper article exist to persuade 

readers (43). He writes, “labels like expository, narrative, and persuasive do not in themselves 

stipulate the kinds of tasks to be performed for the sake of assessment,” since genre is 1) fluid 

and 2) only part of a rhetorical act (55). Yet, in his study of the impact of standardized testing on 

writing curriculum, he found teachers time and time again referred to the kinds of writing 

instruction they did in the classroom by test category, rather than rhetorical considerations like 

purpose and mode (85). The same was true for teachers at the school in which I was placed. 

Expository and persuasive writing, defined in accordance with test requirements, were the almost 

exclusive curricular focus of the courses in which they were tested. 
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2. There must be a thesis statement, and it should occur at the beginning of the essay. All 

examples and/or evidence must tie back to the thesis statement. There should be a conclusion 

that restates the thesis statement. 

 

While the teachers I work with concede that there are many great examples of essays that rely on 

a delayed thesis, they see this as strategy few students would be able to pull off successfully in 

an essay. Offering this option, as they see it, is too great a risk. 

In most cases, teachers counsel students to make the thesis the second sentence of their 

essays, after the hook. Together, these two sentences make up the introduction, sometimes with a 

third “transition” sentence tacked on. While teachers know this is not what an introduction looks 

like, they also feel anything longer is too risky considering students have only 26 lines to write. 

(Since the tests are hand-written, students with large handwriting are at a considerable 

disadvantage. Test prep can also include practice writing in small print and right up to the edge 

of the box). When I started teaching first-year writing at a local university, I was perplexed by 

students’ tendency to include a mini-introduction (usually three sentences long) before the actual 

introduction of their essays. I would often suggest they remove it entirely, as it generally said 

nothing that wasn’t said better and more thoroughly in the paragraph that followed. After 

spending time in Houston high schools, I understood the origins of this move. 

In most cases, a STAAR thesis is a revision of the prompt into statement form. (Example: 

A person should bear responsibility for his/her own actions, even when ordered to commit an act 

by a ‘legitimate’ authority). Again, most of the teachers I work with know this is not the best 

way to write a thesis. But they feel it is crucial students make it clear 1) which “side” they are 
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taking and 2) that they are responding to the prompt. Considering the STAAR genre, and the 

content of the prompts, this is not bad advice. How much complexity can students offer in 26 

lines? And, as discussed in the previous section, the prompts discourage a thesis that is 

contingent, explores grey area, or represents creative, original thought. 

During the four years I spent as a WITS Collaborative writer, it was not uncommon for 

teachers to ask me to bring in mentor “expository” or “persuasive” texts that might help students 

understand what the form looks like in the real world. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Two, 

the teachers do value providing opportunities for their students to learn about and practice 

authentic writing. I found this task nearly impossible, however. Even when I was able to find a 

text that stuck mostly to the genre being taught, it definitely didn’t stick to the STAAR format. If 

the thesis was implied, or delayed, or if it didn’t take a clear side, the teachers were hesitant to 

use it, always for the same reason: they didn’t want to confuse the students. When we did discuss 

such texts, it was always with the caveat that though this kind of writing exists, the students 

probably shouldn’t attempt it. 

This is not to say the teachers weren’t willing to try something new. The WITS 

Collaborative experience, as I will describe in Chapter Four, is largely about compromising, 

getting uncomfortable, learning from one another. One WITS Collaborative lesson, described at 

length in Chapter Four, used as mentor texts “This I Believe” essays, a form based on a National 

Public Radio series in which people share their most deep-seated beliefs. Many of these essays 

rely on delayed thesis statements. Most of the teachers encouraged students, however, to make 

the thesis explicit and put it up front. In addition, since “I think” and “I believe” statements are 

on the list of tropes to avoid, a number of teachers asked that students remove this language from 

their drafts. This led to an interesting discussion about genre conventions—STAAR and “This I 
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Believe” being two unique genres— in our planning meeting, despite the ultimate decision by 

some to prioritize STAAR conventions. 

Conclusions in student STAAR essays, much like introductions, were a product of 

limited space and agency. They were rarely more than two to three sentences long, and repeated 

the thesis. 

 

3. Students should refrain from using the “I,” or including any kind of personal story. 

 

This is despite the fact that many of the top scoring STAAR essays rely, at least in part, on 

personal experiences as evidence. Incorporating the personal, teachers say, too often leads to 

“and then” stories that don't serve the student writer's purpose, go on ad nauseam, or make the 

essay read more like narrative (another test genre). Again, in the case of the latter, the perception 

is that students will be punished for treating genre boundaries (here, test genre boundaries) as 

porous. Teachers inevitably mention that student who writes a full page on that time they rode 

ATVs with their uncle in Mexico, but never makes a substantial connection to the prompt. The 

essay they describe moves from thesis (you should be responsible for your actions) to “For 

example,” and then launches into story. The perception seems to be that once you unleash a 

story, there’s no reining it in. That students might be taught how to do this effectively seems 

beyond the scope of what is possible given time constraints and the perception that teaching 

other skills is simply more important. 

This rule about the personal is probably the one I hear most frequently when working 

with teachers who must navigate STAAR. This is likely a reaction to the many WITS lessons 

that begin with the personal. One of the WITS organization’s core values is that “everyone has a 
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story to tell” (Writers in the Schools). If literacy and identity are linked (Williams), story is 

perhaps the conduit through which they are together conveyed to make meaning. Jerome Bruner 

says when students tell stories they don’t just make their knowledge their own, but contribute to 

a “community of those who share [their] sense of belonging to a culture” (qtd. in Collins and 

Cooper 4). In other words, they contribute to the creation of cultural knowledge. 

As I will discuss further in Chapter Five, when the teachers and I have worked 

collaboratively to teach a writing lesson that incorporates the personal, they insist we use the 

word “anecdote” and not “story” in the classroom. Story is narrative, and narrative is off limits. 

Again, binaries are at play. Student stories are not fit for academic contexts. 

The question becomes, then, what is lost when lived experience is off limits, especially 

for high school students who have limited material to draw from beyond their personal lives? Or 

for students whose lived experience has shaped their values more than any other factor? 

Especially when so many prompts are centered on values? How does one answer a question 

about individualism, about choice, or about risk, without drawing on what one knows and has 

lived? If writing is meaning making, and literacy tied to identity, what happens when the 

majority of writing a student does is considered separate from her actual engagement with the 

world? From her communities? Jane Hindman says using the personal in academic writing, or 

participating in what she calls “embodied writing” is how we identify ourselves and are 

identified by others. This language, “embodied writing,” feels particularly significant 

considering the standardized testing context whereby students are defined in accordance with 

numbers, scores. Hindman echoes bell hooks, who asserts that for those in marginalized 

positions, to live in the body, as a body, is not a choice (135). 
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Others challenge the idea that personal writing is not also analytical (Harvey, Robillard). 

Amy Robillard reminds us the abstract originates with the concrete. For students who struggle 

with abstraction, with conversations as opposed to answers, the personal can be a way in (83). 

This is especially relevant, she says, for working class students. She draws from scholarship by 

James Moffett, who identifies student progress as movement from “what happened” to “what 

happens” to “what will happen.” (80). 

Teachers are in many cases discouraging students from telling stories, while stories, the 

personal, the I, may be just the way in to writing successful academic prose. 

 

4. Students should use exactly three examples in each essay (or some such prescribed 

number). The way these examples connect to the thesis, the introduction, a topic sentence, or the 

conclusion, and the amount of space given to each, should follow a set formula. 

 

The types of examples students use are often also prescribed. Many teachers rely on 

acronym-driven writing models like HELP, which encourages students to draw supporting 

evidence from history, experience, literature, and pop culture. This is seen as a solution to their 

perception that high school students simply have no experience from which to write. I have read 

a number of STAAR essays that provide one example from each prescribed content area, with 

little in the way of transition. We move from a story about Steve Jobs to one about Martin Luther 

King with only a word like “similarly” or “moreover” to suggest connection. (Having read a 

number of STAAR essays, I've come to believe Steve Jobs and Martin Luther King can be used 

to support a response to just about any STAAR prompt.) One of the teachers I worked with 

required that all of her students’ “This I Believe” essays follow the HELP formula. The essays in 
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this class were unfocused and winding, and student voice was all but lost. Hillocks found the 

teachers he interviewed used similar strategies, referencing, for example, “the 3.55 composition,” 

which requires students to have, in every composition, three reasons, five paragraphs, and five 

sentences in each paragraph (88). 

In a recent editorial, educator Michelle Kenney lists additional “formulas” she’s 

encountered in her years as an educator in language arts classrooms. They include TEETH 

(Topic, Example, Explanation, Tie to Thesis, Hook to the next paragraph); TISAS “pronounced 

‘T-sauce’” (Topic sentence, introduction to supporting evidence, supporting evidence, analysis, 

summary, transition sentence); and the Jane Shaffer formula, “which involves attaching two 

pieces of brief commentary to a concrete detail to produce a 2/1 ratio of opinions to facts.”4 This 

is literally essay by number, or the essay quantified. Faced with increased pressure to improve 

student test scores, the teachers at Kenney’s school even invented their own formula, PEAS 

(Point, Evidence, Analysis, So what?). While Kenney taught the formula, she felt increasing 

discomfort with it as she observed the quality of thought in student work declining: “Too many 

of my students could not think critically because they were so busy getting the PEAS structure 

just right.” This led, she says, to “shallow, fast-food versions of paragraphs.” Students who 

excelled at writing prior to PEAS felt hemmed in, she observed, while those that struggled used 

the formula as a crutch, which ultimately limited thinking. 

Students at Kenney’s school, and the teachers I’ve worked with, are considered proficient 

in writing, where writing is a-contextual and a-rhetorical. Ed Nagelhout and Marilyn Mckinney, 

                                                
4 The Jane Schaffer Approach is popular in school districts, and taught in professional 
development workshops throughout the country, because, at least as Shaffer claims, it replicates 
what is found in high-scoring standardized exams. Critics like Mark Wiley argue it “forces 
premature closure on complicated interpretive issues and stifles ongoing exploration” (64). 
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describing challenges they’ve met while working under the Southern Nevada Writing Project, 

suggest writing in such standardized contexts prevents inquiry, instead propagating a definition 

of rhetorical process as “a universal set of rules that can transfer neatly from one context to 

another” (100). Chris Anson argues there is little to no transfer of such “rules” when students are 

working within a single genre, in this case the genre of the test. For students to learn, he says, 

they must “work. . .across and between. . .contexts,” gaining “strategic knowledge to be 

discursively flexible” (116). The formulas students learn to pass STAAR are far from flexible. 

 

Other strategies for teaching STAAR writing include telling the students to ignore the 

quote at the top of the page because it might distract from the actual prompt; Or (from teachers 

who allow the personal) encouraging students to make up stories about their lives. I've seen 

students transfer the latter to our creative writing lessons. In a “This I Believe” essay, a student 

wrote about his belief in second chances. As evidence he told a fabricated story about a friend 

stealing from him, their confrontation, and his decision to invite the friend back into his life.  

Another student, writing a lyric essay modeled after Claudia Rankine's Citizen, a book that 

exposes racial discrimination in the United States through personal stories, chose to focus his 

essay on honesty. When he told a peer he didn't know what to write, she told him to “just make 

something up.” 

Hillocks found many of the teachers he interviewed instructed students to “make up 

evidence,” even when drawing on history or literature (vs. personal experience) (74). This is 

because, at least in theory, graders are not supposed to take off points for factual inaccuracies, 

since the writing test is a measure of writing ability, not historical or literary knowledge. In fact, 

he observed that papers containing false information are often held up as “models of good 
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writing,” leading students to “view writing as a non-serious enterprise, a matter of form without 

content.” I would argue students are not learning form—a concept I will further theorize in 

Chapter Three—at all, but formula “without content.” Form, as I will explain, is a uniquely 

suited rhetorical intervention to curriculum focused on writing formulas, as it has a reciprocal 

relationship to content. In other words, it grows with and from content. As will be discussed in 

depth in Chapter Three, there can be no authentic content without authentic form, and vice versa. 

What is clear is that the goal for teachers, first and foremost, is that students pass the 

STAAR. This is not surprising. The stakes are high. Students need to move to the next grade 

level. Teachers need to keep their jobs. Administrators need to be able to show their schools are 

not failing. The safest solution in this context is relying on writing instruction strategies akin to 

those used to teach the five-paragraph essay—do these things in this order and you will receive a 

passable grade. Writing becomes more about “ensuring certain qualities are present” and 

“racking up the right number of smooth transitions and specific examples” than 

“communicat[ing] ideas” (Williams 154-155). Risk-taking, which I will argue is crucial to good 

writing, is discouraged. 

Most concerning is that teachers are transferring these somewhat arbitrary rules about 

writing, genre, and process, into other writing contexts. Tests have been proven to influence what 

is taught in schools (Hillocks 52), and with tests and test prep making up a growing percentage 

of classroom hours—STAAR raises the number of testing days in a school year from 25, under 

TAAKS, to 45 (HB3 Transition Plan Highlights)—this is more true than ever. Teachers are 

rewarded for teaching that assumes there is a magic formula for good writing, and that formula 

can be applied across the board to all writing tasks. Students are encouraged not to speak, but to 

replicate, as Sirc suggests, a predetermined template. Considering content follows form, it is 
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difficult if not impossible to encourage original, creative work within these constructs. Writing 

becomes not a tool for exploring complex relationships or critically examining assumptions and 

cultural beliefs, but a practice in fabricating “truth” and forms in the service of upholding a belief 

or stance and adhering to the status quo. 

After one of the tenth-grade teachers and I co-taught a creative writing lesson the weeks 

following STAAR, the teacher pulled me aside. She felt her students, in this case all college 

prep, were struggling to write creatively. She observed they were continually calling her over to 

ask if what they were doing was right, or if she could give them additional guidelines. She said 

seeing them hesitant to initiate writing on their own, to let go of prescribed content and structure, 

was making her rethink the way she was teaching the STAAR essay. They don’t seem capable, 

she said, of writing creatively. 

Formulas encouraged through standardized testing, by limiting how students write—or 

the forms they use—limit what students write, or opportunities for meaning making. Their 

pervasive use, both in immediate preparation for the test and throughout the year, essentially 

eliminate writing contexts in which students might gain facility with the tools writers use to craft 

their work. Creative writing, dismissed as serving purely cathartic purposes, is often positioned 

by teachers and scholars as the opposing binary of serious, academic work; such positioning 

ignores the essence of creative writing as a discipline, and the word creative itself. Writing lives 

not in the (pre-)made, but the act of making. As many have argued (Rose; Bizzell; Royster), and 

as I will demonstrate in Chapter Five, there is much to be gained by dissolving false divisions 

between creative and academic approaches to a text. As I will argue in Chapter Two, poets 

especially, and the way they conceive of the concept of form, have a lot to teach composition 

instructors and scholars about writing in a moment defined by formula and standardized testing. 
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Drawing on an understanding of form focused on its symbiotic relationship with content, one 

that can be traced through literature, classical rhetoric, and writing studies, I will argue for the 

reentrance of form, as an epistemological lens, into writing pedagogies actively engaging with, 

responding to, and interrupting the foci of our current moment. When form is viewed not as a 

container for content but as that which grows with and through it—actively invented and in flux 

with it—writers stymied by our existing system can find ways to better reflect their complex 

relationships to reality in spite of existing restraints. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Two, a 

better understanding of form provides students a more nuanced and rhetorical understanding of 

rigid forms while allowing for the invention for new ones. In other words, students using this 

tool can find ways to work both within and against conventions, circumnavigating requirements 

that they conform to a narrow set of expectations in all their writing tasks. 
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Chapter 2 
 
Recovering the Poetry of Form Amidst the Drift Toward Formula 
 
 

As I have illustrated in Chapter One, in test-centric writing classrooms predetermined 

forms, or formulas, dominate instruction. Students are taught to write by acronym, or by number 

(of sentences), demonstrating not an ability to make meaning (that is, to write), but to follow 

orders/rules. The word formula itself suggests not an action, but an object—a set of rules that 

result in a single, desired outcome. A formula in math is a rule by which a relationship is 

expressed (circumference=π x diameter); in science, it is the combination of elements that will 

yield a specific product. In both cases, as with formulaic writing, the emphasis is not on process, 

but on producing a single, replicable result. 

Existing as an interesting interruption to this focus on formula is the concept of form. 

While the term fell out of favor among scholars of composition with the turn toward process 

(Coe), its contemporary use among practitioners of literary arts, especially poets, is useful in 

rethinking how we teach writing in increasingly standardized contexts. This is largely because of 

its grounding in the productive tensions between convention and invention, its complex 

relationship to content, and the possibility it affords for locating the composing process in the 

oscillation between verb and noun, making and made. 

As W. Ross Winterowd noted in 1975, there has been “too little inquiry into where 

rhetoric and poetics overlap and become one” (224). This is perhaps more true than ever today. 

In this chapter I demonstrate that form, as defined by poets, is rooted in a rich interdisciplinary 

history that includes rhetoric, composition, and literature. I argue that by re-incorporating a 

rhetorical-poetic conception of form that draws on this history into writing pedagogy, we create 
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a space in which students gain agency as meaning-makers with complex identities, responding to 

rigid conventions through invention. 

Tracing a term 

Form can be difficult to define. Its meaning shifts from discipline to discipline, era to era. 

As Angela Leighton notes in On Form: Poetry, Aestheticism, and the Legacy of a Word, the 

history of the the word form “does not lend itself to chronological plotting” (3). Among the 

definitions offered in the Encyclopedia of Poetics are: “meter,” “language and diction. . .distinct 

from. . .subject matter,” “style,” “scheme or argument,” “structure,” the “welding of all parts into 

a whole,” “organization,” the “result of the. . .unifying imagination” (from the romantics) and “a 

dynamic and unifying principle” (from classical rhetoric) (286). Most simply, it is “the manner in 

which a poem is composed as distinct from what the poem is about” (286). 

If form is distinct from content, its is also inextricable from it. As I will demonstrate here, 

the term’s tendency to grow and shift, expand and contract, depending on context, is rooted in its 

organic relationship to content. I.A. Richards, cautioning against viewing the two as opposed, 

writes: “We shall do better to think of meaning as though it were a plant that has grown—not a 

can that has been filled or a lump of clay that has been moulded” (qtd. in Coe 16). Form’s 

expansiveness and malleability leaves room for a creative process that is itself malleable, 

shifting, a continual oscillation between form and formed. 

New definitions of form are born out of the creation of new forms. What poets 

understand, and what is useful to all makers of texts, is that we must invent new forms, or 

complicate our relationship to existing ones, in order to communicate new messages. This is 

especially important in the context of standardized testing since it is by acknowledging this 
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relationship between form and content that one fully grasps how and why test formulas limit 

student thinking, writing, and self-expression. 

In tracing the term form through the sub-disciplines of English, I focus especially on its 

relationship to stasis vs. movement, to maker and made. I begin with the turn in composition 

away from form, suggesting it occurred largely because of a false binary that aligned form with 

formalism, in opposition to process, thereby propagating a false understanding of the concept as 

static. By turning next to the term’s history in the fields of rhetoric and literature, I suggest the 

term has a history much more complex and useful than our field’s limited use of it would 

suggest. Shifting to poetry, I argue form as conceived of by contemporary poets blends 

definitions from composition, rhetoric, and literature, forwarding a concept that is usefully 

rhetorical and rooted in invention. To illustrate how poets use form to work both within and 

against conventions, I provide a close reading of a poem by modernist poet Edna St. Vincent 

Millay that embodies the living relationship between content and form. I then identify parallels 

between the history of the term as used by poets and composition scholars, noting the 

significance of how the two diverge. Poets rejecting formalism in their own discipline in the 

early 20th century with the rise of modernism did not abandon the concept of form but instead 

allowed it to adapt and change in accordance with the need for and creation of new forms. In a 

final section that considers the import of our return, as writing teachers, to an epistemological 

framework that includes form, I consider the concept’s value beyond the aesthetic—as a tool for 

subverting authoritarian values of conformity in today’s high-stakes testing context. 

Composition 

In his 1987 essay, “An Apology for Form; or, Who Took the Form Out of the Process?,” 

Richard Coe explains how form fell out of favor with early process scholars in the 1970s who 
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associated it with the formalism, or current-traditional methods, against which they were 

theorizing. Post World War II, with the introduction of the GI bill and an increase in students 

continuing through to their senior year of high school and pursuing secondary education, there 

was a need for writing pedagogy that focused on the “social processes and contexts” that 

influence the “shaping . . . of texts” (14). Traditional formal approaches to writing instruction, 

Coe says, held up “ideal forms” for students to emulate (14). The focus, he suggests, was on the 

“what” but not the “how,” on the “proper structures,” where form and content were 

“dichotomized” (14). As many scholars have pointed out, there is a tendency in the field to view 

pedagogies in terms of binaries, often to detrimental effect (Rose; Bizzell; Royster; Harvey; 

Miller). 

The idea that form and content are reciprocally linked, on the other hand, is also not new 

to the field. As Robert Connors explains in his 1997 history, “stylistic monosim,” an outgrowth 

of the Romantic movement that viewed form and content as “inseparably welded,” led writing 

instructors in the early 1900s to distrust rule-based composing and abandon their attempts to 

teach style (276). If style, conflated with form in Connor’s text, is not external to a text but a part 

of a dynamic whole, its principles seemed to writing teachers too intangible and mysterious to be 

teachable (276). They relied, instead, on mentor texts and a “vague hope that exposure to good 

models would ‘take’” (284). Ironically then, resistance to the form-content binary resulted in 

another kind of false division—between stylistic monoism and the teaching of what creative 

writers would call craft, or how a text is constructed. It is not difficult to see how process 

scholars born of this history would resist an approach to mentor texts that, despite origins and 

intentions, presented as a rebranding of styalistic dualism where (ideal) forms could be separated 
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from content and emulated by students. With the turn toward process, then, the field’s 

relationship to form came full circle, recasting rather than abandoning binaries. 

As I will demonstrate later in this chapter and through classroom practice described in 

Chapter Five, what Connors calls stylistic monosim and a craft-focused approach to mentor texts 

are not mutually exclusive. Rather, writing teachers aware of the complex relationship between 

form and content can help students study, understand, and replicate not the mentor text itself, or 

any kind of ideal structure, but the careful negotiation of form and content in which practicing 

writers engage. This binary, however, has led to the near absence of form in contemporary 

composition scholarship despite the concept’s historical connections with the act of composing. 

When it is mentioned, it is often cursory, or as synonymous with formula. 

A few composition scholars since the shift toward process have attempted to reassert the 

concept, either by theorizing the word itself or arguing for a fluid relationship to formal 

conventions. Ann Berthoff, in her infamous 1978 Forming, Thinking Writing, situates the word 

form in writing process. She writes, “form finds form; the thought finds the language and the 

language finds the thought. At the heart of the composition process is the fact that ends and 

means are mutually dependent” (22). She suggests that form acts in two ways on a writer, 

providing “feedback,” or “the guidance we get from the means we are using,” and 

“feedforward,” or “the capacity to formulate the choices we make when we are putting things 

together, seeing relationships, interpreting our experience, making meanings” (52). For Berthoff, 

forming activities include “observing, thinking, and writing” (21). 

David Bartholomae in his groundbreaking 1986 text, “Inventing the University,” argues 

student writers can learn to write academic discourse while maintaining connection to their own 

discourse communities by “work[ing] within and against conventional systems,” and “locating 
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themselves within [a discourse] aggressively, and self-consciously” (qtd. in Goleman 53). 

Though he doesn’t use the word form, his attention to convention and students’ relationship to 

particular discourse communities suggests it. He is asking students to develop complex 

relationships to form. Interestingly, Bartholmae’s perspective is often set in contrast to Elbow’s, 

who argues for student writing that begins with her existing language practices. The two engaged 

in a now famous debate on the subject in the late ‘80s and early ‘90s. That such a debate 

occurred suggests a tendency to view rule following and expression as inherently opposed. 

Again, binaries are at play. Judith Goleman’s comments in a 2004 treatise on form in 

composition nods to a similar phenomenon: writing instructors intent on developing “dialectic 

and diaologocal pedagogy” dominant in a postmodern composition studies often feel this 

tension, or the pressure to choose between “closure” or “standard/practical rhetoric” and 

“nonstandard/impractical rhetoric” (52-54). Formulas, by this understanding, are practical and 

provide closure, whereas form is/does not. 

Limiting conceptions of form forwarded in the field of composition, then, is a tendency 

toward binary. Missing is the possibility of a space where students might work “self-

consciously” “within and against” conventions, as Bartholmae advocates, and express their 

unique identities, as Elbow demands. Interestingly, a return to classical rhetoric and literature 

reveals a much more nuanced understanding of the concept—nuance that, if abandoned within 

composition, continues to exist for poets and writers interacting with form. 

Rhetoric 

Plato, in The Republic, wrote of what he called “essential forms,” or forms that are 

“unchangeably in the same state for ever” (qtd. in Leighton 1). In using the word, he is talking 

not about art or craft, specifically, but about ideas, or the “ideal conception of a thing” (Kastely). 
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The form of a chair, for example, is that which makes it a chair—the essential qualities a thing 

must have to be categorized this way (Kastely). While forms imply qualities that are unchanging 

(a chair is something upon which we sit, it raises us from the ground, it is solid and not liquid), 

Plato also asserts that they “manifest themselves in a great variety of combinations, with actions, 

with material things, and with one another” (qtd. in Leighton 1).  Forms then, for Plato, are both 

static and indeterminate, or rhetorical. They change depending on context. A rock can become a 

chair, as J. Kastely suggests, when sitting around a campfire. Relevant to a standardized testing 

context in which static formulas reign, form defined by Plato is both a set of rules and the 

rhetorical shifts that might take place within the context of those rules. 

Aristotle, in Metaphysics, considered this concept in relation to art, suggesting form 

exists first in the mind of the artist, and is applied to the material (a sculptor applies a pre-

imagined form to a statue, for example), resulting in a “synthesis of form and matter produced by 

human intelligence” (Preminger 287). Form, in this case, precedes formed matter and is organic 

in so far as it mirrors nature—“living beings” are also a synthesis of form and matter (Preminger 

287). As with Plato’s definition, form for Aristotle begins with something static (the artist’s 

preconceived idea), and activates in context. 

W. Ross Winterowd notes the semantic affinity between form and “organization,” or 

what Cisero and Quintilian called “dispositio” (164). This relationship continues to influence 

scholars of rhetoric and composition who associate form with “outlining; orders of paragraph 

development, beginnings, middles, and endings—in short, the most dismal stuff that students and 

teachers must deal with” (Winterowd 163). A departure from the nuance of Plato and Aristotle, 

this understanding of form is solely static. Forms defined in this limited way are the movable, but 

pre-established parts students might assemble into a whole, not unlike what George Orwell 
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critiques as the misguided practice of “tack[ing]” phrases together like “the sections of a 

prefabricated henhouse (582). 

It is in Burke that we first start to see form as central to the writing process. He says 

“form is the creation of an appetite in the mind of the auditor, and the adequate satisfying of that 

appetite” (31-33). One part of a piece “leads a reader to anticipate another part, to be gratified by 

the sequence” (qtd. in Winterowd 208). His focus is not on the made, but the making of a text—

grounded in an audience’s experience of a work, which itself is dependent on pre-existing 

knowledge of a set of formal conventions. In this definition we see a focus on the verb, rather 

than the noun, form. 

Literature and the arts 

The history of the word form in literature is especially marked by this tension between 

form as noun and form as verb, as matter and as movement. Leighton traces this history as it 

relates to aesthetics—through German philosophy, English romanticism, Victorian aestheticism, 

and modernism. From the mid-eighteenth century on, form was associated with philosophical 

aesthetics, with a “Kantian emphasis on subjective [or pure] perception” (Leighton 4); Form is 

beauty, and beauty at its purest. Signaling the beginnings of artistic formalism, it is separate from 

matter and transcends mere ornament or emotional perception. Schiller complicates this view, 

shifting the focus from philosophy to art, and from noun to “grammatical alternatives: ‘form-

drive’, ‘formal qualities’, ‘living form’ (Leighton 6). An artistic master, Schiller says, is one who 

“can make his form consume his material” (6). In his vision is the echo of Aristotle—the artist 

applies form to matter, form exists outside matter—but with a shift from made to making. Form 

is organic, active, changeable. It is moveable. 
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Form for the romantics serves a range of purposes, representing both still objects and 

those that “act on the imagination” (Leighton 8). Coleridge, for example, distinguishes between 

“formed form,” and “forming form,” that which is inert and a “shaping activity . . . that acts on 

itself, sees itself, is its own agency” (Leighton 7). Form must be “modified by a verb to stop it 

hardening into mere object” (Leighton 7). This description feels akin to Berthoff’s definition—

forms find forms. 

Within Victorian Aestheticism, where the idea of art for its own sake reigned, form was a 

particularly important term (Leighton 9). Departing from the Platonic ideal, it is “no longer an 

object of perception, but is sensual, an object of touch” (Leighton 10). The modernists continue 

to elevate form, applying it to art and especially cubism, though interestingly this leads to an 

understanding of the reciprocal relationship between form and content. As Pound argues, “a 

work of art has in it no idea which is separable from the form” (qtd. in Leighton 14). 

Within this history, then, is the push and pull of form as static, or formed object, and 

form as active, that which acts on matter, grows with matter, that which embodies the creative 

act itself. Or, as Burke suggests, the world is both created (structure exists, and we can try to 

learn the laws that govern them) and creating (structures change, and we can impact that change) 

(Kastely). 

Form for Poets and Writers 

Originally published in 1965, Paul Fussell’s Poetic Meter and Poetic Form is for many 

the handbook on poetic form. Fussell defines form not as a part of poetry, but poetry itself: 

“Poetry is form . . . and by ‘form’ here we mean that pattern which works on the reader and is 

recognized by him, no matter how unconsciously or irrationally, to constitute a significant 

abstract repetitive frame” (152). If many struggle to define what a poem is, for Fussell it has 
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something to do with a preoccupation, an obsession, with formed information. Take the form out 

of poetry, he might argue, and you no longer have a poem. There are two important 

characteristics worth noting in this definition. One, form and content are one. The poem is form. 

The poem is content. The poem is form and content as a single cohesive whole. As opposed to 

definitions of the form/content relationship that set the two in binary, in poetry you cannot have 

one without the other. Second, form for the poet is rhetorical, and by this I mean driven by the 

relationship between speaker and audience. In a definition echoing Burke, it has everything to do 

with how a pattern “works on the reader and is recognized by him [sic]” (152). Pattern is, by 

definition, the gratification of an expectation. 

To demonstrate the relationship between form and content forwarded by Fussell and 

other poets, I offer a close reading of a mentor text. I then delineate a history of form’s use by 

poets at a moment when, as in composition, practitioners in the field were set on abandoning 

what was perceived as the limiting nature of formalism. 

A Mentor Text 

1 I, being born a woman and distressed 
2 By all the needs and notions of my kind, 
3 Am urged by your propinquity to find 
4 Your person fair, and feel a certain zest 
5 To bear your body’s weight upon my breast: 
6 So subtly is the fume of life designed, 
7 To clarify the pulse and cloud the mind, 
8 And leave me once again undone, possessed. 
9 Think not for this, however, the poor treason 
10 Of my stout blood against my staggering brain, 
11 I shall remember you with love, or season 
12 My scorn with pity, —let me make it plain: 
13 I find this frenzy insufficient reason 
14 For conversation when we meet again. 
 

In Edna St. Vincent Millay’s sonnet, “I Being Born a Woman and Distressed,” the head 

and the body are engaged in a dispute. A Petrarchan, or Italian sonnet, the octave (first eight 
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lines) sets the scene, introducing a problem or question to be addressed. The speaker finds her 

pulse quickening and mind fogged when near the you of the poem: “So subtly is the fume of life 

designed,/ To clarify the pulse and cloud the mind/ And leave me once again undone, 

possessed.” With the volta (turn) that launches us into the final six lines (sestet) of the poem, 

however, the speaker regains her faculties and reasserts her mind’s reign over the body: “Think 

not for this, however, the poor treason/ of my stout blood against my staggering brain . . . ” Yes, 

she concedes, the body has power, but in the end it is not in control. This is an argument for 

mind over matter. The speaker, steadied and with restraint, “make[s] it plain” for the you of the 

poem, and for the reader: “I find this frenzy insufficient reason/ For conversation when we meet 

again.” 

This is the content of the poem. Were we to stop here, it would seem a clear enough 

argument for the intellect’s triumph over the desires of the body. With any poem—and any text, I 

will argue—the conversation does not stop at content. A reader must listen particularly closely to 

a piece of writing’s second voice: its form. In this case, the sonnet—and the rules and 

conventions associated with it—are speaking in unison with content, growing with, and through, 

and from it. 

Millay’s poem is written in iambic pentameter and the first eight lines stick strictly to this 

meter. So while the speaker describes the body’s restless passion, she is also exerting control 

over it with the steady 10 syllables per line and unvaried iambs. At the turn, however, as the 

speaker begins to assert the soundness of the mind, the meter begins to unravel. Lines nine and 

10 can be read as having either 10 or 11 syllables depending on how you pronounce “staggering” 

[stagg-er-ing or stagg’ring] and “however” [how-ev-er or how’er], pronouncing or eliminating 

the middle syllable. Interestingly, both of the words disrupting the pattern can be defined as a 
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shift that threatens an existing balance—one physical, one syntactical. Line 11 and 13 also each 

contain 11, rather than 10, syllables. Further, the iambic pattern of stresses is disrupted in the 

second half of the poem with trochee (double stress): “STOUT BLOOD” and “POOR 

TREAson.” Again, content and form are in sync, both word pairs representative of an 

interruption in reason, the blood an interrupter, treason the potential result of the body’s 

response. The meter steadies with line 12 when the speaker insists on “mak[ing] it plain.” The 

meter, here, has also been made plain. But it is again disrupted in line 13. While the content of 

the poem would suggest a simple relationship between the mind and body when it comes to 

matters of desire, one in which the mind reigns, the form complicates that relationship. There is 

an unravelling occurring at the level of form, an unravelling of the sort one might experience in 

the presence of a lover. In the struggle for power between mind and body in this poem, the 

winner is unclear. When the content focuses on passion/desire, the meter is strict, reasoned. 

When the content shifts to reason, the meter, or music, becomes less restrained. The form, the 

poem’s physical body, disrupts, through sound, an argument taking place of/for the mind. In the 

case of this poem, form and content are sometimes complicit, sometimes at odds. 

This is, in part, the beauty of poetry. It makes transparent the double voice of a text: its 

content and form. At times content and form are in harmony, at times in tension, but they are 

always acting simultaneously on a reader. As Robert Beum and Karl Shapiro write in The 

Prosody Handbook, “a poet’s intention always is to shape a prosodic form that is perfectly suited 

to the point he [sic] wants to make . . . creat[ing] a form that ‘says’ the same things as the words 

themselves say . . . ” (2). Or, as Millay’s poem demonstrates, that is in conversation with the 

words—however contentious the exchange may be. Even readers who don’t bother to (or know 

to) scan the lines of the Millay poem here inevitably feel the shift in meter, the disruption of 
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pattern, because it contributes to the poem’s music. Music, or rhythm, is something we feel—in 

the body. And, as the speaker in Millay’s poem can attest, the body is persuasive. It has 

considerable pull on the mind of a text. It is where we move beyond thought to experience, to 

feeling. It is what houses the heart. 

It is in poetry, then, that the form/content relationship is most clear, and most magnified. 

Form, with and through content, carries meaning. I would argue this relationship exists in any 

formed text. Writers build forms, as they compose, that are best suited to the thing they are trying 

to say. As Millay’s poem demonstrates, even when a form is predetermined, skilled writers with 

a knowledge of form and how it works, play with convention, simultaneously using and 

subverting it toward their own creative ends. 

A Response to Formalism 

For poets, forms and form are distinct, if also related, the former often referring to 

traditional forms written according to rules about meter, rhyme, pattern (sonnets, villanelles, 

sestinas) or even content (aubades, elegies, odes). Such forms dominate the genre’s history. They 

are written for an audience who knows their conventions. As demonstrated in the analysis of 

Millay’s poem above, a sonnet’s form may be felt by a wide readership through its music, but the 

intricacies of its made-ness may be lost on a reader unfamiliar with the form’s tradition (its 

rhyme, meter, and/or structure). Formal poetry, then, is in conversation with a particular 

discourse community. As is the case with the five-paragraph essay, the STAAR essay, or any 

number of other standard school essay structures, full access to content as reader or writer 

requires a familiarity with a particular set of conventions. While poets have made an art of 

simultaneously subverting and adhering to form, as seen in the Millay poem above, the same can 
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rarely be said about students performing the above genres in accordance with formulas presented 

in a vacuum—divorced from the creative act. 

Poets, like compositionists, have a complicated relationship with their formalist history—

and for some of the same reasons. Many have viewed inherited forms as insufficient to represent 

their varied and vast experiences. Whitman was the first to challenge formal tradition with 

“Leaves of Grass,” a book-length poem that envisioned the line not as a demonstration of meter 

or rhyme, but as synched with the human breath. Modernists like Eliot and Pound found existing 

forms, especially their emphasis on order, pattern, and containment, insufficient to represent the 

world in which they were living. Given WWI, the rise of industrialism, and major ideological 

shifts, reality often felt more disjointed and chaotic than unified. Their forms, whether the 

fragmentation and collage of “The Waste Land” or the meandering of “The Love Song of J. 

Alfred Prufrock,” embody this world view. The appropriate response to this particular cultural 

moment was for many Modernist writers to center the work on form itself. The post-modernists, 

and especially the beat poets of the 1950s and 1960s, continued on this trajectory, developing a 

poetics defined by counterculture politics, psychoanalysis, and a rejection of convention. All of 

these trends suggest a desire, among poets, for forms that mirror a particular experience of 

reality. 

Poets didn’t abandon form as a concept with this shift from formal to free verse poetry. 

On the contrary, because of a rhetorical relationship to, and definition of form—one that allows 

for shifts depending on context, audience, and purpose—the term has continued to play a central 

role in the way they talk about both a finished poem and the process by which it comes into the 

world. (In Chapter Four, I will share definitions of form by two practicing poets who also teach 

with the Houston Writers in the Schools program.) So if the history of composition and poetry 
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follow a similar trajectory in their twentieth-century rejection of formalism, they diverge when it 

comes to what happens next. Within poetry, form continues to live a rich and complex life after 

the split. 

Echoing the trend in composition, there are of course those who would set formal and 

free verse poetry in binary opposition, with adherence to convention being pejorative, a practice 

“at war with ‘originality,’ with ‘freedom,’ with ‘naturalness,’ and with ‘invention’” (Fussell 

173). Fussell counters this idea, however, arguing conventions are inseparable from the “act of 

art” and “symbols of a public agreement between artist and audience” (174-175). The choice is 

not whether or not we use them, but whether we use them “skillfully or clumsily, significantly or 

meaninglessly” (175). I would argue that whether we use them, subvert them, or leave them out, 

a text is always in conversation with the formal conventions with which its audience is familiar. 

And an awareness of how this conversation works and what’s at stake is crucial for a writer to 

make it work in her favor. 

Metaphor matters 

The metaphor we use to describe form, and especially its relationship to content, is 

significant for what it reveals about the assumptions that dictate our understanding of the 

composing process and/or composed writing. Returning to I.A. Richard’s metaphor, form and 

content grow organically together (qtd. in Coe 16). The term “content” itself it problematic, he 

asserts, as it suggests meaning, like “peas (or marbles)” is something we pour into forms, or 

containers, a dead neo-Classical metaphor. (That I use it here to communicate the relationship as 

it traditionally stands is further evidence of the metaphor’s dominance.) This view implies 

“content is malleable, capable of adapting to any mold without changing its essential nature” 

(qtd. in Coe 16).  Instead, he argues, “there is no meaning without form. Information is formed 
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matter (which becomes meaningful in relation to contexts).” Important to this view, and to my 

argument here, is the idea that that form and content (or meaning) are inextricable; that they 

grow together; and that not all forms can forward all meanings. Or, rather, some forms or better 

equipped to advance an idea, a story, a relationship to identity given a particular context, 

purpose, or audience. Form is rhetorical. 

An examination of other metaphors used to describe the form/content or form/meaning 

relationship reveals, as Winterowd argued, how the language we use to describe a thing impacts 

our understanding of its nature and, in turn, our understanding impacts the language we develop 

to continue to understand/explore meaning. 

The organic vs. the mechanical 

As has been noted, Aristotle and Coe both rely on a conception of form as organic to 

forward their ideas about the form-content relationship. A.W. Schlegel in Lectures on Dramatic 

Literature (1809-11) introduced what has become a “famous dichotomy of organic vs. 

mechanical form,” discussing the tension between the “free and supple” form of Shakespeare’s 

tragedies and “the rules and unities of ‘neoclassicism’” (qtd. in Preminger 287). Responding in 

large part to the industrial revolution, Romantic thinkers were resistant to mechanical forms, 

defined by Samuel Taylor Coleridge as that which results from impressing pre-determined form 

on a material. This contrasts with “organic forms,” that shape as they “develop . . . from within” 

(poets.org).  A.C. Bradly, in 1901, elaborated on this idea: “If substance and form mean anything 

in the poem, then each is involved in the other, and the question in which of them the value lies 

has no sense . . . the true critic in speaking of these apart does not really think of them apart” 

(qtd. in Preminger 287). This idea of organic form continued to inform transcendentalists like 

Emerson and Thoreau who view the creative act as analogous with that which grows in the 
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natural world. As Emerson said, “ask the fact for the form” (Hirsch). Denise Levertov and 

Robert Duncan went so far as to associate organic form with the divine, Levertov suggesting the 

creative act arises from “an intuition of an order, a form beyond forms, in which forms partake, 

and of which means creative works are analogies, resemblances, natural allegories” (Hirsch). By 

this definition, the forming act is an attempt, however futile, to mimic God’s own ordering of the 

world. That to create makers must somehow intuit the divine is perhaps a little too close to the 

belief among some creative writers that writing is mysterious, a product of talent vs. craft, and 

unteachable. Again, my intention here is not to advance this view, which has been refuted time 

and time again, but to demonstrate the importance organic metaphors have played for poets 

attempting to conceive of and describe the act of writing. 

Composition scholars have also made this distinction between organic and mechanical. 

Berthoff advances the metaphor of organic form, but grounds it in the work of writing and the 

pre-existing structures we draw from to compose, thereby dismissing any kind of mystical, 

magical element. She writes, “composing is like an organic process, not an assembly line . . . 

however, plants and animals don’t just ‘grow’ mystically . . . without plan or guidance or system. 

All organic processes are forms in action: the task of the composer is to find the forms that find 

the forms; the structures that guide and encourage growth. . .“(qtd. in Coe 24). By her definition, 

writers are constantly engaged with existing forms, writing through meaning as a way of 

identifying the forms that will carry their meanings further, to new forms. To return to metaphor, 

and those which we rely on to describe meaning, Berthoff writes, “meanings are not like walnut 

planks or golf balls or bulldozers or typewriters or anything else that simply requires a skilled 

handling” (4). Content, she argues, is more than the raw material of building/filling and 

composing is more than craft or skill. It is linked to thinking. Patricia Bizzell also criticizes 
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container metaphors—especially those forwarded by Linda Flower and John Hayes—as they 

ignore social context and the “dialectical relationship between language and thought” (85). 

The spatial and temporal 

Berthoff, Bizzell, and other scholars of composition ask us to consider the relationship 

between writing and thinking, positing form as an embodiment of these acts. If form is 

movement—from one idea, one structure, one embodiment of idea to another—the ideal 

metaphor for considering the writing process is not spatial (a map, a diagram, a container to be 

filled, or even the shape or arc of a story) or temporal (a series of steps one must execute in a 

particular order), but a combination of the two. Peter Elbow suggests exactly this, arguing it is 

through music that we might best understand form. While a text itself is spatial (it takes up space 

on the page), Elbow argues, our experience of it is temporal—Burke’s setting up, granting, 

delaying, and upsetting expectations. This articulation offers a kind of compromise between the 

organic/botanic—the plant that has grown, that is both made and making—and that which is 

man-made but also a representation of movement through time, a different kind of growth. 

Music, after all, enacts our own passage through time through its crescendos and fortissimos, 

pianissimos, and codas. There is an organic quality to this movement, if it is also invented. Beum 

and Shapiro call poetry the art of “sounds moving through time,” designating it a primarily 

“temporal art” as opposed to a plastic one like painting or sculpture (1-2). 

Or perhaps we might consider, as metaphor, sculptural works that privilege, or at least recognize 

and act upon, a viewer’s temporal experience. James Turrell’s infamous light installations, for 

example, often invite viewers to enter a narrow, dark, restricted space where they must spend a 

period of time (turning a corner, ducking through an entry way, allowing their eyes to adjust) 

before stepping into a large, bright, open space. The experience is obviously spatial (the viewer 
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experiences the room and its dimensions), but it is also temporal. We move first through one 

space then another, experiencing movement from restriction and confinement to freedom, 

openness, even hope. It seems possible that a view of writing as existing at an intersection of the 

spatial and the temporal, might offer access to a fuller, more complex understanding of a text as 

made, as organic, and as experienced by an audience. 

Or to offer another metaphor, contemporary writer and poet Ali Smith defines form this 

way: 

Form is a matter of clear rules and unspoken understandings . . . It’s a matter of need and 

expectation. It’s also a matter of breaking rules, of dialogue, crossover between forms. 

Through such dialogue and argument, form, the shaper and molder, acts like the other 

thing called mold, endlessly breeding forms from forms (69). 

 
In this definition is the complexity of the concept—the writer’s ongoing dialogue with the rules, 

the temporal movement or process that defines the creative act, and Berthoff’s idea that forms 

find forms. The metaphor here is an organic one, but one that lives not in the made (the flower in 

the garden), but the making and remaking of the text, the self, a form, spore by spore. This 

continual reinventing/recreating of the self toward growth, a new made thing, happens in space 

and time. Writing also works this way. 

Form and Standardized Testing 

Student writing, whether occurring in a classroom dominated by standardized testing 

preparation or on the test itself, is always in conversation with a set of conventions. These 

conventions, and the pedagogies they encourage, are tied to a specific audience, history, and set 

of values. They are born of responses, by “experts,” to poorly written student essays; 

PowerPoints at professional development presentations; sample essays on a government agency 
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website; and a desire to ensure writing is score-able. The latter requires adherence to a rubric that 

can be applied to all writing by all students everywhere. The form itself (both the lined 

worksheet on which test essays are written and the shape of the essays encouraged by this 

worksheet) is 26 lines—necessitated by a need for quick grading and economically efficient 

evaluation practices. (Requiring graders to read a two-page essay means additional hours and 

cost.) Students are being asked to respond to a discourse community, a history, a set of values, 

that has everything to do with cost effectiveness, outmoded pedagogical styles, and 

conversations about scores to which they are not privy. If art is the “interdependence of 

expression and tradition,” (Fussell 77) students are engaging with only one side of the equation. 

In his 1971 essay, “Form, Authority, and the Critical Essay,” Keith Fort draws on 

Kenneth Burke’s view that “form is a ‘strategy’ for establishing a relation to reality” (Winterowd 

173). Fort argues it is impossible to have views toward reality that cannot be expressed in 

available forms; requiring students use a single form in writing classrooms is a kind of “formal 

tyranny” that results in conformity (173). As demonstrated in Chapter One, the content of 

STAAR writing prompts is biased toward a particular set of values about American 

individualism and a bootstrap approach to facing challenge; the formulas with which students are 

instructed to meet these approaches are equally and paradoxically biased—toward an implied 

value of conformity. Fort continues: “In a formal tyranny, censorship is also aimed at preventing 

expression in forms that would attack the prevailing structures of society” (174); the traditional 

essay, he writes, meets a “need to believe in real authority” (177) and “condition[s] students to 

think in terms of authority and hierarchy” (178). Coe also acknowledges the relationship between 

form and power, and the ways by which forms can be inextricable from particular messages, 

values, and world views. He writes, “form can . . . be ideological: when a particular form 
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constrains against the communication of a message contrary to the interests of some power elite, 

it serves an ideological function. Insofar as form guides function, formal values may carry 

implicit moral/political values” (20). 

Aware of our tendencies toward binaries, Fort emphasizes that movement away from the 

dominant essay form is not movement toward formlessness, but rather a willingness to 

experiment with new forms, forms that have yet to be invented (182-183). The problem for many 

teachers, however, is knowing what this experimentation might look like. As will be described in 

Chapter Three, teachers often fear that releasing their acronym-driven STAAR formulas will 

result in chaos. For many of them at the opposite end of formula is free-writing, creative writing 

(used pejoratively), writing with no direction or purpose, or writing that values self expression at 

the expense of clarity, mechanics, or style. Binary thinking is again the default. Further, many of 

them wonder: if not formulas, then what? A careful study of a form, as described here, might 

begin to answer this question. 

Coe calls for for new forms to express new meanings: 

A form may be generative insofar as it motivates a search for more information; 

but any form also biases the direction of the searching and constrains against the 

discovery of information that does not fit the form. A particular message may be 

difficult (if not impossible) to communicate within the parameters of a 

conventional form. Literary history is filled with examples of writers who needed 

to invent new forms to communicate new messages” (20). 

Therein lies the problem with standardized testing. If composition—as Burke, as Berthoff, as 

poets describe it—involves the continual shifting between formed and forming to make new 

meaning, then the formulaic nature of the test disallows discovery of new meaning through its 
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constraints. As poets demonstrate through their dismissal of old forms and invention of new 

ones, the desire for forms that accurately represent a reality is real. I would argue, however, that 

embedded within both Coe’s and Fort’s call is a static conception of form. As the term’s history 

reveals, form is a concept embodying a tension between stillness and movement, the noun and 

the verb. Fort’s critique, an important one, resides in the noun—the formed. The traditional essay 

form he sees as restricting student thinking is akin to a sonnet or villanelle in poetry—these are 

the rules; now follow them. The form is preconceived, a container, and writers must input 

content. Coe’s perspective is perhaps more complex, as he also calls for a “new rhetorical 

conception of form,” and further study of “form—and forming—as organic, as constrict; as 

flexible; as rigid; as generative; as constraint; as an instrument of creation and meaning; as the 

social penetrating the personal” (20). If he here acknowledges the multifaceted nature of the 

concept, he also grounds his understanding in rhetoric, missing an opportunity to explore the 

convention-invention tension forward by poets. 

As Millay’s poem shows us, there is room for movement within formalism, or what many 

consider static forms. Students might find room for their own rhetorical movements within, or 

despite, the preconceived forms they inherit. But this requires a shift in focus from the made to 

the making, from formula to forming, from noun to the verb (or even gerund, a situating in 

present action). Toward this end, it is useful to turn to poets and writers who, as I demonstrate 

here, embrace an understanding of form that is at once static and living; I argue, in fact, a poet’s 

understanding of form is simultaneously creative/generative and rhetorical. 

It is important not to blindly accept the premise upon which this particular discussion of 

form is based—that forms reflect reality, be it a writer’s culture and identity or, as Fort describes 

it, “the form of society.” Doing so risks essentializing writers’ identities, cultures, and 
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experiences to monolithic entities and prescribing to a singular idea of society. If, as 

poststructuralists teach us, reality has no intelligent design, no pattern, how can we suggest form, 

especially as an act of pattern seeking, is reality’s reflection? I would argue that despite this 

poststructuralist truism, it remains human nature to seek pattern, no matter how futile. Form is 

reflective of this process as much as the content of our writing reflects the content of our lives. 

What can I write but what I know? And if form and content are inextricable, grow together, then 

it would follow that form is also reflective of reality in so much as it reflects our desire to form 

chaos in ways that are true to our experiences. Annie Finch and Katherine Varnes, in their 2002 

anthology of essays about poetic forms, demonstrate this connection between poetic form and 

culture. An essay in the collection about Agha Shahid Ali’s poetics, for example, demonstrates 

the complex relationship, in the Ghazal form, between “formal adherence” and “disunity,” a 

relationship the authors claim Western readers might find unsettling (4); Jean Hyung Chu 

discusses how the haiku reflects “the sparseness required of [Basho’s] itinerant life” and Tracie 

Morris comments on the role of “flow,” or musicality, in hip-hop inspired poetry, that, like jazz, 

draws on a valuing of one’s ability to freestyle (4). Burke calls the relationship between form and 

content “onomatopoetic parallelism” (Winterowd 190). It is, he says, “a way of experiencing” 

(Winterowd 195). Though poems and essays are not the same, both are formed content, and 

speak through their formed-ness. 

As Frances Christie wrote, “those who fail in schools are those who fail to master the 

genres of schooling; the ways of structuring and of dealing with experience which schools value 

in varying ways” (qtd. in Coe 21). To return again to Coe, “oppressed social groups often find it 

necessary to invent new forms because the socially dominant forms will not readily carry their 

ideas” (25). This is not to say oppressed groups are incapable of using the forms they’ve 
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inherited from the dominant culture. But rather that these forms are limiting because form is 

rhetorical—working always interdependently with audience, context, message, speaker. 

Sometimes the message, the audience, the context, precludes a fixed form and its particular 

relationship to reality or a discourse community. Given formula is dominating instruction not 

only in the weeks before the test, but the entire year, applied to multiple and varied writing 

contexts, students writing is severely limited. 

Fussell argues that in poetry certain forms become fixed because they are, for the reader, 

a “universal emblem of the shape of general psychic experience” (129). This idea parallels those 

of Berthoff and Coe, at least in its linking of forming and thinking; But, as has long been 

established by scholars in the humanities, there is no such thing as universal “psychic 

experience,” so there cannot be a universal form that is adequately emblematic of it. That 

standardized writing tests more or less require a universal form from students inevitably 

precludes some student experience. (Again, this would be less of a problem if the test happened 

one day in April, and was not discussed the rest of the year; or even if there were only a few 

weeks of test preparation leading up to the test.) Fussell also says “some forms are usable at 

certain times but not at others” (149), and that a poet must know “what the very form implies in 

and of itself” (149). To extend this idea out to the essay, to form more broadly, I would argue 

some forms are suitable only at certain times, for certain audiences, and to carry certain 

messages. A test, and set of teaching practices, that uphold a single static form, or formula, at the 

exclusion of other forms and conversations about forming discourage engagement in the 

rhetorical process, as well as the representation of complex identities and relationships to 

discourse. 
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Fussell cites J.V. Cunningham’s perspective that “the poet’s attitude toward fixed 

metrical and stanzaic forms . . . reflect his [sic] general orientation toward authority, hierarchy, 

and history” (151). In this comment we hear Coe, Fort, and a rhetorical understanding of form as 

situated in the relationship between reader, writer, and content. This is a contentious space, one 

in which writers might struggle should their relationship to the implied authority be the wrong 

one. Form carries with it a set of traditions, or conventions. As Winterowd suggests, form has 

rhetorical consequences, since the mind shapes discourse and language shapes the mind (207). 

Or as poet Kim Addonizo says in her handbook on poetry, language can be tyrannical (138). 

 

Thus far my focus has been largely on history and theory—of form and the impacts of 

standardized testing. In the chapters that follow, I turn to the classroom, and specifically my 

work with teachers participating in the WITS Collaborative program, to show rather then tell (as 

writers like to say) how the expectations around standardized testing affect pedagogy; how 

pedagogy informed by form can redirect student writing from rule adherence to meaning 

making; and how a collaborative approach to teacher development that allows for productive 

tensions between traditionally opposed approaches to composing can lead to more nuanced and 

effective strategies for teaching writing. I begin by sharing insights from ninth-grade teachers for 

whom fear students will perform poorly on the state-mandated writing test leads to an emphasis 

in writing instruction on the kinds of conformity critiqued thus far here, despite valuing voice, 

authentic writing, and creative expression. 
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Chapter 3 

Teacher Voices, Voicing Writing: On Fear, Formula, and Choice 

Among other core values, the WITS Collaborative program was built on the idea that 

students benefit when educators emphasize form over formula. This is in large part a response by 

a creative arts organization to the increasingly formulaic approaches writing teachers are 

adopting in high-stakes environments described in Chapter One. Considering the restrictive 

nature of the test, a rhetorical-poetic conception of form theorized in Chapter Two offers a 

potentially useful alternative to formula, a way for students and teachers to move within 

inflexible systems. To understand how to best apply a form-centered approach, however, it is 

necessary to understand how and why teachers are using formulas in the classrooms, and what 

specifically restricts the use of alternative writing pedagogies. 

In this chapter I draw on interviews with writers and teachers participating in the WITS 

Collaborative program to argue that fear arising from a systemic push toward conformity both 

through high-stakes testing and administrative pressures in secondary schools leads writing 

teachers to rely on instructional strategies that are themselves focused on conformity—especially 

writing formulas—despite teacher values of voice, authentic writing, creativity, and self 

expression. This fear impedes risk taking for both teachers and students—risk taking that, as a 

practice of deviating from convention, is a prerequisite to formal play. Further, I delineate a 

series of faulty assumptions stakeholders in higher education make about how writing might be 

improved at the secondary level—faulty because they ignore existing systemic barriers teachers 

come up against in high-stakes testing environments. In Chapter Four and Five, I will show how 

a pedagogical practice centered on “ruptura” (Freire qtd. in Carrick et.al. 299), or the embracing 

of productive tensions between instructional approaches and writing practices, provides a way to 
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mediate this fear and encourage formal experimentation in both teacher lessons and student 

writing in classrooms where state-mandated tests dictate instruction. 

At the end of the Spring 2015 semester I interviewed six of the eight English I (ninth-

grade) teachers who participated in the WITS Collaborative program with me during the 

2014/2015 school year. I also interviewed two teachers at a second school participating in the 

program. Interviews lasted approximately an hour and took place in the teachers’ classrooms 

during prep periods and/or at the end of the day. While I went in to each interview with a set of 

questions (see Appendix A), I borrowed from an ethnographic approach to our interactions, 

prioritizing storytelling over adherence to a script. I asked teachers about their values as writing 

teachers, their relationship to the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR), 

their experiences with the WITS Collaborative program, and their associations with the words 

“form” and “formula.” The introduction to this dissertation includes a detailed account of 

interview methods. 

Considering the documented absence of teacher voices when it comes to conversations 

about curriculum and testing culture (Condon, McNeil, Hillocks), I have chosen to first describe 

the teachers’ experiences in the case studies that follow with limited commentary or 

interpretation. Teachers are often the last to be consulted and the first to be blamed in matters of 

student achievement. Their voices have no place in the official narrative, one dominated by 

corporate and bureaucratic language. As Linda McNeil writes: “When education is governed by 

an ‘accountability system,’ public language or languages are displaced by an expert technical 

language. When educational practice and policy are subsumed under a narrow set of indicators, 

then the only vocabulary for discussing these practices and policies is the vocabulary of the 

indicators” (xxvi). By interviewing teachers who know first-hand the stresses of high-stakes 
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testing, and by sharing their stories as they tell them, my intention is in part to reassert the 

“public” language as expressed by those on the ground, in the classrooms, interacting with 

students. 

At the end of each case study I offer a summary and contextualization of teachers’ major 

concerns, and end the chapter with a discussion of implications drawn from the views expressed. 

Case Study 1: A Star School 

The school in which I worked as WITS Collaborative Writer is located in one of the city's 

more affluent areas, though its student body comes from a wide range of socioeconomic 

backgrounds. The students are also racially, culturally, and ethnically diverse. The welcome sign 

at the front of the school is written in English, Spanish, and Vietnamese. 

The school was one of the first in the district to embrace the WITS Collaborative 

Program which, much like the National Writing Project, is founded on the idea that teachers 

teach writing better when they write themselves. Having spent 60 to 80 hours per year meeting 

and teaching with the Freshman and Sophomore language arts teachers at this high school, I have 

become familiar with the culture there, and within the English Department specifically.5 

The teachers, with few exceptions, are dedicated and hard working. They are 

experienced, well educated, and want the best for their students. Many have told me they feel 

lucky to be at a school where administrators are supportive and test scores high. The school 

regularly scores among one of the top in the state, receiving an A+ in 2016 based on STAAR and 

other scores as well as drop-out rates (Children at Risk). In 2015, the school had the highest 

                                                
5 A discussion on the ways in which this impacts my subject position as researcher is included in 
the introduction to this dissertation. 
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student growth rate of any comprehensive high school in the district (Spring 2015 Education 

Value Added Assessment System Report on Standardized Testing Progress). 

The teachers who participated in the project are also, for the most part, not novice writers. 

Many of them write on their own time and/or are part of the city's writing culture6. Ellie, Evelyn, 

Victoria, and Mary have all taken community writing workshops in the past five years.  Jessica’s 

mother is an administrator for one of the city's creative writing camps. Jenni, one of the newest 

on the team, has her own blog where she writes about fitness, and shares stories from her life. 

The school is in many ways an ideal site for our program and progressive in its 

approaches to writing instruction as compared with schools still using worksheets or “drill and 

kill” techniques. Still, however, test preparation takes a primary position when it comes to 

creating lessons, writing assignments, and assessments.7 When asked about the challenges of 

collaborating successfully with WITS, Mary, who is one of two team leaders in the Freshman 

PLC, says, “we are so concerned about standardized testing. That is just a reality of teaching in a 

public school in Texas.” She feels fortunate to be where she is, rather than a school where the 

test is used as a “tool of punishment and fear.” She does not see the test as inherently evil, rather 

appreciates being held accountable: “Within our PLC it is a good reminder that out students need 

to be making progress, that we have to have high expectations for everyone.” This stance echoes 

the original spirit of high-stakes assessment—by evaluating performance we ensure access for all 

                                                
6 Houston is considered by many to be one the most literary cities in the country. It is home to 
the top ranking University of Houston Creative Writing Program; Houston’s Writers in the 
Schools, the largest school writing residency program in the nation; and Inprint, a non-profit that 
provides community workshops and readings by some of world’s most celebrated writers.  
7 This in some ways makes it particularly interesting to study—it is considered by most in the 
city to be a school that is doing things right, and yet it is not immune to the impact of high stakes 
testing. One can imagine how the many schools in Houston without the reputation and resources 
fares under the same pressures. One such school is discussed in Case Study Two. 
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students. She finds it difficult, however, to balance “the need to ensure [the students] will do well 

on the test that is a graduation requirement [and] authentic writing experiences . . . that keep [the 

students] challenged and engaged.” 

Jenni, who was completing her first year as a full-time teacher when we spoke, feels the 

pressure. Reflecting on the year's curriculum, she says, “everything we did [was] geared toward 

STAAR.” Like Mary, she is not ready to abandon the test. “That's a cliché teacher answer,” she 

says with a laugh. She does, however, see the STAAR test as “stifling creativity”: “I understand 

we need some sort of measure,” she says. “But this 26-line writing isn't anything they are ever 

going to have to do in the real world.” Further, she feels they “don't really understand the 

expository genre when they are writing 26 lines. . .it puts their ideas in a box.” 

Perspectives like Mary’s and Jenni’s point to a central issue with the STAAR test at this 

school, and with high-stakes testing generally. Where authentic writing is defined as a 

rhetorically motivated attempt at making meaning, the tests encourage inauthentic writing 

practices not just in the weeks leading up to the test, but year round. 

Ellie 

Ellie is a fourth-year teacher who works with primarily Pre-Advanced Placement (Pre-

AP) students, and spent a summer training with Abydos, formerly the New Jersey Writing 

Project, which emphasizes teachers as writers and writing process. She has attended multiple 

community writing workshops, and keeps a food blog in which she interweaves personal stories 

with recipes. She values process and craft8 (the latter a word she uses throughout our interview), 

and experiments with genre on her own. She talks a lot about attending to a piece of writing's 

                                                
8 Craft is a word frequently used by creative writers to talk about the way a piece of writing is 
constructed. That Ellie uses it multiple times during our interview speaks to the fact that she 
identifies on some level as a writer.  
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“structure9,” a word that comes up in place of form or formula frequently in these interviews. 

She feels it is rare to find authentic writing occurring in classrooms. 

Ellie tells me that at the school where she taught before this one—a school in the same 

district, but lower performing—students spent their time filling out worksheets, memorizing 

rules, and “putting commas into sentences that were crafted by someone else.” Administrators, 

whom she describes as being motivated by fear, insisted teachers teach formulas. She described 

the attitude toward a class of English Language Learners, for example, as, “let me give you these 

words, you can put them at the end of your pencil, and we can pretend—maybe we can fool 

somebody into thinking you can speak this language.” 

She has a clear take on the distinction between form and formula: “I think that form 

allows for diversity, and formula doesn't. And form allows for creative thinking, and formula 

doesn't. Form can be used with authentic communication, but formula cannot because it usually 

shuts down critical thought.” She feels that whereas form allows for writer “agency,” formula 

requires that the writer come second, and often prohibits saying anything at all. Throughout the 

interview she repeats that it is “not the teacher's fault” she/he is using formulas, teaching to the 

test, relying on worksheets, or limiting writing assignments to a single genre. They haven't been 

trained to do things any other way. This emphasis feels important in a culture and educational 

moment wherein teachers have little agency in their classrooms, and yet are often the first to 

receive blame for failing students. 

Ellie, referencing a rubric the district emailed to everyone on her team, understands 

administrators don't want formulaic writing. Teachers have incentive, she says, to teach “not 

                                                
9 Structure is a word often conflated with form, though as I describe in Chapter Two, it is 
synonymous with it. Structure has to do with the built nature of a text, but focuses more on 
organization than relationship to content.  
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formula.”  This phrasing, “not formula,” is telling in the context of multiple interviews in which 

teachers acknowledge the call to abandon formula, but don't know what to put in its place. What 

is “not formula?” Even for those teachers trying to teach writing in progressive ways, this is 

murky territory. 

Mary 

Mary is in her ninth year of teaching and, like Ellie, has taught mostly pre-AP and gifted 

and talented courses. She has taken four community writing courses and, also like Ellie, thinks of 

herself as a writer. She defines her role as a writing teacher as preparing students to 

communicate effectively in future high school and college courses, as well as in their careers and 

personal lives. She values teaching students to write in a variety of genres and believes good 

writing comes down to regular practice. She wants to teach students to think critically about the 

choices they make as writers, choosing “structures” and “patterns” to shape the meaning they 

intend. Mary feels the writing expected on the expository portion of the test is not as formulaic as 

what previous tests have asked for. The expository genre, as she sees it, can be creative. She does 

feel, however, that she encourages the students to take fewer risks than she would were the test 

not in place. 

When I ask her about form and formula, she describes what one does when following a 

recipe: 

You can't say I'm going to make a cake, but instead of flour I'm going to use 

carrots. And instead of eggs, I'm going to use marshmallows. At some point you 

have to have the necessary ingredients and use them in a certain way. But you can 

make variations on the recipe, interpret it in your own way, adapt it based on what 

you have lying around the kitchen. 
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Mary says she doesn't feel “structure” is a bad thing, referencing the old adage about 

knowing the rules before you break them. She wants her students to “break the rules in service of 

their rhetorical purpose.” This, for her, comes down to authorial intent. Rules without 

explanation lead to “robotic formulas” and lead students to “turn out nonsense.” Ultimately, she 

wants her students to understand the consequences of the choices they make as writers. 

Jenni 

Jenni is not only the newest, but the youngest teacher in the group. She is just out of 

college and remembers her own high school experiences well. She is also a product of 

standardized testing, taking the TAAKS all four years of high school. During our interview, she 

regularly refers to her experiences as a student. “I did not enjoy writing,” she says. I really didn't 

know how to do it.” She describes getting test scores back, and not understanding why some 

essays were scoring well and others poorly. 

Despite these negative experiences, she changed her major in college from math to 

English because of a love of reading. She now teaches Academic (district euphemism for low-

performing) English and reading classes. 

Jenni says she enjoys the writing she does on her blog because she doesn't have a formula 

or boundaries to follow. Contrary to the philosophy of WITS Collaborative, or even the National 

Writing Project, however, she doesn't see the writing she does for herself and her teaching as 

connected. The kids need some sort of “boundaries or structure,” she says, though she struggles 

to define what this might look like. She immediately adds she does not feel her high school 

writing experiences prepared her for college writing. Specifically, she felt “scared,” in high 

school, “to take a risk,” because it meant deviating from the norm, and made her feel as though 

she wasn't doing the right thing. She now encourages her students to “be different.” What that 
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means as far as writing instruction is, for her, harder to pin down. She doesn't want her students 

to simply write five paragraph essays, she says, but she isn't sure “what the alternative is.” Like 

other teachers, she wants to provide “freedom within . . . structure,” but isn't sure what that looks 

like. She doesn't have language for it. 

While Jenni believes in the value of teaching persuasive writing, she doesn't feel her 

students are able to transfer the idea of persuasion they are taught for the STAAR test to other 

contexts. She gives the example of presenting political speeches to students: “[The students] 

wouldn't get that [the politicians] are trying to change the way they think about something.” She 

feels there is an opportunity, in English classes, to teach skills that matter, and to help students 

better understand what is going on in the world. But she feels a lot of what they are teaching 

“doesn't matter.” What's more, the students don't feel it matters. She regrets that in this first year 

of teaching, she “doesn't really think [she's] taught [her students] to think critically. There is little 

space for that when, as she says, her first question of any lesson must be, “how is this going to 

help them on the STAAR test?” 

She does value the lessons we've created together through WITS Collaborative. She sees, 

for example, how a lesson on persona poems encourages students to think about voice and 

audience. Or how our “This I Believe Essay” project led students to tap into personal experience 

in a meaningful way. She wonders whether all students will be able to transfer these skills to 

STAAR writing. But she has never seen her students ask, after a WITS lesson, why or whether 

this matters. At minimum, she says, the students enjoy the writing experience. And she is 

hopeful it is something that does transfer. 

Evelyn 
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Evelyn is in her fourth year teaching at the school, and her seventh year as an English 

teacher. She has taught both upper-level and Academic English II courses at the school. This is 

her first year teaching English I, though she continues to teach both academic and college prep 

courses. One of her primary goals as a teacher is to ensure “prompts”10 are relatable to students 

so they get something out of the writing process, be it personal or academic, preparing them for 

future high school and college courses. She feels her role as an English I teacher is to establish 

“what the writing process looks like.” She has taken a couple of community writing courses in 

poetry, a genre she writes on her own time. She often crafts sample texts for her students, or uses 

a document camera to walk through the writing process with a class. 

Like Jenni, Evelyn feels her own writing experiences impact her teaching in only a 

limited way. While she is sure her unique writing “style” comes through, in the context of 

STAAR, writing instruction is “more driven by an external force.” When I ask her how she feels 

about this, she immediately comments on the importance for many students of “format” and 

“formula,” especially considering many professions require technical writing that “comes with a 

certain format.” At the same time, however, she sees how this emphasis “might be squashing 

some of [the students'] creative desires to get things down on a page.” 

Of our collaborations through WITS, Evelyn says: “I want [the students] to have this 

moment of creativity, but I also wanted a little more substance, or at least time to add the 

substance we are going for.” This substance, she elaborates, is preparing students for the test. 

                                                
10 This word is one often avoided in WITS contexts, as many writers feel it suggests designing a 
writing assignment or lesson is merely a matter of coming up with a question or idea to which 
students should respond (as they do with STAAR). It is a strategy that ignores writing as process. 
Evelyn is not necessarily using it this way, evidenced by the comment about process that 
follows. In STAAR-focused classrooms, however, this approach is not uncommon.  
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She asks: “how do we balance allowing our students to write freely and write for the 

standardized test that determines whether they graduate or not?” 

The biggest challenge Evelyn sees her students experiencing when writing is developing 

and expanding an idea. Hopefully they can manage this on STAAR, she says, since they've been 

provided formulas. But she fears they won't have any real sense of direction when tasked with a 

research paper or literary analysis. This, she says, would require exposing students to 

contemporary examples of a variety of genres—essays, nonfiction, myth. She feels ill-equipped 

to teach this kind of work and admits that even if she had more experience with contemporary 

writing, she would have trouble escaping the pressure of STAAR: 

I think the STAAR test has molded me and blinded me to some of the more 

creative sides of writing. A lot of times. . .even if it isn't a short answer response, 

or isn't a 26-line essay, I still feel the need to put a format or stamp down that this 

is what I expect—these components in this order. So in that regard it has kind of 

crippled me as a teacher. I just don't feel I can allow them to have that free write 

time because nothing they write for the test is free written. 

Evelyn says she isn't sure whether there is room for voice or style within the expository 

genre. She worries about encouraging students to take a risk in this way, however, as she has 

seen essays that do score a one (out of four) and others score a four. “For me,” she says,” the 

safeguard for these kids to make sure that they graduate is 'this is the formula you use so you can 

get a three.' It is a safe way to do it. It feels more like a game as opposed to learning life skills.” 

Evelyn, like many of the teachers, often talks about essays in terms of their numerical value, or 

potential STAAR score. 
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When asked specifically about the words formula and form, Evelyn admits she has never 

really thought about them together11. She uses the metaphor of Olympic diving to explain the 

difference: “If I saw an Olympic diver dive in a more formulaic way, I would expect them to be 

extremely rigid as opposed to free flowing and acrobatic. I would think of them as. . .not as 

appealing to watch.” 

When I ask Evelyn how one might provide students structure while still making room for 

the beauty of the dive, she tells me she battles with this: “Sometimes I think I am just too scared 

to let them run with it.” Once STAAR is over, at the end of March, she says, she is eager to 

encourage risk. Until then, it “just doesn't make sense when there are such high stakes.” This 

translates to two months during which students might compose in ways that deviate from the 

prescribed STAAR formula. 

Throughout our conversation Evelyn comes back to the idea of voice as central to strong 

writing. But this is just not something she feels she can prioritize in her classroom: “it seems like 

something they are going to have to establish junior or senior year. . .That's when they get to go 

find that.” 

Victoria 

Victoria has been teaching for seven years. Prior to joining this English I team, she taught 

at a Title One school she describes as “desperately trying to improve standardized test scores.” 

This year, her first at this school, she teaches Academic and pre-AP students. Victoria doesn't 

necessarily consider herself a writer. She says she wrote more before she started teaching. The 

                                                
11 Though I did discuss form at our initial meeting, I did not find it necessary to focus on the 
word itself when introducing WITS Collaborative lessons informed by this concept. Form as 
presented here is more a framework than a term to swap in as replacement for other writing 
words.  
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writing she does now is largely for the sake of modeling with students, which she does to 

anticipate student questions. 

Of all the teachers I interviewed, Victoria is the most unapologetic about her relationship 

to STAAR and formulaic writing.12 When I ask her to describe her pedagogical values, she 

immediately mentions the importance of teaching skills that will be required on the test. This, for 

her, means beginning with formulas, and then working individually or with small groups to 

individuate instruction. She describes teaching STAAR formulas, TAAKS formulas, and even 

Advanced Placement (AP) formulas: “I don’t think there’s anything wrong with teaching 

formulaic writing,” she says, “because the truth is it gives all students something to grasp onto.” 

She describes formula as “a giant Band-Aid that you use to meet everyone's needs.” Without it, 

she says, students “plateau.” The formulas don't fall away, she insists, even as students begin 

working more individually. In fact, she sees formulas as useful to lower-level and upper-level 

students, as she feels they teach students to “provide insights and thoughts that are unique and 

different.” That said, she doesn't want student writing to sound formulaic, and counsels them to 

“inject personality into their writing.” As with the Band-Aid metaphor, Victoria's rhetoric often 

suggests student writing is like a sick or injured patient and needs to be triaged. 

Throughout our conversations about writing, Victoria frequently mentioned sentence-

level errors (grammar, punctuation, spelling) over bigger picture concerns. She also speaks about 

student writing largely in terms of numeric value. An essay that hasn't provided any “unique 

perspective” is a three, she says. The perfect essay, according to Victoria, is measurable by some 

sort of rubric. 

                                                
12 Interestingly, of the teachers interviewed, Victoria is the least inclined to identify as a writer. 
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Jessica13 

Jessica is also a first-year teacher, having completed six months of student teaching last 

year. She now teaches all Academic level classes. She also worked as an intern for WITS 

summer camp before beginning teaching. She says before that experience, and her time with 

WITS Collaborative, she didn't see the value of creative writing. She appreciated that some 

students enjoyed it, but didn't necessarily see its relevance beyond that. She now sees it as a 

powerful tool that has a place in teaching all kinds of writing. She doesn't see herself as a writer, 

however, so much as a reader and student of literature. 

When I ask Jessica about her values as a writing teacher, the first thing she mentions is 

voice. She feels students often don't realize they have a voice and how powerful that voice can 

be. That said, she feels it is hard to teach voice when students lack writing fundamentals. Her 

students, she says, don't know how to make their ideas cohesive, which detracts from 

establishing a clear voice. She is saddened when, at the end of the year, she is still unable to 

distinguish a writer's work from her or his peers. “I want each of their papers to have an 

identity,” she says. 

Equally important to encouraging voice, Jessica says, is ensuring students know how to 

portray themselves in writing, especially in professional contexts. She says she “never want[s] 

writing to be a reason people see them in a negative way.” 

When we discuss the STAAR test, Jessica immediately starts talking about formula. She 

describes the rubric students are expected to follow for STAAR as formulaic, but corrects 

                                                
13 My interview with Jessica failed to record, so all of my comments are drawn from typed-notes 
I took while we spoke. 
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herself, explaining it is not so much formulaic as requiring writing that is taught in a “specific 

way,” with a thesis, and examples. “Some days it feels more formulaic than others,” she adds. 

“Formulaic writing,” Jessica says, “has a negative connotation.” She doesn't like the 

word, and prefers to think of the way she teaches as providing students with a check list. 

Students can review the list and ensure they have a thesis, adequate examples, and a conclusion. 

For her, it is all part of understanding genre conventions—expository essays have particular 

characteristics, at minimum. 

Jessica says some of her students are able to express themselves in different ways within 

the structure of the STAAR test. Many, however, struggle to make their own stories interesting 

to readers: They struggle to separate reality from good writing, she says. That's a place where she 

feels creative writing lessons can help. 

Jessica concedes that if she didn't have to worry about STAAR, she would teach writing 

differently, though she's not sure what would change. 

Summary 

These interviews demonstrate the teachers at this school by and large understand 

formulas are pedagogically ineffective for teaching writing beyond the 26-line STAAR essay. 

Both Ellie and Mary speak to the importance of teaching writing as a rhetorical act, expressing a 

desire to help students understand “rhetorical purpose,” “audience,” and “authorial intent.” 

Evelyn suggests effective writing instruction would ideally include teaching students to move 

fluidly between genres and writing contexts in response to “relatable” assignments. Jenni wants 

teachers to teach and students to write in ways that “matter,” implying the writing they do under 

STAAR has no real-world application. These teachers echo Anson and others who warn against 

the a-rhetorical, a-contextual, and inauthentic writing typical of test essays. Ellie contrasts 
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teaching students to write authentically, which she values, with asking them to follow formulas, 

fill out worksheets, and memorize rules—the kind of anti-composing criticized by Applebee and 

Langer (26). 

The teachers’ responses also suggest they see authentic writing, voice, and identity as 

interconnected. Jessica names voice as one of the most important characteristics of student 

writing, and hates when she can’t tell one student’s paper from the next. She wants each of her 

students’ “papers to have an identity.” Similarly, Ellie feels formulaic papers limit student 

“agency.” Evelyn also sees voice as important, but adds that because of the test, students may 

need to wait until later grades to develop it. Victoria wants student personalities to be present in 

their writing, but deems this secondary to ensuring all elements of a formula are in place. Voice 

is something her students might add in after the fact. 

Several in the group recognize that when teachers teach test writing, creativity and 

critical thinking suffer. Evelyn worries creativity is being “squashed” by STAAR, while Ellie 

and Mary talk about the value of encouraging critical thought, which the test can discourage. 

At the same time, however, the teachers are afraid abandoning formula and encouraging 

risk will prove detrimental for the students in their classes who struggle most. This is especially 

true for those teachers who teach the lowest performing students. As Evelyn says, the best bet 

when the stakes are high is to play it safe. Mary states explicitly that she encourages students to 

take fewer risks than she would were the test not a concern, and Ellie names fear as a motivating 

factor among administrators advocating formulas. Much like Jenni experienced as a young 

writer, the teachers fear the negative consequences of deviating from the standard. They are also 

unsure what kinds of writing practices might replaces formulas, were there room for them in the 

curriculum. As Jessica states, she would likely teach writing differently if STAAR were not in 
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the picture, but she’s not sure what that would look like. Because STAAR, and other such tests, 

have become an inevitability in schools, she has little reason to explore other possibilities.  Given 

these obstacles, there is a tendency to stick to addressing errors (Shaughnessy, Connors), 

postponing authentic writing instruction, or looking for the right sized Band-Aid, as Victoria 

suggests, rather than viewing writing holistically and in context. 

The teachers here also speak to the importance of teaching students writing practices they 

can transfer to multiple writing tasks. Jenni and Evelyn both express concern their students won’t 

be able to transfer test skills to other contexts; Jenni gives a real word example—students failing 

to recognize rhetorical fallacies in a speech–while Evelyn is concerned students won’t know how 

to approach other types of school-based writing like literary analysis or research papers. Both 

want the writing practices students learn to have reach beyond their classrooms, into other 

courses, college, and a career. And they recognize the ways in which the test interferes with this. 

As Chris Anson notes, tests are “closed systems” that prevent successful transfer of writing skills 

because they are divorced from context: “Good writing instruction. . .assumes that it is important 

for learners to experience a wide range of writing tasks, contexts, and purposes, and that it is 

better for them to gain adaptive expertise than a narrowly defined set of skills relevant to a 

specific artificial genre (such as a test essay)” (118). As the teachers represented here indicate, 

STAAR leaves little room or recourse for this kind of writing. 

When asked about form, most of the teachers admitted they have not spent a lot of time 

thinking about the term specifically, but also recognized it as a meaningful alternative to 

formulaic writing. In both Mary’s baking metaphor and Evelyn’s on diving, the missing elements 

when relying on a formulaic approach to writing amount to creativity and style. Evelyn’s 

metaphor draws on another art form—like Elbow’s music metaphor or the many sculptural 



Cooper 93 

metaphors historically used to describe form—but one centered on movement. The diver, as she 

moves through the air, is involved in a process that does not follow formula, but rather engages 

invention. For the art to take place, the “free flowing and acrobatic,” the diver is making 

adjustments in time, not unlike Berthoff’s forms breeding forms or Elbow’s focus on the 

temporal. 

Mary’s baking metaphor, which emphasizes having the necessary ingredients before 

engaging in creative play, recognizes there are materials, there are structures, and yet there is still 

the writer who acts on, invents and reinvents, those materials and structures (within the confines 

of what will reasonably form a cake). The maker is engaged in a process that is both organic and 

human-made. To apply this metaphor to standardized testing, however, is to consider a kitchen 

where there is a single recipe, a single set of ingredients and tools, capable of yielding a single 

product. To make a cupcake, or even a bowl of Pho, one will need to find another recipe, or even 

another kitchen. 

Ellie says more overtly that form allows for thinking, whereas formula doesn’t. Even 

Jessica, a relatively new teacher who is more on the fence about the use of formula, expresses 

some unease about the word and what it signifies. Mary’s comment that students should know 

the rules so they can break them, and Jenni’s wish for students to experience freedom within 

“structure” both reflect an intuitive awareness of form as tension between rules and their 

subversion. The word structure is one the team generally seems more comfortable with than 

form.14 

                                                
14 It is possible the word represents a kind of negotiation between predetermined organization (of 
the sort required by the test) and something like form or craft more closely related to creative 
writing. 
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Ellie, throughout our conversation, emphasizes teachers are not to blame for lack of 

knowledge about effective writing instruction. This sentiment is reflected in research on the 

impact of high-stakes testing in schools, which points to what’s been termed the “de-skilling” of 

teachers (McNeil, Au). As McNeil writes of participants in a study of teachers and students at 

Houston schools with high-stakes testing cultures: “[teachers] were participating in their own de-

skilling by bracketing their personal knowledge when they entered the classroom and by using 

on their students the controlling practices they so resented from administrators” (McNeil 

Contradictions 16). The teachers represented here also demonstrate a reluctance to bring outside 

knowledge (drawn from their own writing, experience, and training) into the classroom. Jenni 

and Evelyn, for example, don’t see the writing habits they’ve developed personally as relevant to 

their writing classrooms. The pressure to teach to the test is too great. And formulas are, in this 

a-contextual environment, a practical choice. Michael Winerip describes a teacher who, 

following a graduate level writing course that opened her mind up to alternative ways of teaching 

writing, returned to her school with the intention of implementing what she’d learned. Her efforts 

were quickly thwarted. “Preparation for the state exam starts at the beginning of the year and the 

name of the game is the five-paragraph essay,” she says. “There is simply too much pressure on 

students passing to spend time on anything else” (Qtd. in Anson). 

The teachers with whom I collaborated are similarly hamstrung. Their agency as 

educators is limited by the test, and by what Ellie describes as the requirement that they be lock-

step with their peers in implementing curriculum. Further, fear students might fail leads to a 

pedagogy that rewards conformity over risk. As McNeil states, “where teachers feel that they 

have no authority . . . they begin to teach . . . ‘school knowledge’” (Contradictions 12). She 

describes the effect as a cycle: With more administrative and legislative control comes a drop in 
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teaching quality. With a drop in quality students disengage, causing those in power to feel the 

need for more control (12). 

The test, for these teachers, often requires that they compartmentalize the work they do as 

writers/readers/thinkers and the work they do as teachers. Further, it maintains a culture of fear 

in which resisting conformity (in curriculum, in teaching, in student writing) is a risk not worth 

taking. 

Case Study 2: Students at Stake 

In contrast to the first, the second WITS Collaborative school participating in this study is 

a magnet school in a low-income neighborhood that has struggled in the past with high drop-out 

rates and low test scores. In 2016 it received a D grade based on test scores and drop-out rates 

(Children at Risk). The overwhelming majority of students at the school are Latino and from 

low-income backgrounds. Many of the students work while attending school. 

Simply getting access to teachers in the school was a challenge, despite WITS’s 

relationship with the school and my connection to the WITS Writer teaching there. The principal 

was largely unresponsive to my initial emails and teachers were hesitant to be interviewed or 

observed. While I can only speculate as to the reasons for this, I suspect they have to do with the 

fact I was an outsider at a school where outsiders are often there to cast judgment and/or 

interfere. The principal, at our first and only meeting, expressed concern that the WITS 

Collaborative program was not enough of an intervention considering the poor writing skills at 

the school. The teachers I spoke to revealed a general distrust of administrators who they felt 

showed little trust in their ability. Ultimately two teachers and the WITS writer agreed to be 

interviewed. My interview with the latter will be discussed in the next chapter. 

Alma 
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Alma has been teaching in the district for eighteen years, the last ten at this school. She 

mainly works with “regular” (Academic) and inclusion (special education) students. She 

considers herself a writer, citing the modeling she does in the classroom for students15. Writing 

also helps her “work through personal conflicts,” she says, “and gives [her] the opportunity to 

express [herself] fully.” 

During our interview, Alma spends a lot of time connecting her teaching experiences 

with her own story. She says she chose to teach at the school because she feels she understands 

where her students are coming from. As a young girl she immigrated from Mexico with her 

mother—a single parent— and became the first in her family to graduate high school and 

college. “I know what it’s like to have nothing,” she says. She is also a parent to a high school 

student attending one of the city’s most prestigious International Baccalaureate (IB) schools. 

Alma’s pedagogy centers on recognizing the unique needs and learning styles of each 

student. She describes her approach to teaching as a blend of traditional and cooperative 

learning. Applied to writing instruction, this means modeling, conferencing one-on-one with 

students, and encouraging independent reading, writing, and problem solving. She also feels 

teaching critical thinking skills and creativity in the classroom is vital as it allows students to 

“connect with the real word and express their personalities.” It also allows her to hear a student's 

“voice.” 

When I ask her how she feels about STAAR, she doesn't miss a beat: “I hate it 

passionately.” She feels the students she works with—“black kids, Hispanic kids, low-income 

kids”—are often set up to fail. The testing companies, she argues, are not interested in equity, but 

                                                
15 Alma broadens traditional definitions of what it means to be a writer to include classroom 
writing, which is particularly interesting in the context of a program like WITS Collaborative 
that blends personal writing and teaching.  
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in “making money off of kids.” To them, she says, her kids are not “Juan and Viviana,” but “a 

number.” And while she concedes education is “big business,” she can’t see the benefit of an 

assessment system that forgets students are at its heart. Adding to the injustice, she says, is the 

appraising of teachers based on student scores that don’t reflect the progress she sees individual 

students making. 

Not only does Alma see the STAAR test as discriminatory, but she feels it has a negative 

impact on students. She describes how her son, who is more or less guaranteed to go on to 

college with the education he is receiving, failed the reading portion of the exam. “It destroyed 

him,” she says. “He felt really stupid.” While she knows her son, who has a strong educational 

foundation and support, will recover, she fears many of her students, who are at risk of dropping 

out, are not so fortunate. 

Like most teachers I spoke to, Alma is not anti-assessment. She recognizes the need for 

ensuring students are progressing in accordance with expectations for their grade level. But as 

she describes it, “we are holding a dark cloud over them.” She says the extra conferences, 

tutorials, and instruction for low scoring students simply aren’t enough. 

Throughout our conversation Alma refers to mandates by administrators at the local, 

district, and state level, as unclear or incongruous with her classrooms, students, and pedagogical 

methods. Recounting a negative interaction with an administrator she called “the big woman 

upstairs,” she says: “I mean, you are my boss, and I’m going to do as I’m told.” 

Alma's relationship to formula is a complex one. “Everything is formula,” she says. 

“There are certain elements that are required in any form of writing.” She argues English 

Language Learners especially benefit from formulas as they provide a foundation from which to 

expand and access to language that was previously “beyond their grasp.” 
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Alicia 

Alicia began her teaching career four years ago as a middle school teacher working with 

primarily ESL students. She has been in her current job as a ninth grade “regular” English and 

ESL teacher for a year. Though she volunteered to be interviewed, she was somewhat reticent 

during our conversation, and kept most of her answers short. 

In describing her values as a writing teacher, she began by listing the elements of a five 

paragraph essay: introduction, body paragraphs, and conclusion. She added, but did not elaborate 

on, transitions, cohesiveness, and voice. She said she appreciates when students relate their 

writing topics to their own lives, as this keeps them more engaged. 

When I asked Alicia to say more about voice, she cited a book recommended by the 

district: “If he [the author] says its important, then it's important.” 

She does model writing in class, but has at times felt uncomfortable with students' 

response. They find it funny, she says, when she reveals she is struggling with some aspect of the 

writing process. “They just expect me to have it,” she says. 

Alicia becomes most animated when our conversation shifts to testing. When I ask her 

how she feels about STAAR, she laughs. “Well, I think the students are over-tested,” she says. 

“And I sympathize with them.” She adds that there is significant pressure from administration, 

especially because the school is low performing. She has felt discouraged at various points in the 

year when student scores on district-level, snapshot, and benchmark tests didn't seem to be 

improving. She feels the tests are getting harder and the teachers are not adequately warned what 

to expect. 

Alicia feels the WITS Collaborative program has been a good experience for the students, 

though mostly as enrichment, or an outlet for self expression. The students enjoy it, she says, and 
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give the lessons their best effort. She questions the level of rigor, however. The lessons don't 

typically correspond with existing learning objectives, she explains. And she doesn't see them as 

being helpful for STAAR. This, for her, is a good thing: “To me, WITS is not teaching to the 

test. It's just teaching.” 

When I ask Alicia about formulaic writing, she says: “I know that for STAAR, when the 

kids are writing and being evaluated on their essays, formulaic writing is not what [evaluators] 

are looking for.” Since she knows it is “frowned upon,” she tries to avoid it. Instead, she 

encourages students to focus on using personal examples in their essays. “When it's personal, it 

can't be a script,” she says. 

Summary 

The teachers at this school speak to many of the same concerns as the teachers at the first 

school described. Their values include creative expression, voice, and critical thinking. But they 

express an even greater feeling of powerlessness under administrative mandates at the school, 

district, and state level. There was an overwhelming sense, speaking to both of these teachers, 

that those in positions of authority expect them to do as they are told. For Alicia, her own 

pedagogical practices were framed in terms of district recommendations (voice is important 

because it is praised in a book the district recommends). While Alma, who is more experienced 

and tries to root her teaching in researched pedagogy, feels limited by “the big woman upstairs.” 

Like Victoria at the first school, Alma sees formula as a kind of foundation for students 

who are not native English speakers or who struggle with writing more generally. This echoes 

scholars who suggest process-based, as opposed to skill-based, approaches to student writing can 

negatively impact underperforming students (Delipt, Peckham). When Jessica, from Case Study 

1, says she doesn’t ever want a student’s writing ability to impact the way someone (an 
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employer, for example) views him, she is acknowledging that student’s lack of cultural capital, 

and her own role as a teacher is to ensure this does not interfere with his professional success. 

Alma, like Jessica and others interviewed, doesn’t elaborate on where to move once a 

foundation is established through formula. Alicia knows formulas are discouraged (again, 

according to the district), but like several of the teachers discussed above, doesn’t necessarily 

know what she ought to be teaching instead. 

Both teachers are more unapologetically critical about the test. Their relationship with it 

is an antagonistic one. Alma talks specifically about the inequity of the test, its relationship to 

dropout rates (echoing McNeil), and the fact her students are not faces and names, but numbers 

and scores, in the minds of the testing companies. She bares witness to what Henry Giroux 

describes as the positivistic culture defining our educational system that positions students as 

commodities, identified primarily as numbers or scores linked to school funding and teacher pay. 

(This is also reflected in Victoria’s conflation of students and their writing writing with STAAR 

scores.) Alma feels that by emphasizing scores, and the labels that come with them, students who 

might otherwise be strong writers perceive themselves as failures. Bronwyn Williams says 

“Much of the impulse behind standardized tests and their illusion of objectivity seems to be a 

drive to punish, ridicule, and marginalize those who already feel punished, ridiculed, and 

marginalized in the institutions of education.” (153) Meanwhile, he suggests, privileged groups 

are reassured about the quality of their schools and children. As Linda McNeil writes, under our 

current system of standardized testing, “‘standardization equates sameness with equity in ways 

that mask pervasive and continuing inequalities” (10). High-stakes writing tests are not ensuring 

students meet high standards but—by ignoring difference and rewarding formulaic response—
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encouraging conformity among teachers and students. In their current form they are 

disenfranchising students and teachers alike. 

Implications 

The insights the teachers shared disrupt many of the assumptions currently informing our 

national conversation about writing in secondary classrooms, including: teachers who write are 

better teachers of writing; telling teachers to avoid formula will encourage authentic writing 

practices; teachers can improve student writing simply by changing their teaching practices; and 

teachers’ values are out of sync with good writing instruction. 

 

Teachers who write are better teachers of writing. The National Writing Project has long held 

that when teachers write themselves they are more likely to teach writing in meaningful and 

productive ways. The organization, which draws considerably from a writing-workshop model, 

was founded on the ideas that “deep understanding comes from practice” and “writers are the 

best teachers of writers simply because they are involved in the practice of writing” (Lieberman 

& Wood 20). While there is truth to this dictum, it is a mistake to assume transfer is necessarily 

occurring between a teacher's personal writing habits and her writing instruction, especially in 

standardized testing contexts. Ed Nagelhout and Marilyn McKinney, aware of this challenge, 

write of the Southern Nevada Writing Institute: “for many. . .participants, a real dissonance 

arises from an inability to see ways to integrate progressive writing activities into their 

classrooms in the face of many obstacles—especially threats of accountability mandates and 

standardized tests” (104). As Evelyn and Jenni point out, the writing they do for themselves—

creative projects like poetry and blogging—feel entirely separate from the kinds of writing they 
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ask of their students. The practices that define their personal writing lives don’t apply to 

STAAR, and STAAR is what dominates writing instruction throughout the year. 

 

Telling teachers to avoid formula will encourage authentic writing practices. Many of 

the teachers I spoke to have negative associations with the word “formula.” They understand 

administrators at state, regional, and local levels, at least in theory, discourage formulaic writing. 

They also find this inconsistent with what is being rewarded, with student need, and with what 

they are able to achieve given their current restraints. Some respond by replacing the word 

“formula” with something they perceive to be more palatable: structure, convention, or, as 

Jessica says, a list of what must be included in an essay. While finding the right language is a 

step in the right direction, movement toward more nuanced and process-based relationships to 

writing is limited by pressure and expectations associated with the test. The renaming is not 

necessarily a shift in practice or culture, but a euphemizing of what’s become a dirty word in the 

writing classroom. Others confess they’d like to avoid teaching formula, but struggle to name or 

describe what they might teach in its place. They are in search of, as Ellie says, “not formula.” 

Teachers like Alma and Victoria, who find formulas useful for struggling students—especially 

English language learners—are not comfortable simply abandoning the strategy. Ellie, Mary, and 

Evelyn, through the definitions and metaphors they offer, demonstrate a solid understanding of 

form and how it differs from formula. But each pairs their understanding of the concept with 

commentary on what is limiting authentic writing instruction: fear, lack of knowledge of 

alternative teaching methods, or the nature of the exam. Repeatedly the teachers interviewed 

suggest encouraging risk in writing, or taking risks themselves pedagogically, is not worth the 
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cost. Jenni and others describe a desire for “freedom within structure,” but aren’t sure what that 

would look like on either end of the teacher-student relationship. 

Of course what we teach when we teach writing has been the subject of much debate 

within our field. But I would argue the attitudes expressed here suggest teachers do not see 

themselves as part of this larger conversation. Their particular lack of confidence when it comes 

to identifying the “what” of writing instruction could be linked to a general lack of writing 

instruction in teacher education programs (Hillocks 31), a tendency among teachers to identify as 

literature (as opposed to writing) teacher, and conflicting information about what counts as good 

writing in standardized environments. The department head at the first school I described—a 

strong supporter of the WITS Collaborative program—suspected a number of the Language Arts 

teachers at the school didn’t teach writing at all, disliked teaching writing, and/or weren’t aware 

of writing as process. This is surprising considering the majority of these teachers also consider 

themselves writers, having participated in local writing workshops or developed their own 

extracurricular writing practices.  

 

Teachers can improve student writing simply by changing their classroom practices. My 

conversation with Ellie about bridging creative lessons and existing curriculum quickly turned to 

her frustration with the lack of autonomy she and her colleagues experience as teachers. PLC 

members are required to be in-step with one another at all times. This means all of the tenth-

grade academic language arts teachers teach the same chapter of the same book on the same day; 

give the same assessments and assignment sheets; emphasize the same skills. One of the reasons 

they meet each week as a team is to ensure this alignment. Whereas ideally a “professional 

learning community” would be a space for sharing diverse ideas and collaborating in creative 
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ways, Ellie says it has become a place that discourages diversity of thought: “Not only does it not 

hear all the voices and integrate them in a kind of way where we are learning from each other, 

but it actively suppresses where we could be diverse.” Ellie’s perspective reveals the kind of 

conformity encouraged within student writing is mirrored by the conformity administrators 

expect of teachers professionally. Au, citing Foucault, says the problem with standardization is it 

assumes all students/teachers are the same and punishes those who deviate. 

Both Alma and Alicia use language suggesting a deferential relationship to those in 

authority. Mary values giving students choice in the writing classroom, but such choice runs 

contrary to the implied values of our educational system. In true neoliberal fashion, students are 

often given the illusion of choice, much like STAAR prompts suggest the illusion of multiple 

ways of responding. The reality, however, is autonomy is discouraged and risk taking dangerous. 

Students, and teachers, are, as Alma suggests, reduced to what is quantifiable. 

Teacher’s values are out of sync with good writing instruction. Teachers consistently 

mentioned voice as one of their primary values when it comes to student writing. They want to 

be able to see the students’ hand in the work, know who wrote the piece, see their personality in 

the language. In other words, the teachers value the students’ unique identities and want to see 

them represented in their writing. Many of them attest to the value of self-expression both in 

student writing and their own. At the same time, they discourage use of the I, the personal, 

encourage adherence to formulas, discourage deviation from sample texts. There is a disconnect 

between what is valued and what is practiced, one fueled by adherence to binaries. STAAR 

writing, which dominates the curriculum and classroom hours, is one thing and creative writing 

another. “Self expression,” a concept rooted in voice and student identity, is valued, but not 

rigorous. As Evelyn and Alma suggest, the creative lessons WITS writers in residence bring into 
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the classroom have value, but are ultimately separate from their learning objectives. On the other 

end of formula, of structure, is chaos, a complete lack of structure. Hillocks points to similar 

contradictions between teacher values and practices, attributing them to “idealism supported by 

too little learning caught in the mesh of poorly considered state-mandated criteria applied to the 

results of prompts to which no one could write intelligently” (91-92). 

 

It's worth identifying trends in these interview responses not because they represent the 

views of teachers in the U.S., Houston, or even necessarily at this school, but because they give 

voice to problems of equity and agency in education, and specifically writing instruction, 

dominating our current system. What is concerning—should be concerning—to stakeholders at 

all levels of education is the cultural shift that is occurring in our schools. What the writing test 

simultaneously reveals and propagates is a trend toward limiting student and teacher agency 

while maintaining the illusion of choice and agency. It is mirror, symptom, and servant of a 

broken system. 

In the chapter that follows I will argue revision to pedagogical practices at a grass roots 

level, especially through collaborations that undermine power imbalances and focus on finding 

common ground between stakeholders with divergent relationships to writing, can create 

opportunity for a less formulaic approach to writing instruction and address some of the 

inconsistencies described here between values and practice, assumptions and reality. 
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Chapter 4 

Writers Respond: Forming Agency through Ruptura 

In Chapter Three I summarized and analyzed interviews with eight WITS Collaborative 

teacher participants, focusing on their complex relationships to writing, teaching, form, and 

standardized testing; I argued writing teachers with sound pedagogical values, when faced with 

high-stakes tests and accompanying administrative realities emphasizing conformity, are less 

likely to take important pedagogical risks necessary to encouraging authentic writing from 

students. I identified a parallel between the restrictions such tests place on student writing 

(described in Chapter One) and those placed on teacher teaching, suggesting the two reflect both 

each other and a larger systemic problem in our schools. If form and content are inextricable and 

grow with and from one another, as I’ve argued here, prescribed teaching content inevitably 

leads to prescribed teaching forms and vice versa. 

In this chapter I summarize and analyze two interviews with WITS Writers participating 

in the WITS Collaborative program, identifying both where they align with and deviate from the 

views and practices of the teachers with whom they work; I argue attending to the deviations, 

especially, is important to developing teaching strategies that allow for a rhetorical-poetic use of 

form within a system focused on formula. Community literacy scholars have argued there is 

value in “ruptura” or what Paulo Freire defines as “conflict[s] that force us. . .to act, to break 

away from the old and familiar” (qtd. in Carrick et.al. 299). If the teachers I interviewed by and 

large express a lack of agency, the WITS writers have significant agency. Existing outside of the 

structure of the official school system, they have the freedom to advocate writing and teaching 

grounded in form—in the verb (vs. the noun) of writing, in what Berthoff describes as the 

“feedback” and “feedforward” of language and thought. Most important in the educational 
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environment I’ve described here, they are able to take risks, risk failure, and encourage students 

to do the same. Paired with classroom teachers, however, they must also consider the very real 

and ever-present pressures of standardized tests. In order to remain relevant in schools, and to 

maintain productive relationships with the teachers with whom they work—in other words, in 

order to keep their jobs—they must work with teachers to find common ground. 

Looking closely at the interaction of teachers and writers participating in the WITS 

Collaborative program is valuable for the way it models the potential impact of placing 

creativity- and skills-based pedagogies in conversation, whether through a single teacher in a 

single classroom or a more formal teacher/writer collaboration like this one. By placing WITS 

Writer voices alongside the teacher perspectives described in the last chapter and identifying 

important points of alignment and conflict, I establish groundwork for what I will demonstrate in 

the next chapter centered on praxis. Namely, by resisting reductive pedagogical binaries between 

skills-based and creativity-based pedagogies scholars of composition have critiqued (Rose, 

Bizzell, Royster) and allowing instead for moments of ruptura, as demonstrated through the 

WITS Collaborative program, teachers and students gain opportunity for movement, for risk, 

within structures defined by stasis and limits. 

The first interview described here is with Maryann, a WITS Collaborative participant 

who, at the time of our interview, had just taken on an administrative role with the organization. 

She also spent many years working as a classroom teacher in the school district she now serves 

through WITS. The second interview is with Karie, the writer working with the school described 

in Case Study Two (Chapter Three). Both interviews lasted an hour, with Maryann answering 

additional questions via a follow-up email. My interview questions for WITS writers, included in 

Appendix B, are similar in focus to those designed for teachers. I wanted to hear each writer 
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speak to their backgrounds as teachers and writers, their pedagogical values, their experiences 

with and attitudes toward standardized testing, and their relationship to the concepts form and 

formula. A more detailed description of interview methods is included in the introduction to this 

dissertation. 

As I did in Chapter Three, I open with a description of interviewee responses, providing 

little commentary so as not to distract from their views. Following these descriptions, I provide a 

brief summary and analysis of each, noting especially how their comments demonstrate an 

awareness of the relationship between writing, form, risk, and choice. The final Conclusions and 

Implications section details how the writers’ perspectives are in conversation with one another 

and the teachers with whom they work, and how the interaction of their often opposed 

allegiances can set the stage for ruptura, and ultimately improved writing pedagogy. 

Maryann 

Interview 

Between 1993 and 2008 Maryann worked as a teacher and staff developer in the district 

WITS primarily serves. Since becoming a WITS writer seven years ago, she has taught creative 

writing in elementary school classrooms, an art museum, and at MD Anderson Cancer Center; 

she supervised other WITS writers as a field coordinator; and spent two years as a WITS 

Collaborative writer. Weeks before we met for our interview, she transitioned to an 

administrative role with the organization, developing programming, including for WITS 

Collaborative. Her perspective is a unique one in that she is able to respond to questions about 

effective writing instruction from the perspective of writer, classroom teacher, and administrator. 

She has also participated in professional development both as a district insider and as an outside 

collaborator. 
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During the 2014/2015 school year Maryann was the WITS Collaborative Writer at two 

elementary schools, one public and one private. Both are considered “good” schools in Houston, 

with the STAAR passing rate at the public school “significantly higher” than average for Texas. 

Students attending the private school do not take STAAR.16At the public school Maryann 

worked with two third grade teachers, two fourth grade teachers, and an instructional coach; at 

the private, two third grade teachers and one fourth grade. Both teams were participating in 

WITS Collaborative for the first time, though both schools had had WITS Creative in the past, 

the former for ten years and the latter for six and with Maryann specifically. Administrators at 

both schools, therefore, were relatively open to the program given their preexisting relationship 

with WITS; Maryann had done significant work at the latter to build personal trust with teachers 

and develop a creative writing culture at the school. 

Maryann writes poetry and personal essay, mainly, but hasn’t always. She didn’t start 

thinking of herself as a writer until, while still a teacher, she attended Columbia University 

Teachers College Reading and Writing Project Summer Institute. For four summers in a row she 

was trained in the Writer’s Workshop model17 by facilitators who encouraged teachers in 

attendance to think of themselves as writers. In this way, she is not unlike the teachers 

participating in WITS Collaborative, having experienced professional development centered on 

                                                
16 While my interest here is largely in writing instruction at the high school level, Maryann’s 
perspective is useful not only for the reasons I’ve mentioned, but because fourth grade is one of 
three grades (including seventh and ninth) during which writing is assessed through STAAR. 
Third and fourth grade teachers in public schools experience similar if not the same pressure as 
ninth-grade teachers to ensure students are prepared for the exam. Experiencing a testing and 
non-testing environment in tandem, Maryann can in some ways see more clearly than most the 
impact the test has on teaching. 
17 “Writer’s Workshop” in secondary education contexts refers to something different than in 
creative writing contexts. It is a studio model that involves teaching a mini-lesson to a class, 
individual student writing (focused on process), group conferencing, reflection, and class 
discussion.  
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writing and metacognitive reflection. The Institute helped her develop as a writer and introduced 

her to ideas about authentic writing and teaching that have since stuck with her. Her creative 

work, which she describes as “lifelong and ongoing,” significantly influences her teaching: “It is 

really important to have a creative practice because that’s what fuels the work I do for money.” 

Sharing her practice with others, she says, “allows for a different kind of connection with 

students and teachers.” 

As a classroom teacher, Maryann spent much of her career trying to incorporate creative 

approaches to writing instruction into the classroom, but she ultimately felt stymied: “public 

schools were becoming more and more restrictive in terms of how you create curriculum. They 

want everyone to be on the same page. And so much of it is driven by the test at the end of the 

year.” WITS offered her a place where she could do the work she believed in. 

Maryann says her core values as a writing teacher are authenticity, meeting students 

where they are, creating community, and taking the time to slow things down. Authenticity is a 

word that came up again and again during our conversation. Like critical thinking, it is also a 

word that gets thrown around a lot among those invested in writing instruction, often without 

much in the way of definition. When I asked Maryann how she defines it, she replied: 

"Authenticity" in student writing is based on the idea that we teach students in ways that reflect a 

writer's daily work composing texts for a variety of purposes and audiences. . .In 

practice, [it] relies on a set of pillars that center on students as writers and 

includes student choice about topic and genre, writing conferences for feedback 

between the student and teacher, author's craft as the foundation for instruction, 

and publication beyond the classroom. It's fluid and flexible allowing for 

exploration of newer literacies and technologies. 
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She cites teacher researchers such as Donald Graves, Donald Murray, Lucy Calkins, Nancie 

Atwell, and Katie Wood Ray who developed the writing workshop into a useful model for 

teaching writing. 

Meeting students where they are, for Maryann, means recognizing each student is unique, 

and teaching to the whole child. This is especially challenging, she says, in an educational 

system that values uniformity. Kids are expected to reach a certain level at a certain moment in 

time which, for her, doesn’t align with what she knows of human experience. She says: 

By creating instruction that meets their needs a little more fully they start to. . .grow in 

confidence because they don’t have to compare themselves to anyone else. They don’t 

have to reach a standard that they cannot reach. And that gives them permission to be 

where they are and grow in a way that works for them. 

By taking this stance, by listening to students rather than punishing them, Maryann feels she is 

able to create an environment that is inclusive, which she sees as necessary for developing a 

sense of community within the classroom. 

Returning to another of her stated values, Maryann says slowing the writing down is 

simply a consequence of being true to the writing process: “writing takes time, it takes time and 

practice to do it well.” Throughout our conversation, Maryann used the word “practice” to 

describe what she does as a writer, and what she encourages from the students and teachers with 

whom she works. 

Maryann says her role working with teachers through WITS Collaborative is as 

“facilitator,” a word she sees as a more accurate and productive than “coach” or “trainer.” She 

describes her job as listening to teachers and “provid[ing] a framework for teaching writing” 

while ensuring they are “actively involved” in “bring[ing] intentionality and purpose into their 
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teaching practice.” Part of this, she says, is helping them move past what she describes as 

significant fear stemming from pressure to perform on standardized tests. She has encountered 

numerous teachers who, because of this fear, do not allow students to use the personal in their 

writing, or cling to the five-paragraph essay formula. She says the goal is not to “change” 

teachers, but to help them “reframe their thinking” while “allowing them the freedom to be a 

little afraid.” This, she says, is where doors start to open. She feels it is important not to come 

into the school as some kind of “Band-Aid” or quick fix, but to instead encourage teachers to 

deepen their writing and teaching practices. 

Maryann feels standardized testing prevents students from understanding that writing has 

purpose. The purpose for them, she says, is always the test: “They don’t understand that there 

can be great joy in creating and writing for different purposes, and trying different things, and 

putting things together in unusual ways.” 

When Maryann thinks about the word formula, she thinks of the five-paragraph essay: 

“You gotta do it this way. And there aren’t any alternatives . . . Formula is very small.” 

Alternatively, form, she says “is big and more encompassing.” She feels you get to an 

understanding of form through the careful study of mentor texts. She sees form as the structure 

of a text, its organization, or how a writer expresses what they want to express. Her description 

of form quickly turns to the word craft, which she describes as the way you put words on a page 

so they have the impact you desire on readers. Included in craft, for her, are stylistic and literary 

concerns like details, simile, metaphor, and anaphora. She describes her own process, 

emphasizing that the first draft is really about getting ideas down. It is not until later drafts that 

she begins to slow things down, revise language, consider what she wants readers to attend to 

most: “I wish my [writing] came out fully formed, but it doesn’t.” 
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Ultimately Maryann has chosen to work with WITS because it allows her to take more 

creative approaches to teaching. And these, she says, are transformative: “I think that what we do 

at WITS is absolutely essential to. . .change the mindset away from this emphasis on test scores 

to meaningful instruction.” 

Summary and Analysis 

Maryann’s values, approach to teaching writing, and view of students are very much in 

opposition to those implied by high-stakes tests (and described in Chapter One). Her emphasis is 

on individuated instruction and teaching to “the whole child” instead of viewing a child as a 

number or score (Giroux). For Maryann, tests and formulas are incompatible with authentic 

writing as students are not monolithic. In a system focused on conformity, she sees value in 

“giv[ing]” students “permission to be where they are and grow in a way that works for them.” 

She positions learning as internal to each student (knowledge to be discovered), vs. external 

(knowledge to be absorbed). In this way, her work with students and teachers aligns with calls 

from scholars of critical pedagogy (Freire; Bizell; Giroux; Peckham). She calls herself a 

“facilitator,” a word that denotes guidance through a process, rather than a “coach” or “trainer,” 

words that feel closer to the banking model (Freire 40) of education critical pedagogues 

challenge. She does not see her work with teachers as offering a “quick fix” or “band-aid,”18 but 

instead encouraging a revised relationship to teaching and writing “practice.” This word, 

frequently used by writers, evokes the everyday, habitual, action-centered nature of writing (vs. 

writing as product). 

                                                
18 Victoria uses this same word to describe her approach to teaching students to write, though she 
uses it positively.  



Cooper 114 

Maryann talks about writing as rhetorical, or “writing for different purposes,” and 

“putting things together in unusual ways.” This comment suggests a relationship between 

rhetorical purpose and form, one she sees as excluded by standardized testing. Her comments 

echo the idea discussed in Chapter One that writing done for state-mandated tests is a-rhetorical 

(Anson). She also points to the push toward conformity (at the level of both teaching at writing) 

as contributing to a reliance on formulas like “the five-paragraph essay” and an absence of 

personal writing in classrooms. Such trends ultimately led to her decision to stop teaching full 

time. Finally, echoing many of the teachers described in Chapter Three, she identifies “fear” as a 

motivating factor for the kinds of curriculum being foregrounded in secondary writing 

classrooms. 

That Maryann sees it as part of her role to “reframe [teacher] thinking” or “allow them 

the freedom to be a little afraid” (emphasis mine) suggests she sees herself as an agent of change 

in the classroom. This could also be viewed as a colonizing attitude (your thinking is wrong, I 

must teach you the right way) and antithetical to a critical pedagogy approach. Carrick et.al. 

warn against community activism that, implemented poorly, becomes a “kinder and gentler form 

of imperialism” (302) where a “discourse of moralism . . . keeps everyone in their socio-

economic place and . . . perpetuates the status quo” (303). I would argue viewing Maryann’s 

stance this way, if useful for the ways in which it complicates her role, is also an 

oversimplification of the relationship. Teacher responses to my interview questions suggest they 

are not uninformed as much as they are limited by the constraints of our current system. As an 

outsider who is not beholden to the rules of the classroom, school, or district, Maryann’s 

presence does introduce the possibility for new thinking and even risk taking. Maryann also sees 

herself as a facilitator and listener, roles that temper (if they don’t entirely eliminate) any desire 
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to impose her will on the group. I will talk more about power dynamics between writers/teachers 

and teachers/administrators in Chapter Five. 

Maryann uses the word craft when talking through form and frames the word rhetorically. 

Craft, for Maryann, is related to form and has to do with the how of a text, in this case how 

language is used to impact an audience. Her comments suggest an understanding of form similar 

to the one forwarded here—influenced by both rhetoric and poetry. She says she wishes her 

writing “came out fully formed,” an ideal standardized tests and their accompanying writing 

formulas suggest is possible, but echoing Berthoff, acknowledges the reality that writing is 

forming. 

Karie 

Interview 

As described in Chapter Three, the school at which Karie worked is in a low-income 

neighborhood with poor test scores and graduation rates. During the 2014/2015 school year she 

collaborated with a team of four teachers, including Alma and Alicia whose interviews are also 

described in Chapter Three. As colleagues in the WITS Collaborative program, Karie and I 

frequently discuss teaching strategies, and at the time of our interview had developed a 

professional relationship and friendship. This likely led to her being more forthcoming than most 

when we spoke. 

Karie’s speaking style is not unlike the writing approaches she advocates. Her responses 

to my questions often take on a quality of inquiry—she will answer, ask herself whether what 

she’s said is accurate, and revise her thinking on the spot. Her replies are metacognitive and 

improvisatory; she is comfortable getting things wrong in an effort to get things right. 
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Karie has an MFA in poetry and has taught in a variety of contexts, including at a local 

university and community college. She has worked with WITS since the summer of 2012, 

teaching summer camp, a classroom of fourth graders, and students visiting the city’s arboretum. 

She has also worked with another local nonprofit organization to offer creative writing 

enrichment to students attending an after-school program. Her perspective, like my own, is 

informed by experiencing student writing at both secondary and post-secondary levels. When we 

spoke she was finishing her first year with the WITS Collaborative program. 

Karie writes poetry, journals regularly, and is interested in non-fiction, though she writes 

less since finishing the MFA and, as she describes it, “becoming obsessed with teaching.”19 She 

says her experiences as a writer and a student in a graduate writing workshop inform how she 

works with and relates to students. “Writing is a struggle,” she says. “And you do make 

mistakes.” She often shares her own process with students, which includes free writing and 

revising work. She feels the WITS Collaborative program, with its emphasis on writing and 

reflection, contributes to her own growth as a writer. 

When I ask Karie about her values as a writing teacher, the first thing she mentions is the 

importance of cultivating, for students, a willingness to make mistakes. To this she adds 

developing a writing practice, and writing to discover, or explore. Too often students and 

teachers view writing as “a finished product, an assignment,” she says, as opposed to “a way to 

figure something out.” 

Though she had some warning from WITS program administrators about the pervasive 

nature of testing in the schools, Karie says she was still shocked to see it in action. “I had no idea 

                                                
19 Many of the writers and teachers included here blur the line between “writer” and “teacher,” a 
phenomenon I will discuss further in the conclusion of this dissertation.  
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it was as bad as it is” she says. “Everything is ‘teach to the test, teach to the test,’ even if 

[teachers] don’t want that. [And] they don’t want it. They absolutely do not. They hate it. But 

they have to. It is what they are being told to do.” Like Maryann, she describes the culture in the 

schools as “stifling.” In her experience, the teachers she works with often recognize that the 

writing lessons she brings in improve student writing and make the process fun for students. 

Still, however, their question in the end is always, “but how does this relate to the test?” She 

struggles, she says, to help teachers see the relationship between the writing process she teaches 

and progress that might be reflected in test scores. When I asked why there is this disconnect, her 

first response was “fear.” However, she immediately corrects herself: “I don’t think it’s that at 

all. Is it laziness? No, they aren’t lazy. . .maybe they don’t feel they are in control?” This she 

expanded on: “They are not in a place to make changes” she says, referring to the predetermined 

lessons and curriculum they are expected to follow in lockstep. The teachers, she says, lack 

choice.  “Ideally for [WITS Collaborative] to work, [teachers] need to have more freedom. . .and 

we can’t dictate that for them. I think that might be it,” she says. 

The challenge for writers working with the WITS Collaborative program, as Karie sees it, 

is figuring out how to compromise without compromising one’s beliefs. It’s hard working in the 

public school system, she adds: “There’s a lot incompatibility and incongruity.” She also 

mentions the complication of her own subject position as a white woman and outsider coming 

into the school “trying to tell them how to do something.” Teachers and administrators, she says, 

“are getting all these different voices saying do this, do that.” She understands why they might 

resist. Still, she gets frustrated sometimes when she feels teachers aren’t willing to acknowledge 

what good writing is. Too often, she says, the teachers she works with view the creative writing 

lessons she brings in as “therapy” or “fun,” but ultimately separate from serious writing. Despite 
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these challenges, Karie sees value in providing teachers moments of “self-reflection and true 

self-expression.” The goal, she says, is to help teachers apply the insights gleaned from these 

experiences in their teaching. 

When I ask Karie about form, she starts with the idea of form as a kind of container: “I 

think of the space that writing fills,” she says. “It’s kind of like the four walls.” As she continues 

to talk through the concept, however, this idea becomes more complex. She asks: “If you write 

just to figure something out—writing as a means—what container does [content] take on its 

own?” She describes writing through a draft to realize it ought to be a story or essay or poem. 

“Sometimes content finds its form,” she says. She loves the idea of playing with genre, writing 

work that “stretch[es] form.” She thinks students find questions about form interesting, too, if 

presented in the right way: “How is this [form] different from this other. . .and why? What are 

the benefits of each?” She feels students are already accustomed to altering the way they speak 

depending on context. Writing is a natural extension, she says, of that instinct. She has found 

students are excited when allowed to write in forms other than the “26-line form”; they 

appreciate the “freedom of choice.” Ultimately she feels asking students to be aware of different 

forms and their possibilities, to “stretch them and play with them,” is both “useful. . .and 

empowering.” 

In contrast, formula, for Karie, is not unlike an equation, and she is suspicious of those 

who suggest there is any kind of equation for good writing: “we are writing for different 

purposes, for different people, at different times. To say that one thing will work makes me 

skeptical. It is dishonest. It is minimizing. I think you are limiting possibilities for students.” She 

mentions that one of the reasons she became an English major is because in her literature and 

writing classes there were multiple answers to any question. Karie says the teachers she works 
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with want formulas. They want to know that if students do X, Y, and Z, they will get a high score 

on the exam. They want “a shortcut,” she says. And when it comes to good writing, “there is no 

such thing.” 

Karie closes our conversation by talking about the possibility for “joy and pleasure” in 

writing. “We have to be really careful not to kill that for students,” she says. 

Summary and Analysis 

Central to Karie’s teaching philosophy is the belief that writing is a “struggle” and doing 

it well requires a “willingness to make mistakes.” Writing, for Karie, is not stasis but action, not 

the templates or “quick fixes” associated with the test, but discovery and exploration. It lives in 

the verb and not the noun form or “product” (to use Karie’s word), and in making mistakes—a 

consequence of risk taking.  

The test, which Karie describes as “stifling,” limits what she can do with teachers and in 

the classroom. She at first attributes teacher hesitation to fear, but later says it is more likely a 

product of their lack of “control” and inability to “make changes” (agency). I would argue she is 

right on both counts. Echoing Maryann’s assertion about students, Karie feels teachers and 

students lack “freedom of choice,” something she sees as necessary for programs like WITS 

Collaborative to succeed. As is evident in the teacher interviews presented here, fear and lack of 

agency restrict the kinds of writing and teaching that can occur. 

Karie’s responses point especially to the problem of binary thinking (Rose; Bizzell; 

Royster) when it comes to pedagogy. She feels the teachers with whom she works sometimes 

view the creative writing lessons she introduces as “fun” or “therapy” but not rigorous. Scholars 

in our field who advocate use of the personal, of story, of creative-writing inspired approaches to 

a text have noted and challenged such stereotypes, arguing rigor is not synonymous with the 
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guise of objectivity and academic discourse (Miller; Hindman; Bishop). But as Evelyn, one of 

the teachers interviewed, makes clear and as Karie seems to understand, rigor in this context is 

equated with relevance to the test. It is worth recalling here that Alicia, offering a similar critique 

of WITS instruction, also adds that “WITS is not teaching to the test. It's just teaching.” Teachers 

and writers seem aware that what has value in one context (a classroom centered on learning) has 

none in another (a classroom centered on testing). 

Commenting on the teacher-writer relationship itself, Karie problematizes her own 

subject position as outsider (especially given differences between her and many of the students 

and teachers in terms of race and socioeconomic background). In this way, she directly addresses 

potential tensions in her relationship with teachers, especially as described by Carrick et.al. This 

acknowledgement feels crucial to her ability to work productively in this environment. She is 

actively considering how to best address differences between her worldview and those of the 

teachers with whom she works. She talks about the word compromise in two senses—one must 

compromise (meaning build bridges) without compromising (meaning forsaking) one’s values. 

The tension between the two is a kind of ruptura, productive by way of the struggle to remain 

dedicated to both aims. She describes a problem of “incompatibility” and “incongruity” between 

ideologies (her own and those belonging to teachers), and sees her role, in part, as helping 

teachers see the relationship between what she introduces and what students must do on the test. 

Whereas she views teachers as at times “unwilling” to stretch and compromise themselves (we 

might also read compromise both ways here), my interviews with teachers would suggest this has 

more to do, again, with an inability to resist existing structures in strategic ways. Karie 

understands why teachers make the choices they do, a perspective I don’t believe she would have 

were she not engaged in the often challenging process of collaboration. 
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Karie speaks to the role reflection plays in her work with teachers, a process I will argue 

in Chapter Five is crucial to increased teacher agency. In one meeting I observed between Karie 

and her team, teachers discussed an activity Karie had led them through the previous week 

wherein they wrote their thoughts and frustrations about the test all over a STAAR writing 

template. Karie encouraged them, especially, to write outside the box. Other reflection topics 

included providing productive feedback, revision, and conferring with students. This kind of 

work—actively and personally connecting to a practice or concept through reflection–likely 

impacts teachers’ ability to internalize and transfer new ideas to their existing practices. 

Defining form, Karie first uses a container metaphor (a perspective Richard Coe 

criticizes), but again revises her thinking to an understanding closer to Berthoff’s. She is 

interested, she says, in the way “content finds form” and likes to teach students to play with 

genre (or what I would define as form at a macro-level). She also emphasizes the importance of 

writing for “different purposes, for different people, at different times.” Her definition is both 

poetic and rhetorical. 

Conclusions and Implications 

It is worth noting where Maryann and Karie align with and depart from one another and 

the teachers with whom they work. Again, this is valuable not because their views are 

necessarily representative of all writers, or the WITS Collaborative program, but because 

insights about writing practice, pedagogy, and assessment arise when these voices are placed in 

conversation. And placing these voices in conversation is exactly what the WITS Collaborative 

program does. There is a possibility, in this interaction, for writers and teachers to occupy a 

middle-ground between binaries, albeit an uncomfortable one, and build productively from the 

tensions that inevitably exist there. 
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Writing Values 

If we look only at expressed pedagogical values, there are a number of overlaps between 

the writers and teachers interviewed. Maryann sees authentic writing as a primary goal of her 

teaching. Several of the teachers interviewed share this goal, or at least see the value in providing 

students with opportunities to write authentically; they often complicate this value, however, 

with what they view as more practical concerns. Mary wants students to write in ways that are 

“authentic . . . and engaged,” for example, but finds this difficult to balance with testing and 

graduation requirements. Ellie recognizes formulas leave no room for authentic writing, but 

notes the challenge of finding a reasonable alternative given the pressure, lack of preparation, 

and fear many teaches experience. 

Karie, in describing her work with teachers, talks about the importance of providing 

opportunity for “self expression” through writing, a concept closely related to voice. Many of the 

teachers interviewed mentioned voice, identifying it as a primary value (Evelyn, Jessica, and 

Alicia), linking it to creativity and critical thinking (Alma), or appreciating its prominence in 

WITS lessons (Jenni). As with authenticity, however, their comments often come with a caveat. 

Jessica, for example, says it’s hard to focus on voice when students lack the fundamentals of 

writing, and Evelyn feels there is little room for voice in expository writing. She associates voice 

with risk—dangerous on STAAR—and would rather play it safe. Voice, she says, is something 

students can discover their junior and senior year. A primary difference, then, between the way 

writers and teachers talk about values is the latter is more likely to comment on what’s at stake 

prioritizing an ideal over student advancement. And while the two are theoretically not mutually 

exclusive, aligning theory and practice is a risk many teachers not willing to take. 
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Another significant difference in the writers’ and teachers’ comments on writing 

instruction is the writers tend to focus more on process, the teachers on product. Whereas 

teachers discussing their values often listed qualities of good (finished) writing, Karie and 

Maryann grounded their values in drafting, pre-writing, inquiry, the messiness—trial and error—

that leads to good writing. Following with best practices encouraged by the National Writing 

Project (Lieberman and Wood), the writers also draw on their own composing practices in 

support of their pedagogical claims, while the teachers who write for pleasure often see that work 

as separate from what they do in the classroom. 

Maryann’s definition of authenticity includes “the daily work [of composing] texts” and 

allows for “exploration.” Included in her list of core values is slowing down so students have 

both the time and practice essential to the writing process. In talking through the difference 

between form and formula, Maryann describes what she experiences composing a first draft—

she is really just thinking through an idea.  It is later, in revision, that she starts to consider how 

to emphasize different elements so as to best reach her audience. 

Similarly, Karie sees making mistakes as central to writing effectively. This is in contrast 

to the general feeling, among classroom teachers, that the test prevents them from encouraging 

students to take any kind of risk in their writing. They fear students will make mistakes that will 

lead to poor test scores or initiate bad habits that will carry over to the test. Karie also prioritizes 

teaching students to establish “a writing practice,” write to “explore,” and “play. . .with genre,” 

goals centered in the verb, the action, of writing, linked here with a revised understanding of 

form. She often shares her own process with students, and is suspicious of any strategy that 

assumes there are shortcuts to good writing. 

Form and formula 
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For both Maryann and Karie, formulas are limiting and have no pedagogical value or 

place in the classroom. Ideologically, this is not a complete departure from views expressed by 

the teachers interviewed here. With the exception of Victoria, none of them see formulas as 

ideal. Those who advocate their use do so because they don’t see an effective alternative for 

ensuring all students progress, a perspective that echoes original arguments for standardization in 

education. As described in Chapter One, however, such approaches often do more harm than 

good for the students they aim to help. 

Form, on the other hand, is a term with which both have experience and facility. For 

Maryann, form is the how of a piece of writing and is learned through the careful study of mentor 

texts. Whereas formula is “small,” form she describes as “big and more encompassing.” Her 

definition echoes Perminger, Fussel, and others who acknowledge the all-encompassing nature 

of form. Or Ali Smith’s conception of the term as “the shaper and molder, [that] acts like the 

other thing called mold, endlessly breeding forms from forms” (69). Karie moves from defining 

form as a container to acknowledging it grows out of and with content. Both Maryann’s and 

Karie’s definitions mirror the definition I forward here—active (vs. static), inventive, and with a 

complex relationship to content. Both writers, however, in their discussion of form, shift from 

the concept itself to related concepts. Maryann mentions mentor texts, metaphor and persona, 

landing on the idea of craft. Karie continues to use the word form to talk about genre concerns—

am I writing a story, a poem, or something in between?—suggesting a link between genre and 

form. Both writers’ comments reflect a certain comfort with what Angela Leighton and others 

have described as the term’s productively slippery nature (discussed in Chapter Two). 

There is also an emphasis, in both Karie’s and Maryann’s responses, on the rhetorical 

nature of writing. Karie believes students often know instinctively that how something is said (its 
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form and genre) is context-dependent, or rhetorical. Maryann defines authentic writing as 

“composing texts for a variety of purposes and audiences.” Karie, explaining the problem with 

formulas, brings up rhetorical concerns like purpose, audience, context. Again, this perspective is 

incongruous with the test format, essentially a-rhetorical and a-contextual (Anson). 

In effect, Karie’s and Maryann’s pedagogy—and writing practice—is antithetical to the 

values encouraged by standardized testing, which is by nature a-rhetorical and process-averse: 

writing quickly and efficiently in accordance with a template, avoiding risk to assemble a score-

able product. At the same time, both have, through their interactions with teachers, come to 

understand why teachers rely on formulas and resist other approaches to writing instruction; their 

collaborative efforts are informed by the interplay between their writer-ly values and classroom 

realities. 

Choice, Fear, and Power 

Choice, fear, and power came up frequently among interviewees (both teachers and 

writers), directly and indirectly, despite their absence from interview questions. Both Karie and 

Maryann mentioned choice, and lack of choice, as playing an important role in the way students 

experience and perceive writing. Maryann included in her definition of authenticity “student 

choice about topic and genre;” Karie, elaborating on genre, says students appreciate “freedom of 

choice” as opposed to sticking to the 26-line essay. Karie also talked about teacher choice, 

specifically how limited teachers are in designing lessons and curriculum. Her perspective 

echoes Ellie’s, a teacher described in Chapter Three Case Study One, who feels frustrated by the 

requirement that “everyone. . .be on the same page.” In this case, that page is literally the 

STAAR template to which students write. Karie’s view is also reflective of two of the teachers 

she works with, Alma and Alicia, who fear “the big woman upstairs,” value voice because the 
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district says you should, or feel powerless in the face of testing companies that see students as a 

number. Karie believes this lack of agency contributes to teacher resistance to the kinds of 

lessons she brings in and admits that she too would have a hard time mustering enthusiasm for 

alternative pedagogies if curriculum was predetermined and adherence to it strictly enforced. In 

this kind of classroom, form is singular and rigid, allowing for only prescribed and sanctioned 

content. 

There is significant difference in agency as experienced by teachers and WITS Writers, 

the latter able to focus on discovery, on writing that grows out of thinking, because they do not 

fear the consequences of risk and failure. Neither Karie nor Maryann express feeling any 

pressure to teach writing in a particular way. That is not to say there is no “party line” within 

WITS Collaborative or the WITS organization as a whole. In our monthly WITS Collaborative 

meetings, led by the program coordinator, we often discuss strategies for encouraging authentic 

writing while also building bridges between what writers know about writing and the reality of 

the test. Still, the WITS organization’s mission is centered on creativity and the “craft of writing” 

(“WITS Creative”). And the WITS Collaborative program was founded on teaching “form” over 

“formula.” If school districts like the one described here are dominated by a culture of 

conformity or rigidity, the WITS mission is centered on concepts rooted in nonconformity and 

fluidity. There is no predesigned curriculum (though there are many resources for new writers, 

including sample lessons); and while Writers are observed in the classroom at least twice a year, 

they are also encouraged to do what they do best: approach their teaching creatively using the 

tools they’ve learned as writers. Maryann and Karie may feel some pressure to teach in 

accordance with WITS values, but this creates little conflict because 1. These values are based in 

writing process (the organization was founded by writers; the current executive director is a poet) 
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and 2. The values themselves support a certain level of deviance from the status quo. Though it 

is true that Maryann and Karie might lose their jobs were they to begin teaching in ways alien to 

the WITS mission, they don’t fear this possibility. They have quite a bit of flexibility in how they 

interpret a mission with creativity at its heart. As Maryann says: “when you come [to WITS] 

there is more of an openness. . .you can be whoever you are. . .That has allowed me a great deal 

of freedom.” This attitude is in stark contrast with the teachers’ perspectives on their employers, 

and the values of conformity at the heart of standardized tests. WITS Writers are more or less 

free to develop and implement lessons, PLC agendas, writing and reflection sessions as they 

wish. 

If a question for many of the teachers interviewed is what to teach if not formula, the 

WITS writers have an answer (if not the answer), and that answer has to do with form, and the 

play/risk taking it affords in the face of convention. This is not to say that the WITS writer is the 

hero sent to save school children from the dreaded test. In fact, it is important to look closely at 

the power dynamics within the teacher-writer interaction itself. On the one hand, WITS Writers 

are in many ways on equal footing with their teaching team. Unlike others tasked with 

professional development for teachers, they are not associated with the district, do not evaluate 

teachers in anyway, do not report back to school administrators about teacher performance, and 

are in most cases not there punitively.20 On the other hand, the WITS Writers have a kind of 

privilege in their ability to be critical of the system, and subvert its requirements, that teachers do 

not (or do not have in the same way). (This is one reason the teachers are given pseudonyms in 

this discussion while the writers are not.) Both Maryann and Karie express frustrations with the 

                                                
20 A caveat to this is administrators do sometimes bring WITS in because they feel student 
writing scores are too low. WITS Writers are not, however, directed to work with one teacher 
specifically, or to provide test prep assistance, as I have discussed elsewhere in this dissertation. 
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testing focus in schools. Maryann describes how public schools impacted her own creativity: “I 

was so drained, and so exhausted, and so on the move from the moment I walked in the door to 

way past dismissal time. It was hard to carve out the time and space.” She says she came out of 

that experience “totally traumatized.” Karie admits to feeling anger when teachers resist what she 

brings to the classroom, always returning to the test. The teachers, however, cannot merely 

dismiss the role the test plays, despite frustrations. They have the important job of ensuring 

students pass, progress to the next grade, and graduate. As Mary says, she values the test because 

it keeps the teachers accountable—teaching what they should be teaching. 

 

Form—as the push and pull between rules and their subversion—is both useful as 

pedagogy and metaphor when considering what successful writing instruction in a highly 

standardized context might look like. The WITS Writer—by way of her professional affiliation, 

stance as outsider, as writer, as facilitator—is more inclined to subvert the rules. Her presence is 

akin to form–that which is changeable, mutable, fluid, in a formulaic system. Classroom 

teachers—motivated by the test and consequences of failure— are more inclined to uphold the 

existing structures so students might advance through the system we have. This is, of course, an 

oversimplification. Neither teachers nor writers are monolithic. As these interviews reveal, there 

is slippage in both cases between identifying solely as a writer or solely as a teacher. But trends 

in interview comments suggest if not a difference in values, a difference in priorities. The goal 

here, and in the WITS Collaborative Program, is not to set WITS writers and classroom teachers 

in binary opposition, but to consider what might be born of this tension between allegiances. 

While WITS writers are not beholden to quantifiable student progress, teachers are and will push 

back against pedagogies that ignore the existing stakes. As will be demonstrated in Chapter Five 



Cooper 129 

wherein I provide an example of a WITS Collaborative cycle, ruptura arises in the interaction 

between these two perspectives, one that is at times contentious, but also productive. 
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Chapter 5 

Comfort with discomfort: Navigating the space between convention and invention 

I have thus far forwarded a definition of form as a rhetorical-poetic concept grounded in 

the productive tension between convention and invention; a complex relationship to content; and 

composing as an exchange between verb and noun. I have also drawn parallels between 

restrictions on student writing and restrictions on writing instruction in classrooms impacted by 

high-stakes tests, focusing on how lack of agency in both contexts leads to a reliance on [writing 

and teaching] formulas. I theorize form as conceptually useful in reframing both how students 

write and how teachers teach because of the possibility it offers for movement in the face of 

stasis, self-formation in the face of conformity, and invention in the face of strict adherence to 

convention. In my call for pedagogies that resist reductive binaries—centered instead on 

compromise between convention and invention, stasis and movement—I have also advocated for 

the value of ruptura (Freire qtd. in Carrick et.al. 299) or the productive tensions that arise when 

contrary positions, methodologies, or ideologies interact. 

In this chapter focused on praxis, I bring these arguments together, demonstrating what a 

collaboration informed by a rhetorical-poetic conception of form, one that allows for ruptura, 

looks like in practice. In effect, this chapter aims to show (rather than tell) how the theoretical 

concepts introduced here might be applied in a professional development setting. I start with an 

overview of Writers in the Schools (WITS) Collaborative, contextualizing its work in 

community literacy scholarship. I then describe a WITS Collaborative cycle—from planning to 

co-teaching to reflection—as I experienced it working as a WITS Writer with a team of ninth-

grade teachers at the school described in Chapter Three (Case Study One). As I’ve noted in 
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previous chapters, the WITS Collaborative program is an interesting cite of study because 1) it is 

in part a response to an increased focus within schools on standardized testing and 2) as a 

collaboration between secondary teachers and creative writers who often have different 

approaches to teaching writing, it has evolved to become a kind of hybrid between creative 

writing pedagogy and test-driven, skills-based instruction. WITS program administrators and 

writers must strike a difficult balance between staying true to their mission and values while 

ensuring school administrators and teachers see a connection between their participation in the 

program and student improvement on STAAR. Teachers are often asked to stretch beyond their 

comfort levels toward pedagogies that feel riskier than the writing formulas upon which many 

have come to rely. 

As the WITS Collaborative program has grown, WITS administrators have placed 

continued emphasis on building bridges between creative writing lessons and the test. WITS 

Writers are often instructed to be explicit with teachers about how the concepts and practices 

they introduce can be applied to the 26-line STAAR essay. Achieving this balance, building 

these bridges, is not easy. As discussed in Chapter Four, and as will be further demonstrated 

here, it can be fraught. By creating a space in which creative writing pedagogy and test-focused 

writing come into direct contact, the WITS Collaborative program introduces the opportunity for 

teachers and writers to actively reflect on the assumptions that inform their approaches to 

teaching writing. When successful, this results in compromises that encourage student creativity 

and voice without sacrificing progress through our educational system. What is ultimately 

produced—in the form of a lesson, a conversation, or student writing—reflects an 

acknowledgement of the complex relationship between both the conventions required for student 

progress in increasingly standardized environments and the kind of invention creative writers 
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privilege in their classrooms. As I highlight throughout this chapter, teachers and writers 

participating in the WITS Collaborative program have an opportunity to enact form, both 

practically and metaphorically, toward increased agency and movement away from restrictive 

formulas and a test-inspired emphasis on conformity. 

WITS Collaborative 

Until 2010, the Houston WITS Program, a non-profit organization, was exclusively an 

enrichment program. The original model, now called WITS Creative, is one of four branches of 

the organization including WITS Performance, WITS Digital, and WITS Collaborative. WITS 

Creative sends professional writers (publishing/performing poetry, fiction, nonfiction, and 

drama) from the community, many products of the University of Houston’s top-rated creative 

writing program, into classrooms once a week for twenty-six weeks to teach creative writing. 

WITS Writers are paid an hourly wage as part of the organization’s mission is to both serve 

schools and support local writers. The classroom visits typically build on one another, 

introducing students to multiple creative writing genres and culminating in the publication of a 

classroom anthology. Schools pay for a WITS Writer to visit their classrooms, though thanks to 

grants awarded to the organization schools in low-income areas pay a nominal fee. 

In a traditional classroom-based WITS placement, there is little collaboration between the 

WITS Writer and the classroom teacher. At the start of the year, WITS administrators, school 

administrators, the participating classroom teacher(s), and the WITS writer meet briefly to 

discuss the program’s goals. WITS writers sometimes design lessons based on informal 

conversations with classroom teachers, and even their specific content requests (a lesson on 

metaphor, personification, or something else the class is currently working on). Sometimes 

writers share these lessons with teachers in advance. By and large, however, the work WITS 
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Writers do is independent from existing curriculum. And while teachers are encouraged to 

participate in the lessons, writing alongside their students, they are always on the receiving end 

of the instruction. This is not entirely accidental. Many teachers prefer that the writer remain 

separate from the usual stuff of school. The WITS classroom exists as a kind of third space. 

Students like when the writer comes in—a disruption of business as usual, with a focus on 

creative play. 

The WITS Collaborative program is both an expansion of and departure from this model. 

A typical WITS Collaborative cycle, which may take two to four weeks to complete, involves 

the WITS writer visiting a team of teachers during their Professional Learning Community 

(PLC) meetings to walk them through a writing activity. The team then works together to build a 

lesson—or revise a lesson the writer has brought in— based on their experience with the writing 

activity and knowledge of their students. Within the next week or so the writer visits each 

teacher’s classroom to model these lessons, with the emphasis shifting from modeling to co-

teaching as the year progresses. In most cases, teachers lead their other classes through the same 

lesson on their own following (or in tandem with) modeling/co-teaching. After the lesson, the 

team reflects on student work, the lesson itself, and/or the ways in which their own writing 

informed their teaching. The team takes these insights into account when identifying a focus for 

and building the next cycle. Writers also use PLC meetings to discuss and practice providing 

feedback on student work through writing workshop, conferencing, or in-text comments. With 

writers completing at least 50 hours per school, they may move through this cycle anywhere 

from six to fifteen times, depending on the number of teachers in the group (which translates to 

the number of classes they visit each cycle) and the number of times the team decides to meet for 

each stage of the cycle. (Writing and lesson planning might take place in one meeting, for 
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example, or it might take too. The same is true for reflection.) The methods from which writers 

draw are based on their own writing practices and experiences with writing workshop, best 

practices from WITS creative classrooms, and training they receive during monthly meetings 

with the WITS program coordinator and a teacher/consultant from the school district. 

The goal of the WITS Collaborative program is to help foster, for teachers, a greater 

awareness of composing processes that will then inform their teaching. Though writers work 

directly with students, the program’s primary focus is professional development for teachers and, 

like the National Writing Project (NWP), is founded on the premise that teachers teach writing 

better when they write themselves and reflect metacognitively on this practice. The program 

parallels the NWP in other significant ways. It stresses the importance of building on local 

knowledge (Lieberman and Wood 2) and ensuring teachers are “primary actors in their own 

development” (Lieberman and Wood 4). As Ann Lieberman and Diane Wood point out in their 

book-length study of the NWP, too often “teachers are ‘in-serviced’ as if teaching were merely a 

set of technical skills that could be memorized and applied in all times and places” (3). They 

argue “teachers have grown weary of efforts to ‘develop’ them” (3), and advocate instead 

professional development networks in which, among other things, “agendas [are] more 

challenging than prescriptive, learning [is] more indirect than direct, formats are more 

collaborative than individualistic, work [is] more integrated than fragmented, and leadership [is] 

more facilitative than directive” (4-5). As I have demonstrated in previous chapters, and will 

continue to discuss here, WITS Collaborative very much embodies this approach. 

Unlike the NWP, however, WITS Collaborative is not affiliated directly with a 

university, which contributes to its potential impact. As Lieberman and Wood suggest, when the 

university “controls the agenda and the resources. . .practitioners [are] subservient to university 
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interests” (87). Like the schools with which WITS and WITS Collaborative work, WITS is 

intimately integrated into communities. It is accountable to an array of national and local funders 

including the National Endowment for the Arts, The Brown Foundation, Houston Endowment, 

Inc., and The Brown Foundation, Inc., but no one entity dictates its mission or approach. This 

allows the organization significant freedom to act in accordance with the needs of the specific 

schools and communities it serves without concern for how decisions might impact the 

reputation or interests of an umbrella institution. (This is especially important given trends 

toward corporatization in our universities.) 

A Response to STAAR 

The different branches of WITS have grown organically to meet the changing needs of 

schools, districts, and students. WITS Digital, for example, responds to district and national 

efforts to foster digital literacies alongside traditional ones in classrooms. It teaches students to 

tell stories through video game development, among other digital avenues. Often led by slam 

poets, WITS Performance focuses on performance poetry, and engages students, especially 

English Language Learners, who may be more comfortable speaking than writing. WITS 

Collaborative, in this same vein, seeks to expand the organization’s reach to teachers, offering 

them the same kinds of creative writing experiences it has become known for providing to 

students. As I have discussed in previous chapters, it is also a response to increased focus in 

schools on standardized testing. 

The program was created at a moment when middle schools and high schools especially 

were becoming hesitant to sign on for WITS Creative because of the time it takes away from test 

preparation. (Chapter One includes a detailed description of the increased testing focus in 

schools, and language arts classrooms specifically.) Administrators were having a harder time 
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persuading schools that WITS Creative would ultimately improve student writing—though they 

have data to suggest it does—in ways that would translate to increased test scores. Schools were 

choosing to spend their money on professional development programs that at least promised—if 

they didn’t always deliver–such results. WITS administrators saw an opportunity to act tactically 

(Matthieu), creating a program that would provide professional development in teaching 

writing—something school administrators wanted given the writing requirements of STAAR—

by focusing on, among other things, form over formulas. While program administrators had no 

interest in becoming a test-prep service, they saw a teaching model informed by the WITS 

philosophy and this craft-centered approach as keeping with the organization’s mission to 

encourage authentic writing for students. To remain relevant in a changing academic 

environment, the organization opted to harness the data it had—through internal and external 

evaluations—that demonstrated students with WITS experience perform better on standardized 

tests. It would follow that teachers trained in methods WITS writers use to teach writing would 

be better able to prepare their students to write in multiple contexts, including on standardized 

tests. Paradoxically, an organization that values, first and foremost, students’ stories—the 

antithesis of students as numbers or scores—often must turn to quantitative data to prove its 

worth. The situation seemed like a win-win—students would write creatively and authentically, 

and teachers would be pleased that the instruction provided was also improving student STAAR 

scores. 

Against Progress Narrative 

There is a tendency among those engaged in community learning projects to adopt 

“narratives of progress” (Carrick et.al.; Herzberg; Matthieu). Students, educators, community 

organizers, or visiting artists enter a community space, have a meaningful interaction with an 
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other, and return to their lives having learned valuable lessons and asked important questions. 

Tracy Carrick et.al. argue such narratives can impede our abilities to read and respond 

appropriately to the complexities of these interactions, especially those marked by difference. 

Such narratives “make it difficult to recognize the anxieties, fears, and conflicts that are also so 

much of the story” (299). Though Carrick et.al. focus on students participating in service 

learning projects, the same critique can be made of arts organizations like WITS Collaborative 

that send teaching artists into classrooms. The story the organization tells in grant applications, 

during trainings, and in presentations to schools, centers on a visiting writer teaching creative 

writing in classrooms, thereby inspiring students and teachers, changing lives, and instilling a 

life-long love of art and creative expression. And while these things certainly can and do happen, 

writers also enter classrooms, or teacher meetings (in the case of WITS Collaborative) and face 

concerns, resistance, even hostility. Students used to completing work for reward—a test score or 

a grade—may see a creative writing lesson as pointless or lacking real-world application. 

Teachers may, at best, view a visiting writer as a pleasant diversion from the real stuff of 

education. At worst, they may see her as an outsider coming to “fix” their classroom or 

proselytize a pedagogical approach with limited knowledge of the school and its students. 

In failing schools, especially, this visitor may be the most recent in a long line of 

professionals the district has hired to correct what they perceive to be the teachers’ failures to 

teach well and improve student scores. Teachers may feel defensive if they perceive the visitor’s 

presence as punitive, or if practices she introduces seem intended to undermine their own 

authority, pedagogy, and values. Teachers who have been around a while, and seen well-

intention programs come and go, may be less than enthusiastic about this new initiative. They 

assume this too shall pass, and are content to sit on their hands and wait it out. All of these 
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concerns are justified, especially considering the tendency in our culture, described in previous 

chapters, to blame teachers for society’s ills; and the tendency among outreach programs to want 

to fix what they perceive, from the outside, as broken in a community or school. 

Further, as discussed in Chapter Four, a visitor may very well be entering a school with a 

colonizing attitude, sure they know what’s best for its teachers, classrooms, and/or students. As 

Carrick et.al. remind us: 

We have to remain alert to the power asymmetries and different discursive and 

material realities of the people involved in community-based learning projects. 

We risk confusing our ethical and political desires for reciprocal and mutually 

beneficial relations with the much messier realities that those relations often 

(re)enact. We risk masking rather than unmasking power dynamics. (301) 

WITS Writers may be unaware of “power asymmetries” between teachers and their 

administrators or colleagues, or even perceived power imbalances between a seemingly 

privileged university creative writing student, for example, and a teacher on the ground, working 

with students from poor backgrounds, with disabilities, or facing challenges at home. Writers 

may also be blind to the “messier realities” that are our school system, such as ties between 

student scores and teacher pay or promotion, the most recent reporting requirement passed down 

from the top, or pressures to remain lockstep with their peers in all curriculum. If teachers have 

not been privy to the administration’s decision to adopt a program, or information about its goals 

and track record, they may not understand why they ought to give it their valuable time. In short, 

gaps between stakeholders’ roles, backgrounds, and values may make effective collaboration 

difficult. Race and class differences between visiting writers and teachers/students, as Karie 

acknowledges in her interview (described in Chapter Four) may further widen such gaps. As 
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Linda Flowers writes about her 1996 study of a collaboration between Pittsburgh community 

house and the Center for the Study of Writing and Literacy at Carnegie Mellon, 

“incommensurate discourses across lines of difference may make a shared social reality 

impossible, a deeper reciprocity impossible (qtd. in Carrick et.al. 301). 

Within a WITS classroom where there is teacher and administrator buy in, tensions are 

still likely to arise given differing goals and values. It is important, then, that organizations pay 

particular attention to the voiced needs and experiences of the teachers and administrators at a 

given school and approach interactions in the spirit of critical consciousness—that is developing 

curriculum and practices with vs. for a community (Freire). Paula Mathieu has identified 

strategies for public work that center on “asking, listening, and learning” (21). She argues that 

among other concerns, organizations must consider their credibility in the community spaces 

they are entering; the perceived value of the work they are proposing; strategies to ensure active 

listening; and evaluation techniques for “examining the pitfalls of our projects without losing 

hope” (21-22). The WITS Collaborative program has set a number of programmatic elements in 

place toward addressing some of these concerns: 

1. Over the past thirty years, WITS has developed a strong relationship with the districts it 

serves. It has developed a reputation for providing meaningful instruction in schools. 

2. Writers selected to work as WITS Collaborative facilitators are not new to working in the 

schools. Because this is a new program, and one that requires the ability to work well with 

experienced teachers, WITS administrators select WITS writers who have a record of success in 

WITS creative classrooms and an understanding of Houston schools. They also look for writers 

who are willing and open to participating in a process-based, collaborative model. 

3. The program is designed to be collaborative, meaning ideally teachers and writers are working 
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together to create meaningful instruction and practices. 

4. At the start of each WITS Collaborative placement, teachers, the WITS writer, and WITS 

administrators meet to identify teachers’ primary concerns about student writing. Plans for the 

semester are built with these concerns in mind. Writers are trained to continually return to these 

concerns and address new ones as they arise, engaging in the kind of listening Mathieu 

advocates. The program includes a formal reflection component—after each lesson, teachers and 

the WITS Writer review the lesson and student work, deciding together what worked, what 

didn’t, and how to adjust for future lessons. 

5. Writers meet once a month to work with each other, a WITS administrator, and a district 

representative, refining protocols based on experiences, feedback from teachers, and insights 

from a district insider. 

None of these things ensures a perfect collaboration. As I will demonstrate in the cycle 

description that follows, tensions in a program like WITS Collaborative are inevitable. 

Community work is necessarily “messy and complex” (Schultz and Gere, qtd. in Mathieu 20). 

The program is most successful when teachers are involved in knowledge making, identifying 

best practices at all stages of program implementation; and when all invested parties approach 

interactions with a willingness to question their own assumptions about writing and teaching. 

When these variables are in place, writers, students, and teachers gain opportunity to take risks 

and embrace failures, practices central, as I’ve argued in previous chapters, to authentic writing 

and writing instruction. In other words, they gain the opportunity to experiment within and 

against their own formal constraints, privileging writing as the interplay between forming and 

thinking Berthoff advocates. 

The cycle I describe in the following section occurred my third year as a WITS Writer at 
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the Houston high school described in Chapter Two (Case Study One). The “This I Believe” unit 

on which I focus took place at the start of my second year working with a team of eight ninth-

grade teachers, most of whom participated in the interviews described in Chapter Three, and half 

of whom I had worked with the previous year. My descriptions draw on notes I took while 

collaborating with teachers in the 2014/2015 school year, materials I created both individually 

and collaboratively with the team, and my own recollection of our interactions. 

This I Believe: a WITS Collaborative Cycle 

A Starting Place 

It is second period, 8:30 a.m., at the high school I will be visiting during the 2014/2015 

school year. At the first meeting, which included the school’s English department head and a 

WITS administrator, we discussed program objectives and goals, as well as teacher concerns 

about student writing. We agreed on a few focus areas for the year, including expository writing 

(the test genre in ninth grade) for our first cycle. The teachers told me the students were 

struggling to support a claim, to incorporate meaningful details into their writing, to ensure ideas 

were cohesive and transitions effective. They also worried that students simply didn’t have 

anything to write about. They are young, they don’t read the paper, pay attention in history class, 

they told me. They don’t have life experience on which to draw for the writing they are expected 

to do on STAAR. If the go-to advice for writers is that they write what they know, the teachers 

were concerned their students knew very little. The test, of course, presents students with an 

artificial writing context, as I discuss in Chapter One. Rarely does a writer simply sit down and 

write on a topic without doing any research on their subject. When they do—to write a poem, or 

a personal essay, for example—they are drawing largely on experience. 
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Given the teachers’ concerns, and the parameters of the test, a lesson on using personal 

experience as evidence to support a claim seemed a logical place to start. I suggested we begin 

by writing “This I Believe” Essays, a genre developed by National Public Radio wherein people 

write about a deep-seated belief, often illustrating it through personal story. NPR’s invitation to 

contributors on the “This I Believe” website asks for a “statement of personal belief,” adding: 

“We understand how challenging this is—it requires such intimacy that no one else can do it for 

you.” Very much the antithesis of the STAAR Essay, the “This I Believe” essay genre is 

grounded in a conception of writing as intimate, as unique to a particular writer, as innately 

challenging because of the way it requires one to engage with their own identity and story. 

The “This I Believe” guidelines, available through the website, and which I provided as a 

handout to students and teachers, further illustrate these values. Contributors are advised to write 

an essay that “tell[s] a story,” that is “specific,” “real,” and grounded in “the events of [their] 

life”; that is brief (between 500 and 600 words); that names a belief; and that is “positive” and 

“personal,” with “words, tone, and story that truly echo [the writer’s] belief and the way [he/she] 

speaks.” (Full guidelines are included in Appendix C). 

Like STAAR, the genre has its own set of conventions, which include a brief opening 

statement (a sentence or two) that identifies a main idea, and a length limitation—500 words or 

about three minutes spoken. Like STAAR, too, these conventions are rooted in a set of values—

in this case, the belief that by drawing on experience, the events of one’s life, and sharing these 

experiences in one’s own voice, a writer can reveal something real or true. In other words, values 

aligned with scholars of alternative discourse (Bizzell; Elbow; Villanueva; hooks; Miller; 

Owens) discussed in the introduction of this dissertation. Unlike STAAR, writers are encouraged 

to invent, that is to move from the inside out vs. the outside in. If STAAR asks that writers 
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respond to a prompt with a set of built in assumptions using a prescribed set of formulas 

(described in Chapter 1), “This I Believe” asks students to draw on their own beliefs to say 

something true to their experiences. They are asked to create, rather than mimic, what Sirc 

describes as “the blueprints” for temples and cities (193). They are asked to make meaning. 

Students and teachers participating in the cycle, by discussing two very different mentor 

texts, experiencing a series of prewriting exercises, and writing and revising their own “This I 

Believe Essays,” practiced skills that would be useful on the STAAR essay. They worked on 

developing thesis statements, supporting a claim with evidence, using concrete details, and 

transitioning between ideas. At the same time, our conversations about genre and writing 

practice acknowledged the complex relationship between form and content, and how writers 

might play with this relationship while working within a set of genre conventions different from 

those belonging to STAAR. 

Two Mentor Texts 

To demonstrate how two writers handled the “This I Believe” conventions in very 

different ways I brought in two mentor texts. In the first, Rachel Reed, a Houston-area high 

school student, describes her belief in “green hair spikes.” Reed’s essay was the winner of our 

local NPR affiliate’s state-wide contest, and seemed a useful example given it was written by a 

high school student living and going to school not far from where we were writing together. In 

the second, “Remembering All the Boys,” 22-year-old Elvia Bautista talks about her belief that 

“everyone deserves flowers on their grave,” drawing on her own experience with gangs in Santa 

Rosa, California. Both essays are about compassion. The conclusions they reach, and the routes 

they travel to reach them, however, differ. Form, in each case, grows out of content. 

During our conversation about these two essays, I asked the teachers to tell me what they 
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noticed about the essays generally, and especially about the way story was employed to support a 

larger claim. We talked, too, about how each essay enacted the genre guidelines I’d shared. 

Green Hair Spikes 
 
I believe in green hair spikes. I believe green hair spikes are as important as love and friendship. 
Let me explain. 
 
For about four days every year, I spike my hair in giant liberty spikes and spray it green. No, I 
am not some punk rocker spitting at society. I am a nerd. A confident, bold nerd with green hair 
spikes. I am a member of my high school's robotics team, Team 624 Cryptonite Robotics. Our 
theme is "Superman Gone Punk", and every year we wear neon green capes and our green hair 
spikes proudly. 
 
One would think that robotics is a stuffy, boring, nerd club. Just the opposite. . .Robotics is as 
intense as a sport. We have competitions where players show spirit through banners, dancing, 
chants, and in my team's case, green hair spikes. 
 
On the last day of my first robotics competition, after the closing ceremonies, our team began to 
pick up their spirit scepters of PVC pipes, green pom-poms, and laptops from the stands. As I 
was leaving, a teacher from another team stopped me and began to tell me how much she loved 
our team and our green hair spikes. 
 
At competitions, we have a hair salon area for students from other teams to get their hair spiked 
like ours. The teacher told me a story of a past student of hers who was severely troubled. His 
home life was broken; he hated school, and was in a constant state of depression. She told me 
that he had come to a past competition and was enthralled by our green hair spikes. Right away, 
our team members assisted him and took their time to give him the best green hair spikes he 
could ever ask for. Our team had given this boy a day of happiness and confidence. 
 
Not only do I believe in green hair spikes, but I believe in helping others in any way you can. Not 
everyone lends their ear to listen or their shoulder to cry on. Not everyone is a sage full of 
advice. But it's often the little things that get people by when life causes burden. I believe anyone 
can help someone, even if it is a small gesture like green hair spikes. 
 

During our discussion of “Green Hair Spikes,” the teachers noted how Reed opens with 

brief but important background on the robotics competition without belaboring its description. 

We learn information important to the story Reed will tell—that this is an annual event, that the 

team presents itself as counterculture (with green capes and spiked hair), and that showing 

“spirit” is an integral part of the competition culture. The teachers talked about how their own 
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students have a tendency to get lost in meandering detail and description, echoing a fear I 

describe in Chapter One that frequently results in restricting use of the personal. In contrast, they 

felt Reed provides just enough information for readers to feel grounded in a physical space and 

understand the significance of the event at the story’s heart—inviting a stranger to join the team. 

Reed’s essay demonstrates a kind of compression more akin to poetry. (It might even fit in a 

twenty-six line box.) We noted, too, how Reed transitions from context to scene (“On the last 

day of my first robotics competition”), and how this shift from broad to specific, from overview 

to action, engages the reader. The teachers also brought up concrete details like “giant liberty 

spikes,” “spirit scepters of PVC pipes,” and “green pom-poms” that help readers visualize the 

event, important in an essay using a visual element (green hair spikes) to access a more abstract 

concept. 

I asked the group to notice, too, how the essay is situated as a response to a set of 

misconceptions or stereotypes. This makes sense in an essay focused on a practice that is itself a 

disruption of convention (spiking one’s hair and dying it green). Form and content mirror one 

another. A counterculture action is framed in a storytelling mode centered on counterargument. 

Reed defines herself by what she is not (and what most would assume she is based on the essay’s 

title and belief statement): “No, I am not some punk rocker spitting at society.” The essay 

responds to a second false conception in paragraph three: robotics itself is not what one would 

think, “a stuffy boring nerd club.” The misconception that drives her essay, though, is that the 

best thing to do for someone who is feeling down is to give them “a shoulder to cry on” or offer 

advice. A thesis Reed hints at in her opening lines by connecting green hair spikes and 

“friendship” is driven home: small gestures can lead to big change or (argued more implicitly 

through story) sometimes providing support is simply a matter of bringing an outsider inside. 
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Since the essay’s ultimate purpose is to correct a misconception, it uses misconception as an 

organizing principle. Complexly related to content, the essay’s form is born of what the writer 

wanted/needed to say. And while I can’t comment on the actual act of composing, the final result 

reflects a process of thinking, not a formula. It remains true to the conventions of the “This I 

Believe” essay (it is brief, states a belief, draws on the personal), but does not follow a genre 

formula. Reed may not be “spitting at society” as a robotics student, but as a writer she is 

challenging society to see something in a new way. This is what good writers do. They look 

again at (reconsider) something they believe someone else is getting wrong. There is an element 

of risk in challenging an accepted stance, a risk this essay attempts to embody. This is a 

departure from the STAAR essay, which as I described in Chapter One, asks students to step in 

line with a predetermined set of values. 

The teachers and I also discussed the ways in which Reed’s essay is rhetorical. It predicts 

a particular response to an idea, preemptively addresses it, and then moves to another predicted 

response. The essay is audience driven and linear (moving from one faulty assumption to the 

next). It also comes full circle, but with an ending that complicates the original belief (about 

green hair spikes and friendship) with an insight that seems to grow out of story. The parts here 

are not simply inserted and artificially linked (as with acronyms like HELP—History, 

Experience, Literature, Pop Culture—described in Chapter One). Instead they are linked by way 

of thinking, forming, and rhetorical aim. 

The teachers appreciated that the essay was written by a high school student, and one 

from our community. They felt this would make the task of writing feel more accessible for their 

students. Using a local student mentor text also eliminates the risk of elitism Patricia Sullivan 

levies against Derek Owens and others advocating the use of mentor texts. Finally, “This I 
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Believe,” as a spoken form and through explicit genre expectations, encourages voice, a quality 

I’ve argued here is largely lacking in standardized testing contexts. 

Steering students away from the impulse to imitate (again avoiding the trappings Sullivan 

identifies) requires providing students with multiple mentor texts that engage with form, and the 

conventions of a genre, in varying ways. 

Remembering All the Boys 
 
I believe that everyone deserves flowers on their grave. 
 
When I go to the cemetery to visit my brother, it makes me sad to see graves — just the cold 
stones — and no flowers on them. 
 
They look lonely, like nobody loves them. I believe this is the worst thing in the world — that 
loneliness. No one to visit you and brush off the dust from your name and cover you with color. A 
grave without any flowers looks like the person has been forgotten. And then what was the point 
of even living — to be forgotten? 
 
Almost every day my brother's grave has something new on it: Flowers from me, or candles from 
the Dollar Store or an image of the Virgin Maria or shot glasses. There's even some little 
homies, these little toys that look like gangsters. 
 
Once my brother's homies even put a bunch of marijuana on there for him — I think my mother 
took it away. I think she also took away the blue rag someone put there for him one day. 
Sometimes, when I bring flowers, I fix the flowers on the graves around my brother's grave. 
Some of the headstones have birthdates near my brother's; they are young, too. But many of 
them, if they have any little toys or things on them, those are red. 
 
All around my brother are boys who grew up to like red, making them the enemies of my brother. 
My brother was 16 when he was shot by someone who liked red, who killed him because he liked 
blue. And when I go to the cemetery I put flowers on the graves of the boys who liked red, too. 
 
Sometimes I go to the cemetery with one of my best friends, who had a crush on a boy who liked 
red, who was killed at 18 by someone who liked blue. And we will go together and bring a big 
bunch of flowers, enough for both of these boys whose families are actually even from the same 
state in Mexico. 
 
There is no one but me and a few of my friends who go to both graves. Some people think it's a 
bad idea. Some people think it's heroic. 
 
I think they're both being silly. I don't go to try and disrespect some special rules or stop any 
kind of war. I go because I believe that no matter where you came from or what you believed in, 
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when you die, you want flowers on your grave and people who visit you and remember you that 
way. 
 
I'm not any kind of traitor or any kind of hero. I am the sister of Rogelio Bautista, and I say his 
name so you will hear it and be one more person that remembers him. I want everyone to 
remember all the boys, red and blue, in my cemetery. When we remember, we put flowers on 
their graves. 
 

Responding to Bautista’s essay, the teachers commented on organization—the writer 

moves from specific to general, from object—flowers on a grave—to more abstract ideas about 

memory, forgiveness and the way we memorialize life. The belief statement itself becomes more 

complex as the essay progresses. What starts out as a belief in flowers on graves becomes a 

belief in the tragedy of loneliness (“this is the worst thing in the world”) and then forgiveness, 

memory, and the important role objects play in memorializing the dead. Bautista writes in the 

final paragraph: “no matter where you came from or what you believed in, when you die, you 

want flowers on your grave and people who visit you and remember you that way.” Like Reed’s 

essay, this one does not simply state a thesis, support it, and restate it (as many formulas would 

suggest writers do), but demonstrates movement toward continually more complex and more 

nuanced thinking born of story and meditation on an idea. 

The teachers also described the essay as less linear than the first example, organized not 

around argument, but a specific place—the grave. In this way it is more spatial than 

chronological. It is also organized around objects, significant considering a theme is the role 

objects play in memorializing the dead. Again, form and content are in conversation. Though we 

know Bautusta is visiting her brother at the cemetery, the circumstances of his death aren’t 

revealed until halfway through the essay. Instead of prioritizing this kind of narrative-driven 

information, Bautista reveals the story through a list of items that reveal culture (“an image of 

the Virgin Maria,” “little Homies”), conflict (red and blue), lifestyle (marijuana and shot 
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glasses), and character. Like a poem, the essay draws significant momentum from its movement 

from image to image, each revealing something new. Readers move through it the way a visitor 

to a cemetery might move from grave to grave—pausing for a moment to notice an object, 

reflect on an idea, then continuing on to what’s adjacent, or a little farther down the path. Things, 

here, do the speaking. 

The teachers noted, too, how variation between short and long sentences, and white space 

where one would expect more traditional transitions, created meaningful pauses and emphasized 

important ideas. Some sentences are fragments (“No one to visit you . . .”). In in an essay that 

asks us to meditate on such a solemn and ceremonial task as placing flowers on a grave, silence, 

the sensation of space, is important. Bautista also uses repetition in the place of traditional 

transitions. Words and phrases like “sometimes,” “who,” “some people,” and “think,” or even 

the shift from “I don’t go” to “I go,” propel us through the essay. Sound play, generally, links 

ideas in the essay and creates a sense of voice. In the first few lines we find assonance (“cold 

stones,” “lonely,” “nobody”) and alliteration (“cover” and “color”). The movement here is 

associative, where sounds, colors, and objects act as connective tissue. Formally, this essay is 

more like a list, both in its litany of objects and its associative organization. Last on the list is 

Bautista’s brother’s name, itself a kind of memorialization both chiseled into a gravestone and 

this essay. The essay form becomes another object through which to memorialize someone lost; 

the act of writing a kind of ritual, like bringing flowers, that makes the abstract concrete. 

One way of conceptualizing an essay is to consider the way an object, a moment, or a 

place acts for writer and reader as a thing to think with, a vehicle through which one might reach 

a larger idea otherwise inaccessible because of its intangibility. The “This I Believe” form takes 

this as its premise, asking writers to ground a belief in the concrete (their lives and memories). 
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Again, this is in contrast to the STAAR test which asks students to think about an abstract idea 

and somehow reverse engineer experiences that relate to it. This is not how writing, especially 

essay writing (as discovery, as forming, as thinking), works. The French word essai was a verb 

until Montaigne first used it to describe his personal writing. An essay, as Phillip Lopate reminds 

us, is an experiment: “To essay is to attempt, to test, to make a run at something without 

knowing whether you are going to succeed” (xliii). The “This I Believe” genre encourages 

students to take this approach, identifying how or why they believe in something specific and 

concrete. The teachers and I talked a lot in the lesson-planning process about encouraging 

students to begin with the concrete, the immediate, the small, rather than identifying a belief like 

justice, or kindness, or fun. Anne Lamott, in her craft book Bird by Bird, says she keeps a small 

frame by her desk to remind herself that writing is not about taking on big ideas as much as it is 

about identifying something small enough to fit within this kind of confined space and then 

expanding out by focusing in. This seems useful, too, given the literal frame within which 

students write their STAAR essays. Like Edna St. Vincent Millay in the poem described in 

Chapter Two, writers might use the frame of formal convention (in her case, the sonnet) to 

expand rather than contract thinking. 

Whereas Reed’s essay is more rhetorical, more linear, Bautista’s is more poetic, 

associative, image-driven. Both work within the confines of a set of genre conventions. Both 

work with limited space. Both make an argument and support it. Each does so without sacrificing 

voice, without conforming to a preconceived idea of what one ought to value. In each the writer 

subverts, in fact, a traditional value (or at least one perceived as traditional) by turning to her 

own experience. In these ways, they are both useful for writers faced with STAAR essay 

prompts, and for teachers who must keep test requirements in mind. By focusing on form in our 
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discussion of mentor texts, teachers and students gain tools to shape an essay as opposed to 

formulas to apply. Writing and thinking are not divorced as they are in traditional standardized 

testing environments. 

A Writing Practice 

Before transitioning to our writing exercise, I reminded the teachers of Lopate’s 

definition of essay, and how the genre provides writers with a way to think through a problem or 

question. I encouraged them to complete our writing activity in this spirit. 

I then led the group through a prewriting activity. First, using the poetic concept of anaphora, a 

repeated opening word or phrase, the teachers wrote a list of “I believe” statements. I encouraged 

them to let one statement inspire the next, to keep writing despite items on the list seeming silly 

or useless, to allow the phrase to become a kind of meditation that stirs up content. Anaphora as 

a form is interesting in and of itself for the kind of content it invites (and that other forms don’t). 

It is associative, quick moving, establishes connections that wouldn’t occur were a writer using 

complete sentences, transitions, paragraphs. After about ten minutes of writing, we shared some 

of our beliefs as a group. I then asked the teachers to select one of these belief statements, the 

one that felt most important or true to them, and brainstorm moments from their lives that felt 

connected to this belief. These too could be in the form of a list, or full sentences. I asked that 

they didn’t spend too much time on any one moment, but instead note enough so they would 

recognize the memory when they read back over their writing. I then asked the teachers to 

choose one of these moments and expand it, focusing on sensory detail to bring it to life. I asked 

them questions as they wrote: What objects do you associate with this memory? What season? 

What smells, tastes, and sounds? What person? What conflict? 

At the end of the session we shared what we’d written, reflecting, too, on what it had 
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been like to complete the exercises. A number of the teachers said they appreciated how each 

step of the prewriting process helped them generate ideas. They didn’t feel stuck like they 

sometimes did in other contexts. They also found it easier to write having spent some time with 

the mentor texts. I asked the group to use what they’d written as prewriting for a “This I Believe 

Essay” they would bring with them the next time we met. (We would later workshop these 

essays as part of another cycle). 

An Interruption 

So far I have been relating a progress narrative. I brought in an activity and a set of 

mentor texts, the teachers drew insightful conclusions about the genre and form, they wrote 

themselves, they shared their writing. What followed this meeting, however, demonstrates 

ruptura. 

Not long after this meeting, I received an email from the English Department head who 

had been in attendance. He said he was excited about the lesson, but added that a few of the 

teachers had expressed some apprehension. They didn’t fully understand how “This I Believe” 

would model “expository writing” (the genre the students would be writing on the test). He told 

me he’d reminded them that the highest scoring STAAR essays (fours) include students’ “unique 

perspective or experience,” and then confessed to me that not many students had received threes 

or fours, which he saw as evidence that this lesson could really help. (It is worth noting the way 

the department head, like many in standardized test contexts, equates writing with scores, despite 

being generally supportive of our creative approach). His primary concern was to do with thesis 

statements. He said he was reluctant to give students an exercise “so close to STAAR” with a 

model essay that has an implicit thesis statement. He wondered if we could use “‘This I Believe’ 

as a bridge or vehicle rather than a finished project.” 
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Given the feedback I’d received from teachers during our meeting, I was surprised to 

receive this email. It would seem they had not been as forthcoming in their reflections about the 

writing experience as I’d initially thought. Or perhaps with some time away to think about its 

application, they found they had questions. I shared the department head’s concerns with my 

supervisor. She had attended the meeting in which I had proposed “This I Believe” as a focus of 

our first cycle and was familiar with the genre. I asked her whether she saw the resistance 

described as symptom of larger confusion about the goals of the WITS Collaborative project. We 

were not, after all, in the business of preparing students for STAAR (despite taking it into 

account when collaborating). 

My supervisor said she didn’t think the problem was the “This I Believe” concept itself, 

but that the teachers were likely “nervous about the upcoming STAAR test and worried about 

confusing their students—especially the weaker ones.” She felt the department head’s concern 

about teaching implicit thesis statements seemed justified considering the students’ low scores, 

and wondered if there was a way to have students build an explicit thesis into their “This I 

Believe” essays. In regards to my concerns about communicating the program goals over all, she 

acknowledged that we were still figuring out what works best. What if, she asked, we could 

create a model wherein creative lessons are explicitly connected to STAAR application over the 

course of a year, or even over the course of two paired lessons. The bottom line, she said, was 

transparency with teachers. She saw it as important that we help them make the transfer from one 

context to another. 

I initially bristled at this exchange, believing it was not my job to teach STAAR; that 

changing the lesson to suit teacher concerns about the test was not in keeping with the WITS 

mission; that the teachers should recognize teaching implicit thesis statements is good for 
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students; and that by making this change we were subverting the original intentions of the “This I 

Believe” genre. In other words, like Karie and Maryann (whose views are discussed in Chapter 

Four), I struggled to move past my own subject position as a writer, an outsider in the school, 

here to teach creative writing. I struggled, too, with the ways in which these suggestions 

challenged my own values. I was opposed to formulaic writing, to STAAR, to the constant focus 

on students scores. I was not considering context, the conventions of my environment, or the 

practical needs of these teachers and students. And while it was easy for me to say the activity I 

was envisioning still encouraged good writing, putting this into practice required a level of risk 

the teachers didn’t feel ready to take—didn’t feel ready to encourage their students to take—

given what was at stake. 

In many ways my supervisor’s response was a push to respond tactically to the situation, 

to consider the needs and fears of the teachers with whom I was working, and to privilege, above 

all else, writing and teaching practices that would transfer to contexts beyond our lesson. She 

was calling for true collaboration, asking me to take the team’s concerns seriously, to maintain 

an environment in which all parties had equal say. In these ways she was putting into practice the 

values of effective community engagement discussed above. The question became: how can we 

play, formally, given our constrains? 

A Compromise 

When I reconvened with the teachers after this exchange to develop our lesson, they 

shared additional concerns. A number of them said they spent a lot of time trying to teach 

students not to use the phrase “I believe” or “I think.” They wanted them to become skilled at 

stating their views boldly and confidently, rather than couching them in an ‘I’ statement. They 

were also concerned with the word “story”—a word central to creative writing, the “This I 
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Believe” genre, and the WITS mission—as a way to talk about the short narratives in the mentor 

texts. They worried students hearing that word would write narrative essays, referring to another 

standardized test genre, rather than expository ones. They were concerned with breaking the 

“rules” of writing, with steering the students toward narrative, where narrative is a test genre 

distinct from expository (the genre students would have to perform on the test). They were 

reverting to assumptions about writing detailed in Chapter One and born out of STAAR and a 

formula-focused approach to writing. 

What we ultimately created as a team was a compromise between the writing process I 

had demonstrated during our planning meaning, one based in invention, and the teachers’ 

concerns about STAAR, or a set of conventions. We decided to develop a three-day lesson, 

divided equally between prewriting, drafting, and revision. I would visit on the first and third 

days, with the teachers guiding students through the essay writing process on the second. We 

would use the word “anecdote” instead of story and teachers would have the option of 

emphasizing more traditional thesis statements, and even asking students to revise “This I 

Believe” out of their final drafts. These choices, however, would be coupled with a discussion 

about how the conventions of the “This I Believe” genre differ from those of STAAR, and how 

writers can use delayed thesis or “I Believe” effectively in these (non-STAAR) contexts. In the 

lessons we co-taught together, we walked through the same kind of analysis of the mentor texts 

described above—with a focus on the relationship between content and form. Our conversation 

informed their contributions to this discussion, and the lessons they taught in the classes I did not 

visit. By engaging in the same prewriting process I led the teachers through, students practiced 

invention while attending to the conventions of the genre. 

The teachers also adapted the lessons to meet the needs of their own students. One, for 
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example, translated our pre-writing activity into a worksheet (included in Appendix D), adding 

the following instructions and sentence stem for students to complete after the free-writing stage: 

What are you really trying to say? What is the overall message of your essay? 

Complete the sentence below to have your message clearly in your mind. Look at 

the example if you need help. 

EXAMPLE: By using green hair spikes, I am conveying the message that people 

should help others in any way they can, even if it’s unconventional. 

By using __________________, I am conveying the message 

that______________________________. 

She felt this would help to ensure students didn’t stop at green hair spikes or flowers on 

graves. She believed that, as with STAAR essays, a good “This I Believe” essay needed to 

include a larger idea. (She is right.) By identifying this relationship ahead of time, she argued 

students would be better able to construct an explicit thesis in their final drafts, practicing a 

process that would have direct application on STAAR. 

Again, I was hesitant at first to adopt these changes. Worksheets are in many ways the 

antithesis of WITS, and the embodiment of writing by template or formula. I have found, in my 

own experience, that students can often view a handout of this sort as something to get through, 

filling it out as quickly as possible for the sake of being done with the assignment. The blanks 

themselves can suggest writing is about finding the right answers, or completing a set of 

unlinked tasks. I worried, too, that by providing what amounted to an outline of the lesson plan 

to students, we ran the risk of undermining the process of discovery that drives a good lesson and 

keeps students engaged. On the other hand, I had to trust that this teacher knew her students. And 

that her experience with them, and other freshman at the school, suggested they needed 
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something concrete, and in writing, to keep them on task. She also needed a way to evaluate their 

progress. It became important to remember, too, that not all worksheets are created equal. This 

one was based in the pre-writing we completed together, working more as an organizational tool 

for students than a prescriptive template. 

And while the idea of students determining their essay’s meaning before writing it 

seemed contrary to the process of inquiry writers value, I also recognized that the teachers were 

trying to prepare their students for a standardized test on which they wouldn’t have the luxury of 

writing two drafts to determine what they thought and felt about their subject. I appreciated that 

the teachers were willing to allow students the chance to free write before using the sentence 

stem above, so as to preserve a focus on process and exploration. If we were altering our lesson 

to meet the aims of STAAR, we were also encouraging transferable writing practices, made even 

more so by meta-conversations about genre we’d had when discussing the mentor texts. 

This is not to say I became entirely comfortable with these changes. I remain critical of 

the practice of making STAAR, and student performance on it, a player in all writing activities. 

In an ideal world, students would write their “This I Believe Essays” without any concern for 

STAAR application. Like the teachers after our initial meeting, I was uncomfortable. And this 

discomfort, I came to understand in reflection, was necessary to finding common ground that 

would allow this lesson—which included writing process, a focus on genre, form, invention in 

the face of convention—to reach students. We were practicing ruptura. 

The revision portion of our lesson (Appendix E) asked students to reflect critically on the 

essays they wrote, identifying how they had challenged a popular belief, describing the balance 

they’d achieved between anecdote and insight, and discussing how they were using concrete 

details to further their essay’s concerns. We also asked them to describe how well the essay was 
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adhering to the genre conventions provided. The teachers added a reflection component focused 

on ensuring sentence variety. They asked students to highlight, in different colors, short and long 

sentences. If there was little variation, students were instructed to add it for effect like Bautista 

does. While this activity could be seen as an example of rule-based composing (you must have 

this many short sentences, this many long ones), and is often taught that way, in this case 

students were being asked to consider why a writer might use sentence variation, referencing a 

mentor text as example. They were also reflecting critically on a piece of writing they had 

composed rather than following an arbitrary rule presented out of context. Rather than receiving 

a template that included these elements and writing accordingly, they wrote first, then looked to 

their work to see if they were meeting the requirements of the genre and teacher-identified 

qualities of effective writing. Invention, here, was prioritized. Learning about writing was 

happening in the context of writing, in the concrete (this is my writing, how do I improve it?), vs. 

in the abstract (these are the rules, now follow them.) 

One of the teachers used the revision template we developed to guide her students 

through a critique of her own essay. As they pointed out what was working and suggested ideas 

for revision, she took notes and asked follow-up questions. She was in essence demonstrating her 

own writing process to the students, with an emphasis on writing as verb (vs. noun), as malleable 

and changeable depending on context, audience and purpose. Having watched her do this, I both 

incorporated the practice into my own lesson modeling, and encouraged other teachers to do so. 

Like the teacher who created the worksheet, and like those who voiced their early concerns about 

the lesson, she was actively participating in the creation of curriculum, demonstrating her own 

agency as a collaborator and “contribut[ing] to pedagogical knowledge” (Lieberman and Wood 

4), rather than absorbing and performing what had been prescribed. Like the students, she was 
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finding room for invention within the conventions I had introduced. She was playing with form, 

allowing the form her lesson took to shift based on the content she wanted to introduce. 

What resulted from our collaboration was a lesson that drew students’ attention to genre 

convention, but also to the different ways in which writers bring their own voice and style to 

these conventions through invention. Students practiced writing as process, as inquiry, but also 

attended to what would be expected of them on the STAAR exam. Teachers practiced writing 

themselves, modeled with their own writing, and experienced authentic revision. They also felt 

comfortable, in the end, with the lesson’s connection to the expository writing that would be 

required on STAAR. 

I wouldn’t say the teachers or I came out of the experience feeling we had executed a 

lesson that was perfectly aligned with the pedagogies we brought to the table. However, in 

compromising, drawing from concerns about process, about genre, about convention, and about 

STAAR, the students benefited. 

Reflection 

Drawing on Donald Schon and other scholars of reflection, Kathleen Blake Yancey 

defines reflection as “the processes by which we know what we have accomplished and by 

which we articulate accomplishment” (6). It involves, she says, looking both forward and 

backward, then “putting the projections and the reviews in dialogue with each other, working 

dialectically as we seek to discover what we know, what we have learned, and what we might 

understand” (6). Yancey’s definition describes the approach to reflection WITS Collaborative 

participants take during PLC meetings. Writers are trained to guide teachers through a process 

(often involving writing) of identifying what worked in a completed lesson, what they can apply 

in future instructional contexts, and what goals they would like to continue to work toward as 
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they move into subsequent cycles.  

In our reflection meeting ending the cycle I am describing here, we started by identifying 

areas in which we felt the students had excelled. Theses included writing an essay that 

challenged a popular belief, connecting a belief statement to a larger idea, choosing an 

appropriate anecdote to support a claim, and writing and defending a clear thesis statement—all 

things we had identified as important this first cycle. The students wrote essays that were vivid, 

complex, and concrete. One wrote about her belief in “sticky sand and cold wind” as a way of 

confronting her brother’s death and reckoning with fate; one wrote about his belief in flavor, 

describing the closeness he felt to his father as he helped out in the family restaurant; Others 

shared their beliefs in green tea, coffee shop conversations, music, and the game League of 

Legends. They discussed values that stemmed from their own lives and experiences (as opposed 

to those delivered externally through STAAR prompts and famous quotes). 

Of course, the list of things to work on is always longer. The teachers and I wanted to 

continue to teach students to use concrete details effectively, attend to word choice and tone, 

develop transitions, organize their writing more adeptly, and write conclusions. And while these 

are certainly areas in which the students could continue to improve, I would argue this low-

stakes creative writing assignment—focused on process, meta-conversations about genre 

conventions, and close examination of mentor texts—allowed them room to practice risk taking 

and formal play, two things often missing in test-centric classrooms. 

More generally, in our reflection meeting we talked about adjusting the WITS 

collaborative process so as to ensure concepts and practices we taught in the context of our 

lessons didn’t start and end there. The teachers brought up providing additional scaffolding for 

students leading up to and following WITS Collaborative lessons (sharing, for example, “This I 
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Believe” essays at the start of each class in the weeks leading up to my visit); asking students to 

journal in class to foster a more regular writing practice; incorporating writing workshop using 

Google Docs; mapping a mentor text; and using visuals and drawing to brainstorm. Teachers 

were, in effect, thinking about transfer, and how they might make the processes we’d practiced a 

more constant part of the way they were teaching writing year round. They were, in essence, 

claiming the lesson as their own, demonstrating their own agency through the practice of 

reflection. They wanted to ensure the lesson wasn’t a one-time thing, wasn’t only “therapy” or 

“fun,” but the development of a practice that could be applied in other contexts, including but not 

limited to STAAR.  We of course didn’t accomplish all of this over the course of the year. But 

these goals informed the work we did in subsequent cycles. 

Many of our other WITS Collaborative lessons that year took genre and the conventions 

associated with them as a starting point, and then asked students to play within these constructs. 

Students wrote persona poems, focusing on voice and how line breaks might change meaning 

and reallocate emphasis; they created multigenre and multimodal texts; they engaged in writing 

workshop. Our final lesson built on the teachers’ existing unit on Romeo and Juliet. The students 

created tweets, Facebook profiles, and Pinterest pages for the play’s characters. This afforded us 

an opportunity to look closely at how content (and especially voice) shifted as it moved from a 

literary form (the play) to a contemporary one (a social media platform). Our focus was on the 

rhetorical nature of form. 

My intention in describing this WITS Collaborative Cycle is not to encourage other 

teachers, community literacy organizations, or writers to imitate what took place in these 

classrooms and with this team. This would not be in keeping with the spirit of this dissertation. 

Writers and teachers need room for creative play, not new formulas to imitate. Further, every 
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teacher has his/her own set of needs based on the student population, culture, and administrative 

realities at his/her school. These needs must be addressed rhetorically—with an eye toward 

audience and the existing conventions of a particular context. They also must be addressed 

poetically—moving simultaneously within and against existing forms. Instead, I intend for this to 

be an example of how curriculum, lessons, and/or professional development collaborations might 

benefit from additional attention to form, and the uncomfortable but useful composing space that 

emerges when traditionally opposed approaches to writing instruction interact. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion  
 
 

A problem arises anytime a single tool is used for reform (Armein and Berliner; Kohn; 

Au; McNeil). And ours is an educational moment in which a single tool is not only determining 

the fates of students and schools, but determining what can and can’t be taught within these 

schools. In the language arts classroom, this manifests as strict adherence to writing formulas 

intended to teach students to compose in a single artificial genre using writing practices that are 

non-transferable and impede learning and thinking.  

In this dissertation I have posited a rhetorical-poetic conception of form as a useful lens 

through which to reconsider how we teach writing in contexts where high-stakes testing dictates 

curriculum year-round. Drawing on research, observations, and interviews conducted in Houston 

secondary schools, I conclude the following about the relationship between standardized testing, 

formulas, form, and the collaborative approach I have advocated here: 

Teaching and Writing under STAAR 

Interviews with teachers at both schools reveal the role fear and risk play in teaching and 

writing, the negative impact of standardized testing on student work, and the challenge of 

naming and/or teaching alternatives to formula. They also demonstrate teachers’ earnest desire to 

do what's best for their students, to teach writing in authentic ways, and to encourage critical and 

creative thinking. More often than not, their goals for student writing are aligned with those 

expressed by district representatives, the writers they work with, as well as best practices in the 

field of rhetoric and composition. And yet, their classroom practices reflect an adherence to 

formulaic writing and teaching that can obstruct meaning making for students.  

 The reasons for these tendencies are complex, and challenge misconceptions about how 

teachers teach writing in contexts significantly influenced by high-stakes testing. There is a 
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legitimate disconnect between authentic writing practices and the writing required by STAAR, 

which is a-contextual and a-rhetorical (Anson). When the teachers interviewed here compose for 

themselves, they engage in practices central to the writing act. Their work is, as the Conference 

on College Composition and Communication’s (CCCC) position statement on postsecondary 

teaching suggests about writing, social, rhetorical, complex, informed by a sense of audience and 

purpose, and based in a process of discovery and thinking. Or, as Anson writes, “constantly 

evolving, contextually mediated, contextually determined . . . influenced by social and 

institutional histories, conventions, and expectations” (114). STAAR writing, as it is taught, is 

rhetorical only in the sense that students are well aware of audience expectations as passed down 

to them from teachers and administrators. It lacks purpose beyond achieving a score; And, as 

evidenced by STAAR prompts and the response strategies they encourage, the test leaves little to 

no room for complexity, discovery, or thinking—little room for meaning making (Anson, 

Williams). Rather, students are asked to follow a template largely divorced from writing process. 

And while it would be naïve to suggest exams should provide for authentic writing 

opportunities—they are, by nature, artificial—it is neither naïve nor excessive to insist that 

writing instruction be grounded in these practices, regardless of the genre application (in this 

case, the STAAR essay), nor to recognize that testing culture precludes this grounding across the 

board. Students writing in high-stakes testing contexts are not only missing the opportunity for 

authentic writing, their teachers are often actively discouraging them from it—at least until 

STAAR is over in April.  

As evidenced by the STAAR writing exam prompts I analyze here, the test asks students 

to conform to both a set of culturally-acceptable values (content) and means of thinking through 

these values (form, or formula in this case). In essence, it restricts both the what and the how of 
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student writing, limiting possibilities for complex thinking and/or expression of a complex 

identity. This matters not because students are limited on the tests themselves (we all learn as 

students to jump through the required hoops), but because this mode of instruction, as I’ve 

shown here, is pervasive, impacting writing instruction throughout the year and in multiple 

grades. It is necessary, then, to find ways to respond to these conventions without sacrificing 

invention. 

Form 

Form is useful especially, I argue, because of its complex relationship to content, and its 

situatedness in the interplay between verb and the noun (making and made), convention and 

invention; It also provides an interesting metaphor through which to understand and respond to 

tensions between convention and invention playing out in classrooms more generally as teachers 

attempt to design meaningful curriculum while complying with administrative and testing 

requirements. In other words, form offers us a thing to think with, both at the micro-level of 

student writing and the macro-level of school systems. Because each is indicative of the other, I 

argue we cannot examine one without examining the other. Teachers responding to the artificial 

limits of their environments set artificial limits on student writing. When teachers teach from a 

place of fear and limited agency, their pedagogies result in student writing defined by fear and 

limited agency. The most productive response, then, happens at a grass roots level, with the 

individuals impacted by these constraints. This is where form becomes useful.  

In Chapter Two I returned to histories of the term form in rhetoric, literature, and creative 

writing. (These histories blend into one another—rigid boundaries rarely hold, whatever the 

context.) I demonstrated that while form dropped off the map for scholars of composition (with a 

few important exceptions like Berthoff), it didn’t for creative writers, and especially poets, who 
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allowed the term to adapt to fit evolving needs. I conclude that writing teachers benefit from a 

more malleable understanding of form, one that incorporates these diverse histories; and that this 

conceptualization is beneficial to students for whom a rigid relationship to convention limits 

expression and writing ability. As poets continually assert (through their poems and discussions 

of craft), not all forms can carry all meanings. It is a significant problem, then, that a single 

form(ula) is dominating writing instruction in our schools.   

It is important to note that I am not suggesting teachers start teaching formal poetry 

(though this can be an avenue toward formal experimentation), teach form as a vocabulary word 

in their classrooms, or even make form, as a concept, an explicit focus of curriculum. As is 

evident in my description of the WITS Collaborative “This I Believe” lesson (Chapter Five), I do 

not spend much time (if any) introducing or defining form for the teachers and students with 

whom I work. Unlike the formulas I critique here, form is not intended to be Band-Aid or quick 

fix for our pedagogical woes. I am wary of any method or approach positioned as such. Instead, I 

am arguing an understanding of form grounded in the relationships I have described can help us 

respond productively to a problematic context. It is an alternative to, or a progression from, 

writing as formula.  

Collaboration 

Similarly, it is not my purpose in focusing on WITS Collaborative to suggest every 

classroom or school bring in a writer to work with teachers on writing and designing lessons. If 

this is a useful and/or achievable professional development model, great. I encourage teachers 

and writers to take advantage of programs offered by WITS, the National Writing Project, and 

other organizations incorporating craft-focused pedagogies into language arts classrooms. I also 

advocate the creation of such programs within and outside of secondary and post-secondary 
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institutions. A great example is the Common Ground Institute offered through the Honors 

College at the University of Houston. Teachers are paid a small stipend to spend two weeks 

reading, writing, listening to invited speakers (often fiction writers and poets), and sharing ideas 

about classroom application. If, as Au suggests, standardization requires we ignore “local, 

individual conditions and local, individual factors,” the kind of grassroots response I advocate 

here is a return to the local, the individual. It begins in classrooms. It begins with teachers. It 

begins with students, and student writing. It is most productive when it involves actors inhabiting 

different subject positions. This dissertation calls for scholars, teachers, and administrators at 

both the secondary and postsecondary level faced with top-down mandates to flip the script, 

identifying ways to play within and against conventions.  

In many cases, however, the resources required for these kinds of formal collaborations 

are not available to schools. This is where Paula Matthieu’s tactical approach to community 

engagement becomes particularly useful: where might we enact change in smaller, more 

temporary, and perhaps less measurable ways in our immediate environments? Answering this 

question begins with teachers reconsidering their own practices with an eye toward identifying 

and inhabiting a middle ground between convention and invention, skills-based and creative-

pedagogies, the test and authentic writing. This is a call to activate those spaces through 

metacognitive reflection on writing practice, professional development in multiple approaches to 

teaching composition, including creative writing-based approaches, and an openness to 

discomfort. This dissertation moves us closer to this goal by revealing the problems with 

formula-focused instruction in high-stakes testing environments, especially as they impact 

teachers and students whose agency is most limited, and by responding with a rhetorical-poetic 

conception of form (applied metaphorically and practically) that might aid this movement. 



Cooper 168 

A meta-reflection on form 

I struggled while writing this dissertation with the relationship between my own form and 

content. Academic writing, and the dissertation genre specifically, have their own conventions. 

Multiple times I sent a draft of a chapter to my director or another committee member who 

advised me to revise my writing so it was more aligned with these conventions. My readers 

recommended, for example, that I make my argument early and explicitly in each chapter, or that 

chapters begin and end with a map of where we’ve been and where we are headed. (Both 

acknowledged that this was perhaps ironic given my focus.) In most cases, I heeded this advice. 

Like the students and teachers with whom I work, I know what I need to do to pass this test. 

Beyond that, I know that genre conventions exist for a reason. As my dissertation director would 

often remind me, readers in the field expect certain moves. Readers of academic work are often 

looking for explicit and easy-to-find thesis and mapping statements because they are reading a 

lot of material at once and need to understand (often quickly) how an argument relates to others 

and their own. Having spent the last two years writing a dissertation, I understand this need 

intimately. 

On the other hand, I also see value in slowing down as readers and writers, in obsessing 

not just over the newness of a thing (the what), but the newness of its form (the how). This is 

something we might borrow from creative writers. If form and content are linked, as I’ve 

claimed here, it seems counterintuitive that a dissertation challenging our reliance on formulas 

would adhere to formulas to deliver its message. If I have managed to communicate my message 

using the conventions of this particular genre (which I hope I have), I also hope I have 

challenged these conventions to some degree—by including personal anecdotes, relying on 

narrative, speaking through metaphor, or placing elements in conversation by way of 



Cooper 169 

juxtaposition. I intend to continue to play with form as I revise these chapters post-dissertation. 

As I argue here, formal invention involves both Burke’s satisfying of expectations and the 

subverting of them in an effort to illustrate content. This may mean borrowing more explicitly 

from creative nonfiction, poetry, and other forms in the reworking of this academic text; 

composing a multigenre text; or prioritizing, at least some of the time, storytelling and inquiry 

over argument and clearly laid-out paths. I am also looking for middle ground. This is not 

entirely new territory. As I note in Chapter Four, scholars of personal writing (Miller; Hindman; 

Bishop) have been exploring the possibility of, if not always alternative forms, alternative 

content, for some time. Revising in this direction is a risk, but one that feels worth taking given 

my argument.  

A final note about the writing process. My discussions of testing, form, and the 

collaborative process each center on movement away from binary thinking, writing, and 

teaching. Writing this dissertation taught me just how difficult it is to avoid such binaries. Our 

culture is in many ways built on it: we have a two-party political system, sharp divides between 

the rich and the poor, a legal system based on, as Jen Wingard notes, the separation of bad apples 

from good. Language, the naming of things, is also dependent on taxonomy. This is one thing. 

This is another. While writing I often asked myself if—by assigning writers and teachers to 

different chapters, by comparing and contrasting their pedagogies, by continually emphasizing 

skills-based and creative-based pedagogies—I was affirming rather than challenging existing 

binaries. At the same time, I have tried to push back against this division, focusing on the ways 

in which the different perspectives I explore here are and might be placed in conversation.  

Further illustrating the artificiality of binary divisions, my interviews reveal the boundary 

between teacher and writer is often much less clear than one would expect. In many cases I am 
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speaking with teachers who also write, writers who also teach. Karie, for example, has come to 

identify more as a teacher than a writer. Mary and Ellie have both published in literary venues. I 

am playing the role of WITS writer in these classroom contexts, but am simultaneously writing 

an academic text toward completion of a degree focused on pedagogy. These divisions are 

blurred within all of us. Another aim of this work, then, is to bring these complex identities into 

focus.  

Opportunities for further research 

This study has brought to light several areas in which further research is needed. 

Genre 

While I talk peripherally about genre here, the scope of this project did not allow for a 

full investigation of genre as macrocosm of of form—with the same complex relationship to 

convention, to content, to the interplay between making and made. In the field of composition, 

genre is most often taken up by WAC/WID scholars and those advocating multigenre projects 

(Jung, Mack, Romano), where students create texts, often research papers, that incorporate 

traditional academic writing and a multitude of other genres including fictionalized journal 

entries, emails, letters, recipes, newspaper articles. Scholars advocating multigenre composing 

stress that movement between genres increases rhetorical ability and allows students to better tell 

their stories. Attention tends to be on content, however, rather than the relationship between 

content and form I attend to here.  

Many contemporary writers experimenting with form and genre in compelling ways. This 

is especially true among writers belonging to marginalized groups. Their work—multigenre, 

genre-blending, genre-bending—often engages with issues of identity, enacting, through 

rhetorical choices and genre relationships, a fraught relationship to conventions. Most famously, 
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Gloria Anzaldua argues in Borderlands: La Frontera, that by varying language and genre she is 

able to fully represent her multivocal mestiza identity. Marjane Satrapi and Alison Bechdel blend 

memoir and graphic novel to address, in very different ways, the struggle to understand where 

and how to identify. Others like Nick Flynn, Norma Cantu, Michael Ondaatje, Anne Carson, and 

A. Van Jordan use genres and forms ranging from plays and lists to dictionary definitions and 

essays to demonstrate, or enact, the multivocal nature of experience. These texts are worthy of 

study by scholars of rhetoric and composition, and not just literature, for what they teach us 

about the relationship between form and content, and why/how not all forms can carry all 

messages.  

WITS 

I also see a need for further study of the Houston Writers in the Schools organization as a 

whole (rather than just WITS Collaborative), as it contributes to the literacies of Houston 

students in meaningful ways. The organization sends writers into not only schools, but libraries, 

hospitals, community centers, and art museums. In our field’s continued effort to acknowledge 

the import of “extracurricular” literacies (Gere), this is one that has been largely overlooked. 

WITS Houston is the largest organization of its kind, but similar organizations exist in many 

cities around the country. These organizations counteract traditional literacy practices through 

their craft-centered approach to writing instruction and impact across school and district 

boundaries. More research is needed on how the organization impacts students, especially in our 

standardized-testing culture.  

 

I am currently teaching at a summer creative writing camp in collaboration with another 

WITS Writer, a poet in the University of Houston Creative Writing Program. We are teaching 
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the personal essay genre. Given my research interests, I have been especially attuned to the way 

she teaches which, not surprisingly, is centered on form. Our first week she brought in three flash 

nonfiction essays from the online journal Brevity to illustrate how multiple writers with a similar 

aim and audience play with the conventions of this genre. We looked at all three together, 

discussing everything from tone to use of metaphor and litany, to structure. I bring this up 

because my work with WITS, with teachers, and with other WITS writers continues to show me 

how much richer our teaching practices become when we include in our classrooms writer-

informed (vs. only school-informed) approaches to a text.  

Beginning in fall 2017, I will be joining the faculty in Murray State University’s English 

Pedagogy and Technology Doctor of Arts program, which serves a cohort made up of both 

college- and secondary-level teachers. The first of its kind in the country, the program provides a 

unique opportunity for collaborations of the sort I advocate here—between educators with 

different subject positions, teaching practices, and understandings of language and writing. I am 

eager to continue to investigate how these students and I might collectively invent, given the 

conventions we each face in our respective teaching contexts. To return to McCrimmon, we fail 

our field when we ignore what is occurring in educational contexts that are not our own. How do 

we respond as college educators once we acknowledge the “centralized and systemic state and 

federal control over writing instruction” (McCrimmon 248) occurring at the secondary level? 

How do we respond, as secondary educators, given tensions between the writing expectations of 

state-mandated tests and the colleges many of our students will one day attend? It is important 

we keep asking these questions.   

Michel de Certeau, writing about the space of a city, describes the ways in which citizens 

create “lines of desire” —cutting through an alley or across a field, rather than following the 
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sidewalk, to reach a destination. Attention to form allows students to view the space of the page 

as citizens view the space of a city—there is room for disruption, for alteration of space. Rather 

than teaching them to conform out of fear an active relationship to composing might lead them 

astray, this approach allows them to exist simultaneously within and outside of the confining 

structures of our educational system. Through a rhetorical-poetic understanding of form, students 

situate themselves as active makers vs. passive receivers of a (in this case writing) space.  
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Appendix A: Sample Interview Questions (Teachers) 
 

1. How long have you been teaching and in what capacities? (grade level, classes, etc.) 

2. How long have you been teaching at this school and in what capacities? (grade level, classes, 

etc.) 

3. Why did you decide to become a teacher? 

4. Describe your school and how you perceive the culture there. 

5. Describe yourself as a writing teacher. What would you say are your core pedagogical values? 

6. Describe yourself as a writer. 

a.) In what contexts do you write? 

b.) Do you think of yourself as a writer? 

c.) Describe your writing process. 

7. How, if at all, does your writing practice impact your teaching? 

8. What would you say is your role as a teacher in the WITS Collaborative project? 

9. What are some of the successes of your work with the WITS Collaborative project? 

10. What have been some of the challenges of your work with the WITS Collaborative project? 

11. How comfortable do you feel writing with the WITS Writer during PLC meetings? 

12. Has your writing process changed since beginning this project? If so, how? 

13. Has your attitude about writing changed since beginning this process? If so, how? 

14. Has work with WITS collaborative impacted your teaching? If so, how? 

15. Do you feel the strategies the WITS Writer employs to teach writing and her pedagogical 

goals are complimentary to your own? 

16. How would you define good student writing? 

17. What are your biggest concerns about student writing? How do you address those concerns? 
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18. What role, if any, does standardized testing play in your teaching? 

19. What impact, if any, do you think standardized testing has on student writing? 

20. How do you think the WITS collaborative project impacts teachers? 

21. How do you think the WITS collaborative project impacts students? 

22. How do you think the WITS collaborative project impacts schools? 

23. One of the early goals of the WITS Collaborative project was to prioritize “form over 

formula” in writing instruction. What, if anything, does this mean to you as a teacher? Is this 

something you consider when working with students? 

24. What do you think would improve the WITS Collaborative project? 
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Appendix B: Sample Interview Questions (Writers) 
 
1. How long have you worked for WITS? 

2. Why did you decide to become a WITS writer? 

3. Describe yourself as a writer. 

a. In what genres do you primarily write? 

b. How often do you write? 

c. Describe your writing process. 

4. Describe yourself as a writing teacher. What would you say are your core pedagogical values? 

5. How, if at all, does your writing practice impact your teaching? 

6. Why did you decide to participate in the WITS Collaborative project? 

7. Describe the school in which you are placed and how you perceive the culture there. 

8. Do you feel welcomed and supported at your school? 

9. Describe your placement. What does a typical meeting/ teaching cycle look like? 

10. Describe your WITS Collaborative PLC meetings. 

11. Describe your WITS Collaborative co-teaching sessions. 

12. What would you say is your role as a WITS Collaborative writer? 

13. What are your goals as a WITS Collaborative Writer? 

14. What are some of the successes of your work with the WITS Collaborative project? 

15. What have been some of the challenges of your work with the WITS Collaborative project? 

16. How would you define good student writing? 

17. What concerns do the teachers you work with bring up most frequently about student 

writing? How do you address these concerns? 
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18. Do you feel the strategies the teachers you work with employ to teach writing and their 

pedagogical goals are complimentary to your own? 

19. What role, if any, does standardized testing play in your interactions at the school? 

20. What impact, if any, do you think standardized testing has on student writing? 

21. What do you feel you bring to the classroom as a WITS writer that is different from the 

writing instruction already taking place in your school? 

22. How do you think the WITS collaborative project impacts teachers? 

23. How do you think the WITS collaborative project impacts students? 

24. How do you think the WITS collaborative project impacts schools? 

25. One of the early goals of the WITS Collaborative project was to prioritize “form over 

formula” in writing instruction. What, if anything, does this mean to you as a writer and teacher? 

Is this something you consider when working with students and teachers? 

26. What do you think would improve the WITS Collaborative project? 

27. Have your practices as a writer and/or teacher changed due to the WITS collaborative 

project? 
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Appendix C: “This I Believe” Essay Guidelines 

Tell a story about you: Be specific. Take your belief out of the ether and ground it in the events of 
your life. Consider moments when this belief was formed or tested or changed. Think of your 
own experience, work, and family, and tell of the things you know that no one else does. Your 
story need not be heart-warming or gut-wrenching—it can even be funny—but it should be real. 
Make sure your story ties to the essence of your daily life philosophy and the shaping of your 
beliefs. 

Be brief: Your statement should be between 500 and 600 words. That’s about three minutes when 
read aloud at your natural pace. 

Name your belief: If you can’t name it in a sentence or two, your essay might not be about belief. 
Also, rather than writing a list, consider focusing on one core belief, because three minutes is a 
very short time. 

Be positive: Please avoid preaching or editorializing. Tell us what you do believe, not what you 
don’t believe. Avoid speaking in the editorial “we.” Make your essay about you; speak in the first 
person. 

Be personal: Write in words and phrases that are comfortable for you to speak. We recommend 
you read your essay aloud to yourself several times, and each time edit it and simplify it until you 
find the words, tone, and story that truly echo your belief and the way you speak. 
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Appendix D: “This I Believe” Pre-Writing Lesson 
 
English I Lesson       Name:____________________ 
“This I Believe” Pre-Writing         
        Period:_______ 
 
1. Anaphora is the repetition of a word or phrase at the beginning of a sentence or line. It can be 
used powerfully in a speech or a poem. It can also be a way to get ideas down on paper. Make a 
list below of things you believe in, beginning each with“I believe.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
2. Pick one of your belief statements above and circle it. This should be one you both feel 
strongly about and could talk about at some length in an essay. 
 
3. Make a list of at least three specific moments from your life in which this belief was 
demonstrated. You don't have to write these out in detail yet. Just write a sentence or two 
identifying them. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
4. Pick one of these moments and circle it. 
 
5. Brainstorm specific people/ places/ things you associate with this moment. 
 
Places   People   Objects   Smells/ Tastes  
 Sounds 
 
 
 
 
 
7. On a separate sheet of paper, free write (write without stopping) about your belief and the 
moment you've selected. Don't worry about getting things right just yet. This is a chance to see 
what you think through writing. 
 
 
 



Cooper 180 

8. What are you really trying to say? What is the overall message of your essay? Complete the 
sentence below to have your message clearly in your mind. Look at the example if you need 
help. 
 
EXAMPLE: By using green hair spikes, I am conveying the message that people should help 
others in any way they can, even if it’s unconventional. 
 
By using _____________________________________________, I am conveying the message 

that 

______________________________________________________________________________

______________________________________________________________________________

________________________. 
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