
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Copyright 
 

by 
 

Nancy A. Barnhart 
 
 

May, 2012 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

UNDERSTANDING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF THE WRITERS IN THE SCHOOLS 

ORGANIZATION THROUGH THE WRITERS’ PERSPECTIVES 

 
 
 
 

 
A Dissertation Presented to the 

Faculty of the College of Education 
University of Houston 

 
 
 

In Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree 

 
 
 
 

Doctor of Education 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 

by 
 

Nancy Barnhart 

May, 2012 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
UNDERSTANDING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF THE WRITERS IN THE SCHOOLS 

ORGANIZATION THROUGH THE WRITERS’ PERSPECTIVES 

 
 
 

A Dissertation for the Degree 

Doctor of Education 

by 

Nancy A. Barnhart 

 

 
Approved by Dissertation Committee: 
 
 
____________________________________ 
Dr. Sara G. McNeil, Chairperson 
 
 
____________________________________ 
Dr. Mimi M. Lee, Committee Member 
 
 
____________________________________ 
Dr. Lee Mountain, Committee Member 
 
 
____________________________________ 
Dr. F. Richard Olenchak, Committee Member 

 
 

      
____________________________________ 
Dr. Robert H. McPherson, Dean 
College of Education 

 
 
 

May, 2012 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

This dissertation is dedicated to 
 

women around the world struggling to find the power of their own voices 
 

and in memory of  
 

Richard Barnhart 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Acknowledgements 
 
 

With great reverence, I salute each member of my dissertation committee. They 

each contributed uniquely to my journey through the doctoral program, and I am grateful 

for their support. It was a pleasure working with them all.  

Dr. Sara McNeil, with her can-do spirit, was always willing to go above and 

beyond each and every time to offer guidance or find an answer. Leading with a kind and 

gentle heart, she helped me in countless ways maneuver through the doctoral program.  

Dr. Mimi Lee introduced me to qualitative research and shared her vast 

knowledge on my chosen methodology. She had great insight, helping me imagine 

possibilities for my research.  

Dr. Lee Mountain maintained an open door policy, always lending a listening ear 

and offering encouragement. As a consummate writer, over the years, she has inspired me 

to become a better writer.  

Dr. Rick Olenchak is admired for his flexibility in joining my committee later in 

the process. I appreciated his attention to detail and enthusiastic support of my 

dissertation topic. 

My deepest gratitude to Robin, Long, Jack and Kate and others at Writers in the 

Schools (WITS) organization. Many thanks for your assistance in gathering what I 

needed and your endorsement of my research.  

I appreciate the nine WITS writers who eagerly volunteered their time to help 

with my research. Their candid sharing and their passion for writing and the WITS 

program made it a pleasure to interview them.  



I am grateful for my wonderful husband Milo. His love, support, encouragement 

and sense of humor lightened the load, guided my way, and made the difficult times less 

so.  

I am blessed to have such a wonderful family. To my mom, I say thank you for 

setting such a good example for all of us, for wanting the best for us, and for loving us 

well.  

 Many thanks to my wise friends, Lee and Linda, for walking beside me every step 

of the way. You were the wind beneath my wings, believing in me, and helping me see 

the truth of my own strength.  

Deep bows to the circle of women who listened, loved and supported me through 

this process and helped celebrate its completion. 

 
My deepest gratitude to all of you

satch77
Typewritten Text
vi

satch77
Typewritten Text

satch77
Typewritten Text



	  

	  

 

UNDERSTANDING THE EFFECTIVENESS OF THE WRITERS IN THE SCHOOLS 

ORGANIZATION THROUGH THE WRITERS’ PERSPECTIVES 

 
 
 
 
 
 

An Abstract 
of A Dissertation Presented to the 

Faculty of the College of Education 
University of Houston  

 
 
 
 

In Partial Fulfillment 
of the Requirements for the Degree 

 
 

Doctor of Education 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

by 
 

Nancy Barnhart 
 

May, 2012 
 

 
 
 
 

 
 



	  

	   viii	  

Barnhart, Nancy A. “Understanding the Effectiveness of the Writers in the Schools 
Organization Through the Writers’ Perspectives.” Unpublished Doctor of 
Education Dissertation, University of Houston, May 2012.  

 
Abstract 

Arts education, including literary arts, promotes creativity and critical thinking, 

critical components for leadership of tomorrow (Brouillette, 2008; Burton, Horowitz & 

Abeles, 1999; Gardner, 2006). Yet economic and political issues continue to impact the 

presence of teaching artists in schools. This study focused on one literary arts 

organization, Writers in the Schools (WITS). WITS sends professional writers into public 

and private schools to teach creative writing to K-12 students. This research investigated 

the perceptions of WITS writers regarding (1) their personal effectiveness as teaching 

artists and (2) the instructional effectiveness of the WITS organization in promoting 

creative writing.  

Past research indicated that the teaching artists’ perspective has been left out of 

research (Saraniero, 2007). Rabkin’s (2011) multi-year study provided a comprehensive 

look at the experiences of teaching artists across disciplines. Working from these studies, 

the researcher of this study employed qualitative research to determine the WITS writers’ 

perceptions of their impact in the classroom. 

Nine WITS writers were interviewed, and their end-of-year reflective essays were 

used to unearth their perceptions of critical issues pertaining to the teaching that they do. 

Their essays were treated as archival data. The methodology adhered to Carspecken’s 

Critical Ethnography (1996). Data collected from the interviews and essays were used in 

a reconstructive analysis to code emerging themes. The essays were then used to 

triangulate the findings.  
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The findings indicated that the WITS writers who were interviewed felt that they 

made an impact in the classroom by building student confidence, inspiring the love of 

writing, and making a difference with hard-to-reach students. The WITS writers 

understood the innate way students learn and brought experiential and engaging prompts, 

that included literature, art, music or drama. WITS writers taught the process approach to 

writing, from brainstorming to revising to publishing, which according to literacy experts, 

are steps in the writing process frequently overlooked (Graves, 1983; 1994). While they 

taught a variety of genres, the majority of the WITS writers interviewed taught and 

analyzed poetry first to help students gain comfort with writing and playing with 

language. Most of the WITS lessons were guided by a literary element that students 

integrated into later writing.  

In this study, the unique position of the visiting WITS writer in the classroom 

motivated students. Free from the pressures of getting students to score well on 

standardized tests, these WITS writers thought they helped students break conformist 

thoughts by allowing them to uniquely express their view of the world. They believed 

that they brought specialized knowledge into the classroom and created a curriculum 

based on students’ needs. Therefore, student mastery was defined on an individualized 

basis, not by whole-class objectives.  

The WITS organization grants its writers autonomy to bring their distinct style of 

teaching into the classroom. The WITS writers interviewed believed that, while it was 

necessary to bring their own brand of teaching, it was equally important to work within 

the parameters of the WITS well-established philosophy and guidelines. They were 

committed to the WITS organization and the students they taught, and they were effective 
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teachers of writing who made an impact in the classroom. Recommendations for future 

research are included.  
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CHAPTER I 
 

 INTRODUCTION 

“The maker of a sentence launches out into the infinite and builds a road into Chaos and 
old Night, and is followed by those who hear him with something of wild, creative 

delight.” 
~ Ralph Waldo Emerson 

 

Creative thinking is the ability to produce original ideas and elaborate in detail, 

seek solutions from many perspectives, and think in metaphorical or imaginative ways 

(Treffinger, Young, Selby, & Shepardson, 2002). According to Mednick’s (1962) Free 

Associative Theory, creativity enhances the ability to bring remote and seemingly 

unrelated ideas together. Creativity is also stimulated by curiosity, empathizing with 

others, and according to Runco (1990), augmented by freedom of thought and choice. 

Critical components for the leaders of tomorrow include innovative thinking, the 

ability to find solutions to ill-defined problems, and the aptitude to articulate those ideas 

through writing (Jonassen, 1997). Developing students’ writing skills to help them think 

and act creatively is essential for the next generations’ entry into the workforce (Harding, 

2010). Yet pressure to deliver a mandated curriculum and raise standardized test scores 

leaves little room for inventiveness, passion or creativity in the classroom. 

Arts education, including literary arts, promotes creativity and critical thinking 

(Brouillette, 2008; Burton, Horowitz & Abeles, 1999; Gardner, 2006). As a literary arts 

organization, Writers in the Schools (WITS) does so through the teaching of creative 

writing. Self-expression brings order to events and experiences, and writing helps writers 

analyze and understand their experiences (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990). Dewey (1934) 

believed that arts are “indeed experience,” and that access to arts education expands 
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students’ perceptions of the world and creates understanding and action (Goldblatt, 

2006).  

Arts education is defined as skill-based instruction in various art disciplines, 

including visual and performing arts such as dance, art, music, and drama. Literary arts 

organizations, such WITS, fall under the larger umbrella of arts education. WITS 

provides writing instruction steeped in quality literature, infused with the arts and rich in 

experiential learning. 

This dissertation moves from the wide lens of arts education to the narrow focus 

on one literary arts organization, WITS, by documenting a close-up view of the writers-

as-teachers experience. It should be noted that in this dissertation, when referring to the 

broader perspective of arts education, teaching artists will be the term used to describe 

professional artists who teach in classrooms. When narrowing in on the WITS 

organization, the term WITS writers will be used to describe that population of 

professional writers. 

Background of the Study: The WITS Organization  

Writers in the Schools is a nonprofit organization in Houston, Texas, that employs 

approximately 80 professional writers to teach creative writing to K-12 students in public 

and private schools.  As a literary arts organization, WITS, has a solid foundation of 25 

years with great potential for growth.  In three short years, the number of writers has risen 

from 60+ writers to over 80. This increase also means that the number of students 

exposed to and impacted by WITS teaching has increased proportionately each year. The 

WITS organization places special emphasis on at-risk populations, and WITS writers 
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carry out the mission of the organization by engaging children in the pleasure and power 

of reading and writing (WITS Writer Handbook, 2010).  

The WITS writers are at various stages of professional publication and include 

playwrights, poets, fiction writers, and educators. The organization values cultural 

diversity and seeks to employ a diverse group of writers, some of whom can teach in 

Spanish. While the wide variety of backgrounds provides rich experiences and unique 

contributions for the students they serve, they all share a common interest in sharing their 

craft of writing with students.  

As a literary arts organization, WITS provides a unique contribution towards the 

teaching of writing. Research has shown that arts education helps develop students’ 

abilities for critical thinking, creativity and innovation (Gioia, 2004; Ruppert, 2009). This 

is in accordance with the WITS style of teaching. The teaching of creative writing is 

taught through experiential learning and is often infused with the arts. Writers bring in a 

variety of prompts to stir the imagination and ignite passion in the students, which 

according to Bernstein (2004), may help to define a purpose for writing. Often, they 

incorporate student artwork, fine art, music or drama for their students to experience and 

then use as impetus for expressing themselves in creative and imaginative ways through 

their writing (WITS Writer Handbook, 2010). This range of techniques helps students 

elaborate on their own ideas, tap into their senses and write in vivid details. Literary 

elements, like metaphor and simile, are taught to enhance student writing and invite 

abstract thinking, even to the youngest students.  

WITS writers teach writing as a process. The writing process is supported by 

much research (Atwell, 1987; Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; Calkins, 1994; Elbow, 
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1973; Emig, 1971; Graves, 2004; Hayes, 2004; Hayes & Flower, 1980; Hillocks, 1984; 

Moffett, 1992; Murray, 1985; Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2006). Over the course of the 

school year, students work on each part of the writing process, from prewriting, drafting, 

revising, editing to publishing. In this process approach to writing, students are motivated 

to write when they choose their own topics, write for real audiences and purposes, and 

assume ownership over their work (Atwell, 1987; Graves, 1994).  

Writers often bring high quality literature into the classroom as a model for 

children’s writing (Fletcher, 2001; Kress, 1994; Wolf & Wolf, 2002). Works by 

published authors serve as a study in the craft of writing and can be used to facilitate 

student writing. Wood Ray (2001) says demonstrating what good writing looks like and 

sounds like helps students build identity as a writer. WITS writers discuss a piece of 

literature or poem, model literary elements, and allow students time to draft their own 

writing through exercises based on the examples and discussion.  

At the end of each class period, students read their work aloud to peers. The 

WITS organization believes that sharing written work is an important part of writing, as it 

establishes student ownership and boosts confidence from sharing their written words and 

hearing peer validation/feedback.  

WITS writers provide ongoing written and oral feedback to students. Responding 

to student work scaffolds writing abilities by targeting specific skills tailored for each 

child. Publication completes the writing experience. A class anthology is produced at the 

end of the residency that highlights student work. Students get the chance to revise and 

edit their work for publication, a crucial step in the writing process. Publishing student 

work naturally increases self-confidence when students see their name (and work) in print 
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(Atwell, 1997; Avery, 2002; Calkins, 1994; Murray, 1985; Routman, 1994; Spandell, 

2001). 

Most of the WITS writers work in yearlong in-school programs. The writers visit 

the same group of students weekly, typically in 45 minute-1 hour blocks of time. The 

long-term assignments allow writers to explore literacy with a narrow and deep focus. 

They teach a variety of genres, such as poetry, personal narrative writing and fiction. The 

repeated visits allow the writers to know students and their writing abilities. This 

continuity from week to week increases the impact WITS writers have on students as 

assignments are tailored to the specific needs of students.  

While the WITS organization offers the writers a series of “Tried and True” 

lessons, they do not tell the writers what to teach, or how. They rely on the talent and 

intelligence of each writer to design a curriculum based on the students’ needs or 

interests.  

While most WITS writers work in traditional classroom settings, WITS teaching 

does extend beyond the walls of the in-school placement. WITS is also involved in after-

school residencies and employs writers to teach at the Menil and Heritage Society 

Museums, M. D. Anderson Cancer Hospital and Texas Children’s Hospital, Community 

Family Center, Discovery Green Downtown, and the Houston Arboretum and Nature 

Center. Additionally, each summer WITS, in collaboration with the School Literacy and 

Culture Project at Rice University, hosts the Summer Creative Writing Workshop for 

young K-12 writers.  And most recently, they secured funding to send writers back into 

juvenile detention centers.   
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Rationale for the Study 

Innovation and creativity are sought after, cultivated and praised (Gardner, 2006) 

as businesses more and more rely on workers to find creative solutions to ill-defined 

problems (Jonassen, 1997). The ability to write well can contribute to success in life. 

Developing lifelong writing skills and nurturing the ability to communicate clearly 

through writing is of great value as educators prepare the student population to enter the 

workforce. Therefore, the more schools prepare students to think critically, the more they 

are preparing them to compete in a global market.  

Creative writing and the writing process are exercises in analytical thinking and 

problem solving (Flowers, 1989; Flowers & Hayes, 1977; Hayes, 2004). When students 

write, their organized ideas and thoughts flow into a coherent form on paper (Brouillette, 

2008). Not only do they convey their thought process through their writing, but they need 

to do so in a lucid way that also makes sense to the reader. Writing in a clear, concise and 

logical way is not an easy task.  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to show how the WITS organization is doing from 

the writers’ perspective. The WITS writers represent, by design, the face of the 

organization each time they step into the classroom. Understanding their challenges and 

how they view the effectiveness of what they do tugs at the heart of integrity of the 

organization. It is through knowing the “makings of a teaching artist” that the 

organization can better know itself. It is through unearthing this knowledge that the 

organization might implement steps to accommodate the needs and growth of its writers 

and to document the contribution that the writer makes towards the teaching of writing.  
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Statement of the Problem 

Arts education has been marginalized throughout history. The value placed on arts 

education varies greatly and may be explained by early exposure or lack of exposure to 

the arts (Rabkin & Hedberg, 2008). Some view the art of creative writing as highly 

important, while others give it low priority (Vasquez Heilig, Cole, & Aguilar, 2010). This 

divide has widened with the advent of A Nation at Risk (1983), which barely mentioned 

the arts in its publication, but promoted core curricular subjects.  

This polarization has been perpetuated under No Child Left Behind (NCLB), 

where core academic subjects, like science, math and reading, take precedence while arts 

education fades into the background. Schools legitimize certain subjects that prepare 

students for collegiate life, yet trivialize the arts (Eisner, 1997). While core curricular 

subjects are important, the contribution that arts education makes is equally as vital. 

According to Eisner (1992), literary arts aid in the development of cognitive functioning 

as well as emotional and creative expression.  

Creativity is being edged out of schools. Sir Ken Robinson (2006) espouses that 

“schools kill creativity” with their prescribed curriculum and focus on standardized 

testing. The focus on standardized tests puts pressures on teachers to produce high 

student scores (Brouillette, 2006). This pressure is limiting the creativity that classroom 

teachers bring into the class, as their time and attention is diverted to requirements 

mandated by the district and state. This squeeze ultimately affects students’ creativity, as 

well. 

There is a body of work that studied the effect of the arts on student achievement 

(Deasy, 2002; Fiske, 1999; McCarthy, Ondaatje, Zakaras, & Brooks, 2004; Murfee, 
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1995; Ruppert, 2006), but the teaching artists’ perspective of their impact in classrooms 

has not been researched as thoroughly (Saraniero, 2007; Spohn, 2008). My research gives 

voice to the WITS writers as teaching artists. Understanding how the WITS writers 

define success or determine effectiveness will shed light on their contribution to 

education. Highlighting teaching strategies WITS writers use that are different from the 

way writing is taught in traditional classrooms, or presenting challenges that WITS 

writers face, might open up avenues of investigation to help further the profession.  

Significance of the Study 

My study contributes to the pool of research that promotes arts education, and 

literary arts organizations such as WITS, thereby minimizing the marginalization of such 

programs. Uncovering the WITS writers’ perspectives documents the growth of the 

teaching artist in the classroom and reveals findings about the effectiveness of the WITS 

writers. The results of my research may provide WITS administrators (or administrators 

from similar programs) with information that guides organizational decisions, such as 

writer retention or how to handle issues between writers and classroom teachers.  

This study documents the contribution that WITS writers make towards the 

teaching of writing and offers classroom teachers a different approach towards teaching 

writing. This research may also increase the collaborative efforts between teaching artists 

and classroom teachers as they consider forming partnerships with WITS or other writing 

programs. This knowledge may strengthen existing relationships, thus deepening the 

work writers are able to do with increased support and understanding from classroom 

teachers. My literature review establishes an important connection between what literacy 

experts in education say about the teaching of writing and the WITS style of teaching.  
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Research Questions 
 

• How do Writers in the Schools (WITS) writers perceive their personal 

effectiveness as teaching artists? 

• How do WITS writers perceive the instructional effectiveness of the 

WITS program? 

• What factors impact WITS writers’ perceptions of their personal 

effectiveness? 

• What factors impact WITS writers’ perceptions about the instructional 

effectiveness of the WITS program? 

Definition of Terms 

Arts in Education:  

Students and teachers partner with artists and arts institutions to integrate the arts.  

Arts Education:  

Skill based instruction in various art disciplines. Art education includes 

performing arts like dance, music, theater, and visual arts like drawing, painting, 

sculpture, and design works.  (http://definitions.uslegal.com/a/art-education/) 

Arts Organization: 

A local arts organization serves as a source of local arts programming in a 

community and has the potential to develop artistically and institutionally to 

broaden public access to the arts in rural and inner-city areas and other areas that 

are underserved. (http://definitions.uslegal.com/d/developing-arts-organization/). 
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Association for Teaching Artists:  

The Association of Teaching Artists (ATA) is a non-profit professional 

organization whose mission is to advocate for, support, strengthen, and serve 

artists who teach in schools and in the community from all disciplines in New 

York State (NYS) and beyond. (http://www.teachingartists.com/whatisaTA.htm) 

NEA:  

The National Endowment for the Arts was established by Congress in 1965 as an 

independent agency of the federal government. To date, the NEA has awarded 

more than $4 billion to support artistic excellence, creativity, and innovation for 

the benefit of individuals and communities. The NEA extends its work through 

partnerships with state arts agencies, local leaders, other federal agencies, and the 

philanthropic sector.  (http://www.nea.gov/about/index.html) 

No Child Left Behind (NCLB):  

The NCLB Act incorporates the following principles: increased accountability for 

states, school districts, and schools; greater choice for parents and students, 

particularly those attending low-performing schools; more flexibility for states 

and local educational agencies (LEAs) in the use of Federal education dollars; and 

a stronger emphasis on reading, especially for our youngest children. (Source: No 

Child Left Behind Website) 

Residency:  

A residency is a series of classroom sessions with a qualified teaching artist.  

Residencies are designed to immerse students in a particular art form.  
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Teaching artist:  

There is no widely accepted definition of a teaching artist, however, the definition 

by Eric Booth is the most recent attempt at defining this emerging profession: 

A practicing professional artist with the complementary skills, curiosities, and 

sensibilities of an educator, who can effectively engage a wide range of people in 

learning experiences in, through, and about the arts. (Booth, 2010). 

WITS Alliance:  

WITS leads the WITS Alliance, a national initiative that involves mentoring 

similar writers-in-schools programs, serving as a model for multidisciplinary arts 

educators, and sharing innovative approaches to teaching 

(http://www.witshouston.org/). 

WITS Writer:  

 Any professional writer employed by the Writers in the School organization to   

 teach creative writing to K-12 students in public and private schools, and in  

 alternative settings.  

Writers in the Schools:  

WITS is a non-profit 501(c)(3) organization that engages children in the 

pleasure and power of reading and writing. WITS sends professional 

poets, fiction writers, and playwrights into classrooms to share their love 

and knowledge of the written word with students and teachers. WITS is 

also involved in national initiatives, such as mentoring other writers-in-

schools programs, serving as a model for multidisciplinary arts 

educators, and designing curricula for use in schools 
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(http://www.witshouston.org/mission-history) 

Texas Commission on the Arts (TCA): 

The Texas Commission on the Arts promotes the arts by awarding grants to 

non-profit organizations and provides specialized services to the arts and 

cultural industries throughout the state. Its mission is to advance the state 

economically and culturally by investing in a creative Texas. 

(http://www.arts.state.tx.us/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=

45:commission-overview&catid=34:what%20we%20do&Itemid=34). 

Summary 

This chapter provided an overview of the need for my research study. I introduced 

the WITS organization and outlined the nature of my study by providing background on 

why it is important to examine what professional writers do in the classroom. The next 

chapter covers arts education, in general, the teaching artist profession and literary arts 

organizations, including WITS and other programs. 
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CHAPTER II 
 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

“Dancing in all its forms cannot be excluded from the curriculum of all noble education; 
dancing with the feet, with ideas, with words, and, need I add that one must also be able 

to dance with the pen?” 
~Friedrich Nietzsche 

 
Introduction 

 This literature review covers the general topic of arts education, the teaching artist 

profession and literary arts organizations, including WITS and other programs. The 

chapter includes: 1) introduction; 2) history of the WITS organization; 3) marginalization 

of the arts; 4) research in the arts; 5) WITS philosophy; 6) affective philosophy of 

teaching writing; and 7) summary of the chapter.   

The progression of my literature review beginning under the heading “Research in 

the Arts, as Teaching Artists” needs clarification. While I mention significant research 

germane to arts education, I do not go into depth with these studies because they are not 

applicable to my study since they concentrate on student learning and achievement. My 

study focuses on the teaching of writing from the writers’ perspective. It is relevant to at 

least mention them, however, to document the progression of research in the field, thus, 

adding validity to the profession.  

History of the WITS Organization 

Writers in the Schools (WITS) was founded in 1983 by Marv Hoffman and 

Phillip Lopate, scholars instrumental in getting Teachers and Writers Collaborative 

(T&W) in New York off the ground (see next paragraph for information on T&W). 

Under the aegis of the University of Houston Creative Writing Program, Hoffman and 
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Lopate expanded the vision established by T&W by sending five University of Houston 

creative writing students into high schools to teach (WITS history [DVD]). The aim was 

to bring professional writers into local area classrooms to share their craft of writing with 

students and teachers.  In just two short years, the program expanded into elementary and 

middle schools. By 1984, WITS writers were teaching in 84 classrooms. Today, WITS 

writers teach creative writing in 350 classrooms (WITS history [DVD]).  

T&W was founded in New York in 1967 and was the first agency to hire 

professional writers to teach creative writing in schools. The organization knew the value 

of sending professional writers into classrooms and sought to share their expertise with 

the budding WITS program. T&W supported WITS during its infancy. Mentor educators 

and writers from New York frequented the WITS program in Houston to share models of 

successful lessons and to offer support and guidance through its inception. With a solid 

foundation in place, and much hard work and determination, WITS grew and expanded. 

Today, more than 25 years later, the WITS organization serves over 20,000 students 

throughout the Houston area and was recently nominated as the #1 literary arts 

organization in the state of Texas by the Texas Commission on the Arts (para. 2) 

(http://www.witshouston.org/). 

Once firmly established, WITS, in turn, aspired to give back and help others 

interested in starting programs in the way that they were helped. A national initiative, the 

Writers in the Schools Alliance (WITS Alliance or WITSA), grew out of this movement 

to mentor people starting WITS programs in other parts of the country. Visionaries of 

WITSA implemented a strategic plan for the organization, one that outlines the goals of 
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the alliance. Today, members include organizations throughout the United States, Canada 

and England.  

Marginalization of the Arts 

The marginalization of the arts has been perpetuated throughout its time in 

education. Perhaps one of the greatest setbacks in arts education occurred with the 

publication of A Nation at Risk in 1983. Arts education was barely mentioned in the 

publication, and the educational reform movement that ensued was void of arts as part of 

educational standards (Purnell, 2004). The implication that the arts distracted from the 

“real business” of school (National Commission on Excellence in Education, 1983) and 

failed to fall within the categories of “knowledge,” “learning,” and “intelligence” sparked 

debates between arts education advocates and those who deemed the arts as less 

significant to core subjects like math and science (Wakeford, 2004); thus deepening the 

divide between supporters and non-supporters of arts education. 

The divide in arts education has made it difficult to gain a strong foothold in the 

field of education. As outlined below, the arts have not been viewed equally by all 

people. Arts education programs find themselves enduring, not thriving, as they ride each 

financial, political or educational cycle.  Arts organizations are thrown into survival mode 

when deep financial school cuts force them to reduce or eliminate arts education, when 

math and science take precedence over other subject matters, and when legislation like 

NCLB nudges them out. 

Valuing Arts Education 

Nick Rabkin and Eric Hedberg (2011) suggest that arts education in childhood is 

the most significant predictor of arts participation later in life. Early exposure to the arts 
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shape and influence the priority given to this form of learning. Such disparate views 

make it challenging to recruit a broad bank of supporters for arts education when past 

experience dictates present thinking. As more empirical research on the value of arts is 

disseminated, it is hoped that the profession of the teaching artist will gain significance. 

In this same vein, Eisner (1997) claims that schools legitimize certain subjects 

that assist students into getting into colleges, while other subjects are trivialized. I believe 

his contention stems from the fact that each classroom is composed of a diverse pool of 

students with varied talents and abilities. Not all students will be doctors, lawyers, 

scientists or professors. Therefore, if we cut or eliminate arts programs, are we not 

depriving those students with inclinations towards music, theater, film or dance from a 

quality education? Not only would we be losing a segment of our population to an 

educational system that does not support them well, but society loses. The value of arts 

education can be seen in any cultural event in society and in other areas of society, as 

well.   

Preparing Future Generations 

Globalization sets the stage for competition as the playing field for the workforce 

is vast and requires fertile imaginations to solve ill-defined and complex problems. The 

capacity to think in critical and creative ways is enhanced by arts education (Kind, de 

Cosson, Irwin & Grauer, 2007; President’s Committee on the Arts and Humanities, 2011; 

Ruppert, 2009). The ability to think outside the box to arrive at a solution, or look at the 

world in varying ways, opens the mind to possibility. This expansion of the mind can 

lead to the advancement of society through innovative design or invention. According to 

Education Secretary Arne Duncan, creativity is essential in a global economy, making 
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education in the arts even more important (President’s Committee on the Arts and 

Humanities, 2011). In a world where creativity and innovation are heralded as essential 

purposes of education, school reform may begin again to lean towards arts education 

(Rabkin, 2011).  

Additionally, the ability to communicate well is essential to success. In all areas 

of life, communication is basic to functioning as a society. According to Brouillette, 

Burge, Fitzgerald & Walker (2008), employers view verbal and written communication 

abilities as important as technical skills. Enriching academic lives through the holistic 

teaching of creative writing prepares students for the future by helping them build a skill 

set that transfers into the marketplace, giving future generations a competitive edge.  

The Partnership for 21st Century Skills (P21) is a national organization that 

advocates readiness for every student. The goal of P21 is to help students integrate the 

three Rs and four Cs (critical thinking, communication, collaboration and creativity) 

(Partnership for 21st Century Skills, 2010). Texas has yet to join this coalition; however, 

looking to the future requires taking appropriate steps to insure that all students are ready 

to be productive members of society who communicate their knowledge and expertise to 

ensure that the United States maintain its advantage in a global economy. 

In 2009, President Obama launched the “Educate to Innovate” campaign (White 

House Brief, 2009), a nationwide effort to boost student science and math achievement. 

To ready younger generations to compete globally, the government has partnered with 

leaders from the STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering & Math) Education 

Coalition. This push for science and math is reminiscent of the Sputnik era when the 

government concerted efforts to enhance math and science achievement after Russia 
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launched the Sputnik spacecraft. The result? The space-race faded arts education into the 

background (Saunders, 1971; Smith, 1996).  The threat to eliminate or cut the arts is 

thrust upon us once again. Such concentrated focus on certain subjects to the exclusion of 

others creates imbalance in our educational system.  

An educational system that provides students with a mutually inclusive, not 

exclusive, form of education would create well-rounded future employees. The arts, 

creative writing, math and science can work hand-in-hand. Music is, after all, math based. 

Even scientists and mathematicians need to communicate well through writing.  Writing 

is a form of problem solving (Flower & Hayes, 1977; Flower, 1989; Hayes, 2004). 

Finding concrete language to articulate abstract ideas is a form of problem solving that 

requires critical thinking. However, an unequal distribution of educational energy leaves 

little room for an all-encompassing curriculum.  

Impact of Budget Cuts 
 

Juxtaposed with the increased focus on math and science is the impending deep 

financial cuts that the national and state governments are imposing in education 

nationally and locally. Access to arts education is being threatened under the current 

economic situation. Cutbacks loom large. Rabkin (2011) claims that the largest threat to 

the teaching artist profession is the potential decline in demand for arts education. Yet, 

these words of warning directly contradict the President’s Committee on the Arts and 

Humanities urge to reinvest in arts education (Committee on the Arts and the Humanities, 

2011). Continuing to place importance on the arts yet squeezing or eliminating funding 

for it remains paramount.  
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In addition to providing funding for STEM programs, President Obama’s “Race 

to the Top” program depletes the already meager coffers earmarked for education. The 

program challenges schools to compete for funds, with the understanding that they adopt 

more challenging standards and assessments (Department of Education, 2011). Diane 

Ravitch, a critical opponent of the program, believes that the competitive nature of the 

program will force teachers to be evaluated by the results of their students’ standardized 

test scores, causing a vicious cycle to ensue. A cycle where more time and attention and 

resources are directed towards teaching to the test in even grander fervor. The result: Less 

resources available for the arts, including time spent on the arts during the course of a day 

(Ravitch, 2010). This type of centralization, which began under President Bush’s 

administration, limits choices in education and narrows the curriculum even more than 

under NCLB.  

Also targeted to lose funding at the national level is the National Endowment of 

the Arts (NEA). Since 1969, the NEA has been a major promoter of the arts, issuing 

grants to arts and literary arts organizations. President Obama’s proposed 2012 budget 

cuts NEA’s funding by $22 million (Office of Management and Budget, 2011).  

Another concern at the federal level is the government’s efforts to raise the 

national debt ceiling by signing the Budget Control Act of 2011. If Congress fails to 

enact deficit reductions imposed by the act, comprehensive cuts are scheduled to go into 

effect in 2013. These drastic cuts, know as “sequestration,” would slash all federal 

programs across the board by 7.8 percent to 9.1 percent, including those related to 

education, specifically Title I programs (Klein, 2012).  
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The budget battles rage on at the state level, as well. In Texas, in response to its 

own state budget crisis, lawmakers passed HB 1, the state budget that cut more than $4 

billion from public education for school year 2011-2012 (TCTA, 2011). Schools were left 

with monetary shortfalls and, as a result, many schools did not have the finances to pay 

for the WITS program. In response to this crisis, WITS raised money and offered deep 

discounts to those schools to keep WITS in the classrooms.  

In the 2009-2010 Texas school year, local districts paid $22.22 billion for 

education, mainly from local property taxes; the state of Texas doled out $20 billion; and 

the federal government paid $4.7 billion, primarily through Title I (Smith, 2011). If 

funding for Title I programs is reduced at the federal level, lower income schools in 

property-tax poor neighborhoods would suffer great financial instability. The very 

population that WITS targets would undergo even deeper cuts and monetary losses, 

affecting the school services offered to them, including WITS. 

Even more alarming is the 2012-2013 state budget, which includes a hybrid 

school finance plan that contains deferred payments and explains how the $4 billion will 

be cut over the next two years (Ramsey, Ramshaw, Smith & Root, 2011). The delay of 

payments from one biennium to the next has the future of Texas education in limbo.  

In addition, the Texas House Bill 3 (HB 3) (Texas Legislation, 2009), granted 

schools discretion to allocate funds appropriately based on the needs of each individual 

school campus (Berlinger, 2009). This freedom meant that WITS entered schools 

sometimes as part of the language arts curriculum, as an enrichment program, or after 

school programs. As discretionary funds dry up, however, this flexibility may be 
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eliminated. Schools may not have the funding to retain enrichment programs such as 

WITS. 

Much like NEA, The Texas Commission on the Arts, a regional proponent of the 

arts, is at risk of losing funding. These cuts may lead to a crippling of that organization 

that provides grant money to arts organizations, including WITS.  

Why would we dismiss the arts when they provide value to student education? A 

five-year study by the Texas Education Agency shows a connection between student 

enrollment in arts courses and higher academic success (Texas Coalition for Quality Arts 

Education, 2007). Schools face the challenge of continuing to provide students with a 

quality education, which includes the arts, as funding for such programs dwindles or 

disappears. Sadly, in thinning financial times, the arts are quickly slashed.  

The United States government has a historic cycle of reducing or eliminating arts 

education in times of economic or political strife. Despite notable advances over the last 

fifteen years in arts education (Rabkin, 2011), we find ourselves in that cycle yet again. 

The evolution of arts education, promoted by John Dewey’s progressive education 

(Goldblatt, 2006), has been thwarted throughout history by economic conditions and 

budgetary setbacks. The current climate is jarringly similar. Today, much like in the 

1960s, the U.S. educational system is facing huge budgetary shortfalls and there is push 

for math and science at the exclusion or detriment of arts education. As a country 

obligated to educating our youth, what can we learn by looking back at history so that we 

can move forward in healthy and proactive ways?   

During the Great Depression, student enrollment remained high, yet thousands of 

schools closed and employed teachers experienced pay cuts (Tyack, 1976).  Many 
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districts cut their arts programs in response to this crisis (Efland, 1983). It was no 

different during time of war. When funds were short and supplies were limited, the arts 

were not designated as priority for students (Saunders, 1971). Eerily we find ourselves 

staring at the same scenario. Deep recession followed by deep cutbacks.  

This dilemma of arts education is layered in complexity.  Also at issue is the 

inequity in education. Arts education is beneficial, especially for low-income 

disadvantaged students (Catterall, 1999), yet these same students are the first to suffer 

when programs are cut. When financial considerations/ difficulties outweigh the way 

students learn best, the students suffer. The inequity cycle is threatened to repeat.  

WITS has made strategic decisions to address the climate in which funding is not 

available for public schools serving the lowest income families (Robin Reagler, personal 

communication, April 12, 2012). The organization has made adjustments to continue to 

reach students and not disrupt the flow of their creative endeavor. The WITS organization 

faces the threat of losing schools due to government financial cuts. To counter, the 

organization has employed fundraising efforts and applied for additional grant money to 

offset the financial shortages of schools they serve. Title I schools already associated with 

the organization are being offered deep discounts so students do not lose out on their 

WITS education. WITS administrators are also designing shorter residencies and 

brainstorming collaborative projects, like pairing dancers or artists with writers, in venues 

outside school settings. For now, student populations continue to receive quality literacy 

arts education. But how long can these efforts sustain themselves? How do arts 

organizations stay afloat in the middle of financial turmoil?  
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One solution is to be the steady voice for arts education. It is important to be an 

advocate for the arts in thinning times. And these are tumultuous times. Keeping the 

focus on the importance of arts education will, hopefully, keep its significance in the 

forefront of educator’s minds. One way to do this is by advancing the teaching artist 

profession. Documenting the contribution they make and the significance of what they do 

is vital to the credibility and advancement of the profession. Therefore, my research is 

timely as it calls attention to the value of the work of teaching artists and promotes the 

profession by documenting its contribution towards the teaching of writing. 

Consequences of NCLB 
 

Coupled with the projected budget cuts are the consequences to arts educations 

under the NCLB legislature. Dewey believed arts education to be fundamental to the 

curriculum, as it cultivates creativity, self-expression, and an appreciation of the 

expression of others (Dewey, 1919; 1934). Although NCLB includes the arts in the list of 

core academic subjects, the law does little to support education in the arts (Chapman, 

2005). Certain subjects are emphasized to the exclusion and detriment of others (Center 

on Educational Policy, 2008; Vasques et al., 2010). So much weight is placed on 

standardized testing and complying with federal and state mandates that the number of 

hours spent on arts education is reduced to prepare students for testing (Meyer, 2004; 

Pederson, 2007). Raising test scores takes precedence over the “free play of young 

people’s curiosity” (Brouillette, 1996, p. 58). 

This is especially true in lower performing schools, where an even greater amount 

of time is devoted to test taking strategies (McNeil & Valenzuela, 2001; Vasquez Heilig, 

2010), despite research that shows the benefits of art education, especially for 
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disadvantaged students (Ruppert, 2009). Fear-driven accountability resulting from high 

stakes testing overshadows innovations and improvements in pedagogy and instruction 

(Rabkin, 2011; Ravitch, 2010).  

According to Psilos (2002), engagement in the arts helps disadvantaged 

populations develop aptitude that will sustain them over the long run. It is better to teach 

students to fish rather than giving them a fish to stave off hunger. This hunger is satiated 

when students learn skills to help them become self-sufficient. Instead, valuable class 

time is spent coaching and preparing students to boost their individual scores, which 

ultimately, is a reflection of the overall school rating. Yet, somehow in this striving to 

rise in school rank, the focus on authentic learning and what is best for children is lost.  

In the 2011-2012 school year, Texas implemented a new standardized testing 

program, the State of Texas Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR). With a focus 

on college and career readiness, STAAR replaced the 2003 Texas Assessment of 

Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) test in grades 3-8. While still in transition, the new 

accountability system will not issue ratings until August 8, 2013 (Texas House 

Committee on Public Education, 2010). STAAR will likely demand more time and 

attention and resources for implementation. Instructional time will most likely increase as 

educators devote precious teaching time towards testing strategies to ready students for 

the new style of mandated assessment. The cost of implementation remains unknown; 

however, the financial resources needed to implement and execute a new form of 

assessment in schools across Texas are bound to be significant.  
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Research in the Arts, as Teaching Artists 
 

Key research studies provide solid empirical evidence on arts education and its 

impact on student learning and achievement (Deasy, 2002; Fiske, 1999; McCarthy, 

Ondaatje, Zakaras, & Brooks, 2004; Murfee, 1995; Ruppert, 2006). Yet, little empirical 

research exists on the effect that the teaching artist has on education; in fact, this 

investigation of the impact of teaching artists in classrooms is very much in its early 

stages (Arts Education Partnership, 2004). Many articles in circulation provide anecdotal 

evidence, but very little pragmatic evidence exists.  

The teaching artist profession, as a whole, gained strides in 2003 when the 

Teaching Artist Journal was established. The professional journal provides artists with 

articles on best practice, but very little original research has been presented (Saraniero, 

2007). While publishing practical applications for the classroom is important, empirical 

research that shows the impact of the effectiveness of the arts programs is needed to help 

build credence to the profession and their contribution towards education.  

Nick Rabkin: Teaching Artists Research Project (TARP) 
 
More research is needed on the experiences of teaching artists in schools (Arts 

Education Partnership, 2004). Nick Rabkin, senior researcher at the National Opinion 

Research Center (NORC) at the University of Chicago, recently completed a multiyear 

study that promotes the teaching artist profession. Proponents of the project surveyed 

over 3550 teaching artists and program managers in 12 sites across the United States, and 

included art disciplines, such as music, dance, theater, media and visual arts and creative 

writing/poetry.  
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A mixed methods approach was used and included a review of literature, on-line 

and telephone surveys and 211 in-depth interviews with key informants (Rabkin, 2011). 

The results of Rabkin’s Teaching Artists Research Project (TARP) provide detailed 

information on teaching artists and their experiences. The teaching artists’ voices are 

included in this study, as they outline what they believe is their best work and detail how 

to foster their potential (Rabkin, 2011a). This body of evidence supports arts education, 

teaching artists, and the impact on education.   

Over 50% of teaching artists have a master’s degree or higher and 11 years or 

more of experience, and 53% of them work for non-profit organizations. Most of their 

work is done in schools, teaching children and teens.  

Results indicate that teaching artists make an important contribution to education 

by offering innovation practice in education, and they are essential to expanding arts 

education (Rabkin, 2011). They teach for a variety of reasons, including love of teaching, 

passing on a gift, contributing to social change, and growing as artists (Rabkin, 2011b). 

Teaching artists develop unique curriculum and engage hard-to-reach students.  They 

help students create original work and develop basic skills in a particular art form. They 

also instill enthusiasm and inspire students to find their own voices (Rabkin, 2011b). 

My research comes on the heels of this important study. Rabkin investigated a 

broad spectrum of teaching artists in arts education, while I narrowly focused on literary 

arts education, specifically the WITS organization. Both studies work in tandem to paint 

a composite landscape of the contribution teaching artists make in education. Both 

capture the voice of the teaching artist in an effort to understand or improve the 

profession.   



	  

	  

27	  

Case Studies 

There is a need to monitor and evaluate the achievement of writers in schools 

(Ainsworth, 1990). It is through documenting the writers’ experiences and discerning 

their voice that their valuable contribution to education is recognized and promoted. 

There are several case studies specific to literary arts organizations that focus on the 

writers’ perceptions and experiences in the classroom. One research study is specific to 

WITS Houston, one dissertation examines a WITS program in another state, one study is 

from a university-based program, and two studies are from England. The decision to 

include English case studies is twofold. First, Writers in the Schools extend beyond the 

United States border and can be found in England and Canada. Second, as part of the 

WITS Alliance, it is important to give voice to constituents in other countries.  

 Brouillette (1996) conducted a yearlong study of twelve WITS writers that 

examined their role and purpose of teaching writing and highlighted unique teaching 

approaches they used that differed from the way classroom teachers taught writing. 

According to the study, participating writers had the following assumptions about writing 

instruction:  

Playfulness lies at the heart of all creative work; the opportunity to give 

free reign to the imagination is central to student engagement in the 

writing process; writing and thinking are closely related; writing provides 

children with the tools to understand their lives and to become active 

shapers of their experience; the arts nourish each other; the visual arts, 

drama, music, dance, and photography can be powerful spurs to writing, 

and vice versa; each writer-in-residence works best from the wellspring of 
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his or her own creative process, designing lessons in response to needs of 

particular students and teachers; teachers need to actively pursue their own 

writing in order to understand and support the writer’s work in their 

classrooms (Brouillette, 1996, pg. 61).  

 
Tremmel (1982) interviewed six writers and sought to establish a connection 

between the way writers teach writing with James Britton’s theory of writing, and how 

that theory translates into classroom practice.  Legitimizing the profession by linking 

classroom practice to a theoretical model of writing builds credibility as the unique style 

of WITS teaching can be explained through a theory of writing.  

A quasi-experimental study focused on integrating writing into the arts 

curriculum. The ArtsCore Program, a partnership between the University of California, 

Irvine, and the Orange County Department of Education, introduced secondary teachers 

to writing-to-learn strategies (Brouillette, Burge, Fitzgerald & Walker, 2008). Language 

arts specialists were paired with art specialists to create a literacy-art curriculum. The 

findings support the argument that writing is a form of problem solving (Bruer, 1994; 

Flowers, 1989; Flowers & Hayes, 1977; Hayes, 2004), thus, promoting creative writing 

as a way to enhance critical and analytical thinking. 

In England, a case study by Ainsworth (1990) documented the experience of one 

poet as he worked with students in years 2-5 (the equivalent of elementary grades 2-5). 

The purpose of the study was to: 1) mark the writer’s contribution to the teaching of 

writing across the curriculum; 2) develop guidelines for the effective operations of 

writing residencies; 3) highlight the perceptions of students, teachers and writer in regard 
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to the purpose of writing and of the value of having a writer in the classroom (Ainsworth, 

1990). 

In 1998, British researchers interviewed three writers and three poets and asked 

them to share their individual experiences of working in schools and their personal 

thoughts on the future direction of such work (Jones & Lockwood, 1998). The results 

detailed successful writing strategies used by each writer, challenges they faced in the 

classroom, and the need for specific training and greater accountability of the writers.  

Professional writers bring specialized knowledge into the classroom (Ainswoth, 

1990; Brouillette, 1996; Tremmel, 1982). When writers share their love of the craft of 

writing, students are naturally enthusiastic and inspired. Speaking from the heart about a 

topic of interest can be motivating. Motivation propels students forward in the learning 

process. Passion begets passion. The result is that students possess a set of writing skills 

that transcend the short-term “teaching to the test” strategies.  A 1984 report, Writers in 

Schools: A Report on the Scheme in England up to 1983, concluded that the development 

of students’ own creative skills was the most valuable factor in the work of teaching 

artists (Harries, 1984).  

 Several studies detailed successful writing techniques used by teaching artist 

writers (Brouillette, 1996; Brouillette et al., 2008; Jones & Lockwood, 1998; Tremmel, 

1982). However, additional research is needed to analyze how the writing strategies used 

by WITS writers are different from traditional classroom practice (Brouillette, 1996). 

Understanding how WITS writers teach, and then comparing and contrasting those 

teaching strategies with what the experts in writing say about the teaching of writing, will 
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promote the profession by linking it with authorities and differentiating it as its own 

unique style of teaching.  

A recent dissertation study, Saraniero (2007), used a mixed-method design to 

enhance understanding of the experiences and impact of teaching artists. The study 

included surveys of principals and teaching artists and interviews with teaching artists. 

The study intentionally excluded literary arts organizations as they are sometimes linked 

with language arts. My study will fill the gap by examining literary arts organizations, 

which fall under the larger umbrella of arts education.  

WITS Program Evaluations 

Since the 1970s, there have been significant increases in teaching artist programs 

in both high schools and elementary schools throughout Canada and the United States 

(Burnaford, Aprill, & Weiss, 2001; Colley, 2008; Irwin & Chalmers, 2007; Kind et al., 

2007). As a long-time WITS funder, the National Endowment for the Arts has placed 

teaching artists in schools as part of its pre-eminent educational policy (Bumgarner, 

1994). WITS has been in schools for over 25 years. The long success of the WITS 

program, and programs like it, has been documented in program evaluations.  

  As an established nonprofit organization, WITS has hired outside evaluators to 

conduct program evaluations and assessments to satisfy funding criteria and provide 

valuable data for the organization. The distinction between evaluation and research needs 

to be made. Evaluations are typically designed to answer questions about a specific 

organization, so the results are not generalizable. Research, on the other hand, seeks to 

contribute new knowledge to a broad pool of information on a chosen field of study.  

Organizations conduct evaluations on their own or they bring in an outside evaluator 
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(Horowitz, 2011). According to Horowitz (2011), sometimes data collected by the 

organizations themselves sit there because they are not quite sure what to do with it or 

they do not have a plan on how to conduct an analysis and report it.  

 Most writing programs have evaluative research that has been kept in-house and 

not widely publicized. WITS is no exception. Most of the WITS-related research thus far 

has focused on the impact of WITS teaching on student achievement and teacher 

perceptions of the impact of writers in their classrooms.    

 Past program evaluations of the Houston WITS program have consisted primarily 

of quantitative research where pre- post attitudinal surveys were administered to students 

to measure student self-efficacy and pre- post essay writing samples were collected to 

determine the impact that WITS teaching has on student writing skills.  The evaluations 

also compared Texas Assessment of Knowledge and Skills (TAKS) scores between 

students enrolled in the WITS program with students not enrolled in the WITS program. 

Consistently, results have indicated that those students exposed to WITS teaching do 

benefit from having visiting writers in their classrooms. Students showed improvements 

in writing skills, were more confident and less apprehensive about writing, and 

outperformed their non-WITS counterparts (Scott, 2006). 

 Additionally, anecdotal evidence details the classroom teachers’ perceptions and 

satisfaction with the visiting writer in their classrooms.  Mid- and end-of-year evaluations 

are completed by the classroom teachers about their experience with the individual 

writer. No data, however, supports the writers’ perspective of their experience and the 

impact they have on student achievement as visiting teachers in classrooms.  
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 Very little has been written about the effectiveness of the WITS program in peer-

reviewed journals. Most published articles show the application of writing strategies but 

the dissemination of qualitative and quantitative research studies is limited. A few case 

studies (Ainsworth, 1990; Brouillette, 1996; Tremmell, 1982; Jones & Lockwood, 1998) 

offer research on writers in schools, but more is needed. While these case studies take an 

objective look at the writers’ experiences, they are dated, going back more than 20 years.  

 Given this +20-year span, it is time, once again, to give voice to their experience 

and their perception of their effectiveness in the classroom.  The absence of more 

research of this type lends itself well for the timing of my research study, as it fills the 

gap to see how the profession has changed or has stayed the same over this period of 

time.   

 Other Literary Arts Program Evaluations  

 Two other WITS programs, along with two writing programs from California, 

have research data and anecdotal evidence that suggest a positive impact on student 

learning and a positive influence on teachers. Findings from each evaluative study show 

increases in students’ attitudes and perceptions about writing and improvements in the 

quality of their writing (Chow Bush, Harding, Heller, Hung, & Tannenbaum, 2008; 

“Portland WITS Report, Literary Arts,” 2009-2010; “Seattle Arts and Lectures,” 2008-

09; Slater, 2002).  

 Similarly, results of teacher surveys expressed optimistic views of the programs 

and acknowledged how they benefited from having a writer in their classroom. Their 

responses incorporated how much they learned themselves about the teaching of writing, 

including ways to improve their own teaching of writing. They also learned new things 
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about their students and reported how their students benefited as well (Chow Bush et al., 

2008; “Portland WITS Report, Literary Arts,” 2009-2010; “Seattle Arts and Lectures,” 

2008-09; Slater, 2002; WITS).  

 Two of the programs, WITS Portland and WritersCorps, have found niche 

populations after restructuring their organizations in response to economic, educational 

and political climates. Their aim is to augment and deepen those relationships rather than 

broaden their targeted market. WITS Portland now exclusively serves high school 

students in public education. It is a comprehensive program that goes into language arts 

classrooms, as well as other disciplines, and serves 1,200 students in the classroom and 

another 1,300 through public author visits (M. Rechner, personal communication, 

September 27, 2010). 

In a recent interview, Judith Tanenbaum, training coordinator for WritersCorps, 

said that her organization in San Francisco is a service model with affiliates in the Bronx 

and Washington, DC. The organization works as a city agency, not as a non-profit. While 

their focus in on high school populations, they serve ages 6-22. The program is free to the 

school sites it serves.  

 The WritersCorps program requires a 3-year commitment from the teaching 

artists, with an emphasis on the work of a teaching artist. Since the writers are required to 

leave the organization after the 3 years, the program is a rigorous form of professional 

development designed to ready teaching artists to serve in community beyond their 

WritersCorps experience. The first year focuses on what the writer needs as a first year 

writer. During the second year, the writers exert more and more independence. And the 

third year prepares the writers with skills to go out into the world to continue this work. 
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Models such as this program might be used as a model of teacher training for similar 

programs (J. Tannenbaum, personal communication, October 4, 2010).  

California Poets in the Schools (CPITS) send approximately 120 poets into K-12 

classrooms, reaching 25,000 students throughout the state of California 

(http://www.cpits.org/background/bckgr.htm). As part of CPITS, a quasi-experimental 

evaluation of the Bridges poetry education program was conducted on 2002. The study 

also examined the Poetry and Residency and Education Program (PREP). A key purpose 

of this study was to explore the differential effects of short-term vs. long-term programs 

(Slater, 2002). However, since PREP is a short residency of 5 sessions, it is not included 

in this literature review. This literature review sought to pool programs with similar 

qualities. While WITS does have shorter residencies, the majority of them are 26-weeks 

long. Therefore, I am interested in looking at data from longer residencies.  

One topic of interest from this study, however, was the optimum number of 

instructional sessions for the poets. A majority of poets and many teachers suggested 

reducing the number of sessions from 15-17 to 10-12. It was also suggested that if 

residencies were longer in duration, that instructional strategies be modified to sustain 

student interest.  

The study also evaluated whether these two programs, PREP and Bridge, served 

to develop in students personal characteristics such as cooperation, communication, self-

efficacy, empathy, help-seeking, connectedness to school and self expression (Slater, 

2002). Results indicate that the programs were especially beneficial for struggling 

students; improved empathy and cooperation between students; provided a source of joy 

and humor for students; provided an important avenue for self expression; increased 
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teachers’ expectations for low performing students (Slater, 2002). 

The last finding, “increased teachers’ expectations for low performing students,” 

was a surprising result under this study, as well as a relevant finding in previous research 

(Ainsworth, 1990; Slater, 2002). Having a visiting writer in the classroom, with a 

different style of teaching, allowed lower-performing students to meet or exceed high 

expectations.  

WITS Philosophy 

The philosophy and values of the organization are well aligned with the everyday 

functioning of the organization and are reflected in the services it delivers to students. 

Each time WITS writers visit classrooms, they carry out the mission of the organization 

by engaging students in the pleasure and power of reading and writing. The value 

statements are forefront and transfer into the classroom as meaningful connections are 

established and opportunities are given to students to express themselves through their 

writing. For the purposes of this dissertation, I have selected those values from the WITS 

Handbook that help answer my research questions. The values that speak to the 

relationship between teacher and writer were omitted or will be addressed in other 

sections. The focus on my research is on the influence that the writer has in the 

classroom.  

Personal Story to Tell 

Valuing the child and his/her personal stories is the touchstone of the WITS 

pedagogical approaches. The WITS organization firmly believes that every child has a 

personal story to tell (WITS Writer Handbook, 2010, p. 3). Cognitive psychologist, 

Jerome Bruner (1990) says that storytelling is implicit to the creation of human culture, 



	  

	  

36	  

and Britton (1975) emphasizes that students need to write in their own language about 

things that matter to them. According to Tannenbaum (2008), the central mission of arts 

programs is the belief that each student is an expert of their own life and story. WITS 

writers encourage storytelling through the teaching of different genres, such as personal 

narrative, poetry, or fiction, and teach literary elements that enhance those styles of 

writing.  

True to the storytelling tradition, students are also encouraged to share their 

writing orally as a way to celebrate the written word, to share writing with a group of 

peers and get feedback about student writing. Oral, as well as written communication, is 

viewed as important. Sharing their work with an audience of peers is motivational and an 

integral part of WITS teaching.  

Through storytelling, students naturally find their voice. WITS style of teaching 

promotes voice and believes that writing voice is deeply rooted in past experiences. In 

fact, the voice of the students is the heart of the work of the literary arts organizations 

Tannenbaum (2008). Development of one’s voice is an ongoing process full of discovery 

and sharing of personal and cultural history (Fine, 1987; Giroux, 1988; Walsh, 1991). 

Tremmel (1983) concurs by adding that writers want students to develop respect for their 

individual voices, and to let those voices come through in their writing.  

Poetry is also a viable means of self-expression. Self-expression is enhanced 

when students communicate their experiences through their own language, or dialect of 

words (Ainsworth, 1990; Brioullette, 1996; Jones & Lockwood, 1998). Writing poetry is 

beneficial for students. Streaming their words and ideas in poetic forms on paper is 

conducive to their natural dialect of language. 
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An Art Practiced and Developed Over Time 

Writing is an art that must be practiced and developed over time (WITS Writer 

Handbook, 2010. p. 3). Creative outcomes are more likely from longer or repeated visits 

from WITS writers (Arts Council of England, 2006). The 26 weeks that WITS writers 

spend with students provide a long-term experience that allows students to practice 

writing as a process and gain experience by taking a piece of writing through the stages 

of writing, from brainstorming to publication. This offers a holistic sense of writing that 

engages students more fully in all aspects of writing.  

WITS teachers develop relationships with the students and help them expand as 

writers by understanding and building on their strengths and areas of growth. WITS 

writers provide consistent and productive written and oral feedback to students about 

their writing, helping to nurture and develop their writing abilities. This feedback guides 

the student’s writing and gives the WITS writer an up-close look at the individual needs 

of students and how best to help them.  

Similar to the “long-term, in-depth” structure of the WritersCorps (Tannenbaum, 

2008) and the California Poets-in-the Schools programs, the majority of WITS writers 

work in yearlong in-school programs. The WITS writers visit the same students once a 

week in their regular classroom for 45 minutes-1 hour blocks of time. Having WITS 

writers in the classroom is a way to enrich the curriculum and supplement the goals set 

for the class of students. The classroom teacher is required to remain in the classroom 

while the WITS writers instruct the students. WITS teachers model the teaching of 

writing; thus there is an opportunity for classroom teachers to participate in the lessons 

and learn new techniques of teaching writing. In fact, they are encouraged to participate 
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during the lessons. This opportunity not only helps teachers learn about the teaching of 

writing, but it also invites possible collaboration between the WITS writer and classroom 

teacher.  

According to Brouillette (2006), the WITS style of teaching blends creative 

writing with the visual and performing arts. WITS teaching provides students with 

experiential learning that is often infused with arts— including music, dance, drama, fine 

art or student art. Writers use music or fine art as writing prompts for students. 

Dramatization and dance are used in creative expression. Student art projects are 

combined with writing exercises to deepen and anchor the learning experience. And field 

trips to museums enrich the arts-based curriculum. Lessons also consider a variety of 

learning styles, and are developed that invoke the five senses and elicit emotions.  

A Holistic Education 

WITS values the idea that every child deserves a holistic education, one that 

encourages critical thinking, creativity, and personal responsibility (WITS Writer 

Handbook, 2010, p. 3). Successful WITS writers do not adhere to a predetermined 

curriculum, but rather, take the pulse of the classroom and allow the needs of the students 

in the classroom to dictate the sequence of lessons. The curriculum is designed according 

to the student population. Through conversations and reading their work, WITS writers 

have time each week to get to know their students as people and writers (Tannenbaum, 

2008). WITS writers are given general guidelines about how to teach, but they are not 

told what to teach. The organization respects the creative energy and expertise that each 

WITS writer brings to the program.  
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Benefit to Low-income Students 

The WITS organization is committed to reaching at-risk populations and believes 

that low-income students can thrive and grow in high quality arts education programs 

(WITS Writer Handbook, 2010 p. 3).  Rowe, Casstaneda, Kaganoff, & Robyn (2004) 

suggest that arts education provides a range of benefits for young people and plays an 

important role in closing the achievement gap in economically disadvantaged populations 

(Catterall, 1999; Ruppert, 2009). When students have the freedom to create and explore 

in imaginative ways, their self-confidence is boosted, regardless of race, gender or 

economic standing (WITS Writer Handbook, 2010).  

Affective Philosophy of Teaching Writing  

The philosophy and pedagogy of WITS are in direct alignment with what the 

literacy experts say about “Best Practices” in teaching writing. The WITS organization 

emphasizes interpersonal relationships as an important component of the success of their 

program. WITS understand the needs of children and invest in staff development to 

promote individual relationships and build a classroom community of writers.  

Once a week WITS teachers work as visiting writers in public and private K-12 

classrooms. It is crucial that they establish a separate classroom identity from the regular 

classroom teacher, so that when the WITS community comes together each week, they 

form what Calkins (1994) describes as “a socially safe environment.”  

Building a classroom community is vital for developing a positive learning 

environment, where students feel safe to express themselves (Blasingame & Bushman, 

2005; Graves, 1994; Rabkin, 2011; Sloan, 2009). WITS writers know that taking an 

interest in each student is one of the most important steps towards building confident 
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writers. When students feel valued and respected (Avery, 2002; Spandel, 2005), they are 

more likely to take personal risks in their writing.  From day one, WITS writers 

understand the need to build that sacred space where students feel comfortable to share a 

piece of themselves through their writing. WITS writers create a common space by 

establishing classroom and writing rituals, and emphasizing “getting-to-know-you” 

lessons at the beginning of the year (WITS Writer Handbook, 2010). 

The WITS organization provides its writers with numerous examples of first day 

lessons that promote creative self-expression by asking the students to write about 

themselves. These early narrative exercises not only promote community by getting to 

know one another, but they also help students gain a sense that they have something 

significant to write about. Students are motivated to write when they realize that their 

lives carry meaning and are worth writing about (Avery, 2002; Calkins, 1986; Graves, 

2004; Ray, 2004). When children find value in their writing--in their individual stories, 

they gain momentum and confidence and begin to see themselves as writers. WITS 

writers appreciate this and spend time coaxing those personal stories out of the students 

they teach. They encourage students to write from their hearts and tap into that treasure 

chest of ideas to mine topics relevant to their lives. Adams (2009) encourages students to 

“open the lid and peek inside.” This notion of story and the idea that every child has a 

story worth telling is the soul of the WITS organization. It is, after all, the stories that are 

most important.  

In this vein, then, memories are the most important possession writers have 

(Fletcher, 1996). Drawing from students’ lives and experiences, WITS writers encourage 

students to write from this core of knowledge, giving their writing authority (Romano, 
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2004). When students write about important events or people in their lives, they naturally 

find voice as they convey thoughts and feelings highly personal to them. This added 

element of emotion gives writing the powerful boost to carry voice forward on paper. As 

they learn to express themselves authentically, their voice emerges in a recognizable and 

consistent way that sustains itself across texts (Cappello, 2006).  

Writing about the familiar also helps students claim ownership over their writing 

by allowing them freedom in choice of topics, an important element in teaching children 

to write effectively (Atwell, 1987; Fu & Lamme, 2002; Graham & Harris, 1996); 

Higgins, Miller, & Wegmann, 2007; Rabkin, 2011; Routman, 1994; Wood & Dickinson, 

2000). Ray (2004) claims that before the teacher can expect students to “care deeply 

about how to write, they must care deeply about what they are writing.” Therefore, choice 

is not only motivational but an essential part of the writing curriculum.  

Another strategy that empowers and builds confidence in students is to treat them 

as though they are writers. Calkins (1994) affirms this by saying that “teachers teach 

writers, not writing,” and Adams (2009) and agrees that if you attend to them as writers, 

their writing will emerge. From day one in the WITS classroom, students are addressed 

as writers and are treated as such. Writing teachers and students establish a common 

writer’s language where they share similar terms and can discuss them accordingly. 

Referring to the various aspects of writing (brainstorming, drafting, revision) provides the 

student with a writer’s framework. A shared vernacular builds community and sets the 

tone for high expectations, as even the youngest students know literary terms, such as 

onomatopoeia, simile or metaphor. This instills in them a sense of confidence, as they 

know the definitions of terms that they experiment with in their writing.  
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Quality Literature  

Authentic literature serves as a model for children’s writing (Adams, 2009; 

Fletcher, 2001; Kress, 1994; Wolf & Wolf, 2002). WITS writers bring classic and 

contemporary literature into the classroom to share with students and to demonstrate what 

good writing looks and sounds like. Reading aloud and discussing literature allows 

students to use texts as springboards for their own writing. When provided the 

opportunity to pattern their own writing after a successful author, students gain 

confidence in themselves as writers and come to understand the craft of writing. This 

modeling demystifies the art of writing for students. They begin to “read as writers,” 

which, in turn, helps them develop a critical eye for literary style and how the author uses 

the written word to express mood or convey meaning.  

Skills are not taught in isolation as students identify “what works” in a piece of 

writing. WITS writers use excerpts from texts to highlight particular literary elements 

such as figurative language, vivid descriptions, sensory images, dialogue, or the rhythm 

of words. They also use prose to demonstrate how to vary lengths of sentences or write 

great leads and conclusions.  

Studying literature helps students understand how authors select ordinary 

incidents that often parallel the lives of children (Graves, 2004). Students then see 

themselves in the stories they read or listen to. There is real learning or validation when, 

for example, students find commonality in a poem by Langston Hughes or in a vignette 

by Sandra Cisneros. These writings become a reflection of who the students are in a 

multicultural society or who they are as writers in a classroom. In other words, they 

explore their own cultural identity through literature. Literacy, then, plays a major role in 
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the way readers and writers view themselves (McCarthey, 2001). In this way, students 

see a reflection of themselves and develop a sense of self as a writer (Wood Ray, 2001). 

This modeling aids in their own identity as a writer.  

Children’s Literature 

According to Adams (2009), children’s literature uses simple language with many 

illustrations, yet the ideas are complex. Children’s literature can be used to illustrate the 

use of literary elements within prose, such as the use of similes, metaphors, or strong 

verbs or personification, to name a few. Isolating these literary elements and then 

showing how they are used within texts is a powerful way to show students how to 

transfer and apply learning.  

Similarly, children gain a sense of themselves as writers after they read stories or 

poems written by other children (Routman, 2000). Another aspect of bringing quality 

literature into the classroom is to demonstrate, by example, that writing produced by 

children is not only valuable but worth pursuing. An anthology of poetry written by 

children, such as Naomi Shihab Nye’s Salting the Ocean, shows students the importance 

of their own words, thoughts or ideas. Students get an instant taste of the power of 

publishing, as well. Seeing the work of children their own age in print is inspirational, as 

it instills a sense of “if they can do it, so can I.” 

Genres 

WITS promotes teaching writing in a variety of genres (Graves, 2004; Higgins et 

al., 2007). Students need practice expressing themselves in a variety of ways. WITS 

writers give particular attention, especially in the younger grades, to personal narrative. 

Graves (2004) encourages personal narrative and believes it is the easiest way to begin, 



	  

	  

44	  

for most students. While WITS does not endorse a particular sequence in the teaching of 

genres, they advise their writers to structure the curriculum to include narrative writing  

(creative nonfiction) at least 25% of the time (WITS Handbook, 2010). Whether teaching 

poetry, fiction or nonfiction, the key is to get students to write expressively in all forms 

(Graves, 2004).  

Visual Art as Writing Prompts 

Engagement is essential to meaningful and sustained learning (Caine & Caine, 

1994; Rabkin, 2011), and working with visual arts and making art can be great motivators 

(Olshansky, 2006). In an effort to teach effectively and reach students in ways they learn 

best, WITS writers strive to integrate a variety of arts into the curriculum. This interest 

and curiosity “breed” engagement (Harvey, 1998). For example, WITS writers create 

lessons that include student-generated artwork and fine art as prompts for writing. 

There is a powerful connection between pictures and words (Ernst,1994; Graves, 

1994; Olshanksy, 2006; Siegal, 1995). The visual image or tactical sensation of creating 

artwork can bring students’ stories to life. These visual representations can be powerful 

ways to tap into the senses, invoke memories or elicit feelings. When students can discuss 

and write about experiences based on images they have created, learning is much more 

meaningful and effective than learning through words alone (Siegel, 1995). 

Arts education advocate Elliot Eisner (2003) supports including various art forms 

into a language arts curriculum. WITS writers integrate other visual arts into the 

curriculum, such as music, dance, dramatization and playwriting. This multidimensional 

approach is considered a “recasting of meaning from one sign system to another” (Siegel, 

1995). If students can transfer significance and synthesize new meaning from multiple 
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modes of stimuli, higher order thinking is employed, as defined by Bloom’s Taxonomy 

(Bloom, 1956). Olshanksky (2006) suggests that the visual and kinesthetic, as well as 

verbal, styles of learning be included at every stage of the writing process.  

Additionally, WITS incorporates museum trips to promote creative writing 

through visual arts (WITS Handbook, 2010). Field trips offer students the opportunity to 

connect with famous paintings and other inspiring art objects or artifacts. Students write 

from those experiences of engagement with the artwork as the WITS writers structure 

writing activities that include imaginative prompts. Providing students with engaging 

story starters, visual stimuli, or personally relevant connections may stimulate more 

interest in the writing task (Alber-Morgan, Hessler, & Konrad, 2007). 

Writing Process 

 WITS style of writing includes writing as a process, taking students through the 

stages of prewriting, drafting, revising, editing and publishing. Hayes & Flowers (1980) 

concluded that the writing process is recursive, and accomplished writers plan and 

organize ideas, draft those ideas into a coherent text, and revise and edit to polished form 

(Unger & Fleischman, 2004).  

 Prewriting and organizing are two of the most common strategies students use 

prior to drafting a piece of writing (MacArthur, Graham, & Fitzgerald, 2006). Yet, 

according to Donald Murray (1985), this crucial step is often neglected, and advises that 

writers should spend 70% or more of their time in prewriting. WITS writers model a 

variety of prewriting strategies, and believe that younger students need explicit 

instruction in how to brainstorm to get their ideas from their heads and onto paper as they 

begin to generate and organize ideas.  
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Modeling the writing process is crucial to learning until the time when students 

can automatize the procedures and strategies for producing texts (MacArthur, et al., 2006; 

Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2006). WITS writers spend much time modeling each step on the 

board, demonstrating how they think as professional writers and how they fluidly move 

through the process of writing to create a finished text. In this sense, WITS writers agree 

with researchers who consider the writing process to be a series of problem-solving tasks 

(Braaksma, Rijlaarsdam, van den Bergh & van Hout-Wolters, 2004; Flowers, 1989; 

Flowers & Hayes, 1977; Hayes, 2004).  

In addition to providing explicit instructions for each step of the writing process, 

WITS writers teach different genres, and offer guided practice and ongoing feedback to 

students. This concurs with research that outlines those factors as essential to an effective 

writing program (Gersten & Baker, 2001; Honeycutt & Pritchard, 2005). 

Students’ writing improved at progressive rates when they used the writing 

process, and especially when they employed the use of revision strategies in their writing 

(Calkins, 1983; Englert, Raphael, & Anderson, 1992; Graham & MacArthur, 1988; 

Robinson, 1986). WITS writers believe that revision is the key to the writing process 

because it allows students to analyze and synthesize their work in meaningful ways 

(WITS Handbook, 2010). Their approach includes a variety of revision techniques that 

students can internalize and draw from when needed. Various researchers agree that 

revision is perhaps the most important step in writing as it helps to sort out and clarify the 

intended message of the writer (Calkins, 1986; Elbow, 1973; Graves, 1983; Murray, 

1985).  
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Summary 

This chapter highlights political, economic and societal issues such as budget 

cuts, NCLB, and marginalization of the arts that threaten to undermine the value of arts 

education. It also covers broader research studies in arts education and the teaching artist 

profession, and introduces promising research on the horizon by Nick Rabkin. The 

literature review then narrows focus and presents pertinent research of literary arts 

organizations, emphasizing program evaluations of WITS and other writing programs, 

case studies and publications specific to WITS. There is also a section on the affective 

philosophy of teaching writing, which links what the experts say about the teaching of 

writing with the WITS philosophy of teaching writing.  
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CHAPTER III 
 

METHODOLOGY 
 

“The task of a writer consists of being able to make something out of an idea."  
~Thomas Mann 

 
Introduction 
 

The purpose of this study was to examine WITS writers’ perspectives regarding 

their work as teaching artists in the classroom and the success of the WITS program, in 

general. The research questions were: 

• How do Writers in the Schools (WITS) writers perceive their personal 

effectiveness as teaching artists? 

• How do WITS writers perceive the instructional effectiveness of the 

WITS program? 

• What factors impact WITS writers’ perceptions of their personal 

effectiveness? 

• What factors impact WITS writers’ perceptions about the instructional 

effectiveness of the WITS program? 

This section details the methodology to be used in the study, including the: (1) 

setting for research; (2) limitations; (3) preliminary steps; (4) research design; (5) 

participants; (6) data collection procedures; and (7) data analysis procedures.  

Setting for Research  

Writers in the Schools (WITS) is a nonprofit organization that employs nearly 80 

professional writers and sends them into public and private classrooms to teach creative 

writing. For over 25 years, the organization has served K-12 students, with an emphasis 
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on low-income students. In 1994, they taught in 84 classrooms; today, they teach in over 

350 classrooms. Its mission to share the pleasure and power of reading and writing is far 

reached, as 20,000 students each year are exposed to the unique style of WITS teaching.  

WITS offers year-long in-school programs and after-school programs. Once a 

week, the writers, or teaching artists, go into classrooms to share the craft of writing with 

students. These teaching artists bring a wealth of knowledge and expertise to the field of 

education. With vast backgrounds, they offer a diverse perspective to share with students. 

They host a summer camp and send writers into alternative settings, such as museums, 

hospitals, community centers, and juvenile detention centers. They also have shorter 

residencies to accommodate the needs of schools. 

As an employee of the WITS organization for the past four years, I know the 

experience of going into the classroom as a WITS writer. I have consistently taught at 

summer camp, as well as completed numerous 26-week residencies in schools, primarily 

with elementary students. As a part-time employee, I typically enter classrooms once a 

week for two hours to teach creative writing to the same group of students for the 26-

week interval.  

Having inside knowledge may have worked to my advantage in this research 

study. While each writer has a unique experience, I know firsthand what it is like to enter 

the classroom. This familiarity breeds a shared understanding. Plus, I know the writers. 

This acquaintance may have yielded meaningful results, as an insider is sometimes privy 

to information not accessible to outsiders. In understanding a population, I may have 

been able to dig deeper to paint an accurate and thorough representation of the work done 

by this group of writers.  
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On the other hand, this familiarity might have prevented some of the WITS 

writers from divulging more personal thoughts. They may have seen me as part of the 

organization and censored what they said. The fact that I am a colleague of theirs and 

employed by the same organization may have been a limitation to my study.  

Another potential bias is how the writers view the organization. Those with the 

organization for any length of time have a favorable impression of the organization and 

the work they do in the classroom. Perhaps because of the organization’s supportive 

leadership style, strong allegiances are formed between the writers and the organization. 

This closely-knit group wants the organization to do well. This loyalty to the organization 

may have swayed what they decided to share with me during the interview process. 

 Additionally, I must be aware of my own bias. I have a favorable impression of 

the organization and believe wholeheartedly that the work that the WITS writers do 

makes a difference on the student populations that they serve. As a researcher, it was my 

duty to probe or question the writers in a way that invited them to discuss openly and 

honestly about their experiences. Favorable or unfavorable, I made an effort to report 

significant findings in a clear and concise way. My aim was to portray an accurate picture 

of the organization and the work of the writers.  

As an employee, I believe that the organization has a solid mission carried forth 

by the writers who serve the student populations. Mindful of this, I am also aware that 

any important results, whether favorable or unfavorable, might offer the organization 

opportunities for growth. Again, it was my duty as a researcher to present all findings.  

The sample of writers may have posed a form of bias. I narrowed the criteria for 

the sample selection to include those writers who had been employed with the 
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organization at least three years and had at least one reflective essay to share with me. 

Therefore, the sample may not be representative of the entire group, thereby hard to 

generalize to the larger population.  

Preliminary Steps 
 

In preparation for my study, I met with the Executive Director of the WITS 

program, my boss, for consent of WITS to conduct research with the writers. I presented 

her with an executive summary outlining the nature of my research and detailing possible 

benefits to the organization (see Appendix A).  

For my study, I asked for the end-of-year reflective essays that the writers wrote 

about their teaching experience. Initially, the Executive Director was cautious to grant 

access to these essays since they were written as part of the contractual agreement of 

employment. At the time they were written, the intended audience was WITS 

administrators. She was sensitive to this fact and to the writers’ freedom to express their 

thoughts without critical analysis of their writing skills. In other words, I would not 

evaluate, for example, the organization of the essay or the writing style of the writer, but 

instead, would use the information provided in the essays to understand their experiences 

in the classroom. Writers are taught to “show not tell” and their words help to show their 

experience. Critiquing them as writers is different than using their words to understand. I 

sought the latter.  So it is the essence of teaching I wanted to capture, not the intricate 

style they used to communicate their experience.   

This is tied to the philosophy of the organization. Freedom of expression is vital 

to writing. I assured my boss that I would not conduct a literary analysis of their work, 

but would use the essays to guide interview questions and to garner themes among all of 
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the essays to present a layered landscape of the organization and the work of the writers.  

She granted permission to use the reflective essays in my research. The letter became part 

of the IRB application submitted to the University of Houston Human Subjects prior to 

beginning this study.  

Research Design 

Qualitative research is interpretive by nature and best utilized when researchers 

are interested in insight, discovery and interpretation rather than hypothesis testing 

(Merriam, 1998). According to Carspecken (1996), qualitative research investigates 

human phenomena or behavior that do not lend themselves to quantitative methods. 

Writers, by nature, are inquisitive about and sensitive towards the human condition and 

seek to understand relationships through their writing and teaching. Thus, studying this 

closely-knit group of WITS writers through a qualitative research lens was most 

appropriate as I sought to reveal attitudes, beliefs and experiences about their 

professional work. This, according to Carspecken (1996), is one of the principal items 

investigated in social research. 

My methodology adhered to the guidelines set forth by Carspecken’s (1996) 

Critical Ethnography in Educational Research. Qualitative research seeks to examine the 

nature of action, subjective experiences and their conditions influencing actions and 

experiences as part of the methodological framework (Carspecken, 1996). My research 

studied all three. The nature of action was interpreted to mean action taken on the part of 

the WITS writer that affects student populations. I asked interview questions that 

examined teaching strategies and how the writers’ style of teaching influenced students 

and promoted the teaching of writing.  These actions helped define the effectiveness of 
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what writers do in the classroom. I also questioned the writers about their classroom 

experiences. The sharing of these subjective experiences contributed to the whole of the 

profession as commonalities among the writers woven together created a patchwork 

composite of the organization and the work of a teaching artist. Special consideration was 

given to the conditions that hindered or enhanced their experience.  

My method of inquiry was to interview nine WITS writers and supplement the 

study with the reflective essays that they composed at the end of each teaching year. It 

was an in-depth study that centered on unearthing their perceptions of critical issues or 

practices pertaining to the work that they do as teaching artists in the classroom. I sought 

to understand the effectiveness of their teaching and of the organization from a writers’ 

perspective. Examining the writers’ perspective provided an insightful look into their 

individual classroom experiences, illuminating successes and challenges that enhanced or 

diminished the effectiveness of their teaching. This research study focused on bringing 

the writers’ voice into research where it has been previously left out. 

 More weight was given to the interview data. Therefore, the aim of this study 

was to seek honest and open sharing of information concerning the challenges and issues 

the writers face in the classroom. Qualitative research adds accuracy, truth and depth to 

findings that, in many ways, go beyond statistical data (Horowitz, 2011). It is a holistic 

approach of reconstructing discourse by kneading or massaging the subtle nuances in 

communication into possible meanings. These meanings help the researcher understand 

embedded or hidden intentions of the actors (Carspecken, 1996). In other words, a 

qualitative researcher pieces together understanding from a montage of different 

representations, or multiple perspectives or angles of vision (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). 
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For my research study, this included culling common themes from the interviews with 

WITS writers and the reflective essays. Extracting common themes from the writers’ 

experiences and building a contextual base for those experiences helped to validate 

findings.  

The research design was structured to guarantee confidentiality for the WITS 

writers. The identifiers from any documentation were removed and replaced with 

pseudonyms. The results of the study were reported using only the pseudonyms. 

Typically, in ethnographic research, the interview protocol consists of questions 

that are generated after the researcher observes participants; wherein, the researcher 

follows up with interviews seeking answers to questions that arose during those initial 

observations. Observations, according to Carspecken (1996), build initial understanding 

from which preliminary analysis is conducted. In other words, the preliminary analysis 

begins to lay out objective claims to help flush out possible meanings of discourse. 

Establishing these claims and sifting through a variety of meanings helps to understand 

the actors’ implicit or explicit intentions.  

In my research, however, a primary record was built using the reflective essays, in 

lieu of classroom observations. While the written documents do not replace observations 

typical in ethnographic research, they will serve the function of these usual observations.  

Therefore, the essays served two purposes:  

1) The data and preliminary analysis of the data helped guide the construction of the 

Interview Protocol.  

2) They were used in triangulation of the findings from the interviews. 

The reflective essays played a limited role in the study. Since they were written as 
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part of the requirement for employment, and the intended audience for these end-of-year 

essays was WITS administration, the writers may not have been forthright in their sharing 

of critical issues and critiques at the time the essays were written. They may have chosen 

instead to focus on the positive attributes of the program or the positive experiences they 

had with students and classroom teachers. Nonetheless, these documents provided a 

valuable contribution to my research as they revealed interesting perspectives regarding 

their experiences and teaching practices.   

The reflective essays served as preliminary data to help guide the direction of the 

interview questions. The Interview Protocol, a semi-structured outline used during the 

interviews, included general questions tied to the research questions that were asked of 

each participant. Additionally, specific, individualized questions based on the content of 

each writer’s essays were asked, with the purpose of probing critical issues or critiques to 

yield significant results.  

Therefore, the essays were used to guide interview questions and to garner themes 

among all of the essays to help present a layered landscape of the organization and the 

work of the writers.  In this light, the reflective essays were used to build a contextual 

framework that defined their experience.  

The reflective essays were also analyzed on their own merits. It can be argued that 

the essays were used to evaluate one’s own practice, to get an initial idea about their 

perception of what they do as teaching artists in the classroom. The essays were used to 

glean initial impressions and were used to pull out themes within each essay and across 

all of the essays as part of the initial analysis. This gave a broad picture of the 

commonalities among writers.  
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Participants 
 

Rossman and Rallis (1998) emphasize the importance of choosing participants in 

qualitative research studies. Establishing qualifiers from which to pull participants helps 

to shape the nature of the study. Participants for the study were selected from a narrow 

pool of criteria. Criteria for selection included years of service and the availability of 

their reflective essays. Participants included a homogenous population of long-term 

writers who have a favorable impression of the organization. The study focused on nine 

writers who have been with the WITS organization for least three years and have at least 

one essay to use in the study. Not all of the long-term writers met the criteria set forth for 

this study. 

The criterion of three years was chosen because that is the length of time needed 

for writers to gain a solid foothold in the classroom. Any new teaching artist knows that 

the first year of teaching is demanding and takes inordinate energy to get their bearings. It 

is one of “survival.” The second year is a little more steady, but still shaky as new writers 

seek to gain confidence and establish themselves in the classroom. By the third year, 

writers strike a more comfortable rhythm in their teaching. In addition, my experience 

has shown me that, by the third year, most writers feel connected to the larger WITS 

community in an even greater way. I noticed this in myself and in my colleagues who 

started with the organization at the same time as me.  

The WITS organization currently employs nearly 80 professional writers with a 3 

to 1 ratio of females to males. Approximately one third of the writers are new to the 

organization. About one third of the writers have been with the program less than three 

years, and long-term writers account for the remaining third. Of the nearly 80 writers, 
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approximately one-third, or 27 writers qualified to participate in the study. It is worth 

noting that the general population of WITS may not be reflected in these statistics.  

The nine WITS writers, who met the established criteria for my research, included 

volunteer participants employed at least three years with the WITS organization and who 

submitted at least one reflective essay to use in my study. The writers came from diverse 

backgrounds and had a wide and varying range of educational and professional writing 

experience.  

Five of the nine WITS writers were Caucasian and four were either Hispanic or 

from Spanish decent. English was not the native language for three of the writers. All 

participants were female, with a majority of them ranging in age from 50-54. One writer 

was in her mid-30s, while three others ranged in age from 40-49.  

The length of time that WITS writers worked for the organization varied. Three 

writers had between 4-6 years of teaching experience in WITS classrooms; four writers 

had between 9-10 years of experience; and two writers had 14-15 years of experience.  

The grades taught and settings for WITS teaching were diverse. Five writers had 

experience teaching in all grade levels, from K through 12. The other four writers had 

experience teaching primarily younger students, in grades 2nd-7th.  It is interesting to note 

that, in addition to teaching in private or public classrooms, all of the nine writers had 

experience teaching in alternative settings, such as hospitals, museums, nature centers, 

juvenile detention centers or after school programs.  

All the WITS writers were at varying stages of publication, and they brought a 

host of writing expertise to the organization. WITS writers had writing experience as 

novelists, filmmakers, playwrights, journalists and free-lance writers. Before working for 
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WITS, six writers had experience as regular classroom teachers in either elementary, 

middle school or high schools. Two writers had teaching experience as adjunct 

professors. Two writers had experience working in theater, and two others taught creative 

writing to adults through other nonprofit agencies in the Houston area.   

Three writers held bachelor degrees in English, three others had degrees in the 

liberal arts, and the remaining three had degrees in education. Six writers had master 

degrees in either English or the liberal arts, and one had a Ph.D. in creative 

writing/literature. 

Data Collection 
 

For this research study, I collected data from two sources: 1) interview data and 2) 

content of the reflective essays. I interviewed the participants for one hour each at either a 

local public library or in their individual homes. An audio recorder was used to record the 

interviews. The reflective essays were treated as archival data and used in the design of 

interview questions and to extract common themes.  

I designed an interview protocol as described by Carspecken (1996) to use during 

the interviews. The interview protocol consists of domain topics, or general topics of 

interest. Under each topic category, several lead-off questions were listed as possible 

subjects of interest to cover in the interview. Follow-up questions were created to allow 

further exploration on topics anticipated by me. Additionally, specific questions unique to 

each writer were explored. These questions were created after reading their essays (see 

Appendix D). 

While the interview protocol helped to direct the general course of questioning, 

the interviews were semi-structured. This allowed the interviewee’s answers to steer the 
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direction of the interview. The semi-structured interview allowed for a more natural style 

of conversation. Such flexibility yielded better research data as participants tended to 

respond in a more relaxed and authentic way.  

The end-of-year reflective essay, the second data source, is a culmination of the 

WITS writer’s teaching experience. It is a 5-page document that may include any of the 

following guidelines to describe their WITS teaching year: 

• Write about students or teachers who stood out to you, memories from a 

student success story, a turning point, or a breakthrough. 

• How does your work fit in or not fit in with the culture of your school/site, 

and how do you navigate that culture while working with your teachers 

and administrators?   

• Reflect on lessons learned during your teaching.  Is there something you 

would do differently as a result?  

(J. McBride, personal communication, May 23, 2011). 

The reflective essays were used to guide interview questions and to garner 

common or recurring themes that were analyzed separately and collectively. Since the 

essays were written at the end of residencies, they were treated as archival data and 

approved as such through the University of Houston Human Subjects.  

I used a digital audio recorder to record all of the interviews and used a field 

journal to write down my observations, including nonverbal gestures. Later at home, I 

transcribed the audio recordings into a Word document and added notes from my field 

journal. I recorded significant body language where meaning might be extrapolated or 

interpreted, or where meaning might be built or enhanced or understood by observing 
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mannerisms or nonverbal cues. Observer comments (OC) were added to the transcript 

and placed in brackets. These comments (the researcher’s speculations) contributed to the 

overall analysis.  Participant’s verbatim speech acts were typed in italics to distinguish 

what was actually said from inference and speculations.  

Data Analysis  
 

The analytic methods were the same for both the interviews and reflective essays. 

In my research, I conducted a preliminary reconstructive analysis outlined in stage two of 

Carspecken’s methodology, which consists of identifying underlying themes, patterns or 

unusual events (Carpsecken, 1996). Reconstructive analysis is a way to reconstruct 

meaning from the monological data in the reflective essays and the dialogical data 

generated from the interviews. It is important to ferret out a variety of meanings to 

understand the actor within a situation being analyzed (Cárdenas-Kolak, 2001).  

Such meaning reconstruction is part of the hermeneutic process. Of this process 

Carspecken (1996, p. 98) says, “The researcher takes part, mentally, in the intersubjective 

processes at play. She must become a virtual participant in order to articulate the meaning 

fields.” By taking the position of the participant and identifying possible meaning fields, 

the researcher attempts to understand the action of others and to articulate the tacit 

validity claims associated with those actions.  

The reconstruction process is iterative, meaning that the process repeats until a 

thorough analysis of the essays and interviews is complete. This recursive procedure 

helps to deepen the analysis with each reconstruction and validates the previous 

reconstruction to build a more solid case.  
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During the initial phase of meaning reconstruction for my study, I categorized 

low- and high- level codes. I used the coding technique outlined by Carspecken to 

identify recurring patterns within each interview transcript, and then, crosschecked those 

patterns to distinguish themes common to all interviews. After several rounds of coding, 

themes emerged to help define the writers’ perspective of their effectiveness in the 

classroom.  

I also generated themes from the essays themselves. Themes pulled from the 

written samples were part of the reconstructive strategy and were used to triangulate 

results from the interviews. Themes common to both the essays and interviews were then 

compiled and became part of my findings.  

For this study, I constructed meaning fields and horizon and vertical analysis. 

Within each identified theme, meaning fields were constructed using “or” and “and/or” to 

begin to pool possible meanings. Identifying possible themes and underlying meanings 

helped to infer meaning, either implicitly or explicitly, and interpret tacit information and 

make it explicit. An actor’s intention can never be known for sure, or the meaning behind 

their actions, so seeking a variety of possible meanings helps to derive meaning 

(Carspekcen 1996). This was an important step for laying the groundwork for horizontal 

analysis.   

Horizon analysis was also part of the reconstruction process. The analysis 

included learning about the cultural beliefs or typifications of the WITS writers who were 

interviewed by examining tacit truth or validity claims (Carspecken 1996). Validity 

claims represent the truth of results from any research project and the analysis of what 

happened. They are defined by three ontological categories: subjective, objective, and 
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normative-evaluative claims. Habernas (1988) says that truth claims are not about 

whether they are true or false, but whether they win consensus through validity. In other 

words, it is the soundness of the argument rather than the truth of the statements 

(Harbernas, 1988). Establishing these validity claims in communication, then, helps to 

construct meaning. 

Objective truth claims mean that multiple observers have direct access to the same 

object or event. In other words, if several people view the same object, they would all 

agree on a definition for that object and see it in the same way. Subjective claims are 

internal feelings or states of being that are privileged access only. Observers are not privy 

to this information; thus, meaning is open to interpretation, and one’s own personal 

history may sway interpretations. Therefore, it is crucial to consider a range of possible 

meanings in any interaction. Normative-evaluative claims are rule-like values of 

good/bad or right/wrong. They are a given set of societal norms or cultural beliefs that are 

unspoken but influence the way people think or act.  

Within each ontological category, then, a vertical analysis will be conducted to 

distinguish between foregrounded and backgrounded claims.  Any communicative action 

is layered along a complex continuum (Carspecken 1996). Guba (1990) states that 

observations are affected by values. What we see or how we see it is strongly influenced 

by what we already value and believe. 

Foregrounded claims are subtle but more accessible, while backgrounded claims 

are embedded in layers and the actor’s true intent may remain hidden (Carspecken, 

1996). The melding of foregrounded and backgrounded claims is much like a diorama, a 

three-dimensional representation. The images in the foreground are immediate and a 
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closer view of a part of the display. The background is set at a recessed distance and 

requires more attention to notice, but is equally important, as images in the front and back 

make up the entire layered view, encased in the diorama. Combining the foreground with 

the background helps us to create a complete picture. The same is true in vertical 

analysis. Meaning is derived from synthesizing the foregrounded claims with the 

backgrounded claims. 

The process of discourse and reconstructive analysis is better understood at the 

micro-level. It is important to notice and analyze what is being said and the subtle 

nuances of how it is said, and also what is left unsaid. It is important to recognize 

potential bias so that it is not projected into the analysis and to include assumptions about 

the analysis to help interpret or make sense out of the data. It is important to distinguish 

between the intended and interpreted meaning of discourse. Hence, the reconstructive 

analysis is a vital component in qualitative research.  

Summary 

 This chapter on methodology provided a clear framework for my research. It 

delineated the direction of my study and set guidelines for proceeding with the study. The 

chapter also outlined why qualitative research is an appropriate method to investigate the 

chosen population. The next chapter discusses findings culled from the research and 

begins to analyze them for their instructional and organizational implications, which will 

be further discussed in chapter V.   
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CHAPTER IV 

 FINDINGS 

“Don't tell me the moon is shining; show me the glint of light on broken glass.” 
~Anton Chekhov 

 

Introduction 
 

The findings of this chapter include demographics of the nine WITS writers who 

participated in my study and an analysis of common themes extracted from the data 

sources. Data was collected from information shared during the interviews with WITS 

writers and from their reflective essays that they wrote at the end of their placements. A 

theme was identified as such if three or more of the nine WITS writers mentioned or 

wrote about the same topic or issue.  

This chapter discusses findings that are divided by research question. The findings 

attempt to answer each of the following four research questions in a detailed manner: 

• How do Writers in the Schools (WITS) writers perceive their personal 

effectiveness as teaching artists? 

• How do WITS writers perceive the instructional effectiveness of the 

WITS program? 

• What factors impact WITS writers’ perceptions of their personal 

effectiveness? 

• What factors impact WITS writers’ perceptions about the instructional 

effectiveness of the WITS program? 
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Demographics 

Of the nearly 80 professional writers employed by the WITS organization to teach 

creative writing to students in K-12 public and private classrooms and alternative 

settings, approximately one-third, or 27 writers qualified to participate in the research 

study. Those who met the criteria had been employed with the WITS organization for at 

least three years and had at least one end-of-year reflective essay to use in my study. 

Volunteer participants included nine WITS writers, all female, ranging in age 

from mid-30s-mid-50s. Eight of the writers were in the upper age ranges of between 50-

54 and 40-49; while one writer was in her mid-30s. Five of the nine WITS writers were 

Caucasian and four were either Hispanic or from Spanish decent. Three were not born in 

the United States.  

Their teaching experience included three writers who had been with the WITS 

organization between 4-6 years; four writers between 9-10 years; and two writers 

between 14-15 years. Five writers had experience teaching in all grade levels, from K 

through 12. The other four writers had experience teaching primarily younger students, in 

grades 2nd-7th.  In addition to teaching in private or public classrooms, all of the nine 

writers had experience teaching in alternative settings, such as hospitals, museums, nature 

centers, juvenile detention centers or after school programs.  

Overall, WITS writers had writing experience as novelists, filmmakers, 

playwrights, journalists and free-lance writers. Before working for WITS, six writers had 

experience as regular classroom teachers in either elementary, middle school or high 

schools. Two writers had teaching experience as adjunct professors; two writers had 
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experience working in theater; and two others taught creative writing to adults through 

other nonprofit agencies in the Houston area.   

Three writers held bachelor degrees in English, three others had degrees in the 

liberal arts, and the remaining three had degrees in education. Six writers had master 

degrees in either English or the liberal arts, and one had a Ph.D. in creative 

writing/literature. 

Research Question One: 

How do Writers in the Schools (WITS) writers perceive their personal effectiveness 

as teaching artists? 

Personal Attributes and Strengths 

Fulfillment Through Commitment 

The WITS writers’ dedication to their profession contributed to their success in 

the classroom. Four of the writers commented on their commitment to spend extra time 

outside of the classroom on planning effective lessons, responding to students’ work, and 

producing the end-of-year anthology--a compilation highlighting students’ best writing. 

Being well prepared was of utmost importance to the writers, and this showed by the way 

they devoted time and attention towards developing a thoughtful curriculum and helping 

their students become better writers.   

The general consensus among all writers was that they aspired to meet the needs 

of students and acknowledged how it was hard to respond to those needs as writers in 

specific ways. All of the writers enveloped the belief that student success is defined on an 

individualized basis. They take every student where they are developmentally and work 

with what each brings to the classroom. Therefore, mastery is personalized and not 
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necessarily tied to whole-class objectives. WITS writers gave one-on-one attention to 

students by writing notes to them about their work, including validations, and they 

targeted writing skills to make their students’ writing better. WITS writers also 

conferenced with students at their desks during class time. These attempts at 

individualized instruction were time consuming, required commitment to the writing 

process, and was ultimately rewarding for the WITS writers as well as for students. 

WITS writers derived personal fulfillment from being teachers of writing. Being 

of service to a student population and finding pleasure in sharing of themselves was 

mentioned by four of the nine writers as a reason to teach. Linda shared:  

When I have touched a child’s life and allowed her/him to speak and 

have agency and voice and be able to tell their story, I get a sense of 

fulfillment, I feel really fortified, like what I do in this world matters. 

 
Similarly, Julia stated, “When what I’ve spent time and effort doing has been of 

service in a really important way, that feels rewarding to me.” Elizabeth recognized how 

gratifying it was to her sense of well being when she said, “I teach for WITS because it is 

so life affirming and makes me feel like myself, it keeps me grounded to do this work.” 

Judith indicated that what you bring to the classroom is a reflection of who you are as a 

person when she added, “You don’t teach your subject. You teach who you are.” 

Growth Through Reflection 

Reflective practice enhanced the writers’ effectiveness as writing teachers. The 

WITS organization grants their writers much autonomy to think independently and teach 

in their own unique way, something this dedicated group of writers takes seriously. The 
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wisdom they imparted and creative inspiration they shared with students was couched in 

thoughtful and reflective practice.  

Sometimes reflective practice was an insightful glance of self-reflection, inwardly 

focusing on positive facets they brought to teaching. The ability to self-reflect increased 

the chances for success for the WITS writer in the classroom. Introspection allowed the 

writers to candidly assess their strengths, and they were forthright in defining their strong 

points. Sandra was an intuitive teacher who shared that she “organized time well and 

thought about the end product first and then moved backwards.” She also perceived 

herself to be a really good listener and “allowed space for students to talk and participate 

in a feedback conversation.” Elizabeth also acknowledged her strong points:  

I lead with caring about children in a way that they are surprised to find. 

I lead with an emotional reaction to the world. I think of emotions as 

text. I am also described as indefatigable--I can’t be shaken.  

 
Other writers articulated their personal teaching strengths in different ways. Grace 

embraced the idea that “confidence builds better writers.” She nurtured this belief in self 

by being a supportive coach to help children gain confidence. Judith said her strong suit 

was her “creativity, believing in the writing process, setting high standards, connecting 

with the students as individuals, and respecting their unique process.” Anne’s strength 

was her “high level of energy and her ability to come in and turn the students on to stuff 

that they had never thought about before.” She believed that a writer should be engaged 

with the material and with the class, and the writer’s job was to be an enthusiastic 

cheerleader, an actor on stage to get the kids willing to create material and perform. Anne 

also personally liked to read the children’s work out loud. She upheld the idea that 
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students viewed their work differently when someone else performed it [read it aloud] for 

them. She said, “When somebody puts in voice and tone and diction and tempo and 

rhythm, students hear their words differently.” 

Other times reflective practice was an evaluative look at the success or perceived 

lack of success of their lessons. Reflection guided all WITS writers in their ability to 

monitor the impact that lessons had on students; this meant monitoring student responses 

in the moment or using hindsight to think about how to make a lesson better for next 

time. Elizabeth said that if students did not respond well to a lesson, it meant that she did 

not bring in the right type of prompt to engage students. She would then keep searching 

for new ideas in an effort to reach and inspire all students.  

WITS writers noted that a critical skill for success was the ability to assess in the 

moment how they perceived the class to be responding to the lesson. Invariably, certain 

lessons worked better than others, sometimes on certain days. Remaining flexible and 

thinking on their feet proved to be invaluable. This meant that, if the class was engaged, 

the writers proceeded on course. It also meant that the writers intuitively knew when to 

change course if they sensed confusion or lack of focus from the students. Changing 

course meant checking for understanding, re-teaching, teaching the same lesson from a 

slightly differently angle, scratching the entire lesson and introducing another idea, or 

evaluating how to revamp the lesson to make it better for next time. Rarely did WITS 

writers abandon lessons altogether, but instead, strove to make adjustments to improve 

the lesson for next time. The ability to monitor and reflect in the moment helped maintain 

the momentum of a WITS classroom.  
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The reflective essay that the WITS writers were required to submit at the end of 

the school year was also a vehicle for reflection. Writing about their experiences became 

an opportunity for writers to revisit parts of their teaching to see how it might be 

improved or to think through a situation to arrive at solution to a problem. Or, it was the 

chance to explore what went well during the course of the year, with the intention of 

carrying forth the positive aspects of their teaching.  

Transformation and Small Successes 

Each WITS writer characterized success in the classroom by the small victories 

and personal triumphs they witnessed in students. Success was rarely defined by a set of 

preset overarching objectives. The visible signs of growth in the students marked success. 

Often, those transformations included affective traits, such as increased attitudes towards 

writing, gained confidence in their writing abilities, and improved awareness and belief in 

self as a writer. Elizabeth summed it up when she said, “No one goes unnoticed in my 

classroom.” Getting the shy, quiet child to share their writing, read with more confidence, 

and become more comfortable with the writing process was a victory. Sandra said, “The 

biggest one [success] is seeing the kids change and transform themselves and become, 

hopefully, more of who they are, and feel supported along the way.” Judith reiterated, “I 

motivate them, inspire them, and connect with them. I help them build confidence and get 

rid of mental blocks [perception that they have of themselves]. I give them attention and 

teach them to trust in themselves.”  

Julia expressed: 

I define success in terms of attitude and knowing that I’ve contributed in 

some way to the process of writing. So I feel also that success can be 
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measured by a child’s confidence. Do they feel better about themselves as 

writers. Do they see themselves as writers? 

 
While eight of nine writers set class-by-class objectives, creating good writers 

encompassed more than teaching students the tools, skills and writing techniques. The 

culminating event, the celebration where students read their own work from the 

anthology produced at the end of the year, showcased their best work and the confidence 

that they cultivated throughout the year. Mary commented, “Reading their work out loud 

was very successful for them.” Linda said, “The end of year reading is a moment marking 

transformation.” Katherine commented:  

A successful year is watching a student reading their poem aloud because 

just the physical posture is a triumph. At the very beginning they are so 

shy and they don’t want to read. Now, [at the end] they’re reading their 

own production and they’re proud of it and they’re being listened to and 

they’re applauded and everybody else knows that piece because they’ve 

been working on it.  

Sandra stated:  

Success is the kid who would never read a story at the beginning of the 

year, who, at the end, stands up in front of parents and teachers and reads 

the story that she’s written, that’s produced and printed now in this 

beautiful WITS anthology. Completely transformed by this moment. 

That’s success.  
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Overall, the WITS writers felt that their classrooms were filled with enthusiastic 

students eager to write. However, five of the WITS writers reported that, in nearly every 

class, there were one or two reluctant students who provided interesting challenges. This 

challenge seemed more specific to the grade level taught, as those writers with experience 

teaching in lower elementary grades did not express this same hurdle as those with 

experience teaching in third grade and above.  

The five writers expressed taking a personal interest in getting a reluctant or hard 

to reach child to write. They loved the challenge of those tougher students. The writers 

recounted the satisfaction and sense of accomplishment they felt when that reluctant child 

finally wrote more than a few words on the paper during their WITS writing time. 

Ultimately, the goal was for the students to take ownership over their own writing, but 

getting a reluctant child to simply write felt like a big breakthrough for the WITS writers.   

There were plenty of eager students in the classroom with a zest for writing. All 

of the WITS writers found pleasure in helping students get excited about writing and tap 

into their joy of writing. They also enjoyed assisting students in discovering their 

interests, what they are passionate about, narrowing in on what kind of writing they like 

to do, or what genre they love, and nurturing them as writers. Three of the WITS writers 

commented that this was rewarding and it felt like a success to hear students say that they 

wanted to become writers when they grew up.  

The power of having a visiting writer come into the classroom was an effective 

way to reach some students in nontraditional ways. At times, success was getting the 

students to connect emotionally to a writing prompt. All of the writers spoke of bringing 

in a variety of prompts to help kids respond in an inspired way or to make an emotional 



	  

	  

73	  

connection with a piece of writing, art, music, theater or movement. A classroom teacher 

commented to WITS writer Anne, “You were able to reach him/her in ways I haven’t 

been able to.” Grace noted that it is a “time for them [teachers] to sit back and watch their 

students at work.”  

Even within the WITS community, the impact of this principle was observed 

when students interacted with other WITS writers and/or artistic talents. After a field trip 

to a museum where her students worked with another WITS writer, Anne said of one 

student:  

She had a different writer, she didn’t come with me. And she emerged [and wrote 

this beautiful, deep poem]. She trusted the process and the WITS program. By 

then that she was comfortable enough going off with a different teacher.  

Sandra remembered her experience of watching a musician inspire the children with 

music while she guided them to write:  

I don’t know if that particular kid who was inspired by music left a better 

writer, but I know something important happened for him, maybe the 

most important thing all year happened to happen for him in a WITS 

classroom.  This kid couldn’t stop writing; he was completely immersed. 

I got to witness this alive, this spark inside this kid. I consider that a 

success.  

  
The effectiveness of the WITS writers’ teaching was sometimes discovered in 

hindsight. All of the writers had lingering doubts about whether they were reaching 

certain students or making a difference. It was not until they saw students reading their 

work at the end of the year or read notes of validation from students that confirmed the 
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impact of their teaching.  One writer commented, “You never know whose life you are 

touching.” 

Research Question Two: 

How do Writers in the Schools (WITS) writers perceive the instructional 

effectiveness of the WITS program? 

WITS Leadership and Philosophy  

All of the WITS writers interviewed felt supported by the WITS organization and 

spoke with reverence about its administrators. They believed in the philosophy and 

structure of the organization and appreciated the role they played in carrying out the 

WITS mission.  

WITS flourishes because their established philosophy is intricately woven into the 

fabric of the organization. WITS is driven by a business model, clearly defined by a 

mission statement, value statements and guiding principles for how to structure a WITS 

classroom (L. Chu, personal communication, August 26, 2010). WITS is serious about 

this business of teaching writing and this established model adds to the effectiveness of 

the organization.  

WITS writers credited much of the effectiveness of the organization to leadership. 

Linda said, “It’s a wonderfully run organization. There has been no faltering in leadership 

or in quality of writer and consistent arc [of teaching] that we provide.” Elizabeth echoed 

similar sentiments, “WITS is successful because of the leadership. It is a well-run, well-

managed organization. They are disciplined administrators who are timely, thoughtful, 

organized, and they keep themselves alert to the joy of writing.” At the end of each year, 

according to Elizabeth, “There is an intense self-evaluation process at the end of the year. 
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Leadership reflects on what went well, what could be better, and how can we strategize 

about next year.” From what the writers shared, I can surmise that part of the success of 

the organization can be attributed to WITS administrators’ management style, including 

keeping abreast of what works in writing instruction and taking an internal glance into 

how to make the organization better. 

Promotion of the program is primarily by word of mouth, and according to WITS 

writer Linda, “WITS goes on the reputation of what we do.” WITS is effective because of 

writer loyalty and buy-in. The WITS writers interviewed knew and adopted this. Linda 

strongly believed: 

 There’s a lot of room for being creative, but we all work within the 

parameters of the WITS philosophy and the guidelines that go with it. If 

you don’t believe in it [the philosophy], then you have no business or right 

teaching in it.  

 
 Judith reiterated this by stating, “You have to believe in the [writing] process. You 

have to believe in it [the WITS philosophy].” If you believe in it, it shows. Elizabeth and 

Grace expressed a slightly different view. Elizabeth said, “I’m really prototypical with my 

WITS teaching. Although successful writers take what they are already passionate about, 

incorporate these [WITS] techniques and impart it,” Grace acknowledged, “I have come to 

love that they trust us to do it our way.” Grace went on to explain that, as a new writer, she 

felt that the organization gave her much information but not as much training, and she had 

to learn through her experience as a new writer in the classroom.  

 Even though WITS writers had creative freedom to design their own curriculum 

and bring their unique style of teaching into the classroom, they simultaneously promoted 
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the program by embodying the philosophical base set forth by WITS. They were effective 

teachers of writing because they developed their own style of teaching under the guise of 

the WITS philosophy.   

  Writer satisfaction and contentment contributed to the effectiveness of the 

organization. When writers took an active interest and were vested, it showed. Grace 

claimed that she would pay to do what she does; Anne said that teaching for WITS was 

her dream job; and Linda believed teaching for WITS was the best job in the world. It 

was evident that WITS writers loved what they did. Their joy, then, was reflected back 

into the classroom. Passion begot passion.  

WITS Writers and Resources 

 The WITS organization believes that its biggest asset is the talent of their writers. 

They rely on their writers to bring passion and creative inspiration into the classroom. 

They trust the writers to teach from their own personal experience and to bring their own 

unique style of teaching to the job. WITS also believes that the people they hire are good 

enough and gifted in a genuine way (R. Reagler, personal communication, February 11, 

2010). This conviction they extend to the writers contributes to the effectiveness of the 

organization.  

  WITS supports this pool of talented writers by offering workshops and providing 

resources for the writers.  Writer training includes spring and fall workshops with 

keynote speakers involved in literacy and literary arts education across the country. Anne 

commented, “They [WITS organization] keep it fresh by bringing in someone to inspire 

us, influence us, impress us.” WITS also provided professional development workshops 

led by fellow WITS writers. These peer-led seminars were on topics generated from the 
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needs of the writers. Katherine confirmed, “I learn through good trainers. WITS has 

given me the best training, the best training where everybody really shares their expertise. 

And then I can share that from experience.” Every writer mentioned the value of these 

workshops, and one writer, Judith, added that she wanted to see “more depth” to them. In 

addition to the creative ideas for writing lessons, she wanted to learn more teaching-

related skills, like classroom management or how to work with dyslexic children.  

 WITS provides all writers with a handbook of Tried and True lessons, a valuable 

resource of time-tested lessons written by colleagues. Seven of nine writers said that they 

pulled lessons from the handbook and then tailored them to their own personal style of 

teaching or adapted them to make them their own. Having a bank of proven lessons and 

strategies for teaching increased the effectiveness of the organization.  

 WITS offers a summer camp, in collaboration with Rice University Literacy And 

Culture Project, for Pre-K-12 students. The three-week camp is a co-teaching experience, 

where a writer is paired with a teacher to nurture and nourish children’s creativity 

through writing. Anne shared her thoughts about teaching at camp, “Summer camp is the 

most wonderful training ground for WITS writers,” and Grace said, “It’s an incubator for 

ideas.” Katherine agreed, and added, “At summer camp you have more flexibility and 

collaboration.” The camp was a time for writers to collaborate with other imaginative and 

inventive people and try out new ideas. Providing writers with these useful resources was 

a powerful way to ensure the success of the organization, and feed and nurture the 

writers’ curiosity and creativity as well. 
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Research Question Three: 

What factors impact WITS writers’ perceptions of their personal effectiveness? 
 
Social Media and Violence  

 
Four of the nine writers discussed the challenge of engaging student writers who 

are influenced by social media stimuli (i.e. video games and television). Linda said that it 

was disheartening to see boys in particular engrossed in technology games rather than 

play, where imagination is fertile. From her experience, Elizabeth believed that if 

students were not responding to an emotional [writing] life, it meant that they’ve been 

playing a lot of video games.  Katherine and Anne explained this phenomenon by stating 

that social media gives us lots of stories and sometimes students emulate what they see 

and hear on television or in video games, rather than mining rich stories from their active 

imaginations. Anne noted, “Cartoons provide a fast and often exaggerated version of 

story that is full of violence.” 

 The WITS writers in this study encouraged students to find their individual 

writing voices, but challenges around the appropriateness of allowing students to write 

about violence, and perhaps sex and drugs to a lesser degree, were issues that four of nine 

writers addressed.  How to deal with the topics of violence ran across all grades levels; 

whereas writers primarily dealt with the topics of sex and drugs in older grades. Ralph 

Fletcher (2006) advocates for allowing boys to write about violence. Similarly, Sandra 

commented, “You should allow boys to write about wars and battles,” and went on to say 

that boys, especially, need space to write about silly or violent things. Generally, writers 

felt it was important to create space for boys to write about violence but equally 

important to set limits about the appropriateness of sharing that writing with classmates. 
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Grace agreed and added, “I wouldn’t let those kids who wrote about violence read it [out 

loud], but at least somebody noticed it in their writing, and at least they had a chance to 

write about what they are really interested in.”  Elizabeth offered a slightly different 

perspective, “I’m firm about no violence. However, it is different if they’ve witnessed 

and experienced violence and need to write about it. That’s not violence, that’s 

experience.”  Katherine agreed about writing from experience when she said:  

I made space for this boy to write about his experience with drugs. You 

know, that type of honest dialogue and acknowledgement. Voices need to 

be heard. I gave him space to write hard things happening in his life. 

Writing about his life experience was so beneficial that he was chosen as a 

reader at the Discovery Green celebration. 

Student Conformity 
 
 Four of nine writers discussed the challenge of getting the students to think in 

creative ways. WITS style of teaching invites students to think imaginatively. Linda 

eloquently summed it up by saying, “We need to flip their paradigm in order to tap their 

imaginations.” Grace and Mary concurred and said that they encouraged students to 

loosen up and have fun with their writing, to see the world in different ways or from 

different perspectives, and to think outside the box. The WITS style of teaching promotes 

independent thinking. Linda explained:  

They’ve [students] been conditioned to ask: “what do you want me to say” 

[or how long does it have to be]? That’s the fun of it. I want you to say 

what you feel. What does the prompt mean to you? 

Sometimes getting students to think creatively was done through humor, as Anne offered:  
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Creativity is occasionally being absurd. Laughter can often break those 

conformist thoughts. If the teacher can be silly and crazy, maybe I can be a 

little silly and crazy too. Maybe I can go some place a little different. It’s 

like coaxing out a nugget of who they really are under that façade of 

conformity. 

 
At other times, removing mental obstacles expanded student thinking and 

enhanced imagination. All WITS writers acknowledged the importance of allowing 

students to learn from their mistakes, take risks and try new things. All writers 

emphasized the freedom to explore, which included the notion that there is no right or 

wrong answer, only the excitement of discovery. WITS style of writing is not about 

asking children to give back the correct answer, but rather, to engage them in meaningful 

ways by bringing in writing prompts and, according to Linda, “asking them to uniquely 

express what that prompt means to them.” There are no grades assigned during WITS 

time, so the freedom to explore includes the space to write simply for the love of writing. 

Students are motivated when they are engaged, inspired by the prompt, and free from the 

pressure to perform.  

Building Confidence Through the Power of Story  

 All the WITS writers in my study approached their residencies with a strong 

desire to make an impact on every student. Many of them spoke of the personal angst of 

“letting go” and “leaving behind” those rare students that they felt they did not reach in a 

meaningful way. They believed that everyone had an interest in something, and if one 

child was not responding, it was because they did not make an emotional connection with 

the writing prompt.  



	  

	  

81	  

WITS writers all had a deep sense of treating the whole child and reaching 

students in different ways. Sometimes, this was through bringing in a variety of prompts 

to pique interest or spark curiosity. Other times, it was by introducing students to a range 

of genres to ignite passion or invite inspiration. Often, it was about building students’ 

confidence in their writing abilities.  

All of the WITS writers interviewed discussed the work that they do in terms of 

building student confidence through telling their own unique stories. The writers felt it 

was important to help students believe in the power of their own words and provide an 

outlet to assist them in finding their voices, as indicated by Katherine’s guiding 

philosophy, “There is a story to tell that you [the student] can tell that we don’t know 

anything about.” On promoting confidence, Judith explained, “They don’t know what to 

write. They don’t know that they have important things to say. Discovering the power of 

their own voice or the way to say something is much more important than what it says.” 

Mary said:  

My goal is for them to see the power of words [and their story], be 

comfortable with writing--meaning that they enjoy it, that they are not 

hesitant to pick up a pencil, and they are enthusiastic about their writing. 

Once they are comfortable, then they can produce something great.  

Diversity in Student Populations  

Closely connected with building writer confidence is the belief that every child 

had a story to tell. The power of story is the touchstone of the WITS philosophy. Linda 

believed her WITS classrooms provided an outlet for every student to find their voice 

[through story]. This precept reverberated throughout WITS classrooms; however, 
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occasionally students needed to tell those stories for different reasons. Three of the 

writers agreed with what Linda said, “With so much emphasis on performance and 

expectations, these children don’t know who they are. For them, finding out ‘Who are 

you’ became important.” Katherine contributed, “Affluent kids go into mainstream 

[conformity] quickly. It is challenging for them to find themselves beyond what they are 

supposed to be.” Anne concurred, and pondered, “How do you define yourself if you’ve 

never faced challenges? What gives your life meaning?” This self-discovery helped 

students take ownership over their lives and their writing. Tapping into what their soul 

yearned to write about became an important way for these WITS writers to effectively 

reach students.  

Other student populations needed the cathartic experience of getting their story on 

paper. Katherine began this conversation by saying, “They have stories to tell. They write 

about their reality because there is nothing out there that shows what they have gone 

through. Unless you really get students to tap into their core, they cannot write.” Sandra 

shared, “Personal stories that we bring [into the classroom] always affect us. The WITS 

classroom is a good place to work through some of that [emotional turmoil].” Julia 

described how she assisted an angry child to express his feelings through his writing by 

asking him to abandon the writing prompt for that day and to begin writing what he was 

going through in the moment. WITS writers encouraged students to add emotions to their 

writing, and sometimes that included writing through their own emotions. Linda 

compassionately described it this way:  

I felt like the project that year was more about getting kids to actually open 

up and tell their stories and have some agency in the world, more than 
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constructing the perfect poem. Getting their life on the page is what 

mattered.  

 
Sandra believed that the “power of words to tell personal stories is all about words 

being able to shape, create, design the world that we live in.” That kind of momentum in 

learning cannot help but be influential in student lives.  

All the WITS writers in my study spoke of the educational value derived from 

designing a curriculum based on students’ needs. WITS writers took the pulse of the 

classroom and responded accordingly. Linda said, “It’s classroom-by-classroom, getting 

to know the tenor of the classroom, the students, teachers, school, demographics, 

everything comes into play.” Katherine said:  

It depends on the population I am working with. You have to work with 

whatever the student is bringing. Talk about their reality--something they 

don’t get in textbooks. I come with this philosophy that what you bring to 

the learning relationship is what we’re going to work with. It is like I open 

a door so that we can talk about this and tell stories that have never been 

told before. 

Judith added:  

One of the most important things is to be present in the moment [take 

temperature of the room and respond to what students need]. I identify 

what their level is, and then just divide it into little pieces, little blocks.” 
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Recognizing how writing can benefit unique student populations enhanced the 

chances for success. When a WITS writer intuitively sensed the direction to take student 

writing, it enhanced the success of their residency.  

Relationships with Students 

Building Community 

All the WITS writers interviewed valued treating each child individually and 

stressed the importance of connecting with every child in the classroom. Understanding 

students’ interests and needs and bringing in a range of prompts in which they might 

connect was an effective way to reach students. According to Katherine, this connection 

began with herself, “I truly believe that my best teaching is when I am connected to 

myself and what I’m feeling and thinking.” Judith confirmed this and added that she is 

most effective when she is “present to the students” in her classroom. Present to Judith 

meant that she was aware of “where the students were emotionally, physically and 

intellectually, and responding in ways to reach them.” Sandra articulated, “It is more 

about relationships with the kids and less about me going in with a preset lesson that I 

was going to distill or inject into these kids.”  

Connecting with students began with building a classroom community and 

making a safe place for students to feel comfortable writing and sharing their work. 

Katherine believed that success was defined by creating a community of writers who 

supported each other. She tried to find a connection to students’ school or home 

environment, common places or common experiences. For example, she might have said 

to a child, “I saw you at Foodarama, or I know where that playground is.” Judith 

acknowledged that “students learn through their own experiences,” so she used some of 
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the things in their environment as writing prompts to make a connection and make the 

writing relevant to their lives. Elizabeth and Sandra agreed that responding to the needs 

of children established connection.  

Building in rituals, such as a beginning chant, author’s chair, or word of the day 

were ways writers built community. They established routines and informed the students 

what would happen each time the WITS writer came into their classroom. The writers felt 

that this familiarity and structure built safety. Julia emphasized that she established a 

writing community and asked the students to consider who they were in this community, 

thus, building in an element of safety and belonging. Grace recalled empowering a 

student by allowing him to lead the class chant at the start of each WITS session. She was 

acutely aware that this important gesture helped him gain a sense of belonging in his 

writing community. Grace treated and spoke to the students as though they were 

writers—a group of writers coming together for this specified time period. They shared a 

writing vernacular that helped to build a community of writers. 

 Another community building ritual was encouraging students to share their work 

with each other. All WITS writers understood how crucial it was to create a safe space 

for students to share. Anne said, “After you’ve developed trust and rapport, they will 

share with you.” Katherine summed it up nicely by saying: 

Sharing time is one way to build trust. It is the time where we each share a 

part of ourselves. We respect each other, we comment positively, so we 

create community of writers. Another way to build trust is accountability. I 

know you because I remember you telling me that story about this and that 
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is important for you, it is important for me too, and now it is important for 

the world to have that story.  

Responding to Needs 

Giving students space and time to write was another way five of nine WITS 

writers established rapport with students. Sandra said that [student] writers need to build 

in quiet time to think and reflect, slow down and simply be in their rushed world. Anne 

eloquently added, “You can’t get that kind of continuity, and you can’t get that kind of 

acceptance without presence. I think time is a very important element in terms of breaking 

through someone’s shell.” Elizabeth added that it took a while to build rapport and noticed 

that the children were put at ease when she did not rush them. She articulated that with 

this space and time came freedom--freedom to take their time to get comfortable with the 

prompt and to formulate what to write about. Mary said that she used to rush, but now she 

slows down and gets the students to feel their words and become comfortable with the 

writing process. Julia concurred and added, “They get time and space to express what 

needs to be expressed, whether it is visually or in writing, or a combination of both.”  

Responding to student work with positive verbal and written feedback was an 

important way to connect with students and deepen their learning experience. As a 

requirement of employment, all WITS writers write individualized notes to students 

about their writing. All WITS writers responded to student work in very specific ways. 

Commenting on students’ work not only established connection, but offered 

individualized instruction tailored to the needs of each child.  

Additionally, all WITS writers said that they circulated around the classroom 

during quiet writing time and conducted one-on-one conferencing, offering writing 
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guidance and encouragement. Peers also participated in the feedback process. Three of 

the nine writers said that peers support each other during sharing time by listening to 

students read their work and by asking questions or making comments about the piece of 

writing they heard.  

Relationships with Classroom Teachers 

 Compassion and Respect 

The supportive relationships that WITS writers build with classroom teachers are 

vital to the success of the writers’ residency and to the success of the organization. All 

writers discussed the plight of classroom teachers. With great insight and empathy, they 

sympathized with the overworked and overburdened classroom teachers. They 

recognized the difficult job of being a classroom teacher and verbalized the tremendous 

stress they are under to deliver a prescribed curriculum and pressure to get students to 

perform well on standardized tests. They expressed their desire to assist teachers in an 

overtaxed educational system. Julia summed it up nicely when she said:  

Writers in the Schools can be a little bit of a beacon of light for teachers. It 

is about the art of teaching rather than the science of teaching, and a place 

to support them [the teachers] in realizing that there are still [creative] 

things you can do, and kids will respond.  

 
All the writers interviewed mentioned the significance of having a good 

relationship with the classroom teacher. WITS writers approached their residencies with a 

malleable and amicable spirit that strengthened the writer-teacher partnership and the 

impact they made in the classroom. Judith commented, “Show respect for the teachers’ 

environment, take it seriously, show up on time.” Elizabeth added, “Teaching requires 
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different skills. Be respectful and sensitive about their [the teachers’] world.” Several of 

the writers commented that is it important to ask the classroom teacher’s advice or seek 

information from them to help establish rapport. This partnership with classroom teachers 

required that the WITS writer observed, sensed and responded to teachers in ways that 

developed mutual trust and respect.  

Supportive Partnership 

By and large, WITS writers had positive and mutually beneficial relationships 

with the classroom teachers they were assigned to during their residencies. Because the 

WITS writers represent the face of the organization, the reputation of WITS is built on 

the relationships that the writers develop with classroom teachers.  

WITS writers established themselves as professionals in the classroom and 

inadvertently promoted the program at the same time. They showed, through their 

carefully crafted lessons and ability to connect with the children, that they offered a 

valuable contribution towards the teaching of writing. Several of the writers echoed 

Sandra’s words: “One of the things I do well is to help teachers feel good about what we 

do in the classroom and help them see that what we do measures up and fits into some 

criteria.” Judith adds: “Show them you know your stuff.” Similarly, Elizabeth said that 

she approached her residency with this attitude: “Give me time to show you I possess 

teaching skills that make me a successful writer in your class.” 

Overwhelmingly, the WITS writers praised the support and encouragement they 

received from the classroom teachers. Five of the writers said that the teachers helped 

them achieve their goals, and three writers commented on the collaboration developed 

with their classroom teachers. WITS writer Linda commented about this collaboration, 
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“They are somehow validated because they see this great success in their students and 

they know that they are a part of it.”  

Four of the WITS writers believed that classroom teachers learned different ways 

to teach writing. Linda said that they gathered the writers’ lessons taught and learned how 

a WITS writer presents them. Julia said it a little differently, ”We bring up the teacher’s 

level of awareness” by communicating what the writer was presenting and how lessons 

are tailored around goals set for the residency.  Katherine contributed, “They [the 

teachers] get new ideas, and they get a refresher. They get to see their kids writing 

beautiful pieces.” Anne agreed that classroom teachers see their kids touched by someone 

other than themselves. 

Classroom Conflicts 

It was the rare exception that the WITS writer encountered a negative experience 

in the classroom or with a classroom teacher. Four of the nine writers did, however, share 

an unfavorable experience that occurred mainly as a result of communication mishaps, 

differing attitudes and discipline styles of classroom teachers, and scheduling issues.  

Lack of communication or understanding reduced the effectiveness of writers in 

the classroom. Katherine described a scenario in which the teacher and she had varying 

opinions on the appropriateness of a writing prompt. Katherine believed she was bringing 

in a prompt that would challenge the students by getting them to think about difficult 

topics represented through vivid poetic imagery. The teacher, on the other hand, thought 

that the content of the prompt was not age appropriate. She claimed that it dealt with a 

sophisticated subject matter the students were not developmentally ready to hear. Upon 

reflection, Katherine explained that similar situations such as this might be handled 
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through open communication and partnership with the classroom teacher. Had she 

explained to the teacher her reasoning and thinking in planning the lesson, she may have 

invited more understanding from, or at least informed, the teacher. She also believed that 

through collaboration or co-partnering miscommunication might be avoided.  

Differing attitudes and discipline styles influenced the work that Julia was able to 

do in her classroom. She recounted how the classroom management style of the 

classroom teacher clashed with her style, and tension ensued. It was clear to Julia that the 

classroom teachers set the climate of the classroom by their method of classroom 

management and when it conflicted with her own beliefs, it was hard for her to be 

effective with the students. 

Scheduling issues and the value schools place on arts education also impacted 

WITS teaching. Anne faced a situation in which the culture of the school did not fully 

support the importance of continuity in the WITS classroom. She was brought in to teach 

multiple grade levels every other week, as opposed to a typical WITS classroom of every 

week. Anne recognized that this lack of continuity was not benefiting the students and 

sought to change the schedule so the students could have a consistent program week to 

week. She ended the year on a positive note but realized how scheduling issues, and 

perhaps the value that the culture of the school places on arts education, impacted her 

teaching.  

Grace compared two strikingly different school cultures she was assigned to and 

noted how the disparity in atmosphere affected her ability to be an effective teacher of 

writing. Both schools were public schools with lower socio-economic student 

populations. One school placed greater emphasis on standardized testing, and there was 
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an aura of nervousness in the air, as students were constantly pulled out of WITS time for 

test preparation. In addition, she did not have her own teaching space, she taught in the 

library with the distraction of other students coming and going. She commented that, 

every time she visited the classroom, it was hard to get those students excited about 

writing. Grace felt like she was “battling the test” rather than teaching for the “enjoyment 

of writing, the beauty of writing, and the love of writing.” Conversely, the other school 

“instilled the love of writing” in their students, set high expectations, and worked hard at 

“positive character building.” Grace had the utmost empathy for both schools but noticed 

the differences in her ability to fulfill the goals she set for her residency.  

Three other writers who taught older students also encountered scheduling 

conflicts and disruption from standardized testing preparation. Any change to the school 

schedule interfered with the WITS teaching for that particular day. The consistency of a 

WITS classroom was diminished as students were pulled from their WITS time to 

prepare for testing. Sandra suggested, “The [educational] system values certain types of 

writing and the kids are sick, by fourth grade, of writing about their personal lives.” 

These factors beyond their control certainly impacted their teaching. However, according 

to these WITS writers, the disruption of these changes were lessened the more the writer 

could be malleable and responsive to change. 
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Research Question Four: 

What factors impact WITS writers’ perceptions about the instructional 

effectiveness of the WITS program? 

Entering into the School Culture and Community 

The WITS writers who were interviewed felt that they effectively promoted the 

organization by establishing communication with principals, parents, and the community 

at large. Three of the WITS writers revealed that, when they were newer writers with the 

organization, they spent a large amount of time collecting lessons and gathering teaching 

tools to help them become more effective teachers of writing.  

After the second year of teaching, however, their time and energy was 

concentrated more on perfecting their teaching style and becoming ambassadors for the 

program. Five of the WITS writers said they promoted the program by sharing excellent 

writing produced by their students with principals, printing student writing in the PTA 

newsletter, asking selected students to read their writing over the school intercom during 

daily announcements.  

Four of the nine writers mentioned that they invited principals, parents and other 

guests to the end of the year celebration class reading. This culminating event was a 

chance for students to stand before their peers and invited guests and read a chosen piece 

of their work from the class anthology. Not only was the occasion a chance for students 

to shine, but it also was a chance for those in attendance to see the work done by students 

in a WITS classroom. This honoring of students also promoted the program in positive 

ways.  
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Additionally, every year WITS hosts public readings at facilities throughout the 

Houston area. These free events promote the program by exposing the community at 

large to great writing produced by students. Students benefit as well; as students read 

their work in this public arena, they are acknowledged as published authors as they take 

center stage. The affair marks a community coming together to celebrate these young 

authors and validate the excellent work of WITS writers. 

Arc of the WITS Year 
 
 WITS writers are granted autonomy to write their own curriculums. Four of the 

WITS writers interviewed said that they started the WITS year teaching poetry, however, 

the reasons for doing so varied. Mary said that she started with poetry because it was a 

way to get students started on describing and using verbs. Katherine mentioned that she 

began with poetry because it helped students with word choice and synthesis of ideas. 

Anne added that she liked to introduce poetry as a way to get students working with 

details, elaborating, and exploring sensory images. Grace liked beginning with poetry 

because it doesn’t have a lot of rules. These same writers believed that poetry allowed the 

students to color outside the lines and laid the groundwork for other types of writing. 

According to the WITS writers, the aim of introducing poetry first was to get students 

comfortable with the writing process, playing around with words, and then transferring 

the literary elements they learned into narrative writing later in the year.  

When asked about how they designed their lessons, eight of nine WITS writers 

stated that their WITS lessons were guided by a literary element.  The WITS writer might 

have structured a lesson around the teaching of simile or metaphor, for example, and 

brought in a poem or piece of literature to support the writing goal set for that day.  
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Elizabeth, on the other hand, avoided leading with a literary technique. Elizabeth taught 

literary analysis first, and then deepened their learning experience by focusing on literary 

skills, such as metaphor, similes, or verbs specific to an individual child. She 

accomplished this by one-on-one conferencing at their desks during quiet writing time.  

She explained: 

The poem came from something that wasn’t a literary technique. It came 

from some thrust of life. Then we can incorporate things like specificity or 

literacy skills, but very specific to each child. The literary element is 

always secondary to “why did the author write this in the first place?” or 

“why did somebody bother to write this poem?”  

 
Other writers included literary analysis as part of their lesson but structured it 

differently. Grace included literary analysis alongside the literary element she was 

teaching. For example, she compared and contrasted a piece of prose with a poem to help 

the students identify the unique features of a poem. Mary said that she introduced a 

poem, taught the literary element for the day, and then went back to analyze the poem to 

see how it was constructed.  

WITS writers stress the importance of teaching narrative writing. Personal stories, 

according to Linda, are “accessible to students because kids tell stories all the time.” 

Elizabeth established that she taught more personal narrative than she did poetry, and 

Grace added, “It pays off when they start to work on narrative writing. I end with fiction 

because by then they are really relaxed and able to color outside the lines.” 
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Experiential Learning 
 

The WITS writers had a keen sense that when students are engaged in hands-on 

activities, interacting in the classroom, and exploring new ideas, they are learning deeply. 

WITS writers brought in a variety of different lessons to help students experience their 

world. Anne commented, “WITS allows kids to explore in ways that they don’t get a 

chance to do elsewhere.” Whether it was a visual prompt, music or movement, fun was an 

element that every writer built into their teaching. WITS writing time was a break in the 

structure of the school day for students and Elizabeth claimed, “They’ll be much more 

interested in writing if I can take the ‘work’ out of writing. I want creative writers to find 

joy in writing. I am serious about that.” Anne added that she brought in humor and 

encouraged the students to deal with their writing on their terms. Katherine said, “As a 

teacher, I bring playfulness with theater, jokes, play, acting, singing.” Mary brought in 

riddles and built in fun by presenting lessons designed in the form of a game. Judith 

structured her classroom the same way and added:  

When students are engaged, students are learning. They are learning and 

they’re not even aware that they are learning. Get them active, engaged, 

involved, make it fun. When they discover or invent or explore the 

unknown, they are problem-solving and using instinct [to solve a writing 

problem].  

Julia brought a lightness of spirit to her classrooms to help students find pleasure in the 

writing process and said:  

They need to be able to manipulate things. They need to be able to look at 

things. They need to be able to sing and dance and act and try things and 
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take risks. How are they going to make meaning if all they ever see is that 

they have to put the right answer on the page. I’m going in with a different 

approach. It is easy for them to feel successful. 

  
All nine of the WITS writers mentioned that students learned through their own 

experiences or experiential learning. According to Kolb (1984), experiential learning is 

the process whereby knowledge is created through the transformation of experience. In 

other words, knowledge or personal meaning is acquired from writing about the direct 

experience of seeing something new, creating art, manipulating a visual prompt, listening 

to music, or acting through drama. Mary affirmed this by saying, “I try to connect the 

writing with their experience.” Mary said she engaged the students in their five senses to 

get them to feel their experience before they actually wrote about it. Judith described it 

this way, “Students learn when they can make a connection between their experience and 

their knowledge.” Anne took it further and added that students’ personal experience 

bridged the gap with their writing knowledge. She recognized, “They have their own 

experience to choose from, the experience of their friends, their families. They can make 

something wild and crazy up, see it in a different way, or they can go with the ordinary.” 

Writing From Personal Experience 

Asking students to write from experience was a strategy that WITS writers used 

to promote ownership in their work as they discovered their voices and came to believe 

that their lives were worth writing about. Personal stories and memories were fertile 

grounds for discovering powerful writing. Elizabeth said, “I care very much whether they 

find their lives interesting. Good writing is specific and personal. I teach how to use their 

own lives.” WITS writers not only helped students see that their lives had significance 
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but also that the specificity of writing the details of their lives created good writers. Julia 

said it this way, “It is the tiny things and the common, really ordinary things that make 

for really rich writing.” Anne agreed and added that she wanted students to see their 

worlds differently:  

Even the most mundane trip to the grocery store can be full of interest and 

excitement.  An ordinary tortilla, a pair of socks becomes something 

magnificent. This ordinary thing becomes something that ties you to a 

place, to a culture, to your world, in ways that you haven’t thought of 

otherwise. 

Writing from personal experience also meant helping students tap into what they 

were passionate about or identify personal interests. Sandra put a slightly different 

spin on it when she said:  

It is important to connect with each child and find out what they’re 

passionate about, what drives them, what they love. It is that level of 

specificity, that detail, finding out that specific thing about that child that 

opens up all sorts of doors and actually teaches them the most important 

thing about writing, which is observation, which is detail, which is paying 

attention to the world around you in a very specific way. 

 
In this light, then, WITS writers encouraged students to be careful observers of 

their lives and to write about their experiences in a detailed manner. Sandra 

acknowledged that teaching students about the power of their words to tell a personal 

story also meant teaching them the power to rewrite their story and tell it differently next 

time. Sandra went on to say, “We need their words and their voices,” and Katherine 
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added, “It is important for the world to have their stories.” Grace said that the students’ 

words were important and those words could change the world. In this sense, these WITS 

writers are committed to preparing future generations of writers.  

Curriculum of WITS 

 The WITS organization asks each writer to design a unique curriculum for his or 

her specific residencies.  When asked about how they structure the arc of the teaching 

year, every WITS writer mentioned that it depended on the population they were working 

with. They talked about having a general plan of action but tailoring their lessons to 

reflect the needs of the students in their classrooms. The curriculum was driven by the 

needs of the students. Elizabeth spoke of this when she said, “Bringing in Kipling for the 

sake of a poetry unit might not be helpful to them. It’s the kids I’m trying to teach, not 

Kipling. They might not be ready for it.” Julia shared:  

I feel strongly that education has lost touch with creativity and the art of teaching, 

which is more conducive to meeting the needs of kids, and that’s why I think 

Writers in the Schools is effective.  Kids are not objectives. They’re not machines 

in a giant factory. They all learn at different levels, they all learn at different rates, 

and I think they need to be given a variety of different experiences in order for 

them to learn, and to learn deeply. 

Sandra added her thinking: 

I rely on the kids themselves. I think it is such an important piece that is 

missing in so many school settings right now because it is so test-based. 

People feel so constrained because they have to teach to these very narrow 

objectives and goals that are determined by the state or the district or the 
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federal government, and it’s like I can go in there and have those thing in 

the back of my mind, but I don’t have to teach to the test in the way that 

they are. I can actually pull from the kids what’s of interest to them. So it’s 

a much more diversified learning.  

Making Each Moment Count 

 Once a week, WITS writers visited classrooms to teach creative writing. The 

block of time for instruction varied with each school setting, but WITS writers typically 

teach in 45 minute-1 hour intervals. Thus, they faced the challenge of providing in-depth 

and meaningful instruction in a short period of time. Acutely aware of this, WITS writers 

capitalized on every moment. Elizabeth said, “I start teaching right away.” Mary added, 

“It’s just all part of the lesson. I’m not wasting time. They are all teaching moments.” 

Julia commented, “There is a whole lot of teaching going on in a very short amount of 

time.” Judith said, “I keep a pace from the beginning.”  

Such diligence takes careful planning, something this group of writers said they 

do consistently.  All of the WITS writers interviewed commented that they spend many 

hours planning lessons so they are delivered in a concise manner.  

Modeling  
 

Modeling excellent writing was a successful strategy these WITS writers used in 

the classroom to enhance student writing. Modeling looked different at different times. 

Mary, Linda and Sandra strongly agreed that WITS writers taught best by writing with 

their students and sharing their own work, so students could see how a “real” writer 

formulated ideas and moved through the writing process. Mary demonstrated what she 

was asking of students by showing examples of poems or stories that she had written, as 
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they pertained to the daily lesson. Linda said that she wrote with her students as a way to 

build rapport and to “take some of the ambiguity out of what students thought it meant to 

be a professional writer,” by showing them that she was just like them and struggled with 

writing in the same way that they did. Sandra emphasized why she thought modeling her 

own writing was important:  

I share my own writing, and I do writing with them all the time on the 

board, modeling, modeling, modeling, so they can see me thinking, they 

can see me making mistakes, they can see me make suggestions, and watch 

me revise using their ideas.  

 
Frequently, WITS teaching included bringing in quality literature to share with 

students as a way to model good writing. All of the writers read poems and stories written 

by well-known authors. They typically read the pieces aloud for the pleasure of the 

written word and then guided a discussion by asking students to point out literary 

elements contained in the piece or to envision how and why the author wrote a specific 

piece by viewing it through their “writers’ eyes.” Some of the stories or poems brought 

into the classroom were challenging texts that were above the students’ reading ability. 

Of this, Anne said, “If the vocabulary isn’t too hard, they can get anything.” Three other 

writers concurred that students were more capable than adults sometimes think. Bringing 

in quality literature exposed students to good writing with the high expectation that 

students would follow where you led them. Sometimes students emulated the writing 

presented to them in a more structured way, and other times, students used the literature 

as inspiration to springboard into their own creativity.  
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All WITS writers shared picture storybooks with young students, as well as older 

ones, to emphasize a literary element or just for the pleasure of sharing engaging text.  

Grace commented on the value of picture books by saying that many children are visual 

learners, especially the young ones, and seeing images helped students see writing in a 

visual way and stretched their imaginations by looking at illustrations.  

All of the writers also included writings by other children to show how students 

their own age have been inspired by a prompt. Sandra strongly believed in kids reading 

other kids writing, especially kids who are doing something particularly well. 

Additionally, Mary and Elizabeth mentioned the importance of learning from peers. 

Seeing and listening to writing by other students invited a winning spirit and an attitude 

of confidence, “if they can do it, I can do it too.”  

Manageable Steps 

All of the WITS writers unraveled the mystery of writing for students by breaking 

it down into small manageable steps. Linda said that she had to learn to divide the lessons 

into smaller steps for her students when she noticed that the students were struggling to 

understand the bigger concept of what she was teaching. Often, it was taking an abstract 

idea and breaking it into concrete and small steps. Anne said, “We build on a concept. 

We break through in a concrete way.” Linda contributed, “Instead of saying: here’s 

poem, we’re going to read this poem and have you emulate it, it is: here’s a poem, here’s 

one line of this poem and this is an example of what we call a metaphor.” Judith agreed 

and added that she created little building blocks of instruction. WITS writers were most 

effective when they could take a lesson and create a series of small chunks of instruction 

that built upon a larger concept or goal.  
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Anne and Linda shared the same belief that building a good writer meant giving 

them concrete steps and tools that the students can later use in their narrative writing. Of 

this scaffolding process, Grace said: 

 I only have 45 minutes, so I have to teach it in a different way [from the 

classroom teacher]. I focus on a tool in their toolbox each time, giving them 

solid tools, like simile or metaphor. I build on the tools in their writers’ 

toolbox by starting with easier things, like alliteration, then adding 

something more challenging, like simile, so that when they get to narrative 

writing, they can use all of those tools in their writing. 

 
Open-ended questions and discussion were strategies that all WITS writers used 

in their classrooms to deepen students’ thinking. Mary said, “I get them to interact, 

participate as much as they can and not just sit there.” These strategies promoted higher-

level thinking and individualized creativity. Judith said that “writing is a form of problem 

solving, a chance to think outside the box and be an independent thinker.” Linda tried to 

“press them into the lesson a little bit more” and Mary went on to explain that she “asks 

them to take it a little deeper.” What she meant by this is that she asked them to imagine 

every detail and then challenged them a bit more by adding another literary element, such 

as writing through their five senses. Then she invited them to take it further by adding yet 

another layer to their writing.  

Practice was an important part of the writing process. Exposure to good writing 

and the chance to write themselves produced good writers. Linda said, “Any practice is 

good practice.” Mary reached the same opinion when she said, “The more you practice, 
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the better you get.” Judith echoed similar believes with her remark, “With time and work, 

they are going to improve.” 

Writing Process, From Brainstorming to Published Anthology 
 

Teaching writing as a process is embedded within the WITS philosophy, and 

WITS trains its writers accordingly. Therefore, the instructional effectiveness of the 

WITS organization is defined, in part, by how the writers perceive the teaching of this 

process approach to writing.  

All of the WITS writers understood and believed brainstorming was a key 

component in helping students write well. According to Kolb (1984), the ability to 

generate ideas through brainstorming is associated with imaginative and emotional 

people who specialize in the arts. WITS writers began to shape students’ experiences, 

especially in the younger years. In these young children, thoughts and ideas are often 

fleeting. Elizabeth said, “Their mind is writing even if their hand or eye isn’t yet.” 

Younger students think faster than they can write. Brainstorming helps get the ephemeral 

thoughts and ideas down on paper in a concrete way before they begin to develop those 

thoughts and ideas.  

It was important to teach students a variety of brainstorming techniques to help 

them capture ideas and vocabulary on the page and to hear different points of view from 

students who approach the prompt differently. Julia believed that brainstorming should be 

verbal. She said, “They need to be able to talk things through orally first before they’re 

able to put it on the page.” In this light, sometimes the WITS writer guided whole group 

brainstorming sessions, writing down ideas as the students shared them aloud. Other 

times brainstorming was done through list making, using graphic organizers, or drawing 
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illustrations to arrange thoughts. Mary supported this idea when she said, “I have them 

draw a picture and write around it.” Elizabeth agreed and added, “Sometimes they need 

to draw first before they start brainstorming the actual text.” Illustrations served as a 

visual representation for students to use to help them tell the story through pictures before 

they actually narrated the story through words. They also used the drawings as a 

reference later on, looking back at the sketched story to pull out details to add to their 

writing. Mary went on to explain that, in her bilingual classes, she gave students 

permission to brainstorm in their native language to get the ideas down first. Then, she 

noted that the students were able to be creative and didn’t struggle to translate into 

English when they began to write. 

Four of the WITS writers stressed the significance of the process of writing over 

the end product. Whether the product was a single piece of writing at the end of an 

assignment or the collection of writings in the anthology created at the end of their 

residencies, the steps in the writing process contributed to student success.  

In this process approach to writing, Sandra said that it was important to help the 

students understand that it was not the actual end product, but the steps in the process that 

led to success. Anne concurred, “WITS is all process.” While students took home an 

anthology at the conclusion of the writers’ residency, the efforts that went into creating 

these best writing samples [showcased in the anthology] was the heart of the writing 

process. As explained by Julia,  “I define success not so much what the children put on 

the page as their end product, but what they maybe learned along the way and their 

attitudes towards writing.” This art of process was valued by WITS writers as evidenced 

by Katherine when she said, “Success is knowing the [writing] process, knowing that it 
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takes time, it takes revision, it’s polishing, it’s being coached throughout that process.” 

Mary added a slightly different take on the writing process when she said, “When 

students understand the writing process [the structure of how to do it], their writing 

improves because they can take that process and apply it to all forms of writing.” As 

writers internalized the process, they became better writers.  

All of the WITS writers interviewed deemed revision to be an integral part of the 

writing process. Revision is taught by all WITS writers in every grade level as part of the 

curriculum; however, the writers approach revision in different ways and use a variety of 

techniques. A few of the writers introduced mini-lesson revision techniques, while most 

of the writers devoted entire class periods towards the teaching of revision. Anne said 

that the WITS process is a gradual building upon, and students can go back to something 

that they wrote weeks earlier and make it more interesting.  

Four of the writers said they asked the students to collect a variety of revision 

techniques in their “Writers Toolbox” that they could refer back to and pull from as 

needed. Sandra believed that individualized notes written to students about their stories 

allowed them to improve their writing through specific feedback.  She also had students 

categorize and label their writing according to the level of completion of each piece. This 

afforded students ownership over their writing and allowed them to see the numerous 

steps in polishing a piece of writing into its final form. Anne typed up the students’ best 

pieces of writing to use in revision, while Katherine kept a running list of the best pieces 

and then directed them how to revise those pieces later. In this sense, she said, it was like 

developing a writer by guiding them through the revision process. It was a chance for 

students to revisit and improve their work.   
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Anne mentioned that she also built in revision during sharing time. She 

capitalized on peer feedback by asking students to return to their seats after sharing aloud 

to answer questions that their peers may have asked after listening to their poem or story. 

Judith shared her belief that revision has to do with synthesis, and added that students 

must be developmentally ready for revision.  Consequently, she doesn’t teach revision for 

the sake of teaching revision. She introduces it only after evaluating student readiness. 

She teaches it when the students possess the maturity to evaluate and change their own 

writing. 

WITS writers are required to produce a class anthology at the end of their 

residencies. They all recognize the significance of the anthology. The anthology 

highlights best writing and documents writing progress made with the students. Students 

become published authors, and the book symbolizes the culmination of hard work. Julia 

believes that “seeing their name in print boosts belief in self as a writer and builds 

confidence.” Mary said, “The students feel proud of their accomplishments and can 

revisit the keepsake book for many years.” WITS writers also use past anthologies to 

inspire students and to show poems or stories written by children that represent examples 

of quality writing or what the prompt meant to them.  

Changes to Program 

  When asked what they would like to see done differently, WITS writers were 

convincing when they said that they wouldn’t change the WITS teaching model and 

mode of delivery; they both work well. They did, however, offer a few suggestions, as 

follows.  
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  Elizabeth would like to see more public readings, where students not only share 

with a wider audience, but WITS writers and classroom teachers participate by sharing 

their writing as well. She suggested special readings for certain neighborhoods where a 

combined effort is made to read quality work to the public.  

  Judith and Grace both wished they had more teaching tricks in their bag. They felt 

like the professional development workshops offered to the WITS writers were geared 

towards new writers. They would like to see more in-depth or advanced workshops that 

focus on teaching skills, in addition to writing skills, such as classroom management or 

specific behavioral or learning challenges with students. 

  Julia and Katherine mentioned the time commitment it took to produce the 

anthology at the end of the year. Julia felt that she was doing much more than she was 

getting paid for, in terms of hours it took to produce the anthology, but also added that, as 

she gained more experience, the time spent on anthology production has lessened. 

Katherine thought it would be useful to have interns, student teachers who come into 

WITS classrooms to observe, learn and help with anthologies. She felt it was important 

for WITS writers to understand the anthology production process, but it would be 

beneficial to have additional support.  

  Mary and Julia offered that it would be nice if there were a way for WITS writers 

to communicate with each other more frequently. WITS writers see each other at the 

mandatory fall and spring meetings and sporadically at the professional development 

workshops offered in the beginning months of the school year. They both sought ways to 

bring the community together at more regular intervals. 
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Discussion 

The nine WITS writers, who participated in this study, perceived their personal 

effectiveness and the instructional effectiveness of the WITS organization according to 

factors outlined in the following paragraphs. Common characteristics among all the 

writers interviewed were identified from the interviews, which included dedication to the 

organization, a love of the craft of writing, and a willingness to make a difference in the 

lives of students by committing extra time towards forming relationships with them, 

planning engaging lessons and producing the anthology showcasing the best of student 

writing.  

These WITS writers felt they made an impact in the classroom. They were 

committed practitioners who valued the long-term educational goal of preparing future 

generations to enter the work force. Understanding the innate way that students learn, the 

WITS writers brought in engaging writing prompts and inspired students through making 

lessons fun. Self-expression was deeply valued and lessons were designed to promote 

imaginative and creative thinking, skills valued in the global market place. 

Their unique position in the classroom as visiting writers motivated students, as 

WITS writers demonstrated their writing expertise. The participant WITS writers 

perceived their ability to reach hard-to-reach students in nontraditional ways. They felt 

that the variety of experiential prompts they brought into the classroom, whether through 

literature, music, art or drama, served to reach students in diversified ways (Zemelman et 

al., 2012). Frequently, classroom teachers commented to the WITS writers that they saw 

their students respond in ways that they did not see in their own classrooms.   
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 The WITS writers interviewed believed that they were able to focus on what 

classroom teachers may want to do but do not have time to do during the course of their 

busy day, a day where objectives are linked to a predetermined curriculum set by state 

and federal mandates. Delivering a specialized syllabus with an in-depth focus 

supplemented the school curriculum and allowed classroom teachers to see new ideas and 

a different way of teaching writing. These writers believed that mastery was not tied to 

whole-class objectives. Student success was defined on an individualized basis by the 

small triumphs made in the WITS classroom. A series of small successes lead to 

increased confidence in students’ ability to write and share their writing with classmates. 

All nine of the WITS writers were also reflective practitioners who honed their 

teaching and writing skills. They looked inward to evaluate their teaching and strove to 

deliver efficient and inspiring lessons, making each moment count in the classroom and 

breaking lessons into manageable steps. They valued professional development 

opportunities, especially the summer camp where they could expand their own creativity 

by trying new lessons and ideas.  

Conflicts for the WITS writers arose from lack of communication around the age 

appropriate content of writing prompts and different classroom management styles. The 

biggest challenge for WITS writers was when students were pulled out of their WITS 

time for standardized test preparation.  

This study also aligned WITS style of teaching with “Best Practices” as specified 

by literacy experts. These nine writers were passionate about writing and eager to share 

their love of the craft of writing with students. In addition to understanding the value of 

experiential prompts (Zemelman et al., 2012)), they felt strongly about developing 
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routines and rituals to create a community of writers and a safe place where student took 

risks to try new things and shared their work comfortably with peers (Blasingame & 

Bushman, 2005; Graves, 1994; Rabkin, 2011; Sloan, 2009). WITS writers gave ongoing 

written and verbal feedback to provide individualized instruction and target specific 

writing skills. The WITS writers designed lessons based on student interests and provided 

space and time for students to explore ideas and personal stories, thus helping students 

discover their voice and write for purpose.  

Personal stories were deeply valued and encouraged (Avery, 2002; Calkins, 1986; 

Fletcher, 1996; Graves, 2004; Ray, 2004), and personal narrative, along with poetry and 

fiction, were among the varied genres taught. Poetry was often taught first to help 

students play with language, their natural dialect of words, and incorporate vivid details, 

imagery and other descriptive elements. Since poetry is not mired down in grammatical 

rules, students were freer to express their natural voice. Most lessons were guided by a 

literary element, a focus on a specific writing technique or literary element, and students 

had plenty of time to practice the art of writing during their WITS class time.  

Modeling served as an important part of WITS teaching. WITS writers modeled 

the writing process and identified brainstorming and revision as vital, but often 

overlooked, components in the writing process (Graves, 1983; 1994). They frequently 

brought in high quality literature and children’s books to demonstrate exemplary writing 

or emphasize literary techniques embedded in text (Adams, 2009; Fletcher, 2001; Kress, 

1994; Wolf & Wolf, 2002).  

The work in a WITS classroom is enhanced by the perceptions that WITS writers 

have of the WITS organization. They believe that it is a well-run business model with 
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stellar leaders who are committed to the WITS writers and the population of students they 

serve. The organization’s solid mission and values reflect the philosophy that guides the 

unique teaching style of each WITS writer. While WITS writers brought their unique flair 

of teaching to the classroom, they also worked within the philosophy of WITS 

organization and represented it well each time they entered the classroom. They respect 

the autonomy granted to them, and they take this responsibility seriously. In effect, it is 

the mutual respect and support that allows the WITS writers the freedom to express who 

they are through their own style of teaching, thus contributing to their success with 

students.  

Summary 

This chapter outlined in a general way the demographics of the pool of 

participants for my study. The findings reported in this chapter represent a compilation of 

how WITS writers perceive the work they do in the classroom. It also details their views 

on the instructional effectiveness of the WITS program. Included in this summary of 

findings are factors that hinder or enhance the personal effectiveness of the writers and 

the instructional effectiveness of the WITS organization, as defined by the writing 

process.  

The findings indicated that the WITS writers interviewed felt that they made an 

impact in the classroom by building student confidence, inspiring the love of writing, and 

making a difference with hard-to-reach students. The WITS writers understood the innate 

way students learn and brought experiential and engaging prompts, like literature, art, 

music or drama.   
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WITS writers teach the process approach to writing, from brainstorming to 

publishing. They place emphasis on teaching brainstorming and revision techniques, 

which according to literacy experts, are steps in the writing process frequently 

overlooked (Graves, 1983; 1994).  

While they teach a variety of genres, the majority of the WITS writers 

interviewed taught and analyzed poetry first to help students gain comfort with writing 

and play with language. Most of the WITS lessons were guided by a literary element that 

students integrated into later writing.  

The unique position of the visiting WITS writer in the classroom motivated 

students. Free from the pressures of getting students to score well on standardized testing, 

WITS writers helped students break conformist thoughts by allowing them to uniquely 

express their view of the world. They brought specialized knowledge into the classroom 

and created a curriculum based on students’ needs. Therefore, student mastery was 

defined on an individualized basis, not by whole-class objectives.  

The WITS organization grants its writers autonomy to bring their distinct style of 

teaching into the classroom. The WITS writers interviewed believed that, while it was 

necessary to bring their own brand of teaching, it was equally important to work within 

the parameters of the WITS well-established philosophy and guidelines.  

The WITS writers who participated in the study are committed to the WITS 

organization and the students they teach. There are effective teachers of writing who 

make an impact in the classroom.  

The findings from this study indicate that the WITS style of teaching is effective 

and makes a contribution towards the teaching of writing. The impact they make as 
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WITS writers is evident from this discussion. These finding will be covered in greater 

detail in Chapter V.  
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, LIMITATIONS, AND RECOMMENDTIONS 

FOR FUTURE RESEARCH  

“You write to communicate to the hearts and minds of others what's burning inside you.  
And we edit to let the fire show through the smoke.” 

~Arthur Polotnik 
 

 
Introduction 
 
 This chapter provides a brief overview of my study and summarizes key findings 

about the Writers in the Schools (WITS) writers who were interviewed and their 

perceptions of the WITS program. The chapter is broken down into five parts. The first 

section provides a brief review of the study; the second section presents conclusions 

drawn from this research; the third section discusses implications for practitioners in the 

classroom and administrators of literary arts organizations; the fourth section presents the 

limitations of the study; and the fifth section suggests areas of future research.   

Brief Overview of Study 

 Arts education has been marginalized throughout the years for several reasons. 

The value that classroom teachers, school administrators, or other decision makers have 

given to arts education has varied, and can be influenced by early exposure to the arts 

(Rabkin & Hedberg, 2008; Vasquez, Heilig, Cole, & Aguilar, 2010). Core academic 

issues have taken precedence (Eisner, 1997), beginning with the Bush administration and 

the NCLB mandates and continuing under the current Obama administration with 

attention directed towards science, technology, engineering and math (STEM). The 

pressure to ready students for standardized tests has often overshadowed arts education.  
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The Arts Education Partnership (2004) called for more research to be conducted 

on the experiences of professional artists in schools. The overall purpose of this study 

was to examine the effectiveness of the WITS organization from a writers’ perspective, 

including how writers perceive their effectiveness as teaching artists in the classroom as 

well as the organizational effectiveness of the WITS program. 

Nine writers, employed by the organization at least three years and with at least 

one reflective essay to share, were each interviewed for one hour and answered questions 

about the effectiveness of their teaching and the success of the program. Common themes 

among the interviews were identified and compiled and cross-checked with themes taken 

from the reflective essays that the writers wrote at the end of their residencies. The essays 

were treated as archival data since they were written as part of the contractual agreement 

for employment prior to my research study.  

The results of this study contributed to the pool of research promoting arts 

education and literary arts organizations such as WITS, documented the growth of the 

teaching artist in the classroom, and revealed findings about the effectiveness of the 

writers and the WITS organization. The literature review in Chapter II also established an 

important connection between what literacy experts in education say about the teaching 

of writing and the style of WITS teaching.  

The research questions for this study include: 

• How do Writers in the Schools (WITS) writers perceive their personal 

effectiveness as teaching artists? 

• How do WITS writers perceive the instructional effectiveness of the 

WITS program? 



	  

	  

116	  

• What factors impact WITS writers’ perceptions of their personal 

effectiveness? 

• What factors impact WITS writers’ perceptions about the instructional 

effectiveness of the WITS program? 

Conclusions 

Reflecting on this study led me to draw conclusions in these five areas:  (1) 

characteristics common to the participants; (2) WITS writers’ perceptions of their impact 

in the classroom; (3) challenges encountered by participants; (4) alignment of WITS 

teaching strategies with “Best Practices;” and (5) WITS writers’ perceptions of the WITS 

organization and administration. Additionally, I draw parallels with Nick Rabkin’s study 

by citing results that are similar to the conclusions, implications and recommendations of 

my study.  

Characteristics Common to These WITS Writers   

What was evident from interviewing the nine participants is how their 

commitment to the organization, personal satisfaction, and their unique style of teaching 

contributed greatly to their perceptions of success in the classroom. Each brought a 

willing spirit that rose above and beyond the contractual obligations of the organization, 

putting in extra hours towards lesson planning and student anthology production. They 

are a dedicated group of writers, serious about sharing their love of language and the craft 

of writing. These shared traits, among others, help shape the work of the organization.   

Characteristics common to these long-term WITS writers can be categorized 

according to attitude and preparation. In terms of attitude, these writers feel loyalty to the 

organization and the work that they do in the classroom. They are committed to the WITS 
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organization as well as the students they taught, and they view their contribution as 

preparing a future generation rather than teaching a skill set in isolation for standardized 

testing. They adopt and work within the parameters of the WITS philosophy to deliver a 

unique curriculum in their own distinct way, and are thoughtful and caring towards 

classroom teachers and students.  

These WITS writers understand the innate way students learn about their world 

and strive to engage imagination through play, humor and making it fun (Spolin, 1986). 

Once the edge of conformity is removed, or the pressure to perform by giving back the 

correct answer, students approach creative writing in a relaxed way to produce their best 

work.  

Each of these WITS writers has writing expertise to share with students and finds 

pleasure in sharing the joy of writing with them. Their enthusiasm and passion for writing 

motivates and inspires students. They believe strongly in building confidence in students 

by validating their individual successes and promoting the students’ understanding of the 

power of their voice to tell their story.  

The participant WITS writers are reflective practitioners dedicated to their 

personal growth as writing teachers. They keep their teaching fresh by trying new and 

creative ideas. They also reflect on their lessons and classroom experiences in an attempt 

to improve their teaching and delivery of lessons. The end-of-the-year reflective essay 

provides WITS writers the opportunity to glance back at the year to gain perspective on 

what worked well and areas to improve upon.  

In terms of preparation, WITS writers spend time preparing and planning lessons 

that were inspiring and delivered in an efficient manner. They acutely understand the 
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importance of making each moment count in a WITS classroom. The time spent per week 

with students is limited to 45-60 minutes, and WITS writers plan accordingly by creating 

directive and purposeful lessons. Rabkin’s study (2011) also acknowledged the 

importance of thorough planning that includes lessons linked to learning objectives, 

methodology, and thoughtful reflection on learning.  

The group of WITS writers recognize the importance of experiential learning 

(Zemelman et al., 2012) and bringing in meaningful visual and literary prompts.  

Understanding that students gain knowledge through their own experiences, WITS 

writers deliver an engaging curriculum based on student’s interests and choices. Lastly, 

WITS writers recognize the importance of students seeing their name in print, and they 

devote many hours outside the classroom producing the student anthology.  

WITS writers teach for a variety of reasons, including sharing their craft of 

writing and growing as WITS writers. They derive a personal sense of fulfillment from 

making a contribution and shaping the lives of young writers, and they expressed 

gratitude and appreciation for being part of a well-run organization that supported them 

well.  

In short, the nine participants feel that they promote the WITS program, and they 

want the program to succeed. They feel supported by WITS administration and value the 

training and expertise offered. They take their job seriously and love what they do, and 

they value the autonomy and trust extended to them to design their own curriculum.  

WITS Writers’ Perception of Their Impact in the Classroom 

The WITS writers who participated in this study felt that they made an impact in 

their classrooms. They built confidence in students, inspired the love of writing, and 
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brought specialized knowledge and strategies into the classroom, developed unique 

curriculum, fostered basic writing skills, engaged hard-to-reach students, instilled 

enthusiasm, and inspired students to find their own voices, as did the teaching artists in 

other studies (Ainswoth, 1990; Brouillette, 1996; Rabkin, 2011; Tremmel, 1982).   

Similarly, the WITS writers’ perception of how teachers benefited from having a 

WITS writer in their classroom coincided with teacher responses from past program 

evaluations of other literary arts organizations. In those evaluations, classroom teachers 

specified how much they learned about teaching writing and seeing ways to improve their 

own teaching of writing (Chow Bush et al., 2008; “Portland WITS Report, Literary Arts,” 

2009-2010; Slater, 2002; “Seattle Arts and Lectures,” 2008-09). In this vein, the work of 

the WITS writer in the classroom can serve as a professional development opportunity 

for teachers (Brouillette, 2006; Kind et al., 2007; Slater, 2002).  

Classroom teachers also saw some of their students achieve in different ways. 

According to results of prior research, having a visiting writer in the classroom increased 

teachers’ expectations for low performing students (Ainsworth, 1990; Slater, 2002). 

These WITS writers were successful in reaching some students in nontraditional ways 

and allowed teachers to see the success of these students from a different perspective 

(Rabkin, 2011; Slater, 2002). They brought in a variety of prompts to pique interest or 

arouse curiosity in students, and attempted to motivate and inspire even the most 

reluctant and hard to reach students. Whether it was through music, art, drama, poetry, or 

some other art form, WITS writers attempted to reach all their students through 

meaningful ways.  
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Challenges Encountered by WITS Writers 

While WITS writers’ experiences with classroom teachers were overwhelmingly 

positive, conflicts sometimes arose between writer and teacher. Scheduling issues, 

classroom management, and miscommunication or lack of understanding were issues 

most frequently mentioned by participants in this study that impeded their progress in the 

classroom.  

By far the biggest challenge that WITS writers faced was related to scheduling 

issues. Of course, these issues were beyond the WITS writers’ control, but impacted their 

teaching greatly. Students were regularly pulled out of their WITS experience for 

standardized test preparation. However, research has shown that students exposed to the 

style of teaching provided by WITS outscored those students with no WITS experience 

on standardized testing (Scott, 2006). When test preparation takes precedence over the 

WITS style of learning, and students are routinely pulled from their WITS time, the value 

of such a program is marginalized and deemed not as important as “teaching to the test.”  

Participants also encountered difficulties when their discipline styles conflicted 

with the classroom teacher’s. Teachers typically use methods of classroom management 

that are designed to provide structure for the day. WITS writers sometimes believe that 

student writers need a little more freedom to allow their creative expression to shine 

through. On this issue, Rabkin (2011) agrees. The results of his study indicate that, while 

the teaching artists must be in charge of the classroom, they can share their personal 

teaching philosophy with the classroom teacher and negotiate noise level and appropriate 

behavior.  
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Occasionally, lack of communication or understanding created tension in the 

WITS classrooms of study participants. WITS writers have high expectations and believe 

that students will respond to difficult literary prompts. In some situations, classroom 

teachers thought that the context of those exigent prompts was not age appropriate for 

their students. They felt the writer brought in emotionally laden material and complicated 

subject matter that students were not developmentally ready to hear. The challenge of 

finding difficult prompts while keeping the subject matter age appropriate was an area of 

challenge for WITS writers.  

Alignment of WITS Teaching Strategies with “Best Practices”  

In addition to inspiring writing prompts that WITS writers bring into the 

classroom, effective teaching strategies are also important aspects of WITS teaching. A 

section of the literature review in Chapter II emphasized strategies that the experts in 

literacy report are the best practices for teaching writing. Some of the strategies discussed 

by the WITS writers in this study were in alignment with what the experts in literacy say 

about the teaching of writing, and others are unique to WITS style of teaching.  

WITS teaching strategies includes those that support the structure of a WITS 

classroom as well as writing strategies designed to enhance student writing. These 

strategies include: 1) creating a safe and predictable environment for students to share 

their work; 2) providing ongoing feedback; 3) beginning with poetry to allow students to 

play with language; 4) promoting voice through personal stories so students can see their 

lives are worth writing about, have a choice in topics, and take ownership over their 

writing; 5) creating lessons guided by a literary element; 6) modeling quality literature 

and each step of the writing process; 7) allowing time and practice to write; 8) providing 
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engaging experiential prompts.  

As predicted by literacy experts (Avery, 2002; Blasingame and Bushman, 2005; 

Calkins, 1994; Graves, 1994; Sloan, 2009; Spandel, 2005), the structure of a writing 

workshop includes a predictable environment, where students know routines and rituals. 

The WITS writers in this study understood the value in building a safe community where 

students felt comfortable taking risks and sharing their work aloud with classmates. 

Sharing their work by reading it out loud was an integral part of the WITS experience and 

fosters confidence in students as writers and public speakers. A strong community creates 

a supportive circle where all students feel free to explore and try new things and risk 

sharing them with peers. Sharing work aloud also helps students understand how to write 

for audience and how to shape writing to communicate for purpose. Listening to students’ 

work read aloud also gives peers the chance to offer validations or feedback or ask 

questions of the reading.  

Feedback is an important part of the writing process. WITS writers provide 

ongoing feedback to students as a way to deliver individualized attention to help students 

grow as writers. Students also need validation. WITS writers mirror back to them the 

strength of their writing through written feedback and verbal praise throughout the 

writing process. WITS writers acknowledge stories and give space for students to write 

from their hearts, to expose those tender places inside themselves, and to be validated for 

their courage. When they come to believe that what they say matters and there is a place 

for their unique thinking, good writing happens.  

A majority of WITS writers teach poetry first to help students gain comfort with 

writing and play with language. Self-expression is enhanced when students express their 
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experiences through their own language, or dialect (Ainsworth, 1990; Brouillette, 1996; 

Jones & Lockwood, 1998). In fact, Csikszentmihalyi (1990) says of poetry:  

The major creative use of language is poetry, and by mastering the orderly 

cadence of meter and rhyme, and encasing the events of their own lives in 

verbal images, they take control of their experiences. 

 
Since poetry does not have stringent rules, it is easy for students to write from 

their own natural language, often combining words and phrases in distinctive ways as 

they experiment with expression through language.  

This contradicts Graves (2004) who believes that personal narrative is the easiest 

way for children to begin writing because they have immediate access to their individual 

stories. WITS writers understand, like the literacy experts, that students come to believe 

that their lives are worth writing about as they find personal voice through the telling of 

their stories (Avery, 2002; Calkins, 1986; Fine, 1987; Giroux, 1988; Graves, 2004; Ray, 

2004; Walsh, 1991). According to Fletcher (1996), memories are students’ most 

important possession. These precious memories, then, can be woven into poetry without 

the complicated structure of a narrative. Thus, beginning with poetry is an accessible way 

for students to begin writing, and may be an important strategy to implement as the new 

STAAR test is introduced in schools (see implications section of this chapter).   

Allowing students to write from the familiar helped them develop their writing 

voices, as they communicated their internal life in words. Teaching artists in Rabkin’s 

study (2011) have a keen sense of the power of voice and the need to express an 

individualized view of the world without inhibitions. Similarly, a choice in topics allowed 

students to take ownership over their work (Atwell, 1987; Higgins, Miller, & Wegmann, 
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2007; Fu & Lamme, 2002; Routman, 1994; Wood & Dickinson, 2000) as they came to 

believe that their thoughts, ideas and stories were worth sharing. Sharing with an 

audience of peers helped students see how well their words were received.  

Most of WITS lessons are guided by a literary element. WITS writers focus on 

one particular aspect of writing, such as the five senses, simile, metaphor, personification, 

or point of view, to name a few. The power of the prompt, in the form of a short story, 

poem, artifact or piece of art helps guide the lesson. WITS writers allow students ample 

time for using these literary elements in poetry or stories and later integrating them into 

other forms of writing. The participant WITS writers recognized when students had 

internalized what they had learned when they saw the transfer of literary elements to 

subsequent writings. In other words, modeling is important for helping students to 

automatize the strategies needed to produce quality writing (MacArthur, et al., 2006; 

Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2006). 

Modeling is a major component of WITS teaching and is recommended by many 

literacy experts, too (Adams, 2009; Fletcher, 2001; Graves, 2004; Kress, 1994; Wolf & 

Wolf, 2002; Wood Ray, 2001). The WITS writers frequently brought to the classroom 

quality literature, their own writing, or work by other children to demonstrate excellent 

writing and emphasize the chosen literary element for a particular lesson. Emulating an 

author’s style of writing can be instructional (Wood Ray, 2001). Observing professional 

WITS writers model and share their writing brings the writing process up close and 

personal, as writers demonstrate their thinking and the process of making a piece of 

writing come alive. Reading or listening to writing by other children can be motivational 

as students internalize the message, “if they can do it, so can I” (Routman, 2000).  
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Sharing quality literature can also be a way to springboard students to their own 

creativity.  

WITS writers also model the process of writing. Valuing process over product, 

the WITS experience is taking students through the long process of writing (R. Reagler, 

personal communication, February 11, 2010). The writing process is supported by much 

research (Atwell, 1987; Bereiter & Scardamalia, 1987; Calkins, 1994; Elbow, 1973; 

Emig, 1971; Graves, 2004; Hayes, 2004; Hayes & Flower, 1980; Hillocks, 1984; Moffett, 

1992; Murray, 1985; Pritchard & Honeycutt, 2006), and WITS writers break writing 

down into manageable steps, small blocks of instruction that build upon each other. 

WITS writers place importance on teaching prewriting (brainstorming) and revision 

techniques. 

Prewriting is a vital component of the writing process (MacArthur, Graham, & 

Fitzgerald, 2006) and Murray (1985) believes that writers should spend at least 70% of 

their time in prewriting. WITS writers model a variety of prewriting strategies, and 

believe that younger students need explicit instruction in how to brainstorm to get their 

ideas from their heads and onto paper as they begin to generate and organize ideas.  

Researchers agree that revision is perhaps the most important step in writing as it 

helps to sort out and clarify the intended message of the writer (Calkins, 1986; Elbow, 

1973; Englert, Raphael, & Anderson, 1992; Graham & MacArthur, 1988; Graves, 1983; 

Murray, 1985; Robinson, 1986). WITS writers believe that revision is the key to the 

writing process because it allows students to analyze and synthesize their work in 

meaningful ways (WITS Handbook, 2010). Their approach includes a variety of revision 

techniques that students can internalize and draw from when needed.  
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Time to practice these steps is also vital, as WITS writers understand that students 

naturally become better writers with practice. Students work with the writing process 

during their WITS experience, and this consistent approach to writing provides a 

framework in which students work and learn about writing. Practicing within a 

predictable structure helps them internalize the writing process, thus, unraveling the 

mystery of “how to” write.  

The WITS writer participants perceive themselves to have a keen sense of 

playfulness, and they provide engaging activities as they explore the joy of writing with 

their students. They also believe that writing is an emotional journey, and they guide 

students towards writing that is rich in the five senses, feelings and memories, as is also 

recommended by literacy experts and others (Avery, 2002; Calkins, 1986; Graves, 2004; 

Rabkin, 2011; Ray, 2004). 

 Students also make meaning through direct experience when they can read or 

listen to quality writing, create art, manipulate a visual prompt, listen to music, or act 

through drama. In this way, WITS writers appeal to the learning styles of students by 

providing a range of activities that capture students’ interests. This form of experiential 

learning builds knowledge through experience.  Though literacy experts would favor 

WITS kinds of prompts, classroom teachers feel that they need to spend their time 

addressing the types of written prompts found on standardized tests.  

WITS Writers’ Perceptions of the WITS Organization and Administration 

In this light, it is important to recognize how WITS writers make a contribution in 

the classroom and also how the WITS organization fosters the freedom to explore 

creative writing in the writers they employ. In addition to sharing their perceptions of 
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their own teaching, WITS writers offered personal insights about the WITS organization 

as well.  

The WITS organization is patterned after a business model with clear mission and 

value statements (B. L. Chu, personal communication, March 15, 2010). According to the 

WITS writers interviewed, WITS administrators possess educational and leadership 

qualities that breed success. WITS administrators bring a level of passion and enthusiasm 

to the organization, support their writers by granting them autonomy, extend trust to the 

writers to develop a unique curriculum based on students’ needs, provide relevant 

professional development, and include WITS writers in the planning and end of year 

evaluation of the program as a whole.  

WITS administrators also have high expectations of their writers, believing that 

they are the richest resource to the organization (R. Reagler, personal communication, 

February 11, 2010).  WITS writers feel supported by WITS administration and believe 

that WITS provides the best training and resources to help them be successful.  WITS 

administrators rely on WITS writers to share expertise with their peers by asking them to 

lead professional development workshops. They also promote reflective practice by 

asking their writers to write reflective essays at the end of their teaching experiences. The 

writers are an integral part of the organization and its beliefs.  

The WITS philosophy permeates throughout the organization and offers a formula 

of success for other literary arts organizations to emulate. WITS administrators want their 

writers to have freedom to be creative but to work within the parameters of the WITS 

philosophy and guidelines. The WITS writers bring their own personal style of teaching 
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to the organization, but teach within the framework provided by WITS.  They have 

autonomy to share their passion for writing in their own unique way.  

WITS writers also value professional development offered to them. Results of this 

study indicate that WITS writers value collaboration and the co-teaching experience of 

WITS summer camp, where they are paired with a teacher and together develop a 

summer curriculum to teach writing to students in a camp-like atmosphere. WITS writers 

also expressed interest in the professional development workshops that the WITS 

organization provides for them. Similar to the results of Rabkin’s study (2011), topics of 

interest noted by WITS writers include inspiring lessons and prompts, writing pedagogy, 

writing across the curriculum, classroom management and other practical teaching tips, 

such working with disabilities or other student challenges. 

In order for the vitality of the organization to spring forth, the results of this study 

indicate that WITS writer buy-in is essential to the success of the program, in much the 

same way that schools and classroom teachers buy in to the values and beliefs of what the 

organization offers (National Arts Education Initiative, 2004). It is the philosophy of the 

organization that appeals to schools, and since the writers who enter school represent the 

face of the organization, it is essential for WITS writers to understand and adopt the 

philosophy of the organization. One can conclude, then, that when WITS writers believe 

in what the WITS organization is trying to accomplish, trust ensues, and the work they do 

flourishes. 

Implications of the Study 

The implications of this study will be of value to both practitioners in the 

classroom and administrators of literary arts organizations. The instructional implications 
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concern classroom teachers and WITS teachers.  The organizational implications have 

meaning for the WITS Organization and for other programs that involve teaching artists. 

Instructional Implications of the WITS Program 

The global market more and more relies on innovative and critical thinking to 

arrive at solutions to problems in the work place (Gardner, 2006; President’s Committee 

on the Arts and Humanities, 2011). WITS promotes creative and independent thinking 

through the teaching of creative writing by helping students break conformist thoughts 

and allowing them to uniquely express their view of the world. They also invite students 

to take risks, try new things, and learn from mistakes as a way of learning (Rabkin, 

2011). One can infer, then, that WITS’ style of teaching is not the style imposed by 

highs-stakes testing, since when students write, they leave the regimented rules of the day 

and enter into a world of free thinking with no constraints and pressures. The style of 

WITS teaching enriches the school curriculum, provides specialized knowledge and 

expertise, offers a unique curriculum designed according to student needs, and assists 

with the new STAAR tests with the teaching and analysis of poetry.   

In this era of benchmarks and standardized testing, and in light of the 

recommendation by the President’s Arts and Humanities Committee (2011) to increase 

opportunities for teaching artists in classrooms, partnering with WITS writers and other 

teaching artists is a way to enrich and support the curriculum (Brouillette, 2006; Kind et 

al., 2007; Slater, 2002). In a world where the classroom teachers’ efforts are spent in a 

concentrated machination of implementing federal and state standards and mandates, 

there is little time in a day for free expression and creative expansion of minds. 

Therefore, WITS writers who come into the classroom on a weekly basis to teach 



	  

	  

130	  

creative writing may supplement the curriculum in ways that nourish creativity in 

students. They may also offer support through partnerships by relieving pressure from 

teachers who do not have time to do some things they would like to do in the course of a 

day.  

Bringing in WITS writers or other teaching artists was a way to deliver 

specialized knowledge and expertise, but not teach a comprehensive curriculum 

(Saraniero, 2007). Fleischer (2004) says the challenge to classroom teachers is how to 

integrate “best practice” of literacy instruction into a formulated curriculum tied to 

standardized testing. Organizations, like WITS, may offer the teacher and students a 

valuable service by providing a curriculum based on innovation and creativity, not mired 

or bogged down in the minutia of testing. Classroom teachers and students alike are 

limited by conformity, as it is tied to the rigors of academia. Classroom teachers are 

confined to deliver a more prescribed curriculum, whereas WITS writers are free from 

the constraints and norms of schools (Rabkin, 2011). Therefore, WITS writers in the 

classroom may bring in fresh writing approaches that the demands of classroom teaching 

cannot accommodate.  

Having a WITS writer in the classroom was also beneficial for reaching students 

in ways not tied to objectives. The WITS writers interviewed in this study believe that 

diverse populations sometimes need to write for different reasons, and it is through 

understanding a population that WITS writers can respond to those needs with the 

direction they set for writing. According to the WITS writers, inner city students and 

children of poverty often needed the cathartic experience of getting their story, their 

unique voice, out and on paper; while the more affluent students who struggled with 
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identity benefited from writing to discover who they were as individuals without the 

academic pressures to perform. Understanding a population and developing a unique 

curriculum based on student needs fosters the power of story and their confidence as 

writers to tell their own story.  

In 2012 Texas implemented the new state standardized testing, the State of Texas 

Assessments of Academic Readiness (STAAR). The test includes a section on writing 

poetry and the analysis of that particular genre. WITS writers with specialized knowledge 

of teaching poetry may be of benefit to teachers who are not quite comfortable teaching 

the genre and may instill in students knowledge about poetry and the writing of it. WITS 

writers include the teaching of poetry in their curriculum, and in fact, nearly all of the 

writers interviewed said they began with poetry as a way for students to use their 

authentic dialect to play with language. 

Organizational Implications for the WITS Programs 

In response to the budget crisis, the current trend has been to shorten WITS writer 

residencies as a way to keep literary arts in schools. This change may provide an 

opportunity for greater writer accountability. WITS writers may make a bigger impact by 

partnering with classroom teachers to supplement the curriculum in ways that focus on 

particular writing skills or a clearer theme that is more defined and purposeful. If WITS is 

to continue to deliver an in-depth focus on writing, then the scope of what they teach may 

need to be scaled back, more focused on specialized knowledge mapped out by the WITS 

writer and teacher. Working in tandem with classroom teachers to deliver a solid 

curriculum may be the trend of the future.  
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Shorter residencies will also place greater demands on WITS writers to produce a 

student anthology. WITS writers face the challenge of producing a quality anthology in a 

shorter amount of time. With a regular 26-week residency, WITS writers already felt 

pressure to publish the anthology. Understanding the perceptions, experiences and 

challenges of teaching artists helps organizations like WITS invest in professional 

development by knowing what resources to provide or how to support and guide the 

teaching artists employed by them.  

The business model established by WITS has a solid mission and value 

statements, with a clear vision for the organization. Other literary arts organizations may 

look to WITS and structure their organization accordingly.  Coinciding with this is the 

idea of writer buy-in. The organization is successful because the writers they employ 

embrace the WITS philosophy and bring their own unique style of teaching to that 

philosophy. This is a successful formula for WITS or other literary arts organizations. If 

writers believe in the organization’s philosophy and thrive because they embrace the 

philosophy, then one can expect teachers and students to follow suit. 

Additionally, knowing the characteristics of long-term writers may help WITS 

administrators with hiring and retaining employees. These characteristics help define the 

success of the organization.  

Limitations to Study 

Nine WITS writers were interviewed for this study. While this sample size 

yielded interesting findings, a larger sample size may have been more informative. All of 

the WITS writers interviewed were female. Male writers meeting the selection criteria 
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were asked to participate, but none accepted the invitation, even though they account for 

33% of all WITS writers. To some extent, the sample size and gender were limitations. 

 This study focused on the WITS organization located in Houston.  There are other 

WITS organizations in other locations, and other types of arts organizations, so the 

choice to study one locality may be a limitation. 

 In addition to serving in public and private schools, WITS writers teach writing in 

a variety of other settings including hospitals, community centers, after-school programs, 

museums, nature centers, and even prisons. While all of the writers interviewed had some 

experience in these alternative locations, the majority of their experience was in K-12 

schools. This might limit their perceptions. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

As indicated in the preceding “Limitations” section, additional research would be 

desirable with a larger population of WITS teachers, including males. Studies of WITS 

organizations outside of Houston would yield valuable information. Also, more research 

is needed on special sites served by WITS, to provide a broader perspective about these 

settings as they relate to the organization and to document the writers’ experiences in 

these alternative settings.  

This study indicates that WITS writers felt that they made an impact in the 

classroom. It can even be surmised that the teaching strategies they used inspired and 

engaged students to write creatively and the phenomenon of the “visiting” WITS writer 

in the classroom contributed to their success in the classroom. This study suggests that 

students learn differently from different people. On one hand, Brouillette (1996) 

concluded that additional research is needed to analyze how the writing strategies used by 
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WITS writers are different from traditional classroom practice. Plus, literacy experts have 

concluded that strategy instruction does consistently improve writing (MacArthur et al., 

2006). On the other hand, Rabkin’s study (2011) suggested that teaching artists use this 

novelty of “visitor in the classroom” to engage students. They capture students’ interests 

as they can teach outside of the teaching parameters that the classroom teacher is 

obligated to deliver, as students set aside the routine of the day and enter into a world of 

freer expression. More research is needed to delve into this phenomenon of having 

visiting teaching artists in classrooms to see if it is the unique strategies they use, or how 

much of their teaching style or personality accounts for their success.  

Research by Tremmel (1982) suggested a continual K-12 writing curriculum, 

where students see the whole as well as the parts to deepen their understanding of the 

writing process.  WITS writers witnessed accelerated growth in some students when they 

were exposed to the WITS style of writing instruction and wrote on a consistent basis 

across grade levels. Continuity produced good writers. Conducting future research could 

help to determine the impact of implementing a program across grade levels. 

Conversely, programs across the country have found niche markets across various 

grade levels (M. Rechner, personal communication, September 27, 2010). Research is 

needed to determine which grade levels benefit the most from the WITS style of 

teaching.  

 In the midst of economic turmoil and educational budget cuts, WITS is redefining 

itself to meet the current climate changes in schools. In response to budget shortfalls, 

some schools are opting for shorter residencies as a way to keep WITS in the schools.  

Research needs to be conducted to see what adjustments WITS needs to make to 
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accommodate shorter residencies while maintaining an effective delivery of writing 

instruction. 

Summary 

 This chapter outlined conclusions from my study, including characteristics 

common to the participants, the impact of WITS writers in the classroom, challenges 

encountered by the WITS writers, successful strategies that are aligned with “Best 

Practices,” and the WITS writers perceptions of the WITS organization and 

administration. The final parts of this chapter presented instructional and organizational 

implications for the WITS program, outlined limitations of the study and made 

recommendations for future research. 
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March 8, 2011 
 
Robin Reagler, Executive Director 
1523 West Main 
Houston, TX  77006 
713-523-3877 
 
 
 
To Whom it May Concern: 
 
 
I, Robin Reagler, the Executive Director of Writers in the Schools (WITS) Houston, 

authorize Nancy Barnhart to use the WITS reflective essays in her research study as part 

of her graduate studies at The University of Houston. Since the reflective essays were 

written by the WITS writers at the end of their residencies and as part of their contractual 

employment agreement with WITS, they are the sole property of the WITS organization. 

It is my understanding that she will remove all identifiers and will keep the author’s 

identity confidential by assigning a pseudonym to each essay. Permission is granted with 

the understanding that Nancy Barnhart communicate to participants her intention to use 

the essays in her study. It is my understanding that she will also seek permission from 

The University of Houston’s Human Subjects Committee to use these essays as archival 

data in her research.  

 

Please feel free to contact me if you need further information. 

 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
Robin Reagler, Executive Director 
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Dear fellow WITS writer, 
 
As part of my doctoral studies at The University of Houston, I am recruiting participants 
for a research study that will examine how WITS writers perceive their effectiveness as 
teaching artists in the classroom and the instructional effectiveness of the WITS program 
as a whole.  
 
I would like to invite you to participate in this study. As a writer who has been with the 
organization for more than three years, your input is invaluable. Your contribution to this 
project will help promote literary arts organizations, like WITS, and will document the 
impact that teaching artists make towards the teaching of writing.  
 
If you agree to be part of the study, I intend to interview you for one hour about your 
WITS teaching experience. Your identity will be kept confidential as prescribed by The 
University of Houston Human Subjects Committee.  
 
Your participation is voluntary.  
 
In addition to the interviews, I plan to collect data from the reflective essays that are 
written at the end of residencies. Since the essays are written as part of a contractual 
agreement for employment, permission to use the reflective essays has been granted by 
Robin Reagler, Executive Director.  
 
The reflective essays will be used to guide interview questions and to garner common or 
reoccurring themes among essays that can be used to paint a picture of the WITS 
teaching experience and the organization.  
 
Please respond to this email if you are interested in being part of this study. I will then 
follow-up with phone calls to schedule interviews and to answer any questions they 
might have about the research. 
 
This project has been reviewed by the University of Houston Committee for the 
Protection of Human Subjects (713) 743-9204. 
 
 
Thank you, 
 
 
 
Nancy Barnhart 
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UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON 
CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 

 
 
PROJECT TITLE: Understanding the Effectiveness of the Writers in the Schools 
Organization Through the Writers’ Perceptions 
 
 
You are being invited to participate in a research project conducted by graduate student, 
Nancy Barnhart, from the Curriculum and Instructional Department at the University of 
Houston. This research project is part of her dissertation and partial fulfillment of the 
requirements for the doctoral degree. The study is being conducted under the supervision 
of her advisor and chair of her dissertation committee, Dr. Sara McNeil.  
 
NON-PARTICIPATION STATEMENT 
 
Your participation is voluntary and you may refuse to participate or withdraw at any time 
without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled. You may also 
refuse to answer any question.  
 
PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
The purpose of this study is to reveal the writers’ perspective about the effectiveness of 
the work they do as teaching artists in the classroom and of the overall effectiveness of 
the Writers in the Schools (WITS) organization. I hope to contribute to the pool of 
research available on literary arts organizations and to promote such organizations, like 
WITS, and highlight the contribution it makes towards education.   
 
The duration of the entire study will be approximately one year, including data collection, 
analyzing and summarizing the findings in the written dissertation. Participants time 
invested will be limited to a one-hour interviews and time spent reviewing of transcripts.  
 
PROCEDURES 
 
You will be one of approximately 8-10 subjects to be asked to participate in this project.  
There are two main parts to this study. The first part consists of using your reflective 
essays as archival data. The reflective essays will be used to guide interview questions 
and to garner common or reoccurring themes among essays that can be used to paint a 
picture of the WITS teaching experience. You may agree or disagree to allow me to use 
this data in my research.  
 
The second part is a one-hour interview where I will ask you to elaborate on your 
teaching experience as a WITS writer. You may agree or disagree to participate in some 
or all of the one-hour interview.  
    
ARCHIVAL DATA: 
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I agree to allow my reflective essay(s) to be used as archival data for this 
research  project.  

 
I do not agree to allow my reflective essay(s) to be used as archival data for this 
research project.  
 

 
INTERVIEW: 
 

 You will be interviewed about your WITS teaching experience. This interview 
will last approximately one hour and will be held on the campus of The 
University of Houston. After the interview is transcribed, you will have a chance 
to read it and correct any mistakes. Your time commitment for both the interview 
and document review will be approximately 1 and ½ hours (1 hour for the 
interview and ½ hour for the review).   

 
 I agree to be interviewed.  
 If you consent to participate in this study, please indicate whether you agree to be 
audio taped during the study by checking the appropriate box below.  

 
  I agree to be audio taped during the interview. 
 

I do not agree to be audio/video taped during the interview. 
 

 
I do not agree to be interviewed.  
 

 
SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS: 
 
Here are sample questions that I may ask: 
 

• What are your teaching goals and what strategies do you employ in the 
classroom? 

• Can you tell me about a favorable/unfavorable experience you had in the 
classroom? 

• How would you define a successful WITS year?  How do you know you are being 
effective in the classroom? What does success look like? 

• How has your teaching changed with each year?  
• What improvements in the residency would you like to see? 

 
CONFIDENTIALITY 
 
Every effort will be made to maintain the confidentiality of your participation in this 
project.  Please note that your signature will be on the signed consent form. These forms 
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will only be seen by me, however, and kept in a locked file in my home office. Your 
name will be removed from the reflective essays. Each participant will be assigned a 
pseudonym matched to their essays and interview data. In any published documentation, 
including my dissertation, each participant will be referred to by their pseudonym. 
Confidentiality will be maintained within legal limits. 
 
 
RISKS/DISCOMFORTS 
 
There are no forseeable risks to you in this study. 
BENEFITS 
 
While you will not directly benefit from participation, your participation may help 
investigators better understand the effectiveness of the visiting teaching artist and of the 
effectiveness of the WITS organization.  
 
 
ALTERNATIVES 
 
Participation in this project is voluntary and the only alternative to this project is non-
participation. 
 
 
INCENTIVES/REMUNERATION    
 
No incentives will be offered.  
 
PUBLICATION STATEMENT 
 
The results of this study may be published in professional and/or scientific journals.  It 
may also be used for educational purposes or for professional presentations.  However, 
no individual subject will be identified. 
 
 

 
SUBJECT RIGHTS 

 
1. I understand that informed consent is required of all persons participating in this 

project. 
 

2. All procedures have been explained to me and all my questions have been answered 
to my satisfaction. 
 

3. Any risks and/or discomforts have been explained to me. 
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4. Any benefits have been explained to me. 
 

5. I understand that, if I have any questions, I may contact Nancy Barnhart at 281-471-
2283.  I may also contact Dr. Sara McNeil, faculty sponsor, at 713-743-4975. 
 

6. I have been told that I may refuse to participate or to stop my participation in this 
project at any time before or during the project.  I may also refuse to answer any 
question. 
 

7. ANY QUESTIONS REGARDING MY RIGHTS AS A RESEARCH SUBJECT 
MAY BE ADDRESSED TO THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON COMMITTEE 
FOR THE PROTECTION OF HUMAN SUBJECTS (713-743-9204).  ALL 
RESEARCH PROJECTS THAT ARE CARRIED OUT BY INVESTIGATORS AT 
THE UNIVERSITY OF HOUSTON ARE GOVERNED BY REQUIREMENTS OF 
THE UNIVERSITY AND THE FEDERAL GOVERNMENT. 
 

8. All information that is obtained in connection with this project and that can be 
identified with me will remain confidential as far as possible within legal limits.  
Information gained from this study that can be identified with me may be released to 
no one other than the principal investigator and Dr. Sara McNeil. The results may be 
published in scientific journals, professional publications, or educational 
presentations without identifying me by name. 

 
 
I HAVE READ (OR HAVE HAD READ TO ME) THE CONTENTS OF THIS 
CONSENT FORM AND HAVE BEEN ENCOURAGED TO ASK QUESTIONS.  I 
HAVE RECEIVED ANSWERS TO MY QUESTIONS.  I GIVE MY CONSENT TO 
PARTICIPATE IN THIS STUDY.  I HAVE RECEIVED (OR WILL RECEIVE) A 
COPY OF THIS FORM FOR MY RECORDS AND FUTURE REFERENCE. 
 
 
Study Subject (print name): _______________________________________________________ 
 
Signature of Study Subject: _______________________________________________________ 
 
Date: _________________________________________________________________________ 
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------
--------- 
 
I HAVE READ THIS FORM TO THE SUBJECT AND/OR THE SUBJECT HAS 
READ THIS FORM.  AN EXPLANATION OF THE RESEARCH WAS GIVEN AND 
QUESTIONS FROM THE SUBJECT WERE SOLICITED AND ANSWERED TO THE 
SUBJECT’S SATISFACTION.  IN MY JUDGMENT, THE SUBJECT HAS 
DEMONSTRATED COMPREHENSION OF THE INFORMATION. 
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Principal Investigator (print name and title):  ____Nancy Barnhart ________________________ 
 
Signature of Principal Investigator: _________________________________________________ 
 
Date: _________________________________________________________________________ 
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Understanding the Effectiveness of the Writers in the Schools Organization Through the 
Writers’ Perspective. 

 
 

Interview Protocol 
 
Research Questions  
 

• How do Writers in the Schools (WITS) writers perceive their personal 
effectiveness as teaching artists? 

• How do WITS writers perceive the instructional effectiveness of the 
WITS program? 

• What factors impact WITS writers’ perceptions of their personal 
effectiveness? 

• What factors impact WITS writers’ perceptions about the instructional 
effectiveness of the WITS program? 

 
 
Topic Domain 1: Background 
 
[Lead-off Question] 

What is your educational background and how many years have you worked for 
WITS? 

Why do you work for WITS? Do you consider it a profession? 
How do you define teaching artist?  
What is the goal of a teaching artist? 

 
[Covert Categories] 

Grades taught 
Settings: private/public/alternative settings 
Perception of profession: Part of true vocation or means to an end or for the money 
  

[Follow-up Questions]  
Classroom teaching experience vs. writing experience 
Publishing experience  
Community vs. UH Creative Writing 
Genre experience (writing expertise) 
Develop sense of vocation the work becomes an important way of learning and 
knowing.  
What is your experience with children 

 
 
Topic Domain 2: Personal philosophy of teaching as tied to philosophy of WITS 
[Lead-off Question] 
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I am interested in knowing more about your philosophy of teaching/teaching writing 
and how it is tied to the philosophy of the WITS organization. What are your teaching 
goals and what strategies do you employ to carry that out? 

 
[Covert Categories] 

Strategies you bring into the classroom that you feel are effective and how they differ 
from traditional approaches to teaching writing?  
Unconventional approaches 
Empowering students  
Motivating students 
Encouraging students 

 
[Follow-up Questions]  

What things do you do to support the student population?  
Do you or how do you integrate the arts in the classroom? 
Define your Arc of the Year: Literary elements and genre taught and in what order? 
How does your philosophy translate into the classroom?  
How do you scaffold student writing (sequence of learning, feedback, curriculum that 
builds on itself)  
Why do you build it this way?  
Why do you think unconventional approaches are effective? 
Do you or how do you incorporate learning styles? 

 
 
Topic Domain 3:  Classroom Experience 
[Lead-off Question] 
     Can you tell me about a favorable/unfavorable experience you had in the classroom? 
     What strengths/weaknesses do you bring to the classroom? 

What improvements in the residency would you like to see?  
 
[Covert Categories] 

What difficulties have you encountered during your residency? 
How do you handle behavior issues in the classroom? 
What challenges to you face with the classroom teacher? 
Can you describe how you build and maintain relationships with the classroom teachers?  

 
[Follow-up Questions]  
     Can you describe how you build a community of writers? Build trust? Take risks? 
 How much do you communicate to the teachers about what you’re doing?  
 Does communicating your goals, ideas help garner support?  

What about collaborative partnerships? 
     Does or how does the school environment impact your teaching? 
       
 
Topic Domain 4: Effectiveness of teaching 
[Lead-off Question] 
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How do you define the success of what you do in the classroom?  
How do you know you are being effective?  
How do you know you are making a difference?  
What has been the biggest teaching challenge/ success? 

 
[Covert Categories] 
 Evidence that shows WITS style of teaching is impactful 
 What does that look like? 
 Is it congruent with how the classroom teacher defines success or effective teaching? 

Or how is it different?  
 
[Follow-up Questions]  

What other factors (behaviors/influences/challenges) impact the individual writer and 
their perception of the success of the program?  

 
 
Topic Domain 5: Effectiveness of the Program  
[Lead-off Question] 
   How would you define a successful WITS year?      

What do you get out of the program? 
What do you think the teacher gets out of the program? 
What do you think the students get out of the program? 

    Why do you think the program is successful? 
In the promotion of arts: is there anything we haven’t touched on that you feel is vital to     
program or changes that would improve the program? 

 
[Covert Categories] 
    relationships: most important thing for success 
    success of program 
    objective/subjective measures of success 
 
[Follow-up Questions] 
    What do you hope the kids will get out of the program? 
    Why do you think the program is successful?  
    How do you know the program influences TAKS scores?  
    Are there any other factors that you think contribute to the success of the program? 
 
 
Topic Domain 6: Individualized questions from reflective essays 
 

Within the dissertation, I will include background information to show how I 
generated these specific questions from the essays.  
 
 

Topic Domain 7: Reflective essays 
[Lead-off Question] 
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Do you or how do you use reflection to inform your teaching? 
How has your teaching changed with each year?  

 
[Covert Categories] 
 Do the issues or challenges you face from year to year change with experience? 

How valuable are the essays to you 
 
[Follow-up Questions]  

How has your perception changed over the years? 
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Nancy: Can you just follow that thread and say a little bit more about what learned as a 

WITS writer that shaped your WITS teaching? 

 

Sandra: I like to prepare, so I went in with a set of lessons that I thought I was going to 

teach. And in fact, it was a pretty wild setting and none of my lessons went over in the 

ways that I had anticipated or planned or hoped for. I had to jettison them all by week 

two and start with them-- the kids, and their interests. And suddenly we were writing 

about tattoos. We were writing about the neighborhood they lived in, which was a very 

rough neighborhood. We were writing about things that interested them. Their kind of 

music they listened to, which I got a quick education in all sorts of music that I had never 

listened to before. And it changed. It became more about relationships with the kids and 

less about me going in with a preset lesson that I was going to distill or inject into these 

kids.  

 

Nancy: Do you find that your style of teaching or teaching strategies change with each 

population that you teach? 

 

Sandra: That is a great question. I think there is something pretty constant about the way 

I approach teaching, but certainly the strategies I use vary. As WITS writers, we’re not 

just responsible for the kids. If we were, I might not vary my teaching so much. But 

because there are so many other entities involved, like principals and teacher and parents 

and literacy coaches, and all of that, then I would say that I do vary my teaching based on 

the facility or setting that I’m in, basically, to meet the needs of more people effectively.  
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Nancy: And I heard you mention your style of teaching. Is that something that you can 

describe or talk about? 

 

Sandra: I am a very intuitive teacher. I organize time well and I like to think about the 

end product first and then move backwards. Other than that, I’m pretty free and have 

been know to, even in the middle of a lesson if it’s not going well, completely change 

gears. I’ll either stick with the general subject but do something entirely different, or 

throw out the whole lesson on the spot and come up with something else that I think is 

going to work better.  

 

And I more and more rely on the kids themselves. I think it is such an important piece 

that is missing in so many school settings right now because it is so test-based. People 

feel so constrained because they have to teach to these very narrow objectives and goals 

that are determined by the district, state or the federal government. I can go in there and 

have those things in the back of my mind, but I don’t have to teach to the test in the way 

that they do. I can pull from the kids what’s of interest to them. So it’s a much more 

diversified learning environment, I think. You might have one kid writing about parrots 

and another one writing about pirates. A WITS classroom allows for that.  
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Nancy: I heard you say that your job is to get them to see it differently. Can you say a 

little bit more about that? What do you mean by see it differently? How do you get them 

to see it differently? 

 

Anne: It’s not so much that I want them to see their work differently, so much as I want 

them to see the world differently. And I want them to see that even the most mundane trip 

to the grocery store can be full of interest and excitement if only they choose the right 

aspects.  

 

So, you can talk about, for example, the trip to the produce section and you can pick up 

the imagery there of all the beautiful colors, all the beautiful tastes, and you can bring in 

your senses, and it could be just a short poem about that part of the experience. So 

anything can be a trigger to reflect on your life -- what you’ve seen, or what has had an 

impact on you. Any moment can be a magic moment that you capture in a piece of 

writing. And I think students don’t understand that. That’s part of my job, those are the 

kinds of prompts I bring in, where we talk about and we look at little things.  

 

Nancy: Why do you think that is effective? Why do you think that all of those things you 

bring in are effective or successful or influential to the student population?  

 

Anne: I still think that a lot of materials are geared towards getting the child to read, to 

understand, for knowledge’s sake, so they can read a science textbook, so they can look 

at their math textbook and see that X = 3 and how to figure that out, how to follow along. 
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First we do this and then we do that, or to get them to read a recipe or put together a Lego 

model, following words and picture. It’s designed for practical purposes. The quotidian 

day-to-day needs of a literate society.  

 

Secondarily, they learn to read for story. Reading is for story or it is for content. It’s not 

for capturing those small moments. But that’s not fair because a lot of times the chapter 

books will do that. The better chapter books will. The students don’t work in short pieces 

much, at least that has sort of been my observation. By the time they’re in third grade 

they supposed to be reading chapter books. It’s not short stories and poetry. Even at my 

school last year, when they were doing their reading marathon, the students had to read a 

biography, they had to read a science story, they had to read something else non-fiction. 

They had to read three chapter books that were fiction, but in different genres. But there 

was no poetry entry.  
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