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The Contributors
Brett Ashmun|The Possibilities of Communication |pg. 8| Brett Ashmun is an ex-athlete who
recently completed his Master’s in Rhetoric and Teaching of Writing. He currently teaches first
year composition at California State University, Stanislaus and feels very fortunate to have the
opportunity to shape the lives of young adults. He is engaged to his best friend, and he loves
walking his four-legged best friend every morning. Brett completed the Summer Institute in 2015,
and is a coach for the 2016 Summer Institute.

Genevieve Beltran| Bread Loaf Conference: A Transformative Experience| pg. 15|Genevieve
Beltran is a bilingual teacher consultant for the Great Valley Writing Project. This will be her
thirtieth year teaching at Lathrop Elementary in Manteca Unified School District. She is currently
working on a novel.

Karol Eisenbeis| Something to Write Home About| pg. 3| Karol Eisenbeis teaches first grade at
Hidahl Elementary School in Ceres, California. In her free time, Karol enjoys spending time with
her family and friends, Writing Project since 2012 designing and delivering professional
development. She has coordinated the K-2 Implementation Lab at River Islands Technology
Academy. This summer she coordinated a GVWP New Teacher Institute and co-facilitated a TC
book study of Wondrous Words.

Madeline Krisko Guerini| I’m Not Google |pg. 13| After graduating from CSU, Chico, Madeline
spent two years teaching English 8 in Palo Alto, CA before moving back to the Central Valley and
finding her home in the Ceres Unified School District. Over the last three years, she has taught
English 9, 10, ERWC English 12 and Creative Writing at Ceres High School. Madi is looking
forward to the new challenges she will face in the upcoming school year as she takes on the role
of Instructional Coach for CUSD. She spent the summer as a participant in the GVWP Invitational
Leadership Institute and is excited to continue exploring writing instruction with the Great Valley
Writing Project for years to come!

Katy Knight| Accepting the More to Value the Other| pg. 12 | teaches Language & Literature
courses for the ninth and twelfth grades at Stockton Collegiate International Secondary School,
an International Baccalaureate World School. She is an obsessive fangirl of all things Harry
Potter, comic books, Sherlock, and Neil Gaiman (not collectively, but that would be awesome).
Taking morning walks with her husband, two children, Calvin and Coraline, and the family
German Shepherd, Liberty Prime is her idea of heaven.

Debra Schneider| Be the Change| pg. 10| Debra Schneider is the Director of Instructional Media
Services and Curriculum for the Tracy Unified School District. She was a member of the 2006.
GVWP ILI. She is interested in disciplinary literary practices and teachers' work in professional
development.
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Maria Shreve| Down the Chocolate River and More at the GVWP Writing Club at Fox Road
Elementary| pg. 6| Maria Shreve teaches English 9 and Journalism at Hughson High School in
Hughson, California. In addition to teaching writing, and writing about teaching writing, she enjoys
memoir writing. Maria has had several articles published in California English, the professional
journal of the California Association of Teachers of English, and is also the digital editor of Write
Voice.
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Something to Write Home About
Teachers Write! Kate Messner’s Digital Writing Camp 2016
Karol Eisenbeis
Let’s face it. Teachers don’t take summers off. However, summers that include the
reflective act of writing can rejuvenate our tired teaching souls or is that soles? After all, my feet
are tired too!
So stick around and hear about a great way to fill your own writing bucket and enhance
the writing experiences of your future students.
Last summer, I recaptured the magic of
a GVWP Summer Institute the day I signed up
for Teachers Write! 2015. I’m not sure how I
found out about it, but more importantly, you
can find out more about this year’s camp at
katemessner.com.
Last year at camp, I learned that taking
risks has many rewards and the more you
participate by sharing your writing with others,
responding to others’ work and flexing those
writing muscles each day, you can grow as a
writer. Although I only participated for one week
last summer, this summer I plan to participate
for all four weeks of camp. That’s one of the
great things about Teachers Write. You can
tailor the experience around your summer
schedule. Last summer, I was kind of shy and
lurked around online, just to see what a digital writing camp was all about. I participated in daily
writing exercises, tweeted in Twitter chats, joined a Facebook group called Teachers Write, and
created my own blog. On my blog, I wrote about camp, including a poem about stepping back in
time on the Bluegrass train of Kentucky. You see, vacation and writing go together. I visited my
daughter in Kentucky and made time for writing camp too.
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Bluegrass Train
By Karol Eisenbeis
It’s travel time stepping back
Heading for the railroad track
Bluegrass country green and neat
Ticket for an old train seat
Conductor waves to hail
At all the folks without fail
Blasting horn not too subtle
Now, tardy stragglers hustle
All aboard the Bluegrass Train
Hot and muggy but no rain
This train travels really slow
Clickity Clack, Here we go!
To find out more about my week visit my July 2015 posts at
http://writingjourney13.weebly.com/blog/archives/07-2015. Also, I’ve included an FAQ below so
you can learn from my experiences last summer and my plans for this year’s camp. I hope you
find the FAQ below helpful.

Teachers Write! Digital Writing Camp----Frequently Asked Questions
What is a digital writing camp?
● Published authors devote time away from promoting their books to help teachers and
librarians develop as writers. They do this via social media such as Facebook and
Twitter. It’s a place where you get to look into the writing processes and writerly lives of
published authors.
What does it cost?
● It’s free! However, I purchased the three camp leader/authors’ books and some of their
guest authors’ books too. It’s helpful to be familiar with their work as they will talk about
writing approaches and refer to certain works.

When is Teachers Write! 2016?
Camp runs June 27 through August 5, 2016.
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Do I have to commit to the full six weeks?
No, you decide when and how to participate.
Why do you value Teacher’s Write?
● I value choice. At Teachers Write! You decide how much and how often you participate.
You can even lurk. That’s where you follow along in the background online and write
offline for yourself or you can be brave and share your writing with the group. You will
receive helpful, supportive feedback and encouragement. You will also want to read and
comment on others’ work. It’s a great way to make new friends and learn from each
other.
● Attending camp, gave me the courage to start a blog called Writing Journey13. I’ve
included the link to my posts about camp below.
● I appreciate the encouraging environment that promotes choice. You design and define
the writing experience according to your goals. It gets to the heart of what professional
development is all about!
How do I sign up?
Visit Kate Messner’s blog at http://www.katemessner.com/teachers-write/ to sign up.
In the spirit of the GVWP Summer Institute, give Teachers Write 2016 a try. You will be a happy
camper too!
Please check out my blog archive of last year’s camp and leave a comment if you wish. It’s just
a little slice of my summer life.
http://writingjourney13.weebly.com/blog/archives/07-2015
Acknowledging myself as a writer didn’t happen overnight, and I strive every day to become a
better teacher of writers, but there is only one way to accomplish this goal. It takes practice
within a supportive environment, and like anything worthwhile it takes time. But if you carve out
a little time to write each day, it will happen. So, what are you waiting for? Join the other
campers who are very much like you, dedicated and passionate about teaching writing.
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Down the River Chocolate and More at the GVWP
Writing Club at Fox Road Elementary
Maria Shreve
Rowing, rowing, rowing down a river… Tina Turner, had her classic song “Rolling on a
River,” but our fourth and fifth graders at the GVWP Writing Club at Fox Road Elementary in
Hughson considered their experience rowing down an imaginary chocolate river their own hit.
“Row, row, row, keep rowing,” I instructed students as they pretended to row along in
side-by-side chairs arranged to replicate a boat. “Stop. Now, what do you see?”
“I see an Oompa Loompa,” “I see a chocolate mountain,” “I see my hand in chocolate.”
“Row, row, row…now, stop. Keep your eyes closed. What do you smell? What do you
hear?” The ride continued a few minutes more in this manner as a way to help students think
about sensory details for their “Down the Chocolate River” Concrete Poems.
Once the ride was over, students wrote a list poem in their notebooks.
Down the Chocolate River, I see….
Down the Chocolate River, I hear…
Down the Chocolate River, I feel…
Down the Chocolate River, I taste…
Down the Chocolate River, life is….
Rather than stopping with the list poem, which along with other lessons is on the website
roalddahl.com, students converted their poem into concrete poems in the shape of a boat. I
showed students a sample poem that I made, which was helpful because they were not familiar
with the idea of concrete poems. Although the task of writing sideways, upside down, and
diagonally was challenging, especially for the boys, once the colored pencils came out, and the
poems were completed, students were pleased with their work.
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This past spring marked the third year that I taught the writing club at Fox Road
Elementary, and the second full year that co-teacher Nereyda Alcazar and I worked together
with Hughson’s migrant fourth and fifth graders. After a successful previous year, and with half
of the students returning for a second year, the question was this: What can we do that’s new,
exciting, and different from last year? I shared with Ms. Alcazar that over the previous summer
at the GVWP Writing Academy in Waterford, we read the play Charlie and the Chocolate
Factory, and it worked out well to read it at the end of the day. Because our Writing Club met
every Monday from 3 to 5, it sounded like a plan. Not only did the play serve as a vehicle to
motivate students to read, but there were many points to stop and write along the way. From the
above-mentioned “Down the Chocolate River Concrete Poems,” which emphasized sensory
details, to discussing character traits which culminated into students creating their own naughty
Sixth Golden Ticket Winner for a character sketch, to a tried and true activity we did in
Waterford in which students created a new candy bar, designed a wrapper with a slogan, and
wrote a commercial, students were engaged.
The students in our class, which consisted of twelve general education students and one
resource student, were enthusiastic about the class. It helped that the returning students were
happy to return since they had overcome their fear of writing and poetry the year before. Of
course, there’s always an exception, and that exception was a boy who earned the nickname
Eeyore very early on. While everyone else was writing away at the pre-assessment, which was
a narrative, Eeyore did not write a thing. Over the next couple of weeks, he enjoyed droning on
with statements such as “I don’t want to write” or “I hate to write.” Somehow by about the
halfway point, his attitude changed, and I believe it was about the time students invented their
own Golden Ticket Winners. They particularly enjoyed this because they were creating and
writing about horrid, spoiled children who, ultimately, came to a very unfortunate end. By the
time we had our post-assessment – and, yes, TC Brandy de Alba came up with some
interesting narrative prompts, including “What would happen if one morning everyone woke up
and found out that their pets could talk?” and “How did you come so small? Think about the
advantages and disadvantages of being less than an inch tall,” he exclaimed, “This is going to
be so much fun!” Mrs. Alcazar, who also was his fourth grade teacher said, “Kevin was the
most excited that I had seen him about writing all year.”
The last day of class, we asked students to write about their experience at the GVWP
Writing Club. The following are excerpts:
“The first day was good because we had nice teachers. My favorite thing we did
was a play called “Charlie and the Chocolate Factory.” I also liked when we practiced
dialogue because you are with a partner, and you do dialogue on the computer. You
could see what your partner was typing and have a conversation with them. I also liked
when we created our candy bar wrapper and commercial with a partner. Another thing I
liked was when we did the Sixth Golden Ticket Winner. We got to make up their name,
and the trouble they got into, and their catch-phrase. Also, where they found the ticket. I
also liked when Ms. Shreve brought us brownies.” -- Fatima Gonzalez
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“I like this program because we did a lot of stuff. We played a play of Charlie and
the Chocolate Factory. We did Down the Chocolate River. My experience was to do a lot
of writing and even a memory poem and my favorite, the candy commercial. Another
thing I have experience on is the Sixth Golden Ticket Winner. My experience of this
program is to have fun and never give up. Those are my reasons that I like this program.
I hope it keeps on going every year. I have been in this program for two years, and I
wish the kids next year good luck.” – Liliana Arredondo
Students also enjoyed using the Chromebooks and receiving feedback from Mrs.
Alcazar, such as this comment to Liliana: “I’m glad to hear you enjoyed the program as much as
I did. Yes, the play and the poems were fun to work on. Never give up on writing. The more you
do, the better you will become.”

The Possibilities of Communication
Brett Ashmun
In the parking lot of a Jacksonville, Florida gas station during the fall of 2012, a dispute
over the volume of music coming from a car resulted in Jordan Davis, a seventeen-year-old
African American, being shot to death by Michael Dunn, a middle aged white male. Of course,
the shooting of Davis wasn’t caused simply because of an argument that night. After listening to
a few recorder phone calls between Dunn and his wife, one could debate that Dunn showed
signs of being racist. At the very least, when Dunn met Davis that night, Dunn had been carrying
some pent up hostility towards anyone listening to “thug music” and “rap crap.” At the same
time, when Davis came back to the vehicle to find that the music had been turned down at the
request of Dunn, Davis became offended and quickly became irate, increasing the anger of both
parties. It would be easy to assume that Davis, like Dunn, had been carrying some pent up
hostility towards anyone who didn’t like the volume at which he played his music and/or he was
simply fed up with listening to anybody (most of us have had days like this). At the end of the
exchange, Davis lost his life and Dunn, for all intents and purposes, lost his life when he was
sentenced to life without parole.
In the blink of an eye, two lives were lost and countless others were negatively affected
because of the inability to civilly communicate with one another.
To be clear, I don’t buy into the rationale, “All Dunn had to do was roll up his window and
drive away,” or “Davis should have just left the music at a lower volume.” Dunn is allowed to be
annoyed by the loud music. Most of us can admit to having a similar grievance. And I have no
problem with Davis listening to loud music. I’m sure not everybody likes listening to Dwight
Yoakum’s “I’m a Honky Tonk Man” while looking for a parking spot—most don’t like being in
earshot of Dwight Yoakum at all. The issue I have is that Dunn and Davis could have avoided
such an atrocity if they were able to communicate in a society that didn’t encourage the “My way
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or the highway” mentality. It should be known that Dunn’s attorney argued for Dunn’s innocence
by citing the Florida “Stand Your Ground” law, and Dunn was quoted, by witnesses, as saying
“You talking to me?” The whole ordeal is blanketed in the “tough guy” mindset that leads to a
culture of ignorance.
Because I have been a witness to many other instances similar to Dunn v. Davis, I
decided to incorporate an assignment that would educate my students in the art of
communication in order to lessen the number of citizens in our community who are unable to
articulate their frustrations and/or listen to another’s frustrations without having to resort to
violence.
While researching many types of assignments that can be used to help students learn
how to discuss sensitive and complicated issues, I became enamored with Kelly Gallagher’s
“Article of the Week.” After collaborating with Dr. Stephanie Paterson and reflecting on the
personalities of my freshmen in my First-Year Composition course, I decided to assign an
adapted “Article of the Week.” The guidelines and requirements were:

Guidelines
 The topic of the article you select MUST be a CURRENT topic, and the article MUST
come from a reputable source (ask me if you are unsure). Examples of reputable
sources: longform.org, bostonglobe.com, gq.com, harpers.org, huffingpost.com,
theatlantic.com, newyorker.com.
 Make sure the article is approximately five to ten pages.
 Once your group has read the article, you all must prepare a facilitation of your selected
article.
Requirements:
 An aesthetically-pleasing, homemade graphic (Prezi, PowerPoint, etc.)
 Introduce each member in the group.
 Provide a summary of the article your group chose
o Author, source, title, date published, main ideas, why was the article written.
 Members knowledgeably provide their personal position on the topic.
 Provide both extremes of the issue
o Skeptic- “Drunk Uncle” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=V-3wZFHoU-8
o Blind Believer- “Lloyd.” https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=wGdhc9k07Ms
 Make connections to other articles/books you have read or movies/shows you have
seen.
 Facilitate an activity where the class gets into small groups (~3-4), discusses the article,
and then reports out to the whole class on their opinion of the issue in the article.
 Author’s writing style. What did you like or dislike about the style in which the author
wrote the piece?
 Conclude with a recap of the article and key points from your fellow classmates.
After Class Responsibilities:
 Each member of the presenting group will write a reflection on the process leading up to
the presentation, the presentation, and how contributions from classmates helped shape
a current view of the issue raised in the article.
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Students who did not present are required to write at least a ½ page reflection on our
discussion of the AotW. Articulate several sides to the issue. What is your personal
position? What else have you read or seen that connects to this topic?

Students had an expansive list of choices for their article, and the only requirements I
had for the article were that the article be current and from a reputable source. Each pair of
students then signed up for a particular Friday, worked with me until the day of their facilitation,
and then facilitated a discussion on the article. I lost sleep on a number of Thursday nights due
to some of the topics that my students chose to discuss (immigration, murder, abortion). But at
the end of each facilitation, I was blown away by the facilitators’ maturity and the audiences’
respectful discussion. There was one occasion when two students engaged in a heated but
respectful discussion. Even though everyone handled the situation well, at the end of class
there seemed to be a lingering fog of negativity, and I nervously watched as one of the two
students involved approached the other student. I immediately dialed in my “teacher” ears, and
the first thing the approaching student said was, “I’m sorry if I was rude, but I would love to talk
more about the issue if you don’t have class right now.” As they walked off together, I could see
the two of them exchange smiles as they discussed their disagreement. I was stoic in the
moment, but as soon as I got to my truck to drive home, I called my mom and, as I told her
about the breathtaking exchange, cried my eyes out.
As I write this, I realize the reason I was so emotional on the phone. I’m sure most of us
are familiar with Henry Adam’s quote, “A teacher affects eternity; he can never tell where his
influence stops.” I believe in these words, and it is up to each of us to determine how we affect
eternity. As educators, we can stop unnecessary costs like the death of Jordan Davis. We can.
But if we don’t take the time to talk to our students, invest in creating our own curriculum, and
continually answer the question “What are you teaching for?” then we may be affecting eternity
to the detriment of society.

Be the Change
Debra Schneider
We’re all writers, right? So go find a piece of paper and something to write with or open
your word processor to a new blank page…I’ll wait…Now stop reading this for five minutes and
list as many things as you can about what you would change in your school, your district, your
instruction, if only you had the power or permission…I’ll wait…
About six or seven years ago, my colleagues and I had a similar list. We wanted control
over district grade level and department meeting agendas. We wanted our accreditation process
to be more realistic and job-embedded. We wanted professional development that was
differentiated for our content area and our background expertise. If only we had the power to
make it happen.
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Here’s what we did have: a professional development network of support in the subject
matter projects (Great Valley Writing Project and UC Davis History Project); a critical mass of
advocates (only about five of us); a record of reflective teaching practice; knowledge of the
district’s goals for students and teachers; some fearlessness; and a spirit of good will. Trust me,
it’s enough.
We started by presenting our request for control of meeting agendas, with sample
agendas that were aligned with our needs and district goals. From that year on, our district
department set its own agendas for district meetings. This was not without conflict within the
department (someday I’ll write about the meeting where we fought about tracking), but having
the ability to focus on our needs made the struggle worthwhile. Over time, more than the original
five of us took on some of the professional development leadership in these meetings. We were
expanding district leadership.
Next we used our involvement in a series of GVWP initiatives around college-level
reading and writing to advocate for a working group for our site’s accreditation process. For the
next two years, our working group continued our reading and writing inquiry in the context of our
own daily work and for informing the site’s literacy focus for re-accreditation. Now, instead of
feeling like busy work, our accreditation efforts were completely job-embedded!
Then we learned about a grant for teachers’ action research. We applied and won
funding for two years of professional development that we planned and purchased, researching
and implementing Common Core-aligned reading and writing strategies in history. Instead of
sending our team’s members to conferences and trainings (as was usual with this grant), we
kept our work site-based and hired GVWP and UCDHistory Project teacher-consultants to come
and work with us. For those two years, we created the differentiated professional development
we had been wishing for.
There was no master plan. Instead, we kept our eyes and ears open for opportunities,
advocated with site and district administration for our needs, always showed how our work was
aligned with district goals, and presented our outcomes to our administration and peers. We
worked hard to build relationships and show that we were trustworthy and our work had
integrity. Along the way, our subject matter project networks connected us with other great
resources and as funding returned to schools after the Great Recession, we were able to hire
these additional consultants for more work with our departments.
Now, I am a district administrator, advising teachers on how they can “get what they
want” by researching and aligning district goals, student and teacher needs, and researchbased, effective resources. Other members of that original team have become state, district,
and site leaders in their content areas and in professional development for implementation of
reforms.
We didn’t set out with a plan to become leaders, but only to build our own capacities and
to grow as professionals. During this work, our context changed with the ideas and vision of a
new superintendent and the commitment of state education funds to reform ideas. Our years of
work make us ready to contribute ideas for content training in different content areas. We knew
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a lot about data collection and analysis to support increased attention to formative assessments.
We knew about lesson study and its impact on teachers' professional development. We had
experience in and provided support for increased development of professional learning
communities. And because we had developed our own leadership capacity, we were ready to
help lead these efforts for our sites, our district, and the region.
Don’t wait for someone to give you what you need. Advocate for it, enact it in any space
you have, show your alignment with widely-shared goals, and report your outcomes, no matter
how small you may think they are. Draw connections between your work and that of colleagues,
then from your collegial team to the district’s efforts. I don’t know where that work will take you,
but I do know it will move you away from where you are now and into the list of changes you
wrote down. You have to begin the change you want to see. Begin it now.

Accepting the More to Value the Other
Katy Knight
As I read through piles of student evaluation letters, I began to notice a pattern. Several
students mentioned that they did not complete the assigned reading or the assigned work
because they did not feel it was relevant to their personal experience. When I was in high
school, I never considered that to be an option. You could not do what was asked because it
didn’t speak to you. I never had that expectation of the lessons. If I did not do the work, it was
simply because I did not make time for it or I felt too inhibited to ask for support. In high school, I
hated reading Shakespeare. I knew he had contemporaries, but it wasn’t until college that I read
Marlowe and Johnson. I was frustrated by the lack of scope in the literature selections at the
secondary level. When assigned, however, I completed the readings for Julius Caesar and As
You Like It. I did what was asked because I had faith that teachers were hired to guide me
towards being a successful, college-ready student. They had more experience than I did in the
ways of the world. I knew there was some reason I was expected to complete the assignments.
I just didn’t know what it was until I was at university struggling to manage my time effectively
and fighting to maintain focus during a three-hour long survey course first thing on a Monday
morning. In high school, I felt like I had plenty of practice in learning to complete what was
asked of me. I felt that I was intrinsically motivated to do well. Education and success were
highly valued in my family, yet I had very few living examples of achievement available to me. I
knew my accomplishments would bring great honor to my family.
Now, as I reflect on the comments of my former students, I have to pause to reexamine
my practices. Have I been teaching literature that is genuinely not relevant to their experience or
are my assessments to blame? It is clear that the issue is in my limited perspective. I am under
the impression that my students will do well if they simply do what I ask them to do, if they trust
me to make decisions that will ensure their success, and if they apply the feedback I give them
to grow and develop as thinkers, readers, writers, speakers, and listeners. In believing in this
approach, I have completely negated the value of enabling students to be “stewards of freedom”
as my friend Paul Lemieux has said. I have to let go of the belief that I know the world better
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than they do because I have been a part of it for longer. My wisdom is my own. I realize now
that my students will only receive a holistic education if I am willing to believe in their ability to
discover a wisdom of their own.
At a training workshop for teachers of the International Baccalaureate programs, I met
Richard Hood, an experienced teacher from Canada. According to his personal pedagogy, he is
“the more knowing other.” Over the course of three days, I came to interpret that to mean that,
as an educator, I may have more experience, but that has only helped me gather other, not
better information than my students might be able to convey to their peers. I have come to take
this as everyone in my class is capable of being an effective living resource for anyone else in
the room.
If I am to be considered a progressive educator, I have to be open to the idea that I, too
am in a process of becoming more. As I continue to grow and develop as a human being, I will
reflect on my experiences and not automatically feel the need to impart my wisdom to my
students to be considered best practices. This disregards the reality that our experiences are
the result of our own perception.
My students will connect with the assigned texts and assignments when I offer them the
opportunity to share the other with their peers. Rather than asking them to simply read novels,
complete work, and reflect on their contributions to the class, I could offer students the benefit of
choice. Instead of creating tasks with a specific structure and result in mind, I can offer students
the right to “write from plenty.” I can value their personal experience within their academic work.
I take pride in my ability to foster relationships and to create a safe space for my students. In
making adjustments to my pedagogy, I will be better able to support students in developing
authentic, more personal connections to their reading. As a result, students will be in a more
comfortable space to articulate their perspectives and experience in their writing. Students will
then generate pride in the work they have completed to meet the class objectives. With this
shift, I’d like to believe that I have assisted my students in being writers, readers, thinkers,
speakers, and listeners who are responsible, caring, and insightful. For what more could any
instructor ask?

I’m Not Google
Madeline Krisko Guerini
One of my favorite phrases to my students is “Don’t ask me; I’m not Google.”
While telling a student to Google a question rather than ask me for the answer might
sound a bit sarcastic, I want my students to truly realize that I am not there to simply give them
information to fill their minds with all the things I know because I do not know everything. I will
never pretend to know everything, nor do I strive to give the illusion to know everything. I do
know a lot about literature and writing and linguistics and, yes, I did go to college and earn an
English Education degree, so I even know how to take the things that I know and help my
students learn them, too. But, regardless of the things I believe- or even know- to be true, I did
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not get into education so that I could spend year after year molding impressionable young minds
into becoming a second generation of me. We, as educators, all went to college to become
“competent” in our subject matter, but that in no way makes us the sage on the stage to spout
out facts, figures, statistics, and definitions to our students and have them absorb it all like a
sponge, only to squeeze that same information out of them later (...so we can, what? Grade our
own knowledge?).
I want students to realize that they possess knowledge that their classmates- and a lot of
the time that even I- do not possess. And if nobody in the room knows the knowledge they seek,
I want them to have the tools to find the answers. I don’t just mean definitions to new words that
they encounter when reading, either. Ideally, my students will learn how to grapple with the
bigger questions, the ones they will really face in life. They will know how to look at both sides of
the issue, find evidence to support one side, then the other side, then disprove one side and
then the other. Then- and really only then- I want them to form their own opinion and take that
opinion out into the world and feel comfortable and confident entering a discussion about that
topic. I want them to find the things about which they are passionate and know how to explore
those issues- not the ones that their teachers told them were important for the last thirteen
years, but the ones they really truly in their soul feel are worthy of exploration.
I don’t want my students to leave school feeling like they learned a lot of STUFF, but that
that “stuff” is not valuable to them once they walk across the stage and flip their tassel. I want
them to have the confidence to not just be students with an impressive GPA (or even students
with a mediocre GPA); rather, I want my students to become people who really care about
issues. People who feel they can make a change. People who find the things about which they
are passionate and pursue those passions in the real world. While it is great to leave school with
a lot of knowledge (and, yes, I do teach my students things, I promise), I would much rather they
leave with the skills to find their own knowledge in the world and to really and truly know what to
do with that knowledge once they discover it for themselves.
I guess what it comes down to is that I do not take my job title of “teacher” to heart, for I
am not in the classroom “to give information about or instruction in” English; I am simply there to
support them in this journey. In the past, I have said “I am not a teacher; I am a facilitator” but
even that suggests that I am there just to make learning easier for students, which is not
necessarily the full picture. I recently came across a statement by Robert Frost that I think more
accurately captures my role in the classroom: “I am not a teacher, but an awakener!” I interact
with students every day to awaken the knowledge and passions and beliefs that they already
hold inside their minds and hearts; this is quite the contrast to the outdated belief that teachers
are there because students’ minds are empty and will remain that way unless we step in and fill
them.
If I held that belief for the past six years that I’ve been a teacher, I would have missed
out on learning so much from my students. Each and every child that has been in my classroom
has a different personality, a different background, and different experiences and upbringings
that make them who they are, and subsequently make them view the world in different ways. As
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we share our time together, I do not want them to see everything through my eyes as a
reflection of my experiences and my knowledge; conversely, I want to see the world through
their eyes. And I want them to see the world through their classmates’ eyes. I want them to see
not only the things that we share in common, but the differences that we have. I want them to
celebrate those differences. There are enough people in this world who hate one another for
being different; I would rather my students go out into the world with arms wide open, ready to
love each other.

Bread Loaf Conference Sicily: A Transformative
Experience
By Genevieve Beltran
Like most teachers, I spend considerable time before the first day of school preparing
my classroom for my new group of students. Bulletin boards are assembled. Pencils are
sharpened. Desks are arranged. Then the children arrive. The class clown tries to impress
classmates with the fourth grade version of a comedy routine. A shy student timidly hands me a
drawing or note on the way out to recess. Best friends from the year before ask if they can sit
next to each other. Each of them is wondering what this new school year will bring.
Mess, I tell them. Creativity isn’t orderly. It’s putting your thoughts on paper and then
crossing them out, trying again to find just the right word, researching in books and on tablets,
collaborating with friends, and deciding whether the best medium for your work is a sheet of
paper or a Word file or a PowerPoint presentation.
Since reading and writing are intertwined, a creative life also means delving into articles,
nonfiction books, and novels. “Look around you,” I say, pointing to the thousands of books that
line my classroom walls while holding up examples of previous class anthologies. “We won’t just
be reading books. This year, we’ll be writing our own.”
Most don’t believe me. I don’t blame them. When I was their age, school was for Official
Business - the sort of thing adults imposed on hapless children. My real learning was done at
home. While I could read a book in front of my family, writing was a secret activity. Hiding in the
bathroom, the only private place in my house, I scribbled my innermost thoughts in my diary
until one of my brothers knocked on the door, insisting he needed to get in.
“In this class,” I tell my students with far more confidence than they feel, “you are all true
readers and writers.” I pass out notebooks, promising the tablets they all want to use will come
later. “Writers,” I say, “write.”
Not that it is as simple as that. Every school year, it takes a month or so for my students
to discover the joy of creating something that is truly theirs by putting pen to paper or finger to
keyboard. Working alongside my fourth graders, coaxing, cajoling, doing anything I can to
impart a love of writing, my efforts finally sink in. After weeks of encountering resistance, the
same kids who loudly moaned whenever I announced it was writing time now protest when I say
it is time to move onto something else.
“Please, Mrs. Beltran,” a kid will cry out. “Can’t we have a little more time?”
“Yeah,” someone will second who has been conferring with a writing partner. “We’re not
done yet.”
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Writing, of course, is never done. E.B. White, prone to perpetual revision, asked his
postman to ignore his pleas to bring back the manuscript he had just handed over for mailing to
his publisher. This is a tidbit I share with my students, who don’t find the anecdote as humorous
as I do. Although it does reassure them that even the author of Charlotte’s Web agonized over
getting a story just right.
My kids, many of whom are English Language Learners, need all the writing role models
they can get. So we read tons of books, discuss why an author chose to tell a story in a
particular way, and share our own work as fellow members of our writing community. We refer
to ourselves as writers, because that is what we are. Insecure at times, just like E.B. White, we
work our way past self-doubt as we explore what, exactly, we wish to proclaim to the world with
our own words.
This is something I failed to do two years ago in my own writing life as a novelist. When
a friend urged me to apply with her to Middlebury College of Vermont’s Bread Loaf Sicily, a
highly respected writing conference held every September in the medieval mountain top village
of Erice, Sicily, I waffled. Offering intensive workshops in the categories of fiction, nonfiction,
and poetry, only twelve applicants are accepted in each genre. Lacking confidence that I could
win a coveted spot in one of the two fiction workshop groups, I acted like one of my students at
the beginning of the year by making excuses. I’d never be accepted, I told my friend, and if I did,
how could I go during the school year? Besides, what would my family say about my taking off
to Europe without them?
Instead of teaching my students by example, I allowed my own insecurities to block my
progress as a writer, and I regretted this every time I got an email from my friend waxing poetic
about how magical Bread Loaf Sicily was. As she honed her skills in a session led by an awardwinning author, I preached to my students about the power of writing workshop. “Take
chances,” I told my students, even as I limited my own.
Last year, I decided to show my students that following one’s dreams means embracing
opportunities. Swallowing self-doubt, I applied to Bread Loaf Sicily.
Shocked to get in, I prepared my family for my absence, took a brief leave from school, and
became A Writer Abroad. Just as my friend had said, Erice was enchanting. The lyrical sounds
of Italian floated around me as I walked up and down its quaint, cobblestone streets, feeling as if
I had somehow stepped back into another time, another world. My week at Bread Loaf Sicily
was a literary paradise. Faculty members included such
renowned writers as Patricia Hampl, Lynn Freed, and Natasha
Trethewey. Our daily schedule offered ample opportunity to
focus on craft. Morning readings by faculty members were
followed by writers working in the critique groups led by their
assigned faculty member. Following a generous lunch,
participants had time to write or explore the charming town of
Erice. One day included a trip to the ancient ruins of nearby
Segesta and another offered an afternoon guided tour of Erice’s
many ancient churches.
Our evenings were just as delightful. An outdoor evening
wine social preceded the night’s readings by staff and
participants. After which we were treated to sumptuous dinners
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at a different restaurant every night. My week at Bread Loaf Sicily was much more, though, than
a literary and gustatory paradise. Meeting writers from various countries reminded me of what I
want my students to realize, the same message that I have always received from The Great
Valley Writing Project. A writer is a member of a worldwide community.
I’m going back to Bread Loaf Sicily in September and have had my acceptance to the
original Bread Loaf Conference in Vermont deferred until next year. Last year, I brought back
souvenirs to display in my classroom. This time, I want to share the Bread Loaf experience with
my students by teaching them the genre of travel writing. My goal is to create a blog that my
students and I can use to post writings and photos of our various travels throughout the school
year. I’ll ask writer friends to do the same. While I may not be able to bring my students with me
to Italy, through the power of writing, I can help the world come to them.
Attending a Bread Loaf Conference is a transformative experience. I encourage anyone
serious about writing toward the goal of publication to consider applying to one of Middlebury
College’s Bread Loaf programs. The name Bread Loaf, by the way, comes from Bread Loaf
Mountain, located near the college’s School of English graduate program in the Ripton, Vermont
campus, a property once home to Robert Frost. Aside from Bread Loaf Sicily, Middlebury
College sponsors the original Bread Loaf Writers’ Conference, considered the most prestigious
writing conference in the country, as well as conferences for environmental writers, literary
translators, and high school writers.
Competition is stiff in order to be awarded a spot in any of the programs. Applicants submit a
writing sample along with an online form detailing the writer’s background and what he or she
hopes to gain from attending the conference. The fees for the original Bread Loaf Writers
Conference, as well as Bread Loaf Sicily, cover tuition, lodging, and food and are around $3000,
although scholarships are available for those demonstrating financial need.
For more information, please see the Bread Loaf Conferences website:
http://www.middlebury.edu/bread-loaf-conferences/history/directornote
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