If You Build It, They Will Write

Writing Workshops for High School Students

Preparing Yourself

1. spend time writing – it would be difficult, if not impossible, to teach this class if I were not a writer myself.

2. participate in a live or online writing workshop yourself – I have two favorites, one free, the other expensive. www.zoetrope.com is an online community of creative people who come together from all over the world to help each other be better at what they do. I have been a member for several years and I have rarely found a critique that didn’t have something to offer. My first paid publication of  fiction was workshopped on Zoetrope. I also recommend the Gotham Writers Workshop, which offers online classes for $400. You work with professional writers, receive homework assignments, lectures, and get great feedback on your writing. Also, if you buy the Writing Fiction book, you get $40 off. 
Preparing Your Room

1. Writing workshop is all about discussion, so your seating chart needs to allow for everyone to see everyone else. 

2. The student writer who is being workshopped needs a seat where s/he can see the other participants but be apart from them.

3. You need to be in a place where you can see everyone.

Preparing the YahooGroup

1. Choose a name for your group. For example, my groups’ names are my last name, ww (for writing workshop), and the period number – hernandezww1, hernandezww6, etc.

2. If you are not already a member of Yahoo, join.
3. On the left side of Yahoo’s homepage is a box with a list of departments. Click “Groups”

4. Look for the link that says “Start your group today” and click it.

5. Choose a group category, like “Schools & Education,” and click it

6. Choose another category, maybe “K-12” and click that

7. Now you have a button that allows you to “Place my group here.” Click that.

8. The top box is what you want to call your group. The next box is the email address of your group (generally, what you have come up with in #1, to avoid complication)

9. Describe your group. My description is “The online home for Robyn Hernandez’s sixth period writing workshop.”

10. Click continue.

11. Check the information and then type the distorted code into the box. It is not case sensitive.

12. Click continue.

13. If all is right with the world, your group has been created. You should now customize your group. 

14. Go to Group Settings. Click on Edit.
15. Set Membership Type to Restricted and click on Save Changes. Students will need to be Approved before they can join (see below).

16. Wait for kids to start joining.

Preparing the Writing Workshop Culture in the Class

I heard a great explanation of how we should process criticism before we speak it and I share this with my students before we do any workshopping. They need to follow this process both in their written critiques and in their oral comments.
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THOUGHT GOES TO GUT GOES TO HEART GOES TO MOUTH
Before they share a critical comment, they need to make sure that it comes from a place of honesty and integrity, not anger or baggage. If it passes the test, then the student thinks about how s/he can put it in a non-hurtful way. Only then do they share it with the writer and the class.

I also tell them that the workshop is like Vegas – what happens there, stays there.  No stories get leaked without the writer’s permission/
Giving Them Access to the YahooGroup

My own philosophy, which I have developed through trial and error over the last two years, has been to front load my labor so that I can enjoy its fruits later on. With that in mind, here is the procedure I follow:

1. I assign every student a Yahoo ID. I create each of their accounts, including a temporary password, and I give them the instructions for how to join the group. I make my groups Private because my first year someone made a fake ID and joined and made cruel comments about other kids’ writing. 

2. Once they have joined and been approved, they can access other kids’ writing.

How the Class Runs

Along with doing the workshops, I do all the other English-teacher things. I assign reading from a textbook, they write in-class essays every week and process pieces every month, they receive grammar instruction, and they work with vocabulary. If the group does not have any kids with stories already, I give a lot of writing exercises to stimulate their brains. I talk about my own process for getting ideas and I talk about professional writers and how they work. 

Once a student or two has written something and is happy with it, I ask them to email it to me or otherwise get it to me in electronic form (disks, USB keys, cabled from their laptop). Once I have the first student story, I do a workshop on one of my own stories which they access on the YahooGroup.

To post a story, you go to the YahooGroup and click on Files on the left side.

Click on Add File on the right.

Browse for your document  on your computer.

For description, I write the date on which the story is to be workshopped.

Once students start turning in their stories, I save them to my computer and name them with the student’s first and last name. I schedule workshops in the order in which I receive stories.
After the first workshop has happened (or before, if you want to frontload even more), go to the File page in the YahooGroup and click on Create Folder. Name the folder “Workshopped Stories” and save all workshopped stories inside, for kids who are absent or go away.

How It Looks When It Works

1. Two days before the workshop, I post the stor(ies) that we will be talking about. Students are expected to either read the stories online and print out the first page or print out the entire story. This mostly guarantees that they will have read them and not just try to fake their way through the discussion.

2. On the story, students write at least two specific positive comments and two specific recommendations for improvement.

3. On the day of the workshop, the writer sits in a chair with note-taking materials and a copy of their work. During the discussion, they remain silent because, if they ever publish, they wouldn’t be available to their readers for clarification or comment. The work needs to speak for itself, and if it doesn’t, it should.

4. Students discuss the work, supporting any general comments (it’s clichéd, I didn’t like this character, there’s not enough conflict) with specific suggestions or details. I strongly discourage the raising of hands because then it becomes kids not listening to each other because they are thinking about how long they’ve had their hand up and they get irritated with you. They pick up the rhythm of discussion quickly enough.
5. I record in my gradebook whenever a student makes a comment. They receive 10 points for useful written comments and 5 points for speaking. If they never speak, they get 10/15 or a D+. If they are absent, they can only make up the written portion. Strong incentive to attend and to be prepared!

6. At the end, I make my own comments. I used to go first, but kids said that I said everything they wanted to say. This also gives me the chance to show the kids that I listened to what they said.
7. When we’re all done critiquing, the writer gets to respond, ask questions, clarify where s/he was trying to go, and what we might suggest to get him/her there.

8. Then we clap.

9. The students turn in their critiques with their names on them, usually preceded by “Read by.” I tell them not to write “Corrected by” because that’s not their job.

10. We have a break – either just wiggle time or a writing exercise – and then we do the next one. I try, within the period, to workshop the better piece second. And a good workshop lasts about a half hour. 
What Can Go Wrong

-- Occasional outbreaks of hilarity because (a) they’re teens  (b) the subject matter  (c) everyone is over tired, overstressed, or hungry – wait it out
-- excuses related to technology – no computer at home, printer out of ink, forgot story in printer, etc. – don’t enable them; encourage them to get the stories before leaving class or figure out other strategies
-- slackers and echo artists – kids who don’t read anything and either just echo what everyone else says or write/say completely generic comments – don’t give them points and let them know you’re not giving them points. If you have PowerSchool, create a code that says “SLACKER” or “ECHO” and put that in instead of a number grade
-- stories getting leaked – heavily penalize the leaker
-- you can become overwhelmed with the paper load – I have 140 students and we workshop 2 stories a day per class – ask for help, get a student clerk, etc.
-- some kids are pathologically afraid of speaking in front of peers because of learning disabilities, second language status, etc. I give them 3 points for paying attention at least during discussion and 7 points (rather than just 5) if they ever do talk

-- kids who just want to talk about drugs, sex, etc. – remind them that you are required by law to report kids endangering themselves or others and kids who write a lot about drugs probably aren’t just writing about them
Why It’s Worth the Effort:

My Experience:

· the kids run the show; you just sit and take it all in
· every student can read the material because students write all of it
· students treat each other with courtesy, tact, and good humor
· students have strong incentive to be organized because if they aren’t, they truly miss out
· students get to know each other naturally, even in a class of 35
· everyone’s voice is listened to and appreciated
· students hear and have reinforced messages about effective and ineffective writing
· they learn to take turns and to listen
· they learn to be specific about details
· they learn to be assertive – no ums, no hesitation, no soft voices – without being aggressive
· the class works for both genders equally well
· there is subtle, implicit peer pressure to participate and share ideas
· students are fully present in the discussion because they all read and understand what is being discussed
The Kids’ Experience (in their own words):

“I love this class because you get the feedback you need to improve your stories. It’s also good to hear people’s feedback on others’ stories so I can keep their likes and dislikes in mind for my next story. The class is a good way to become keen about common writing weaknesses.” Shakira (11th grade), two semesters in the class

“I’ve never had to read this much in an English class but I look forward to it. It’s made me a better reader because I want to read the stories, instead of being forced to. I’ve also had the opportunity to show my writing to the class, which is cool.” Elena (12th grade), two semesters in the class

“Advanced Writing Workshop is by far one of the coolest classes I’ve ever taken. I told a friend who graduated from AHS before [the class was offered] that I was taking an English class in which I get to write four short stories….He asked me, ‘How the hell do you get to take a class like that?’ He was very jealous.

“This class is fabulous because I always want to do the work, and more. I actually get excited to do the homework. How could I not? My homework is to write stories, read and critique my peers’ stories, and devour books by Kurt Vonnegut.

“[This class] engages the kids and makes them want to learn. It’s cheesy to say, but [it] really does make learning fun. My reading and writing skills have grown exponentially in Advanced Writing Workshop, and the process has been pleasant and never painful. Fabulous!” Camille (12th grade), one semester in the class

“[Writing workshop] has given me the opportunity to grow in all directions as a writer and as an editor. It is also a really great way to connect as a class and get to know people that you otherwise might never have gotten to know.” Kaleigh (11th grade), four semesters in the class
