The Family Writing Project:
Opening the Door for Community to
Celebrate Literacy Together through
the Power of Writing
BY ALYSSA SATAS AND GERARD E. BUTEAU

hat happens when community members of all ages come together to experience the power of the
written word? Under the umbrella of One Book, One Community (lBlC), the Family Writing
Project provided the opportunity for community members in Moultonborough, NH, to write
together. The Family Writing Project also gavlZ community members time and space to explore
story themes, discuss form and style of writing, and, most important, develop relationships.
One Book, One Community
Several years ago, Carissa O'Gara, a literacy specialist, and Nadine Clark, a librarian at
Moultonborough Central School, began a family book club for 5th grade students and their
families. This grant-funded initiativi:: provided each family with a copy of a book to be read
by both the student and family members. Once a month, families discussed the book in
small groups. Students facilitated these groups with the support of Carissa and Nadine, and
refreshments were supplied by the families. The book club soon became a popular family
literacy experience, so much so that parents of 6th graders organized their own family book
club experience.
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Motivated by this success, Nadine, Carissa, and other members of
the school community began to discuss the possibility of expanding the shared book experience with the entire Moultonborough
community. From there, a representative committee was formed
to discuss the possibilities and a community-wide invitation to
participate was extended through the school and by the media.
Participating community members chose a book and learning
experiences to involve families in the exploration of the chosen
book. Thus, One Book, One Community was born.
In its first year, the committee chose Kate DiCamillo's The
Miraculous Journey of Edward Tulane, followed by Betty G.
Birney's The Seven Wonders ofSassafras Springs in 2008, Eleanor
H. Porter's Pollyanna in 2009, and Greg Mortenson's Three Cups
of Tea in 2010.
Each year, One Book, One Community is launched with a kickoff
event, which includes an introduction to the chosen book, exploration of story themes, and several community events. What began
as a book club soon turned into several separate yet connected
community and school groups exploring common themes through
art, drama, and writing. For the past four years, children and
families nave come together over food, music, and dance at a
culminating community event to celebrate each other's love of
literature, creative efforts, and the importance of building and
sustaining relationships.
The Family Writing Project
The Family Writing Project is just one thread woven into the fabric
of lBlC. Based on the assumption that writing is a meaningful
way to reflect upon literature and to bring members of the community together, the idea for the Family Writing Project was
particularly appealing to Plymouth State University Professor
Gerard E. Buteau. Dr. Buteau invited then PSU student, now
Plymouth Elementary 6th grade teacher, Alyssa Satas to team
up with him and pilot the project. Dates were selected and invitations to families of 4th, 5th, and 6th grade students were sent
out, encouraging them to bring family members to an evening
event that would provide opportunities to talk and write about
the themes found in The Seven Wonder of Sassafras Springs. A
small group of students and their families signed up to come
together once a week throughout the month of January to explore
the "wonders" of Moultonborough that strongly connected to
themes found in the community book selection.

Since the earliest days of the Family Writing Project, the focus
has been on building relationships among community members
through writing. The regular evening sessions always begin with
participants convening around food, which provides the group
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with a natural icebreaker. With a focus on writing, each week
freewriting is used as a ''warm up" to writing. Participants may
write about, for example, a scar they have or a favorite article of
clothing. Freewriting varies in length from as little as 10 minutes
to one half hour, depending on the interest generated by the
writers. During the first session, a lively discussion takes place
about the themes of the selected book. From there, a brainstorm
of writing-project ideas is generated, and participants begin to
make some decisions about what form and style of writing they
would like to explore.
Authors' Reflections
One theme that arose from discussion of The Seven Wonders of
Sassafras Springs was the wonders of Moultonborough. As facilitators of the Family Writing Project, we believe it is important
to model writing and how one may think about it. Consequently,
we suggested that Red Hill, located in Moultonborough, was
one of the town's wonders. We hiked Red Hill, talked to Eddie,
the fire ranger who staffs the fire tower located there, and read
everything we could find about the hill. One interesting bit of
trivia about Red Hill is that Henry David Thoreau hiked it and
ate lunch there when he reached the summit.

Each year, One Book,
One Community is launched
with a kickoff event, which
includes an introduction to the
chosen book, exploration of
story themes, and several
community events.
Once our research was complete, we decided our piece of writing
would be a dialogue between two hikers who were hiking Red Hill
for the first time. We were pleased with the process and product
of our writing, and it helped other members of our writing group
come up with stories of what they perceived to be wondrous about
Moultonborough. They wrote about the Old Country Store, Lake
Winnipesaukee, and the public library, among other topics.
As is often the case with writing, some individuals are very
comfortable and confident writers and others are a bit more
intimidated by the blank sheet of paper or screen in front of them.
Joannie, her daughter, and two grandsons, all members of our
group, grew to be enthusiastic and committed writers. However,
on the first night, Joannie confessed she was a reluctant writer;
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tive suggestions in the form of questions-e.g., I'm not sure I
can visualize what that looks like. Could you use some more
vivid adjectives? Within a small, intimate group, the "writer's
workshop" approach is effective as participants "conference"
through open conversation. A scan of the table reveals writers
exchanging papers, rereading their own work, and intently
making revisions. A sense of pride forms a bond among the
writers as they realize their accomplishments.
One of these bonds that was created included John, a 19-year-old
boy, and Susan, his 10-year-old sister, both participants of the
Writing Project. John had written a beautiful poem and Susan
had written a light and funny essay. It was exciting to watch as
they listened intently and respectfully and provided each other
with feedback.

Since the earliest days of the Family Writing Project,
the focus has been on building relationships among community
members through writing.
writing scared her. Although the group was very suppo~ve of her
that first evening, she left with a look that said, "After tonight, I
think I am all set. I just came along because my daughter and
grandsons asked me to."
Joannie and her family did come back the following week. Before
we began sharing our writing, I noticed Joannie had written
several pages of text; as a matter of fact, it was evident she had
a lot to say and she was quite eager to share her piece. Before
sharing, she said that as soon as she began to write, she couldn't
stop. She had written a very powerful story about her daughter
giving birth to her one of her grandsons. As she read the story,
she and her daughter began to weep. The group patiently and
lovingly supported her as she read and, when she had finished
sharing, the group provided her with thoughtful and meaningful
feedback. It was quite extraordinary.
An observer of any Family Writing Project session would
notice the relaxed environment and a flexible approach to
writing. We emphasize the writing process but feel the product is important as well. As participants arrive and warm
welcomes are exchanged, the conversations begin to flow and
the writers share new developments in their writing. After a
warm-up, we model our own progress as students of writing
looking for feedback. An example of this is when we shared
our idea of creating a hiker dialogue while climbing Red Hill,
our wonder of Moultonborough. At each session, participants
share their progress by turns. Next, the group offers construe-
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Last year, three Moultonborough Central teachers, Sara Costanza,
Randee Brodeur, and Maude Anderson, collaborated with us
to integrate creative arts into the Family Writing Project. The
teachers taught a papermaking technique. Inspired by Three
Cups of Tea, participants used tools and different media to
create unique textures and designs of varying colors. During
a subsequent session, writers used the paper they had made
to create collages depicting the various themes from the book.
The beautiful collages then served as springboards for their
writing. The integrated arts proved to be great inspiration for
the writing project.
The closure or culminating lBlC event, planned and hosted
by the original lBlC committee, is held at the Lions Club in
Moultonborough, where dinner is potluck, music and dancing are
standard practice, and shared experiences are discussed. During
the course oLthe Family Writing Project, we take many pictures.
We use these pictures and add music to create a documentary of the
experience. The culminating event is an opportunity to share the
documentary with other members of the community. Each member
of the Family Writing Project is given a copy of the documentary.
The celebration also allows all participants the opportunity to
display their writing and accompanying artwork.
Lo~king Forward
This year, the committee chose two books: Gary Paulsen's novels
Woodsong and Winterdance. Several picture books and early
elementary short chapter books have also been selected around the
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same sled-dog theme. This year's kickoff event was on February 3,
a later-than-usual start date due to the Sandwich Sled Dog Race
on February 19, a great literary connection for lBlC members to
experience. Activities included a craft day, book discussions, a
movie night, a full moon hike, an astronomy event, and the Family
Writing Project, with this year's culminating event on March 13.
As the Family Writing Project continues to grow, the invitation
to participate was broadened this year to include students at
Moultonborough Academy and their families. We also invited
another PSU student, Kate Landry, to join the project.
Donald Graves once said, "The art of teaching is the art of continuing to learn." As teachers, we are grateful to the families
that have participated in the Family Writing Project. Although
we would like lo believe we have had a positive impact on each
of them as writers, they have taught us more about ourselves as

teachers, writers, and community members than we ever could
have imagined.

Alyssa Satas, a 2008 graduate of Plymouth State University,
is currently teaching 6th grade science and social studies at
Plymouth Elementary School. This will be herfourth yearfacilitating the Family Writing Project in collaboration with Dr. Buteau
in Plymouth, New Hampshire.
Gerard E. Buteau is a professor ofeducation at Plymouth State
University. He is currently president of the New Hampshire
Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development and
coeditor ofthe organization's quarterly newsletter. He also serves
on the PSU Alumni Board of Directors and the New England
Reading Association Board of Directors in Plymouth, New
Hampshire.
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