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Building Bridges: What Happens When Teachers Write 
Meg]. Petersen 

1he following three poems reflect views ef classrooms. 1he first is from a second grade, the second from middle school, 
and the third from a college composition classroom. 

Life in Classrooms 

Some of us are drawn to it 

to the way separate selves collected here by accidents 

of birth, geography, or choice, live out their daylight hours. 

Some of us can't help but notice 

what falls outside the range of scope and sequence, 

what we have been trained to screen out: 

the way light enters a second floor window 

catching chalk dust in the afternoon sun 

the smell of the heaters where mittens dry 

long poles and cracks in the upper windows 

pillows piled in the slope of a gambrel roof. 

We sense that this all matters 

when we see the small subtle ways 

lives live out their promise in full consciousness. 

How Kira clutches the edge of her mat 

curls her legs under her, picks at her tights and sighs 

the way Marc and Henry smile 

in breaking joy at being boys together 

and how Effie approaches the whiteboard 

full of symbols whose meanings elude her, 

but wanting to make her mark, any mark at all. 

Always, always, feelings run like sea creatures, whose dark shapes 

move restlessly below the unsuspecting surface swimmer 

uneasy undercurrents of what is really at stake here. 

Some of us are alive to it. 

Observation: Belmont Middle School 

One seventh grader tips back too far, 

balancing on the crescents of the back legs of his chair. 

So much hangs with him on this 

thin edge of adolescence. 

His pant legs dirty and torn from his sneakers, 

he pulls his hooded sweatshirt done in the school 

colors, around him to cradle his cheeks 

like a mother's hands . 

It's easier sometimes to look only at the surface 

at the level of the words for conflict 

internal, external, by character, by chapter 

Forget how it feels to be in these changing bodies 

after lunch, in the basement, on the cusp 

of spring. "So what do we put down?" 

says the girl with tiger eyes staring 

out of her chest on her black and orange 

"baby doll" tee shirt. Across her stomach it says 

"wild."The word moves as she breathes. 

The teacher is young. She tells them to think about 

the characters and the conflicts and let the categories 

come on their own as they surely will. I remember being that 

teacher 

with my own seventh graders when it was all about those kids, 

that moment, 

that crazy synergy that is almost like love. 

She turns back to them, "I'd like you to write silently 

now as if there were only you here, 

tell me about the different sides of you" 

And we feel it as they bend over their notebooks

there are too many to name. 

Peer Response 

"I like your hair," said the boy 

who'd frosted the top of his head 

lime green with peroxide, to the girl whose locks 

were dyed the exact color of one of those 

vibrant orange-yellow crayons in 

the familiar green and yellow 

64 Crayola box. 

The hair matched her sneakers. 

Exactly. 

The boy read his paper 

into his hands. They poised on his belly 

like wounded birds. 

When he concluded, the other girl 

with blue eye shadow, thick mascara 
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and the skintight shirt, asks 

for more detail. In her commentary she uses 

the word "awesome" six times. 

She takes her turn to read, and 

the other group member, looking suave 

in American Eagle cap and matching shirt 

says he thinks she might need a comma, 

or something, somewhere ... 

She adjusts her shirt over her bare 

midriff and runs her eyes over the paper 

again. 

The white noise of the air conditioner 

swallows up the sounds of their 

breathing. All is still until 

peroxide boy leans forward. 

"If you write from the heart," he says, 

"You can't go wrong." 

She nods. 

"Really," he continues, 

"I could feel it-

all of it." 

These poems speak to what is revealed when teach-
ers begin to write. Writing is a way to build bridges to our 
students. Partly because I am a writer, I find my students 
and what goes on in classrooms infinitely fascinating. Writ
ing helps us to look more closely, to see beyond the groups 
of students we face to the individuals living their lives out 
before us every day. Writing helps us to become engaged 
with our students and thus engages them in the life of the 
classroom. 

In order to become better teachers of writing, teachers 
in the National Writing Project summer institutes are asked 
to be writers. Writing project lore has it that this happened 
by accident, that James Gray, in designing his first summer 
institute in Berkley in 197 4, added the teachers' writing as 
an afterthought-"Oh and I suppose they should write." 
This grew to be the defining characteristic of the writing 
project. Officially, we say teachers should write because it 
will help them know the process from the inside out; it will 
show their students how a writer works with his text, and it 
will help them to think like writers when they evaluate their 
practice and their students' writing. All of this is true, and 
all are good reasons to have teachers write, but writing also 
creates reflective teachers engaged with their students and 
the writing process. Writing changes teachers in ways that 
have to do with the qualities of writing itsel£ 

Once we interviewed a candidate for an English 
education position here at the university. In an otherwise 
unimpressive performance, she gave one answer that really 

stuck with me. I asked her about the relationship between 
her writing and her teaching. I was expecting, or maybe 
hoping, that she would say that she shared her writing with 
her students or that she wrote with them, or that she did 
any of the things that would have made her more like me. 
But she explicitly said that she did none of those things. 

She said that her writing humanized her students for 
her, because it helped her to see them in a different way. 
Writing, she said, made her students seem more individual. 

Writing can illuminate aspects of what goes on in 
classrooms that otherwise would be ignored and dismissed. 
It gives us a place to pause, look carefully, and reflect on 
what we see. And nothing could be more important. As 
Robert Kegan writes in his article, "The Hidden Treasure of 
Paid Attention'': "The risk I run is that in seeing [the stu
dent] for who she is-intent there, brow furled, sounding 
out the letters of a half -perplexing sign-I will be moved 
by her. Our lives depend on someone running this risk." 

Writing helps us to attend to the humanity of those 
we are not immediately drawn to, build bridge~ across the 
chasms that divide us from those who are very unlike our
selves. When we create characters who are unlike us, we are 
obliged to make them believable. This requires understand
ing the world from that character's perspective. Similarly, 
as we reflect on our teaching, we need to ask ourselves how 
our teaching is received by learners, especially those who do 
not share our assumptions. Once we see the world from the 
perspective of the other, especially those whose voices are 
not so often heard, we move in the wider world and in our 
classrooms in a much different way. 

Writers say, "It is the unexpected that you pray for." 
This is as true in reflective teaching as it is in fiction writing. 
The unexpected jars us out of our received ways of seeing 
and makes the world fresh and new, revealing what had 
previously been hidden. It is the unexpected that holds the 
key to turning our worlds inside out and arriving at new 
understandings. Writing can reveal those unexpected things. 

As we reflect, we "look and look again" in order to 
understand what is happening with our students in our 
classrooms. We must look especially hard at the things we 
think we know well. We must, in a formulation familiar 
to ethnographers, "make the familiar strange," break down 
received categories and engage with the uniqueness of each 
child, each situation. It's hard for us to look deeply and well 
at what is going on in our classrooms because the setting 
and all of its habits are so known to us. We are so thor
oughly acculturated to the ways of the classroom and all of 
the assumptions about teaching and learning that follow 
from those ways of being, that we don't question the givens 
of the place unless we create those occasions. 

In Eleanor Duckworth's wonderful article, "Teaching 
as Research," she describes helping teachers to look at their 
own learning by keeping a journal in which they record 
their observations of the moon. At first the teachers are re
sistant, but they soon get caught up in the surprising nature 
of what they are seeing. One of the teachers Duckworth 
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be so much more 
my eyes to look for under

led me to believe 

[Hc1L<v•JU1.<v l S 

describe what we see. It starts 
seem obvious until we 

has 
that 

that are not obvious and more 
is revealed until the world seems to open up. 

LcR.u0;•a,; on the we reveal more universal truths. 
Sometimes it can be almost make 

see it. It is hard 
11cu111~~ in the chaos to pay careful 

··~•H••n• and see what is before us. The of 
can be revealed if we look 

can that oasis of creative space 
overbooked lives. 

Duckworth tells a wonderful in her classic 
of Wonderful Ideas." She "With a 

reviewed some classic interviews with a 
children. One involved the of lengths. I had 

cut 10 straws into different 
and asked the children to put them in order from smallest 

The first two did it with no dif-
and little interest. Then came Kevin. Before I said a 

word about the straws, he picked them up and said to me, 
'I know what I am going to do,' and proceeded, on his own, 
to order them length. He didn't mean, 'I know what you 
are to ask me to do.' He meant, 'I have a wonderful 
idea about what to do with these straws. You'll be 

my wonderful idea."' 

New 

in nr•U'TH"P 

outside 
uuuN11ie. with the think-

but know more." 
\;\Then teachers 

become more ~H'"'~,.~~ 
conditions where the uniexrlected 
fol ideas can blossom unexi)ectecilv. 

of our lives in most public schools is controlled for 
us. The we have left are, "How does it 
have to be?'"'When is it due?""How many sources do you 
want?"The questions asked in staff aren't any bet-

"How many hours of homework should we in third 
do we get more parents to come to curricu

lum night?" These are questions that tunnel us in to look at 
one little thing so that we won't look at the bigger ques
tions these little ones bury unexamined assumptions. 

Writing is always a political act, an assertion of one's 
right to speak, one's to present one's own view of 
the world. Reflective teaching moves the locus of deci-
sion-making in educational back into the hands of 
those in the classrooms-a profoundly political act. When 
teachers begin to construct their own knowledge, rooted in 

they are more to trust all children teach 
as being competent to own their own learning. It is difficult 
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to trust children as learners when one is not able to trust 
one's own perceptions. 

When teachers become writers, they become creators 
of knowledge, they hunger for more, and professional de
velopment becomes a rich and continuous way oflife. There 
is no shortcut, no teacher-proof method. Real change in 
classroom practice happens over time. And teachers learn, 
as this poem implies, to love the spaces in between, to love 
the silence. 

To Love the Silence 

No one told you 

that to teach them to write, 

you would have to learn to love silence, 

but you must. 

It will feel at first 

like a scratchy wool sweater against your skin. 

You will chafe against it, 

try to fill it up with any empty words 

so as not to have to feel it. 

You need to move into those silences, 

as if they were priv:ite rooms 

you must enter, but never fill. 

No, you must learn to wait. 

Sometimes the hum of the lights will seem deafening. 

or the scratching of pens in a ten-minute free write, 

the stray cough, or clearing of a throat ... 

Sometimes you will hear 

them breathing. 

And you will know the wonder 

of twenty separate souls 

living out their lives, in the same place 

at this very moment. 

In the quiet, we breathe in another's words, 

after the writer has turned the last page. 

In silence we take it in, 

absorb one's vision into twenty others 

who have entered it through her words. 

Yes, you will have to befriend the stillness, 

that perfect respectful pause, 

in which the whole world is moving. 
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