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Reflections on a Summer Spent with the EMWP 

Introduction  

They told us at the beginning of the Invitational Summer Institute that our four weeks 

here would fly by. That was hard to believe at the beginning, but now, with the end only two 

days away, I know that they were right. Aside from the 100-degree temperatures outside, it does 

not feel like we are already here in Mid-July, wrapping things up. Soon, we will be packing up 

the books in boxes, taking down the posters, and cleaning out the room. I, for one, am not ready 

to leave the amazing community we’ve built yet, and I am clinging to the promise of continuity 

meetings throughout the school year as consolation. I am deeply proud of the work that I have 

done here this summer, and I feel more connected to a community of educators than I ever have 

before. 

Thoughts on the Writing (Teacher as Writer) 

 It all began when we really dove headfirst into the Teacher as Writer component of the 

Institute with our writing marathon. I bonded with my writing group on the drives to the different 

locations we chose for writing and over the initial sharing of our work. Some of my writing from 

that day is posted to the National Writing Project’s E-Anthology. I focused on descriptive 

writing during the marathon, trying to paint a picture of the places we went and the things that I 

noticed, and at times, it felt like the words were just pouring on to the page. I’ve never gone out 

to write before, but it is something that I would definitely like to do again in the future. Not only 

that, but the supportive responses of my group helped me to gain more confidence as a writer and 

helped me become comfortable with sharing my writing throughout the Institute. I knew my 

group was on my side. 
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 I came to the Summer Institute as a writer already. I started work on a fantasy novel a 

very long time ago. I think I’ve rewritten the prologue a dozen times already, and I had a few 

chapters that I had written this year done before we started. The Institute, though, gave me the 

motivation I needed to truly commit to my novel. I wrote more in the month we have had here 

than I had written in the five years before the Institute. My anthology piece is an excerpt from 

that novel covering the backstory of the main villain, Timur, a.k.a. King Chet. This part is now 

one of my favorite pieces of the novel thus far. The feedback from my writing group and from 

our revision and editing session before publishing helped me to develop the character more fully 

and gave me more to think about as I continue writing, too.  

Although writing has been a part of my identity for almost as long as I can remember, 

writing for this Institute has given me a new level of confidence. I felt like my writing group and 

others in the Institute were genuinely interested in what I have to say, and that there might 

actually be a market for my novel out there. I have started thinking about how to publish it, and 

I’ve been paying attention to which companies have published my favorite fantasy novels. I’m 

following authors on Twitter and reading their blogs. I am even considering looking for writing 

competitions in which I could enter my anthology piece or the prologue to the novel to start 

getting it out there as soon as possible, and I have dreams of spending the rest of my summer 

writing away to get it finished. The EMWP Summer Institute has given me the motivation I need 

to become a career writer instead of just a writer for myself. 

Working so hard on my writing this summer has reminded me how important it is to 

show my students that writing does not necessarily come easy, even for writers. When I am 

teaching writing this fall, I plan to write with them, to show them my mixed-up homonyms, my 

missing words, and my rewrites. I believe that writing with them will make a difference in how 
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they perceive writers, and I hope that it will give them more confidence to take risks with their 

writing in order to grow and progress. There is no doubt in my mind that reminding myself what 

it is like to write regularly will make me a better teacher of writing.  

Revisiting My Demonstration (Teacher as Consultant) 

 After diving headfirst into writing this summer, I began to wade slowly into my 

demonstration lesson. I did my demonstration toward the middle of the Institute, so I was really 

able to take my time and develop my ideas. My presentation on Harry Noden’s Image Grammar, 

and particularly on the Five Basic Brushstrokes, seemed to go over very well and I had fun doing 

it. The other teachers seemed to respond well to writing from pictures, and many of them found 

they were already experts at using the Brushstrokes, although they hadn’t called them that before. 

I sincerely hope that it is something they can apply in their classrooms, especially for those who 

need to label grammatical structures for their students for testing purposes. 

 I also think that it is brilliant that we all work in groups to respond to each other’s 

demonstrations. When I have attended or presented a professional development seminar in the 

past, there hasn’t been any time to give or receive feedback, so it is usually impossible to tell 

what your audience is thinking. I appreciated the opportunity to see my presentation from the 

point of view of my audience. The positivity of my peers let me know that I am definitely on the 

right track with what I am doing, and the suggestions they gave will also help me to be a better 

demonstrator in the future. Not only that, but I want to include a “feedback” section in my future 

demonstrations because I found it to be so useful. 

 I came away from my own demonstration with several things that I would change in 

future demonstrations and in my classroom next year. One significant change that I would make 

in my demonstration is that I would focus on just one of the Brushstrokes instead of trying to 
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cram in all of them at once. I would have participants write more using that one Brushstroke, 

probably the Appositive, and develop it further in their own writing. I would also include a few 

examples that I would have my audience use to identify the Brushstroke in action, and I would 

also ask them to look for it in my student samples instead of pointing it out to them. I would still 

include the other four Brushstrokes in my handout for people who might be interested, but I 

believe that focusing one technique in particular would be more effective for a demonstration 

lesson in the future. 

When I teach the Brushstrokes in my classroom next year, I plan to make some similar 

changes. I want to give each Brushstroke a little more time, and I want students to work more on 

analyzing their own writing and the writing of others to identify the Brushstrokes in action. 

Instead of one day per Brushstroke, I think I would give each one two days so that students could 

really experiment with it and critically think about why we use it. My demonstration reaffirmed 

my passion for teaching the Five Basic Brushstrokes, and the feedback I received gave me new 

ideas for how to use them in my classroom and in future demonstrations. 

Rediscovering Research (Teacher as Researcher) 

 I finished my undergraduate degree just over two years ago, and I will admit that I have 

not done a lot of research since then, especially not the kind that takes place in my own 

classroom. If I have a problem or need a new strategy, I will do “book research,” as Kris Gedeon 

calls it, but now I realize that “book research” is only part of the picture. Reading books or 

articles can give me great ideas to try out, but I also need to evaluate how those strategies are 

working in my classroom to become a more effective teacher. 

 Since my pre-student teaching days, I’ve been reflective. I discuss with my mentor and 

my colleagues how my lessons are going, and I write weekly reflections for the director at my 
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school to see how I’m doing. The Teacher as Research component, though, has given me the 

means to be more systematic about the way that I reflect on the strategies I am using. I can write 

a specific research question, do book research to find out more, and then observe the results in 

my classroom. It reminds me of designing science experiments in middle and high school, which 

I always enjoyed, and I cannot wait to get started. 

 The question that I’m going to be looking at in my classroom this year has to do with 

how mentor texts will affect the quantity and quality of writing that my students are producing in 

my 9th grade writing competency class. Quantity will be easy to measure, and the quality will be 

evaluated based on the 6+1 Traits Rubric, which is common across my district. I have also 

designed ways to collect feedback from the students themselves. When I am finished, I am 

planning on sharing my process and results with the ELA department of my school and with my 

director as part of our ongoing conversations about effective writing instruction. I don’t think 

that I’ve ever been this excited about conducting research before, and it is definitely refreshing. 

My Overall Professional Development Experience 

 The professional development I have experienced during the Summer Institute is unlike 

any others that I’ve attended in the past. I feel like I am coming away with a whole toolbox of 

ready-to-use techniques that I can put into practice beginning in September. Everyone from the 

facilitators to my fellow teacher consultants has done a fantastic job of showing us accessible, 

practical demonstrations and strategies. I believe that I have contributed something meaningful, 

too. The response to my mini-lesson about Revision Bingo was surprising and exciting. I knew 

that other English teachers were always looking for ways to make the revision process easy for 

students, but I had no idea that Revision Bingo would get such a warm, enthusiastic reception, 

and I am very glad that I was able to give people something they can use. 
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 In addition to my overflowing toolbox, I believe that the most important thing I have 

developed during the Summer Institute is a sense of belonging to the community. I am connected 

with Writing Project people through the relationships I’ve developed here, through Twitter, and 

through the NWP E-Anthology. I believe that our continuity meetings throughout the year will 

continue to add to this sense of involvement and connection. I feel less alone in the challenges I 

face as a teacher, and I feel like I have people to turn to when I’m struggling with something or 

need new ideas. Above everything else I’ve experienced this summer, I am grateful for the 

community I have found through the Eastern Michigan Writing Project and the opportunities this 

has opened up for me to collaborate with others in the future. 


