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Collegial Talk Can Make You Thirsty

Laura Harrell (XV. Beta Cohort)

Associate Director, LWP XIX-1
Two years ago, when we began our Rank I program, I had recently read several books on the teaching of reading.  Although I can’t remember which book it appeared in, one anecdote made quite an impression on me.  Two teachers were talking about their students in the teachers’ lounge.  One teacher recited the trite adage about leading a horse to water, but being unable to make it drink. The second teacher replied, “Oh, my job isn’t to make them drink–it’s to make them thirsty.”  
That is exactly what the Louisville Writing Project’s Rank I Program has done for me – made me thirsty!  
When I attended the organizational meeting for the Beta Cohort, I honestly had no serious intention of joining the Cohort.  I had a new baby, and it was a big challenge just to take care of her and continue to teach.  I didn’t really think I could heap anything else on my plate.  I had only come to that meeting because Jean seemed so excited about it, and I didn’t want to let her down.
As I sat at the table and listened to all the other Project teachers describe themselves at that first meeting, I realized that I was thirsty.  It had been three years since my Writing Project, and I longed for that support that I so well remembered – collegiality of people who thought and taught the way I did, those who shared a passion for both writing and the teaching of it.  I was within sight of the well, and although I hadn’t known it, I was incredibly thirsty.
I signed on, of course, and have never regretted it.  Professionally, the past two years have been the most successful of my ten years teaching. No one ever pushed my head down to the water and made me drink.  Instead, my Beta colleagues led by example.  I wanted to write like them, lead like them, and teach like them.  I wanted to be worthy of membership in their group. Because of my work with the Beta group and other LWP colleagues, I have read more, written more, led more, and taught more than I ever would have without this experience. 
I would like to share with you some of what I’ve learned and accomplished in the last two years.
Professional Reading

Seven professional books sounded like an awful lot when we began this program.  Yet the reading rarely seemed like a requirement.  I found myself doing more professional reading than I’d ever done and applying that reading like never before.  The more I read, the more I wanted to read.  My thirst for books about early primary literacy was unquenchable.  I wanted all of my students to become successful readers and writers, and the more reading I did, the more strategies I could add to my repertoire.  

School Leadership

 I became so excited about what I had read that I shared strategies with colleagues at school.  In this way, I became kind of an informal primary writing consultant at school.  Teachers would come to me with their writing questions, and I would share any strategies that I knew.
Project Leadership

My guiding question for the Rank I Program revolved around finding, creating, and sharing the best reading and writing instructional strategies for early primary students.  I was doing this informally at school, but I had yet to develop a true leadership project.  Once again, I was led to the well.  Donna Stottmann (XIII), an LWP colleague and resource teacher at my school, approached me and asked me to consider assisting her in leading an LWP Institute for Year Round Schools, LWP XIX-1.

The well looked awfully deep.  I didn’t know if I was really that thirsty.  I wasn’t really sure that I was qualified to be an assistant director–-a leader. But I remembered how powerful my own Institute had been, and I longed for a chance to be part of another Institute.  

That decision proved to be an important one.  It helped me redefine my idea of what being a leader really means.  I had the opportunity to learn and lead along with a dedicated and talented bunch of teachers, as well as Donna and Jean.  I shared strategies and mini-lessons for short stories, poetry, informational writing, and scrapbooking with these colleagues.  In turn, they shared their knowledge and talents with me.  A leader did not impart ideas and information, insisting that someone drink.  Rather a leader was a guide, sharing with others, leading by example, and making others thirsty.  “Leading” a group of teachers was much like “leading” a group of students.

District Leadership
Becoming a leader both in my school and within the Project opened doors to other leadership opportunities, and I found myself serving in leadership capacities for my school district.  I assisted in writing the literacy component of the Core Content Guide for Jefferson County.  Also, I was part of a team which reviewed elementary writing folders to determine the types of writing students in the district were being taught, and what instructional practices were being used.
Family Partnership

Debbie Gray and Carleen Pope (XIX-1) and their successful family literacy plan [see page 2 this issue] were an inspiration for me.  They also made me thirsty.  I saw the strides they were making in increasing the parent involvement at their school, and I wanted to strengthen my ties with my students’ families.  

My teaching partner and I made improving parent involvement a goal for ourselves this past year.  We sent home weekly newsletters to keep our parents informed about classroom happenings.  We made an effort to write personal notes home each week to tell parents something positive about their child.  We created opportunities for parents to come visit at school each month by planning non-threatening, fun activities each month, from learning experiences like our Math Family Fun Night, to performances like our puppet show, to celebrations like our Writing Stars and Authors’ Celebrations.  We were amazed at the great turnouts, and pleased to see how interested our parents were in helping their children succeed.  We had made our parents “thirsty” for knowledge of how they could better help their children!

We are already planning how we can improve in this area next year.  We know we can count on Debbie and Carleen for assistance!  

Teacher As Writer

Nothing pertaining to the Louisville Writing Project would be complete without reference to the teacher-writer.  Sad to say, I had done very little writing in the years since my Institute year.  I’d jotted down a few things in my notebook, but took them no further than that.  Ginny Delaney (XV), a colleague from my project, had been encouraging me for some time to attend an LWP response group that met monthly at Hawley-Cooke.  I never took her up on it.   How could I? I had nothing to share except the writing I did for and with my kindergarten students.  It wasn’t something I was eager to share with anyone except them.

As I began to work with the Year Round Institute, I found ideas returning to me.  Yes, I could still write.  I wrote stories, articles, and even a few poems–the first poems I’d ever written that didn’t embarrass me.  I met with my LWP XIX-1 response groups and discovered another thirst I hadn’t known I had–I missed sharing my writing and responding to the writing of others.  I even mustered up the courage to accompany Ginny to her response group.  Thanks to them and LWP XIX-1, I did something I never thought I’d get around to doing–I submitted two pieces for publication.  (I was even more surprised when one was accepted by the Courier-Journal.  I still have my $40 paycheck stub from that article.)

Although the Year-Round Institute has ended, I’m still attending the Hawley-Cooke response group, and I’m still writing.  Keeping up with writing and responding is a personal goal I’ve set for myself.

I could go on a great deal more about all the ways my LWP colleagues encouraged me, but a good writer knows her limits.  In closing, I would like to say thank you, once again, to all of you, each an incredible leader in his or her own way.  Thank you for doing more than just leading this horse to the well.  Thank you for drawing the water up and placing the cup just under my nose, so that I could smell it, feel it, sense it, and so recognize my thirst.

