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Kevin Hodgson to speak at Best Practices

by Leslie Skantz-Hodgson
Texting. Social networking. Sharing. Youtube. Video
gaming. As more and more
young people use technology
to communicate and interact
with the world, our definitions of literacy have begun
shifting. Kevin Hodgson,
this year’s keynote speaker
at the Western Massachusetts Writing Project’s Best
Practices conference, will
delve into the changing literacies of our students, and
of our classroom, as part of
an exploration about how to
make connections between
digital literacies and learning.
His talk – entitled “Digital
Kids, Digital Literacies” –
aims to bring some of those “hidden” literacies to light.
Hodgson teaches sixth grade at the William E. Norris
Elementary School in Southampton, and he is the tech-

nology liaison with the Western Massachusetts Writing
Project. A co-editor of the collection put out by Teachers
College Press, Teaching the
New Writing, Hodgson has
been exploring the ways that
technology is changing our
notions of writing and literacy for a number of years.
His students have designed
and published video games,
created digital posters about
how to use technology in
meaningful ways, crafted
webcomics, and composed
multimedia essay projects.
Awarded the Pioneer
Valley Excellence in Teaching award as well as the
Western Massachusetts
Writing Project Pat Hunter
award, Hodgson is a sought-after presenter and keynote speaker across the country. He has given keynote
- Continued on page 6

NWP grants support WMWP initiatives
by Anne Herrington

WMWP has received two $20,000 grants from the
National Writing Project that will support the 2013 Summer
Institute and two new professional development initiatives.
The first, “Teacher Leadership Development Grant,” enables us to offer a full Invitational Summer Institute in
2013, open to all teachers in our region. We will begin
recruiting in October of this year. This grant also supported an Advanced Institute for Professional Development
Leaders that began this summer at UMass Amherst and
will continue meeting throughout the school year. Bruce
Penniman and Leslie Skantz-Hodgson are leading the

Institute. It focuses on key areas of need and demand for
professional development: the Common Core for English
Language Arts and Literacy, Content Area Literacy, Curriculum Development (and Understanding by Design),
Working with English Language Learners, Working with
SPED students (and Universal Design for Learning), and
Digital Composing. Each participant is already an expert
in one of these areas. The purpose of the Institute is to
become informed of the latest policies and research in one’s
area of expertise and then share that knowledge with the
other participants. The overall goal of the Institute is to
- Continued on page 7
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20th WMWP Invitational Summer
Institute meets in Springfield
by Anne Herrington and Joanne Wisniewski
During July, we held our 20th WMWP Invitational
Summer Institute. Held at the High School of Commerce
in Springfield, this year’s Institute focused on Hampden
County teachers, including teachers from Springfield,
Westfield, and West Springfield. It was supported by
a $12,000 grant from the Community Foundation of
Western Massachusetts the Raymond E. and Mildred
G. Clark Foundation Fund, and the Lochridge-Watkins
Charitable Foundation.
The Institute is based on the National Writing Project
model of “teachers teaching teachers,” which research
has shown to be effective in improving student performance and developing teacher leadership. Building on
this model, the 2012 Hampden County Institute was tailored to the challenges of literacy instruction in urban
schools, including for English language learners. Our
aim was to create a professional community of teachers
to support implementation of new approaches to literacy
instruction and shared learning with other teachers in
their districts to improve student learning.
One of the sessions featured a presentation by Dr.
Lisa Green, Professor of Linguistics and Director of the
Center for the Study of African American Language at
UMass Amherst, on African American English and implications for learners. Other sessions focused on using digital technologies for writing and helping students
develop the language skills needed to meet grade level
expectations. Teachers also participated in a collaborative inquiry community: reading current theory and
research, writing and receiving feedback on their writing, engaging in classroom-based action research, and

presenting a professional development workshop. This
collaborative work is at the heart of the Institute. The
final day included a writing marathon at the Quadrangle
of the Springfield Museums.
Because of our short time together, this year’s SI
participants will be meeting five times during the school
year for more PD and to work on their classroom research projects. During the two weeks, we truly became
a writing and learning community and learned much
from each other, which supports the Writing Project idea
of “teachers teaching teachers.” If you want to sample
our work, come to Best Practices and join right in.
Reflections from participants:
Joan Cyranowski: The writing was enriching. I
plan to continue and post my work on Open Mic. I enjoyed reading everyone’s work, and I think they are simply astounding in their talents. I’ve seen women who
are confident and smart about their students and how
they teach them. I’ve acquired a multitude of solidly
useful ideas and plans. The writing, though, that was the
thing. To be able to take the time and think thoughts and
have them flow from the tip of my pen! So satisfying!
Rachel Barr: My biggest fear during the last two
weeks was completing my Teacher Inquiry Workshop.
Surprisingly, I felt really good about it once it was complete. I was able to research a topic that interested me.
I felt confident presenting because it was something that
I have experience with, high hopes for, and a deep interest in. I would definitely keep this component to the
- Continued on page 10
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WMWP Fall Planner

Teaching to Change, Changing to
Teach: WMWP’s Annual Best Practices in the Teaching of Writing
Conference

National Council of Teachers
of English Annual Convention:
“Dream, Connect, Ignite.”

November 15-18. Las Vegas, NV.
Saturday, October 13, 8:30 a.m. to 2:30 p.m. UMass Be among the 5,500 literacy educators from across
the PreK-16 grade levels who participate to get
Bartlett Hall. See pages 4-5 for details.
WMWP’s Annual Best Practices Conference fea- fresh teaching ideas and be inspired. Over 700
tures sessions on such topics as digital tools for sessions, events, nationally known speakers, and
composing, literacy across the curriculum, working networking opportunities. Visit http://www.ncte.
with English language learners, understanding by org/annual/ for details.
design, and the Common Core, plus a keynote by
Kevin Hodgson, Grade 6 Writing teacher, author,
WMWP Leadership Team Meetings
blogger, and National Writing Project Technology
Thursdays, 4:15 to 6:00: September 13 at the
Liaison.
Five Colleges Office, Amherst, MA; October
5 Pdps. Registration fee: $45.
25, Computer Classroom, Smith Vocational and
Agricultural High School, Northampton, MA; and
National Day on Writing
December 6th, Wistariahurst Museum, Holyoke,
October 20, 2012			
MA.
Participate in the Fourth National Day on Writing. WMWP Leadership Team meetings-- open to all
Submit some of your own writing, encourage your WMWP Teacher-Consultants--are held for the
students to participate, organize a writing event at purpose of reviewing ongoing programs, planning
your school. For ideas about events and to submit future programs, and discussing issues of imporwork, go to http://www.ncte.org/dayonwriting/ tance to teachers. Specific location information
and dates for our January, March, May, and June
New England Association of Teach- meetings will be posted on our website. TCs who
ers of English Annual Conference: attend any five of the year’s seven meetings are
eligible for 10 pdps.
“Common Core/Common Cause:
The October 25th meeting will be devoted to inLiteracy Learning in the Content
quiry into the WMWP Inquiry Theme of the year,
Areas.”
focusing on “Student Voices in Digital Spaces.”
November 2-3, Holiday Inn, Mansfield, MA.
The keynote speaker will be Alan Sitomer, California Join in!
Teacher of the Year and author of numerous books,
including Teaching Teens and Reaping Results. Plus Mark your Calendars: WMWP’s
many interactive workshops. More information at 20th Anniversary Celebration,
www.neate.org.

WMWP Teachers as Writers Contest

Submission Deadline: November 16
For submission information, go to
http://www.umass.edu/wmwp/programs/WritingContest.htm

“WMWP at 20: Opening Doors and
Re-Inventing Teaching Practices.”

Thursday, May 16th, 4:30 to 6:30, Marriott
Room, UMass Amherst Campus Center.
Come help us celebrate our community and our
accomplishments and launch our next 20 years.
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Teaching to Change, Changing
to
Teach
WMWP’s Best Practices in the Teaching of Writing Fall Conference
October 13, 2012
Bartlett Hall Lobby, UMass Amherst

$45 registration fee
(includes coffee and lunch)

Register Online at www.umass.edu/wmwp/registration.html (please indicate session preferences)
Please register by Sept. 28. Note: Fee is non-refundable, but registration may be transferred to another person

The Western Massachusetts Writing Project has a proud tradition of featuring selected workshops by its
newest Summer Institute class and veteran teacher consultants at its annual Best Practices conference.
This year’s program includes 10 morning workshops, followed by a luncheon featuring keynote speaker
Kevin Hodgson, grade 6 writing teacher, author, blogger, and National Writing Project Technology Liaison.
Reunions and writing workshops will follow in the afternoon.
8:30
8:45
12:00
1:30
2:30

Schedule

Coffee & Registration
A & B Workshop sessions
Lunch
Keynote by Kevin Hodgson
Writing Workshop
Program Reunions
Taste of Summer Institute Workshop
Closing & 5 PDP certificate pickup

A Sessions (8:45 – 10:15)

A1. Bringing Digital Storytelling to your Classroom
Everyone is talking about digital storytelling, but what
is it and how can you bring it in to your classroom? This
workshop will provide participants with an understanding
of what digital storytelling is, how it can be used in various
classroom settings, and what is needed to start a digital
storytelling unit. Participants will have the opportunity to
work with a variety of free digital storytelling programs
and will leave this session ready to bring digital storytelling into their classrooms. E/M/H Will Bangs teachers
Social Studies, Reading, and Language Arts for grade
six at John. F. Kennedy Middle school in Northampton,
MA. Dani O’Brien is a former special education teacher
and current doctoral student in the Language, Literacy
and cultural program at the University of Massachusetts.
A2. Going on a First Date with the Common Core
This workshop will provide strategies to empower teachers to integrate the Common Core into their classroom
practices. Participants will learn about the design of Common Core standards, get essential information from the
MA frameworks, and explore grouping and sequencing
standards for use in their own classrooms. Erin Witmer
teaches English at Westfield High School.

A3. Universal Design for Learning: CAST Lesson Plan
Builder and Other Tools
Universal Design for Learning provides an alternative to
the traditional one-size-fits all curriculum development.
In this workshop, participants will explore the three
principles of Universal Design using the CAST Lesson
Plan Builder to create flexible lesson plans to meet the
needs of all students in the general education curriculum.
Momodou Sarr teaches Special Education at Amherst
Regional High School.
A4. WIDA, RETELL, and ELL Strategies
In this interactive workshop, participants will review key
points of RETELL, DESE’s latest ELL initiative, and how
it will affect students and teacher relicensure requirements.
Participants will also be introduced to WIDA, the newly
adopted cross-curricular frameworks for English language
learners. Maria Cahillane is an ESOL teacher at the
Springfield Public Schools. Tracy Walker is a WMWP TC
and leader of ELL professional development workshops.
A5. Making Data-Wise Decisions to Teach K-3 Writers:
Using the Teacher’s College Reading and Writing Project Narrative Continuum to Improve Mini-Lessons,
Small Group Instruction, and Conferences
Teachers, literacy coaches, and administrators will build
understanding of how writing develops across a continuum. They will learn how using the TCRWP Narrative
Continuum supports ongoing assessment, collaborative
practices for analyzing student writing, and pinpointing
the potential for growth and next steps for a young writer.
Participants will use student writing to develop If/Then
charts to note what a writer is doing and then what the next
steps would be for instruction. Stephanie Joyce teaches
ELA at Crocker Farm Elementary School.
PAGE 4
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B Sessions (10:30 – 12:00)

B1. Digital Tools for Teaching and Writing
This presentation addresses a series of digital writing
tools that Fanning uses with his 7th and 8th graders at
Amherst Regional Middle School. Examples of digital
writing tools include the WordPress blog tool and the
Photo Story 3 app, which integrate images, text, motion
and music. Both tools are free. Tom Fanning is a Computer
Resources teacher at Amherst Regional Middle School.
B2. Teacher reflections on WMWP at 20: Looking
back, looking forward.
This session will begin with a panel of four WMWP
Teacher Consultants, representing a span of Summer Institutes and programs, who will reflect on where WMWP
fit into their own careers and lives, and address how they
think WMWP can stay relevant for teachers and students
today and into the future. Their reflections will provide
a springboard for bringing those attending the session
into the discussion. The panel includes Diana Callahan,
SI ,’93; Wilma Ortiz, SI ’02; Momodou Sarr, SI ’05; and
Anne Marie Bettencourt, SI ’10.
B3. Engaging Students in Creating Rubrics
In an effort to have students take more responsibility for
their writing, this workshop asks, “Can engaging students
in the creation of rubrics before the writing result in higher
quality writing?” This approach involves having students
look at writing samples, identify strengths of good writing,
determine criteria for rubrics, and then create a rubric.
Extensions include having students improve sample writings. Gail Mailhott-Foster is a Reading Specialist and
Special Education teacher in her ninth year, now teaching
at Hampshire Regional High School.
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B4. Studying Language through Poetry
This workshop explores ways to enable students to become
better readers and writers by developing an interest in
poetry. Although poetry is not a large part of the Common Core, it can engage students and catch their attention
with well-turned phrasing and teach them to read closely.
Participants will look at a variety of poems and techniques
for teaching that can be incorporated across the curriculum
at all grade levels. Joan Cyranowski is an 8th grade ELA
teacher of students with moderate disabilities at West
Springfield Middle School.
B5. Social networking: Its Impact on Youth and How
to Be Safe
Just as there are many benefits to social networking, so
are there pitfalls. This workshop will discuss the impact
of sites like Facebook on today’s youth, the pitfalls of
Facebook, and ways to protect one’s online image. Leslie
Skantz-Hodgson is the Library Media Specialist at Smith
Vocational and Agricultural High School..

		

C Sessions (1:30 – 2:30)

C1. Writer’s Workshop
Enjoy some personal writing time with writing prompts,
followed by time to share and respond.
C2. A Taste of Summer Institute
Come see what the Summer Institute is all about.
C3. 2012 Summer Institute Reunion- For 2012 SI
alums only
C4. Advanced PD Institute Meeting- For participants
of this institute only

WMWP Members Recommend Books for Teachers
Write Like This: Teaching Real-World Writing
through Modeling and Mentor Texts
By Kelly Gallagher
Stenhouse Publishers, 2011.
Looking for topics for Writers Notebook? Need
ideas for powerful narrative and persuasive writing
assignments? Eager for real-world texts that will
inspire your students to write for purposes other
than tests? Kelly Gallagher’s highly accessible
Write Like This has given me all of this and more!
Gallagher has put to work his own experience as a
classroom teacher (as well as his sense of humor)
in a way that will help others to create lively writing communities in their own classrooms.
-- Recommendation by Beth Rothermel

Lessons That Change Writers
By Nancie Atwell
FirstHand Publishers, 2002
Atwell offers LOTS of great brainstorming ideas
and pre-writing ideas for teachers looking to do a
writing workshop model. She also covers different
genres of writing and includes many student samples of writing.
Write for Insight
By William Strong
Allyn&Bacon Publishers, 2005
Strong discusses the many ways to use writing to
learn, discusses when to grade and when to coach
writing, and shows new twists on research papers.
--Recommendations by Anne Marie Bettencourt
PAGE 5
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Donors to the Western Massachusetts
Writing Project, 2011-2012:
We are grateful for the generosity of the following donors to the Writing Project who have
contributed to our first appeal for donor support:
Anne Agard
Janie Baer-Leighton
Stephen Callahan
Carla Carpenter
Richard Connell
Margo Culley
Peter and Cami Elbow
Anne Herrington and Tina Plette

Trudy Knowles
Charles and Kay Moran
Mathew Ouellett
Mary-Ann Palmieri
Bruce and Valerie Penniman
Kip Prather
Beth Rothermel
Joanne Wisniewski

“I give to the Western Massachusetts Writing Project because I admire so much the good work it does
with teachers. I know that teachers appreciate the workshops and I love how the project gets teachers
into leadership positions.” --Peter Elbow
“When I prioritize my charitable donation dollars, I like to support organizations that will have a significant local impact. As a retired teacher, I am familiar with the high quality professional development
programs offered by the Western Massachusetts Writing Project as well as WMWP's long-term commitment to improving teaching and learning. It is gratifying to know that my contribution will directly
benefit education in the surrounding communities.” --Janie Baer-Leighton
Give to the Western Massachusetts Writing Project
WMWP depends on the support of our Teacher Consultants and friends to continue to offer valuable professional development opportunities to pre-K through college teachers throughout Western Massachusetts. If you
would like to make a contribution, you can do so online at http://www.umass.edu/wmwp/contribute.html or
by mail at UMass Amherst Annual Fund, Development Office, Memorial Hall, 134 Hicks Way, Amherst, MA
01003-9270. Be sure to earmark your contribution to the Western Massachusetts Writing Project, CHFA.
Thank you.

- Best Practices speaker
addresses and presentations at conferences in Alabama, Missouri, New York and here in Massachusetts.
The topic of Hodgson’s keynote connects directly
with this year’s inquiry theme of WMWP: the shifting nature of digital literacies and an exploration of
ways that teachers can tap into those skills and interests of students for learning environments that are
meaningful and authentic, even under the umbrella

-Continued from page 1

of the new Massachusetts Common Core curriculum.
Hodgson blogs regularly about these issues at
Kevin’s Meandering Mind (http://dogtrax.edublogs.
org/) and is a regular contributor to the National
Writing Project’s Digital Is resource site (http://
digitalis.nwp.org/). His classroom weblog site is
The Electronic Pencil (http://epencil.edublogs.org/).
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iAnthology: A Home for Writing

By Kevin Hodgson
The iAnthology online writing space for National
Writing Project teachers is now entering its fifth year,
and it remains a place for educators in the Western
Massachusetts Writing Project and beyond to write
on a regular basis as
a way to celebrate the
concept of "teachers
as writers."
The site was
launched with a small
grant from NWP and
then has been supported for the last
year by members
themselves. Now, the
Western Massachusetts Writing Project
has stepped up to support the iAnthology for the next school year, allowing
its more than 600 members from NWP sites across the
country to continue to write and connect.
Although there are a number of specific themed

-grants

enable WMWP to continue to provide up-to-date, expert
professional development for teachers in local schools.
The second $20,000 grant, “Professional Development in a High-Need School,” pairs WMWP with the
Maurice A. Donahue Elementary School in Holyoke to
co-plan a professional development program that will
build on and strengthen the school’s existing professional
development efforts. Donahue is a high-need school:
84.5% of the students are classified low-income by the
state, and the same percentage qualifies for free or reduced
lunch. According to the most recent (2011) Massachusetts
Comprehensive Assessment System results, a majority of
students at Donahue School test below the “proficient”
level in reading/English language arts, ranging from
20% proficient in grade 3 to 58% proficient/advanced
in grade 8. The broad aim of the grant program will be
for teachers to become better versed in the expectations
of the Common Core standards and the shifts in instruction they require. A second, more specific aim, is for
teachers to build their repertoires of strategies for using
writing as a learning tool to facilitate understanding of
complex informational texts. Leading the project for

groups at the iAnthology around such ideas as curriculum design, Common Core, digital tools and more, the
most active group by far is the weekly writing prompt
space. iAnthology members take on the role of "guest
host" for weekly writing prompts, and members of the
site join in when time
and energy allows. It's
a free flowing writing space, and it also
is yet another source
of exemplar writing
prompts and activities
that are shared by a
variety of teachers.
There is no cost to
join the iAnthology
and if you have been
looking for a stressfree online writing
space that keeps you in the NWP loop with other teachers, the iAnthology is there for you. Come write with
us.
Visit the iAnthology at http://ianthology.ning.com/

-Continued from page 1
WMWP are Bruce Penniman, former Professional Development Coordinator of WMWP; Stephanie Joyce, the
Literacy Curriculum Leader at Crocker Farm School in
Amherst; Jack Czajkowski, Assistant Professor of Education at Elms College in Chicopee; and Martha Potyrala,
a part-time English teacher at Holyoke Community
College and previously a teacher of English Language
Arts at Van Sickle Middle School in Springfield. Initial
planning involved Margaret Bartley, Literacy Coach at
Donahue Elementary, and Amy Fitzgerald, Principal.
Donahue School teachers will also join the planning team.
Both of these grants enable WMWP to continue to
serve our mission of providing accessible and relevant
professional development that will improve learning
in our schools—urban, rural, and suburban, including teachers and students from diverse backgrounds.
These grants are made possible by a one-time grant to
the National Writing Project from the federal Department of Education. Any future grants of this nature
depend on Congress continuing to set aside a percentage of money of Title II educational funds for proposals
from national non-profit organizations, such as NWP.
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Springfield teens create digital stories

By Dani O’Brien
For the past several years, through a partnership with
the Springfield Y, the Western Massachusetts Writing Project has been able to offer classes on digital story telling
to campers enrolled at the Springfield Y summer camp.
This year, for the first time ever, the class was offered
to teen campers attending the North End Youth Center’s
Teen camp. Over the course of the summer, teen campers from all over Springfield wrote stories, used digital
video cameras and digital cameras to gather footage, and
used editing software to create their own digital stories.
Fellow Western Massachusetts Teacher Consultant Will Bangs and I met with the teen campers
every Monday for 6 weeks. After viewing digital
stories created by other area youth, the teen campers worked on writing their own stories. The group
produced a wide variety of texts, including personal
narrative, poetry, informational texts, and satire.
After working on their stories, the writers began to
storyboard their movies. This process helped them to
consider what images, audio, and film footage were needed
to tell their story. Once finished with storyboarding, the
campers used digital cameras and video cameras to gather
the footage needed. Finally, when all of the footage was
gathered, the campers used Windows Movie Maker and
iMovie to edit their footage and create their movies.

At the beginning of the summer, many of the campers were interested in making movies, but they did not
view themselves as writers or see the writing process
as an important component to movie making. Many
wanted to use the equipment and software, but they did
not want to work on writing prompts or storyboard their
movies. However, as the summer progressed, the campers began to understand how critical writing is to the
process of creating movies. Understanding that in order
to tell a great story, you have to write a great story, the
students began to be less resistant to writing and planning
out their movies. Several of the aspiring action movie
directors, who were resistant writers early on in the summer, began to understand the importance of developing
their stories and started to think about elements such as
characters, plot, and setting as central to their movies.
This shift is just one of the benefits of digital storytelling.
During our last week at the camp, many campers
were still working on their movies. Will and I were
able to meet with the campers for an extra day so that
we could work with the students to help them finish their
movies. While not every student was able to finish his
or her movie, all of them gained experience with writing, filming, and editing their own stories. On our final
day, all of the campers decided that next year, digital
storytelling needed to meet more than once a week!

In-Service program completes active year
By Bruce Penniman
As school districts throughout western Massachusetts were getting ready to start the new academic year,
the WMWP professional development program was
wrapping up a busy year of contracted in-service work.
Between September 2011 and August 2012, WMWP
offered 27 programs for 12 districts and professional
organizations. The programs ranged from individual
workshops to three-credit graduate courses. In all, WMWP
offered more than 400 hours of professional development to approximately 900 teachers and administrators,
generating $62,000 in revenue for the site, most of which
was paid out to the 20 WMWP teacher-consultants who
facilitated those workshops and courses. These figures
do not include two courses in Expository and Persuasive
Writing funded by contracts with the state Department of
Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE) or institutes funded by National Writing Project (NWP) grants.
WMWP continued its long-standing partnership with

the Holyoke Public Schools, offering eight ELL Category
Training courses. DESE is in the process of replacing
these courses with a program known as RETELL, and
WMWP has applied for certification as a provider. In
addition to providing ELL training in Holyoke, WMWP
began a partnership with the Donahue School on literacy
development during the summer; the work will continue
next year with the help of a new NWP grant program.
Several new or renewed partnerships accounted for
much of the in-service work in the past year. WMWP
offered a literacy-in-the-content-areas course in Springfield and sustained programs on the Common Core
and Understanding by Design (UbD) in Westfield,
Belchertown, and, working with the Boston Writing Project, North Middlesex Regional in Townsend.
Bruce Penniman served as professional development coordinator for 2011-2012, and he will
-Continued on page 9
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Professional Institute creates professional
development experts
By Anne Marie Bettencourt
Whenever anyone asks me about some of the most
valuable professional development programs I’ve attended, I automatically reply, “The Writing Project.”
This summer’s week-long Professional Institute was
no exception. Fifteen of us spent a week becoming
experts in topics ranging from Content Literacy strategies to Understanding by Design to Digital Composing
and Research. We made like Hermione and stampeded
the library for research and data. We collaborated, annotated, jig-sawed, and mingled our way through each
of the six topics. I learned more in that one week than I
did all last year at my weekly school-based PD sessions.
Bruce Penniman and Leslie Skantz-Hodgson made
sure to put teacher expertise at the heart of this institute.
Each of our groups was structured so that we had one
“expert” and one or two novices exploring a particular
category. The goal was to begin to create guides that
would help future TCs deliver professional development
in six areas: Content Literacy/Common Core (elementary
and secondary), ELL/RETELL, Curriculum Design,
Differentiated Instruction, and Digital Composing and
Research. Each group had the task of collecting materials,
research, and artifacts that could be used to facilitate pro-

-in-service

remain active in the program in the year ahead. The
new coordinator is Jane Baer-Leighton (wmwppd@
english.umass.edu), and she is already busy scheduling workshops and courses for the coming year.
To build capacity for in-service work, WMWP began
an advanced institute on professional development in

fessional development in our surrounding schools and districts. We then presented our findings to the entire group.
During our week together, I met exceptional teachers (as I always do when doing Writing Project work)
and even took away some great ideas to implement in
my own classroom this year. Prior to participating in
Writing Project professional development programs,
I never spoke with elementary school teachers. As a
secondary teacher, I viewed our jobs akin to working
on different planets. I was lucky enough to have Karen
Diaz and Stephanie Joyce around to learn from in this
institute. I cannot overstate how much secondary teachers can learn from their elementary school colleagues in
terms of tricks, instruction, and content. Tom Fanning,
a computer teacher over in East Longmeadow, and
Momadou Sarr from Amherst, also gave us insightful
ideas for working with students in a variety of ways.
As is the case with any good inquiry project, the
end of the Institute was really only the beginning.
We were full of questions, ideas, and suggestions for
the upcoming year. One is never really “done” at the
Writing Project. However, the Institute left me with
more knowledge and confidence to talk about these
subjects in my school than I walked in knowing.
-Continued from page 8
July. Guided by facilitators Leslie Skantz-Hodgson and
Bruce Penniman, the 13 participants shared and improved
their expertise on a range of topics, including the Common Core standards, UbD, writing workshop, literacy
across the curriculum, the RETELL initiative, Universal
Design for Learning, and teaching with technology.
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WMWP announces new leadership appointments
by Anne Herrington

Two WMWP Teacher Consultants have joined our
WMWP leadership team: Janie-Baer-Leighton is the
new Coordinator of Professional Development Programs,
and Anne Marie Bettencourt the new Co-Director for
Development.
Janie Baer-Leighton is a retired Amherst Regional
High School English teacher, where she also served as
Department Head from 1999-2008. In 2002, she received
the Excellence in Teaching Award from the New England
Association of Teachers of English. A WMWP Teacher
Consultant who participated in our 2003 Summer Institute,
she has already served WMWP in a number of capacities,
including most recently as Co-Director for Continuity.
She has extensive experience delivering in-service professional development programs and is also the primary
developer and teacher of our course, Teaching Informative
and Persuasive Writing. In addition to offering this course
in person, she has adapted it to be offered as an online
course via the Massachusetts Department of Elementary
and Secondary Education MassOne Moodle system. As
Coordinator of PD Programs, Janie will be responsible
for coordinating and developing WMWP in-service staff
development workshops and programs given at local
schools, serving as liaison between teacher-consultants
and school districts, and mentoring TCs who are preparing to offer programs.
Anne Marie Bettencourt is assuming our newly created position of Co-Director for Development. Anne
Marie, who has taught in the Springfield Schools since
2006, has been at Central High for the past four years.
There, she is involved in re-writing and organizing the
pacing guides for ELA for the district, as well as designing new assessments that align with the PARCC national

Janie Baer-Leighton

Anne Marie Bettencourt

assessments linked to the Common Core. With Daniel
Zukergood, she co-authored Teaching in the Real World:
Strategies to Survive and Thrive (Pearson 2009). Anne
Marie participated in our 2010 WMWP Summer Institute. In 2011, she participated in an NWP Technology
Conference and also presented at the NWP Urban Sites
Conference. This past year, with Dawn Fontaine, she
co-taught a Content Literacy course offered for teachers
in the Springfield School District. As Co-Director for
Development, Anne Marie’s primary responsibilities will
be public visibility work and fund-raising initiatives to
sustain WMWP mission and programs.

-summer institute

-Continued from page 2
institute. I think it pushes all of us to take the time to
really dig into something of substance. I also learned
so much from the other teachers! Thank you for this
opportunity and providing time to complete this important work.
Erin Witmer: It was so rewarding to have good
feedback from my presentation, and I’m really looking
forward to refining it and giving it again in the fall at
Best Practices. This gives me a lot of confidence going
into the fall back at my school, where I will have some
hand in Common Core PD for the faculty. The coaching process was a big help for me, and it was great to
be able to refine my ideas by talking to all three of the
facilitators. I tend to get stuck in my head and try to
do way too much, so it was especially great to sit down
with Holly and chart out exactly what my presentation
would look like, and what was feasible and what was
ridiculous. For the first time in my life I can think of
myself as a presenter, and I feel a sense of confidence
about it.
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Inspired Teaching through WMWP SI
by Lisa Rahily

Have you ever had a life-altering experience as a
teacher? (The Oprah “Ah-Ha Moment”?) For me, the
Western Massachusetts Writing Project (WMWP)
Invitational Summer Institute was a life-altering
experience. When I speak to someone about the
WMWP, this is the first thing I always tell them. I
then proceed to explain how the Summer Institute
changed me as an educator, specifically as a teacher
of writing. It may seem a bit dramatic, but it is something you cannot completely understand until you
have had the privilege of participating.
In the summer of 2011, I set out on my journey
with the SI with goals of informing myself as a teacher and finding a way to impact my students’ writing.
It turned out to be so much more.
Throughout the process, I was supported by the
other participants and facilitators. I had the privilege of working in small groups to give and receive
feedback. Initially, this was an intimidating process
and I was very self-conscious; however, it proved to
be one of the most useful and valuable tools. Above
all other things, we were gifted the luxury of time. I
cannot even begin to count how many times I heard
myself say, “I’d like to _______ when I have time.” In
our real lives, that time never seems to materialize,
but magically it did that summer. I was astounded by
the thinking and quality of work of my peers. They
challenged me and pushed my thinking to new levels.
They provided support, encouragement, ideas, and
validation.
All of these things traveled back to my classroom
with me. I dove into a unit of study on memoir and
implemented all I had been working on that summer
for my Teacher Inquiry Project on Genre Studies. I
used my time in the Summer Institute to give myself time to further explore writing through the study
of various genres. I thought that memoir would be
a perfect fit for fourth grade. My hope was that the
writing of my students would become more thoughtful and engaging. I was hoping that the writing would
be more meaningful/deep and less formulaic and generic. I was able to test out my ideas and get feedback
from my peers. I was able to experiment and tweak
the areas I was nervous to try with my students. Roll-

ing out the memoir unit with my students was a great
success. The students made meaning and discovered
the features of the genre by studying various mentor
authors. They tested out and experimented with the
features and techniques. They wrote about people,
objects, and events that moved them and impacted
their lives. There was a passion and enthusiasm that
I had never seen before in the classroom when I was
“the sage on the stage.” I truly became a facilitator in
Writing Workshop as we investigated the genre together. We wrote together and shared together. Our
stories became important and relevant; they were no
longer just a response to a prompt. The quality was
beyond anything I had ever seen in my classroom.
I was asked to present my summer work to the
rest of the staff during our back to school PD. If it
weren’t for the Summer Institute, I would never have
had the confidence to present like that. For the first
time in my career, I felt like an expert. A month
later, I would again be challenged professionally. I
was contacted by the organizers of the WMWP Best
Practices conference. They had a last minute cancellation of a workshop presenter and wanted to know
if I would be willing to present my Teacher Inquiry
Project. My initial reaction was to decline (quickly).
With less than a week to prepare, I expressed my
fears, and again received all the support and encouragement that is typical of the WMWP. I was able to
take the leap and push myself far out of my comfort
zone. I was riddled with anxiety, but made it through
the workshop. The experience wasn’t perfect, but I
was able to think about the things that went well and
the things that could be changed or improved upon.
I believe that ability to reflect is one of the key things
I took away from the Summer Institute. I am no longer afraid to seek out help and experiment with new
ideas. I am less intimidated by other colleagues and
their experience/confidence. I believe that I am a
knowledgeable professional who has important contributions to share.
Lisa Rahily was a member of the 2011 Invitational Summer Institute and wrote this piece for Bruce
Penniman’s 2012 Writing and the Teaching of Writing
summer course.
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WMWP at 20: Opening Doors and
Re-Inventing Teaching Practices
This year, WMWP Celebrates 20 Years as a National
Writing Project Site.
Events begin with a special session at Best Practices and
culminate with a party May 16th to honor our
accomplishments and look toward our next 20 years.
Come join us!

