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“When someone puts words on paper, and those words are read days or years later, there is an intimacy that cannot be rivaled in any other medium . . . so write it for yourself, or yourself plus whoever might find it. Write it
as proof you lived, you saw, you suffered, you passed through fire and laughed mightily.”
—Dave Eggers

I

t’s dark by 5:30 when my car rolls
across the sand in the parking lot to
a space near the door. The February
wind whips my scarf across my mouth and
howls at my ear. I sprint for the lighted
windows glowing across the darkness.

The kids have started arriving, dragging parents
and siblings to “Take Your Family to School
Week” and our evening program: pizza and writing. I smell pepperoni and see cartons pig-piled
in a tower at the front near the stage, where a
line of children are monitored by two former
students of mine, now teachers. Grandmothers,
neighbors, and parents gather beside the children
I see in classrooms each Wednesday at this K–6
school. Tables of eight in the cafeteria now hold
clusters of parents and collections of coats and
gloves, shed as children scatter to find friends.
Laura is chatting with everyone; she’s been
Pine Tree’s principal for two decades. She was
determined to get more parents into the school
this year, so she created a week of opportunities. We wanted all ages gathered so that older
ones might write with younger, so that parents
could imagine and create beside their children. I
give her a quiet high-five as the room fills and we
count 62 people.
Once the crusts and plates are cleared, everyone settles in, more than a few of the parents
looking uncomfortable. I sometimes wonder if
we’re all a little afraid of writing. We start with
sticky notes—small, nonthreatening bits of paper. It is easier to tell people what to write, and

I will give these writers opportunities to get an
idea from someone else tonight, but I want us to
wrestle with choosing a focus, sifting through experiences to decide what to write. It’s what writers do.
I’ve planned on writing circles to help with
topic choice tonight, an idea I borrowed from
Jim Vopat’s (2009) book, Writing Circles: Kids
Revolutionize Workshop. I tell them, “Write two
things on your note that you could write about
right now. Tonight I could write about Valentine’s Day parties at my school growing up, especially when my mom would make her wonderful
sugar cookies with icing, or I could write about
my dog Cody.” The kids laugh, since they all
know about my Corgi; his busybody personality has been a part of my lessons for years now.
“Your turn,” I say, “write down two things you
could write about right now.” I bend my head to
list my two ideas on the note before me.
I wander while sticky notes are filled. I see
parents chewing on the ends of pencils, kids whispering ideas across the table, and within minutes,
everyone has something. I notice that Jake, a
second grader, has recorded “birthday” and “list
poems.” I smile. We used Georgia Heard’s collection Falling Down the Page last week to consider how lists of things can be arranged to create
a poem. They wrote lists as varied as children are,
from what you take skiing to qualities they like in
a friend to instructions for building a snow fort.
Each student wrote a paragraph of sentences, one
line and then another. I pulled the children back
together at the carpet and showed them a few of
the poems I had read in Georgia’s book—how
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the words could be falling down the page, showing the action of the poem by the shape of it. We
cut long rectangles of white paper for second
drafts, and they got to work arranging words.
Some copied their first words exactly, but others
found new lines, doing the natural revision that
occurs as you reread and consider your writing.
When we gathered again to share, everyone had
a poem. Jake’s skiing poem looked like a steep hill
as words cascaded in a steady descent to the bottom of the page, then continued on the back side
in ascent as the poem showed riding the chairlift.
Yes, we were teaching word choice and developing ideas, but more important, the students were
exploring with words, painting their worlds.
As I pass Jake’s table, his dad tells me, “Do
you know what he did for his sister’s birthday last
week? He made her a list poem.”
I grin.
Jake beams.
“That’s so cool,” I tell him. “You know that
writing is the best kind of present. She’ll keep
that forever, I bet.” He sits up taller.
Most are done listing, so I say, “Pass your
sticky notes around to see what others are thinking. For each one, make a plus sign (+) if you
could write about that topic tonight or a minus
sign (-) if you couldn’t.” (See examples in Fig. 1.)
A few minutes later, I give them a difficult
task, “Now choose one topic that everyone at
the table can agree on.” The negotiations begin.
They brainstorm ways to write about big ideas
like family or pets and discuss what and how they
could write, weighing a number of ideas. Finally, consensus. Everyone begins writing. I sit
at a table that has chosen summer, sinking into
memories of driving with the windows down,
swimming at the ocean, playing golf at dawn. As
I glance around the cafeteria, I see parents bent

close over lined paper, writing and rereading and
writing some more. When my students start getting antsy, it is the parents who plead, “Just a few
more minutes.”
We reread our work and then share. The
room fills with voices. Three students have made
list poems. One girl asks her father if she can add
to his story, “all the stuff that you forgot.”
Too soon it is 7:00 and time to go. I ask the
parents to think about writing with their children
at home, just a few minutes a few days each week
to add to a family journal of adventures. I tell
them about my favorite Christmas gift last year:
my mom spent months writing stories from her
life on the farm. She used to ride a cow home
from the bus stop after school. She once had to
fish her puppy out of the outhouse hole, and she
remembered blackouts from World War II and
her fear for her father who was fighting in it. The
book is a treasure. We all should have one.
The next morning, my colleague Colleen
told me something her daughter said that night
as they snuggled into bed: “Today was the best
day ever because you took me to a writing party.”
How many writing parties will this year
bring? Will there be opportunities for your students to choose which of their myriad life stories
is most worth telling that day? Will they study
the writing of others and imagine trying on those
structures themselves? Will they write about trips
to the circus, taking a cat to obedience school,
or sleepover parties with homemade donuts and
cider? Will they lean in to listen as their parents
read their stories of growing up? This is the writing that lasts; this is the writing we work for. Let
us fill our classrooms with opportunities to nestle
in the joy of words.
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