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Part 1 of 8: Feel the Power

In the fall of 1997, I had the pleasure of working regularly in Kristen Larsen’s first grade classroom in Puyallup, WA. She had a challenging class that year with many extremely low readers and writers. Predictably, the year got off to a slow start. Despite two hours each day of Reader’s and Writer’s Workshop and some excellent systematic phonics instruction, after an entire month of school only a few children seemed ready to take the risk of reading or writing words.

Then, at the beginning of October, Kristen brought in the newspaper. She started by modeling for her students how she read the paper: skipping form article to article, reading the headlines and looking at the pictures to see what each story was about, and only reading the parts that she was interested in. She talked about all the different kinds of articles and all the different sections of a paper. And then she turned the kids loose. Each student got a section and started going through it in search of anything he or she could make sense of.

It worked. The kids loved reading stories intended for adults. And they were fascinated by the graphic complexity and the great variety of texts in a real newspaper. All of a sudden, kids who had struggled so hard for the first month of school suddenly began to figure out how to read words.

But that wasn't all. They also learned how to interpret numbers, to read charts and graphs, to tell time, to read schedules, to find dollar amounts, and to draw additional meaning from pictures. In short, they were reading like real readers read: independently, intently, inquisitively, not just mindlessly spitting out words in monotone  from a non-sensical phonics book or a basal reader, but with a real interest in extracting real meaning from a real text.

See How They Write in Their Own Classroom Newspaper

It wasn't long before the kids wanted to make their own newspaper. Four weeks later, on November 3rd, the first edition of "Room 6 Reports" hit the newsstands.

Only four kids singed up to be reporters and the first issue was only two pages long. But by the time the January issue came out, every kid in the classroom chose to be included. Their final issue, produced in less than three weeks right at the end of the year, ran to 39 pages and included 85 stories—an average of four pieces per student or more than one piece per student per week.

What that first issue lacked in quantity it more than made up for in quality. There had been a horrible apartment fire in a nearby town that month and the kids were really concerned about it because so many poor families with young children had been affected. It turned out that the building’s owner had neglected to maintain proper fire safety equipment. Here's what 6-year old Danny Serna had to say about that:

If you did not hear about the fire here is all I know. There were 300 families with no homes because of the fire. You could see the fire from Seattle. They couldn’t put out the fire because they hade no sprinklers. I am mad because fires can kill people. Next time buy some sprinklers.

Kristen and I were immediately struck by the power in the writing we received. Writing with passion and purpose, something that had always been very challenging for both of us to teach, suddenly emerged in the students’ writing with hardly any instruction from us at all. We attributed this success primarily to the influence of the newspaper.

Since that time, I’ve helped dozens of teachers all across the country bring the newspaper into their classrooms. And the results have almost always been the same: happy teachers, proud parents, and inspired students who produce work that goes far beyond state standards and traditional grade level expectations as a result of experiencing the authentic influence of the newspaper.

Getting Started

Share your own experience of reading the newspaper with your students. Model your reading for them and think out loud as you go. Teach kids how to read a paper by showing them how you read. Focus your attention on how you choose the articles you want to read and how you determine whether or not you want to read an entire article.

In the Newspaper

Look at the organizational structure of your local paper. Take it apart section by section. Structurally, the newspaper is probably the most complex text we ever experience. Part of learning to read it is learning to figure out where everything is. Discuss the challenges of finding articles, following jumps, and locating information within articles.

On the Web

You’ll find more information about teaching and learning at the Teaching That Makes Sense web site at www.ttms.org. There you can read more great articles and even download free copies of terrific teaching materials or send them to your friends via e-mail.

Part 2 of 8: Real Reading Plus Real Writing Equals Real Learning

One of the most consistent research findings in education concerns the positive value of authentic learning experiences. Kids just seem to learn more when they’re learning about something real.

“Virtually all standards documents that have been published over the past decade entreat teachers to “make it real,” to involve students in tangible, genuine, authentic, real-world materials and experiences…. In every story of powerful, transformative learning we’ve heard (or shared in this book), there’s almost always the crucial detail that students were working on something that felt real.”

Best Practice: New Standards for Teaching and Learning in America’s Schools,

p. 202, 2nd edition, 1999, published by Heinemann.

Authenticity is one of the main reasons I like to use the newspaper so much when I work with kids and why I feel it should be a central part of every classroom. With literally dozens of real world articles in each issue, the newspaper is the single best resource I know for supporting high quality authentic literacy instruction. It’s also the most convenient and the least expensive.

As a reading teacher, I use the newspaper for teaching important strategies like effective skimming, synthesizing a main idea from a non-fiction text, detecting bias in an editorial (or even non-editorial writing!), and vocabulary.

In writing, the newspaper is perfect for discovering real world techniques and strategies. It also provides a wide variety of models I can use to help kids understand what it is I want them to do. The writing is usually of very high quality and the pieces are short. Kids need more exposure to models of good writing that more accurately match the lengths of the pieces they write.

For me, the newspaper provides a better reading curriculum than an anthology or a set of novels, and a much better writing curriculum than an English book. There’s something in it for every student regardless of age, ability, or interest. It’s one of the best ways I know to provide real learning experiences to real kids.

Of Forms and Reforms

Traditionally, American reading instruction has been dominated by fiction and textbooks. Writing instruction has been dominated by academic research, literary analysis, and formulaic teacher-prompted essays. This hasn’t worked out very well for two reasons: (1) Neither writing teachers nor reading teachers were focusing on practical, authentic text forms; and (2) Reading and writing were utterly unconnected as kids were learning about one of kind of text in one subject and completely different kinds of texts in the other.

Fortunately, the newspaper provides a perfect solution to both of these problems. What I like to do is have kids study a particular type of writing in the newspaper first. Then, after we’ve read it over and talked about how it works, they can try producing the form in their writing.

Here are some of the kinds of newspaper writing that have worked well for me.

	If you want kids to write…
	Have them first read…

	Persuasive essays
	Editorials, advertisements

	Narrative summaries
	Any part of a hard news story that serves as a recap of previous events

	Literary analysis
	Book reviews

	Letters
	Letters to the editor

	Political analysis
	Commentaries by columnists, endorsements

	Biographical research
	Interviews, tributes, obituaries, and feature stories

	Personal narrative
	Feature stories

	Analytical writing
	National, international, business, or investigative reporting

	Technical writing
	Personal Technology or science sections

	Expository writing
	Hard news

	Good leads and endings
	Just about anything

	Descriptive writing
	Feature stories, Sports

	Humor and satire
	Columnists, Political cartoons, Comic strips

	Brochures
	Advertisements

	Etc…
	Etc…


For me, teaching kids to read and write using the same text forms just makes good sense. It’s a perfect example of a situation where I can teach less and have the kids learn more because I prepare half the amount of material and they get twice the opportunity to learn it.

Redesigning the Language Arts curriculum to do a better job of helping kids connect reading and writing is one of the most important educational reforms now under way. Best of all, if you use the newspaper, it isn’t difficult, time consuming, or expensive.

Getting Started

Using several newspapers, have each student cut out eight to ten different kinds of articles. Sort the articles into piles, one pile for each different form you can find. Use the opportunity not only to identify different forms but to decide on the salient characteristics that make one form different from another.

In the Newspaper

Certain sections are more likely to contain particular types of writing. Help your students draw meaningful conclusions about the relationship between forms and sections. Why, for example, don’t we ever see an editorial above the fold on the front page? Has this always been the case throughout history?

On the Web

You’ll find more information about teaching and learning at the Teaching That Makes Sense web site at www.ttms.org. There you can read more great articles and even download free copies of terrific teaching materials or send them to your friends via e-mail.

Part 3 of 8: Role Your Own Learning

I’m a big fan of role-based learning. Rather than simply doing assignments, getting grades, and completing textbook-based units of study, kids take on adult roles and complete tasks that contribute to an authentic learning project. Here are some of the roles that I have helped kids explore through classroom newspapers.

· Reporters. Not every student has to write for every issue. I do, however, require that all students publish regularly regardless of their other roles.

· Photographers and Artists. Some students have incredible abilities in areas like drawing, cartooning, and photography, abilities that don’t get much validation in the traditional curriculum despite the fact that they represent highly sought after careers.

· Typists. While I have produced many newspapers that are entirely handwritten, it’s easier to work with material that is typed. Some kids are excellent typists. Put them to work on this vital aspect of newspaper production.

· Layout and Production People. Physically producing the newspaper is, for the teacher, potentially the most time consuming and unrewarding aspect of classroom newspaper production. But it’s a great exercise for kids because it requires so many different skills.

· Editors. Finding good editors is the best way to guarantee a high quality, smooth running production. Some kids are not only good at editing, they are natural leaders as well. Developing a competent editorial staff is one of my top priorities in the classroom because it greatly reduces the effort I have to exert to help the kids produce a quality product in an efficient manner.

· Advertising, Circulation, Operations, etc. In a couple of classrooms, the kids have expanded the paper to serve their schools, families, and local community. They collect names and addresses of subscribers, make deliveries, take ads, and perform many of the business functions that are required to run a real newspaper. These roles aren’t strictly necessary, but they do provide valuable learning opportunities.

I’m continually impressed with the transformative power of role-based learning. When children step into adult roles, they seem to gravitate naturally toward adult attitudes and behaviors. Sometimes, I don’t understand how much the kids have learned until I read some of their reflective writing. Here’s a farewell article by a 3rd grader who took on the role of editor for her classroom newspaper.

Editor-in-Chief’s Memoirs

Have you ever been an Editor-in-Chief? Well I’ll tell you, it’s a BIG job!

I am Patricia Arroyo Room 402 Reporter’s Editor-in-Chief. In case you don’t know what that is, I am the person in charge of editing all pieces. They MUST meet with my approval before they can be put into the newspaper. The people who wrote their articles sometimes keyboarded their own pieces or they had editors keyboard them. One or two editors would edit the pieces keyboarded by other students, but I had to do the final check.

To meet with my approval the pieces have to have all spelling correct, be very fluent so the sentences flow together smoothly, be easy to understand, and have a lot of describing detail to make pictures in the audience’s mind.

The Editor-in-Chief has to stay in for noon recess editing articles with the other editors, because we only had five days to do it. I felt mad and glad doing this. Mad because the editors and I had to practically do all the work and glad because we would get done and make happy faces throughout Enumclaw.

I started my Editor-in-Chief position when the class did the writing, editing, keyboarding, and revising by themselves at the beginning of January.

I am very sad that this is our last edition of the newspaper. It has been wonderful working with my fellow classmates. We got to know each other very well and had lots of fun.

I hope you enjoyed all the editions of our newspaper because I sure did.

Sincerely,

Patricia Arroyo, Editor-in-Chief

P.S. Thanks to Fallon Elhard, Kiah Osterbuhr, and John Koopman who were my editors.
Getting Started

In my experience, the most challenging thing about getting started with newspaper roles is the fact that it's hard for me and for the kids to know who needs to do what during the very first issue. In the past, it has taken me two or three issues to get all the roles worked out. Now I go in with the expectation that we’ll be changing things around quite a bit as we go.

In the Newspaper

Take a look at the masthead on your local newspaper to get an idea for some of the different jobs. Your classroom newspaper doesn’t have to have all these positions, but it makes a good starting point for introducing possible roles to students.

On the Web

You’ll find more information about teaching and learning at the Teaching That Makes Sense web site at www.ttms.org. There you can read more great articles and even download free copies of terrific teaching materials or send them to your friends via e-mail.

Part 4 of 8: Matching Students with Stories

Story ideas are one of the first places to start when planning a classroom newspaper. My favorite way to do this is a whole class brainstorming session. I give kids five broad categories we can use as places to start:

· Our World. Pick a few big things that are happening in the world right now. National and international news are rarely the focus of student newspapers, but there are always a few items that are on everyone’s mind.

· Our Community. As with national and international news, there are always local stories that kids know about. As with world news, these make great opportunities for research.

· Our School. There are always school-wide events and important happenings that kids can report on. Interviews of staff members also make great topics.

· Our Classroom. Classroom events like field trips, celebrations, or special visitors are an obvious choice. But anything that happens during the day is fair game.

· Our Lives. Anything that happens to anyone in the classroom, either at school or at home, that would be of interest to anyone else will work.

The most important rule for any brainstorming session is “Don’t comment, positively or negatively, on any suggestion.” This speeds things up and encourages the free flow of ideas.

In a 15-minute brainstorming session, we’re likely to come up with far more topics than we can cover. In general, having 10-20 stories in a single issue of a classroom newspaper is plenty.

Though formal brainstorming is probably the best way to come up with ideas, it isn’t the only way. As kids spend more time reading the newspaper and writing articles, they begin to think up ideas spontaneously. Because this tends to happen so frequently, I like to keep the list of story ideas up in the room so we can add to it any time we want to. 

Making Assignments

Once we’ve generated a big list of ideas, it’s time to come up with specific story assignments. Matching students with stories is not an exact science; there’s no one right way to do it. But here are three things I try to keep in mind:

· Cover important stories thoroughly. This may require putting several students on the same story. One year, a 2nd grade class wanted to cover a small fire that occurred in their school library. The teacher must have had at least ten students on it. Some covered the basic facts about what had happened, others got student and teacher reactions, while still others focused on the clean up and repair efforts.

· Make sure students are excited by their assignments. I don’t need half-hearted reporting. This is hard work so I only want kids to take assignments they are interested in and curious about.

· Develop clear understanding and firm commitments. Just like in the real world, student reporters need to know exactly what they are supposed to be covering and they absolutely positively must get their stories in on time.

To keep track of everything, I create a big table on chart paper or on the board. The table has the following columns:

· Reporter(s). The names of the student or students covering a particular story.

· Story. Just the topic idea not a full description.

· Form. The particular type of writing (hard news, interview, feature, photo essay, review, cartoon, editorial, etc.) the reporter is going to produce. This might change during the course of research.

· Audience(s). I have found it very useful to require kids to pick a specific audience for their articles. Knowing exactly who they are writing for helps them gather information, focus their ideas, and guide their writing style.

· Due Date. I take deadlines very seriously in classroom newspaper production. I find that it’s very good for kids to experience real world parameters like production timelines.

Instant High Interest Curriculum

One of the neat things about this exercise is that it automatically generates my curriculum. The story ideas tell me the content areas kids are interested in while the forms tell me the reading and writing lessons I need to teach. I have found this approach to be a wonderful way of matching my instruction to student interests and increasing the likelihood that long lasting learning will occur.

Getting Started

Another good way to get kids ready to generate story ideas is to take them through all the different sections in a major newspaper. I usually try to bring in a Sunday edition, if possible, so we can have the most variety.

In the Newspaper

One of the things I like to show kids about big news stories is how they are covered from many different angles over time. Take several issues of the paper and follow one story through. Don’t forget to look at editorials and letters to the editor.

On the Web

You’ll find more information about teaching and learning at the Teaching That Makes Sense web site at www.ttms.org. There you can read more great articles and even download free copies of terrific teaching materials or send them to your friends via e-mail.

Part 5 of 8: Managing Expectations

When I first started promoting the creation of classroom newspapers, I thought the biggest challenge for teachers would be the logistics. But that has been the second biggest challenge. The biggest challenge has been helping teachers manage their expectations especially those regarding student behavior, assessment, and time management.

Teachers today face incredible pressures to produce polished products ready for grading. The preferred type of work for children involves a tightly defined and highly structured assignment accompanied by a detailed rubric describing levels of achievement.

Classroom newspapers just aren’t like that. First of all, most of the kids don’t do the same things. Some kids write, others edit, some do artwork, while still others take on multiple roles. Even when they do all write, the stories can be very different from each other requiring different amounts of work and different skills. Second, it’s a true team effort where everyone’s work counts for something and all contributions are needed. There’s no easy way to assess individual performance.

Compared to traditional teaching, doing a classroom newspaper is a messy business. Kids end up all over the room (some aren’t even in the room because they’re out covering stories). It’s noisy. It’s hard to keep track of what everyone should be doing because they’re all doing something different at the same time.

So why is it worth dealing with all this? For me, it’s simple: I’ve never seen kids work harder, learn more, or produce better work than when they were involved in the creation of a classroom newspaper. When I throw out any preconceived notions of what school should be or what school work should look like, and I look instead for evidence of authentic learning, I’m amply rewarded for my efforts every time I help a class produce a publication.

Sometimes, in the middle of producing an issue, it’s easy to end up wondering why we even bothered to take this on. Here are a few ideas I think about that help me enjoy the process more and increase its value for students.

· Establish effective procedures. This is a good thing to do in any classroom situation but it’s absolutely imperative when running a classroom newspaper. Every student will be doing something different so there’s no way you can tell each of them what to do at every stage in the process. Kids need to manage themselves and that means they need detailed information from you about specific classroom procedures related to newspaper publication. Post important procedures around the room if at all possible.

· Focus on community. While the quality of the writing kids do is always very important to me, I shift my emphasis during newspaper production away from individual achievement and toward group process. I want to use this special project to enhance teamwork and solidify the feeling of classroom community. Sometimes I’ll even tell the kids that I’m less interested in what they do than in how they do it.

· Don’t grade anything. I just can’t see letting the process of grading invade newspaper production. I think it’s important to let the kids know that this is not about grades or other formal assessments. It’s about creating something together, something of high quality that we value for its own sake and not because it might show up on our report cards.

· Seek to improve quality through shared criteria and informal evaluation. Not grading doesn’t mean we can’t have any evaluation. I want each successive issue to be better than the last so I engage the kids in developing simple criteria we can all use together to assess our performance and set goals for improvement. 

· Celebrate the completion of each issue. I like to take time right after each issue is finished to go over what we've done. Usually, the kids each read an article they have written or talk about what they enjoyed most about the issue. This is a non-evaluative time that is reserved simply to appreciate the accomplishments of the group.

Getting Started

Ask the students to help you with the creation of the classroom procedures you will need to produce your newspaper. In addition to all the procedures you use in your writing program, you’ll need special procedures for managing editing and production tasks.

In the Newspaper

Take a look through an entire issue of the newspaper and see if you can imagine all the different things people have to do put it together. Most newspapers, even ones with smaller circulations, still require vast efforts from large and diverse groups of people.

On the Web

You’ll find more information about teaching and learning at the Teaching That Makes Sense web site at www.ttms.org. There you can read more great articles and even download free copies of terrific teaching materials or send them to your friends via e-mail.

Part 6 of 8: Publish or Perish

It’s easy for me to remember some of the first classroom newspapers I was involved in because I spent so much time working on them—at home, at night, when I would much rather have been doing something else. If every paper was going to be this hard, I knew I had to figure out ways to streamline final production.

My first mistake was trying to desktop publish everything. I’ve done electronic page layout work since I was in college, so naturally I thought this would be the way to go. It wasn’t. While the final product came out looking great, it wasn’t worth all the time and effort I spent fussing over the placement of every item on every page. I also realized that if I was doing the entire layout on the computer, the kids couldn’t do any of the work for me.

I knew I had to change a few things: (1) Use the fastest layout method for each type of content in the paper. This meant text in a word processor and manual paste-up for artwork. (2) Give as much of the work as possible to the kids. This involved creating production teams with independent responsibility for a particular section or a fixed number of pages. (3) Put the kids in charge of quality control. Give them 100% of the responsibility for deciding when the paper is good enough to go out—and what to do if it isn't.
This last change turned out to be the most beneficial. Kids make lots of mistakes and the only way that changes is if they can learn to recognize and correct them on their own. Invariably, the first issue of the year is riddled with errors and the students are a bit shocked. But their embarrassment immediately turns into increased effort at self-correction and better procedures for proofreading and editing.

Timesaving Tips

Here are a few things I’ve discovered over the years that have helped make newspaper layout and final production more efficient.

· Combine paste-up with print out. Though it’s possible to do a newspaper completely on a computer or completely with paste-up, it’s faster if you use each approach for its particular strengths. Printing out articles from a word processor in column-wide strips and then pasting them up manually works well when you want to work on different pages at the same time.

· Use an “edit pass” approach. To avoid an editing bottleneck, return pieces to their authors triple-spaced and ask them to make corrections with a red pen. When viewed in this format, and given the chance to concentrate solely on editing, many authors can find and correct mistakes they otherwise might miss. Have each writer make one “pass” through the entire document for a particular type of error. In the past, I have found that it takes kids three to five passes to do their best work.

· Avoid “jumps.” Having stories jump from page to page is a common practice in newspapers but should probably be avoided when you do it yourself. Invariably, the chaos of classroom newspaper production leads to “lost” articles when page references go awry or a segment of an article never gets included.

· Use 11 x 17 paper. Pasting up articles on this larger page size can make things much easier. Don’t feel like you have to pack things in too tight, leaving plenty of white space makes it easy to read and easier to lay out.

· Don’t worry about columns. Real newspapers are usually designed on a 5- or 6-column layout. While multiple columns will make your classroom publications look more like the real thing, don’t feel you have to use so many across the page, that you have to balance them perfectly, or that you have to use them at all. The more columns you have, the more complex your layout will be, and the more time it will take.  I have done many single column newspapers (they feel more like magazines) and they have all turned out just great.

Getting Started

The first thing to do is to settle on a design and make your newspaper’s banner. Then, set up all the pages as blank templates. If you want, you can give sets of pages to different groups of kids so that everyone can share the responsibility for putting together their own section.

In the Newspaper

Looking at your local paper and some of the magazine-style publications that come with it can help you select a design for your own newspaper. Take a look through the paper for visual elements and design patterns. For example, what do you notice about the placement of ads on most pages?

On the Web

You’ll find more information about teaching and learning at the Teaching That Makes Sense web site at www.ttms.org. There you can read more great articles and even download free copies of terrific teaching materials or send them to your friends via e-mail.

Part 7 of 8: Interviews

Newspaper writing offers a great opportunity to teach interviews. When I’m working with kids in a classroom, I try to think of interviewing in a very broad sense. I tell the kids that they’re doing an interview, more or less, any time they’re asking someone in a formal setting for information they plan to use later. This could mean asking a librarian for help with research, asking a counselor for help with a problem, or asking a potential employer about opportunities at her company.

Kids are often embarrassed to ask for interviews so I help them practice a little routine until they feel less self-conscious. The formula I use is simple: Tell your subject why you want the interview, what you plan to be asking them about, and how much of their time you will need. It goes something like this: “Hi, Coach Simpson. I would like to interview you for the sports section of my class newspaper. I’d like to ask you a few questions about last week’s game. Could I have 15 minutes of your time?”

Obviously, we want kids to prepare their questions in advance but I have found that kids usually prepare too many. Four or five really good questions is plenty. There will always be follow-up questions and new questions a reporter comes up with during the interview. It’s better to do a thorough job with fewer questions than it is to do a sloppy job with too many. Your subjects will appreciate it too because the interview will seem more purposeful and more focused, and it won’t take as long.

Interviewing is a basic research skill that kids should have lots of experience with. Writing for a newspaper is the perfect way to practice.

The Tough Stuff of Interviewing

To kids, interviewing is all about asking famous people important questions and having it all captured automatically on tape. In reality, it’s much more ordinary. Getting a good interview involves some rather mundane things.

· Ask people to speak slowly and repeat if necessary. Most of us speak faster than we can write. So, there are times in an interview when we just have to ask the subject to slow down or even stop completely while we catch up.

· Read back your notes. Writing frantically while someone speaks is an invitation for misquoting. At the end of the interview, take a minute or two to read back your notes to the person you are interviewing. Far from being regarded as a nuisance, this is a wonderful courtesy to extend to your subject. He or she may want to correct something they’ve said or have an opportunity to add something new they hadn’t thought of.

· Double check names. There’s nothing worse than seeing your name misspelled in the paper. Ask the people you interview to spell their names for you, first and last. Then, at the end of your interview, read back the spelling just to make sure.

· Ask for a follow-up. When I wrote for my college newspaper I had a terrible habit of blowing interviews. My two big problems were forgetting to ask an important question and not taking notes accurately enough. Both problems often required that I go back to the person I interviewed for more information. But I felt embarrassed about it. Then, a friend told me a very simple thing: “When you’re done with your interview, just ask the person if it would be alright if you contacted them again for additional information.” As soon as I tried this, things got better. I didn’t mind re-interviewing and they thought I was being extremely thorough and considerate.

· Re-write or re-type your notes quickly. Notes are, by definition, incomplete. Sometimes those three half sentences that made perfect sense at the interview seem utterly confusing a day or two later. Because of this, it’s always good to take a few minutes right after an interview to write it up more thoroughly and to organize your notes.

Getting Started

There’s a wonderful book on doing interviews with small children. It’s called “Classroom Interviews: A World of Learning” by Paula Rogovin, published by Heinemann. Paula Rogovin has turned the teaching of interviewing into a fine art. Her first graders publish 30-40 interviews each per year.

In the Newspaper

One interesting practice technique is to reverse engineer an interview or a set of interviews. Take a look at a story and then ask your kids to come up with the questions the reporter would have had to ask in order to be able to write it. In most cases, you’ll note that the reporter would have had to interview more than one person to get the whole story.

On the Web

You’ll find more information about teaching and learning at the Teaching That Makes Sense web site at www.ttms.org. There you can read more great articles and even download free copies of terrific teaching materials or send them to your friends via e-mail.

Part 8 of 8: From Publishing to Public Relations

One of the first prominent educators I heard talking about the use of classroom newspapers was Regie Routman. In addition to being a wonderful authentic literacy activity, Ms. Routman also pointed out how valuable they were as tools for parent communication.

Contemporary classroom structures like Reader’s and Writer’s Workshop are hard for parents to understand because they are so different from what they experienced when they were in school. Getting support from home is critical but parents can’t support what they don’t understand.

When I visited Onaway Elementary School in Shaker Heights, OH where Ms. Routman was working at the time, I got to see this kind of newspaper production in Joan Servis’s 4th grade classroom. It was early November and the kids were preparing a special issue created specifically for their parents about what had gone on during the first eight weeks of school.

It was a great day to observe because they were all just finishing up their articles. Ms. Servis asked me to help out by conferencing with kids to make sure their stories were complete and well edited. As a result, I got to read almost every story in the room.

The kids blew me away. Every one of them seemed to have a solid understanding what they had been learning and why it was valuable to them. By reading their articles, it was easy to see what was going on in the room. It was also easy to see how much kids had learned and how much they were enjoying school. These are the kinds of messages parents need to hear.

Here’s a perfect piece for a classroom newspaper from a third grader writing about Writer’s Workshop.

Welcome to Writer's Workshop

Do you like to write stories, poems, or book reviews? In Writer’s Workshop we do all sorts of writing like that!

We started writing stories about our lives. These are called “personal narrative” stories because they tell about something that happened to us.

Then we did persuasive pieces. This is where we tried to convince someone about something. One girl tried to convince her parents to let her paint her room and it worked! I tried to convince other kids at school to pick up trash on the playground and in the building. People said they liked my piece but I still see a lot of trash!

Next we did book reviews. This is where after you read a book you write all kinds of things about it. We tell about the author and the characters and we do a plot summary. The hard part is not spoiling it for someone else who hasn’t read it yet. We also talk about our favorite parts and what we think the book means.

At Christmas we wrote poems as a surprise for our parents. They turned out great! We worked very hard for a couple weeks on those poems. They were fun but hard, too.

After winter break we learned about interviews. We interviewed teachers, secretaries, and anyone else we could think of. First, we chose the person we wanted to learn more about and then we made our list of questions. After we interviewed the person we chose, we wrote a report from our notes, and took it through the writing process.

Next is fiction. We’re all going to get lessons in the “Five Facts of Fiction” and then we will be ready to write our own stories. I can’t wait and I'll bet you can't either!
Don’t Believe Me, Ask the Kids

I used to spend a lot of time and effort trying to convince parents that what I was doing with their kids was good for them. But even when kids showed evidence of significant learning, parents were still skeptical. As soon as they started hearing about it from their kids, however, they believed every word.

Getting Started

With the kids, make a list of everything you can think of that you do in your classroom. Think also about special events and unusual happenings. Then, review what you’ve covered so kids can refresh their memories before picking topics to write about.

In the Newspaper

Something you won’t see much in the newspaper are articles about the newspaper itself. That’s too bad because I think more readers would like to know more about what newspaper people do and how the news is covered. Occasionally, these articles do appear. When you see them, read them closely.

On the Web

You’ll find more information about teaching and learning at the Teaching That Makes Sense web site at www.ttms.org. There you can read more great articles and even download free copies of terrific teaching materials or send them to your friends via e-mail.
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