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The Writing Project:  A Symbiotic Relationship

With a backward glance over the past ten years, I realize that my association with the Inland Area Writing Project (IAWP), at the University of California, Riverside, has changed me tremendously, both professionally and personally.  Now that sentence sounds more than a bit self-serving and pretentious, yet it is accurate.  I have evolved as a teacher because of my Writing Project experiences and I have broadened my outlook towards the various perspectives of others.


I have been fortunate enough to be published as a result of my association with the Writing Project, but the actual fact of publication has been and is secondary to my learning to think on paper in a far more organized manner than before.  As with most things, the mere fact of practicing it makes it better, whatever the “it” may be.  This extends to writing as well.  But there is something even deeper than that behind my own personal success with the Writing Project.


The Writing Project people with whom I have shared the past ten years are those whom I consider as exemplars of the teaching profession.  All the clichés belong to them: motivated, caring, conscientious, driven, etc., but there is something more, even greater, in what they do; something more visceral.  We are symbionta; we feed off one another.  Our successes and our difficulties are mutual motivators for us, individually and collectively.


I can feel this best when we are discussing a teaching concept.  As a group we turn it around and around and look at all the facets:  Where are you going with this?  Did you intend this innuendo?  Who is your intended audience?  We are not satisfied with the simple answer or with what is merely expedient:  ‘Golden’ is a pretty bland descriptor, don’t you think?  Have you thought about revealing her motivation later?  Could you expand the number of steps to make the instructions more explicit?  As a group, we focus on what is best for our students and we do this unselfconsciously.  One concept derives another, which leads to a third, and so on:  I don’t think you prepared us enough for that character action.  Could a change in time sequence work here better?  Have you tried writing it from the stepdaughter’s point-of-view?  Perhaps most telling of all, no one is tied to their original “sacred cow.”  Concepts are altered and perspectives changed.  We are polite about all of this, well, usually! but not to the point of passivity.  Rarely is the originator of an idea untouched or the concept unaltered:  I always have them write journal entries.  Well, I never do.  And I always respond to them.  What do you do when they tell you something extremely private or distasteful?  How do you respond?  What about sex?  Or drugs?  Or cutting?  Or suicide?  How do you respond to those, huh?  There are not always answers, but there are always questions, and always conversations, and always contemplation.  The process is a dynamic flux.


All of this is very apparent in our open discussions, but it appears in our writing as well.  Samples are shared, critiqued, and revised.  We “borrow” and lift phrases from one another; we pilfer.  For my own part, I have almost always gone back and revisited a piece I have shared with an eye towards revision.  I used a phrase during one writing group meeting:  life is built upon the foundation of misinterpretations.  A nice throwaway line if I do say so myself!  Someone asked to use it and created a great poem around it.  I tried to use it and found it led best to a short story.  In the end, however, I deleted the line.  It was much too didactic for the style of the work in process.  I am driven as much by constructive criticism as by my own sense of internal competition.


In the past ten years I have seldom found a falsity of professional position in the Writing Project attendees.  I have rarely found any of them given to just lip service to the art and act of teaching.  Yes, I have found disenchantment, concern, frustration, and outrage.  As well, I have found satisfaction, joy, pride, and glory in what we all do.  But I have seldom found complacency.


There is a personal, as well as a professional, camaraderie that is an outgrowth of my association with the Writing Project.  I find that I use the Project as a reference point, a touchstone, for much of my life.  I refer to incidents as having been before or after such-and-such a session.  I hear myself describing some technique or teaching strategy as having been acquired before or after I attended the first summer session.  I have altered lessons based upon examples I have gleaned from the presentations of others.  I have not stagnated, nor do I think I could, while still associating with like-minded individuals in the Writing Project.  It is not that we are similar in perspective or outlook, but that we share a common vision of extracting the best from our students by being the best teachers we can be, or at least by continually striving towards that goal.


I have used my own writing with my students.  I have shared with them my successes and my failures; failures not as isolated incidents, but as part of the process of writing and becoming better writers.  I have become a better writer.  However, above all else, I have become a better teacher.  I have become a better teacher by the simple fact of having been around the best of teacher models.  The Writing Project attracts the best teachers and uses as its dynamic catalyst the process of writing.  But much more than writing is accomplished.

