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Introduction

I grew up surrounded by beauty. My mom, an artist, decorated our house with beautiful
paintings, photographs, pottery, and knick-knacks. My dad, a gardener extraordinaire,
bejeweled our yard with roses, plumeria, succulents, a wide variety of orchids and an ever
changing landscape of annual flowers.
In this setting, I developed a keen awareness of what I considered beautiful. While I did
not become an artist, like my sister, who can easily transform the ordinary into something
extraordinary, or my brother, a roving photographer, I‘ve always secretly believed that the
classroom was my canvas. I began my career in 1989 at Memorial International Baccalaureate
Academy in Barrio Logan, an inner city neighborhood of San Diego. The majority of my
students lived in an impoverished, gang-infested neighborhood and spoke limited English. I
knew little about poverty and violence, but I quickly realized that my classroom could be, as
Robert Frost has stated about poetry, "a momentary stay against confusion."
With the help of an experienced resource-mentor teacher, I infused my classroom and
curriculum with literature that spoke to the experiences of my students--stories by Gary Soto,
Luis Rodriguez, Sandra Cisneros, Anne Frank, Chief Seattle, and believe it or not, Francis
Bacon and F. Scott Fitzgerald. I plastered the walls with the words and work that my students
wrote in response to and inspired by this literature —poems, storyboards, essays, letters, art.
And I began to collect student exemplars, models of what was beautiful, exceptional work, so
that I could show these to future students and they would have a foundation from which to
spring forward. I believed then that my students and I were both doing meaningful, beautiful
work.
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My collection of students‘ beautiful work spans twenty years. And while I have many
models to show students, not all students craft beautiful work. Assignment after assignment,
project after project, year after year, I am perplexed that after going over the standards and
showing my students exemplars so many of them continue to turn in less than beautiful work.
―What‘s up with that?‖ I ask myself.
I have often compared my students to hamsters running on a wheel. I go over an
assignment, explain the criteria, show a model and many of them simply go through the
motions, rushing through the work at an alarming rate, not internalizing any of it. In the midst
of this some continually beg the question, ―Is this good enough?‖ Why is it that they do not
take control of their own learning? I am left wondering why some students haven‘t
internalized the criteria and standards that I have reviewed and modeled.
I clearly remember an incident that occurred at the end of the year before I began my
action research. As I passed out students‘ folders containing all the work they had done over
the 10 months we had been together, one of my most accomplished students, Ciara, a young
lady who always went above and beyond, brought her folder up to me and said, ―Here Mrs.
Bechtel, you can keep this. I don‘t want it.‖ I was dumbfounded that she did not want to keep
this documentation of blood, sweat and tears. Didn‘t this work mean anything to her? This
reminds me of teacher Ron Berger‘s statement:
Schools can sometimes take on the feel of a production ship, students cranking out an
endless flow of final products without much personal investment or care. The emphasis
is on keeping up with production, on not falling behind in class work or homework,
rather than on producing something of lasting value (2005, p. 37).

5

When I read teacher Ron Berger‘s book An Ethic of Excellence I began to understand
that many of the tools necessary for creating a culture that values beautiful work were missing
in my classroom. I, too, was perhaps going through the motions. Ron Berger validates my
comparison between students and the hamster wheel when he explains:
When I was a student in public school I turned in final draft work every hour, every day.
Work was generally done in one draft, and we kept cranking it out and passing it in.
Even if we cared about quality there wasn‘t much we could do: we needed to get things
done and passed in. One of the first things a school or classroom can do to improve the
quality of student work is to get off this treadmill (2003, p.87).
In the attempt to perhaps make education more equitable, State standards, No Child Left
Behind and district scope and sequence directives put an emphasis on coverage, ensuring all
students at each grade level will know particular content and will be able to perform specific
skills. This new era of No Child Left Behind coverage is the treadmill Berger makes reference
to and this treadmill has deprived my students and I of the creation of meaningful, beautiful
work. In the absence of depth, exemplary work is seldom the result. While a small percentage
of students may accomplish the extraordinary on their first or second draft, this is the
exception. All students need the time and the tools to create exceptional work—even that small
percentage. I realized that I needed to get off this treadmill.
I‘ve never lost my belief in the value of beautiful work, but my teaching has focused on the
coverage of standards at the expense of spending time to foster the climate and the skills
needed to create beautiful work. I need to recreate the canvas of my classroom. How can I
cultivate a classroom culture where students value beautiful work? My experience as a
graduate student in High Tech High‘s Teacher Leadership Program, the research I read, Ron
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Berger‘s book An Ethic of Excellence and my administrations‘ nod of support reignited this
passion.
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Chapter 1: Understandings
“I want a classroom full of craftsmen.
I want students whose work is strong and accurate and beautiful.”
-Ron Berger, from An Ethic of Excellence

While my research initially focused on how I could use critique to help students
create beautiful work, as I dug further and further into the literature I realized that critique is
only one tool that aids in the creation of beautiful work. To transform the canvas of my
classroom, what I really needed to do was cultivate a culture that consisted of many tools, or
strategies that would allow students to understand that accomplishing the beautiful is a process.
I want to cultivate a culture in my classroom and an ethic among my students that places a
value on the creation of beautiful work. While beautiful work is aesthetically pleasing, key
components that make it so are quality and value. It is, simply put, art. Whether it be a Zen
garden, a tone, sculpted body, or an article in the school newspaper, it is a by-product of
thought, action, collaboration offering varied perspectives and input, revision and often,
publication to an audience. Beautiful work is the hallmark of civilizations. I‘d like it to be the
hallmark of my classroom. I want my students to understand that their work is art, a portrait of
themselves, reflective of their values, morals and state of being. In creating beautiful work,
students will begin the journey of discovering who they are and what potential they possess.
How do I create the conditions that are necessary to transform my classroom into a place
where my students and I can create beautiful work, thereby contributing to our own culture?
First, let‘s take a look at how others define beautiful work.
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What is beautiful work?
What is beautiful to one person may not be to another. The term beautiful is, in and of
itself, ambiguous and subjective. Merriam-Webster defines beautiful as having the qualities of
beauty. Beauty, being the quality or aggregate of qualities in a person or thing that gives
pleasure to the senses or pleasurably exalts the mind or spirit (2010). Ron Berger, veteran
public school teacher, author, states:
What I value most in teaching is the opportunity to support students to do beautiful work.
I use the term beautiful work broadly: with my students it applies as much to their
original scientific research and math solutions as to the eloquence of their writing or the
precision of their architectural drafting. Always, in all subjects, there is the quest in my
classroom for beauty, for quality, and we critique all that we do for its level of care,
craftsmanship and value (2003).
Gardner, Csikszentmihalyi and Damon write about good work in their book Good Work:
When Excellence and Ethics Meet. I believe that what they term good work is similar to what
Berger calls beautiful work. They define good work as being top quality and socially
responsible. People who do good work are thoughtful about their responsibilities and the
implications of their work (2001, p. 3). This takes me back to the treadmill, or hamster wheel I
referred to earlier. If I provide the right conditions, perhaps my students will take their work
more seriously. Take famous musician Yo-Yo Ma. In his book 5 Minds for the Future Howard
Gardner writes:
In June 2005, I asked the cellist Yo-Yo Ma what he considered to be good work in his
role as a leading musical performer. Based on much previous reflection, Ma outlined
three distinct obligations: (1) to perform the repertoire as excellently as possible; (2) to be
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able to work together with other musicians, particularly under conditions where one has
to proceed rapidly, and develop the necessary common understanding, and trust; (3) to
pass on one‘s knowledge, skills, understandings and orientation to succeeding
generations, so that music he cherishes can endure (2006, p. 151).
In other words, Yo-Yo Ma defined good work as being top quality, dependent upon
collaboration, and having a lasting impact or instructive influence on an audience.
Michael Bungay Stanier, author of Do More Great Work, echoes many of the ideas
presented in Good Work: When Excellence and Ethics Meet, but broadens the definition of
beautiful work by dividing work into 3 categories: bad work, good work and great work.
According to Bungay Stanier (2010), bad work is a waste of time, energy and life. It is work
that is pointless. It shows up as bureaucracy, interminable meetings, outdated processes that
waste everyone‘s time, and other ways of doing things that squelch you rather than help you
grow (2010, p. 4). This reminds me of the classroom in which students sit passively and work
independently to complete worksheets designed by distant publishers to demonstrate their
learning of grade level skills or content. These students don‘t necessarily know why they are
doing these worksheets, or how they translate to the future, but they understand they must
complete them for a grade. Educational theorist John Dewey referred to this kind of work as a
hallmark of traditional education in which the attitudes of pupils must, upon the whole, be one
of docility, receptivity and obedience (1938, p. 18).
The second category, good work, is the work most of us do. Bungay Stanier states:
Good work is familiar, useful, productive work you do –and you likely do it well. Good
work blossoms from your training, your education, and the path you‘ve traveled so far.
Good work is a source of comfort, nourishment and success. There is a range of Good
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Work: At one end it‘s engaging and interesting work; At the other it is mundane but you
recognize its necessity and are happy enough to spend time doing it (2010, p.4).
I have devoted my career to good work, not knowing that there was a difference
between good work and great work. What makes great work different than good work? Much
like Gardener‘s (2001) definition of good work—work of expert quality that benefits the
broader society, Bungay Stanier believes great work is the work that is meaningful to you, that
has an impact and makes a difference. It inspires, stretches, and provokes. Great work is work
that matters. He goes on to explain that:
Great work is also a place of uncertainty and discomfort. The discomfort arises because
the work is often new and challenging, and there‘s an element of risk and possible failure.
Because this is work that matters, work that you care about, you don‘t want it to fail. But
because it‘s new and challenging, there‘s a chance that it might (p.5).
I do believe that I have had experiences with great work, but have often felt a level of
discomfort while in the midst of great work because what my students and I were doing did not
fit neatly within the realm of State standards, the district‘s scope and sequence, or what other
colleagues were doing in their classrooms. I can‘t help but relate this to my action research and
the excitement I have had about pursuing something that is important to me, but at the same
time the anxiety that comes with veering off the beaten path. Students will most likely
experience a similar array of emotions in my classroom as I invite them to help cultivate this
culture of quality and expect them to perform in ways they may not have been asked to before.

Why is beautiful work important?
I think Steve Seidel‘s preface to Third Space: When Learning Matters (2005) captures the
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importance of great work. He writes that beautiful work, or art, is a defining element of a
culture and helps us transform our world from a random chaotic place into a pleasing and even
beautiful environment—a profound, but possible, transformation and one sorely needed in most
of our schools.
Beautiful work is also not possible without skills. We live in an era in which public
education has been charged with accepting mediocrity and not preparing students for the world
of work. In his book, The Global Achievement Gap, educational expert Tony Wagner states
teaching is about providing students not with a textbook curriculum but with a thinking
curriculum that will serve them well into adulthood in a world that maybe quite different from
the one we live in today (2008, p.163). Wagner‘s research and work with corporate executives
defines critical thinking, problem solving, collaboration, , adaptability, initiative, written and
oral communication, accessing and analyzing information, and curiosity and imagination as
some of the skills today‘s students will be required to have in the workplace. All of these skills
are required at some point in the process and production of beautiful work.

How can I cultivate a classroom culture that values beautiful work?
“Culture isn’t just one aspect of the game-it is the game.
In the end, an organization is nothing more than the collective capacity of its people to create value.”
–Lou Gerstner, from Who Says Elephants Can’t Dance?

So, how do I get myself and my students off the treadmill, so that we all are creating
work of which we are proud? Culture is the key. In Shaping School Culture: Pitfalls,
Paradoxes and Promises, Deal and Peterson define culture as ―the glue, the hope and the

12

faith that holds people together‖(2009, p.5). In an article in Leadership magazine, Leslie
Goldring (2002) wrote:
Underneath the operating network of our roles as teachers, classified staff and
administrators lies a deeper, less visible structure called culture. Culture is a part of every
group of people who gather together, whether in work groups, neighborhoods, schools or
large corporations. Culture's power lies in the ability to dictate everything about a group,
from what it discusses to the beliefs group members hold in common and the values the
group teaches. Culture is a visible and usable tool in schools, where relationships tend to
hold more power than official roles and titles. (p. 2).
As a teacher, I must work at creating a community in my classroom that works collaboratively,
sees each other as experts in given areas, and values each other‘s ideas. I must work at
cultivating a culture that values kindness, thoughtfulness, hard work, individuality,
collaboration, critique, revision, and celebration of accomplishments. I must provide
meaningful assignments that speak to the core of the adolescent experience. I must, as
management consultant Marvin Bower said in his book The Will to Manage (1966) model for
my students from the beginning of the year ―the way we do things around here.‖ In order to
cultivate this culture and community in my classroom I will need to put certain conditions into
place and assess these conditions periodically through student reflection and feedback.

Recreating the Canvas: This is the Way We are Going to do Things Around Here.
Below, I discuss the tools that will help me foster a classroom culture that values beautiful
work: collaboration, meaningful curriculum, critique, evaluation, reflection and celebration.
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Learning is a Social Enterprise: Cultivate a Community of Learners Based on Collaboration:
I have often thought learning is an individual accomplishment or process. Yet, in the
process of this research, while reading and writing, I have come to realize that learning is a
social process. As I come across something new or something I innately believed in, but had
never seen in print before, I had the urge to tell someone and share this information. What did
they think about this? My students do the same thing. When working independently, I see
them motioning or whispering to another student and pointing at the text or task at hand. I
often try to stop this behavior, which I initially suspect to be off task or disruptive, only to find
that they are on task. Learning is social and it can be disruptive to the rigid ideas of traditional
schooling where students are vessels into which the teacher must pour information.
Barbara Rogoff, distinguished professor of psychology at UCSC, has researched and
written articles and books on collaboration and learning through participation. She (1998)
opens Chapter 14, from The Handbook of Child Psychology, Vol. 2: Cognition, Perception and
Language (1998) with this quote by English philosopher Michael Oakeshott:
As civilized human beings, we are the inheritors, neither of an inquiry about ourselves
and the world, nor of an accumulating body of information, but of a conversation, begun
in the primeval forests and extended and made more articulate in the course of centuries.
It is a conversation which goes on both in public and within each of ourselves. . . . [Each
new generation enters] an initiation into the skill and partnership of this conversation.
And it is this conversation which, in the end, gives place and character to every human
activity and utterance (1962, p.199 as cited by Rogoff).
Hence, conversation is a crux of learning. Rogoff‘s research asserts that learning, or cognition,
is the result of collaboration. She defines collaboration as including face-to-face mutual

14

involvements such as routine conversation, teaching, tutoring, and cooperative learning; sideby-side engagements; and participation in shared endeavors without physical copresence (1998,
p. 680.) An example of a shared endeavor without physical copresence could be an email, the
creation of a wiki between students in different locations, or a live chat with an expert across
the country.
Rogoff goes on to explain that collaboration has a positive influence or impact on the
participant‘s zone of proximal development. The zone of proximal development, also referred
to as zpd, was coined by Russian psychologist Lev Vygotsky and is the gap between what a
learner has already mastered and what he or she can achieve when provided with educational
support (Coffey, 2009). Rogoff explains that central to Vygotsky‘s theory is the idea that
children‘s participation in cultural activities with the guidance of others allows children to
―internalize‖ their community‘s tools for thinking (1998, p. 682).

This idea is imperative for

all learners, but especially English language learners who are working double time to negotiate
meaning between two worlds. Learning requires repetition for these students and what better
way to get repetition than through rich conversation with peers? Rogoff emphasizes that
interactions in the zone of proximal development are the crucible of development and culture in
that they allow children to participate in activities that would be impossible for them alone
(1988,p. 682). I see this on a daily basis, as students sitting in table groups clarify the task at
hand through conversing. As a teacher, I need to refrain from jumping to the conclusion that
their talking is off-task.

Beautiful Work Begins with Relevance: Offer Meaningful, Challenging Curriculum
There is no doubt in my mind that some of the work we do in my class is more meaningful

15

than others. When students do not feel a personal connection or do not see the assignment as
relevant why should they care? Can I make the work as meaningful to my students as being a
great musical performer is to Yo Yo Ma? Probably not, as Ma has discovered and found his
passion. The likelihood that all of my students will be passionate about the humanities is not
realistic. I can, however, provide some of the elements that Ma refers to in the production of
good work.
In Michael Slavkin‘s article Engaging the Heart, Hand, Brain (2003) he writes that if
schools provide a real-world, student-centered approach to education students will be more
engaged. He also suggests that teachers can help students learn more effectively if they create
opportunities for students to relate the curriculum to their personal lives, provide an
environment that reveals multiple meanings of material, and allow students to see the dynamic
nature of information.
People are motivated by interesting work, challenge, and increasing responsibility.
These intrinsic factors answer people‘s deep-seated need for growth and achievement (Harvard
Business Review, 2002). In 1968 psychologist Frederick Herzberg‘s published the now famous
article, One More Time: How Do You Motivate Employees? This article has been one of the
most requested publications from the Harvard Business School. How do you motivate
employees, or in my case, students? His findings are summarized in these points:



Increase individual‘s accountability for their work by removing some controls.



Give people responsibility for a complete process or unit of work.



Make information available directly to employees rather than sending it through
their managers first.



Enable people to take on new, more difficult tasks they haven‘t handled before.
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Assign individuals specialized tasks that allow them to become experts (2002, p. 1).

Herzberg‘s findings reiterate Vgotsky‘s zone of proximal development and the fact that in the
real world, or the world of work, people want to be challenged with meaningful work and they
want to be trusted with that challenge. Why would it be any different for students?
In a recent article, Paradise & Rogoff (2009) examine what they term family and
community-based learning, or learning by observing and pitching in. This type of learning
contrasts with the tradition that is often seen in schools, which is ―assembly-line instruction‖
(as cited in Rogoff et al. 2003). When people are learning by observing and pitching in they
are participating in the everyday responsibilities of the community and are thus motivated
because they understand their contributions are valued and have meaning. This is the type of
real-world work that Slavkin mentions in his article—learners working towards goals that are
clearly relevant, so they assume a major responsibility for their learning (Paradise & Rogoff, p.
107). Elisabeth Soep also mentions the importance of real-world work and accountability in
her research on critique, which brings me to the next element I plan on cultivating in my
classroom in the pursuit of beautiful work: critique.

Growing Through Critique, Evaluation and Reflection
Part of this community of collaboration, and learning by observing and pitching in,
depends on the premise that my students and I develop and foster a shared understanding of the
process of crafting beautiful work. One of my major concerns before I began my action
research was the lack of student ownership. I complained that often times my students seemed
to be just going through the motions and did not internalize the standards or criteria. Instead of
them being able to explain why they received a certain grade or score, they often relied on me.
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I needed to make peer and self-assessment a routine part of my classroom practice, not as a way
to level a grade, but as a way of checking in to guide the work…not as something teachers do,
but as something we do as a community of people crafting beautiful work together. Elisabeth
Soep, producer and director at Youth Radio, defines assessment as a process of seeing and
responding to a given piece of work (2006, p. 751). Assessment can be done by an individual,
called self-assessment, or among a group, called critique.
Critique is a serious examination or judgment of something (―WordNet,‖ n.d.).
BigCityArt.com explains that critique often refers to a discussion involving a group of students
resulting from the assessment of those students‘ work. The critique should advance the
students‘ work, and convey a structure that will sustain the work (bigcityart.com, 2009). I plan
on using the two forms of critique Ron Berger writes about in his book An Ethic of Excellence
as a tool to help students in my mixed-ability classroom come to a shared understanding of the
components of beautiful work and as a result, craft their own high quality work.
The first form of critique is instructional critique. Instructional critique is when the
teacher uses an exemplary model as a lesson to help students discover and generate the
standards. The key here is that students analyze the model and they generate the standards—
not the teacher. Berger calls this whole class critique. He writes:
I use whole–class critique sessions as a primary context for sharing knowledge and skills
with the group. Sessions are structured to help students learn what constitutes good
writing, math, science, or historical inquiry. We critique an individual piece of work, or a
number of pieces in a guided session together. What better way is there to teach the
elements of a good essay or science experiment than to thoughtfully analyze together
student-created models? (2003, p.92)
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Although I have used models of exemplary work to teach a lesson and set the standard in the
past, I realize that for the most part, I have done the analyzing for the students—all the
thinking. What is the benefit of having the students do the thinking? In Peer Collaboration
and Critique: Using Student Voices to Improve Student Work (2010) teacher Juli Ruff found
that when students analyze an exemplar and generate the criteria for quality work, they begin to
internalize what they will need to do to achieve success. They have a better understanding of
what to include in the creation of a product, and how to evaluate it, or give feedback in a
critique session with a peer. Students begin to see each other as resources in the creation of a
final product. A community begins to take root. Ruff explains:
When students examined models and came up with defining criteria for quality work,
they were able to identify and negotiate the core principles in all good products...
The bottom line is that when students were set up for success through exemplar critiques,
they felt more confident. They knew not only what they were trying to achieve, but how
to comment on it in their own and other‘s work. This in turn made them more invested
(2010, p.159).
The second type of critique is peer critique. Peer critique is when two or more students
review each other‘s work to ask for help and give suggestions. Berger has models and
protocols for peer critique that I will implement and adapt to my own classroom. He trains his
students to give kind, specific and helpful feedback. How will this shift from teacher critique
to peer critique affect the quality of their work? Soep finds:
As young people learn to negotiate episodes of joint assessment, they develop habits and
strategies for judging the quality of their own and their peers‘ work. They need practice
in the exercise of outside authority with the absolute power to evaluate their
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performances even if ultimately, other people‘s assessments matter deeply to them and
help determine the fate of their work (2006, p. 767).
Wow. What does this mean? Participating in critique allows students to develop habits and
strategies in determining quality and giving feedback. Students need this practice in
determining the effectiveness of their work, in becoming independent, confident thinkers, even
if the teacher is the one who ultimately assigns a grade.
This is exactly what I‘m looking for: students who understand the criteria for good work,
can map a direction for how to get there, and rely on others to help them. Along with critique, I
will ask students to reflect on their learning, collaboration and progress through surveys and
exit cards. Reflection is a necessary step in internalizing learning and next steps.

Everyone Loves a Party: Celebrate
One element of culture that Kent & Peterson write about in Shaping School Culture
(2009) is celebrations. Celebrations bring people together, communicate values, reinforce
fundamental purposes and recognize the success and contributions of others (2009, p.101). In
the past, students have turned in their work, I graded it, and it was handed back. Done. I want
my students to understand that their work transcends a letter grade and placement in a file
folder, that it is the result of effort and collaboration and should be seen as an accomplishment
and shared with others. At the end of each critique cycle and with a final product in hand I
plan to celebrate students‘ successes with class celebrations. What will these celebrations look
like? I think that that is up to my students. If what I‘m trying to do is create a culture, then
students must have a say in what these celebrations will look like and how they will share their
work.
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How can I cultivate a classroom culture where students value beautiful work? The
research I‘ve read has led me to believe that there are many forces that go into the process of
crafting beautiful work. My action research will focus on cultivating a classroom culture that
sees beautiful work as a meaningful result of effort, collaboration, critique and investment.
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Chapter 2: School Setting
I teach at Gaspar de Portola Middle School, one of twenty-four public middle schools in
the San Diego Unified School District. Located in the community of Tierrasanta, De Portola
opened its doors in 1986. De Portola serves roughly 1020 students in grades six through eight
and employs forty-four teachers. The school‘s enrollment is based on an ―open boundary‖
policy with the other neighborhood middle school, Jean Farb. This means anyone in
Tierrasanta or the neighboring Murphy Canyon area can attend either school if they fill out the
preference letter on time. Besides resident students, de Portola admits students based on their
Voluntary Ethnic Enrollment Program, or Veep, and Program Improvement School status.
Students with a sibling at the school are given priority over other applicants.
The demographics of De Portola are changing every year. While De Portola mirrors the
district‘s overall percentage of Asian and African American students, the white population is
almost double that of the district. In addition, de Portola has significantly less Hispanic
students than the district and this is evident in the English Language Learner percentage.
Roughly 40% of the student population comes from military families. This specific
population‘s transient nature affects our enrollment and demographics throughout the year.
Total

%Asian

Enrolled

%African- %White

%Filipino %Hispanic %FRL

%Special

American

%ELL

Ed

DePortola

1022

7

13

47

3

27

41

8

8

SDUSD

91,190

9

12

25

7

41

58

12

30

Figure 2-1. Demographics of Gaspar de Portola Middle School
―De Portola strives to be a school in which staff, students, parents and community
collaborate to ensure excellence in teaching and learning.‖ This mission statement reflects De
Portola‘s and the community‘s shared emphasis on learning. De Portola is a California
Distinguished School and a designated Taking Center Stage School to Watch Model Middle
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School. Many of de Portola‘s teachers have been recognized locally and nationally for their
expertise. Five teachers were district finalists for the district‘s Teacher of the Year. A history
teacher was a Wal•Mart Teacher of the Year and a Walt Disney Teacher Award winner. In
2008, a teacher received the California Star Teacher Award. De Portola‘s academic success, as
reflected in standardized test scores, is representative of the staff‘s commitment to academics
and a high degree of student and parent involvement. A significant strength of the school is
the community among teachers. A core group of teachers have taught at the school since its
inception or shortly after. A few teachers are former de Portola student teachers or former
students.
The school follows a seven period day, with period 5, after lunch, being a 25 minute
silent reading and advisory period. Sixth graders at de Portola have a two-hour block of
English while the students in seventh and eighth have one hour. Because of this two-hour
block, sixth graders do not have an elective. De Portola offers a wide variety of electives,
including Spanish, A.S.B., yearbook, band/orchestra, art, computers, gateway to technology,
food science, drama and media. In addition, the school offers the AVID elective. AVID is a
year long elective class offered to students to help them meet college eligibility requirements.
AVID targets students who are historically underserved in college and may be low income.
AVID students must have average to high test scores, a 2.8-3.5 grade point average, and show
desire and determination to succeed, but may lack the resources and support to do so. The
AVID curriculum focuses on writing, inquiry, collaboration and reading. As our demographics
change, the elective offerings change to meet the needs of our students. For example, for years
one class of AVID was offered at both seventh and eighth grade. Over the last five years, the
program has doubled, and now two AVID classes are offered at both grade levels.
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All classes taught at de Portola are aligned with statewide standards and focus on
helping students achieve or exceed grade-level standards. Teachers have been trained to write
curriculum based on backwards-design. Backwards design is an instructional design based on
beginning with the end in mind. Using the backwards design model, teachers consider their
objectives, what they want students to know, understand and do and then plan lessons with
scaffolds in place, that will allow students to accomplish these objectives.
Traditionally, De Portola schedules students into Seminar, G.A.T.E. Cluster, General
Education, Special Day and Severely Handicapped Classrooms. G.A.T.E. stands for Gifted and
Talented Education. The seminar program is part of the G.A.T.E. program and is specifically
designed for the highly gifted, or those who test three standards deviations above the mean in
the Raven Progressive Matrices. A two hour humanities based Seminar class is offered at sixth,
seventh and eighth grade. The G.A.T.E. cluster classes are a combination of certified gifted
students and high achieving students. G.A.T.E. certified students are those who are in the
ability range greater or equal to two standard deviations above the mean on the Raven
Progressive Matrices. General Education classes are offered for those students who are not
certified gifted. There are roughly 120 students with special needs and while many are
mainstreamed into Seminar, G.A.T.E. Cluster and General Education classes, students‘ with
more severe needs are scheduled into the Special Day or Severely Handicapped classes.
Special Day students are mainstreamed into some general education classes, but may have a
resource period or more with a special education resource teacher.
This year, De Portola adopted a new approach to scheduling students in 6th grade.
Students will be scheduled based on the G.A.T.E. Cluster Diversity Model. This model
requires that 25% of the class population be certified G.A.T.E. and the remainder of students
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are mixed ability. This model will provide teachers with more heterogeneous groups and
students with higher expectations. Because this model is in direct contrast with how De Portola
has historically scheduled students, the administration believes that teachers and hesitant
community members will accept it more widely if phased in one grade level at a time.
However, because I am an advocate of mixed ability classrooms, and I thought that a mixed
ability classroom would be the ideal setting in which to research how to cultivate a culture that
values beautiful work, I was given the opportunity by my principal to teach and conduct my
research in a seventh grade humanities block G.A.T.E. Cluster Diversity model class.

The Humanities Department
Historically, English and history at grades six and seven were taught as a humanities
block. Concern in regards to knowledge base/expertise and multiple preps was expressed by a
few teachers eight years ago and the humanities block was dismantled in the seventh grade. I
had, for most of my career, taught English 8. Three years ago, I asked to have the humanities
block resurrected at the seventh grade as I wanted to try something new, and I saw the block as
an opportunity for seventh graders, who are tested state-wide in writing, to engage in writing
across the curriculum. There are many benefits to the humanities core: students experience
fewer transitions, there are fewer conflicts in homework scheduling and there is more of an
opportunity to develop a sense of community in a two-hour block. Currently, I am the only
humanities teacher at the seventh grade level. I have two humanities blocks.
De Portola‘s English department consists of 12 teachers across the grade levels. While
some English teachers in grades six through eight rely more heavily on San Diego Unified
School District‘s Units of Inquiry as a basis of instruction, others implement a combination of
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their own backwards-design units and lessons from the Units. The administration at de Portola
has given teachers the latitude in using their own lesson plans or lessons from the Units of
Inquiry to meet grade level standards.
The California Department of Education tests all students in eighth grade on their
knowledge of ancient history, world history, and U.S. history. The history department at de
Portola has created a scope and sequence for teachers to follow at each grade level. If teachers
pace accordingly, students should be prepared for the STAR history testing. History teachers
combine the use of their own resources, a standards based text book, Teacher‘s Curriculum
Institute lessons, writing to learn strategies and AVID strategies.

Classroom Setting
So where do I fit into the school setting? I teach in Outer Bungolia, otherwise known as
the last flank of bungalows before the P.E. field. This is a great location for my students and I,
as I encourage discussion and my students and I can be quite animated at times. My bungalow
is located near the lunch court and an open grassy area and so I can easily send small groups
outside to work. My classroom has always been what I consider my other home. When
students enter my room I want them to feel calm and comfortable. My room is decorated with
hues of blue and two-person desks are arranged into groupings of four to six students. I believe
that learning is a social activity and so I set up my room to allow for communication. The
walls are adorned with quotes by Martin Luther King Jr., Cesar Chavez, the Dalai Lama,
Mahatma Gandhi, Robert Frost, Anne Frank, Mary Oliver and Walt Whitman. Accountable
talk stems, such as ―I believe, I think, I agree with,‖ are posted above my white board as
conversational reminders to students. The bulletin boards display student work and current
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ideas or concepts being studied. A wood organizer in the far south-west corner houses felt-tip
pens, rulers, glue sticks, colored pencils, crayons and construction paper for students to access.
When students enter my room, they can always find what we will be doing that day on
the white board. I am a self-defined ―organic teacher‖. There is a flow to my classroom. I
have never been comfortable with a prescribed routine, such as starting with Daily Oral
Language, or another type of warm up. I generally begin class by greeting students, sometimes
asking if anyone has something they would like to share, other times asking for a metaphorical
weather report to get a feel for how individual students are doing, and what they might need
help with, and then we pick up where we left off the day before. I almost always review what
we did the day before and set a goal for where we are headed. I am a firm believer in
backwards design and by the second month of school, alert students can generally make
predictions of what will happen next instructionally based on how I have previously organized
lessons. Students know that they are expected to write, discuss, share, listen, give feedback and
revise their work in my class.
Unlike previous years where I taught a homogeneous group of students, the humanities
core in which I conducted my research consisted of a diversity cluster. A cluster is a grouping
of certified gifted and talented students and high achieving students who are not certified gifted
and talented. Of the thirty-four students in my class, twelve were certified gifted and talented
students. Four students were certified as English language learners, while another eleven spoke
a language other than English at home, but had been reclassified as English language proficient.
To get a snapshot of their abilities I looked at the previous year‘s California Standards Test
English language scores. Out of the thirty-four students, thirteen scored advanced, nine scored
proficient and twelve students scored basic. Two of the students who scored advanced on the
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CST were English language learners. Two of the students who scored basic on the CST were
gifted and talented certified.
Students received their class schedules on the first day of school and those who had
never been scheduled into a cluster class before, but were now enrolled in mine never asked,
―Why am I in a cluster class?‖ In fact, not one student ever brought it to my attention. The
second week of school I did overhear one of my students, Mika, tell her friend, ―You‘re in a
cluster class now, you‘re going to have to think harder than that‖ to which they both smiled at
each other.
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Chapter 3: Methods
I used High Tech High teacher-researcher Juli Ruff‘s (2010) action research framework
as a guide for my own research. The proceeding table illustrates the general structure I
followed in establishing a community that would collectively decide what elements make up
good work and would then help each other in their production of it. The class activities all
students engaged in are in bold, and then below I describe the data I collected during each type
activity and how I analyzed it. My research documents two of the critique cycles my students
experienced in the first four months of the school year.
Data Collection and Data Analysis
Student
Critique
Cycle

Data
Collection
Cycle

Project/Assignment
Model Critique/
Develop standards
Chart development
of standards for
lesson/project

Draft and
then Ron
Berger’s
In Depth
CritiqueProtocol
Make
copies of
focus
student‘s
draft and
feedback

Revise

In Depth
CritiqueProtocol

Revise
to Final
Draft

Celebrate

Collect
focus
students‘
revision

Observation
notes of
peer
critique

Gather
focus
students‘
final
drafts

Class SelfEvaluation

Make
copies of
focus
student‘s
draft and
feedback

Class Exit
Card
and/or
Survey

Post
experience
survey/
Guided
Reflection

Class Exit
Card and/or
Survey
Data
Analysis

Note how standards
students generate
evolve across the
cycles

Analyze
for kind,
helpful,
specific
feedback.
Read exit
cards
and/or
surveys to
guide
instruction

Compare
first draft
to second
along
with peer
feedback.
Note
revision.

Figure 3-1. Data Collection and Analysis Framework

Analyze for
kind,
helpful,
specific
feedback
Read exit
cards
and/or
surveys to
guide
instruction

Compare
students‘
drafts
and
make
note how
whether
or not
peercritique
affected
growth

Compare
students‘
drafts with
final draft.
Compare
students‘
drafts with
corresponding
exit cards/
and surveys
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In introducing the model critique strategy to students, I explained to them that this year
we were going to look at exemplars of beautiful work and generate the criteria for what made it
so, so that we could better understand how to craft our own pieces of beautiful work. The
criteria they generated became the rubric by which they measured their own work and each
other‘s. Creating the criteria as a community of learners, with me acting as a facilitator, created
the semblance of an executive boardroom coming up with a plan.
During the model critique process, when students analyzed an exemplar, they looked at a
student‘s or professional‘s work who they did not know. However, as the critique process
evolved and after first drafts were completed, class members elected to participate in model
critiques using their own work. This became essential and especially helpful in modeling how
to give helpful and specific feedback, a skill my students had very limited experience doing.
Exit cards and surveys given to the whole class throughout the drafting, critique and
revision process helped me gauge students‘ perceptions about comfort level, model critique,
peer critique and the quality of feedback they were receiving. Because giving feedback was a
novel practice to most of my students, this became an area in which I particularly wanted more
information. The exit cards and surveys also gave me information about what was and wasn‘t
working so that I could adapt my lesson plans to fit the needs of my students. You can find
examples of these in Appendices A through C.
Student work was another form of data collection that I relied on heavily. Of the thirtyfour students in my humanities core, twelve returned the action research consent form. I
collected drafts of all twelve students work and after the second critique cycle I chose five
focus students from a range of abilities to hone in on for my action research. When I collected
student work, I collected all drafts leading up to the final product. Feedback from peer-critique
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sessions were written on these drafts and would give me a lens through which I could examine
students‘ thoughts, decisions and progress in creating good work.

Data Analysis
Survey data was kept in a three ring binder and organized by student. Closed-ended
survey questions were tallied and stored on Excel spreadsheets. For open-ended questions I
coded for positive, negative and neutral responses and also recorded comments that struck me
in my inquiry journal. I asked that students include their names on all surveys so that I could
track students‘ thoughts and feelings over time about the relevancy of curriculum, the critique
process, collaboration, and our class culture.
Student work was also kept in the three ring binder. I compared drafts of work following
whole class and peer critique and referred to students exit cards and reflections to help me gain
insight into changes that had been made.
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Chapter 4: Cultivating a Culture
Cultivating a culture began before my students ever stepped foot on campus. If my goal
was to create a community of learners based on collaboration, offer meaningful and challenging
curriculum, evolve our work through critique and celebrate students‘ accomplishments, I would
need to design a classroom environment that spoke to this.
I arranged student desks‘ in groupings of four to eight so that students always had a peer
and a peer group with whom to collaborate. While my room does have a front and a back, I
designed the desks so that students were facing each other, not the doc cam and projector
screen. I wanted students to know from day one that we were a community, and as such, we
would be working together.
Because I was teaching a mixed ability class I wanted to make sure that table
arrangements were representative of the diversity of students‘ experiences. I researched
students‘ previous academic grades, California State Test scores, and special program
involvement. Special programs include both gifted and talented certification and special
education. In addition to this, I also identified students who were English language learners.
With this information about students in hand and some advice from their previous‘ years
English teachers, I carefully designed the seating chart.
The first activity my students participated in was Welcome Back Pictionary. This
activity required they introduce themselves to each other at their table groups and then one by
one use a small white board to illustrate, without talking, one thing they did over the summer
vacation that brought them joy. While this may have been a risky activity for the first day of
school when anxiety is high, and students are shuffling into classrooms that hold new faces and
unknown territory, the overall response of students was enthusiastic, and at times quite loud as
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they called out their guesses. Because I modeled the activity and provided a few examples
before I let students go to work in their own groups, the expectation was set. I let students
know that I was there to help them if they needed an idea and walked the room to observe and
pitch in.
On the surface, Pictionary may have appeared to be just another activity to take up time,
but on further analysis it requires that participants symbolically illustrate a meaningful event.
Each participant must think critically and creatively to depict an idea so that the other
participants can guess what it is. The game requires collaboration on everyone‘s part to come
up with the answer. I found that it was an effective icebreaker for first introductions and it
immediately put students in a situation where they had to rely on and build upon each other‘s
responses to make an interpretation. In The Power of Protocols: An Educator’s Guide to
Better Practice, the authors mention opening moves and the importance of introductions:
Introductions have two general purposes. The first is to get everybody present to say
something right away—something that connects each to the business of the group.
People who speak early at a meeting are more likely to avoid the prolonged silence that
might otherwise envelope them and become a source of tension for themselves as well as
others. The second purpose is to help everyone know something relevant about each of
the people joining them in a learning activity (2007, p. 218).
Pictionary served these two purposes in a meaningful, engaging manner and served as a bridge
so that the next day when students came into class they knew a little about their table partners
and had some conversation starters to pull from based on the information shared in the
icebreaker.
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In addition to getting to know their peers, I also wanted students to know me and in turn
I wanted to know all about them. In their book How to be an Effective Teacher: The First Days
of School(2001), teachers Harry K. Wong and Rosemary T. Wong emphasize the importance
of teacher introductions on the first day of school. Students wonder, ―Who is this teacher as a
person?‖ So I launched a PowerPoint that I created to allay any wonderings students might
have about the 40 something year old lady walking around the room. The PowerPoint
presentation included how to pronounce my last name, my teaching experience, my own
educational history, information about my family, my pets and my interests. Using this
PowerPoint as a model, I had my students generate a list of topics they could include in a ―Me‖
project. (You can find the student generated ―Me‖ project in Appendix D.) So, in some sense,
this was their first informal introduction to model critique. Because students did not have
access to technology at school during the first few weeks, we also generated a list of project
formats, such as a letter, comic strip or poster. I allowed students choice in whether they
wanted to share their ―Me‖ project with just me or the entire class. In the class that I did my
action research in, every single student opted to share their project with only me. This was
unlike my other humanities block, a gifted seminar class, where kids had been scheduled
together for years and knew each other well. The seminar class opted to share their ―Me‖
projects with their peers. I knew from the outset that I would need to provide my diversity
cluster with many community-building experiences so that they would feel comfortable sharing
their work with each other. Their decision about who would be their audience for the ―Me‖
project reinforced this for me.

34

Coming to a Common Understanding of Beautiful Work
I treated this initial project as a lens through which to gauge my students‘ abilities.
What could they create on their own given my model and a list of criteria and presentation
styles? What would their work look like? Because this was a project about them, would they
turn in beautiful work?
Well, kind of…students created everything under the sun—pizza boxes, cereal boxes,
movies, a locker, crossword puzzles, even t-shirts. Their imaginations in regards to products
were unquantifiable, yet the majority of their revelations were on the surface and did little to set
them apart or capture their uniqueness. Their work was ripe for revolution. This was going to
be a GREAT year.
Following this, I presented students with curriculum and an idea—it takes practice and
hard work to be good at something. I didn‘t say this in words. I didn‘t lecture. I showed them.
I had them watch a video of Olympic 400 m. runner Michael Johnson and then we read the
poem ―Dig Your Starting Holes Deep‖ by Frank Horne. We discussed the idea that in order for
Johnson to win the gold, he had to put in hours of practice. His performance was the
culmination of effort and hard work. It was beautiful. Likewise, ―Dig Your Starting Holes
Deep‖ advises the runner to ―think only of the goal, run straight, run high, run hard, save
nothing, and finish with an ecstatic burst that carries you hurtling through the tape to victory.‖ I
thought more than ever, because this would be the first year students of mixed abilities were
scheduled into a humanities block together, it would be appropriate to ring in the school year
with this poem. We could all run, but we needed to practice in order to hurtle through the tape
to our individual victories.
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Cultivating a culture that values beautiful work began with assessing what experiences
students had had with beautiful work. ―What is beautiful work?‖ I asked them.
―Beautiful work is anything that makes someone feel happy, amazed, or makes someone
think about it. Beautiful work could be the Mona Lisa or a peanut butter and jelly
sandwich. Your own beautiful work is anything you are proud of.‖ – Tyson
―Beautiful work moves you in a way that words, themselves, cannot.‖ –Rachel
―Beautiful work is something you are proud of, something that you are not afraid to show
people and won‘t care if they like it or not because it represents you.‖ – Jasper
―Makes you stop and think, ‗Why did he or she go so far, was it their hard work or their
passion?‘ ‖ – Mika
So, students believed that beautiful work not only has an emotional impact, such as
making you happy or moving you in a way words cannot, but beautiful work also engages the
brain, it makes you think about it. This took me back to the idea of Howard Gardner‘s belief that
good work has lasting value. Students also thought that beautiful work was something that was
personal and its creation was something that would make them proud. Beautiful work has a
transformative effect. When I read Frank Horne‘s poem to students, I had them discuss in table
groups and then as a whole class, 1) The meaning of the poem, 2) The connection between the
poem and a new school year, and 3) The elements from ―Dig Your Starting Holes Deep‖ that
made it a beautiful piece of work. I‘ve found that providing students with time to discuss a text,
a concept, or ideas with each other helps them unpack the task at hand and results in more
comfort and participation when they are asked to participate in discussion as a whole class or
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individually show their thinking. This is a norm in my class. Going back to Rogoff (1998),
learning is a social endeavor, and communicating with each other helps students create deeper
understandings as well as establish community.
From here, I asked students to tell me in writing about a time they created something
beautiful, something that they were proud of and reflect on what made them proud. Here is what
two of my focus students revealed:
―When I was in 5th grade, my grandpa got lecemea. He got very sick, but is still alive. It
taught me to never give up. In 5th grade I made some of my best work because I wrote
about my grandpa and the sadness that it brought me. I will never forget that time.‖ –
Rachel
―When I was in 6th grade I did a poem called ‗The beauty of Life.‘ It wasn‘t homework
because I actually enjoyed doing it. It was the best thing I ever did. To me it was
beautiful the best thing in the world. I read it aloud to my class and the principal was
there. What made it feel like an accomplishment was that everyone liked it. The
principal and my teacher said that they were both proud of me. My mom and dad were
astonished and proud of my beautiful work.‖ – Mika
Both Rachel and Mika‘s anecdotes reveal that beautiful work emanates or originates from
a meaningful task. While Rachel‘s experience captures the idea that beautiful work is a result of
putting one‘s heart into it, Mika‘s experience touches on the impact of audience. Having an
audience beyond the teacher can result in students understanding that their work has value. This
made me think about their ―Me‖ projects once again, and the fact that they had chosen to only
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share them with me. Students in this class had experienced the impact of audience, yet weren‘t
ready to go there. It was the beginning of the school year. My students had attended traditional
schools throughout their seven years of education, perhaps them wanting to share with just me
was the norm to them. And then again, perhaps they weren‘t ready yet because this was a new
setting. I had 34 students in the diversity cluster, twelve who were certified gifted and talented
and had been enrolled in cluster classes for years. The other twenty-two showed up to my door
on the first day of school and found out they were now in a cluster class. I wondered what, if
any, impact that had on them and how that might have influenced their decision about sharing
their ―Me‖ project with others.
I then asked students to consider and jot down the elements that went into creating a
piece of beautiful work. Tyson wrote, ―Something that gives you the awe factor. Put your own
heart into anything you do and that thing is beautiful.‖ Jennifer commented ―Deep, creative,
specific words and thoughts‖ are elements of beautiful work. Rachel answered, ―Practice,‖ and
Amy responded, ―What I think goes into creating a piece of beautiful work is you wanting to
achieve it. You working really hard on it. Putting your mind on it and only that.‖ In the words
of my students, beautiful work consisted of focusing, practicing, putting your heart and mind into
action, and being passionate. My kids already had a good idea of what beautiful work was,
because I had asked them to reflect on a personal experience with it. Whether or not it was their
performance in a football game, a piece of art work they created or a book report, students had a
grasp of the elements that went into beautiful work.
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Cultivating a Mindset
―My belief is a lot of people have intelligence and you’re not born smart, you get smart and you’re not born a
winner, you’re not born a loser, you’re born a chooser.‖ -Nikki

Creating a culture that valued beautiful work also involved instilling students with the
belief that they could achieve, whether they had been labeled as underachieving, certified gifted,
testing below basic on the California State Tests, or were classified as English language learners.
I spent the first few weeks dosing students up with Vitamin C curriculum, such as the Reader‘s
Digest article ―The Secret of Straight A Students‖ which discusses strategies that help students
succeed and ―The Trouble with Talent‖ by Kathy Seal, which argues that people are not born
smart, but get smart by working hard. Months after we read these articles, I asked my students
what they believed about intelligence and ability. Rachel said, ―My belief is that you have to
work hard to achieve greatness and good work doesn‘t just happen, you have to work for it.‖
Thomas responded, ―People who put their minds to something and don‘t give up can accomplish
the thing they set out to do.‖ Nikki commented with the quote above in stating, ―My belief is a
lot of people have intelligence and you‘re not born smart, you get smart and you‘re not born a
winner, you‘re not born a loser, you‘re born a chooser.‖ Jennifer stated, ―You have to work
hard. No one is born smart and you have to keep going and never give up when it gets hard, stay
committed to your goals.‖
I would love to think that I had successfully brainwashed my students into thinking that
success and achievement are a result of effort, but most of them already felt this way when they
came to me. When I surveyed them at the beginning of the year before reading ―The Trouble
with Talent‖ and asked, ―Are you born smart, or do you get smart by working hard?‖ Thirty-two
out of thirty-four students believed that you got smart by working hard. Two believed people
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were born smart. Months later, one of the students who previously had stated that people are
born smart still believed this to be true.
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Chapter 5: Our First Critique Cycle: Creating Beautiful Work through Drafts
Before diving into the far removed ancient past, I wanted to begin with students‘ history.
Who were they? Where had they come from? This goes back to relevance and providing a
student centered approach like Slavkin speaks to in his article Engaging the Heart, Hand, Brain
(2003). If we began with students‘ stories, and they began to make an investment in themselves
and others, maybe they wouldn‘t view the people of the past that we were going to learn about in
history with such indifference. By coincidence, at this time in the school year I came across a
poem titled ―Where I‘m From‖ by George Ella Lyon. I thought this would be a great poem to
initiate the study of history. Before studying Ancient Rome, we would tell our own story, our
own ―Where I‘m From‖. This was the first project my students took through Ron Berger‘s
critique cycle (2003). This poem can be accessed online at
http://www.georgeellalyon.com/where.html. Because the text of this poem is challenging, filled
with rich vocabulary and cultural references we spent a few days just analyzing the content of
each stanza.
Here is the poem and the marginalia that I wrote down during our class analysis of the
poem:
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Figure 5-1. ―Where I‘m From‖ by George Ella Lyon
Generating the Criteria for Beautiful Work
Next, I wanted students to generate responses to the question, ―What makes a poem
beautiful?‖

I asked students at their table groups to collaboratively brainstorm a list of the

criteria on 12‖ by 18‖ white boards I had distributed to each table. I asked them what writing
elements, such as repetition, did the author use? What was specifically in the poem, what was the
content of it, such as references to nature? With white boards and a few colored white board
markers in hand students looked at the marked up copies of their ―Where I‘m From,‖ but we also
looked at Maya Angelou‘s poem "Ailey, Baldwin, Floyd, Killens, and Mayfield." One of my
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student‘s lost her grandparent the second week of school. She was out for several days. I
explained to students that Angelou‘s poem was one that brought me great comfort when I
experienced the loss of a loved one and I shared this poem with them. We used this poem as a
back-up to generate criteria for the elements that comprise a beautiful poem. White boards and
markers tend to make any task more approachable and can consolidate the community around a
focal point. As one table sees that another table is overflowing with ideas, they feel the pressure
to do the same. It is little things like this strategy—the white board, something novel, and having
students work collaboratively on a task before the whole class sets upon it, that not only help
build community and a culture of expertise, but only take a few minutes. I have found that when
I forget this step in my practice, (and I have—a few times this year) I am met with blank stares
and a lack of participation. In these circumstances, instead of the students generating the ideas,
being the community of experts, I am the one blab blab blabbing away in front of a sea of not
very engaged faces.
I walked the room and checked in with table groups to get a feeling of when they had
exhausted their ideas. Using my computer and doc cam I projected a blank page on the screen
and called on table groups to share their novel ideas about criteria for beautiful work. Novel
ideas is a strategy, or protocol, that requires participants to only share a new idea that has not
already been mentioned. So, it acquires acute listening skills and attentiveness to the task at
hand by all participants. As students began listing ideas as a group we decided to split the
criteria into ―Format‖, ―Writing Elements‖ and ―Content.‖ While students generated the criteria
for each of these categories I added to the discussion by citing specific examples in italics.
Below is the rubric for beautiful poetry that we generated together:
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―Where I am From‖
Criteria for a Beautiful Poem
Format
Writing Elements





Title – ―Where
I’m From”
Poem
Written in lines
6 stanzas



















repetition ―I am from
every 2 to 4 lines‖ avoid overuse
strong verbs – cuddle,
sway, hurtle, chant,
slide
specific nouns – silver
rod, diamond chain,
white sheets, chicken
bone
sensory details – things
you see, hear, smell,
feel, taste
images – the spotted
frog sits quite still on a
wet stone
Images are created by
using strong verbs,
specific or concrete
nouns and sensory
details.
alliteration – candy red
Corvette
metaphor/simile – life
is a broken-winged bird
line breaks
clearly expressed
conveys a main idea

Content














nature
family tree
info about parents
languages spoken
food
aromas/smells
family
traditions/curses/charms
religion/faith
favorites/music/books/
hobbies/interests
personal items
family stories
familiar sounds, sayings

Figure 5-2. Criteria for a Beautiful Poem
With the copy of Lyon‘s ―Where I‘m From‖, analysis notes, rubric and pencil in hand, I
had students write their first draft of their own ―Where I‘m From‖ poem. I‘d love to report that
every student happily began to write and words flowed freely and in abundance, but as any
educator who has ever had experience with a class full of students and an assigned writing task
knows, writing is hard work, agonizing to some, and the mere idea of committing words to
paper is enough to cause paralysis. So I walked from table to table, stopping here and there to
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ask students questions that would help them get started. ―Tell me about your family? Are you
the only boy? What are some things you hear your mom say every day?‖ I made it a point to
tell students that getting started is difficult, and that the first draft is just that, a first draft.
While all of them knew that this draft was not a final, many seemed reluctant to believe this
and repeatedly questioned, ―This is only a rough draft, right?‖

Self-Evaluating
After two days students were ready to evaluate their own first draft. In Peer
Collaboration and Critique: Using Student Voices to Improve Student Work (2010) teacher Juli
Ruff found that within the critique process, self-evaluation was a good strategy to use prior to
peer-critique because it gave students one more opportunity to read over the work and look at
the criteria they had generated for beautiful work before taking a leap of faith and handing it
over to a peer for outside feedback. She writes, "In order to make them more comfortable with
peer-critique, I also wanted them to have as many opportunities as possible to improve their
work before they showed it to their peers." She goes on to explain, "For the evaluation of the
first draft however, students reflected on their own work individually. This way they could
review the class created criteria, remind themselves what they were trying to create, reinforce
the criteria, and catch any mistakes before sharing with the class" (p. 22). Self-evaluation
provides one more experience of safety.
I asked students to take out their first drafts and I distributed the criteria we had
generated for a beautiful poem along with the following self-evaluative/reflective stems:
Here is what I did well:
Here is what I need to revise to make my poem more effective:
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I think I need help on:
Questions I have for the reader of the poem (ex: Does "..." make sense?):
The room fell quiet. I walked around to the table groupings and made sure students were
reading their poem and looking at the criteria. Not to my surprise, a couple of students only had
the title--their ideas still waiting to be placed on paper. When I approached two separate
students they prefaced me reading their poem with "I'm not a good writer," and "I don't think
this is good." This reminded me of the book we read in the GSE Writing for Social Scientists
(2007) by Howard S. Becker. In Chapter 1, Becker states that students use built in excuses,
which he calls rituals, to ensure that what has been written could not be taken as a "finished"
product. I assured them that writing was difficult for everyone and that just getting their ideas
down on paper, no matter how raw, was the most important thing to do at this point.
After ten minutes or so, some students asked for clarification regarding the selfevaluative/reflective stems. "My poem doesn't have alliteration," Jennifer said. "So, do I need
to add alliteration?" she asked me. Rachel asked, "In my first line I wrote, I am the first
granddaughter. Does that make sense to you Mrs. Bechtel? Do you know what I mean by
that?" I felt reluctant to answer their questions. Feeling the wave of my former teacher self and
the "teacher knows all" perception of students about to crash down I me, I stepped back and
used the discussion with students I had just had as a model for the whole class. My intent was
to share that the discussion that took place could have taken place without me if students had
engaged each other. At this same table, the difficulties Amy had with beginning paralleled
Bob's struggle to start. If all four had discussed this with each other, perhaps I would not have
been needed. Even though they had participated in planned collaborative tasks during the
previous weeks of school, none of the tasks had asked so much of them—to share a personal
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piece of writing—one more than a paragraph long. Also, I had not yet asked them to share their
poem with their peers, so they were simply relying on themselves and me.
So what next? How did I keep them from running to me? How did I get them to see
their peers as resources? Going back to Juli Ruff's research, I realized that the lesson on animal
drawing critique would be interesting to attempt before we moved forward to peer critique.

Imagining the Possibilities of Peer Critique
I introduced my students to the power of peer critique by showing them a series of
butterfly and animal drawings that elementary students had taken through several drafts with
feedback from their peers. I wanted my students to see what these youngsters had
accomplished with the help of their peers, and not a single adult‘s advice. Perhaps this would
led them to realize that there were 33 other people in the room that could give them varying
insights, perspectives and ideas on their evolving work.
Using Juli Ruff's "lesson plan" that she writes about in her book Peer Collaboration and
Critique: Using Student Voices to Improve Student Work, I developed the student handout and
scripted the lesson found in Appendix E and F. I first showed students the photograph that
Austin, the first grader who drew the butterfly, based his butterfly on.
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Figure 5-3. The Model Austin Used
for the Butterfly.

I then showed his first draft and asked students, "What feedback or advice would you give
Austin so that he can improve his drawing?"

Figure 5-4. Austin‘s First Draft.

Three students commented that his draft was good for a first grader. I got the impression from
their body language (pursed eyebrows, hunched shoulders) that they thought it was good
enough, that in expecting more, I was expecting too much. My response was to ask the class,
"What is wrong with the idea that Austin's first draft is good enough? That what he drew was
good enough for a first grader, and that he could stop here?" One student commented, "It is

48

limiting." From that point on, students gave helpful, specific feedback. Several students said
that they would tell Austin to make the wings more pointy, more triangular.
―Here is Austin‘s second draft.‖

Figure 5-5. Austin‘s Second Draft.

Audible gasps were heard in the room when the students realized that their advice about
making the wings more pointy had probably been the same feedback his peers had given him
based on what we saw in the second draft. They noted that in his second draft the butterfly‘s
body was too wide and that the lower portion of the butterflies wings, which we labeled the
―tail feathers‖ needed to be separate from the upper portion of the wings and brought in closer
together. They also believed that softer antennae would be more effective.
Again, when I showed Austin‘s next draft, students awed that their feedback seemed to be
similar to what Austin‘s peers had advised him.
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Figure 5-6. Austin‘s Third Draft.

When I asked what advice students would give to Austin on his third draft many of the students
talked to the peers at their table and I heard conversation about how the wings should be even.
One student than blurted out that the wings should be symmetrical. I think this was possibly a
new vocabulary word for many of my students because when I asked if they had heard the
word before many nodded, but when I asked if they could define it, no one raised their hand. I
told them that symmetrical meant there was a balance between the parts, between the size and
shape. ―Is this what you mean? Do you think the wings need to be more symmetrical?‖ I
asked. ―Yep‖ was the resounding response.

Figure 5-7. Austin‘s Fourth Draft.
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At this point many students were amazed that Austin had done four drafts. Some commented
that they had never done four drafts of anything. A couple of kids asked me in semi-disbelief,
―How many more are there?‖ When they realized that Austin did only one more draft they
were quick to point out that he should add a pattern.

Figure 5-8. Austin‘s Fifth Draft.

Realizing that a final draft was the next step, students said Austin should add color.

Figure 5-9.
Austin‘s Finished Product.

They were truly amazed at the final product. Some students commented that they were not
capable of what Austin had created. I reminded them that Austin was a first grader, and that
what he had done, was accomplished with the help of his peers, and not a single adult‘s advice!
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One of the things that struck me in this experience was the importance of vocabulary—
that was the big "Aha" for me. While students used vocabulary related to insects like wings,
body and pattern, they did not have the vocabulary for the decorative part of the butterflies
wings. As a class we soon referred to this as "tail feathers". This lead me to the "aha" part of
Juli's research and methods section that she refers to as emerging vocabulary. Students must
know the vocabulary of the genre or work they are critiquing.
I wrapped up the Animal Drawing Critique with a student reflection. The majority of
students in my class had not had much experience with reflection. When I gave the preliminary
survey the first week of school a few students asked what reflection and evaluation meant. The
questions on the reflection after looking at the animal drawings were:


What struck you about the animal drawing critique?



What did it take to achieve these drawings?



What questions emerge (appear, result, grow out of, come into existence) as a result of
your experience with the animal drawing critique?



As a result of the animal drawing critique, what do you think should be our next steps as
a class?

It struck me that many students could not answer the first question until I rephrased it to "What
did you learn? What was going through your mind as we looked at the drawings and gave
feedback about each one?" I wondered how many times in their six or so years of schooling
they had been asked to reflect on a learning experience.
Overall, students were amazed that first graders were capable of the critique that gave
birth to Austin's final draft of the butterfly. Rachel and a few others commented, "Did a first
grader really draw that butterfly?" Jennifer remarked, "Wow! I now question mine and others'
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abilities." Mika wrote, "If they could do that I could do something better." Tyson asked, "What
can a seventh grader do with feedback?"
Using the animal critique photos and some of the feedback my students gave I created
this bulletin board as a visual reminder of our goal—to give and seek advice that would help us
accomplish beautiful work.

Figure 5-10. Classroom Bulletin Board.
Whole Class Critique of “Where I’m From”
My next step was to take a student draft of "Where I'm From" and have students apply
what they had learned. Would they be able to give kind, helpful, specific feedback? I had
several volunteers who wanted to share their draft and from them I chose one. I took the
student‘s name off of the paper and made a copy for each student. I prefaced the whole class`
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critique by informing the class that the student who wrote it was a classmate. I began the
critique by modeling kind, helpful, specific feedback. I was impressed with the respect students
showed in offering feedback. While most was kind, helpful and specific, I noticed that quite a
few students said, "Be more descriptive." When I asked if this was kind and helpful many
nodded yes. I then asked students, "What does be more descriptive mean'?" Only one student
raised his hand. "How many of you have ever received a paper back with the comment ‗Be
more descriptive‘ and you weren't sure how or where to be more descriptive?‖ About three
quarters of the class raised their hands. I then pointed out to students that asking a question
about a specific point in the writer's work can help the writer be more descriptive, such as,
"What is the red envelope for? What does the red envelope have to do with fireworks? Why are
fireworks being set off? Is this something you do in Vietnam?"
My colleague, Mellany Parinas, suggested that one of my next steps might be a sort.
The sort is a strategy where students sort a comment according to it whether helpful or
unhelpful. For example, be more descriptive versus where have you traveled? This was a great
warm-up before students dove into their first peer-critique with each other‘s poems. The
students approached it as if it were a game and when they weren‘t sure if a statement was
helpful or not they would discuss it with their table partners. I think the sort was a great
scaffolding experience that provided students with specific examples of helpful advice.
Reflecting on this now, I realize that this would be an awesome experience for students to
engage in before each critique. You can find the sorting activity in Appendix G.
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Peer Critique Groups
Because my students had a wide variety of writing experience, I wanted to make sure that
there was at least one student in each peer critique group that had demonstrated a high level of
creativity and strength in writing. Using the knowledge I had about my students‘ work, their
previous grades and State test scores, and their participation in class, I choose what I thought to
be 9 students who would show some leadership in a peer critique group. Using a deck of cards,
I gave all 9 of these students either a King, a Queen or a Jack. The remainder of the students
received cards with 2 through 9. Students were then directed to form groups of 3 to 4 with one
King, Queen or Jack. While I had some degree of say in the creation of critique groups, my
students formed their group. Students stayed with this group through two critiques leading to
the final draft.
Once students formed their peer critique groups they took out their drafts and began to
read and give each other advice. I walked around the room and saw that in some groups a
student was reading their poem aloud to their peers. After the poem was read, peers would
pose questions and offer feedback. Most groups, however, participated in a read around and
gave feedback on post-its or wrote on the actual poem. When I saw these two different modes
of operation it dawned on me that I had never established norms of looking at writing or giving
feedback. I felt pretty lame, but when I discussed this with students after the fact they didn‘t
seem to think it was such a big deal.

Giving Helpful, Specific Feedback
Teaching students how to give helpful, specific feedback is not easy. After the first
critique one student, Jasper, commented on his exit card, ―The easy part was reading, but the
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difficult part was giving feedback. It was hard because you had to give specific advice.‖
Another, Nikki wrote, ―It was hard to find anything wrong with my partner‘s poem.‖ And
Amy wrote, ―Something that was difficult was trying to figure out how to phrase what you
wanted to say.‖ I could clearly tell from reading all of my students exit cards and reflections
that giving feedback was something new to them. Students weren‘t used to doing this. While
statements like, ―Add more description, add more detail, make it longer,‖ are easy for them,
they admitted, that they really are not clear what these statements mean or where in their work
they should do so unless it is specifically pointed out. This made me realize that giving
feedback and pointing out effective qualities of work was something that I would need to
emphasize and model consistently.
We took the ―Where I‘m From‖ poem through two group critique, with a few days
between each critique. I believe it is important for writers to walk away and take a break from
their work and come back a few days later with fresh eyes. Groups operated in the same
manner as they did during the first critique, either one student reading their poem aloud
followed by the group giving feedback, or, more often, the whole group participating in a read
around. I wasn‘t entirely pleased with the read-around as conversation about each piece
seemed almost non-existent because students were commenting on the paper, not to each other.
This was something I needed to change in the next critique cycle.

Amy’s “Where I’m From”
Amy was twelve years old at the beginning of the seventh grade year. She moved to San
Diego from Mexico City when she was in second grade. Her primary language is Spanish and
she was reclassified from being an English Language Learner in the Spring. This was Amy‘s

56

first year in a cluster class and she was enrolled in the AVID elective. Below is a series of
drafts leading up to Amy‘s final piece. Amy‘s first draft was actually a blank piece of paper. It
wasn‘t until I sat down at her table and began to ask her and another focus student, Bob, who
also had a blank sheet of paper, questions about their household that they both managed to get
something down on paper.
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Figure 5-11. First draft of Amy‘s ―Where I‘m From‖ Poem.
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I asked Amy and Bob to tell me about their family. Both were the eldest siblings. Amy had a
young sister and talked about how she was surrounded by toys on the floor and T.V. shows
made especially for younger children, like Sesame Street and Dora the Explorer. When I
questioned where she was from and whether or not she traveled, she wrote the next stanza, ―I
am from Mexico City…‖ I asked her what she did at these family celebrations and she talked
about food. ―What kind of food do you eat?‖ That is when tamales and posole showed up on
the paper. The post-it notes were written by Amy‘s peer critique group. One of her peer‘s
wrote, ―Tamales are cooked in the oven,‖ and you can see she added that to the first draft.
Amy‘s first draft is indeed rich in language. She used alliteration, ―tattle tales‖ and ―toddler
toys‖, a literary device we had generated and added to the criteria for beautiful poems. She
writes specifics, such as Elmo and Dora the Explorer. She includes the smells of her family‘s
Mexico city celebration, ―tamales in the oven‖ and ―posole on the stove‖ and the sounds of
music playing and kids laughing. It is a beautiful poem for a first draft.
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Figure 5-12. Second Draft of Amy‘s ―Where I‘m From‖ Poem.

In Amy‘s second draft she chose to delete celebrations and stick with the word fiestas.
She added a space to create a stanza between ―posole cooking on the stove‖ and ―I am from the
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sound of music playing.‖ She did not address the advice that one of her peers wrote on a post-it
during the first critique, ―Add stanzas about what you like,‖ and she chose to ignore the post-it
comment, ―This doesn‘t make sense the sound of music playing to kids laughing and playing.‖
She deleted the entire last stanza, which I thought was effective because the stanza ―I am from
green, white and red to red, white and blue‖ brings closure to the poem that the ―color of
orange to my phone ringing every 5 seconds‖ doesn‘t do.
Below is Amy‘s final draft. You can see she replaced ―tamales cooked in the oven,‖ with
―tamales cooked on fancy plating.‖ Because there are no peer notes on her second draft, we
don‘t know if this came about during the critique or if Amy simply made this decision on her
own. What did Amy think of her final draft? On her final evaluation and reflection she wrote,
―I think I earn an A because I worked really hard and I feel like it has a lot of decription.‖ On a
scale of 1 to 4, 4 being the highest, she responded with a 4 to the statement ―I am proud of my
work.‖ Amy should be proud of her work, it gives a glimpse of who she is, a big sister who has
pride in her Mexican heritage, attends family gatherings and loves food, music, laugher and
playing. The specific details in her work make it beautiful.
Where I’m From
I‘m the oldest
From a house of tattle tales
And toddler toys
From Elmo
To Dora the Explorer
I am from Mexico city
From fiestas, cooking
And family gatherings
―Hola mija, como estas?‖
The smell of tamales cooking on fancy plating
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And posole cooking on the stove
I am from the sound of music playing
And kids laughing and playing
I am from green, white and red
To red, white and blue.
-Amy

Looking at Another Student’s Process: Tyson’s “Where I’m From”
Unlike Amy, I did not see any of Tyson‘s work until he turned in his final draft. Tyson was also
twelve at the beginning of the seventh grade year. He was born and raised in San Diego. He had
been enrolled in cluster classes since second grade and was taking A.S.B. as an elective. Here is
Tyson‘s first draft:
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Figure 5-13. First Draft of Tyson‘s ―Where I‘m From‖ Poem.

Tyson‘s first draft, above, is full of rich details that reveal a lot about him, from the food that
he eats to the sports that he loves. The peers in his critique group made comments like, ―This
doesn‘t make sense‖, ―Organize more better‖, ―Put commas…‖, and ―Be sure to fix this.‖ Taken at
face value, this feedback would probably be considered somewhat vague. However, when I
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compared Tyson‘s first draft with his second draft, I wondered what the conversation was in his
peer critique group that went along with these comments because there was obvious revision that
corresponded to the peer feedback.
Tyson deleted the lines about food in the first stanza, replacing them with the names of video
games and adding a line about his brother. His second stanza remains largely the same, with a few
more details about his parents occupation. In Tyson‘s third stanza he replaced ―Sup shorty‖ with
―Hey, little Cooley.‖ Was this in response to the peer comment ―Make more sence‖?
Tyson added more details along with alliteration and dialogue in his fourth stanza and omitted ―At
the end of the day there would always be tears…‖ The lines about food pop up in the fifth stanza
and again he made some changes. ―New York steaks‖ was replaced with ―sizzling steaks giving a
zesty aroma‖ and the last stanza in the first draft about Tyson‘s dog, Muscles, is tied in. If you look
back at the first draft you can see that a peer wrote ―Be sure to fix this‖ and drew a line from
―Thinking about how Muscles will love the bone‖ up to the top of the page where Tyson had
written about New York steaks. I can tell that Tyson put a lot of thought into his second draft from
the movement of ideas and the fine tuning and playing around he did with details, like ―sizzling
steak‖. Below is Tyson‘s second draft:
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Figure 5-14. Second Draft of Tyson‘s ―Where I‘m From‖ Poem.
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Figure 5-14. Second Draft of Tyson‘s ―Where I‘m From‖ Poem.

Tyson took the advice written on his second draft. He added line breaks to separate Madden
football, Rock band and Fifa and ―explained‖ or clarified the line ―I‘m from a brother who can
always cheer me up‖ by replacing it with ―I‘m from a brother who can always change my mood
with his funny antics.‖ In his second stanza a peer had written ―Organize this part have it flow
more easyer‖ and in reading the final draft one can see he deleted words and it does flow smoothly.
Tyson completely eliminated the stanza about food and his dog anticipating the bone in his final
draft. Tyson‘s drafts show that he considered and usually applied the feedback he received from his
peer critique group. Below is Tyson‘s beautiful work, his final draft.
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Where I’m From
I‘m from two houses where sharing everything is expected
I‘m from
Madden football
Rock band
And FIFA soccer as if it were life or death
I‘m from a brother who can always change my mood with his funny antics.
I‘m from helping others physically and mentally
Dad being a physical therapist
Mom being a counselor.
I‘m from, ―Hey, little Cooley!‖
Then trying to laugh it off.
I‘m from a house of sports
Savvy soccer
and fast paced basketball.
I‘m from parents exaggerating sports stories
Saying that their generation could smother mine
I‘m from watching sports on T.V.
Chanting, ―We win, we win, we win.‖
I‘m Tyson Cooley
and this is me!

Whole Class Evaluation of the Critique Process
Overall students found their first experience with the critique process helpful and were proud
of their final products. I gave the whole class a survey after they had completed their final drafts.
The results are below:
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Figure 5-15. Helpfulness of Model Critique.
When asked to rate the helpfulness of the model critique, 96% of student found it helpful or
somewhat helpful. The responses to this statement at first concerned me. Why had 61% of students
said that the model critique ―Somewhat‖ helped them? The purpose of the model critique was to set
the standard for the work we were going to do. But I came to believe that the responses were
skewed because this question was asked three weeks after we participated in the model, or
instructional critique and students may have forgotten what it was.
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Figure 5-16. Helpfulness of Peer Critiques in Revision Process for ―Where I‘m From‖.
I also asked students to rate the helpfulness of the peer critiques. The majority of students,
93%, found the critique process to be somewhat to very helpful. I wondered if the two students, or
6% who did not find the critique process helpful were in groups where the students were
particularly shy, or if the group was just giving the rubber stamp of approval without questioning
and digging deeper to help the writer provide more details.
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Figure 5-17. Benefits of Looking at Peers‘ Writing.
When asked if they benefitted from looking at their peer‘s writings and got ideas for their own
writings because of this, 78% of the class believed that they benefitted from looking at their peers
work. 19% believed they benefitted to a small extent and one student believed that he/she did not
benefit at all. While I was thrilled that so many students saw the value of looking at other‘s work
and getting ideas from it, I wondered about the 22% who said they didn‘t get that much from the
experience. Was looking at other students‘ work for ideas something completely new to them?
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Figure 5-18. Critique Process and Internalizing the Standards.
When asked if students had a better understanding of how to craft a poem based on the
process they had been through, 97% of the students indicated that the critique process helped them
gain a better understanding. Yes! I knew that most of my students had not written the type of
poetry we had been looking at. Instead, many were familiar with Shel Silverstein and Jack
Prelutsky. While both these poets are great and have written some of my favorites, the majority of
my students did not realize that a poem didn‘t have to rhyme. 97% stated that they understood how
to craft a poem after going through the critique process. This told me that the models and the
process allowed the content to sink deep and penetrate their brain. The 3%, or one student who
commented, ―A little‖, I would have loved to talk to at the time to better understand his/her
perspective. Weeks later, when I did catch up with him he said, ―I don‘t know why I put that.‖
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Figure 5-19. Pride in Accomplishment of ―Where I‘m From‖.

Are you proud of your work? 69% reported that they were proud of their work, but I
wondered why 31% were just ―Somewhat‖ proud. Did they want to do another round of critique?
Would going back to their poem later in the year be useful? When I posed this question to the class,
some of the kids said that they caught minor errors in their final draft that they didn‘t see until the
day of the celebration. I think that when they shared their final piece publicly, and saw the
misspelled words or incorrect punctuation they were disappointed and this led to the ―Somewhat‖
response.

Celebrating Our Work
Celebrating our poems was a smaller matter than I had anticipated. Early in my teaching
career I was mentally scarred during a medieval feast when the student who had been nominated to
be the classroom king, but lost in an election, threw a drumstick at the reigning king. Within a few
seconds food was flying. Weeks later I was still finding food particles here and there. I vowed to
never allow food in my class again. Hence, I am one of those fuddy-duddies that doesn‘t like to
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throw parties, but loves to go to them. So, when it came to celebrating our final drafts of ―Where
I‘m From‖ I was a bit gun shy, knowing that any celebration is not really a celebration without
food.
Because one of the overall intents in my action research was to foster the development of a
community among my students, I asked them what they would like to do to celebrate the final draft
of their poem. Top down celebrations don‘t always fly. As a class, students voted to bring food
and share their poems with each other in small groups that extended beyond their peer critique
group. They sat at tables, they sat on the floor and for an hour between bites of Rice Krispies treats,
brownies, donuts and trail mix students listened to the stories of their peers and a tradition was born.
What did students think about this? Jasper wrote, ―The celebration made me feel free and it was
important because you accomplished something and you got to share it with your friends.‖ Jennifer
said, ―It helps you overcome shyness and makes people feel good about their work.‖ Miranda
thought, ―Celebrations are important because it‘s good to take a break after a few weeks of work
and get rewarded for our effort.‖ Mika shared, ―The celebrations were important because it let us
share our writing with our peers and being able to see their reaction when I finished reading.‖
Celebrations recognized my students for their hard work, built community among students,
fostered pride in accomplishment and provided a real audience in which students could share their
work. Mika‘s comment about looking for the reaction of her peers when she had finished reading—
that captures a valuable moment in time. She looked to her peer group for validation of her work,
not me. Bob said the celebrations, ―made me feel good,‖ and in the end that is about all that
matters, isn‘t it?
Celebrating a final draft was not an entirely new idea to me. Years ago after I went through a
summer institute on writer‘s workshop my teacher leader had indoctrinated us with the idea of
publication parties. At that time I was teaching at a school in the beach area that was close to
Starbucks, Einstein Bagels, Jamba Juice and some local mom and pop restaurants. With the help of
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parent chaperones, I would take my students to one of the local eateries and they would take turns
sharing their work. Years passed, I moved schools and the Units of Inquiry were born. A scope
and sequence of curriculum was mandated in English classes and I lost my groove. Students turned
in their work, I graded it, and then passed it back. Passing back student work has never been a
favorite activity of mine. ―Why did I get this grade?‖ is a familiar remark.
Because students went through the process of looking at an exemplar, generating the criteria
for a beautiful piece of work, and internalizing the standards through writing multiple drafts that
evolved through peer feedback, I did not hear that familiar question. As shown in the survey above,
students were proud of their poem. By the time their final draft was complete, students had a fairly
good idea of the strengths and weaknesses of their work.
I believe that our first critique cycle was successful. The student work was beautiful, but I
knew from sitting in on peer critiques and reading exit cards that some students had difficulty
giving feedback. In an exit card, one student wrote, ―Something that was difficult was trying to
figure out how to phrase what you wanted to say.‖ Others voiced concerns about not getting
specific feedback. So where did I go from here? What could I do to help my students learn how to
give helpful, specific feedback? One of my favorite quotes is ―Little by little, one travels far‖ by
J.R.R. Tolkein. I whispered to the anxious teacher inside, ―Baby steps, take baby steps‖ and hoped
that my students would catch on. How would they catch on? Modeling. I must model, over and
over, how to give feedback.
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Chapter 6: Our Second Critique Cycle: Learning to Give Specific Feedback

With our first critique experience accomplished, we were ready for the personal soundtrack
project in English. Writer and philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche once said, ―Without music, life
would be an error.‖ Music has a natural, almost innate appeal to most teenagers, if not people, I
know. How about crafting an assignment that includes the music that speaks to them? Would this
be a meaningful venue in which my students could also practice their narrative writing? My former
students loved the personal soundtrack project so much that it showed up in almost every single
student‘s end of the year portfolio. Earlier in the year, when I brought up the soundtrack project
with my current students the class broke out into table discussions about their favorite musicians.
Their excitement was palpable.
I began the Personal Soundtrack assignment with a previous student‘s model. Each student
had a copy of the model and I read the model aloud and I asked students to jot down what criteria
they thought the student included in her soundtrack. Below is a portion of the student model we
looked at:

75

Figure 6- 1. Soundtrack Exemplar.
As I read aloud through each song on the soundtrack exemplar, I asked students to take a
minute and jot down what the paragraph or paragraphs consisted of. After I saw students take some
initial notes, I asked students to discuss as a table group what they noticed. I‘ve learned throughout
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the year that when I forget this step, and attempt to solicit responses from the whole group before I
give time for individual response and peer discussion, the whole class discussion is usually weak
and limited to only a few participants. Building in time for students to individually digest a task,
and providing them with additional time to share and build upon their findings in small groups
creates a richer class dialogue. It also arms students who may have been reluctant to share their
individual ideas, for a variety of reasons, with more confidence because they have attached their
understanding to the groups‘ understanding and in the process revised and refined it.
What my students and I discovered while reading through the model was that it had clearly
identifiable criteria and it was well written. Each song on the writer‘s soundtrack included a title
and artist, explained the song, and used quotes effectively to support the explanation of the song or
to support the writer‘s personal/emotional connection to the song. The writer also used techniques,
such as font size, or different fonts or colors to make specific parts of the text stand out. We could
infer as readers why each song was important to the writer based on the information that was
written. However, we also found that each paragraph tended to sound like it was written to fit a
pattern, or answer questions. While this writer produced great work including the criteria, some of
my students said it seemed like the paragraphs were set up to answer questions. This was
something that I hadn‘t seen before, but now, looking at it again, I kind of agreed. Eeek. After the
kids left class for the day I dug through my piles of sacred salvage only to realize that the other
soundtracks I had to fit the same cookie cutter mold. What now?
We had generated the criteria for a personal soundtrack, but how could I set forth the
directions and criteria so that students did not craft an assignment that sounded like a fill in the
blank? This was a HUGE dilemma, I realized, because with almost every assignment that is given a
teacher runs that risk. As I thought about this, reflected on the treadmill that I had written about in
my research, and visualized meaningful curriculum, I realized that what I wanted was to hear my
students‘ voices and for them to develop as writers with a voice, not just by following an algorithm.
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When I read their soundtracks, just like when I read their ―Where I‘m From‖ poems, what I wanted
was to know them better. The next day, while we reviewed the criteria we had generated, I told my
students that above all their goal was to get their personality on paper. I wanted to hear their voice.
I wanted to read about the songs that had played an important role in their life and get to know them
better as a result.
In crafting the directions to the Personal Soundtrack, I looked around the internet to see
what other teachers had done with similar assignments. I needed to beef up the previous year‘s
directions and think about how I could support students in expressing their voice. I found some
great ideas on the web, specifically one titled Soundtrack of Your Life Project 2011 - Katy ISD. I
even stole this introduction from the site, ―Music has become an integral part of human existence.
It motivates us, calms us, inspires us, at times irritates us, and basically becomes the backdrop
against which we live our lives. Songs can bring vivid memories of persons, places, and events
from our own past and serve to document our thoughts, feelings, and emotions at a given time or
place.‖ I felt like this introduction gave students so many ideas for how to connect and write about
the songs in their life, whether it be that the song fired them up, soothed their weary soul, or
reminded them of a special someone or place.

Building Meaning with Chalk Talk
Next, I got this idea that perhaps reading articles about music would offer students some
solid evidence about music‘s effects that they could incorporate in their soundtrack. Unfortunately,
finding articles geared towards twelve and thirteen year olds was not as easy as I expected. I did
find two articles that had some meaty ideas, Staying in Tune with Music/Impact of Music on Metal
and Physical Health, by Mary A. VanDerWeele (1992) and Music on the Brain by Michael d.
Lemonick (2000).
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Before having students read these articles, I prepared a Chalk Talk with specific quotes that
would elicit responses from students. I also included quotes about music from the web. Again, my
intent was to scaffold or prepare students to craft their soundtrack with material that might cause
them to think deeper, dig deeper, incorporate some of these findings into their work and avoid the
cookie cutter mold.
One of the keys to an effective Chalk Talk is juicy quotes, or quotes that will trigger a
response. Chalk Talk is a silent activity in which participants are directed to read and respond to
quotes that speak to them. Quotes are on the white board. Every student is armed with a white
board marker (I buy the multi-pack of fine felt tip markers so that white board space is optimally
conserved). An alternative to this would be the use of post-its. If you do not have a classroom that
has adequate white board space, you can improvise with butcher or construction paper and post the
quotes on walls and desks throughout the room, and going outside is another option. The Chalk
Talk Protocol is included in Appendix H. Here are some of the quotes I used in the Chalk Talk:
After silence that which comes nearest to expressing the inexpressible is music.
-Aldous Huxley
Music washes away from the soul the dust of everyday life.
-Red Auerbach
Without music, life would be an error.
-Friedrich Nietzsche
A song will outlive all sermons in the memory.
-Henry Giles
I have no pleasure in any man who despises music. It is no invention of ours: it is a gift of God. I
place it next to theology. Satan hates music: he knows how it drives the evil spirit out of us.
-Martin Luther
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Music is what feelings sound like.
-Anonymous
Words make you think a thought. Music makes you feel a feeling. A song makes you feel a thought
-E.Y. Harburg
Music is the universal language of mankind.
-Henry Wadsworth Longfellow
When I hear music, I fear no danger. I am invulnerable. I see no foe. I am related to the earliest
times, and to the latest.
-Henry David Thoreau
Music creates changes in metabolism, circulation, blood volume, pulse, blood pressure and our
moods.
– from Staying in Tune with Music
Nearly every organ in the body responds to music.
-– from Staying in Tune with Music
A top high school runner attributed his running success partly to music. The runner gets the
correct mind-set by picking the right mood music and running with it.
– from Staying in Tune with Music

Kids love Chalk Talk. Why? Not particularly in this order, but…number one, they get to
write on a white board with a white board marker. Number two, they get to get out their seats and
walk around. And number three, they get to write what they think. During a typical school day in a
traditional school those are three things that many students do not get the chance to do. In my class,
I instruct students to walk around the room, read the quotes and comment on ones that ―move‖
them. I explain that they may respond by making a connection to the quote, by rephrasing the quote
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and explaining what it means, or by agreeing or disagreeing with the quote and adding evidence to
support their opinion. I explicitly tell students that they may not write ―I agree‖ or ―I disagree‖ and
leave it at that. Depending on the amount of quotes, I allow eight minutes or so for students to
respond. After eight minutes, I ask students to walk around again and read their peers‘ comments.
At this time, they are allowed to respond to their peers‘ comments. I again emphasize the idea of
being respectful and professional and supporting ideas with evidence. This is crucial step for an
effective Chalk Talk so that those involved get to reap the benefits of the multitude of perspectives.
What did my students think of Chalk Talk?

Below you will find student comments I took from

exit cards:
Nikki said, ―I like the idea that you can choose what you want to respond to and you can express
your ideas and other people can add on to them.‖
Jennifer added, ―Because other people don‘t know who is writing what, you can express yourself
without being made fun of.‖
Miranda shared, ―I like that in chalk talk you get to express an opinion that could persuade others to
feel the way you do.‖
The advantages of the Chalk Talk strategy are many. Too name a few, it fosters engagement
and creates an equitable environment in which anyone and everyone can participate. Commentary
is anonymous so those who are more reluctant in a discussion situation are more apt to participate.
It also creates a learning situation where maximum ideas are expressed and shared in a minimal
amount of time.
Next, it was time to distribute the directions and the criteria we had generated in the model
critique. You can find the directions in Appendix I. The criteria we came up with is below:
For the Introduction of the Personal Soundtrack:


States the role music plays in the world



States the role music plays in writer‘s life

81



Concluding statement that transitions into the songs on the soundtrack

For each Song of the Personal Soundtrack


Title and artist stated



Title is italicized/Artists‘ Name Capitalized



Explains why song is part of the soundtrack



States why song is important



States how song connects/relates to personal life



States mood of song/or mood song evokes



Quotes lyrics to support reasoning



We KNOW and UNDERSTAND the writer better as a result of this piece



One sentence flows/builds upon another



Paragraph is clearly expressed



Spelling is correct

My students were very excited about their soundtracks. Before we even discussed due dates I
had students coming up right and left telling me they were almost done. ―Almost done?‖ I
questioned. ―How could that be? We just developed the criteria yesterday?‖ I battled to suppress
the anxious teacher voice inside that wanted to shriek, ―Done? You‘re not done, we haven‘t even
gone through a critique yet!‖ After all, my students had just recently promoted from their first
critique process. They were fledglings. This whole idea of multiple drafts was still a new idea to
many and six or so years of ―complete your work and turn it in‖ was a habit. Habits are hard to
break.

Giving Everyone a Copy
Before we launched into our first critique with students‘ personal soundtracks, I reflected
back on the process we went through with students‘ ―Where I‘m From‖ poems. We had never
established a norm of looking at each other‘s work and giving feedback. In some groups, one
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student would read their work aloud while the other students listened. Following this, students in
the group would pose questions and offer feedback. Most groups, however, participated in a read
around where they read and then wrote comments on the student‘s work. In retrospect, the later
seemed comparable to an assembly line. While there was discussion, it was often very brief. As a
teacher, I went with these models for the first cycle, and while I had a nagging feeling that there was
a better way, I went with the flow. Looking back, I realize how much I had going on-- new
curriculum, new students, novel combination of students, new strategies—wow, no wonder I went
with the flow at that point! But now we were about to embark on our second cycle of critique and I
thought that if the entire group focused on one piece of work at a time, the student whose work was
being examined, would possibly get more effective feedback. I also had this feeling that once
students began to ask questions about the writing and offer feedback, their ideas would trigger
feedback from others in the group and a richer critique session would result. How could I facilitate
this as a teacher? What would I need to do? I remembered reading something about all students
having a copy of the work being discussed in DiPardo and Freedman‘s research Peer Response
Groups in the Writing Classroom (1988). I went back to my dangerously highlighted, flagged and
annotated research articles to find where they had cited Nystrand, who:
associates group success with whether students all have photocopies of the writing under
discussion. He finds that when group members both listen to a paper being read aloud and
follow along on a copy of the written text, they are more likely to attend to higher order
considerations (such as structure and presentation of the paper‘s central argument), whereas
merely listening results in more attention to lower order problems (such as word
choice)(p.138).
If I was going to do this, I would need to have a due date for drafts and then spend some
serious time in the copy room. It was at about this time that I remembered the hazards of copying
student work: work that is written in pencil and too light, wounded thumbs and index fingers that
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get punctured unhinging staples, and helpless papers that get eaten by the feed tray. Thank
goodness my brain was working and another thought came to me--the computer lab would be an
awesome destination to word-process our first drafts. Students‘ work would be legible, no one need
be ashamed of their handwriting, spell check was accessible, double-spacing would allow white
space for others to write feedback and students could begin to incorporate graphics and also get
advice on that. I could then take their neatly word-processed, unstapled papers and put them
directly in the feed tray and press COPY. It was a win-win situation. After the critique, on exit
cards, I asked students what the advantages and disadvantages were of everyone in the peer critique
group having a copy of each group member‘s work. On the advantages:
Mika wrote, ―So that we could see for ourselves and not just hear.‖ In other words, she got to
read along as a peer read his or her work aloud.
Rachel responded, ―We can all write our opinion and not be persuaded by our peers.‖ This is
a point I had never considered. The idea that in the peer group, students might be hesitant to share
feedback because of more dominant personalities or another source of pressure.
Mika also wrote on her exit card that an advantage was ―We got to keep each other‘s work.‖
When I asked her about this, she said that she asked her group members if she could keep their
copies to refer to when she was revising.
What were some of the disadvantages? The number one disadvantage my students wrote
about making multiple copies of each students‘ drafts was that we were killing trees. Yes, I confess
that I felt really guilty doing this, but I thought it served a good purpose in prompting better
discussion and feedback. Thomas and Miranda brought up a similar disadvantage. Miranda wrote,
―Well, the disadvantages are that the person has a lot of copies of the writing instead of one which
could be easier.‖
Thomas‘ point seemed to connect and build on to Miranda‘s, ―Bringing all connections on
different papers into one is a disadvantage.‖ I agree that the sheer amount of paper must be
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overwhelming for many students. As a graduate student who has gone through several critique
protocols with my colleagues I understand the idea that looking at a deluge of papers with multiple
perspectives and distilling them into some kind of plan for revision can be mind-boggling. At the
moment, I don‘t have a solution to this dilemma and think that the best way of attacking it would be
to discuss it as a class during our next critique cycle by posing the question, ―How do you
consolidate all the ideas your peers give you into a plan of action?‖ This year I‘ve learned I don‘t
have to have all the answers. I have a community of students that can help me navigate the
roadblocks.
Once we made it to the lab, many students had the beginnings of their first draft in their
writer‘s notebooks, which are black and white composition books that I give students the first day
of school. As I saw some of them open their notebooks and word-process their soundtracks I told
the class that for those who already had some ideas written down, word-processing, another form of
rewriting, was an ideal situation to take a second glance at their work and build upon ideas. As they
reread their work, where could they be more specific, cite an example, and bring the reader into the
piece?

Using “I’m Done” as an Opportunity for Whole Class Critique
It took students two to three days to write their first drafts. Take into account that while they
were writing in the school‘s PC lab, they were also looking over each other‘s shoulder at times and
sharing. One of my more gregarious and confident students, TJ, was one of the first done with his
draft. He assured me half way through the second day that he was done. He had met all the criteria,
he had checked twice, and assured me that he was ready for critique. I looked at his work. He had
written about 5 songs that played an important role in his life. For each song he included the title,
artist, a line from the song and either what the song was about or when he liked to listen to the song.
He had met a lot of the criteria, but he had only written 2 to 3 sentences for each song and it lacked
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voice and depth. This was a great example to show my students how we could take a piece with a
basic foundation and ask questions to help the writer give more information and go deeper. As I
walked around the computer lab and looked at what students were writing I noticed that almost
every student had similar introductions for each song, ―My first song, my second song, my third
song…‖ Just like I had done during the ―Where I‘m From‖ critique, I thought it would be a great
idea to take TJ‘s work through a whole class critique because it was a representative example of a
first draft for a 7th grader. I hoped that the other students would take something from this and apply
it to their own before we hit the critique process.
The following day I distributed TJ‘s first draft and read one song at a time. After I read the
first song on his soundtrack I modeled asking questions and giving feedback that would elicit more
response. For the remainder of his songs, I also modeled questions that would help him delve
deeper. I solicited ideas from the class too, but mostly, I was the one doing the critiquing. I think
that was okay, given the fact that this process was a fairly new one and my students had written in
their reflections from the ―Where I‘m From‖ critique that giving feedback was difficult. We
marched back to the computer lab and finished up our first drafts.

Peer Critique Groups
I chose peer critique groups based on input students had given me on a survey after the first
critique cycle with the ―Where I‘m From‖ poem. Students had input on at least one of their group
members and each student had made a list of students they preferred to work with. I grouped them
using their preference lists and what I knew about each student‘s writing ability. Before meeting in
their groups for the first critique of the personal soundtrack I set the norms for the process. This
was an important step that I had left out during the first critique process with the poems. I hoped
that explicitly setting these norms, along with each student having a copy of each group member‘s
work would facilitate authentic dialogue and feedback.
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Peer Critique Norms
1. Meet in group. Face each other. Rearrange tables/chairs if necessary.
2. Focus on one piece of work at a time. Every student should have a copy of each group
member‘s work.
3. Read over selected work quietly. Jot down your initial warm and cool feedback on the
student‘s paper.
4. Then, as a group, discuss warm and cool feedback. Remember to be KIND, HELPFUL and
SPECIFIC.
5. Writer whose work is being critiqued should ask for clarifying questions before group moves
on to next group member's work.

Checklist as Hurdle
Even though students had a handout with the criteria we had generated for the soundtrack, the
night before we met in our groups for our first critique, I felt the need to design a feedback sheet to
guide students during peer critique. Here is an abbreviated version of what each student received:
Criteria:

Kind, Helpful, Specific Feedback:

Initials
of
Peer:

Introduction
States the role music plays in the world
States the role music plays in writer‘s life
Concludes statement that transitions into the
songs on the soundtrack
Song #1




Title and artist stated
Title is italicized/Artists‘ Name Capitalized
Explains why song is part of the soundtrack
_ States why song is important
_ States how song connects/relates to personal life
_ States mood of song/or mood song evokes
 Quotes lyrics to support reasoning
 We KNOW and UNDERSTAND the writer better
as a result of this piece
 One sentence flows/builds upon another
 Paragraph is clearly expressed
 Spelling is correct




Figure 6-2. Soundtrack Criteria and Feedback Handout.

Now imagine this row duplicated
four more times for each song.
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At the time I designed this handout I felt that all was right in the world. However, in the morning as
I stuck the original in the copy machine I hesitated at the sheer amount of print on the page and the
number of pages. It really did not dawn on me until that moment that our first critique cycle was for
a poem of 4-6 stanzas, and this critique was for a multi-paragraph, multi-page assignment. My lack
of forethought disappointed me, and as I walked to my bungalow I thought about how students
could best attack longer assignments, such as the soundtrack, and devote equitable time to each
group member‘s work. What I have noticed about myself this year, is that while I still panic as a
teacher, after all, I have 150 students under my wing, I don‘t panic as much. When in doubt, I ask
my students. ―Here‘s my dilemma,‖ or ―Here‘s our dilemma…what are some possible ways we can
work around this, through this?‖ Of course there are always going to be a few kids that raise their
hands and say, ―Let‘s not do it!‖ But once they see that is not an option, and that you are giving
them a say in the decision, they generate great ideas. Some may be unrealistic, but that provides an
opportunity to learn what is realistic and what is not.
As a class, some students liked the idea of reading and giving feedback on one students draft
in its entirety, while others liked the idea of students taking turns and reading about one song at a
time. I introduced the idea of highlighting specific areas of the soundtrack that each writer might
want advice on as we do in at the High Tech High School of Graduate Education. This method
allows the writer to get helpful, specific feedback in a time efficient manner. So, before meeting in
peer critique groups, students were told to reread their draft and find specific areas in their writing
they wanted feedback on from their peers. Once in their groups, however, the group came to an
agreement about the mode of operation they were going to follow with a copy of each student‘s first
draft in hand.
Not much to my surprise, the multi-page feedback sheet got pushed to the side by the majority
of students. Those that were using it seemed more engaged with the handout than in discussing the
writing. When I asked students to raise their hand if they wrote on the feedback sheet, less than 5
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raised their hands. I felt a bit exasperated, but then reminded myself of my earlier doubts. Did I
want students talking about their writing, or did I want students sitting quietly, reading each other‘s
work, checking off and writing comments on a paper? Teachers are often hesitant to let go and give
control to the students, in my case, peer critique groups. What if they‘re not on task? Is this going
to amount to a waste of instructional time? Can they really give each other effective feedback? So
we devise checklists, or peer feedback sheets, that can actually become hurdles. My peer feedback
sheet was a hurdle, and thank goodness most students choose to ignore it. What I want when they
meet with each other to seek and give advice is spontaneous, natural talk. And for the most part, as
I walked the room, and sat down and observed my students at work, that is what they were doing—
working. Why? Because they liked the assignment and they wanted to share their work with each
other and know how and where they could make it better. DiPardo and Freedman (1988) cite
similar findings about control and ―editing sheets‖:
Freedman (1987a) finds that the use of editing sheets correlates with a marked reduction of
student-to-student talk. Such devices lessen the extent to which small groups are truly peerrun collectives and, in the most extreme case, move toward a mere parceling of tasks
traditionally completed by an instructor, with students attending so closely to teachermandated concerns that groups no longer serve the function of providing a wider, more varied
audience for student writing.
While my peer feedback sheet was not an editing sheet, there are parallels in my experience and
what Freedman found. Students knew the criteria, they had generated them, and while it is helpful
to review them and have them posted, I needed to trust my students and the process.

Modeling Feedback
Luckily, I had my students for a two hour block because peer critique on the personal
soundtrack took the full two periods. I did not have time to give students exit cards or debrief and I
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wanted to do some sort of wrap up, ―What are we seeing?‖, ―Where do we go from here?‖ before
we went back to our first drafts and revised. The following day I took the drafts of two focus
students I had worked with and given feedback and made a class set so that I could show my
students what feedback might look like for the Personal Soundtrack and how to take that feedback
and come up with ―take-aways‖ to apply to the writing. Below you will find Amy‘s draft. After we
went through Amy‘s first three songs and I discussed my comments, I asked the whole class to read
her remaining songs and practice giving feedback. At the end of the period, Amy received 32
papers with her peers‘ feedback for those three songs!
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Amy’s First Draft
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Figure 6-3. First Draft of Amy‘s Personal Soundtrack.

Amy had a remarkably thorough first draft. The first thing that caught our attention was that
she started each song in the same manner. I asked students to refer back to a list of
leads/introductions we had generated earlier in the year. The main ideas that students generated for
introducing a song were to begin:





With a question that relates to the mood or lyrics of the song
With a memory this song evokes
With emotion/how the song makes you feel
With an important segment of the lyrics

Amy‘s draft drove home the importance of introductions and topic sentences to avoid the cookie
cutter writing we had discussed as a class when we looked at the exemplar during instructional
critique. Students also pointed out that Amy‘s writing would benefit from including an emotional
connection, how the song made her feel. This was good advice for all to consider when going back
to their drafts. Without that emotional connection, voice and personality would not jump out from
the page.
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Tyson’s First Draft
You will find Tyson‘s first draft below. My comments are in dark black felt tip pen, while a peer‘s
comments are in a lighter, fine tip pen.
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Figure 6-4. First Draft of Tyson‘s Personal Soundtrack.
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Tyson also had an incredibly thorough first draft. He explained each song, but needed to be more
explicit about the personal connection he had with many of the songs. How did the song make him
feel? How did it affect him? When did he like to listen to this song? Could he relate this song to a
personal experience or tell us about a ―one time when…‖ so that we could better understand why
this song was on his personal soundtrack? Whereas Amy‘s first draft brought home the importance
of catchy leads, or a hook, Tyson‘s draft, like Amy‘s, once again reminded students of the
importance of making a personal connection.
In short, even though I had provided students with drafts of work that I had written feedback
on, what took place was a semi- whole class critique. Based on our discussion, the feedback and
what students saw the day before in peer-critique groups we came up with the following takeaways
to apply to our writing:
Some ideas you could incorporate into your INTRODUCTION:
Tell us your connection/relationship with music.
How does music make you feel?
When do you listen to music?
How long have you been listening to music?
What are some of the first bands/groups/musicians/artists you remember listening to?
What would your life be like without music?
Some ideas for the INTRODUCTORY SENTENCES of each song on your soundtrack:
 Tell us when you typically listen to this song.
 Describe the mood the song puts you in. For example, ‗When I‘m angry, angry like a bull
with nothing but harmful intentions I listen to the song Take the Power Back by Rage Against
the Machine.
 Take us into the scene of when you listen to this song. For example, ―I‘ll always remember
the Tuesday night Jason Castro sang Somewhere Over the Rainbow on American Idol. I was
hanging on the couch with my big brother and my mom…‖ or
―When I was little I was mesmerized by the Disney movie Beauty and the Beast. My mom
used to play it for me and…‖
 Ask a question that relates to the song. For example, ―Have you ever had a bad day? I know
I have and when I do I listen to the song Three Little Birds by Bob Marley.‖
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 Describe the beat of the song and how this affects you. For example, ―Some songs have a
beat that pull me off my feet and make me want to jump up and down. This is true of the
song Billionaire by Travis McCoy.
Some ideas for the PARAGRAPHS of each song on your soundtrack:
 Avoid ―you‖ and ―us‖ and ―we‖—Put it in first person. ―I‖. So instead of writing music
makes us want to sing or Music makes you happy make it personal—Music makes me happy.
 Apply how the song‘s lyrics relate to you. If the song is about being famous, for example,
explain if you want to be famous, or what you thing about fame.
 Help us understand how the song relates to an incident or a time your life by retelling a ―one
time when‖. For example, if you‘re are writing about a song you listen to when you are sad,
you could include a retelling of a time when you were down and that song validated your
mood and/or uplifted you.
I believe that using Amy and Tyson‘s drafts to model giving feedback and generating these takeaways was a much better approach than dealing out peer feedback sheets. Why? Students had the
chance to look at student models that met a lot of the criteria. They also observed and participated
in giving feedback with the teacher‘s guidance and modeling. Finally, as a class we reacquainted
ourselves with our goals for writing and even expanded upon some of them with examples. I think
that this idea, of formulating ―Take-Aways‖ after the first peer critique is a keeper. I saw students
refer back again and again to the ―Take-Aways‖ when we hit the computer lab for revision.

Amy’s Second Draft
In Amy‘s second draft she incorporated many of the ideas I had given her. I‘m really struck
by the questions her peer wrote on this draft. They ask for more detail, examples and personal
connections. This is the kind of feedback that will help Amy make her writing more effective—
beautiful. This is the kind of feedback I would like all of my students to be able to give.
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Figure 6-5. Second Draft of Amy‘s Personal Soundtrack.

Reflecting on the Second Critique
After the second critique of the personal soundtrack I asked students to complete a reflection
and survey, found in Appendix J, so I could understand how the process was going and what my
next steps might be. In the first question I asked students to cite helpful/specific feedback they
received from their peers. I wanted to hold students accountable for helpful and specific feedback,
as this was something many were wrestling with and shared that they had difficulty giving or
receiving. Were they able to recognize helpful and specific feedback? The second question asked
students to write one/two things they would do to improve their personal soundtrack. This was a
plan of action. I thought this was an important step for students to take in writing after they got
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advice. By looking at the feedback they received and turning that into one or two next steps, the
revision process becomes more manageable and less abstract. I wanted students to do this right
after critique so that if they had any clarifying questions to ask their peer critique group about
feedback and next steps they could do it then, in class, before they packed up and all was lost. The
third question was what are one/two things you saw in your peers‘ soundtrack that you could
incorporate into your own soundtrack? This question was equally important, because it highlighted
the idea of students seeing each other as experts and resources, a part of the culture I was trying to
cultivate. In hindsight, I wish I would have posted their responses to these questions on chart paper
and gone over them the next day. This would have been another scaffolding opportunity for my
students to incorporate other ideas into their writing. Next time.
In addition to helping students articulate next steps for their own work, I wanted to get a sense
of whether they still felt critique was beneficial. As you can see below, 57% of the students found it
helpful and 43% of students found it somewhat helpful.

Figure 6-6. Helpfulness of Second Critique for Personal Soundtrack.
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Figure 6-7. Value of Feedback in Second Critique of Personal Soundtrack.
I also asked students if they would be able to improve upon their personal soundtrack
based on the feedback they received from their peer critique groups. 75% of the students said they
would be able to improve their soundtracks based on the feedback from their group. 21% said they
would somewhat be able to improve their personal soundtrack, and 3% said they would be able to
make little improvement based on feedback. These results showed me that my students were
becoming more effective at giving advice.

Amy’s Final Draft
When I compare Amy‘s final draft with the feedback she received from her peer, I see that
she chose to ignore the questions her peer asked about the introduction and first three songs, but
incorporated responses to the questions her peer asked about the last two songs. Going back and
looking at these fine details makes me wonder if she thought that because I critiqued the first three
songs she didn‘t need to revisit these with her peer‘s feedback in mind. I see their peers as viable
resources. I wondered how I could make it clear to my students that while I was a teacher, I didn‘t
see everything. Amy also choose to take out the song I Got You Babe by UB40. When I asked
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Amy why she removed the song she said that it really wasn‘t one of her favorites. Amy took the
advice of her peer and came up with more engaging leads for Cooler Than Me and Come Back to
Me. On the final draft, both of these songs read more clearly. Below you will find the songs Amy
revised based on peer critique. Her entire soundtrack, which shows improvement and growth, is in
Appendix K.

Have you ever met a girl/boy who thinks there too cool for you or
think there all that, when they aren‘t? Well, Cooler Than Me by Mike
Posner is a song about that and how they won‘t listen to anything other
people say because they think they‘re the only right one. I would have this
song on my soundtrack because it reminds me of all the drama at school
and how girls at school think they‘re all that. The lyrics are very
interesting. They have a lot of emotion. They really describe what it‘s
like in Middle School. My favorite part of the song is ―you‘ve got designer shades just to hide your
face and you wear them around like your cooler than me. You never say hey or remember my name
but its probably cause‘ you think your cooler than me‖ I like these lyrics in this song because I
relate to how they describe certain people at school.
Have you ever felt like you lost something you really loved but can‘t
have anymore? The song Come Back to Me by Vanessa Hudgens has that
message in it. This song moves me and makes me feel warm because it
makes me think of love and past relationships. I also like it because the
lyrics are very soothing and passionate. For example, it says, ―Baby come
back to me in my heart I still believe. We were meant to be. Together so
whatever it takes.‖ This means that she never should have let him go because she still has feelings
for him and loves him.
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Looking at Another Student’s Process
Mika’s First Draft
Mika was another one of my focus students. She was born and raised in San Diego. Like
Amy, Mika‘s primary language was Spanish and she was also reclassified from being an English
Language Learner this year. Mika was one of the students who was anxious to start the Personal
Soundtrack project. She began her first draft in her writer‘s notebook, kept many of her papers and
turned them in stapled to her final draft. Although this was something all students were asked to do,
I know it was a management challenge for many of them. Unlike Amy‘s Soundtrack, I did not see
Mika‘s until the final piece was turned in. I included Mika‘s work in my action research because of
the amount of effort I saw her put into drafting and revision. Because English is her second
language, I am aware that she spends more time crafting her work and using the right word or
wording can be a challenge. Nonetheless, she is a confident student, hard worker and has high
expectations for herself.

Below, you will find the first few paragraphs of Mika‘s first draft:
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Figure 6-8. First Draft of Mika‘s Personal Soundtrack.

What first caught my attention on Mika‘s first draft were the positive comments from her
peers, such as ―I love your introduction‖ and ―I like how you explain what the song is about‖. It is
important for students to get validation and know that they are on the right path. I know from
personal experience that this warm feedback fuels and propels writers to do the hard work of
revision and wrestle with words and content. I love the feedback for ―Three Little Birds‖ that Mika
received: ―I wonder if you could tell me more about this sentence‖ and ―Why does it relate to
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you?‖ This kind of feedback helps the writer understand where they can provide more details and it
makes revision feel doable. Mika applied the majority of feedback she received and moved
forward on her second draft.
Mika’s Second Draft

Figure 6-9. Second Draft of Mika‘s Personal Soundtrack.
Looking at Mika‘s second draft and the peer feedback she turned into me, I see that she didn‘t
get a whole lot of advice, but took most of the advice that she got. Her peers asked how she felt
when she listened to the song ―I Will Survive‖ and in her final draft she adds, ―I feel unbeatable
when I listen to this song.‖ When comparing the first, second and final drafts you can see that she
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continued to revise throughout. In her final copy, she added the last line to the introduction ―In my
opinion life without music is like a black hole.‖ This really struck me as a great example of voice.
We really understand music‘s impact on her with the sentence.
Mika‘s drafts illustrate thoughtfulness and sustained effort. They show that she is listening to
the feedback from her peers. I‘m proud of her work. You can find Mika‘s entire soundtrack in
Appendix L. Below are the first few paragraphs of Mika‘s final draft.

I am a music lover and I listen to music all the time. Music relates to my uncontrollable emotions
and interacts with them. I think that I have uncontrollable emotions because I never know what
emotion I might get in a blink of an eye. I grew up listening to music from all around the world,
including Banda, and Classical (the best music). Music is a beautiful creation of life and it can make
you feel a way that no other sound can. In my opinion life without music is like a black hole.

The number one song in my soundtrack is ―I Will Survive‖ by
Stephanie Bentley. The part that really inspires me is ―I will survive I will
endure when the goings ruff you can be sure I will tough it out I won‘t give in
if I am knocked down I will get up again.‖ The song is about a woman going
through a rough time. She keeps telling herself not to give up, that she will
survive and endure. This song is inspiring because it‘s saying not to give up
and to keep dreaming. I feel unbeatable when I listen to this song.

―Three Little Birds‖ by Bob Marley is definitely in my top 5 because it
really represents the way you should act when something knocks you down and
you don‘t know what to do. The most amazing part is ―Don‘t worry about a
thing cause every little thing is going to be alright.‖ This means not to worry if
something bad happened because no matter what it‘s going to be alright. This
song makes me feel relieved. I know that every little thing will be alright and
that I don‘t need to worry anymore. It relates to me because one day my uncle went to a birthday
party and for some apparent reason the Mexican soldiers took him and everyone there. My mom said
to me, ―Don‘t worry because one day very soon he will come back.‖ He has been gone for over two
years.
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Celebrating Our Personal Soundtracks
While students were revising their second draft I asked them how they wanted to celebrate the
final draft of their Personal Soundtracks. Using the small, portable white boards I asked students to
first generate ideas with their table partners. After 8 minutes or so, students shared their ideas. We
agreed upon a celebration similar to our first celebration with the ―Where I‘m From‖ poems where
each student brought yummy treats to share with others, but because this was a soundtrack, the kids
wanted to bring their iPods and MP3 players so they could listen to songs. Because a few of my
students did not turn in their final drafts of the ―Where I‘m From‖ poems I believed it was
important to include requirements for gaining admittance to the celebration on the invitation.
Below is the invitation. On the day of the celebration all students had their final draft.
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“Without music, life would be an error.” - Friedrich Nietzsche.
You’re Invited to a Special Celebration
Who: Mrs. Bechtel‘s Students
What: Share your personal soundtrack with a small group (5-6 peers) in class
When: Wednesday, November 17th
Where: B-14
Why: To celebrate your success in drafting, revising and creating a beautiful final product that illustrates
your potential.
What do you need: Your ticket ―IN‖ the door is the final draft of your soundtrack stapled on top of all of
your rough drafts along w/ your peers feedback. Students without a soundtrack will be sent to another room
during the celebration.
Remember that your final draft always goes on top.
Order:
1) Soundtrack Cover w/ Art and Your Full Name
2) Final draft
3) 1st draft w/ peer feedback
4) 2nd draft w/ peer feedback
5) 3rd draft w/ peer feedback (most of you only did two drafts)
What can you bring:


Snacks to share with 5 or so people. Examples: 5 fun size candies, 5-10 cookies, a quart size
bag of apple slices or carrots, a bag of chips…



Your iPod (bring at your own risk/must have parents‘ permission) to share your favorite
soundtrack song with your friends.
Great Work deserves celebration.
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Personal Soundtrack Final Self-Evaluation
In the history of my classroom, nothing beat the soundtrack celebration. Why? Because
students were allowed to bring their iPods and listen to songs from their soundtrack—something
prohibited at school. For the remainder of the school year I had students attempt to persuade me
that listening to music would motivate them to write, take notes or finish an assignment. Because I
had a say in the formation of peer critique groups I left it to students to choose who they wanted to
share their soundtrack with. Armed with treats, iPods, iPhones and their soundtracks groups
spontaneously formed within a few minutes. Laughter, squeals and ―That‘s one of my favorites
too!‖ filled the room. It was definitely a party, there was no hiding that. No missing iPods, iPhones
or other technology were reported. Students respected the expectation I set and the trust that I
conveyed to them. Because I read over soundtracks during the revision process I knew the top
songs that students included. I downloaded some of these on my iPod and played them for the
whole class the last 10 minutes of our celebration. After we boogied down to ―Dynamite‖ by Taio
Cruz, I had students complete a survey and final reflection. The survey results are below.

Figure 6-10. Helpfulness of Peer Critiques in Revision Process for the Personal Soundtrack.
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The bar graph above compares students‘ responses to the statement ―The peer critiques helped
me revise my writing so that it was more effective by the final draft.‖ While 93% of the students
found that the peer critique helped them revise their writing somewhat or substantially while
crafting the ―Where I‘m From‖ poem, 100% of students found that peer critique helped them write
an effective Personal Soundtrack final draft. This is awesome feedback that clearly tells me
students are seeing each other as resources to help them produce a beautiful product.

Figure 6-11. Benefits of Looking at Peers‘ Writing.
Did looking at their peers‘ writing give students ideas of what to incorporate in their own
work? 78% of students indicated that they benefitted from looking at their peers‘ ―Where I‘m
From‖, while 81% indicated this for the Personal Soundtrack. During both critiques 19% of
students believed that they benefitted a little from looking at their classmates writing. This leads me
to believe that after peer critique I should have students verbally share out strategies and ideas they
got from looking at peers work. Perhaps this would help students who find it challenging to learn
from others work. I could chart these ideas for the whole class to refer to and this could be helpful
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and instructive for all students in understanding the benefits of looking at others work to propel
their own.

Figure 6-12. Student Voice in Personal Soundtrack.
This statement brought up an important issue the class saw with the exemplar during the
instructional critique. Some students voiced the concern that the paragraphs in the student exemplar
seemed to be constructed as though they were in response to specific questions. Because of this, the
writer‘s personality was difficult to distinguish. Students said that the audience should know and
understand the writer better as result of reading the soundtrack and so we added this to the criteria.
44% of students believed they met this goal. 50% responded that the audience somewhat knew
them better, and 6% said that the audience would know them a little better. Incorporating your
voice, or personality on paper, is difficult to achieve. Most writers don‘t achieve voice until years
and drafts after middle school. I‘m pleased that my students recognized voice and attempted to
pursue it in their writing.
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Figure 6-13. Pride in Accomplishment of Personal Soundtrack.
This chart compares students‘ responses to the statement ―I am proud of my work‖ from the
―Where I‘m From‖ critique cycle to the Personal Soundtrack. While 69% of students were proud of
their ―Where I‘m From‖ poem, 84% stated they were proud of their soundtrack. 10% said they
were somewhat proud of their poem, whereas 13% said they were somewhat proud of their
soundtrack. This tells me that the Personal Soundtrack was a meaningful assignment—it was
relevant and personal. Jennifer wrote, ―The soundtrack project was meaningful to me because I
learned things about myself I didn‘t realize. I realized music‘s impact on me.‖ In general, students‘
emotional attachment to the soundtrack was much stronger than the poem. The one student who
expressed that he was not proud of his work experienced a loss of a family member at this time and
was out of school for over a week. Understandably so, his soundtrack got pushed to the back burner.
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Chapter 7: Reaping the Harvest
My students took four projects through critique over the course of a school year. The first
two projects are documented in this action research. In June, I gave students the survey whose
findings are reported in Figures 6-9 through 6-12 I gave them one last survey to help me understand
what effects they believed critique had on their work.

Figure 7-1. Value of Looking at Models.
Was looking at models of beautiful students work and generating the standards for what to
include in their own work helpful? 94% of the students found it was helpful to somewhat helpful.
6% of students said it was a little helpful. I don‘t think most people can deny the benefit of looking
at models. Models of beautiful work helped students chart a destination. Generating the standards
by looking at these models helped students develop analysis skills which led them to internalize the
criteria of beautiful work.
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Figure 7-2. Value of Peer Critique.
Figure 7-2 compares students‘ responses to the statement ―The peer critiques helped me revise
my writing so that it was more effective by the final draft‖ across the first two critique cycles and
the final survey at the end of the school year. While 53% found peer feedback helped them revise
and create an effective final draft of ―Where I‘m From‖, this percentage grew to 59% for the
Personal Soundtrack and 60% after having participated in four critique cycles. 41% of students
surveyed reported that peer feedback somewhat helped them revise and create an effective final
draft for both the poem and the soundtrack. This percentage dropped to 37% at the end of the year,
yet if you look at the actual survey chart, you can see that 13 students cited ―Somewhat‖ for all
three, but the number of students surveyed was different due to attendance. At the end of the year,
3%, or one student, felt that peer critique had little effect on revision and the final draft.
Interestingly enough, the one student whose responses always showed up as an outlier on the
surveys was the student who believed people are born smart versus people get smart by exerting
effort. This same student often did not have his work during the critique cycles and the majority of
the time only produced one draft.
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Figure 7-3. Benefits of Looking at Peers‘ Writing.
At the end of the year 86% of students found looking at their peers‘ writing was beneficial to
somewhat beneficial in giving them ideas for their own work compared to 81% for the soundtrack
and 78% for the poem. As students experience with critique grew, they begin to see that their peers
could not only give them verbal advice, but their peers‘ work could inform their own work. 19% of
students found looking at others work only a little helpful for the ―Where I‘m From‖ poem and the
soundtrack. This dropped to 14% at the end of the year. The truth is, we may not always benefit
from looking at others‘ writing, but if we can get one, two or three ideas of what to do, or what not
to do, that is helpful.
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Figure 7-4. Critique Results in Beautiful Work.
Did instructional and peer critique support students in creating beautiful work? 91% of
students believed their work was beautiful to somewhat beautiful as a result of instructional and
peer critique. As the school year progressed and students gained more experience with critique I
found them on a weekly, if not daily basis asking their peers for advice or clarification about the
task at hand. This is what I wanted, students seeing each other as partners and collaborators in the
production of beautiful work. While the majority of students did see critique‘s worth, 9% found it
to be only a little helpful. Again, when I followed up with the students who cited that critique was
only a little helpful I found that these were typically students who were not prepared with drafts for
peer critique and had a history of not doing their work. While I‘d love to think that the assignments
we took through critique were meaningful to all students, as you can see in Figure 6-17, two or 6%
of students found the ―Where I‘m From‖, Personal Soundtrack and the two other projects we took
through critique not meaningful.
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Figure 7-5. Meaningful Assignments.
This year I crafted assignments that I believed were student centered and had a connection to
students‘ personal lives. Each piece students took through critique had an autobiographical element
to it. After students turned in their Personal Soundtrack I asked them to tell me on an exit card what
me what makes an assignment meaningful. Over and over again students wrote that assignments
were meaningful when it was about their life. 80% of students found the assignments meaningful.
14% found them somewhat meaningful. 3% found them to be only a little meaningful and 3%
found them not meaningful. I think what this tells me is that while I am definitely on the right track
in providing meaningful curriculum, I need to provide students with more choices in the future.
One of my focus students, Miranda, had even written this on an exit card. ―What would make an
assignment meaningful to me would be that it can relate to something you like, like when we did the
Me Project we got to choose our form of writing. We should have more options on our
assignments.‖ Choice is a definite draw for students and because my research focused on such a
large topic, culture, it is one area that I did not give much attention to this year.
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Chapter 8: Conclusions and Implications
I began this year with a renewed commitment to my profession and a desire to recreate the
canvas of my classroom. I wanted to ―grow‖ my students into a classroom culture that valued effort
and beautiful work. For the first time in my school‘s history, the sixth grade teachers and I, a lone
seventh grade teacher, were teaching mixed ability classes. These classes, termed the diversity
cluster, had a ratio of 25% gifted and talented students with the remaining coming from the general
population. As our faculty contemplated phasing this model into the school as a whole, several
questions were entering everyone‘s mind. Can teachers meet the needs of students with a wide
spectrum of abilities? Will gifted and talented students continue to be challenged in this setting?
Will students with special needs be left behind?
My intent was to help students become aware that they were all capable of creating
meaningful, beautiful work. Anyone who has ever taught knows that every year is different, and
each class of students has unique personalities. I don‘t know if it was the luck of the master
schedule or if the mighty action research muse waved her wand and sprinkled pixie dust over me,
but I had unquestionably willing students this year who went along for the ride. I do know that
when I am passionate about something, it translates into energy and excitement for my students.
I‘ve also been told by many former students that it is not what you teach, it is who you are that
matters. How teachers feel about their work and their students should never be underestimated
when thinking about student engagement. In reflecting on what I have learned on this awesome
journey, the importance of passion has been validated over and over again. When you love what
you do, believe it or not, things fall into place. That is not to say there won‘t be challenges. There
will always be challenges, but the good will outweigh the bad. This is what have I learned…
…about Classroom Culture
As I stated in my findings, cultivating a classroom culture begins before students walk in the
door. It begins weeks, if not months ahead of time. It consists of seemingly unconnected things,
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yet, upon deeper examination, what may appear seemingly unconnected has a deeper purpose meant
to support the foundations of a culture. As Deal and Peterson stated in Shaping School Culture:
Pitfalls, Paradoxes and Promises (2009), culture is the glue that holds everything together. The
way I designed classroom seating, the reading we did in the first weeks of school, the collaborative
strategies students used to make meaning of a chunk of ambiguous text, all of these were critical
building blocks in the community I fostered and the ideas I hoped would reverberate throughout the
year—they became the glue that held us together, or, as Marvin Bowers said, ―The way we do
things around here.‖
My students believe that they are capable. I told them from the first day of school that they
were in a cluster class—a class of certified gifted and talented students and high achievers—and
that they were capable of succeeding. I armed them with research like ―The Trouble with Talent‖
by Kathy Seal that argued people aren‘t born smart, they get smart by exerting effort. And because
I know that glue needs to be reapplied at different intervals for things to stick, throughout the year I
interspersed poetry and prose like Michael Jordan‘s ―I Can‘t Accept Not Trying‖ to remind them of
their ability and potential. I also taught them organizational strategies to keep them afloat. By the
end of this research, my students knew that I would greet them each day and there would be an
agenda on the board. They knew that I would model what I expected them to do and they knew
they could ask a peer for help. They grew to understand that their voice, whether on an exit card, a
survey or via raised hand, informed my teaching. They knew that at some point during the day‘s
lesson they would collaborate with a partner or group to substantiate, clarify and deepen their
understanding. They also knew that I expected them to work hard and that taking the easy way
rarely resulted in success or pride. They learned this from experience. The work we did together
created a culture.
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…about Learning as a Social Enterprise and Cultivating a Community of Learners
First off, let me state that cultivating a community of learners is not something you ―do‖ at the
beginning of the school year, but something that must be done weekly, all year long. You can‘t
―do‖ it and then ―have‖ it. It is an ongoing process that requires attention. I pursued this goal in
numerous ways – having students sit in table groups, assigning students randomly and purposefully
to participate in collaborative tasks such as pair share, round robin, brainstorming sessions and of
course, having them critique each other‘s work.
Research has said that learning is a social enterprise (Rogoff, 1998). Indeed, I found that
when I thoughtfully structured their collaborations students had a deeper grasp of the content. This
involved a lot of conversation. Many educators and administrators view talking as disruptive and
off task. The whole idea scares many teachers. I recently heard a younger colleague tell others that
she overplanned each day for fear of vacant minutes dangling before the bell rang. What would
students do? Surely, chaos would result. Did students‘ conversations lead to off task behavior?
Did chaos ever result? Honestly, students did sometimes get off task, but I believe that the
conversations that emerged as a result of collaboration strengthened the community and culture of
our classroom. Why do I believe this? At the end of the year I asked students to explain how they
viewed their peers in my classroom. One student responded, ―I see them with a lot of trust.‖
Another commented, ―I view my peers as trusting and understanding because I can trust them in
working together with me and they understand what to do when I make a mistake.‖ Both of these
students used the word trust. The trust students had in each other in my classroom was a result of
having had multiple experiences that required collaboration.
Getting off task happens. It is part of the connectivity of ideas. We read a short story about
shame. We make a connection. We share the connection and that connection reminds us of
something else, perhaps the intellect of Albert Einstein, which is slightly connected, but not really
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and then we end up talking about the atom bomb. Hey, it didn‘t start with the atom bomb, but isn‘t
that worth talking about? So what do you do about the quandaries that a social enterprise, such as
collaboration, stir up? How do you keep the talk productive? Today, right now, my response
would be time limits and protocol. Those are two things I‘ve learned about, practiced and pondered
in the graduate school of education. Although protocols are not something that come naturally to
me, they are increasingly becoming part of my routine. When I feel that students are beginning to
spiral outside the sphere of our intent, I‘ve noticed that I did not set a time limit or that as a class we
forgot to set norms. I always feel this rush, rush, rush to get to the next thing, but sometimes in that
rush I‘ve forgotten to do the most important thing, which was to set a time limit or a norm so that
our time was used productively.
Did students learn from each other this year while working together? Yes, if you look at the
data. Some educators believe that when we ask students to pair share, or round robin, some
educators believe that it is a waste of time, that the kids just going to get off task, but I didn‘t find
that. I found that kids wanted to do well, they wanted to succeed and they wanted to please me.
And when they got off task? I asked them to refocus and get back to work. Over and over again,
my students wrote on their exit cards that working with their peers helped them create good work.
At several points through the year, when my students were only crafting one draft, I had students
come up to me and say, ―But I really wanted to take this through critique so I could get some
advice,‖ or ―Can I go read this to so-and-so because I‘m not sure about this part right here and I
want his feedback,‖ or ―I can‘t think of what to do next, are we going to work in peer critique
groups?‖. My students do see each other as resources and I find that more often most would rather
go to a peer with a question, than to me. Looking at student work over the course of the year and
comparing first drafts to final drafts I understand what Vygotsky believed peer interactions allowed
for—students accomplishing together what neither could do alone (DiPardo &Freedman,1988).
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…about Beautiful Work and Meaningful, Challenging Curriculum
I know that a trait of good writing is to avoid clichés, but I‘ve learned that truly, beauty is in
the eye of the beholder. With students who represent a wide variety of abilities and past educational
experiences I‘ve had to step back and reexamine my perception of beauty. Is it up to me to decide
what makes something beautiful, or should I leave that charge to my students?
All in all, my students took work through four critique cycles, two of which I documented in
my research. For each of these assignments or projects I asked students if they were proud of their
work. Looking at the data in my research I see that students were proud of their work, whether they
had an advanced command of writing or not. Because I have always taught more gifted than
regular education classes, I found that initially my expectations for final products were possibly out
of reach for some of my students. This is something I‘ve gotten better at as I got to know my
students individual abilities over the year. I think having high expectations is called for, but not so
high that you don‘t see the small gains and successes made by students who are struggling. I need
to remember that warm feedback fuels forward movement. I need to remember to praise effort, not
intelligence.
It is difficult to separate meaningful curriculum from the culture that was cultivated in my
classroom. The curriculum became and fostered the culture. Students began to know each other
and build friendships as they shared the content of their writings, worked with each other, and gave
and received feedback through critique.
Going back to Figure 7-4 in the Findings section, 94% of students reported that the work we
took through critique was meaningful to somewhat meaningful. Students reported that there were
many different aspects that made an assignment meaningful. On exit cards students wrote that
meaningful assignments were those that asked them to make a personal connection, share their
thoughts and feelings, be creative, use technology, and put their heart into it. One student wrote that
an assignment was meaningful if ―I put a lot of work into it,‖ and ―did lots of drafts.‖ Another
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student echoed this comment by writing that an assignment was meaningful if ―I get to spend a lot
of time to perfect it.‖ So, I believe that I did provide students with meaningful curriculum, or as
Slavkin writers about in Engaging the Heart, Hand, Brain (2003) curriculum that related to their
personal lives and this in turn resulted in the creation of beautiful work.
One aspect of beautiful work that I did not focus on in my action research was providing
students with choice. While I provided students with many choices throughout the year in
assignments that we did not take through the critique cycle, a few students brought up the idea that
they would like to have more options to choose from for the final product. This is definitely
something to integrate with a mixed ability class that will undoubtedly have an effect on the
meaningfulness and quality of the final product.
Challenging curriculum is an essential component of productive collaboration and meaningful
work. Research shows that if the task is not challenging there is no need for collaboration.
Psychologist Frederick Herzberg (1968) believed that people were motivated when they were
enabled to take on difficult tasks that they hadn‘t encountered before. In my class, what enabled
students to take on the challenges of the curriculum was critique.
…about Developing Ownership and Pride through the Critique Process
My students developed ownership and pride in their work as a result of the critique process, as
revealed in the exit cards and surveys they completed along the way.

Instructional critique

allowed students to develop analysis skills by requiring them to look at a model and generate the
criteria that made that model effective. While this was and remains a challenging task for students,
as the year progressed we found that the standards of beautiful writing were consistent and became
easier to describe.
In Peer Collaboration and Critique: Using Student Voices to Improve Student Work (2010),
teacher and action researcher Juli Ruff found that when students analyzed an exemplar and
generated the criteria for beautiful work, they began to internalize what they would need to do to
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achieve success. My findings were similar. Another thing that I found was my inability to go back
to pre-made rubrics and checklists once I had implemented instructional critique. I found that when
I gave assignments that did have pre-set criteria or a checklist, my students seldom read the criteria
and often did not meet the standard. Even for an assignment that was a single draft, I found that
generating the standards with the class led to more buy in and better work.
Self and peer critique put the responsibility of addressing the criteria on the students.
Before the action research a big concern of mine was the lack of ownership students took in their
work. I bemoaned hearing students beg the question, ―Is this good enough?‖ over and over again.
While I still have students ask, ―Is this good enough?‖, I do have to say that it was not a frequent
question in my class this year. More familiar were questions like, ―Do you think I provided enough
detail here?‖, ―How can I express this more clearly?‖, or ―What would be a good title for this?‖
While self and peer critique take a lot of instructional time, and this first stressed me out, I began to
see that my students were developing skills that would allow them to be better thinkers,
communicators, listeners, problem solvers, writers, and creative producers, to mention a few. If
thoughtfully structured and modeled, peer critique is an effective use of class time that supports and
promotes the creation of beautiful work.
If there is anything I have learned this year, it is that students need models of providing
feedback throughout the year. Giving feedback is challenging work. I believe that whole class
critique sessions are necessary for each critique cycle to help students learn and refine their skills in
critique. Generating possible critique stems based on the kind of work that is being critiqued would
be useful to students. The take aways that my students and I generated after the whole class critique
of the personal soundtrack was an invaluable strategy that supported students in revising their own
work and giving feedback to others.
Because of their reflective nature, exit cards and surveys also helped students take
ownership of their work. When I gave out exit cards that required students to list specific feedback
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they received that they would incorporate into their work or list two things they saw in their peers‘
work that they planned to tie into their own writing, students understood that they were not only
responsible for their own work, but they were responsible for learning from others. While the sole
purpose of using exit cards and surveys was initially to collect data for my action research, I quickly
discovered their significance in informing my instruction and helping students reflect on their
learning.
…About Celebrating Success
Celebrations are a part of every culture. When I first started my action research I envisioned the
classroom celebrations as a ritual that would recognize students‘ effort and beautiful work.
Celebrations would communicate the idea that I valued the time and hard work they had dedicated
to a task. What I didn‘t have the foresight to see was that these celebrations were in fact publishing
parties. Students had an audience—their peers, and they shared their work. I asked students why
celebrations are important on an exit card. Many students expressed the idea that after working
hard they deserved to celebrate. A few students said that knowing there would be a celebration
made them try harder and motivated them to do their best work because they knew they would be
sharing it. One student wrote, ―It‘s an educational experience.‖ While I never thought of it in that
way, the type of celebrations we had in my class really were educational experiences. Kent &
Peterson write in Shaping School Culture (2009) that celebrations bring people together,
communicate values, reinforce fundamental purposes and recognize the success and contributions
of others. I believe that celebrations brought my students together, communicated the value of
effort and beautiful work, reinforced the purpose of growing as learners, and recognized students‘
accomplishments.
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Chapter 9: Final Reflection
After twenty years of teaching middle school for San Diego Unified I was wilting. District
mandates and the pressures of high stake testing had made me second guess my educational
philosophy and chipped away at my morale. Was I one of those burned out teachers you hear kids
and parents talk about? Was I saying things like, ―When I was a kid…‖ Coincidentally, at this time,
an email appeared in every staff members‘ mailbox with the subject line, ―High Tech High
Graduate School of Education.‖ I could have easily deleted the message without reading it, but the
words ―High Tech High‖ jumped out at me and I double clicked to open. As a neighbor to the
school, I had heard that High Tech High was an alternative to traditional schools, and maybe, just
maybe, this would offer the tune-up I felt I so desperately needed to get my groove back. As I look
back at some of the application pieces I submitted I see this clearly. In one piece I wrote, ―I believe
that this program will provide me with the fuel I need to keep my passion as an educator alive and
kicking. It will also be an oh so important weekly immune booster against the plague of
complacency. All I have ever wanted to do is teach and I believe the HTH GE courses will renew
my dedication to the profession and to my future students.‖ Two years later, I can firmly say that
the Teacher Leadership Program of High Tech High Graduate School of Education has kept me
from wilting.
There were many ideas I considered for an action research question, but what I always came
back to was beautiful work. I heard the words beautiful work the very first night of graduate school.
Stacey Caillier, Director of the Teacher Leadership Program of High Tech High Graduate School of
Education, remarked to another GSE student that one of her passions was supporting others in their
effort to do beautiful work. When she said this, I thought to myself, ―That‘s what I want to do!‖
The fatigue I was feeling as a teacher was due to battling a race of coverage, coverage, coverage
and the result was that I wasn‘t doing beautiful work with the treadmill of assignments I was dolling
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out. My initial research question was: How can I use critique to help students create beautiful
work? I was really interested in using the instructional and peer critique models Ron Berger writes
about in his book An Ethic of Excellence (2003). I was excited about this question, but during my
Presentation of Learning after the first year of graduate school my panel probed me to think deeper.
Dean of the Graduate School of Education at High Tech High, Rob Riordan pointed out that critique
was just one tool used to create beautiful work and that maybe what I was after was something
much bigger, something called culture. At first, this came as a shock to me. I was married to my
question. Although I superficially understood Rob‘s thinking, the word culture simulated cerebral
hemorrhages in my psyche. Culture? What did that even mean? I didn‘t even know how to define
that word.
I immersed myself in literature, and after lengthy battles in my head debating the merits of
my initial question and the question that emerged from my Presentation of Learning, or POL, I
began to see that clearly Rob Riordan, in his ultimate wisdom, was right. What I was after was
much bigger than just peer critique. What I was after was indeed a culture, or a way of doing
things, that valued beautiful work.
I can honestly say that once I did the hard work of research my commitment to this question
never faltered. Let me put it out there that researching the literature and connecting it to my
evolving thinking was a challenging task. I spent my summer hours, days and weeks reading,
highlighting, flagging, and taking notes. It was a lonely endeavor. While reading I would see
something that validated my thinking or connected to something else I had read. I would become
completely manic, eager to share my ah-ha with someone, only to find the person next to me in a
lounge chair tuned into an iPod and looking nothing like a teacher buried in tea stained stapled
articles, books, highlighters and post-it notes.
While I stayed true to my question, and my goal to cultivate a classroom culture that valued
beautiful work, I was often overwhelmed with the enormity of my research question in comparison
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to other teacher-researchers past and present. After all, I wasn‘t just implementing peer critique,
literature circles, or learning stations, I was cultivating a mindset, developing new curriculum that
was student-centered, and implementing instructional and peer critique. It was this HUGE thing
that permeated the whole of my classroom and I often felt alone. My daily and weekly routine that
had become somewhat second nature was in transition and in the midst of all of this I was
attempting to conduct and document what was happening, sometimes wondering myself what was
happening. Finding the time to do all of this was the most challenging part of my research. Initially
I kept a blog and recorded daily reflections, but even that became too much. In hindsight, I wish I
had found the energy to continue my blog reflections as the ones I wrote served as an invaluable
resource while I was writing my findings. As you may imagine, it is difficult to write what you
found months after it happened. In hindsight, cataloging what happened, when it did, and reflecting
on it soon after are things I wish I had continued to do through the course of my research. So, if I
were to do this again, which I might, I would force myself to document what happened and reflect
for ten or so minutes a day at lunch, while kids are writing, or right after school.
Throughout the research process I have been struck again and again by what my students
wrote on exit cards, surveys, reflections and evaluations of their work. Unfortunately, because of
time constraints, I sometimes did not read all of my students comments and then after the fact, when
I was working on my findings I saw statements that I should have followed up on, could have been
used to scaffold a lesson, or could have prompted a class discussion. This is definitely something I
will take into next year and beyond—student voice. What my kids wrote on exit cards, surveys,
reflections and evaluations put my finger on the pulse of the classroom and led me to the next steps
of instruction.
One thing that I did not expect to come up in my action research was academic grades.
Because I gave students a voice in generating the criteria for beautiful work, giving feedback, and
reflecting on their work, I also asked students to evaluate their work and explain the grade they
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believed they earned. I saw that the majority of the time, students‘ evaluation of their work was on
par with my own. I believe that critique led students to internalize the standards and so they knew
by the final draft what criteria they had met. I began to wonder, ―Who should determine grades?‖
So, I posed this question to students. The majority of students responded that the teacher should
because she knows the requirements, but at least a quarter of the class said that the teacher and the
student should determine the grades. This is something I would like to delve into deeper next year.
How can I work with students to jointly determine their academic grade?
One of the biggest delights I had was when students would approach me to ask if we were
going to do peer critique on an assignment. When I explained, ―No, we aren‘t taking this through
critique, it is only meant to be a quick draft, get down your thoughts,‖ I often heard, ―But, I want to
make this beautiful and I need some feedback on this.‖ The fact that so many of my students were
using the words beautiful work and saw each other as resources made me feel like I had made some
progress. The possibility that my students are moving into distant, far away classes where they will
not have a say in what makes a piece of work exemplary, and that a checklist may be all the
feedback they receive, makes me sad. Sometimes I think, ―What have I done?‖ Sometimes I
wonder, ―Where do I fit now in the realm of ever changing traditional school dynamics?‖
It is easy to think you may light a fire or even just ignite a spark. Teachers are busy and
often overburdened. In our current political and economic situation where even more is being
blamed on educators I‘ve found that my colleagues have become an increasingly distant planet
when I attempt to introduce a new idea, strategy or way to do things. I‘ve relied on the mantra
―Find the Bright Spots‖ from the book Switch (2010) by Chip Heath and Dan Heath. I have a few
bright spots that I can go to on my campus, but I find that my biggest bright spots are my students.
When I am with them I know that beautiful work matters. I see that my continued quest in
cultivating a culture that allows them to develop their voice and create meaningful work will help
them grow wings, just like Austin‘s butterfly.
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Appendices

Appendix A through C - Sample Surveys and Exit Cards
A. “Where I’m From” Critique #1 Exit Card
Was the critique helpful to you? Explain.
What could you and your classmates do next time to make the critique better?
What was easy and/or difficult about critique?
Comments/Suggestions:
B. “Where I’m From” Critique #2 Exit Card
What changes did you make to your first draft as a result of the first critique?
What did you learn from looking at your peers‘ work?
Was the critique helpful to you? Yes/No (circle one). Explain below:
What are your next steps? What do you plan to revise/work on?
What are you most proud of in your work on this piece so far?
C. “Where I’m From” Critique Process Overall Survey: Evaluation/Reflection
Rate each statement below. 4 being HIGH (yes) and 1 being LOW (no way)
1. The model-critique process helped me understand what to include in my own poem.
4

3

2

1

2. The peer critiques helped me revise my poem so that it was more effective by the final draft.
4
3
2
1
3. I benefited from looking at my peers‘ writings. Their writings gave me ideas for my own
writing.
4
3
2
1
4. I have a better understanding of how to craft a good poem now that I have been through the
critique process.
4
3
2
1
5. I am proud of my work.
4 3 2
1
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Appendix D – ―ME‖ Project
“ME” Here is what I want you to know about me…
Possible TOPICS to include about yourself:
















The history or herstory of your name/family
family members/siblings
education
pets
hobbies/interests
favorites (food, music, color, television shows, movies)
health issues
what you want to be when you grow up
things you want to do in your lifetime
good/positive addictions/obsessions
travel: where you‘ve gone/where you‘d like to go
pet peeves
languages: spoken or learning
teams/clubs/sports/community groups/youth groups
major influences/people, places, events that have had an impact on



Presentation Styles that we thought of in class:
Pizza Box
Shoe Box
Cereal Box
Bag O‘ Me
Newspaper
Brochure
Message in a bottle (paper must
be long enough to stick out of
the bottle)
Flip book
T-Shirt
Comic Strip
Poster
Scroll
Advertisement
Movie (if you are familiar w/
technology)
Letter
Report
Wanted or Found Poster
Board Game
Picture Book
Filled in Crossword Puzzle
Collage
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Appendix E – Animal Critique Student Handout
Animal Critique
Our Goal = KIND, HELPFUL, SPECIFIC FEEDBACK
kind = positive feedback, point out what the creator did well or effectively
helpful = point out where you think the creator could provide more information
specific = point out specifically what kind of information the creator could add to improve the product

What feedback or advice would you give to Austin to make his drawing look more like the
original?
Drawing
1
2
3
4
5
6

Feedback
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Appendix F – Animal Critique Teacher Lesson Plan
Lesson Plan/Script for Teacher based on Juli Ruff‘s Action Research in Peer Collaboration
and Critique: Using Student Voices to Improve Student Work
1. I am going to show you that by using each other as resources you can achieve amazing
things.
2. The animal drawings are examples of what we can do without adult intervention if we are
willing to trust our peers.
3. I am going to show you a series of revisions of drawings to prove that your peers are your
best resources and that my role as a resource may be a little debatable.
4. Show photo of butterfly.
5. Show student‘s first attempt.
6. Ask students, ―What feedback would you give this students so that he might make the
picture better?‖
7. If students remark that the drawing is ugly or dumb, discuss what kind of action the artist
would take w/ this feedback.
8. What did it take to achieve this drawing?
9. Specific, helpful feedback that includes reasoning ―because‖ or ―so‖ (Make the tail black
and skinny and add a tuft of hair to it so it doesn‘t look like a fifth leg.)
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Appendix G – Sorting Exercise
Sorting Exercise: Helpful/Not Helpful
We‘ve been discussing and giving kind, helpful, specific feedback. Think about your own
work. Then, look over the feedback below and consider how you would improve it if you were
given this advice. Label each piece of advice as H for helpful or NH for not helpful.
_____ Change your conclusion.
_____ Repeat your first sentence again in the last paragraph.
_____ This is great!
_____ Good job!
_____ Huh?
_____ This sentence isn‘t clearly expressed. Not sure what you mean.
_____ Fix your grammar.
_____ What did she look like?
_____ How did you feel at this moment?
_____ Correct your spelling.
_____ Write legibly.
_____ ―i‖ before ―e‖ except after ―c‖
_____ Break the line here /
_____ Turn this into a question
_____ Your introduction is boring.
_____ Awesome!
_____ Add an adjective to describe her hair.
_____ What kind of dog?
_____ What did it sound like?
_____ Add description.
_____ How did she say that? What did she look like when she said that?
_____ Add detail.
_____ Why are there fireworks?
_____ What is the red envelope?
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Appendix H – Chalk Talk
Chalk Talk is a silent activity. No one may talk at all. Be professional. Be respectful.
protocol
 Get out of your seat and read the quotes on the white board.
 Comment on quotes that you have a personal response to or that ―move‖ you.
 When others have read what is written, they, too, may attach their ideas, either connecting or
contrasting.
 Write novel ideas only. Do not write ―Yeah,‖ or ―I agree,‖ or ―Uh huh,‖ just for the sake of
using the marker.
 One after another, individuals should feel free to add their ideas to the growing dialogue,
connecting their ideas to others with lines or arrows.
 After the flow of ideas has abated, stand back and try to ―read‖ the whole display to make
sense of what is there.

Reflection
When this activity is over, the whole group will discuss the process, topic and new
understandings/fierce wonderings.
In your writer‘s notebook, write a reflection. Your reflection might address some of these
questions:
 What ideas are dominant?
 Are there any issues that attract attention?
 What are the similarities of thought?
 What are some differences of opinion?
 What questions do you have?
 What do you think you believe, about the assigned topic, as a result of participating in the chalk
talk?
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Appendix I – Personal Soundtrack Directions
Personal Soundtrack Project
―Without music, life would be an error.‖ - Friedrich Nietzsche.
Music has become an integral part of human existence. It motivates us, calms us, inspires us, at
times irritates us, and basically becomes the backdrop against which we live our lives. Songs can
bring vivid memories of persons, places, and events from our own past and serve to document our
thoughts, feelings, and emotions at a given time or place.
Your task is to create a personal soundtrack with songs that reveal your personal history/herstory.
Songs must be school appropriate.
Learning Objectives:
 To write clear, coherent paragraphs that explain why a specific song/genre is on your
soundtrack.
 To use quotes from songs to support main ideas.
 To connect music lyrics to an incident, or time period that reflect tone/mood.
 To learn about classmates/build community.
 To share favorite music.
 To understand the purpose of art/graphics to appeal to/entertain/inform/persuade others.
If your life was a soundtrack, what would some of your songs be? Choose 5 or more songs. Some
things you will need to consider:
The era in which you were born
Music you grew up to—songs your parents played when you were young (The student
exemplar you were given had classical music as the first track of her soundtrack)
The major events of your life and how they have shaped you
The lyrics of songs and how they apply to your life
REQUIREMENTS
Write an introduction explaining the role of music in civilization and the role of music in your life.
Remember to look back at the student exemplar for ideas.
For each song inside the cover of your soundtrack, you will need to:
1. Give full title and artist of each song.
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2. Explain why each song is part of your soundtrack/how it relates to your life specifically – go
in depth—no one liners. Refer to the models your teacher showed you. Questions to consider
in your explanation:
a.
b.
c.
d.

Why is the song important to you?
How does the song connect to your life?
What is the mood of the song—refer to the attached handout on MOOD.
What does the song reveal about the kind of person you are and what you think is
important in your life?
3. Use lyrics from each song to support your reasoning (some of your songs may not have lyrics)
Sentence Starters:
“Title of song” by “artist” is about…

This song makes me realize…

I chose this song for my soundtrack because…

The mood of this song is…and it makes me feel…

This song relates to me/my life because…

These lyrics “…” show/illustrate…

This song reminds me of…

This song reveals…(big meaning of song)

Just as music producers do, try to create a progression in the sequence of your chosen songs.
For example, your songs might be listed in the chronological order of the events they
document, or they might be mixed together so that all of the slow songs are not back-to-back.
DO NOT just list them randomly. Put some thought into the order of your songs and the
complete package you are presenting.
Formatting for Final Draft:
1. Word-processed, 12 or 14 size font, Times New Roman.
2. Justified/Alignment to left margin.
3. Titles of songs must be italicized.
4. Lyrics belong in quotes.
5. The first word of a quote is Capitalized.
6. Refer to student exemplar to see how she made certain words stand out w/ all capitals,
bold, or color.
7. Appropriate spacing between songs on your soundtrack.
8. Graphic of CD/Artist.
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Appendix J – Personal Soundtrack Reflection and Survey
Personal Soundtrack Project Critique #2
―Without music, life would be an error.” - Friedrich Nietzsche.
1. Copy helpful/specific feedback that your received from your peers.
2. What are one/two things you will do to improve your personal soundtrack? (You can put
more if it applies.)
3. What are one/two things you saw in your peers‘ soundtrack that you could incorporate
into your own soundtrack?
4. Was the critique helpful.
Yes

Somewhat

A little

No way

4

3

2

1

5. I will be able to improve upon my personal soundtrack based on the feedback I received
during this critique.
Yes

Somewhat

A little

No way

4

3

2

1
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Appendix K – Amy‘s Personal Soundtrack Final Draft
Amy’s Soundtrack
There are so many kinds of music that inspire us to feel and do certain things. It changes
our moods depending on the song. Because of music we wouldn‘t be inspired to do so many
things. Music isn‘t just music it‘s more…
Have you ever had a bad day? Well the song Three Little Birds by Bob Marley is about
how when you‘re feeling down you shouldn‘t stress out, but think of
the positives. These points are expressed by the lyrics ―Don‘t worry
bout a thing, cause every little thing is ganna' be all right‖ I love the
lyrics because they always put me in a good mood when I‘ve had a
bad day. I chose this song to be on my soundtrack because it talks
about stages in life that we all go through at some point. Also, it
reminds me that when I‘ve been sad or mad about anything I always have a friend standing
there with us saying, ―Don‘t worry‖ or ―everything‘s ganna‘ be okay.‖
Some songs have a beat that pulls us off our feet and makes us want to jump up and
down like the song Billionaire by Travis McCoy. This song is about
wanting to be rich and what you would do while being rich. I would
have this song on my soundtrack because I love the way the lyrics
express how I feel sometimes, like when McCoy sings ―I wanna‘ be a
millionaire so fricking bad. Buy all of the things I never had‖ they
make me feel like wanting to get up and sing along. In addition, I
really like the way Travis sings about what he would do with all the
money and how he would spend it. I would want to buy things that I want and save some for
later on.

When I was little my mom used to play Beauty and the Beast
for me and I remember the song Something There by Angela
Lansbury. This song was a big part of my life because that‘s what I
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really liked doing. This song would be on my soundtrack because for Christmas my sister got a
Beauty and the Beast doll and it had a button and when you pressed it would sing this song. I
really like the lyrics ―that there‘s no prince charming but there‘s something in him that I simply
didn‘t see‖ I like them because of the rhythm of how it goes and there really catchy. This song
makes me feel like my prince charming is still out there I just have to look hard and try to find
the right guy for me.

Have you ever met a girl/boy who thinks there too cool for
you or think there all that, when they aren‘t? Well, Cooler Than Me
by Mike Posner is a song about that and how they won‘t listen to
anything other people say because they think they‘re the only right
one. I would have this song on my soundtrack because it reminds me
of all the drama at school and how girls at school think they‘re all
that. The lyrics are very interesting. They have a lot of emotion.
They really describe what it‘s like in Middle School. My favorite part of the song is ―you‘ve
got designer shades just to hide your face and you wear them around like your cooler than me.
You never say hey or remember my name but its probably cause‘ you think your cooler than
me‖ I like these lyrics in this song because I relate to how they describe certain people at
school.
Have you ever felt like you lost something you really loved but
can‘t have anymore? The song Come Back to Me by Vanessa Hudgens
has that message in it. This song moves me and makes me feel warm
because it makes me think of love and past relationships. I also like it
because the lyrics are very soothing and passionate. For example, it
says, ―Baby come back to me in my heart I still believe. We were
meant to be. Together so whatever it takes.‖ This means that she never should have let him go
because she still has feelings for him and loves him.
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Appendix L – Mika‘s Personal Soundtrack Final Draft

I am a music lover and I listen to music all the time. Music relates to my uncontrollable
emotions and interacts with them. I think that I have uncontrollable emotions because I never
know what emotion I might get in a blink of an eye. I grew up listening to music from all around
the world, including Banda, and Classical (the best music). Music is a beautiful creation of life
and it can make you feel a way that no other sound can. In my opinion life without music is like
a black hole.

The number one song in my soundtrack is ―I Will Survive‖ by
Stephanie Bentley. The part that really inspires me is ―I will survive I
will endure when the goings ruff you can be sure I will tough it out I
won‘t give in if I am knocked down I will get up again.‖ The song is
about a woman going through a rough time. She keeps telling herself
not to give up, that she will survive and endure. This song is
inspiring because it‘s saying not to give up and to keep dreaming. I
feel unbeatable when I listen to this song.

―Three Little Birds‖ by Bob Marley is definitely in my top 5
because it really represents the way you should act when something
knocks you down and you don‘t know what to do. The most amazing
part is ―Don‘t worry about a thing cause every little thing is going to
be alright.‖ This means not to worry if something bad happened
because no matter what it‘s going to be alright. This song makes me
feel relieved. I know that every little thing will be alright and that I
don‘t need to worry anymore. It relates to me because one day my
uncle went to a birthday party and for some apparent reason the Mexican soldiers took him and
everyone there. My mom said to me, ―Don‘t worry because one day very soon he will come
back.‖ He has been gone for over two years.

The song ―I‘m Yours‖ by Jason Mraz is a great song that has upbeat rhymes. One part of
my favorite rhyme is ―I guess what I'm saying is there ain't no better reason to rid yourself of
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vanity, and just go with the seasons it‘s what we aim to do, our name is our virtue.‖ The part that
I like is ―I won‘t hesitate no more, no more, it can't wait I am yours‖ The song is about a guy
who is going to be asked out by a girl. It is saying you don‘t need to ask and be nervous, just be
yourself and I am yours. Also that you don‘t need to wait, just be mine. This song relates to me
because my dad should have dedicated this song to my mom as part of a proposal, for my mom
to be my dad‘s. I really like this song and even if it gets old I will still listen to it.

Have you ever been sad and you wanted to hear a song that would bring you up?
―Dynamite‖ by Taio Cruz is a high upbeat song that makes you feel like partying. The best part
of the song is ―I throw my hands up in the air sometimes saying a-oh, got to let go, I want to
celebrate and live my life saying a-oh, baby let's go, we going to go all night we gonna light it up
like its dynamite. Cause I told you once, now I told you twice, we are going to light it up like its
dynamite.‖ I love this song because it is one of those songs that I would put on if I were sad or
depressed to make me enthusiastic.

The song ―Just the Way You Are‖ by Bruno Mars is a beautiful song that a great guy could
dedicate to a girl. The best part of the song is ― Oh her eyes, her eyes make the stars look like
they're not shining. Her hair, her hair falls perfectly without her trying. She's so beautiful and I
tell her every day.‖ I like this song because one of my close friends dedicated this song to me
because he thinks I have beautiful hair and eyes. He changed my life in so many ways that I can‘t
explain. This song makes me flattered to know that someone notices my inner and outer beauty.
Anyways, to me, music is the greatest invention known to man.
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