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It was mid-February when Bill walked into my classroom. I was buried under a pile 
of papers, trying to squeak out a little grading before I headed home for the day, so I 

hardly noticed his quiet entrance.
“Hey, Mrs. Meigs,” a barely audible, yet recognizable voice spoke from beyond the 

desks and chairs. I looked up to see Bill, standing nearly six feet tall, with broad shoulders, 
no longer a child but a young man, lingering in the doorway.

“Bill Harvey?!”
Bill was the last student I ever thought I’d see back in my classroom. He was tough, a 

kid who never really cared much for the academic side of school. Back in eighth grade, 
when I taught him, Bill was there for only one reason: sports. And that was just to pass 
the time until he could drop out. As with many of the students we teach, Bill had no 
idea how intelligent he was. But I knew. Thinking back, I can remember having extreme 
power struggles with this child about his lack of effort. Every day, I pushed. And every 
day, he pushed back. I was sure I had made his eighth-grade year miserable; at least, I was 
sure that’s how it must have seemed to a fourteen-year-old who did not want to accept 
responsibility for his learning. And yet, four years later, here he was.

“Wow. It is so great to see you!” I said, rising from my desk and smiling. “So what on 
earth brings you back here?”

“I know, right? And the custodians almost didn’t let me in,” he said, smiling back. “I 
spend three years tryin’ to get outta this place, and now they wouldn’t let me in. That is, 
until I told them I just had to see you.”

Introduction: Why Write? 
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2 The Author’s Apprentice 

“You had to see me? Gosh, it’s been so long. You must be a senior now, right?”
He nodded yes.
“You graduating?” I asked, raising my eyebrows in hope.
He nodded and smiled.
“Good for you! I’m really proud of you!” I said. “And you should be proud of you. You 

did it!”
“Yeah, I did,” he acknowledged.
“So what are your plans?” I asked hesitantly.
“I enlisted in the Marines. I just got my papers. I start basic training the first week of 

July, then in six months, I’m shipping out.”
“Oh, my God, how are you feeling about that?” I asked.
“About the deployment? I kind of wish I had longer than six months to train. I hope it’s 

enough, but I’m ready to do something with my life. I didn’t really have any other options.”
He paused a long time before he began again, shifting his weight from one foot to the 

other, digging his hands deeper into his pockets, and gathering courage. “You know . . .” He 
broke off, took a deep breath, and collected his thoughts once more. “Since it’s my senior 
year and all, my mom and I have been going through all of my old stuff. And we found the 
book in the box. You know, the book. The one that I got my poem published in?”

I knew then exactly the book that he meant. I had a copy of it on my bookshelf. It was 
a beautiful bound edition with black and gold scrolling letters: Celebrate! Young Poets 
Speak Out! As a matter of fact, I have many of these books—one from every year that I have 
been teaching. The publication receives tens of thousands of entries every season, but it 
only sends the best to the presses. I am proud to say that nearly 90 percent of my students 
who submit entries make the cut each year—that’s hundreds of students throughout my 
teaching career.

I remember Bill working on this poem, crafting this poem, in the hallway near my 
classroom. He would pretend to act up, just enough that I’d have to kick him out of the room 
because he didn’t want anyone to see him writing a poem. His poem was about baseball and 
the passion he had for the sport. It was one of the only things that mattered to him then, 
and, more importantly, for once he’d found a place to express his passion in school.

It took Bill a long time to share his writing with me. When he finally did, I praised him 
over and over and then encouraged him to send it in to the editors of the poetry anthology. 
He fought me, but then, begrudgingly, he gave in, in his own way. He left the poem on my 
desk. I sent it out in the afternoon mail.

“That poem, Mrs. Meigs,” he said, bringing me back to the present moment. “I think that 
poem was the only thing I did in your class all year—except maybe drive you crazy.” He 
smiled and then dropped his eyes to the floor, outlining a floor tile with his sneaker. “Yeah, 
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3Introduction: Why Write?

my mom and I found the book and we read the poem.” He glanced up for a moment, then his 
eyes looked back to the floor. Bill shrugged his shoulders. “It was pretty good.”

“You’re right. You really are an amazing writer when you put your mind to it.”
“See, the thing is, Mrs. Meigs, I had to come and see you,” he said. “My mom and I were 

looking through the box, and, that book, that poem . . . it’s the only thing that I have to show 
for all twelve years of school. It’s the only thing I ever did in school that really mattered. 
It was the only thing that I was ever proud of. I never got good grades, never really did any 
projects or anything, but this is kinda cool, now. And I just needed to come and see you and 
thank you. I know I didn’t even want to write it at all, but you made me do it, and now . . . I 
never cared about grades, so college wasn’t an option, and I wasn’t interested in any trades. 
I didn’t want to start my life in a go-nowhere job; I know I’m smarter than that. Enlisting 
was my only choice, and I wanted to come and see you and say thanks, and all, before I go. 
Just in case.”

My heart was in my throat. In that moment, I knew that Bill would make an excellent 
soldier, because his introspection had taken more courage than the heroics of a thousand 
men.

Writing That Matters
Moments like these are real. They matter. Publishing does that for students. It helps 
adolescent writers realize that they have amazing potential. It helps them feel confident, 
even years later, when a difficult high school or college English class or some other situation 
later in life challenges them. They realize they have what it takes to succeed. After all, they 
are published authors. Each year, dozens of kids like Bill come back to visit after they’ve 
been in my classes. Not one of them remembers his or her scores on the standardized 
tests they took during our year together. 
But they all remember the experience 
of becoming authors. And for those who 
were accepted for publication, their work 
provides tangible evidence of success that 
will last forever.

At the middle school level, in-class 
writing instruction typically shifts from the 
narrative focus of the elementary grades 
to sophisticated informational writing, 
literary analysis, and argument-writing techniques. This is an appropriate evolution that 
reflects the influence of the Common Core State Standards and other initiatives that aim 
to mirror writing beyond the classroom. However, we cannot expect our students to apply 

Learning to write a single word or sentence or 
paragraph really, really well (meaning, like Wow!) 
is the key to learning to write well—then you can 
apply these skills to a larger assignment.
—Carole Marsh, children’s author and the 

founder of Gallopade International, a children’s 
book publishing company
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4 The Author’s Apprentice 

these new strategies in addition to the more complex grammar, punctuation, and stylistic 
techniques that are also expected in the middle grade unless we also help them to develop 
the habits of real writers.

That is, they must write: frequently, to develop stamina and fluency; attentively, to notice 
and practice the techniques of skillful writers; and authentically, to analyze and engage 
diverse audiences. As teacher and author Kelly Gallagher shares in Teaching Adolescent 
Writers, “If we want students to become lifelong writers, students must see writing as 
intrinsically important—not just another school assignment. Students must find writing 
assignments to be relevant and meaningful” (2006, 11).

So how do we accomplish these lofty goals?
First, we research and establish “writerly” routines, which include contributing to 

a writer’s notebook three times per week for twenty-minute sessions and reading like a 
writer to explore language and voice and inspiration. My flexible “any three days of the week 
for writing” assignment allows for busy schedules, outside activities, and “I just couldn’t 
focus today” kinds of days. The inflexible amount of time that must be spent on writing 
(twenty minutes each session) levels the playing field for all of my students and gives those 
who need the most practice the opportunity to improve at a rate that is commensurate with 
their peers. This approach helps to build writing stamina and fluency for all. It also helps 
students learn how to produce the on-demand writing that is required by high-stakes tests.

“Students who write regularly learn about their own writing process,” Ralph Fletcher 
and JoAnn Portalupi share in Writing Workshop. “They know whether it takes them longer 
to generate ideas or to refine those thoughts on the paper . . . Students who write regularly 
develop the habit of rereading their own work” (2001, 109).

Second, we learn writing conventions, explicitly and in context through a balanced 
grammar instructional approach that Judith Langer recommends in Effective Literacy 
Instruction (2002). For example, after mini-lessons about conventions, we apply and 
reinforce new grammar and mechanics skills within the pages of our writer’s notebooks 
and our novel excerpts. Instead of speculating about a student’s understanding through 
inauthentic worksheets or forced practice sentences, I encourage students to “play” 
with new usage. Free from judgment, they can more naturally experiment in their own 
writing, regardless of the genre. As Regie Routman affirms in Writing Essentials (2005), 
“Your students learn about sentences and paragraphs not by studying about them in 
isolation, but through reading widely, hearing good literature read aloud, and writing 
for audiences and purposes that matter” (154). When students have the opportunity to 
practice and refine their newly acquired skills within their own writing, it matters to 
them. The grammar and mechanics lessons are no longer viewed simply as proficiencies 
to be tested and forgotten. Instead, students begin to see these concepts as tools for 
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5Introduction: Why Write?

enhancing their own writing style and effectiveness.
Third, we work toward publication in a variety of forms. Each of my seventh graders 

writes a novel in November. That’s right! They write a first draft of between seven thousand 
and fifteen thousand or more words in conjunction with National Novel Writing Month 
(NaNoWriMo), which involves more than eighty-one thousand other teachers and students 
from two thousand classrooms in fifty different countries and every state in the United 
States. NaNoWriMo “winners” (those who reach their word-count goals) are eligible to 
receive free paperback copies of their finished book when they independently publish 
their novel through CreateSpace, FastPencil, or other publishing opportunities provided 
by the generous sponsors of National Novel Writing Month. Seeing their self-published 
novel in print is tremendously cool, but my students also work toward authentic, editor-
selected publication in the spring through a variety of literary anthologies, including Poetic 
Power, Anthology of Short Stories by Young Americans, and well-known magazines such 
as Highlights, Creative Kids, American Girl, and Boys’ Life. Students research publishers’ 
submission guidelines in the student writer’s market that I’ve compiled (see Chapter 8); 
decide on the form (poetry, memoir, mystery, historical fiction, fantasy, or perhaps an 
editorial or essay); and then submit their 
writing to selected publications they have 
researched.

As a result of their relentless practice, 
both independently and collaboratively, 
my students are better able to manage their 
time on structured writing assignments, 
and they rarely experience a debilitating 
bout of writer’s block, because they know 
that inspiration can come from anywhere. 
It’s up to them to seek it and get the job 
done.

Becoming a Better Writing Teacher
Much has changed in education and in my own teaching style since Bill was my student a 
lifetime ago. What hasn’t changed is my dedication to offering students authentic writing 
experiences and my students’ desire to work harder when their writing matters. I don’t 
have to teach my students the fundamentals of manuscript formatting, nor do I have to 
teach them to feel proud of producing a piece of writing for the purpose of publication. 
But I do. It is important to make writing real to our students—to give them real purposes 
and audiences and opportunities. Keeping it real has nothing to do with writing for a grade 

Persistence. This is the hardest point to master. 
Writing consistently is the best way to improve. 
Write, write, write until the words no longer seem 
jarring, until you have confidence in dealing with 
various parts of the craft—dialogue, description, 
action, grammar—and until you can achieve 
whatever effect or emotion you want.

 —Christopher Paolini, author of Eragon and the 
rest of the Inheritance Cycle series
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6 The Author’s Apprentice 

or for a teacher. It’s doing the work of real authors—the people whose writing we read by 
choice. It’s about the validation that comes with giving students a stage and making their 
voices heard.

Why write? To be read, to be heard, to be someone. After all, that’s what authors do. So 
let’s make it matter.
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