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Chapter 1

Moving 
Writing to the 
Front Burner

Do your students write well enough to become police officers?
 Before answering, it might be helpful to know that as part of the 
application process, candidates for the California Highway Patrol 
(CHP) take an exam—consisting of both a multiple choice section 
and a written section—that specifically measures three elements of 
writing ability: clarity, vocabulary, and spelling. The exam empha-
sizes understanding where to place modifiers, how to avoid vague or 
indefinite references, and how to keep within conventional sentence 
boundaries by avoiding fragments and run-on sentences. Here, for 
example, are some questions found on a recent exam:

In each of the pairs below, identify the sentence that is most clearly written:

A. Bullet fragments were gathered by officers in envelopes.
B. Bullet fragments were gathered in envelopes by officers. 

A. The next time Mary was in town, she agreed to have lunch with Sue.
B. Mary agreed to have lunch with Sue the next time she was in town. 
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A. The position requires that the incumbent type, file, and prepare travel expense 
claims in addition to acting as the receptionist for the organization. 

B. The position requires that the incumbent type, file, and prepare travel expense 
claims. In addition to acting as the receptionist for the organization. 

In each of the following sentences, choose the word or phrase that most nearly has the same 
meaning as the underlined word:

It was not a very pragmatic idea.
A. plausible
B. serious
C. practical
D. sensible

The police sequestered the suspect.
A. caught
B. isolated
C. arrested
D. released

In the following sentence, choose the correct spelling of the missing word:

She was a ______ worker.
A. conscentious
B. conscintious
C. consceinteous
D. conscientious

Source: www.post.ca.gov/selection/poWrittenPracticeTest.pdf

In addition, applicants are encouraged to know common prefixes, suffixes, 
and roots in preparation for the exam.
 All of these questions about writing are followed by an on-demand 
written assessment. Here is a sample prompt:

Events or situations in our lives often produce unexpected responses. We may find ourselves 
reacting in better or worse ways than we would have thought. Write about a time when your 
reactions to an event or a situation in life were not what you would have expected. Describe 
the event and explain how your response surprised you. 

The applicants’ responses are scored 1 through 6 on a scoring guide. A 
paper that scores a 6 meets these criteria: 

• Responds effectively to the writing task
• Explores the issues thoughtfully and in depth
• Is coherently and logically organized and fully developed
• Has a fluent style marked by sentence variety and language control
• Is generally free from errors in mechanics, usage, and sentence 

structure
Source: www.post.ca.gov/selection/poWrittenPracticeTest.pdf
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Let’s review. To become a CHP officer, your students will have to be 
able to write thoughtfully on demand, spell correctly, use mature 
vocabulary, demonstrate some style and sentence variety, avoid frag-
ments and run-on sentences, and stay away from misplaced modi-
fiers. In today’s economic climate, applicants better write very well if 
they are to be considered seriously for the job. In 2011 more than a 
hundred people applied for each CHP position.

Writing in Today’s World
The purpose of this chapter is not simply to point out the literacy 
demands put on the next generation of law enforcement offers. I 
start with the police example to get at a much larger issue: Writing 
has become foundational to finding meaningful employment across 
much of the workforce. As evidence of this, I frequently asked the 
following question in the many workshops I have conducted across 
the country in recent years: “How many people in this room know 
someone who recently applied for a job and as part of that job appli-
cation process had to submit a piece of writing?” This always gets a 
strong affirmative response. When I follow up by asking what types of 
jobs were being sought, the answers run the gamut: plumber, banker, 
landscaper, fast-food worker, teacher, janitor, mechanic, chef. Writing 
well isn’t just required of those attempting to become California 
Highway Patrol officers; writing well has become a gatekeeping skill 
across the workforce.
 This notion that writing often plays a critical role in gaining and 
keeping meaningful employment is echoed in the findings of the 
National Commission on Writing (2004), which notes the following:

• “People who cannot write and communicate clearly will not be 
hired, and if already working, are unlikely to last long enough to 
be considered for promotion” (1).

• “Eighty percent or more of the companies found in the 
services and the finance, insurance, and real estate sectors, the 
corporations with greatest growth potential, assess writing 
during hiring” (1).

• Although writing expectations are not as high among employees 
who earn hourly wages, between “one-fifth and one-third of 
employees in fast growing service sectors have some writing 
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responsibilities” (2). Indications are that this number will continue 
to increase. 

 In the same report, Joseph M. Tucci, president and CEO of EMC 
Corporation and chairman of the Business Roundtable’s Education and 
the Workplace Task Force, notes that “with the fast pace of today’s elec-
tronic communications, one might think that the value of fundamental 
writing skills has diminished in the workplace. Actually, the need to write 
clearly and quickly has never been more important than in today’s highly 
competitive, technology-driven, global economy” (1; my emphasis). 
 The idea that the ability to write is now more important than ever 
is also echoed in Writing Next: Effective Strategies to Improve Writing of 
Adolescents in Middle and High Schools, a recent study on the state of 
writing in our schools:

Writing well is not just an option for young people—it is a necessity. 
Along with reading comprehension, writing skill is a predictor of aca-
demic success and a basic requirement for participation in civic life 
and in the global economy. (Graham and Perin 2007, 3)

 But to paraphrase the Bard, “Ay, there’s a rub!” While numerous studies 
currently point to the importance of teaching our students to write well, and 
while the workforce is begging for more people who can write effectively, 
and while politicians are decrying the lack of preparedness of our graduates, 
what is happening in our schools? Though certainly there are exceptions, I 
can say without hesitation that in an attempt to teach an unrealistic number 
of standards, a vast majority of schools in this country are driving students 
through an unrealistic amount of material, putting a lot of pressure on 
educators to spend an unrealistic time preparing for multiple-choice exams, 
resulting in scores printed in the newspaper that give parents an unrealistic 
notion of how prepared (or, more accurately, unprepared) their children 
are upon exiting school. And while this cycle perpetuates itself, writing—
arguably one of the most important skills students will need upon entering 
adulthood, a basic requirement for participation in civic life—is getting 
placed on the back burner. If I may extend the metaphor, in some cases 
writing is actually being removed from the stove completely. 
 The first line of the passage from Writing Next bears repeating: 
“Writing well is not just an option for young people—it’s a necessity.” 
The consequences of moving writing to the back burner are devastating. 
Unfortunately, Writing Next also notes this:
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Every year in the United States large numbers of adolescents 
graduate from high school unable to write at least at the basic 
levels required by colleges or employees. In addition, every school 
day 7,000 young people drop out of high school, many of them 
because they lack the basic literacy skills to meet the growing 
demands of the high school curriculum. Because the definition of 
literacy includes both reading and writing skills, poor writing pro-
ficiency should be recognized as an intrinsic part of this national 
literacy crisis. (Graham and Perin 2007, 3)

 Yet when I visit with teachers across this country, I often ask, 
“How many of you work in a school where you are concerned that 
the students at your site are not writing enough to develop into skilled 
writers?” Almost without exception, I receive at least a 90 percent 
response. Whether I am in Charleston or Spokane, Albuquerque or 
Philadelphia, the response is overwhelming: students are not writing 
enough. 
 The conundrum here is evident: in a time when the ability to write 
has become not only a “predictor of academic success” but also a “basic 
requirement for participation in civic life and in the global economy,” 
writing seems to have gotten lost in many of our schools. Buried in 
an avalanche of standards, curricular pacing guides, huge class sizes, 
worksheets, over-the-top testing, and, yes, even more testing (one 
teacher in Texas told me she now spends fifty-five days a year testing 
her students), writing—a necessity, a prerequisite to living a literate 
life—is not being given the time and attention it deserves. And when 
writing doesn’t get the attention it deserves, the consequences are 
dire: according to Writing Next, 70 percent of students in grades four 
through twelve in this country have been designated as low-achieving 
writers (Graham and Perin 2007, 7). In other words, seven out of ten 
students are leaving our schools without the necessary skills to actively 
participate in either civic life or in the global economy. 
 How can this be? How has it come to pass that on one hand, 
schools are the only place where a vast majority of our youngsters 
have the opportunity to learn to write, whereas on the other hand, 
many schools are not giving writing the serious, laser-like attention 
it deserves? At a time when unskilled labor is disappearing because 
of technological advances, at a time when low-skilled jobs are being 
outsourced, at a time when the ability to write well is more important 
than ever, a vast majority of today’s students are not being adequately 
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prepared to write well. This, of course, raises some frightening questions: 
what are the economic and cultural consequences that arise when a nation 
continues to churn out 70 percent of graduates who do not write well? 
With so much on the line, why have our schools lost sight of the impor-
tance of writing? And most important, what can we, as teachers, do about 
it?

Teaching Young Artists
In her first year of college, my wife, Kristin, took an introductory art class. 
In addition to studying the fundamentals of visual organization, color 
theory, terminology, art concepts, and major art movements, she also 
studied the various styles, techniques, and mediums of artistic expression. 
Throughout that semester, the students in her class experimented in the 
following areas:

• Three-dimensional sculpture
• Oil painting 
• Watercolor
• Pencil drawings
• Pen and ink
• Print making
• Etchings
• Sketching with chalk
• Mixed media
• Acrylics
• Pastels

 As evidenced by this list, the budding artists in this class were stretched 
to create art in numerous mediums. Often, they were taken out of their 
comfort zones and asked to work in mediums that were unfamiliar to 
them. Interestingly, Kristin sometimes found that dabbling in an unfa-
miliar medium helped her in the areas where she was already strong. 
Working in three-dimensional sculpture, for example, forced her to look at 
things quite differently when working in, say, a two-dimensional medium 
like sketching. This new conceptualization in turn helped her when she 
returned to watercolor painting. Being stretched one way as an artist 
helped her grow in other directions. 
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 In developing young writers, my sense is that they are not being 
stretched much, if at all, in our schools today. The new Common Core 
Writing Standards, for example, which have been adopted in forty-four 
states, ask students in grades nine to ten to:

• “Write arguments to support claims in an analysis of substantive 
topics or texts, using valid reasoning and relevant and sufficient 
evidence” (1).

• “Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and convey complex 
ideas, concepts, and information clearly and accurately through the 
effective selection, organization, and analysis of content” (1).

• “Write narratives to develop real or imagined experiences or events 
using effective technique, well-chosen details, and well-structured 
event sequences” (1).

• “Conduct short as well as more sustained research projects to answer 
a question (including a self-generated question) or solve a problem; 
narrow or broaden the inquiry when appropriate; synthesize multiple 
sources on the subject, demonstrating understanding of the subject 
under investigation” (1).

• “Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to support 
analysis, reflection, and research” (1).

Source: Common Core State Standards Initiative (2010)

 If your state has not adopted the Common Core standards, I suspect 
you will still find your state’s writing standards to be similar. And while 
I agree that my students should be able to write proficiently in these 
discourses, I cannot help but feel that these standards are somehow . . . 
limited. I am nagged by the feeling that there must be more to developing 
literate, lifelong writers than leading them through these prescribed school 
writing requirements. If these are the only discourses taught to my bud-
ding writers, my students may end up passing their district and state tests, 
but will they grow up to be proficient in the kinds of writing I want them 
to do as adults? My sense is that the writing requirements of most schools 
actually serve to limit our developing writers. If we want young artists to 
develop their skills, we must move them beyond the narrowly prescribed 
school writing discourses found in most school districts and stretch them 
into areas that can be readily applied in the real world.© H
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