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The National Writing Project:
A Best Idea from James Gray

Carol Jago

In 1977, I was a third-year teacher at
Lincoln Junior High. Though I liked
teaching very much, I never planned

and colleagues at Lincoln Junior High had never
managed. They inspired me. Rae Jean Williams,
Ed Valentine, Jenee Gossard, Diane Dawson, Dick
Dodge, Ruth Mitchell, and others set a standard
of professional engagement that has stayed with
me to this day. They helped me see:

• Being a teacher means being a learner.

• However much you think you know, it is
always worth thinking some more.

• In a quandary? Read the research.

• Teaching well can be thrilling.

James Gray, founder of the Bay Area Writing
Project and later the National Writing Project,
began with a simple and profound idea—success-
ful teachers are the best teachers of teachers. It
seems so obvious that it’s hard to imagine no one
thought of it before. Yet this single idea has
changed the nature of writing instruction. Over
the past 30 years, thousands of teachers like me
have attended Writing Project institutes and been

on sticking with it for long. My best
friend was applying to law schools. I
thought I might do the same.

That spring, the principal approached me to ask
if I was interested in applying to be a fellow in a
new summer program at UCLA. It was called the
Writing Project. My guess is that the directors of
the project tapped my school district, Santa
Monica Unified, as a likely partner for future work
and invited them to suggest a teacher. My princi-
pal scanned the usual suspects and lighted on me.
I don’t remember the application or interview, but
I will never forget the first day of the institute. I
was clearly the affirmative action fellow.

As you might expect, we began with introduc-
tions. All around the table were accomplished,
professional teachers hungry to talk about writ-
ing. These were remarkable people with 15 to 25
years of classroom experience and excellence all
gathered in one room. I was a kid. Though I
seemed to have a natural way with students and a
lifelong passion for reading, what I knew about
pedagogy could fit in a nutshell. Once introduc-
tions were over, I planned to slip out for a swim at
the UCLA pool (membership at the recreation
center was included in the fellowship) and decide
whether or not to return.

 Fortunately, the water assuaged my anxiety,
and I went back. In many ways I have never left.
Those 1977 UCLA Writing Project fellows were
my teachers. They showed me what it meant to
be a teacher in ways that my credential program

NATIONAL WRITING PROJECT

The National Writing Project (NWP) is a nation-
wide professional development program for
teachers begun in 1974 at the University of
California, Berkeley. Through its extensive
network of teachers, the NWP seeks to promote
exemplary instruction of writing in every class-
room in America.

For more information, including a list of regional
NWP sites, go to http://www.writingproject.org/.
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transformed. This is not to suggest that institutes
involve brainwashing or cult-like membership.
What the experience provides are opportunities
for reflecting on teaching practices. These occa-
sions for learning happen over time, often over
years. I know I didn’t suddenly metamorphose into
one of my fellow master teachers. I did learn how
to become one through study, reflection, and a
little help from my friends.

Ten years and a baby later, I took part in a
teacher researcher project under the tutelage of
UCLA Writing Project director Faye Peitzman. I
became enamored of the process, finding that
writing about what I saw in my classroom helped
me to be a more effective teacher. Always an over-
achiever, I completed two studies that year. One
focused on methods that seemed to help Latina
students speak up in class. Though a handful of
teachers at Santa Monica High school were angry
that I should presume to suggest what was best
for these young women, I am delighted to report
that one of the students from that study is now
my colleague, teaching Spanish and directing the
school’s AVID program.

The second teacher-researcher study whetted
my appetite for publication. It had one of the best
titles I am ever likely to invent, “Flotation Strate-
gies for Sinking Students,” and was published in
English Journal. There is nothing like being pub-
lished to make you want to do it again. Of course
writing was hard work, but it never felt like extra
work. Teacher research was helping me take class-
room problems and turn them into worthy subjects
for inquiry. It felt like spinning straw into gold.

Along with the foundational belief in teach-
ers teaching teachers, the Writing Project model
begins with the assumption that in order to be a
successful writing teacher, one must write. When
I arrived for that first Writing Project institute, I
was a terrible writer. Everything about my writ-
ing was a mess: poor spelling, dangling modifiers,
you name it. I was mortified. What my writing
group helped me see was that with attention to

detail, my errors could be easily corrected. They
helped me believe that I had something impor-
tant to say, something that with careful revision
and editing, I could share with others.

Over the next 12 years, I wrote a column for a
local newspaper and then the Westside section of
the Los Angeles Times. Writing about my students
became an integral part of my teaching. When you
have to produce 750 words each week, every week,
you can’t wait for a good idea. You have to take
whatever idea presents itself. And it seemed that
the more I wrote about what I saw in my class-
room—the good, the bad, and the ugly—the bet-
ter I understood how to teach. Donald Graves calls
this “a state of constant composition.” The seed
that was sown in a Writing Project summer insti-
tute so long ago was bearing fruit.

James Gray laid a foundation for what has
become a national network with 175 sites across
the nation, providing a professional home for
thousands of teachers. Celebrating its thirtieth
anniversary, the National Writing Project contin-
ues to thrive and grow. It now serves over 100,000
teachers in grades K–16 every year. Congress and
President Bush approved a 2003 package that in-
cludes just under $17 million for NWP, an increase
of 3 million over last year.

Big numbers like these are impressive and
necessary for the network to continue its work,
but the magic begins with ones and twos. One
Writing Project fellow turns to a bright young
teacher at her school and with a sparkle in her eye
says, “Lasonya, you need to apply to the Writing
Project this summer. I know you will love it. It’s a
chance to think about teaching with people who
like to think.” Those simple words repeated thou-
sands of times over in 50 states, the District of
Columbia, Puerto Rico, and the U.S. Virgin Is-
lands have improved the teaching of writing for
untold numbers of children. I believe they have
also kept many gifted teachers in the profession.
The National Writing Project, without doubt, is
surely one of our best ideas.

Carol Jago teaches English at Santa Monica High School and directs the California Reading and
Literature Project at UCLA. She can be reached at jago@gseis.ucla.edu.
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