
In as much the same way as we
write e-mails, shopping lists orper-
sonal memos, children use their
writing skills not only duringMal-
tese and English lessons, but also
during their science, mathematics
and social studies.

“Learning how to write involves
more than putting pen to paper.
Writers – whatever the age – need
practice and encouragement, as
well as room where to test ideas,
makemistakesandwritebadly,”Lil
Brannon, professor of English and
Educationat theUniversityofNorth
Carolina,US, said recently.

Prof. Brannon has just been to
Malta to trainagroupof teacherson
howtohelp their studentsbebetter
writers, and how to train other
teachers todevelop teachingstrate-
gies.

During her stay, she contributed
to the eighth Writing Teachers’
Convention,whichwasattendedby
over 40 teachers, and attended a
meeting of the Writing Teacher
Leaders’ Forum.

The trainingwasorganisedby the
Malta Writing Programmewithin
theFoundation forEducationalSer-
vices, and theDepartment for Cur-
riculumDevelopmentande-Learn-
ing within the Directorate for
QualityandStandards inEducation
(DQSE). The Malta Writing Pro-
gramme isaffiliated to theNational
Writing Project (NWP) – the US’
nationalnetworkwhich links teach-
ers in every state with the aim of
sharingresourcesandbestpractices
onwriting.

Prof.Brannon,NWPsitedirector
at theUniversity ofNorthCarolina,
whose visit to Malta to assist the
Malta Writing Programme was
sponsored, in part, by the US
Embassy, said that one of the
methodologies is toencouragechil-
dren toexpress themselves through
writing, andemphasising the fund-
ing of knowledge rather than
spellingmistakes.

“Spellingmistakesoccur inapat-
tern, and therefore teachers are
encouraged to correct that pattern
rather thanmark every singlemis-
take.While an essay covered in red
circles discourages a child, the cir-
cling of good ideas encourages the
child to bring out better ideas.”

The importanceofwritingcannot
beoverestimated. It lies at thebasis
of other crucial skills, such as read-
ing: “Through the programme,
teachers are trained to teach chil-
dren that to be able to write, they
have to read, and therefore have
something interesting theywant to
write about.

“Teaching writing skills also
involves knowing the student and
knowing how to engage themwith
interesting ideas,” she said.

However, the programme does
not only use writing as an entry-
point to literacy and academic
attainment, but goes beyond to
reach teachers and to foster a com-
munity of teacher-leaderswho can
have a key role in the development
of their school community. In fact,
Prof. Brannon’s visit was themed
School Improvement Through
Teacher Leadership, andwas cen-
tred aroundNYP’smodel of foster-
ing an intellectual community of
teacher-leaders.

“Teachersalsoneed tobe leaders
in the schools. They need to create
or formpart of an intellectual com-
munity. In fact, through the pro-
gramme, the teachers are involved
instudygroups, theyundergo train-
ing, read professional literature,
and create lessonsbasedonwhat’s
going on in their professional
sphere.”

Caroline Anastasi is the chair of
the Writing Teacher-Leaders’
Forum. She thinks that every
teacher is responsible for teaching
children how to write, and in fact,
writing does not only take place
during language lessons, but in all
subjects.

“It is rather, the genre of writing
and theaims it stretches toachieve,
that change from one subject to
another. In this way if teaching is
about preparing students for life,

then writing becomes one of the
strongest andmost effective tools a
teacher can use to push students
towards their respective potential.

“We believe that we do not sim-
ply think towrite,butalsoandmore
importantlywrite to think.Thus, for
example, throughwritinga student
learningmathematics, physics or
geography canmake sense of new
ideas and information. In this way
wemove towardswritingacross the
curriculum.” The forum aims to
keep the writing process alive and
provides support to local teachers
andstudents,MsAnastasi explains.

“Inspired by practices already
taking place abroad, the Writing
Teacher-Leaders’ Forum aims to
develop dynamic groups within
itself to instigateprofessionaldevel-
opment through sharing of good
practice, support and training. It
plans to sustain communication
networks betweenWriting Process
teachers and promote teacher-
research. Furthermore, it aims to
move towards innovative ways to
promote writing within the com-
munity as awhole.”

The two-week teacher-training
workshop also included a family
workshop, where over 60 parents
and their children tookpart inwrit-
ing activities.

“Parentsand their childrenwrote
as a family. They became aware of

the importance writing has in our
lives, and they learnt about the
power ofwords.

“They expressed themselves
about their family, backgrounds
andenvironment, andrealised they
couldevenwritepoems!At theend,
theyrealisedhowgoodit felt towrite
stories and poetry,” Prof. Brannon
said.

Sandro Spiteri, national coordi-
nator of the Malta Writing Pro-
gramme, said that the programme
has been affiliated with the US’
NationalWritingProject since2000.
Since then, ithasgrown intoacom-
munity of hundreds of Maltese
teachers. The “teacher-leaders”
within the programme have also
been trained to teach other teach-
ers.

“Although the programme is not
required as pre-service training for
teachers, the Education Ministry
hasbeensponsoring this approach
for the past seven years, with col-
laboration from the US embassy,”
he said.

The involvementof teachers isby
invitation – teachers who have
become experts within their area
are invited to join the programme.

“The programme is a strong dis-
semination model because it in-
volves teachers with long years of
experience.Newlygraduatedteach-
ers might have concerns of their

own, suchashowtocontrol a class.
Rather, the programme selects
experienced teacherswhohaveset-
tled in their field, andwhose intel-
lectualprobes themto findanswers
tomore-than-basicquestions, such
as whether a student writing a sci-
entific or history essay should be
assessed onwriting.”

The programme gives these
teachers the tools toworkwith and
to reflect on. It does not give them
the answers they search, but helps
thembepart of a learning commu-
nityof teacherswhoundertakepro-
fessional reading and share best
practices.

“TheMaltaWriting Programme
undertakes an action research
approach. In this, it follows theprin-
ciples promulgated in theNational
Minimum Curriculum, which
places at the core the concept of
teachers’ reflections as practition-
ers. In this area, action and reflec-
tioncanbesaid tobe the royal road
to improveandsucceed,”MrSpiteri
said.

The US Embassy has been sup-
porting the Malta Writing Pro-
gramme since 2001. In April, NWP
promoted the Malta Writing Pro-
grammeasan internationalaffiliate
site. Malta’s recognitionmakes it
the first inEurope,and the first –co-
shared with Honk Kong – in the
world.
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