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Noisy Writers!
Creating a Comfortable Writing
Environment
BY BECKY DURLING

M

y kindergarten classroom is loud. I don't deny it. There is always noise-good noise, productive noise,
silly noise. It is the noise of children discussing things to write about, singing and talking about their

writing, and reading what they have written to each other. I am amazed at how this happens! For me,
it is a gift to be a part of this environment from year to year.

My kindergarteners are writers-all of them. Some
of them write with pictures, some with written
words, some with oral words-but they are all
writers. They are not that concerned about how their
writing looks. They constantly experiment with the
writing mechanics they have been learning and are
not stressed out if they forget a period. They experiment with spelling, but are not that concerned if
they do not spell house exactly right. I'm not all that
concerned with those things either. What is important to me is that they are writing, and that they are
becoming more comfortable with those things. While
they create real writing, state benchmarks are met,
and Grade Level Content Expectations are taught
and assessed. They write in ways that allow them to
explore and discover. The key to accomplishing this
is to ensure that they feel comfortable in our classroom and excited about learning to write.
A classroom environment in which children feel
comfortable about trying new things and are given
choices is essential to learning how to write. Young
(1992) supports this idea:
Children, just like adults, learn better in a
supportive environment in which they can
risk trying out new strategies and concepts
and stretching themselves intellectually.
This is not just because a supportive community enables individuals to extend their
minds beyond themselves without risk, but
also because the relationship associated
with the learning is an inextricable part of
what is learned. (p. 8)

Whether you teach kindergarten or high school
advanced writing, the idea is the same. If children
feel constricted and do not have a strong relationship
established between themselves and other members of
their classroom community, their writing will suffer.
If a teacher cannot develop a classroom
that is warm and inviting-where students
know they are safe, trusted, respected,
able to take risks, and understood by their
teacher-then the more familiar structures
of organization and management are
harder to build. (Kaufman, 2004, p. 11)

Teachers know this. This idea is part of teacher
preparation classes, professional development,
professional books, and workshops. Yet some of the
writing environments we create for students are
not warm and inviting. Why? It is hard to create a
comfortable classroom writing environment. I have
worked on it for 5 years, and each year I find it
increasingly more difficult. Each year is different,
each set of children is different, and each dynamic
that is created every fall is different. It takes work
and dedication by me and my students to create this
comfortable place.
Yes, I know. State standards, district mandates, and
curricula often make it difficult to create an environment that promotes student choice and exploration,
and also meets everything that needs to be accomplished. Yet, I know it is possible. I've changed some
of my thinking about writing instruction, and I like
what has happened. I now believe that encouraging
students to make choices about their writing and
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inviting meaningful conversation into the classroom
are the most important elements that helped me
develop comfortable classroom writing environments.

The Battle: Student Choice?
Kauffman (2004) states, "A fundamental workshop
tenet is that writers write about things that are
important to them, which means that students have
to discuss what is important to them" (p. 11). In
other words, a writing environment should invite
student choice, not just students' responses to
teacher choice. Initially I thought, "Wow! What a
scary anchor to let go!" But it makes sense. Encouraging my students to make their own choices in their
writing leads to exploration and discovery about who
they are as writers. Giving them story starters or
topics I choose every day constricts their writing.
Although this all makes sense to me, there are still
those times when I feel like I am in the minority.
Story starters and writing prompts are so popular
in the education world. Books are devoted to them.
Lessons that are based on prompts are all over the
Internet. Some workshops and speakers focus on
only those things. So, needless to say, before I put
student choice into action in my classroom, I worried,
"Is this a good idea? Is it OK to let my students write
about Spiderman every day? Will they really learn
everything they need by writing stories about topics
they choose? Will they fall behind other children?"
I still have these worries, but when they start to
overtake my thinking, I step back and realize that I
can't justify giving my students a topic I choose every
day, when I know they have so many fantastic topics
in their heads waiting to get out.
The main battle I faced was letting go of the idea
that writing in kindergarten would just be easier
if I gave my students a topic each day. I thought it
would be easier to monitor their writing-to assess,
to teach those benchmarks, to check for understanding of writing mechanics. Perhaps this was true.
Most of their writing demonstrated the benchmarks
I needed to see. But I wondered if the writing would
be different if they connected to it-if they could
explore choices. Fletcher (1996) explains, "If I want
to write movingly I must first pay attention to what
moves me. I must be connected to it: I must be fused"
(p. 11). Wouldn't this also be true for young children?
Did my children need story starters and writing
prompts all the time? By doing this constantly, without a break for student choice, I was not creating the
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comfortable, take-a-chance kind of environment I
wanted my students to experience. I knew it wasn't
the best way to guide my beginning writers because
they were not making that important step to connect
with what they wrote. But I was afraid!
I thought, ''Yeah, student choice is great, but if I
don't tell them what to write every day, I am going to
have kids who come to me and say they can't think
of a thing to write about." Even at the age of 5 they
have this please-tell-me-what-to-do attitude. However, I have also found they can break out of this.
How? Well, I know that every child has a story. I have
listened to a million. Children have important things
to tell, and if those things are meaningful enough to
tell me, then they are meaningful enough to write
about. My day in kindergarten begins with at least 10
stories walking through the door. By the end of the
day, I hear about tennis practice, soccer games, t-ball
games, sibling squabbles, teddy bears, TV shows, and
spaghetti. These are great stories! With encouragement, many have turned into written pieces accompanied by colorful illustrations and a lot of laughter.

The Key: Start By Listening
I struggled most with the question of how to
invite student choice. How do I give my students
a comfortable place where they are willing to take
a chance at sharing what is going on inside their
brains? I started by just listening. I had always
encouraged them to talk with each other while they
worked on projects because I don't like total silence.
Consequently, there was always conversation in my
classroom. But I didn't really listen. Sure, I overheard things here and there, but I didn't always pay
full attention. Then, when I really listened ... wow!
There was so much more going on than idle chit-chat.
Okay, here come the yeah-buts. Yeah-but #1: It is
hard to listen to 20 or more voices talking at you.
To handle this, I had to be realistic. I could not hear
everybody's stories every day. That is OK. As long as
my students know that I want to listen, that I will
listen, and that they will get their turn, they come
with stories.
Yeah-but #2: I need to get a million things done
in a day-attendance, milk money, lunch money,
announcements, not to mention subjects and specials. How can I take time to just listen? I listen
while I do these things. My students seem to always
find some way to connect a story that they are telling
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me to what I am doing. I may take attendance while
Adam goes on and on about his adventure with
Bobby, and-low and behold-he ends up telling me
that Bobby is not here today because he got sick.
During subjects, stories often relate to what we are
doing. In math, for example, we may be learning
about scales, so Mary tells a story about seeing a
scale in the grocery store. Bingo! That connection
might become a piece of her writing on another day
and may even inspire more stories from others.
Yeah-but #3: My classroom will be too noisy. Will
we disturb others in the hall? Will the noise disrupt
projects? I have moments when I think "Oh my
gosh, they are so loud!" My principal h~s waiked
through the door when they are talking like crazy,
but she also takes time to listen to them and realizes that, nine times out of ten, they are on task.
My students are learning, making connections, and
exploring. My students are writing.
Although I didn't know what to expect as I made these
changes, I knew that, for my students' sakes, I had
to try. I dove in headfirst and made listening to their
noise my priority. What did I discover? I don't know if
it was a true discovery or merely a wake-up call ... but
I found that taking time to really listen and storing
away what I learn is valuable. By showing that I am
truly interested, by responding to their stories, and by
sharing my own stories with them, I invite my students to talk and share and show them that it is OK
to do so. Rothermel (2004) affirms that "stories are an
important part of writing and that without time for
meaningful conversation, writing can be just another
task to be completed and, then, checked off on the 'to
do' list of teachers and students" (p. 32).

Inviting Meaningful
Conversation
I invite meaningful conversation throughout the day.
It looks very different depending on what we are doing.
For example, instead of rushing into our morning
routine, I often start by telling a story of my own. My
students love this! They love learning that the reason
I am so tired this morning is that I went to a class
until 8 p.m. and didn't actually get home until 9 p.m.!
Many of their responses, questions, and stories follow
my short anecdotes. However, I do not always initiate
our story sharing. Sometimes a child arrives so excited
to share that a story just spills out and soon 20 others
follow. We laugh and giggle a lot in the morning.
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I have learned not to watch the clock as if my life
depended on it. So what if we do not finish calendar
before music class, or if we don't get to count to
100 today? I let them tell their stories. When my
students are excited to share, they learn important
literacy skills by listening and responding to stories.
From these stories-and yes, even our laughing
fits-they develop language, listening skills (including learning how to take turns and not talk all at
once), critical thinking skills, creativity ... I could go
on and on. They love this invitation to make their
stories come alive. They love that I listen to them
and that their peers listen to them. They love the'
responses they receive from their peers and from me.
It is worth it. We will count to 100 tomorrow and we
will finish calendar after music class. And if, by some
chance, we don't finish the stories, they know the
invitation is always there.
During these times of conversation and giggles,
I keep a notebook. It helps me remember what
everyone says and to get conversations started. My
notes are simple-a few words or a line like "Jenny
told about the circus" or "Taylor talked about his
dog." I don't use it every day, and I use it for different purposes. Sometimes I write their ideas to
store away for later when the same students tell me
they have nothing to write. The little things I write
often become catalysts for writing ideas for all my
students. Something Clarissa said might help inspire
or trigger that story in Tony's head. Sometimes they
reference the notebook: "Remember when you wrote
down that story about the circus? Well, I want to
write a story about that." I write a lot of statements
that make me smile or laugh and often trigger my
own thoughts. Those little tidbits of conversation are
so valuable.
At first my students wonder why I write things
down. I tell them it is a way for me to remember
some of the cool stories they tell. To them, it seems
fascinating that I want to remember what they say. I
show them my notes. They see that my writing is not
perfectly neat. I show them words that I am unsure
how to spell and pictures I draw to help me remember. The notebook gives them a visual representation
of how their words relate to writing. Writing down
their words helps them see that I am also a writer
that what they say is important enough to write '
down, and it encourages them to continue their
stories and conversations.
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Developing as Writers
One important element of learning how to write is
developing a writing voice. Murray (1985) promotes
that creating writing communities supports students in helping each other find their own writing
voices. Voice in writing is sometimes hard to find.
I remember how I found mine. Nobody told me
what my voice was. I discovered it through my own
exploration in my comfortable writing environment
at home. It didn't happen for me until high school
because often my classrooms were not open to choice
and exploration when writing. Young children don't
need to understand exactly what their writing voice
is; they just need to be able to explore and play with
it. I worry that in a classroom that does not allow
for exploration and discovery through conversation,
children's writing voices may never be found, or fully
developed. But in a classroom that invites stories,
where teachers and students are encouraged to listen
and respond, those voices come out.
Other skills develop as well. My students and I talk
with each other about the mechanics of writing. They
see what writing looks like and they help me create
writing when we share the pen, hold group conferences, and participate in mini-lessons. Whether I am
doing the writing or the whole class is writing, we
constantly talk about what
we are doing. Then my
Figure 1
students attempt to use
what they have learned
in their individual
writing. I don't stress
out if they miss a period
or if capital letters run
wild. I don't have to.
They confer informally
with each other about
these things. This truly
amazes me. I don't set
up peer editing conferences, but my students
set these up during their
natural, ever-buzzing
conversations at their
tables. Listening and
roaming around the
room reveals the amazing logic my students
use. I vividly remember
one conversation. John
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asked Sam why she wrote with all capital letters.
She explained, very rationally, that for this writing
she wanted to make sure that everyone could read it
and her best handwriting was in all capital letters.
She was still practicing her lowercase letters, and
when she felt she was ready she would use those
more, too. I really couldn't argue with that! I hear
questions about end marks and capitals, reminders
about leaving spaces, and suggestions about where to
look for answers. It is an interesting dynamic. It isn't
perfect by any means. My students are not perfect
writers at the age of 5 or 6, but it is a start.

Surprises!
I have discovered that when my students take on the
responsibility of writing about what is important to
them, I often receive pieces that surprise me. The
best surprises are notes left on my desk or pieces
of writing that develop after a conversation. For
example, when I returned from sick leave after an
emergency appendectomy, I found a pile of pictures
and notes on my desk with a note from the substitute
teacher saying that these kept appearing after
writing time! One letter said, "I wondr win you are
comeing beck for petsakxs" (I wonder when you are
coming back from appendicitis). (See Figure 1.) What
a thrill to see this student experiment with writing
such a complex word!
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Our classroom conversations have produced retellings of favorite stories and songs. We created one
popular retelling by singing and talking about "Old
McDonald." After our writing times that week, Old
McDonald had humpback whales, lions, tigers and
bears on his farm! (See Figure 2) We also wrote
original tales about adventures in the park, climbing
buildings with Spider-Man, and dueling with Transformers. (See Figure 3 on page 38.)
By using their choices and engaging in meaningful
conversations, my students make the important
decisions about their writing. Kaufman (2002)
states that "if children know they are expected to
do the thinking they will eventually become more
responsible for their own writing and take risks"
(p. 724). While feeling free to take risks, they make
critical thinking choices when deciding for whom
they are writing and what form to use. (Is it a story,
letter, or list?) They tap their creativity by deciding
what to write, instead of being told what to write. My
students experiment with words and take more time
and effort when writing something that is important
to them. I believe that if I fill our writing time with

story starters, my beginning writers would not have
the chance to create those notes and meaningful
pieces of writing. Their writing surprises make it
that more important for me to continue creating this
type of writing environment in our classroom.

Writers Hard at Work
Every teacher and set of children is different and
the dynamics that are created in classrooms vary
greatly. At the beginning of each new school year
my apprehensions reappear. I worry that I won't
know what to do and that this year will just flop. A
comfortable writing environment doesn't just magically appear on day 10 of the school year. It takes
time, but somehow it all comes together. It takes
trial and error with students, and it takes work. I
don't have the perfect formula. I can't tell someone
that if you do this, this, and this, then you, too, will
have a comfortable classroom writing environment.
Mine is not a stellar model that I want everyone to
come and observe. It evolves from the interactions
between my students and me and from my belief that
all my students are writers in the making, that they

Figure 2

FALL

2007, VoL. 40, No. 1

37

NOISY WRITERS

have a million stories swimming in
their heads, and that they should feel
comfortable enough to talk about and
experiment with those ideas.

Figure 3

.---------------==---=-""""'9----------...•

Because of these beliefs, my kindergarten classroom buzzes loudly with
excited conversation and endless
questions. Would a stranger passing
by my room realize that everything is
happening for a reason and is somehow connected to supporting young
writers? The noise at centers contains
ideas that may be turned into a future
story. The noise at tables contains
conversations that develop ideas and
skills. The noise at the carpet contains the ideas inside 20 tiny heads. I
hope that, instead of mumbling about
the noise, the stranger takes a minute
to step in and listen. Noise is a good
thing. Noise is a sign of writers hard
at work!
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