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Exploring Purpose in
the Middle of the Road
ARTICLE BY JESSICA

CLELAND

pointing out an incident that occurred only
days before.
"Remember during poetry club when you
became disgruntled when Mrs. Peterson
explained her entire poem to you as if you
couldn't have figured it out yourself? Was she
not underestimating you? Think about what
the difference is between you sharing your
writing with fifth, second and first graders,
and Mrs. Peterson and me sharing our writing
with the poetry club members?" Enough was
said at this time. She saw my point and was
content.
My thoughts did not cease when Morgan
walked away. I kept turning over in my head
that haunting question, "What is the purpose
of the project?" Is it for students to share their
writing? Is it for students to learn from one
another's writing? Or should each member of
the project discover his or her own purpose? I
couldn't decide what it was, but I plunged
forward anyway, trusting that it would all
work out.
Our first meeting was an exhilarating time
for students, as they met with their partners
to share information about themselves. The
feedback I received from students was
positive, they enjoyed the experience, and
looked forward to our next meeting. I too was
pleased, and knew there had to be a purpose
for something so unique.

Funny how words can come back to haunt
you. This is exactly what happened to one of
my eighth grade students involved in the
MEI.AF Cross-Age Literacy Project. It began in
September following our first meeting where
eighth, fifth, second, and first grade students
gathered for the first time to meet and share
something that was important to them. Like
an army of ants, my eighth grade students
charged forward with their contribution to the
house we would eventually build. Meanwhile,
Sharon, Mary, and I sat on our own ant hill,
acting like the "big cheese" we aspired to be.
Then she spoke. Morgan, a pro-active, notafraid-to-say-anything, young yet beyond her
years lady who would bust at nothing to
unveil the purpose or meaning of something.
It was a simple question.
"Mrs. Cleland, what is the purpose of this
Cross-Age Literacy Project?"
I stammered, for I had not asked myself this
simple question until now, standing before
someone who I was supposed to be teaching.
"What is the purpose of the Cross-Age
Literacy Project?" I asked myself.
Instead of sharing my best explanation, I
chose to get pleasantly defensive and tell her
she would have to figure that out on her own,
but I guaranteed that it would be a "great
learning experience".
How was the big cheese feeling now?
Melted. Processed. Possibly even molded.
Definitely not a convincing answer to Morgan
since she continued to express without
reservation her viewpoint that the project was
pointless. How could fifth, second, and first
graders understand her writing? Why should
she share it with them? This time, instead of
coming becoming defensive, I chuckled loudly,
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL

Making Discoveries
With purpose, there must be discoveries.
Our second meeting stopped nothing short of
new finds. During this time students were
asked to share a piece of writing from their
journal, a piece they were currently working
on, or a book they were reading with their
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partners. It's important to point out that one
third of my eighth grade class are special
education students, who read two to three
grades below level. I knew from the start that
this may prove to be uncomfortable for some
of these students as sharing their work takes
time and trust. However, to my surprise, there
was no holding back.
Quite a few of my eighth grade students
were shocked to discover fifth graders wrote
as well as, or even better than, they did. A few
admitted to being embarrassed about it, but
the majority of them were pleased to see that
the fifth graders wrote so well. This certainly
prompted the eighth grade writers to do some
reflecting about their writing, and at this point
they were convinced they could learn
something from the fifth grade writers. Too,
they were shocked to see that first and second
graders were writing so much. Discoveries
concerning communication were also made.
When students were asked to share surprises
they responded with, ''That when we came
here there were lots of people here and we
talked more than before. " "How we all got
along. " "We communicated better this time
than last. Getting to know each other better."
Although these surprises weren't profound,
discoveries that could not be ignored were
made this day which strengthened my faith in
a "real purpose."

won't go into it. I don't have enough paper.
Maybe Cynthia Rylant has a boring life.
She needs a dog or a new shiny toy.
Something to keep her from writing. Like
paddle ball. Best Friends was too
realistic. No one spontaneously
combusted. ET didn't make a guest
appearance, and no boat houses were
arsenated.... l want bio-genetic chemical
reactions! And DNA enzymes and Lot G
medical injection experiments, pyrokineses
and big teeth! That kind of thing! So goodbye Cynthia Rylant and hello Stephen
King!"

Brutal. Brutal honesty, which forced me to
spontaneously combust. But not before I
asked myself, "What in the heck have we
done?" To think we forced boys like Ben to
read a flowery, sentimental story that actually
choked the five senses and more out of me.
Further, we asked them to respond to it in
writing. And it didn't end there. Discuss your
responses too. Can you say unauthentic?
I know the three of us knew better, but how
could we have overlooked the fact that what
we planned and implemented contradicted
everything we stand for and believe in? What
happened to student ownership, choice,
challenge? I'll only blame the lack of time to
plan. However, our ability to be reflective
practitioners has served us well. The three of
us have had an opportunity to rethink and
discuss how it could be done differently in the
future. We've had quite a few healthy laughs
as well.
Before leaving you with no hope for our
purpose at this point, I must share a quick
interaction I witnessed. A group of students
were brainstorming what kinds of writing
Cynthia Rylant does and a little, white-haired,
innocent-faced first grader looked up at me
and said, "Cynthia Rylant writes personal
narratives." My eyelids fluttered for a moment.
"She writes what?" I asked. "She writes
personal narratives," she answered. That's
what I thought she said. Amazing how quickly
you can regain purpose.

Using the Work of Cynthia Rylant
And then there was Cynthia Rylant. A fine
author. Chosen for her ability to reach all age
levels. She proved to turn our third meeting
into a chaotic disaster. Or was it really her
fault? I'm certain that our intentions for this
particular meeting, an author study,
contributed to our purpose. For with purpose,
also comes authenticity. And as facilitators of
this project, I feel all three of us were able to
sit back and say, this meeting was a flop. It
doesn't get anymore authentic than that. And
so it was, our third meeting, kids bored to
death with Cynthia Rylant, especially the
eighth grade boys as Ben relentlessly shares
in his journal:

Working with Non-Fiction
I want the whole truth, and nothing but the
truth. Non-Fiction writing. It doesn't look

"Cynthia Rylant has captured the minds
of millions of innocent people. I get a
drowsy feeling after each of her "books". I
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL
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opinions. Experts shared their advice. It was a
true celebration of all genre. To allow writers
to present their strengths and be who they
really are is more powerful than any contrived
situation or experience teachers create.
During this meeting I also felt the full
impact of what really occurred during our
third meeting (Author Study - Cynthia
Rylant). There certainly was a reason this
third meeting had to occur though. It was a
reality check which forced us to pay closer
attention to everything we were doing and ask
ourselves why we were doing it? We cannot
change the past, we can only change the
present. What happened during our bout with
Cynthia Rylant is the past, is "Something
Permanent". Something from which to learn.

much different from grade level to grade level
as we discovered in our fourth meeting
together which marked a turning point in this
project. A matrix was developed to guide
students to see that they were using very
similar processes to produce a quality piece of
non-fiction writing. Students challenged
themselves to make sense out of how and
what they produced and learned about each
other's writing styles. The matrix turned out
to be the visual organizer that got
conversations rolling about writing and
reading. Certainly, the eighth grade students
were shocked to find out that the first and
second graders collected information for their
papers in the same way that they did. As one
group pointed out:
"Well, we all had fun. We also had lots of
information. We all did a good job. We all had
lots of words. We all had something that none
of us knew about and we learned something.
We all can write and work. We all used books."
When asked about differences, one group
responded, "Subject sophistication." The fifth
graders were overwhelmed by the broad array
of topics the eighth graders chose to write
about which ranged from dream interpretation
to UFO's. No matter how you chart it, the
truth of the matter is, this interaction was
about sharing, discovering, and learningwhich brought me closer to being able to
answer the question, "What is the purpose of
the Cross-Age Project?"

Planning the Celebration
Time constraints. They always close in just
when the water in the teapot is beginning to
boil. We weren't ready to come to a screeching
halt. Here it was, our sixth meeting, time to
plan for our final celebration and
presentations. Break out the tea and
crumpets! Bring in the band! The party will go
on, but without your three lovely hostesses
who are at this point pacing the floors, biting
their nails, and sweating profusely above the
brow. The big cheese, feeling packaged, and
marketed before being FDA approved. Yet, the
ants marched on, not sensing the fact that we
felt the house may never be fully constructed.
Students accomplished much in little time. As
I watched them plan their performance
demonstrations which were to capture all they
had experienced and learned about
themselves and each other, I began to
interrogate myself, "Were we giving them
enough time? Would it all work out? Would
the results be what each of us had
envisioned?" I think we all knew it probably
wasn't possible considering the lack of time.
Unfortunately, this would have meant
rounding up more parent drivers, more
interruptions in our already hectic schedules,
and finding more time for the three of us to
get together and process and reflect on what
was happening. It just wasn't possible, not
this year anyway. On this day I reminded
myself this was an experiment. Experiments

Using Genre Study
A genre study became our focus for our fifth
meeting . Students were asked to share any
piece of writing they wanted. Writers were
sharing what they chose, with no input from
anyone else. They were excited to be able to
sit down and have people who cared about
their writing listen without interruption to
something into which they put a lot of time
and energy. Who wouldn't be?
It was during this meeting that I realized
students had developed a sense of trust. Trust
in writing is a necessity. Writers must trust
themselves and they must trust those who
will be readers of their writing. On this day,
poets became real poets. Fiction writers
brought words to life. Essayists offered
MICHIGAN LITERACY CONSORTIUM JOURNAL
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don't always turn out perfectly, and there are
always several possible outcomes. There was
some sense to this. I have seen ant hills in all
different shapes and sizes. Perfection was
definitely not our purpose. We departed
company that day with the hope that our final
meeting would turn out the best that it could.
We never thought we'd make it to the last
meeting - the big sixth one. We almost didn't.
But, I won't bore you with trivial school
district problems. Instead, I'll scream from my
loud speaker about what came to be on our
final celebration day. Showdown in the
afternoon. The stage in the gym of Haviland
Elementary proved to be a perfect spot for
students to perform their experiences. And
that's exactly what they did. Each group
presented their discoveries and how the
project had a impact on them. Raps were
sung. Letters were read. Game shows were
played. Skits were performed. Conversations
were held. And much, much more. The
performances were videotaped for future use.
As the last performance was sung, I sung a
sigh of relief. We did it. It's over and there
certainly was a purpose. Before I reveal
exactly what that is, I will comment on my
personal reaction to the performances. I was
disappointed. They were not the quality I
expected. However, I realized the time issue
played a big part in this. As facilitators, we did
not offer the guidance we should have
because we wanted students to have full
ownership of the performance as it was their
learning experience they were expressing.
There is something to be said about modeling
here. If I were to do this over again, I would
suggest Mary, Sharon and I do our own
presentation of our learning experiences. This
would have been beneficial because we had a
lot to share. Regardless, I do not regret
anything that happened during this project,
nor do I judge to harshly the outcome, as it
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was an experiment and experiments can
always be redone. Now getting back to that
dreaded question, "What is the purpose of the
cross-age literacy project?" Without a doubt
the purpose for students was to share,
discover, and learn from each other about
writing and reading across grade levels. As an
educator, the purpose for me was to share an
authentic experience from which other
educators can discover and learn. Finally, on
a personal level, the purpose was to take
risks, learn from them and take them again.
When words come back to haunt me or
anyone else, I will remember that there is
always a purpose in exploration, which is
what I share today, knowing there is
something to learn from it.
I never did give a direct answer to the
challenging question back in September,
"What is the purpose of the cross-age literacy
project?" My student Morgan discovered her
own "I discovered we all have greater
capabilities than anyone ever expected. I think
sometimes we even surprise ourselves. The
younger kids didn't have the sophisticated
vocabulary or sentence structure, but all our
voices proved to be equally effective." I think
we all discovered our own personal purposes
throughout this project, but more
importantly, I was able to look back and
realize the true purpose of anything is to learn
from the process and to help my students do
the same. The process of going through the
project from the brainstorming point to
completion has taught me valuable lessons
about myself, my teaching and my future. And
that, my friends, is the truest purpose of all.
Jessica Cleland is an eighth grade Language
Arts teacher at Mason Middle School in
Waterford, MI. Jessica is currently on leave to
work on her Ph.D. at Michigan State University.
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