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Writing in Mrs. B’s Honors & AP Classes 
 
Every teacher has strengths and weaknesses.  
 
Teaching writing is my strength.  It’s my passion. I do it well because I never let myself sit back 
and think Oh, I’m a good enough writing teacher.  Every year I rethink, rework and re-imagine 
how I teach writing. 
 
But that also means that I will not let you sit back and say, Oh, I’m a good enough writer.  No 
matter how well you write today, you can write better by the end of this course—provided you’re 
willing to work hard. 
 
And the great thing about writing is that it does respond to hard work.  This handout explains 
how the “hard work” happens in our writing. 
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Three phases 

Best practice1 in writing instruction emphasizes the way that writing is a process, not a single 
product.  This process usually includes pre-writing (planning), drafting (writing and rewriting), 
and reflection (identifying what you did, what was successful and why).  
 
To help us focus on writing as a process, we will write all our formal writing tasks in these three 
phases.  A sample of a “task” assignment sheet is available in Appendix A. 
 

• Prewriting: In addition to pre-writing exercises we do in class, you will write a formal 
proposal.  These proposals are question-answer assignments, and cannot be longer than 
one page, typed.  You will revise and resubmit this proposal until it is accepted.  This 
usually takes 2-3 attempts, but can take more or fewer, depending on where you are in 
your own development as a writer.  You can see a sample proposal in Appendix B. 
 

• Drafting:  Once your proposal has been accepted, you move on to writing the actual 
assignment.  Each assignment will vary based on its particular requirements, but may 
include some organizational recommendations or may require a certain form of writing or 

                                                
1 “Best practice” is and educational term that indicates the most effective style of doing something based on multiple years of theory and practice 
by a wide variety of teachers in a wide variety of settings. 
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a certain length.  You will revise and resubmit the draft until it is accepted.  Again, this 
usually takes 2-3 attempts.  You can see a sample paper in Appendix C. 

 
• Reflecting:  Once your draft has been accepted, you 

move on to writing a critical reflection paper.  I will offer 
you specific prompts and questions to help you develop this 
paper, but the reflection is NOT a question-answer 
assignment.  Instead, it’s a kind of paper in its own right, 
and it offers you a chance to analyze and write about your 
own writing process.  These are usually 2-3 pages in length.  
Samples are available in Appendix D. 

 
Feedback 

Feedback in this class is primarily non-evaluative and it goes in big loops.   
• Big loops:  You submit a proposal, get feedback, revise and resubmit, revise and 

resubmit, revise and resubmit—until you get an “accepted” written at the top.  That 
means you move on to the next phase—drafting.  Same process there until you get an 
“accepted” that moves you on to your critical reflection.  

 
• Non Evaluative: I’m not “grading” each paper that you submit.  Your grade is based on 

a rubric, and the rubric evaluates your work at the very end of the process, after you’ve 
written and revised your critical reflection.  Instead, I’m offering you a huge amount of 
feedback that is actually meant to HELP YOU REVISE.  That feedback will be both 
written and oral.   

 
Written Feedback 
I will diagnose some of the major flaws that I see and ask you to take it back to the drawing 
board.  This means that you will have to do your own thinking about your writing.  I will not 
correct it for you.   Because I identify only one or two flaws does not indicate that the 
proposal/paper/reflection contains only one or two flaws.  I may also write some questions to get 
you thinking in the right directions. 
 
Sometimes written feedback will happen through comments in the margins, sometimes through 
narrative notes/letters/memos, and sometimes through handouts and other tools stapled to your 
drafts.   
 
Oral Feedback 

• Teacher Writing Conferences.  A conference is just a 5-10 minute meeting, phone call 
or IM chat with me where we can discuss your work so that you can move ahead.  
Sometimes I’ll request a conference, other times, you may be confused about one of my 
comments and might want to initiate a writing conference.  I’ll be available for 
conferencing during writing days.  In addition, there is always a sign up sheet outside my 
door showing my availability for the current week (before/after school and planning 
periods). 
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• Essay Ambulance.  When I’m reading student writing, I keep notes on problems or 
errors that I see happening frequently.  When 2-3 students seem to be having the same 
trouble, I’ll host an Essay Ambulance session in class.  Usually, this means I pull out the 
overhead projector and give some examples of the problem and do some thinking aloud 
with you about why it’s a problem and some possible approaches to fix it.  

 
• Peer Conference.  You are often each others’ best resource.  Sometimes another student 

can see the flaw that you’ve become blind to.   
 
 
 

Revolving due dates 
You will always have a due date for your first proposal.  I will return it to you 
within two days. You have a maximum of one week from the date that your 
proposal is returned to you to get it back to me.  For example, if you get your 
proposal back on Wednesday, 8/30, then you will rework it and return it to me on 
or before Wednesday, 9/6.   

 
Once your proposal has been accepted, you have a maximum of one week to write the paper and 
hand it in to me.  This is just like the example above, except that if you get your accepted 
proposal back on Wednesday 8/30, then you will return a paper to me on or before Wednesday, 
9/6.  

 
Finally, once you have finished your process with your assignment, you will write a critical 
reflection paper.  As I said, you will have specific parameters for this paper, but the process will 
be the same.  Your first critical reflection will be due no more than one week after your last draft 
is accepted.  And you will re-draft until it, too, is accepted. 
 
There will be a last call day for critical reflections.  This means I will not take critical reflections 
for a particular task beyond that date.   
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

TWO Keys to Success with Revolving Due Dates 
 
Use Writing Days Productively.  We will write every Tuesday of the 
school year.  This is time you can plan for and rely on, and it’s critical to your 
success.  I know you are some of the busiest, stretched students in our building,  
and I honor you by providing this time.  Honor me by using it. 
   
Plan Your Time Wisely.  If you ONLY submit one draft per week, you will  
NOT  finish your task in the six week time frame allotted to each task.  Some weeks,  
you may not get more than one draft in, and that’s legit.  Other weeks, you’ll do 2-3, 
and that, too is necessary.  Ultimately, you know better than anyone how to effectively manage your time, 
because only you know your schedule, and you can make this writing work around your own needs.  
 
NOTE: Procrastination on YOUR part does not mean an emergency on my part— I get two days to turn 
around your papers no matter what…and no, weekends do not count. 
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Writing Workshop Days: I know that revising once a week can start to feel like a lot of 
work, especially when I’m asking you to make substantive revisions.  And I know that you are 
busy people—orchestra, jazz band, cross country, soccer, theatre, newspaper… the list goes on 
and on.   
 
One way I will try to make this writing process manageable for my face-to-face students is by 
providing one day each week for writing.  We’ll talk more about what that will look like later—
but for now, please know that you can count on at least 45 minutes of uninterrupted class time 
each week to work on these tasks. 
 

Substantive Revision 
Because I expect you to be engaged in the writing process, I expect that 
your papers will change significantly over the course of several drafts.   
 
I am not asking you merely to “tinker” with a sentence here or there.   
I am not asking you merely to “edit” for grammatical mistakes and  
spelling errors.  Instead, I am asking you to rethink, reinvent,  
rewrite.  This may mean deleting whole paragraphs, moving entire  
chunks of the paper to other places.   
 
It could mean that one angle doesn’t work and you need to find an entirely new argument for a 
particular part of the paper.  It may mean scrapping the whole thing and starting from scratch. 
That is what real writers do, and in this class, you are real writers. 
 
What I’m trying to say is that revision, like writing, is HARD WORK.  I expect to see evidence  
of that in your revisions.   
 

 

 

 

 
Note: NEVER THROW ANYTHING AWAY. 

• Electronically: Save every draft with a new file name so you 
have all your files when you need to go back and write about 
your process.  Save the new filename BEFORE you start 
working on revisions—or you might end up overwriting your 
old draft. 
 

• Using paper: Staple your new proposal on TOP of your old 
proposal, your first essay on TOP of your accepted proposal, 
your first critical reflection paper on TOP of your completed 
essay, etc. Does this mean you’ll have a big old stack of stuff? 
Yep!  When it’s too thick to staple, use a paperclip.  It also 
means we’ll have a record of your process that will make your 
critical reflection and evaluation much easier. 
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The Right of First Say 
I believe that writers have the right of first say about their own work.  What I mean by that is 
simple: you get to tell me what you’re thinking, what you’re worried about, and what problems 
you’re trying to fix BEFORE I tell you what I think. 
 
In other words, I want to respond to what you need before telling you what I see.  Your “first 
say” tells me a LOT about how deeply you’re thinking about your own writing and how much 
attention you’re giving it.   

Also, I’m not a magic wand.  I can’t come in and “just know” what 
you’re thinking about your writing.  It doesn’t make sense for me to 
write a whole memo to you about your sentence structure if you’re 
still not sure about your organization.   

 
 
 
How do you get “first say?” 

• Proposal—on your proposal, the last prompt will ask you for your questions or concerns. 
 

• Drafting—I invite you to use post-it notes or to write comments in your margins if you have 
questions on paper drafts.  On electronic drafts, use Google Doc’s “insert comment” to jot down 
your questions/concerns. 
 

• Critical reflection—by definition, this is a “first say” about your process, but again, if you have 
questions about the writing itself, feel free to use notes or electronic comments. 
 
Grading 
Because most of your feedback is non-evaluative (meant to help you  
revise, not to give you a “grade”), you’re probably wondering how you  
will be graded, when it comes down to it.  That is an unfortunate—but  
important—question in our context in a public high school.   
 
Writing is 35% of the grade in this class.   
 
You earn your grade three ways: 

1. Completion of initial proposal on time (5 points per task). 
2. Rubric for your work on each writing task (100 points per task). 
3. Active, useful participation during writing days (50 points per trimester)—you start 

every writing day with two points.  You can keep both or lose both, depending on your 
work in class that day.  At the end of the trimester, I add up the points you kept and put 
it as a score out of 50 possible points. 

 
Notice that the bulk of your writing grade gets “reported” at the end of your each writing tasks.  
This does NOT mean I am not keeping accurate complete records, nor does it mean I am not 
assessing your work as you do it.  I am a stickler for details and keep very accurate records as 
well as all the feedback that I give you. 
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It helps to think of grading for your writing as having good news and bad news. 
 

The good news  
It is nearly IMPOSSIBLE to earn a “bad” grade 
in your writing, as long as you: 
• Stay actively engaged in correcting and 

thinking about your own writing, 
• Hand in your versions and drafts on schedule, 
• Initiate conferences with me or with your 

peers when you don’t know how to approach a 
particular problem, and  

• Submit the best possible writing you can do 
every time. 
 

The bad news  
 You can fail if you want to.  I will not protect 
you because you’re an “honors” student.  If you  

• Make just the minimum changes and 
corrections to each draft 

• Hand in sloppy, late or inconsistent 
drafts,  

• Don’t do the assignments, 
• Don’t work hard 

…You will fail.  
 
 

 
 

Part VI: Details & FAQs 
 
How about a nutshell version of all that?  

1. I don’t believe in smart.  I believe in hard work.  Learning to write better is hard work.   
2. In this class, we will do all of our formal writing in three phases: prewriting, drafting and 

reflecting.  For each phase, you will write and revise until I write “accepted” across the 
top of the paper, and then you’ll move on to the next phase.   

3. You will get lots and lots of written and oral feedback from me on every phase of writing, 
and you are expected to do your own thinking about your writing as well in order to 
revise.  

4. But you will not get a grade on your writing until the end of the process.  You earn your 
grade through hard work during the writing process, not through being a spectacular 
writer. 

5. Your due dates work with your life.  There is a due date for your first proposal and a “last 
call” for critical reflections.  All the intermediate due dates will depend on your process.  
You will submit a revision at a minimum each week, sometimes more often.  I offer you 
one full class period each week for writing so that this pace will be more manageable for 
all of us.   

6. It is my goal to return drafts to you within two days (not including weekends). 
7. You always get the “right of first say.”  On your proposals, there is a space for your 

questions/concerns.  You are invited to use post-it notes, margin comments or other ways 
of including your questions and concerns on your drafts.  And your critical reflection is 
an opportunity to get “first say” in evaluating your process as a whole. 

 
Please understand that your effort is NOT the only criterion for an A.  
Effort should go without saying.  I expect that you are always working hard.  Read  
the rubric carefully.  I’m looking for improvement.  If you’re actually working hard 
 and not improving, then something needs to change—at a minimum you need a  
writing conference to help you move forward.  

 



 7 

How many writing tasks? 
Two per trimester.  This may flex a little bit during first trimester, while we are getting up and 
running, but will hold steady for the rest of the year. 
 
How many drafts?   
That depends on how quickly you progress.  There is no limit on the number of drafts you may 
submit to rework.  Some students get each phase completed in two drafts, others take three or 
four drafts.  Or, you might take five drafts of a proposal but only two of your actual paper.   
 
But a word to the wise: I expect every assignment you write to be your best work—the absolute 
best you can make it on your own without any coaching.  No one besides the writer should 
ever see an actual rough draft.  If you hand in an incomplete or rough draft to me, I will hand it 
right back to you.  You will not receive credit until you hand in a strong, finished piece of 
writing.   
 
When is writing due? 
At the minimum one revision is due each week.  

• Remember you cannot simply do the minimum every time and still finish your task on 
time. 

• Please also note that I will not accept papers on the last day of the school week 
(usually Friday).  I don’t want papers over the weekend—I want YOU to have the kind 
of extended time that a weekend offers to “mull” and it would be ill-advised for me to 
take the work out of your hands before you have a chance to do that.  If you try to give 
me a paper on Friday, I will give it right back to you.  If your “one week deadline” is past 
on Monday, then the paper is late. 

 
You keep talking about electronic submission.  What does that mean? 
It means you can submit your tasks to me using Google Docs.  I will walk you through using 
Google docs in class (for face-to-face students) and answer questions about setting up an account 
(for online students).   
 
In previous years, I’ve accepted flash drives and email attachments.  However, last year I got a 
virus on my computer from a student’s file, so I no longer accept documents that way.   
 
I will email you within twenty-four hours of receiving your submission.  If you do not get an 
email from me, I did not get a paper from you.  It is your responsibility to address that problem 
and find a way to get the paper to me asap. 
 
Any guidelines for electronic submission? 
First, you must plan to submit your entire task electronically or on paper.  Either way is fine with 
me, as long as you stay consistent for the duration of the task.  When you move onto the next 
task, you can try a different method—again, as long as you remain consistent in using that 
method for the entire task. 
 
For all students, the most important thing is that you save your file so that it is easily identifiable.  
“Of Mice and Men Paper” might be a great title for you, but I probably have thirty-odd students 
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writing Of Mice and Men papers.  Instead, please use your first initial, last name, the task # and 
the phase #.  For example, your first proposal for your first writing task would be named:  
 

JSmithTask1Prop1 
 
This tells me very quickly that I’m opening Jane Smith’s, 1st proposal for her 1st task.  When she 
revises it and resubmits it, she would save it as: JSmithTask1Prop2.   
 
Later, when she works on her first draft of her paper, the file name would become: 
JSmithTask1Draft1 
 
And even later, when she’s working on her second draft of her critical reflection: 
JSmithTask1CR2 
 
For face-to-face students, these details are also on your class blog under the “Go Paperless” tab. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Credits and copyright information 
The initial version of this process was based on the work of Cathy D’Agostino, a teacher at New Trier High School in Winnetka, IL.  Some of the language here was 
borrowed directly from her work entitled “An Organic Approach To Writing” and “General Grading Guidelines” and was used by permission of the author.2 
 
Since then, this has been revised and changed so significantly, that I’m not sure if any of Cathy’s language remains—remember “I will never say I’m a good enough 
writing teacher?” The most notable revision occurred during the summer of 2010, using the work of Nancie Atwell, Peter Elbow, Pat Belanoff and Bonnie Sunstein.  
A complete bibliography is available upon request. 

                                                
2 D’Agostino, like Nancie Atwell, credits the work of Donald Murray for shaping the core of her writing philosophy.  However, D’Agostino likewise credits Toby 
Fulwiler, Andrea Lunsford, James Kinneavey, John Rusciewcz, Nancy Sommers, Erika Lindemann, James Britton, Lester Faigley, Wayne Booth and Sheridan Baker.  
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Appendix A: Sample Task Assignment 
 

 
 
 

Pre Reading 
 

Both Of Mice and Men and Fahrenheit 451 or Animal Farm have something important in 
common: 
 

1. Each book or its author has been banned or “challenged” somewhere in the United 
States. 

2. Each book qualifies as a “classic” worth writing about on any number of 
standardized exams or prompts you may have in the coming years (including, 
potentially, the AP Literature & Composition exam). 

 
 
 

Assignment 
 
For this writing task, I would like you to use your imagination (a little).  
Imagine that one of these books you read has been “challenged” right 
here in Iowa City. 
 

Your mission: 
1. Identify why the book has been challenged. 
2. Form an opinion about what should be done with the 

book. 
3. Write your opinion into a persuasive letter to the school 

board.  Based on our discussion of rhetoric and your 
reading from Everything’s An Argument, you will have 
to determine the best organization for such a letter.    

 

Deadlines 
 
 

1. Your first proposal is due Thursday 
of the week it is assigned.  In this 
class, that deadline is ___________. 
 

2. Obviously, you may NOT begin 
your paper until your proposal is 
accepted. 
 

3. You have a maximum of one week 
from the time you get any draft back 
from me to send it my way again 
with substantive revisions, not just 
tinkering.   

 
4. You must complete your final 

critical reflection no later than  
________________________. 

 
DON’T THROW ANYTHING AWAY—
MAKE A NEW FILE EACH TIME AND 
KEEP IT ALL IN A FOLDER! 

Format 

 

• Proposal: Use a numbered question/answer format, 
see below for specific prompts. 

• Paper: Use standard block-style business letter. 
• Reflection: Use a standard essay format, left 

justified and double spaced.  See below for 
specific prompts. 

 
Type everything in Times or Times New Roman, size 12 
font.  Use 1-inch margins. 
 
(If you use Microsoft Word at any point, look at your readability 
statistics.  I’m interested to learn the % of passive voice—type it in 
the lower right hand corner or email it to me.) 

  
 
 

Banned Books
s 
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Appendix A: Sample Task Assignment (continued) 
 

Proposal Guidelines 
This is a question-answer assignment about how you intend to make your argument. Just like all 
the stages of your writing process, this should be typed in a size 12 Times or Times New Roman 
font. 
 

1. What is your thesis? Even if you use an implicit thesis in the actual letter, you need to 
know what your main position on the book will be. Articulate it in a clear, clean specific 
sentence (or two). If you cannot do that, you are not ready to submit a proposal. Consider 
additional prewriting strategies to help: more conversation with a friend about the book, a 
journal entry on the topic, a focused free write, etc. 
 

2. What is the situation? We know the book has been challenged, but this is the imaginative 
part of the assignment where you must get your audience clear in your mind. Who 
challenged it? Does the challenge have popular support? Has there already been a lot of 
dialogue about it in the community or only a little? 

 
3. What are your key arguments or appeals in favor of the book? Remember to use the 

strategies & appeal types we discussed in class. 
 

4.  What do you anticipate are the arguments against the book? How have these arguments 
appealed to community members? How do you plan to respond to those in your letter? 

 
5. Have you thought of a closing line or image that might work? (Maybe not yet, and that’s 

fine) 
 

6. What questions or concerns do you have at this point? (This is your “right of first say” on 
the proposal process—so take advantage!) 
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Appendix A: Sample Task Assignment (continued) 
 

Critical Reflection Guidelines 
 

1. The dates you started and finished (your first proposal “in” date to your most recent critical reflection 
“writing” date). 
 

2. The number of conferences/conversations/email exchanges you had with me and at what stage in the 
process. 
 

3. What was easy for you? Why?  Some people, for example, had no trouble coming up with a thesis. 
 

4. What was difficult for you? Why? Some people, for example, really struggled to come up with literary 
arguments, rather than just moral ones. 
 

5. What type of writing were you asked to do?  Was this your first experience with this type of writing?  
What were some skills you learned that go along with this type of writing? 
 

6. What did you learn about yourself as a writer in this assignment?  Think about your writing style, the 
time it takes you, the environmental factors that help you write well, the types of feedback that are 
helpful, and how well you did on various phases (some people have no problem coming up with ideas 
in proposal phase, but have a lot of trouble actually communicating those ideas in drafting—and other 
people have all the struggle in the proposal phase, while the actual writing seems easy). 
 

7. What attention did you give to the structure of the entire essay? At what stage of the process? How did 
you change structure over time?  Why?  Be specific.   
 

8. What attention did you give to the flow/logical development of the essay? When?  How did you change 
flow over time?  Why?  Be specific. 
 

9. How satisfied are you with your agility with language? How much did you work on finding the right 
word to communicate your exact meaning? How much on sentence structure?  Give examples of each, 
including revisions.  Discuss why you made the revisions you did and why those revisions were or 
were not successful. 

 
10. What do you feel most proud of in your writing process for this task?  Why?   

 
11. Is there anything from this writing task you look back on with regret or embarrassment?  Why? 

 
12. How did your level of involvement and effort impact your work?  Did you see progress in your writing 

over time?  How so?  Give examples. 
 

13. How prepared did you feel for the assignment? Why?  If you felt unprepared, what would have helped 
you to feel more prepared? 
 

14. How reliant were you on instructor comments and guidance? Keep track of this. As we move through 
the year, you’ll want to note your various movements towards independence. 

 
15. Highlight every comment on the rubric that you think applies to your work on this writing task, and 

write a bit about why you highlighted the comments that you did.  Please submit the highlighted rubric 
with your critical reflection.   
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Appendix B: Sample Proposal 

1. Harry Potter should not be removed from the school library because it is a work of 
literary and cultural merit to which our rural students should have free and clear access. 

 
2. I’m a teacher in a small rural school district.  Several parents have objected to the school 

library purchasing the Harry Potter books because they contain witchcraft and 
developmentally inappropriate material.  There have been letters in the local paper as 
well as several school board meetings about it with faculty and community members. 

 
3. I’m arguing that the series stands apart from most contemporary work because of the 

following (a-d), and as a result it would be inappropriate to remove it from our library. 
a. The novel is part of a long literary tradition of the hero’s journey, but remains 

accessible to students in middle and high school. 
b. The series becomes increasingly mature and complex over time, mirroring 

students’ own journeys toward maturity. 
c. The language Rowling uses relies on an intimate knowledge of Latin and Greek 

roots, and allusions to ancient mythologies.  Students absorb this language 
effortlessly when engaged in fluent reading, and it lays the foundation for most of 
the Western literary canon. 

d. The series contains multi-faceted moral dilemmas that match the dilemmas 
students face in the real world.  This offers students a chance to sift through their 
own lives and think about character issues like courage, loyalty and work ethic. 

 
Further, I’m arguing that the books should stay in our libraries because removing them 
would mean breaking our promise as citizens of the US under our Bill of Rights, breaking 
our promise as educators to prepare them for the real world and specifically breaking our 
school district’s aim to nurture enthusiasm.    

 
4. First, I suspect that other people point out this is not a violation of the constitution.  I will 

concede that’s true, but argue that due to our isolated location, the library is the main 
place that students have access to materials—so this violates the spirit of the first 
amendment. Second, I suspect that other people will say that if we agree to my position, 
then no book would ever be removed from our library.  I plan to concede that there may 
be materials that should not be available in school libraries, and to give examples (like 
Playgirl or the Anarchist’s Cookbook), but that this book does not fit into those extreme 
categories. Finally, I suspect people will have had a lot of discussion already about the 
witchcraft issue.  I intend to argue that the magic in these books is least offensive of all 
kinds of magic. However, I will concede that parents should have the right of refusal if 
they do not want their kids to read about any kinds of magic. 
 

5. I don’t know exactly, how I want to close it, but I think I’ll say something about not 
taking away the rights of all children to protect some children.  

 
6. I’m worried about my tone.  I want to be firm in my convictions but kind, without 

becoming condescending.  Any thoughts or tips on how I can do that? 
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Appendix C: Sample Paper  
 

September 2, 2005 
 
Anytown Community School District 
400 E. Sixth Street 
Anytown, ST 55555 
 
RE:  Debate over the retention of J.K. Rowling’s Harry Potter series  
 
Dear Ladies and Gentlemen: 
 
As one of our district’s English/Language Arts educators, I have been actively involved in the discussion 
regarding Mrs. Smith’s request to have the Harry Potter books removed from our school libraries. I have 
appreciated your thoughtful debate and willingness to see many sides of the issue.  My appeal to you here is no 
mere formality, but I do hope that the written word will serve to clarify my position.  As you know, I believe it 
would be inappropriate to remove these books from our school library not only because they represent the best 
of contemporary literature for young people, but also because such an action would limit the intellectual 
choices for all our students and further disconnect our small, rural community from the broader culture within 
which we exist. 
 
The Harry Potter series deals with an epic battle between good and evil.  Harry and his friends pit themselves 
against Voldemort and the Death-Eaters.  The journey of transformation and acceptance that Harry undertakes 
is akin to other great heroes of literature—he finds out a new truth about himself, is mentored by someone who 
has known him from afar, completes small battles and quests and ultimately learns the things that will 
hopefully help him defeat his enemy.  Because the story is fantasy, the setting is also universal—a castle and 
magic, monsters and wizards—items that have littered human stories for ages. As the main characters in the 
books mature and learn to see nuances in their world, so do the stories themselves. The first book, Sorcerer’s 
Stone, introduces readers to young characters almost giddy in discovering the “wizarding world,” and caps off 
with a simplistic victory over Voldemort.  However the fourth book, Goblet of Fire, shows Voldemort return 
to bodily form, killing one of Harry’s friends and inaugurating a more sustained battle between those fighting 
for good and those in servitude to Voldemort.  Simultaneously, Harry himself begins to mature.  In Order of 
the Phoenix, he is resentful and angry toward the school’s headmaster, Dumbledore, and irritable with his 
friends.  By Half Blood Prince, Harry has matured and is willing to accept his difficult and uncertain future.  
He trusts Dumbledore with the kind of loyalty that won readers over in Chamber of Secrets, but with a grown-
up air that shows how certainly he has changed from the little boy he was into the hero he will become. 
 
As you can see, the Harry Potter series represents the very best of contemporary literature. The novels 
combine a classical storyline and increasingly complex characters into a compelling read. Further, Rowling 
pulls many of her titles, names and spells from Latinate phrases and Greek mythology.  Students who read this 
series invariably absorb the allusions and linguistic context for much of the western cannon—a pill worth 
swallowing—without even realizing it’s happening.  Lastly, the Harry Potter series confronts its readers with 
the kind of multifaceted moral dilemmas that students face in the real world.   The novels become a kind of 
mirror in which students can see themselves and their choices more clearly. As a result of all of these things, 
Rowling’s series stands apart from most contemporary works. Removing a series of books so clearly in 
company with the best of literature would render a significant part of modern literary reading unavailable to 
our students.   
 
Although it is reason enough, I believe these books should not stay in our libraries simply because they are 
great literature.  They should stay because their removal constitutes a breach of the promise we offer to 
students as educators.  We promise to prepare students for the real world, to connect them to opportunity and 
choice.  We promise to make everything at our disposal available to them for their future.  In Tipton, even 
more specifically, we promise to cultivate enthusiasm in our learners. Removing these books from our library 
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shelves breaks those promises. We would disconnect students from a broader culture that is reading this series 
and would artificially limit their opportunities and choices.  We would refuse to use something that is in fact at 
our disposal to help in their journey into adulthood. Worst of all, in direct violation of our own mission 
statement, removing these books would ultimately remove some of the most popular and interesting reading 
students are doing from the realm of possibility.  If all we offer students are the works to which “no one could 
possibly object,” we will not be nurturing enthusiastic readers—dutiful readers, but not enthusiastic ones.   
 
I also believe that we go beyond breaking our promises as educators if we remove these books from our 
schools.  We break our promise as citizens of the United States.  Born or made, our citizens uphold a 
constitution with an amendment so bold it’s almost embarrassing.  But it’s there—“freedom of speech and 
press.”  Granted, we do not exactly dishonor our Bill of Rights by removing a book from a school library, 
since we are not infringing on the right of the publisher to publish or the author to write.  And clearly, no one 
is saying the students can’t read a Harry Potter book if they want to drive to Cedar Rapids and buy one.  But 
we do dishonor the spirit of the first amendment.  We make it difficult for the writer to reach her audience.  We 
make it costly and unavailable for a student to choose a particular book. 
 
Of course, there is a logic to this when a book presses our buttons or our boundaries.  There is a particularly 
strong logic to this when a book is inappropriate for a certain age group or phase of life.  We certainly are not 
carrying a subscription to Playgirl in our library for curious teenage girls or ordering the latest copy of the 
Anarchist’s Cookbook to help teenage angst turn into tragedy.  This would be foolish in the extreme.  We must 
use some caution about how we apply the spirit of the first amendment to our school libraries.  However, I 
believe that caution must be exercised carefully and only against the extremes that truly harm our students.  
Harry Potter, accused of perpetuating magic that unsettles Christian traditions and beliefs, hardly fits into 
these extreme categories.  In fact, most of the magic in Harry Potter contains no religious ties or rituals of any 
kind.  Rowling’s magic is the magic-wand, boiling cauldron, abra-cadabra kind of magic—the kind of magic 
found in fairy tales and folk stories. Yes, some parents may choose not to allow their children to read about 
any kind of magic, just as some other parents might choose not to allow their children to read about any kind 
of guns or war.  And yes, in partnership with them it is our job to support their choices whether or not we agree 
with them.  However, this is not a sufficient reason to limit the choices of all our students by removing a 
compelling, quality literary work from our school libraries. 
 
Overall, the quality of the Harry Potter series, the implied promises we make to our students and a strong 
support of the kinds of intellectual choices our Bill of Rights aims to provide us must outweigh the fear and 
uncertainty of a few concerned people.  While supporting their individual rights to refuse to allow their 
children to read the Harry Potter series, we must not subtract from the brilliant array of worthwhile books 
other children might choose to read.   
 
Thank you for your time and continued thoughtful discussion about this issue.  As I mentioned, your open-
mindedness on both sides of this issue has impressed me deeply.  I look forward to our final committee 
meetings and vote.   
 
Respectfully, 
 
 
Jane Smith 
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Appendix D: Sample Critical Reflection Paragraphs 
Rather than offer you an entire critical reflection paper as a sample, I’m instead offering some 
specific instruction and paragraph-length samples.  These samples use a different text, but the 
same assignment as the previous samples. 
 
Mostly, you need to know that I'd like you to get very specific and make sure that you address all 
the prompts—without degenerating into a question/answer assignment.  For example, one of the 
prompts asks you how satisfied you were with your agility with language.  That’s one section 
that might be a paragraph by itself.  In the critical reflection paper, to address something like 
that, you might say: 

I had almost no difficulty with language agility, with the possible exception of my thesis statement.  In my 
initial proposal I had written "Where's Waldo is a travesty of a book that exposes children to meaningless 
activity, overly busy images and some sexual content inappropriate for the younger set; it should be 
removed from our school library immediately."  I felt like "activity" and "busy" were too much like 
synonyms to be so close together in one sentence.  I also though that "the younger set" was a bit 
ambiguous.  In my third proposal, I changed "activity" to "games," but hadn't solved the problem with the 
ambiguous bit before the semicolon.  In my first draft of the paper, I think I nailed it when I wrote, 
"Where's Waldo is a travesty of literature that engages students in meaningless games, exposes their young 
brains to overly busy images and buries lewd sexual material under its surface sweetness."  This was much 
clearer, as each clause contained it's own verb.  It also eliminated the phrase about the "younger set" which 
was as awkward as it was unclear.   

 
Notice that I’m using specific quotes and passages from my various drafts, and I’m discussing 
how I revised, why I revised and what made my revision clearer. 
 
Another prompt asks you to talk about structure, and another prompt asks you to discuss 
organization/flow.  These seem to go together in one paragraph.  You might write something like 
this: 
 

Structure was a challenge for me with this assignment.  In previous persuasive writing, my instructors have 
allowed us to use whatever model "worked," and I often put my counter-arguments up front.  In my first 
draft, I did the same thing.  I knew that a lot of people would suggest that "two dots don't make a sexual 
image," and I wanted to defeat that right away by pointing out that it depends on where we place those "two 
dots," and that the mermaid's breasts in Where's Waldo is not the right place to put them for young children 
to see.  However, Mrs. B. suggested that I put my own arguments up front, and focus on deflating my 
opponents later.  That meant moving my main thesis components up front, and putting my counter 
arguments later.   
 
I also had difficulty making a bridge from my arguments for the book to my arguments against the book.  
Initially, I used the tired "however" and tried to make that carry the whole weight of it.  Later, I realized 
that what I really needed was context--instead of imaginary opponents, I could actually name one of the 
involved parents.  So I changed it to explain a bit more of the conversation; I wrote “However, Mr. Jones 
and Ms. Hempel have both argued that ‘two dots don't make a sexual image.’”  From there I went on to 
argue my counter-arguments.   This small bit of context made the segue between my main arguments and 
the counter arguments much smoother. 

 
Notice—this time it took me two paragraphs to address one set of prompts.  And again, I’ve been 
quite specific about my answers, used quotes and examples from my papers, and thoroughly 
reflected on both how and why I made the revisions as well as why those revisions were 
successful.   


