Ross M. Burkhardt’s plan for the first two days of school
By May Dartez

Introduction/ Chapter 1:


First, he explains his career as a “comma corrector” teacher.  He then goes over ten assertions about writing that he learned from the National Writing Project. He suggests that all teachers decide what their assertions about writing are and post them in the classroom as a reminder to the teacher, students, and parents of the purpose of the class:

1.
Every student is a writer and has ideas she or he wants to 

communicate.

2.
Every student writes at his or her ability level.

3.
Writers are more invested in writing when they select their own 

topics.

4.
Writers are inspired by models, especially those created by peers.

5.
Teachers who share their writing with students provide powerful 

coaching.

6.
Writers discover their voice when reading aloud to peers.

7.
Student writers should publish frequently for audiences beyond the 

teacher.

8.
Writing is a recursive process: invent, rehearse, draft, revise, 

edit and publish.
9.
Writers consider audience, purpose, and topic when they write.

These all come from the NWP. He adds the last one himself.

10.
Volume+ Variety = Fluency.

•I forget where in the book, but somewhere he stresses national 

writing experts say that intermediate and secondary writers should 

publish approximately 18 pieces a year. I know this sounds like a lot, 

but he stresses that writers work so much harder and make greater 

improvements when they know they will have an audience. I think the 

number of published pieces recommended per year is lower in the primary 

grades.

•He also stresses that teachers who have tried his assignments but have 

not followed the above assertions (for example, not providing teacher 

models or an opportunity to share with peers, etc.) have not been as 

successful as they would have liked.

•He also stresses the importance of writing teachers knowing their 

beliefs about writing and holding themselves accountable to let their 

teaching be guided by their beliefs. I know this also parallels 

Routman’s work from Writing Essentials.





Day 1 Suggestions:

1.
Have welcoming music playing when students enter the room. He said he liked to play rock music; I was thinking about Breakfast At 

Tiffany’s and thinking that I could post the lyrics on chart paper for 

students to see as they enter the room too. Here is some of the lyrics 

to “Breakfast at Tiffanys”. The reason I was thinking it might be a 

good song to use is because it to me relates to team building…..to 

having nothing in common at the beginning of the year and then being 

brought together by literature (film in this case).

You will say, we've got nothing in common,

  No common ground to start from,

  And we're falling apart,

  You'll say, the world has come between us,

  Our lives have come between us,

  Still I know you just don't care.

  And I said, "What about 'Breakfast at Tiffany's?'"

  She said, "I think I remember the film,

  And as I recall, I think, we both kind of liked it."

  And I said, "Well that's, the one thing we've got."

2.
When students have been seated (he does not assign seats…I like 

to, you’d have to add your own style to seating students. I like to 

give them an index card with their seat number, etc.) He reads a poem 

he wrote about the first day of school. He doesn’t talk about discussing the poem in any way. Also in a later chapter, he provides a great plan for teaching students to respond to poetry, which could be combined with the reading of the poem and could allow for some discussion about how they’re feeling about the first day of school. Just a thought. Ooh….I forgot, one of the things he says is to remind teachers to save all of their drafts.
3.
After reading his poem, he welcomes students, telling them how 

excited he is to be their teacher and that he has some great 

experiences planned for them.

4.
There are four posters that he keeps in his room: “Things change”, “Life is unfair”, “Follow the instructions”, and “Do or do not. There is no try”. He spends a few minutes discussing what these mean with students. He says this way, he’ll be prepared when students complain that he’s changed a classroom routine, etc. His students learn to be flexible.

5.
Next, he pairs students up with a partner (he says he lets them 

choose….I don’t agree with this personally. I think I would give them 

antonym cards and have them match them up instead.  They interview 

their partners and introduce their partner to the class. One neat thing 

that we learned at my workshop last week was to provide “support 

chairs” for presentations. This means that you set two students behind 

the student who is presenting. It is these students’ job to assist the 

presenter in any necessary way. Also, it’s not quite so lonely up 

front. The people in the “support chairs” will go next. In the case of 

partner introductions, there would be four people up front: the person 

introducing, the person being, introduced, and the two support people.

6.
Then the class plays the name game. I would recommend the adjective game; the teacher goes last and tries to say everybody’s name….ask me if you have questions about this.

7.
Okay, here’s the trickier part. Pay close attention. The following “distinctions” are written individually on index cards:

Acknowledgment

Appreciation

Commitment

Communication

Compassion

Contribution

Cooperation

Individuality

Respect

Responsibility

Risk

Support

Trust

(Of course, you can change any of them, if you so choose.)

Each one will be used at least once and up to three times, depending 

upon the size of your class. It is also necessary to type up a list of 

all of the distinctions. Put the distinctions in a paper bag. Go around 

the class; each student chooses one index card. Be sure to make a 

record of which student picked which distinction. Students’ homework is 

to define the distinction on their index card and two additional ones 

of their choice. Be sure that students know that their ticket in the 

door is to have the three distinctions. If they need help with the one 

they picked, their family, a dictionary, etc. can help. Make sure that 

students know that their paragraphs will be shared publicly in a class 

meeting the following day. When I do this, I will probably model one 

together as a class. I model EVERYTHING!

Here’s a student example of what you’re looking for, so you get the 

idea:

“Cooperation means people working together, striving for a common goal. 

This goal can be as major as flying a shuttle to the moon or as simple 

as putting together a science project. Yet, as long as those involved 

help each other and act as a team, they are cooperating. Cooperation is 

what makes society work.”


---John O’Brien, age 13

After sharing the distinctions, RB, the author, makes the first 

student anthology of the year and provides a copy to each student. I 

was thinking this might be a great thing to post as a bulleting board 

outside the classroom at the beginning of the year. RB also refers to 

the distinctions throughout the year as discipline problems occur and 

use them to guide student behavior, as in: “Do you still believe what 

you wrote about respect’ at the beginning of the year?”

That’s it in a nutshell. I thought this assignment and a few of his others were really neat. 
