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On June 27, 2011, Los Angeles Writing Project’s annual institute started out 
like any other summer sessions. We gathered reluctantly in a circle in the cen-
ter of the “classroom” and managed to stumble through the icebreaker, the 
“memory name game.” Fellows introduced themselves with the required allit-
eration: Tall Tabitha, Ambitious Amber, Kind Kenya, Absolutely Andrea, 
Clumsy Krystal, Jammin' Jedd, Hustling Jose, Jovial Joel, Creative Cathy, 
Jeans Jean, Jumpy Jennifer, Just Jenny, Dramatic Dave, Kimono Kellie, Jolly 
Jerri, Ridiculous Rivera, Shameless Shahe, Arising Alba and Belletristic Bob. 
The group seemed reserved and apprehensive, but this feeling was dispelled 
within days.   

 

As always, we had a fantastic group of returning presenters. We had Sheridan 
Blau, Eddie Munoz, Joan Cotich, Lovelyn Marquez Prueher, Gannon Daniels, 
Gina Olabuenaga, Ted DeVirgiles, Allsion Laudermilk, and Armig Matossian. 
These presenters generated a lot of excitement and discussion amongst the 
fellows. The returning fellows, James Rivera and Jose Moreno, kept the group 
grounded with their experience and solid support. Their guidance as coaches 
was appreciated by all. Dr. Land, “Bob,” kept the group engaged with his wis-
dom and the stories from the trenches. One thing’s for sure, he kept the mem-
ory of Bob Tierney alive with countless stories of the former science teacher.  

 

What can I say about the fellows? I truly enjoyed each and every one of them. 
Their wisdom and expertise was unparalleled. I kept imagining what would 
happen if an administrator adopted this group of 17 and asked them to work 
under one roof. The answer? One amazing school. The vigor and the creativity 
of this group left me speechless.  

 

The institute started and ended the same way. All the fellows gathered in the 
center of the classroom and read their most prized writing from the summer 
institute. It was apparent from the readings that a permanent bond was cre-
ated between the fellows. We laughed. We cried. It was obvious that Los Ange-
les Writing Project had worked its magic on another batch of educators. Caro-
lyn, my absent comrade, how I wish you were with us to witness this amazing 
group. We can’t wait for the winter renewal.  

From the Desk of Shahe Mankerian: 

Summer Institute 2011 
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I have been a free-lance writing coach and editor for over twenty years. I work by referral, 
which means I only take on a new client if a previous client refers him or her. Any clients 

I take on are made to understand that my job is to help them write better, not feel better 
about their writing.  Those are two very different things.  As for my fee, I base that on 

how much work the writing in question needs, although I’ll occasionally adjust it based on 
other factors, such as the desire to give strapped students a break, or sticking it a little 

harder to someone I think is going to a difficult client. In short:  I don’t advertise, tol-
erate drama, or debate price.  If you can find me, and you can afford me, maybe you can hire 

me.  That’s right, I’m the Hannibal Smith of writing - minus the cigar but including the 
corny phrases and less-than-soldierly waistline. 
 

Being in the Central Los Angeles Writing Project has certainly made me a better writer, 
coach, and editor. It’s also made me a better teacher of writing, and special education 

teacher. But one of the best things about CLAWP (besides being an amusing acronym) is being 
around people who are positive and passionate about writing. This is because it’s easy, in 

my coaching work, to get depressed and disillusioned about writing. While it is true that I 
usually see work by writers who have something seriously wrong with their writing,  it’s 

also true that this group is motivated to do something about it, although good intentions, 
as an observer of any educational governing body will tell you, usually cause more harm than 

good. Imagining what I don’t get to see keeps the writing teacher in me up at night. Here 
are a few of the issues I see far too often in my clients’ writing: 
 

 
First: bad teaching. Many people who struggle with college writing received high marks for 

writing in high school, and many people struggling with graduate level writing received high 
marks as undergrads.  Now that they’re at the next level up, they’re stunned that their pro-

fessors are hammering their writing. Of course, I have no way to verify the quality of the 
teaching my clients received.  However, I often ask a client if  I can look at some of their 

previous work. What I usually see are plenty of positive comments on both the content and 
the mechanics: “Good” or “Nice conclusion.” or “I like this reference.” and so on. Comments 

that seem to indicate change is necessary are often equally vacuous: “I don’t see where 
you’re going here.” or “Tighten up the writing in this paragraph.” or the cryptic 
“Semicolon!”  Largely not useful and, sadly, too often just plain wrong, like most testimony 

before Congressional sub-committees, only, I hope, not purposely duplicitous. How can you 
teach good writing when you can’t recognize bad writing? I don’t 

expect every teacher, not even every English teacher, to be a writ-
ing expert, but gross errors should at least rate a “See me.”  Even 

when there are copious comments I’ll find that most don’t address 
the real issue. It’s almost as if some teachers and professors are 

afraid to get their hands red-inky over a student with a writing 
weakness. And fear is just the lesser of two evils.  If the problem 

is also ignorance, the resulting situation, essentially the be-
trayal of one’s student to his or her limitations, descends from 
the disappointing to the truly tragic. 

 
Second: bad reading. In many of the papers it’s obvious the writer 

did not understand whatever reading he or she did. It doesn’t mat-
(Continued on page 3) 

Some Things I’ve Learned as a Writing Coach 
by Joseph Staub ‘01 
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ter the type of paper - literary analysis, opinion piece, research project – I often can’t 
make sense of the references and responses to the reading.  Sometimes, I can’t make sense of 

a paper even if I read the sources in their entirety. Anything beyond the concrete or the 
explicit is in danger of being misinterpreted, unsynthesized, and ham-handedly hijacked to 

fit the writer’s assertions. It’s heartbreaking because sometimes you can almost feel the 
earnestness with which the writer approached the task, fully believing their analysis to be 

thoughtful, well supported, and elegantly expressed. As it turns out, though, their talent 
never quite clears that first fence of close reading, and from then on the paper is doomed 

to the glue factory of mediocrity … as opposed to the stud farm of success. 
 
Third: bad thinking. Doesn’t anybody teach logic any more?  I don’t mean the hard kind, such 

as symbolic logic or that denser-than-a-walrus-omelette Aristotelian stuff.  I mean plain 
old deductive and inductive reasoning. Many of my clients who are decent readers still can’t 

draw logical conclusions and support them with evidence. Part of it is lazy researching: 
some of my clients simply can’t whip up the motivation to do thorough searches and fact-

checking and cross-referencing. Having incomplete and limited sources for information forces 
writers to make logic leaps that would shame a kangaroo, but without the knowledge that such 

leaps are being made, and don’t work besides.  The other part is a lack of analytical 
skills. I have plenty of curmudgeonly theories as to why people – young and old – just can’t 

seem to analyze a situation and apply any number of strategies to address it, especially in 
their writing. My favorite theory is that we’re now seeing the multi-generational triumph of 
those fatuous Nathaniel Brandon disciples who brought us whole language, the open classroom, 

and the awards for participation. Good writing calls for discernment, decisiveness, and dar-
ing, all qualities we’ve been breeding out of ourselves since the fall of Saigon. 

 
Like I said near the beginning, I know I see a small and specific slice of all the writing 

out there. Maybe the larger picture of writing is much better than I can see from way down 
here on the field. Still, it doesn’t look good. I’m willing to wager that what I see is more 

the norm than not. It’s like looking at Soviet architecture or American public housing: you 
have plainness without elegance, assertion without consideration, decoration without art-

istry, and complexity without subtlety. If any of you have a solution, or even an idea on 
how to improve things, spread it around.  Just don’t tell me; my comforting disillusions are 
I have.  Besides the money, I mean. 

(Continued from page 2) 

 

  Young Writer’s Camp 2011 

Mora Nichols with students 

What a blast we had this summer at the Young Writers’ Camp! This year we were for-
tunate to bring in new teachers to our CSULA site : Mora Nichols, Melanie Jacobson, 
Nichol Palazzo, Nathan Sapalacio and Allison Laudermilk! We topped out at 150 chil-
dren, some returning for their 4th year and very many new students eager to join us 
in the art of writing.  
 
This year one of our returning CSULA staff/parent was able to schedule a couple of 
campus tours. The  7-12 grade classes visited our Campus Police Department and 
the NASA building. The children used these visits in their writing pieces for that day. 
Overall, we had very happy parents and some surprised that our program reached 
out to their children in ways they never thought possible! “Wow, my child has never 
liked writing,  it was his worst subject and now he is excited to write!” came from the 
voice of one parent I heard as I walked down the hallway.  

 

Thank you to all the teachers who took the time to encourage your students to enjoy 
writing by spending your valuable time with them.  Thank you for a successful sum-

mer! 
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significance of a personal experience, event, condi-
tion or concern by using rhetorical strategies ( nar-
ration, description, exposition, persuasion) one on 
one, with my student, helping him write a eulogy 
for the father he never was able to tell one more 
time that “he loved him” and that the mistakes my 
student made in his journey through high school 
were his choices, his fault, not his father’s.  I never 
prepared a lesson plan for eulogies but clearly, my 
student already understands the power of the writ-
ten word. 

Can I help pull this student through to add to our 
high school’s graduation number?  Yes, I can, but 
my student and I will need a little help here.   

 

 “My data” from Poly’s program already confirms 
what I know.  Can I move these students test score 
numbers up, hopefully.  Does the Los Angeles 
Times, Oprah Winfrey, Arne Duncan, or the world 
really care about these mitigating factors?  The an-
swer is an unequivocal “no”. No, they’re all “waiting 
for superman”.   The number that will follow my 
students, is that CST test score, and all the other 
“numbers” assigned to their name. Am  I to blame if 
I can’t move them forward?  Apparently.  But at the 
end of the day this can be reduced to a “numbers 
dance”.  One of my former students wrote recently, 
“life isn’t about waiting for the storm to pass, but 
learning how to dance in the rain”.  It’s raining 
numbers, and we all must learn a new dance.  
Some will be better than others, some will do a little 
side-step, some will be high-kickers, but the dance 
floor is open and we will all have to have a go-
around. 

 

As for entering this “Brave New World” of data, it 
would appear that is the direction the arrow’s 
pointing.  I have been gently immersed in this proc-
ess over the past year at Poly as part of the 11th and 
12th grade team of English teachers, and as Depart-
ment Chair.  Did our students test scores go up for 
11th grade CST and EAP last year.  You betcha!   

The lesson – WE ARE TEACHERS!   WE CAN  
TEACH WHATEVER ASSIGNMENT WE’RE GIVEN.  
Our students deserve nothing less.   

It’s been said “there are no mistakes, just lessons 
to be learned”.  Perhaps it is this last life lesson 
Rigoberto Ruelas  leaves his colleagues and stu-
dents with at the end of the day.  The Los Angeles 
Times publishes teachers test scores derived in a 
manner that is inherently flawed, without any 
consideration of mitigating factors in the class-
room, and this teacher caves under the pressure 
of a number.  Perhaps, or perhaps more was go-
ing on in his life, and that publication was the 
last weight he could bare. 

 

Either way the lesson is clear.  Suicide is always a 
permanent solution to a temporary problem.  A 
message I am sure he would have wanted his stu-
dents to hear. 

 

Some years are harder than others, and some 
classes are harder than others.  This year I face 
students who have faced death head on in more 
ways that I can even imagine.  Losing a father in 
9th grade to cancer, and his mother undergoing 
weekly chemo-therapy fighting for her life today; 
another whose mother and sister were just diag-
nosed with ovarian cancer, and can I tell her what 
exactly is “ovarian cancer?”  I face a student 
whose father is shot and killed by the Border Pa-
trol trying to enter this “land of freedom and op-
portunity”;  a 15 year old student who says I need 
to be away to give birth to my baby for a few 
weeks, but I’ll be back when the baby’s two weeks 
old;  a student whose eyes scream for help, can’t 
finish his homework because he has to “stay 
watch” for his family that’s all involved in gang 
life.  72% of a class reading below the 4th grade, 
entering their 11th grade, and yes, I will be held 
accountable for those CST test scores at the end 
of the year.- students who under Poly’s current 
block schedule will leave my English class in De-
cember 2010 and take the CST in May 2011.  
But, hey, I’m responsible. No passing the buck 
here. 

 

I spent my conference period working on Califor-
nia State Standard Writing 2.3(a)  exploring the 

 
11/12th grade California State Standard Writing 2.3(a) – Explore the significance of a per-
sonal experience, event, condition or concern. 

Letter to the Editor Re Recent Teachers Suicides 

By Ethel Matlen ‘06 
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Fellow Buzz: 

I will be teaching English in Japan for the next two years at Meito High School.  It's 
through a partnership program with the Los Angeles-Nagoya Sister Cities Association 
and LAUSD.  Anyway, it came about in a strange way--I received my pink slip from 
LAUSD in March, which prompted me to apply for this program, and I had 
already accepted the job in Japan when my pink slip was rescinded in June.  
Well....a strange turn of events.  Nevertheless, I am looking forward to going 
to Japan, learning Japanese, and teaching the high school students there!  

It'll be an exciting experience!   

Hey gang!! 

 
I miss you guys!  Julian, Lars and Zora and I have been living back up on my little Island of origin; Vashon!  We are all 

very healthy... Not wealthy at all.. but loving our lives and getting inspired as much as possible.  Julian and my second 
full-length film is almost edited; it is a documentary about going through the lap-band procedure and losing one hun-

dred pounds etc..  We are still fighting over the title, many we have settled on have already been used >:  we wanted 

to use: Heavy, Fat!so?, The Fat movie... now I want "Beauty and the Band"  and Julian wants "The skin We're In"   I 
would LOVE any feedback from the LAWP fellows!   

Check out the trailer on YouTube, just look under Linnea Dahl or Julian Dahl and search "FAT".. enjoy!  I 
loved getting me MA so much, I am planning on starting the PHD in Ed this year - woohoo!  Best wishes to 

all, hope your 2011 Kicks ASS!!  

 

Linnea Dahl  ‘01 

I just thought I'd pass along the link to an article I wrote on technology in our schools, which I recently men-
tioned to Cathy. I was partly inspired to read this after reading NWP's newest book, Because Digital Writing 
Matters, so I thought I'd share it with you. 
 
http://acomputerisnotatrumpet.blogspot.com/ 
 
Hope you all are well and enjoying your summer! 
 
Best, 
Anise Stevens ‘03 

Ran into Gary Blond, his lovely wife, and his beautiful new baby boy at the Grove a few days ago.   

Robert Land 
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Summer Stuffed Peppers 

Ingredients: 

∗ 8 medium yellow, green or 

sweet red peppers 

∗ 1 1/2 pounds lean ground beef 

∗ 1/2 clove garlic, minced 

∗ 1 medium onion, minced 

∗ 1/2 cup finely chopped cab-

bage 

∗ 1 medium carrot, shredded 

∗ 1/2 cup shredded zucchini 

∗ 1 (28 ounce) can tomatoes with 

liquid, cut up 

∗ 1/2 cup uncooked long-grain 

rice 

∗ 1 tablespoon brown sugar 

∗ 1/4 teaspoon dried basil 

∗ pepper to taste 

Directions: 

Cut the tops off each pepper and reserve. 
Cook peppers in boiling water until crisp-

tender, about 2-3 minutes. Remove from 
water and rinse with cold water. Remove 

stems from pepper tops and chop enough of 
the tops to make 1/3 cup. In a large skillet, 

brown ground beef over medium heat. Add 
garlic, onion, cabbage, carrot, zucchini and 
reserved chopped peppers. Sauté until vegeta-

bles are tender. Add tomatoes, rice, sugar, 
basil and pepper. Cover and reduce heat to 

simmer. Cook until the rice is tender, about 
20 minutes. Stuff hot meat mixture into pep-

pers. Serve immediately. 

http://allrecipes.com/peppers 

Cat’s Chat 
 

Hello Everyone, 

Yes, one more summer down. Jeepers that went by like a flash of 
lightning! This summer we added 16 new Summer Fellows to our 
LAWP family. James Rivera, Jose Moreno, Shahe Mankerian  and 
Bob all joined in to run the institute. As it turns out, most of our 2011 
Fellows were teachers of middle school and  high school students. It 
was a nice change of pace. 

 

We missed you Carolyn! Carolyn stepped out this summer to finish 
publishing her latest book and to spend time with her 3 grandchildren. 
She also explored the Alaskan sea with her family confessing she will 
“never to take a cruise again!”  

 

The Young Writers’ Camp was a success! We had approximately 150 
children join us this year with parents who were pleased to see their 
children explore the art of writing. The 7th –12th graders were invited 
to take a tour around the campus, visiting CSULA’s NASA department 
and the Campus Police department. Next year we hope to visit the 
Hertzberg-Davis Forensic Science Center, the largest full service 
crime labs in the United States. Thank you to all who made this year 
so successful! 

 

Me? Well, I am always happy to be here during the summer months. 
After working in a kinder class all year, this was a nice change of scen-
ery for me! I will be joining my kinder partner, Julie and 23 new kinders 
at Oakwood School in a few weeks! I really enjoyed working with 
kinders and have been encouraged to work more with the children one 
on one to continue my professional development as a pre-service 
teacher! To add, my children are now 7 and 13! Yes, I officially have a 
teenager and have gotten a glimpse over the past few months of what 
is headed my way!!! Anyone  have a room to rent? I may need to send 
her packing! Or better yet, I may need the quiet space for myself! 
Haha! 

 

Hope you all are 
doing well and 
enjoying what is 
left of summer!  

Cathy 

Tehya, Me and Ella at The Getty Center 2011 


