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From the Iowa Writing Project

At the 30th anniversary of the Iowa Writing Project Celebration at the Sheraton West Hotel in Des Moines on 
October 5, Jim Davis reflected on the project as it affected over 9,000 language arts teachers in Iowa, and he 
introduced the project in which memoirs of the project would be made available..
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The Iowa Writing Project exists in the 
work and the stories of those in its extended 
and extensive family. When project people 
gather, they tell family stories. After her re-
tirement and subsequent stroke, when Cleo 
Martin would ask Jim Davis about “our kids,” 
she wanted additions to the stories of people 
like Jim Bates, Sandra Bolton and Anne Weir, 
among so many others. She relished stories 
of their lives and work. Sharing such stories - 
substantively, well, and with audiences beyond 
the family - is the goal of this first volume and 
of the larger effort it represents.

For these memoirs and others, both in prog-
ress and planned, “retired” IWP teacher leaders 
have been commissioned to interview and write 
the stories of “active” teacher leaders repre-
sentative of the family and its 30 year history. 
While initially focused on selected members 
who have taken multiple leadership roles in the 
project while sustaining exemplary practice in 
their classrooms, memoirs are intended to por-
tray the range and diversity in teacher enactment 
of IWP philosophy, principles and practices. 
Their stories document our family history, but 
also inform continuing efforts to grow and en-
rich this extended family and the communities 
we touch. Because IWP is a professional fam-
ily each member chooses, and must continually 
choose, we have much to learn about the con-
ditions and effects, the benefits and costs, the 
nature of membership.

IWP began with a conversation (1977) be-
tween Richard (Jix) Lloyd-Jones, English De-
partment Chair at the University of Iowa, and 

Jim Davis, Language Arts Consultant at Grant 
Wood AEA, triggered in part by a charge from 
Max Morrison, Director of Research at the Iowa 
Department of Education. A subsequent ple-
nary session at the University of Iowa involv-
ing AEA, University, DE and district educators 
led to a Title IV-C grant and phased but rapid 
expansion of a statewide professional develop-
ment effort to affect the teaching of writing and 
the use of writing to learn across Iowa schools 
and program levels. Many of the people men-
tioned in these memoirs were part of that initial 
meeting, or became involved soon thereafter. 
For example, Marilyn Kelly represents AEA 
consultants who traveled to Iowa City and par-
ticipated in a summer institute in order to bring 
the writing project to their constituents; Bill Ly-
ons represents district leaders who became writ-
ing project instructors, board members, local 
site coordinators and advocates; Karen Pelz was 
one of many college faculty members, at Iowa 
and elsewhere, whose empathy for K-12 teach-
ing and knowledge of writing was entry into the 
IWP facilitator corps; Bill Broz, a participant 
in the first institute (1978), represents the many 
teachers for whom IWP institute graduate credit 
led to advanced degrees – MA and PhD – and 
job changes, whether to college faculty or dis-
trict and state leadership positions. 

These memoirs and those to follow allow 
glimpses into an IWP history yet to be writ-
ten, but more importantly they are the stories 
of teacher leaders whose lives and work can in-
spire and teach. May you enjoy meeting them 
in this way.

– Jim Davis, Series Editor 

From the Iowa Writing Project

Stewards in the Family Tree
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By Jim Davis
When he graduated from UNI in 1971, Jim 

Bates had signed a contract with the Marion 
Independent School District where he has 
taught high school English throughout his 
career. For 37 years, “I’ve taught 9th through 
12th grades, mainly writing and literature. 
I have always had the sophomores for the 
writing/literature section of the year,” coun-
terpoint to speech. Early in that career, he 
considered school administration and com-
pleted a Masters degree and administrative 
certificate at Truman State University in 
1977. Jim coached football and wrestling 
until 1996 and is still the National Honor 
Society Advisor.

At the insistence of Department Chair Con-
nie Bennett, Jim applied to participate in IWP 
in 1980. He recalls submitting five pieces of 
writing and an explanation of why he wanted to 
participate in the institute. 

I submitted five poems. I still remember 
the first time our Level I group met in �27 
EPB at the University of Iowa. … 2� English 
teachers and facilitators Cleo Martin and 
Jim Davis. Everyone seemed so knowledge-
able, and my first impression was “What am 
I doing here?” I don’t think I said anything 
in large group discussion for the first two 
weeks. Every time I thought I had come up 
with a worthy comment, someone else would 
say it before me. I’m glad there were also 
small group sessions or I would have never 
spoken up. 

Later, Jim would hear Cleo Martin advise 
her fellow facilitators to exercise “wait-time,” 
that it was better for participants to hear most 
things from each other instead of from the fa-
cilitators. He was not present when Cleo sug-
gested that he, Sandra Bolton, Tom Handlen 
and others would be fine candidates to co-fa-
cilitate institutes precisely because they could 
be judiciously silent.

Jim’s small group experiences reflect the 
structure of Level I in the early years.

We soon found out we were expected to write 
and share our writing, and to “explain” one 
aspect of the teaching of writing. My group 
of five was responsible for “motivation,” now 
referred to as generating writing. As it turned 
out, these five teachers chose to live on cam-
pus for the three-week session. We all became 
good friends and even held a writing contest. 
Some great pieces came out of that, and every-
one ended up winning.

Jim’s presence was felt differently during the 
writing workshop portion of the day. The insti-
tute publication, reConstructions, includes the 
introspective: 

          
        Weakness?

My foible (the word just seems
         To bubble out)
in life
must be
the willingness
to become
sidetracked (cloud formations
           beguile me
           and daisies quietly cloning
           along rusty rails
           topple my good intentions
           everytime)
on my way 
in and out
of obligations.

In Malpractice, Jim documents an observa-
tion of an exiled traveler, metaphoric excess 
baggage, and shows the sensitivity which so 
marks his teaching. The poem concludes with 
the “LIVES AND LUGGAGE BOTH GET 
LOST SOMETIMES sign that haunts me 
still.” His students, high school and adult col-
leagues, benefit from such awareness.

Jim Bates
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Jim says, “I learned a lot about my own 
writing style during that summer,” an assertion 
supported by his

Ode to William Stafford

I am not a wanderer
Who writes and strolls
Through unknown destinations…
   across fields of white paper.
Instead, I put it off.
I AM
The grand procrastinator
       who sleeps
       and eats
       and reads
       and views
       and goes on long walks
just to AVOID the words…
But when the time is right,
      I write.
      And sometimes
      (even when I’m not ready)
      ideas come,
      and the words take over.

The morning and afternoon sessions of that 
Level I experience interacted well for Jim.

What made IWP “click” for me was the com-
bination of two things: the readings and discus-
sions of how writing should be taught made a 
lot of sense, and the way our own writing was 
handled in the afternoon sessions made us all 
understand the power of response.

Jim contrasts his IWP experiences with his 
Masters work. In the Masters program,

My courses were interesting, I had good 
professors, and I enjoyed it all. We took es-
say tests and wrote several papers, including 
written and oral exit exams; it was all writing 
to show learning, not writing to learn. It was 
all whole group instruction and had very little 
to do with students, where my real focus was. 
I wouldn’t have gone that route if I had been 
in IWP earlier. I was offered a principal job 

a couple of times at Marion after I had gotten 
into IWP, so perhaps the project saved me from 
going over to the dark side! 

The Masters experience was not the only 
contrast to Jim’s IWP experience. 

I don’t think anything prepared me for what 
I encountered when I took that first IWP. I had 
had one course at UNI called Teaching Writ-
ing, and based most of how I taught on what 
I learned from that. The five paragraph theme 
was my foundation, and I showed students 
how to write by pointing out what they were 
doing wrong.

Jim’s teaching practices changed immediate-
ly after Level I.

From those first three weeks, I knew I want-
ed to change how I taught writing… When I 
got back to the classroom, I tried to change 
everything. I changed my room set up, brought 
in several computers, music, the works. But 
I soon learned there was more to it than just 
getting them “motivated” to write. I definitely 
changed how I responded to student writing. 
By pointing out the strengths and asking the 
right questions along the way, I got my stu-
dents to want to write more.

In “Generator,” Jim documents such changes 
in the setting, the ambiance of his room, but 
concludes

And so they wrote
that first day.
They were MOTIVATED!
But the next time
  this didn’t work…
      The writing had stalled,
          and they just sat there whining
              away their time
Jim wrote this poem following Level I and 

wrestling in his classroom with generating 
writing. He learned that his challenge “was 
not so much about providing ways to start as 
about what happened to their writing once 
they had written.”

Jim’s intuition about the importance of re-
sponse was reinforced during the Level II 
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workshop in 1983, again in 427 EPB, again 
with Jim and Cleo. And again, Jim was richly 
present through his writing. For the first day, 
Cleo brought a vase of roses from her garden 
(perhaps to deflect complaints about her cof-
fee), a special touch but gone the next day, vase 
and all. Cleo wrote “What a fortunate theft that 
turned out to be! It prompted Jim, who has the 
observant eye and reflective mind so helpful 
for writers, to write … one of the most memo-
rable pieces for me over the years.”

Who Stole the Roses 
from the Writing Room?

I noticed the large metal table first. Only a 
few papers lay quietly on its smooth

surface. But it was the flowers that caught my 
attention. Beautifully out of place in

a rather cool, austere classroom, three roses 
stood contentedly in a slender, glass

vase at one end of the table. At first I wanted 
to sketch them but thought a

descriptive paragraph or two would be more 
fitting since I was in a writing class.

More important business caused me to put off 
my attempt at descriptive prose for

another more appropriate time.
But the next day the three flowers were gone... 

stolen.
Who would purposely steal flowers from a 

writing class?
Who?
a lonesome coed living in a posterless dorm 

room?
three wicked, dark-eyed Spanish dancers 

passing through Iowa City?
a very late husband?
a janitor in love?
There probably is an innocent, logical expla-

nation for the disappearance, but they
were gone and I had missed a chance to 

write.
Regardless, I came to terms with this type of 

thief at a baseball game that night.
People who steal flowers from writers also sit 

in the stands at little league games and
gripe at their children, robbing all the intend-

ed value and fun from the kids,
polluting the air with their adult hang-ups.
But I also came to terms with something else 

at that ball game: I enjoyed watching my two 
sons run and throw and slide and strike out and 
fall down and get up, and I enjoyed how they 
handled a 7-� loss like winners....... I enjoyed 
those three roses,

too. And I realize how important it is to enjoy 
all the beautiful things --- while they

are here. And I get sad when I think of my 
sons growing up and leaving.

After all, a child by any other name is still a 
rose.

Cleo responded with her special mix of mar-
ginal comments and an end note.

Jim Bates
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Jim,
I’ve read it a dozen times or more, and I re-

ally think it’s changed my life. At least
it’s made me think a lot these past hours about 

enjoying the beauty that is
everywhere around us if we take a minute to 

open our eyes, ears, etc. – beauty of
nature, of course, but as your paper suggests, 

beauty in people in so many contexts.
This prose is beautiful – lean, gentle and 

thoughtful in tone, complicated but clear,
deeply significant.
Now I’m GLAD somebody stole our roses. If 

that hadn’t happened, we wouldn’t
have this more permanent, lovely piece of 

writing.
Thank you.

Cleo

She later wrote about wanting her responses 
to convey her delightful reading experience, her 
admiration for the emotion without sentimental-
ity, and for the effective joining of the roses and 
Jim’s children in his reflections about beauty – 
without indulging in sentimentality herself. (See 
Occasional Paper #�: A Tribute to Response on 
the IWP website.)

Certainly, Jim was affected as a writer by his 
reader’s words, but he reflected on them as a 
teacher, to the benefit of his practice and ulti-
mately of his students.

Looking back at the response I received 
from Cleo on that piece (and all the other 
responses from her over the years), this is 
what I’ve noticed…The responses I received 
have influenced my writing because they were 
personal, yet focused on what I was trying to 
say. 1) Cleo gave me confidence, dissolved 
anxieties. 2) She cared about what I wrote. [I 
think I began to care more about what I wrote 
because her response showed how much she 
cared.] 3) And she always kept control in the 
hands of the writer.

But it’s not any one specific response. How-
ever, Cleo’s responses are the most expressive 

writing of them all] and it’s not the color of her 
ink [though green does seem to be synonymous 
with the name Cleo Martin]... She has respond-
ed in pencil, blue ink, black ink, purple ink, and 
Yes, red ink!

Jim participated in A Tribute to Response (a 
fall conference presentation and publication 
honoring Cleo in 1993 when she was the first 
recipient of the IWP Star Thrower Award), ac-
knowledging “someone who changed how I 
taught, what I taught, and who I taught.” But 
as Cleo knew, Jim was responsible for his own 
learning, his professional growth, as is evident 
in a poem written during Jim’s participation in 
the year-long journal seminar, a sustained in-
vestment in reflection on practice.

Contagion (It’s about Time.)

I gave them time to write…

They sat and talked and stared
and sharpened sharp pencils
and then talked some more.
But I was determined
not to give in.
I wanted them to use this time
to write…

Aggravated,
I walked back to the table
by the window
and started writing
in my journal.

After awhile,
their silence bothered me,
and I looked up to see
that everyone was writing…
now.

Certainly Jim’s ideas and techniques over 
the years have been influenced by other ex-
periences, including additional IWP oppor-
tunities. He participated in a Workshop on 
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Writing and Literature, and in Workshop 
on Teacher Leadership. With a social stud-
ies colleague, Scott Immerfall, he was in 
the first Writing from Historical Documents 
workshop at the Herbert Hoover Presidential 
Library. They collaborated to enhance their 
curriculum for American literature/history in 
the 1920s and 30s, planning an Inter-Disci-
plinary Look at the 30s to include primary 
source insights into proposed drought solu-
tions and the handling of the Bonus Army. 
Jim observed, “I see things through much dif-
ferent eyes than our school books report…I 
can see this influencing how I send students 
to the library. It gave me more appreciation 
(and trust) of the process.”

Yet he attributes the most influence to his 
early IWP experiences. Jim says, 

As was the case with many of us, Jim Davis 
and Cleo Martin were MAJOR influences on our 
thoughts about teaching writing, and they did it 
by practicing what they preached. They worked 
with us and treated us like we were the experts 
in the room. Becoming a part of the Iowa Writ-
ing Project changed my life.

But through his practice, and by implement-
ing what he rarely preaches, Jim has been a 
major influence on his colleagues, near and far. 
Instrumental in bringing a Level I institute to 
his district in 1984, for teachers from his own 
building and other districts, he has influenced 
colleagues, veteran and new, over the years to 
give IWP a chance. They built a cohesive de-
partment and, as Department Chair, he has 
fought for sound instruction and wise curricular 
choices despite forces arrayed against them. He 
cherishes some successes:

• Getting the English Department and others 
to see student writing as more than answers to 
be graded, to value journaling and other forms 
of writing to learn (“We’ve held onto that.”);

• Partnering with the science department by 
co-teaching “field biology” with Dick Sloan.

• Supporting and using a move to block 
scheduling to reduce the total number of stu-

dents facing a writing teacher at any one time 
and to allow for better practice (“I read more 
rough drafts as they write; I support more kids 
on site as they write; I’ve read final drafts in 
progress before I get them.”).

Nevertheless, there are struggles to face. Jim 
sees current concerns about college writing, 
about preparedness, manifest in part through 
AP influence, as leverage toward more analy-
sis at the expense of expressive, exploratory 
writing which draws students to writing in the 
first place. A push for Second Chance Read-
ing has occurred at the expense of writing, and 
even the drop in computer lab has become a 
concern. It “almost hinders the amount of writ-
ing. Kids think it is the only place or way they 
can write, so the logistics of access steer the 
ship.” Still, Jim is encouraged by the positive 
response of the Marion School Board to a re-
cent report by the English Department, and by 
the way the high school has resisted district 
misdirections, like infatuation with 6-Traits. 
Positive signs nationally let him “hope the 
swing toward writing is coming.”

Jim claims this is his 37th and last year of 
teaching. For many, now, he has been Depart-
ment Chair, a stewardship inherited from the one 
who first nudged him toward IWP. On behalf of 
the students and colleagues he will leave, but 
for his colleagues across the wider profession 
as well, Jim imagines changes he would invoke 
if he had the power:

• Mandated class size of 18 students per 
writing class (If the class is too small or too big, 
you don’t get as much done.);

• Laptops for each student without internet 
access (Students need to learn to compose at 
the keyboard, but the internet is a temptation to 
“borrow” from others instead of to wrestle with 
the challenge of composing.);

• All classrooms would be twice their size, 
with desks and table, a reliable copy machine, 
and a top-of-the-line printer.

Many of us recognize and appreciate the real-
ism and pragmatism of a veteran teacher.
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Jim’s passion for his work has been sustained 
in part by his continuing role as co-facilitator of 
summer institutes. 

I’m not certain how many projects I’ve 
done…but there have been many. When Phase 
III moneys flooded the state, I did three projects 
that summer. That made for a short summer and 
a long school year! I once told Jim Davis that 
I’d like to see all of Iowa, and I think he took 
me up on it.

Jim credits his work as a co-facilitator in IWP 
institutes, and especially his co-facilitators, as 
an influence on his continual refinement of 
practice. 

My first experience as an IWP facilitator 
came when my district hosted a project and I 
was paired with Karen Pelz. I was the morn-
ing facilitator and Karen handled the after-
noon writing sessions. She was a remarkable 
woman with a great sense of humor. All her 
responses to writing were done on a typewrit-
er. At the time, I wondered how she could do 
that. I was so used to doing marginal respons-
es and writing all my comments on the paper. 
Later on I was forced by circumstances to do 
the same thing.

Indeed, to his credit, Jim is one of few IWP 
facilitators to have taken both the morning and 
afternoon roles, to work with the vast body of 
professional literature on teaching writing and 
to put his practice on display in the writing 
workshop. He says,

I do know it is the IWP format that makes 
each project (institute) work. There is some-
thing almost magical about how the groups 
come together, learn from each other, and grow 
so close in just three weeks. A lot of it comes 
from sharing writing, but it’s also from finding 
a voice and wrestling with what’s important to 
teachers and students.

When IWP teacher leader Bill Broz wanted 
to study an IWP summer institute as a basis 
for his doctoral dissertation, we agreed that he 
should study an institute co-facilitated by Su-
san Grotewald, Susan Kimball, and Jim Bates 

(“Jim and the Susans” became that year’s 
“rock group” to other facilitators and the 
Board!). “The Susans” teamed on the morn-
ing sessions, and Jim facilitated the writing 
workshop. Bill was present throughout, tak-
ing observational notes and interviewing par-
ticipant volunteers. Bill’s voluminous study 
testified to the efficacy of the format, and to 
the importance of the writing experience to 
planned and subsequently manifest chang-
es in teachers’ practices. Of Jim’s quiet, re-
sponse-driven approach, Susan Kimball says, 
“He kept the fact that he was a football coach 
hidden from us until the end of the workshop. 
I now see him as almost Buddha-like …calm, 
wise, compassionate, with a gentle sense of 
humor, always affirming.” (Cleo is proud, 
somewhere…)

Having subsequently co-facilitated multiple 
institutes with Jim, one leading to an exchange 
of poems in the Iowa Language News, Bill Broz 
says,

If I was going to write a poem about Jim B, 
the title would be “Steeped in the Lore” …  I 
think Jim showed me that IWP is about appren-
ticeship of observation and passing the craft 
of writing pedagogy from master to apprentice 
personally, one to one, no secondary medium 
required or welcomed. Principled practice, cer-
tainly - but grounded and articulated in a con-
crete personal sense … I would want him as my 
child’s teacher  because he would be 100% into 
doing the thing.

In several institutes over the last few years, 
Jim’s co-facilitator in different locations has 
been Anne Weir. She observes, 

The nuances of the man are a huge part of 
what makes him effective with participants. 
He’s funny, self-deprecating, and gentle with his 
words. He epitomizes what we mean when we 
talk about setting up a safe, inviting climate for 
writers. The things he reads, the stories he tells, 
help people understand what he believes, how 
he operates. My grandma Huene would have 
put him in with those she called “good folk.” 



 Iowa Writing Project Memoirs - 11

You can’ t not like him, so you listen to him, and 
what he says and what he writes in response to 
writers reveals he really does know what he’s 
talking about and he really does care. To work 
beside him as a co-facilitator means I get to 
watch a skillful teacher at work nurturing the 
participants. I get thoughtful response to ques-
tions about pedagogy, suggestions when I’m 
stuck regarding what to do next, empathy when 
things don’t feel like they are going as planned, 
teasing  when I am stupid enough to feed him a 
line too good to ignore!

Anne reminds us of practices many teachers 
have taken from IWP into their own classrooms 
across Iowa. Jim’s have been visible because of 
his department, building and IWP roles. From 
the first, he cultivated writing process knowl-
edge as he attended to climate and response. 
He used quotes from writers, handouts and 
read-alouds to expand awareness of genres and 
options within genres. From his work in writ-
ing, and before it was fashionable to do so, he 
brought more effective nonfiction into his litera-
ture curriculum. His own wide reading informs 
his responses, the most powerful engine of his 
teaching, as does the compassion for writers 
precipitated by his own writing. Typically mod-
est, Jim nonetheless credits others. 

I don’t think I can say enough when it comes 
to the “morning” facilitators and their influ-
ence on me, both in the projects and in my own 
classroom. I have always said that Jim Davis 
put me with such wonderful partners because I 
needed the shot in the arm each summer. As an 
afternoon facilitator, the most valuable and en-
joyable times were those occasions when we’d 
sit and talk, most of the time about how the class 
was progressing and strategize, but many times 
about our own teaching. We were sounding 
boards. The input from the morning facilitator 
taught me patience, got me to look at things dif-
ferently, and often provided me with insights I 
was missing about the class or individuals. If 
I could have one wish granted, it would be to 
sit and talk to each person I’ve facilitated with 

Jim Davis
Co-founder and director since 1978 of 

the Iowa Writing Project, Jim Davis was 
a consultant at Grant Wood AEA in Ce-
dar rapids for 30 years. He worked with 
English teachers and departments and in 
school improvement efforts, including 
with the New Iowa Schools Development 
Corporation for 10 years on assignment 
from Grant Wood. He “retired” in 2003 to 
join the faculty in the English Department 
at the University of Northern Iowa, where 
he continues to direct IWP, which relocat-
ed to UNI at the same time he did. The 30th 
year of IWP is his 42nd in the profession.

over the years
Jim does not credit only his co-facilitators. 

He testifies to the collegial nature of and learn-
ing in an institute, the extent to which everyone 
teaches, everyone learns..

The Iowa Writing Project changed so 
much of what I do in my high school class-
es. From the various IWP’s where I was a 
participant, I renovated my way of teaching 
and responding to writing. From working 
with other teachers (facilitators and partici-
pants), where writing was the focus, I found 
new ideas and new ways to reach kids. As a 
high school English teacher, I have gained 
so much respect for elementary and middle 
school teachers. At the end of each school 
year, I’m worn out and sometimes even a 
little discouraged, but at the end of a writ-
ing project, I’m enthused about getting back 
into the classroom. Working with teachers is 
inspiring and energizing. I am thankful for 
these those summers…Jim and Cleo opened 
doors I didn’t even know existed.

Cleo and I, and many others, have long been 
glad we could, we did, and he passed through 
them so gracefully. Oh, the IWP work “retire-
ment” will free him to do!
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Rod Cameron
By Marilyn Kelly & Carolyn Steinbrink

Let us begin with our conclusion; Rod Cam-
eron is a professional educator of the finest or-
der. He attends to his integrity as a teacher and 
to his students’ learning and well-being; he 
consistently seeks to become a more effective 
teacher, guide, and role model for his family, his 
colleagues, and his students. In addition to more 
than a thousand students whose lives he has in-
fluenced throughout more than thirty years, Rod 
and his wife Kathy, an accountant, have reared 
two fine children of their own. Matt and his wife 
Courtney are graduate-degreed professional 
musicians living in central Iowa, and daughter 
Melissa is pursuing Communications/Perfor-
mance Studies at Louisiana State University.

Rod received his undergraduate and gradu-
ate education at Missouri Valley College and 
Central Missouri State University. He began his 
teaching career in Marshall, MO, and after six 
years in the classroom, found his way to Oak-
land, Iowa. He was minding his own business 
in the English education world when he heard 
about a 4-credit University of Iowa summer in-
stitute devoted to the teaching of writing. Bet-
ter yet, it was provided, cost free and locally, 
through a grant. 

While he had been assigning some writing 
to his students, he primarily found it boring to 
read. All those papers on the same topic! He 
was discouraged by the amount of time devoted 
to red pen drudgery, pointing out mistakes in 
student papers only to have the same mistakes 
appear again and again. The research Rod had 
been reading indicated that teaching grammar 
was not teaching writing. No course Rod had 
taken gave even the slightest hint that might 
improve students’ abilities to write. A cost-free 
writing course? What did he have to lose?

“At the get-acquainted meeting in 1982 for 
IWP at Carson, I met Rod,” remembers Rita 
Rorebeck. “As a primary grade teacher, I was 
slightly intimidated by the presence of second-

ary teachers who had majored in English; Rod 
even had his masters. We shared answers to the 
get-acquainted questions and introduced each 
other to the rest of the group. These strangers 
were to become our original IWP family. As we 
grappled with how to teach writing in our class-
rooms, Rod asked questions and gave respons-
es, helping us understand new ideas. Many of 
us were reluctant writers. He encouraged me to 
feel safe in sharing my writing. What a great 
day when we each shared a writing. It has been 
fun to run into Rod at IWP conferences to catch 
up.” continues Rita. “He mastered IWP concepts 
in his teaching and became my IWP instructor 
in a 1993 seminar. ‘Way to go, Rod!’” 

Rod too has a recollection of orientation. 
“Jim talked for at least ten minutes about bring-
ing a journal and pen that really fit your hand 

Rod Cameron
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- comfortable, fun to write with. The journal 
should be bound - not one that papers can be 
ripped out of.” Rod sort of expected a different 
type of orientation complete with class require-
ments, teacher expectations and grade criteria. 
Jim made it clear that we would be writing. 
“That Pen” stands out in Rod’s mind, but when 
asked if he recalls anything about his first IWP 
pen and journal, he, with a twinkle in his eye, 
irreverently responds, “Nope.”

“That three-week class was the best I ever 
had at the graduate level. We learned a host of 
teaching tools—we actually experienced them. 
We read and studied ideas of ‘experts.’” Out-
standing in his memory is the collegial respect 
shared during discussion of theory and prac-
tice. “We came to see that the atmosphere in the 
classroom is a major factor in teaching students 
to write. We wrote, and through Jim’s responses 
as well as those of other participants, even the 
most reluctant began to find a comfort zone.” 
Mike Gilbert became a trusted reader for Rod, 
providing valued response throughout a twenty-
five year, long-distance friendship. Rod was qui-
etly enthusiastic. “At last someone was not only 
teaching us what to teach, but how to teach it. I 
could hardly wait for school to start so I could 
use my new-found ideas and methods. Oh, the 
apologies I owed to former students! I wouldn’t 
make those same mistakes again.” 

“For me, IWP was a freeing experience. I re-
alized that through response to student writing 
I could encourage writers, recognize processes, 
and broaden experiences. At the same time, it 
was not freeing because from the start I felt a 
great deal of responsibility to respond with in-
tegrity. IWP set a high standard to live by, re-
inforced by the top-notch professionals I was 
meeting through the project.” Rod played with 
this realization by placing this piece in the col-
lection basket:

Free Writing
That’s all I needed to explain. Assignments to 

be ungraded at first—we’ll try to concentrate 

on the positive. Let’s try some free writing. It 
seemed clear to me. But the little guy — the one 
who draws airplanes all the time — managed 
to nail me. I’d have to work damn hard to earn 
his trust. 

Here is what he wrote: “Frie Riting” Howl 
postif can yu be abought this riting. Ever other 
werd ise mispeled. i ain’t ritting gud And i’m not 
using big werds. Yu’ll laff wen yu reed this i bet. 
Yu can’dt wate to git yu’re hans on this an tere it 
aparte. That ise whut yu’re job ise. Ef yu donn’t 
do that nobodie well think yo’re wurking. i no 
hown id gos. Sow win i git this back it well jus 
hav a F on id. i unnersand. Go ahed.

(Rod Cameron, 1��2)
Rod anticipated that his relationships with 

students would change. He began to understand 
his past discomfort with judgments of students 
and projected that the tension would increase 
as his students began to share more and more 
of themselves with him. Once again he put his 
thoughts on paper and added another provoca-
tive writing to the basket.

 
Lounge Talk

“He smells like gasoline,” the Spanish teach-
er was saying. “When he leaves the room, that 
odor stays,” she continued.

“His fingers leave black, greasy smears on 
my desks,” added the history teacher. “He 
comes in wearing that damn, filthy sweatshirt, 
unzips it so his T-shirt shows just enough so I’ll 
be sure to read ‘Go to hell, world, I’m a senior’ 
printed across the front. Then he sprawls across 
his desk and sleeps the rest of the period.”

“Does he take off his John Deere cap?” asks 
the Spanish teacher, still gasping from the mem-
ory of gasoline smelling up her room.

“No, thank God, who knows what kind 
of smudge that would leave on something.” 
He blinked hard and shook his head. “I 
dunno how a kid can stand to be so dirty.” 
“And stupid.” 

The remark boomed from the corner of the 
lounge where the math teacher had been sitting, 
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smoking a cigar. “He can’t understand enough 
in my class to even fake it. One day I handed out 
a simple work sheet, would take only ten min-
utes to do. He comes in the next day and says he 
lost it. You believe!”

“Was it on trapezoids?” I asked.
“How’d you know?”
“Just guessed. Some of the kids were check-

ing over them in class.” I didn’t mention the 
“lost one” had been handed in with a spelling 
quiz done on the back. Maybe I shouldn’t let 
them use “scrap paper” anymore.

“He doesn’t do much in my class either, but 
he’ll pass since history grades are based mostly 
on tests. He does just enough to make it.”

“He’ll fail Spanish, for sure. You know he 
carries that big notebook. What the heck does 
he have in it anyway? He must do work in some-
one’s class.”

No one seemed to realize, “It’s mostly poet-
ry,” I volunteered.

“Poetry! What some scummy graffiti?” The 
math teacher spoke sharply, then picked a 
thread of tobacco from his lips.

“No.”
“Some copied stuff?”
“No, I don’t think so.”
“He do it for your class?” inquired the Span-

ish teacher in a where-were-you-the-night-of . . 
. voice.

“No. But I read one once — he asked me 
to.”

“Any good?”
“Yes.”
“What was it called?”
“No me importa? About school.”
The math teacher got up and said he thought 

lunch had been very good that day. The history 
teacher began reading Sports Afield. The Span-
ish teacher shook her head as if I had explained 
something to her.

(Rod Cameron 1��2)
In IWP Level I Rod’s group focused on the 

principles for response — positive and specific. 
“I never projected the paper load from 25 of us 

for three weeks into what it would be with 120 
students for a semester at a time. A big shock. 
I called Marilyn Kelly and whined a lot. What 
was reasonable to expect in terms of changes 
that might occur in student writing over a se-
mester? I wanted to see the same kinds of 
changes in my high school students that we saw 
in our intense, three-week workshop. I packed 
away the grammar books. I no longer got ques-
tions arising from a student’s writing that would 
demand their use [like when to use brackets in-
stead of parenthesis). The crates of journals and 
writing proliferated to fill the classroom with 
small spaces reserved for students and teacher. 
Students were really writing; the workload was 
overwhelming.” 

After two years of IWP implementation, Rod 
left teaching. He reflects, “There were several 
things that led to that decision. IWP expectations 
were in the mix to the extent that I felt comfort-
able with having students do lots of writing and 
my providing lots of response—but the paper 
load was a surprise to me because my students 
had never before done that much writing. I felt 
I was failing because I wasn’t effectively keep-
ing up with what I felt was absolutely necessary 
to do. In retrospect, I should have felt success-
ful because a lot of other good things were hap-
pening — choices students were making, their 
ownership of their own writing and response, 
and the growth I was seeing.”

Prior to returning to the classroom a year later, 
Rod completed a Level II institute. When asked 
to explore a topic of interest, he was unsure of 
where to begin. Reading and conversations with 
participants helped him to understand that some 
frustrations were universal. The institute, led by 
Carolyn Copeland and Dick Hanzelka, helped 
him to clarify his own professional beliefs and 
thoughts. “I came to a reaffirmation of my rea-
sons for doing what I intend to do.” He looked 
forward to a new school and a new school year. 

During his first year back in the classroom, 
Rod enrolled in the Journal Seminar which 
helped him to think about classroom proce-
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dures and expectations. For example, only one 
class turned in papers on a given day, creating a 
more manageable system. He continued to live 
with the gap between principles and practice. “I 
learned that I didn’t have to read everything. As 
Bill Lyons has opined, ‘I’ve come to see that 
students should be doing more writing than we 
teachers can ever read.’ I read free writing and 
journal entries by student request with an oc-
casional nudge to see some things. Not every-
thing has to be read all at once. (Now I can take 
home seventy to eighty term papers of eight to 
ten pages and work at them a few at a time. I 
eventually get there. I have taken the pressure 
off myself.)”

Four years into IWP Rod was still struggling 
with bringing practice into line with beliefs, and 
realized he was “out of writing courses to take.” 
Now what?

At this point in Rod’s career, he became one 
of the subjects in Attempting Change, a study of 
IWP implementation, written by David Wilson 
and published by Boynton Cook. Rod confided 
to his journal, “I’m anxious about the day—but 
not really nervous. By 6th period I wished I 
knew what was going through Dave’s mind. 
It’s unnerving to have him sitting here, writing 
in his notebook and never knowing what is go-
ing on. Suddenly the discrepancy between my 
beliefs and practices is on the verge of being 
discovered.” Rod set a goal of bringing beliefs 
and practices into line. When Dave decided to 
observe only second period, Rod felt relief. It 
was a good class. Beliefs and practice could be 
in place for second hour. “The stage was set. 
The fraud would continue.”

Soon Rod knew that Dave wasn’t fooled. 
They had frank discussions in which Rod dis-
covered that inner turmoil was not uncommon. 
He felt less a fraud and more a teacher fighting 
to shake off the chains of the past. By October, 
Rod’s journal read, “Dave here. I’ve come to 
look forward to this day with this class. I think 
I’m learning from it, and hope the kids are 
picking up too.” Rod had progressed through 

an awkward, mechanical stage of implementa-
tion toward authentic practice. He was sensing 
responses, actions and directions which were 
leading to learning. 

“I believe students learn to write by writing, 
and that you have to back off and let the stu-
dent write. Create an atmosphere to make the 
student want to write is first. I don’t assign top-
ics or length or details like that. Once I start 
responding to their writing, most of them—not 
all—open up and write more. That’s when 
things start to happen. It’s hard to explain to 
people who haven’t experienced IWP. I don’t 
make corrections, but as the year goes on, I get 
fewer and fewer grammatical mistakes. Writers 
clean the stuff up, and I don’t have to deal with 
that much anymore. It’s an amazing phenom-
enon the way it works.”

Rod describes the present by saying, “During 
the past six to seven years, I have learned about 
my capability to hang onto principles: It’s not 
technique; it’s not what I am doing; it’s tone. 
IWP teachers talk to students, kindergarten 
through college, without condescension. The 
tone is genuine. I see this in Dena’s kindergarten 
class. So what if my principal comes to check to 
see if I am editing papers? If I have established 
a genuine tone with my students, they accept 
my comments. It’s not all about praise.”

“I teach AP literature and composition and 
college prep senior English, so the issue of IT-
EDS isn’t big. I suspect they put me here for a 
reason. There is an expectation that we prep for 
the ACT, which I do because those scores reflect 
on all of us. Others in the department are being 
pressed to use formulae for writing, dictating 
what should be a paragraph. There doesn’t seem 
to be any encouragement to think for oneself. I 
notice this dependency when students come to 
my class. When they realize they can write their 
own ideas, it’s like the dog catches the car.”

Rod’s relationships with students changed 
as a result of his writing project experiences. 
Students tell him that they have been affected 
positively. Rod reflects, “The subtext of IWP 
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is patience. I learned to wait, read and wait, 
write and wait, work and wait. Eventually good 
things happen. Occasionally I hear from for-
mer students who are responding to literature 
and feeling secure in their college-level writing 
because of their experiences in my classroom. 
Having been responsible for their own thinking 
and ideas has carried through well for them.”

Rod reflects on his own professional develop-
ment spanning 25 years of IWP involvement as 
participant and instructor. “It’s like being a fire-
fighter. You go to the Level I to learn how to climb 
the ladder and carry the hose. Each IWP experi-
ence presents new scenarios to solve. The Writing 
and History workshop highlights issues of histori-
cal documentation as a lead to writing. It deepened 
my understanding of research and writing from 
primary sources. I was essentially a non-reader 
prior to experiencing the Writing and Literature 
institute. I had to know what the book had in it for 
me before I picked it up. I came away with a dif-
ferent vision of reading and began to understand 
how it affects writing. I became immersed in The 
Quartzsite Trip and Stephen King’s Misery. My 
view of teaching was forever changed--the fire-
fighter learned to fight chemical fires.” 

“Each IWP experience provided interaction 
with thoughtful, knowledgeable, and talented 
people.” Rod continued. “They have become 
models of the standard as well as support for my 
own efforts. They have been an inspiration in 
my professional and private lives. When I came 
back from the first IWP in ‘82, Sandy and Gayle 
were my colleagues. We were doing many of the 
same things. IWP gave me language and a voice 
to talk about writing and the teaching of writ-
ing. Although I must always know the answer 
to the oft-asked question, ‘Why are we doing 
this?’ the support of others feeds each of us in 
practice. The network is vital. We can speak to 
our principal or colleagues and cite, ‘the teacher 
in Iowa City’.” 

“IWP brings the question of processing to the 
forefront. The anecdotal evidence that we read 
in articles and hear from other writers is a huge 

wake up. It puts the teacher into the equation.” 
Rod sighs, “I don’t see those conversations hap-
pening currently. Once you have experienced 
IWP, it’s no longer only student, content, prod-
uct. You think of students in the same context as 
yourself as a learner. When we start teaching we 
may not be aware of the blend of our teacher/
learner roles. I recall being more entrepreneurial; 
I was creating products and providing services to 
students. IWP gave refinement to this and gave 
me more freedom as a classroom and curriculum 
manager. State mandates and NCLB cause teach-
ers to think of themselves as employees on a pro-
duction line. They aren’t learning from the cans 
of paint on the conveyor. They are focused on 
putting paint into the can or applying the label. I 
don’t want to be merely an employee.” 

Through discussion with IWP colleagues and 
others, Rod identified the need to articulate the 
contrast between real and imposed learning. 
This 2003 letter to the editor of the Council 
Bluffs Daily Nonpareil reflects this concern:

Three times in the past week the Non-
pareil has run articles about teacher re-
action to No Child Left Behind. The 
articles all quote teachers stating their frus-
tration as well as government officials blam-
ing teacher reaction on dislike of change.  
Locally, No Child Left Behind has led to a 
number of changes for teachers and students. 
Paired with state legislation targeting student 
achievement and teacher improvement, the fed-
eral NCLB act has brought increased workload, 
stress, and expense to the educational community. 
There is a disparity between the views of those 
who argue for “achievement” and those ac-
tually responsible for educating children. 
The achievement seekers see education as a 
competition during which their team is pitted 
against other teams, be it schools, states, or 
nations. They see the role of K-12 education 
as a training ground for corporate America, 
preparing students to be workers — obedient, 
skilled, and silent. 

Winners and losers in this competition  
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are determined by narrowly-defined results on 
standardized tests. Traditionally, teachers see 
their role in a more complicated light. Of course, 
achievement has always been important, but 
teachers also have often sought to enrich the 
lives of their students, provide experiences that 
create a connection among students, and encour-
age a love of learning that becomes implicit in 
our actions not just explicit in our material goals. 
That multi-faceted mission is what has always 
made teaching so satisfying and demanding. 
The frustration expressed regarding workload 
resulting from NCLB is not that there’s more to 
do for students, but that the assessment, report-
ing, and narrow scope of planning steals time 
from our students for the sake of standardized 
tests — and teachers being teachers feel obliged 
to continue to do the things they really value 
along with the new paper work. It is a draining, 
demanding, and disheartening struggle. It is so 
disheartening that reports of stress and stress 
related illnesses among teachers are increasing 
— and more importantly negatively affecting the 
already often tenuous relationship among teach-
ers, students, administration, and parents. Add to 
this already complicated picture the exasperating 
lack of resources, in part created by the expen-
sive commitment to testing, staff development, 
and purchasing costs of “programs” aimed at 
raising test scores, and you get the picture of an 
educational system springing numerous leaks. 
Much of the impetus behind NCLB has been 
the call for “accountability.” Teachers have al-
ways been accountable to students and parents 
— accountable for instilling a love of learning, 
igniting a creative spark, uncovering a unique 
understanding. Unfortunately NCLB along 
with other state mandates have reduced that ac-
countability to helping a child perform adeptly 
at filling in the correct circles on bubble sheets 
during standardized tests. That simply doesn’t 
feel much like what education should be in a 
democratic society. Teaching should be more. 
And that’s why teachers are upset about NCLB.

(Rod Cameron 2003)

Part of Rod’s current frustration is that he 
remembers a time when he could share genu-
ine professional discoveries and concerns with 
colleagues. “About eight years ago, a number 
of teachers from our building attended IWP, 
joining several who had previously attended, 
to form a critical mass of about twenty. For a 
while, it was not uncommon to have several 
conversations a week about writing people 
were doing in their classrooms across the cur-
riculum. Often staff members would share 
something they had written, a poem, a story, 
or a joke. None of those teachers is currently 
at my school. I wouldn’t have missed those 
experiences for the world; perhaps it’s time 
for another Level I to reestablish the power of 
shared experience for nurturing collegiality 
and professionalism.”

“Our staff seems to have turned over in the 
blink of an eye. The new teachers are taking 
direction from administrators who are consid-
ered the curriculum specialists.” Rod shakes his 
head. “It’s not like when we went back to our 
classrooms from IWP in 1982 and could imple-
ment and influence others to use the principles. 
Now our staff development is routine, one-size-
fits-all, and does not address teacher concerns 
or questions. There seems to be a disincentive 
for veteran teachers to stay on.”

“Incoming language arts teachers are very fa-
miliar with the lingo of process, but few actual-
ly seem to reflect on the ways process can vary 
from writer to writer. They may have an outline 
that includes prewriting, drafting, and revis-
ing, but few have the confidence or experience 
to allow their students to struggle with process 
through self selection of topic and genre.” Rod 
recalls, “One teacher I mentored could not un-
derstand why students refused to give speeches; 
they just take a failing grade. We talked about 
the need for a genuine audience. If we’re two 
people interested in baseball, the writer is more 
likely to want to write about baseball than if I, 
the teacher, am interested only in writing.”

“By the time new teachers have been in the 
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classroom for two or three years, they have 
questions for which they have no answers or 
plans. They see the need to understand writing. 
They have the basis to validate approaches to 
writing, an experiential validation rather than a 
text or curriculum-driven validation. They can 
identify the needs of students and will benefit 
from IWP.” Remembering his own experiences, 
Rod says, “The writing project works because 
it puts participants through the process. People 
don’t sit there and say, ‘This is the way it is,’ or 
‘That’s the way it works.’  Believe me, IWP 
puts you through it.”

Confidence and trust in one’s professional 
voice is supported by participation in IWP. 
“When I feel like what I have to say might 
make a difference or have an impact, I blurt 
it out. I get a lump in my throat that stays 
there until I spit out what I am thinking. Be-
ing involved with genuine conversations 
in IWP has made my B.S. detector keen.” 
Rod shared with feeling. “Now I find it hard 
to trust what we are told. Genuine voices 
are trivialized. Much is predetermined and 
leads to little change or benefit for teach-
ing and learning. There now is a 30 year  
gap between me and most of the less-experi-
enced staff. There seems to be no commonal-
ity. Reflection is rare; exploration of an idea 
is perceived as a waste of time. When I ques-
tioned during staff participation for rewriting 
building goals, I clearly heard, ‘Who the F 
does he think he is? It’s right up there on the 
overhead.’” 

“When the administrators say in training, 
‘Next Monday you need to bring in copies of 
Venn diagrams and T charts,’ that gets mixed up 
with what is important in learning. NCLB was 
in effect when this year’s new teachers gradu-
ated from high school.” calculates Rod. “They 
are used to rigid models of instruction and lim-
ited views of learning. As a consequence, they 
don’t seem ready to ask or to seek answers to 
complex professional questions. The focus is on 
testing, standards, and measurement rather than 

experimentation and exploration.” 
“There seems to be no leverage for teachers 

to recapture classrooms. Until someone comes 
along and says, ‘The talk that we talk in terms 
of teaching students, every student can learn 
and we owe each student respect, applies to 
principals and administrators too, we have 
little to hope for. Teachers teach best when 
they are not feeling threatened.” Rod speaks 
with certainty. “Experiences have made me 
less willing to speak up because voices are 
not being respected and don’t make a differ-
ence. Bill talks a lot about being involved; he 
believes you can make a difference. I struggle 
with my conscience.”

An inside view of Rod’s struggle with his 
conscience emerged in the following journal 
entry: 

P.J. Cooper and Paul Sheldon Meet the 
Great Equalizer: A Hypothesis for Teaching in 
the Face of Brutality 

Never would I have guessed that two novels 
would combine to force my re-imaging of my 
role as a teacher. But Misery by Stephen King 
and The Quartzsite Trip by William Hogan 
did so in a fashion which dwarfs Uncommon 
Sense, Learning Change, and even Linda’s 
dissertation. It is the barrenness of the land-
scape these characters contend with which 
speaks to me — because by and large I view 
education as largely barren. Misery’s isolated 
setting and brutal character of Annie and The 
Quartzsite Trip’s uncompromising depiction 
of John Muir’s High School, as well as the 
desolate and powerful features of the desert, 
are symbolic to me of the brutal threats we 
face in our classrooms

Too often I find myself wimping out in my 
teaching — like Paul Sheldon of Misery in his 
writing. The way he has in the past avoided writ-
ing because he didn’t have a glass of water or 
cigarettes reminded me of the way I’ve avoided 
classes because teaching in some meaningful 
way wasn’t convenient. However, when Paul’s 
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life depended on his ability to write — he wrote. 
I think that may be my realization that in fact my 
life does depend on my teaching. It’s something 
I must do — it’s who I am. To become removed 
from the classroom avoids the reality. It’s like 
Paul deliberately allowing Annie to kill him. In-
stead he confronts the situation and manipulates 
her, as though she’s some gruesome administra-
tor, in order to survive. I, too, could allow the 
brutal hacking up of my time, my professional-
ism, my dignity to push me to resignation — but 
like Paul have found instead a will to survive.

PJ Cooper and his journey into the desert re-
veals to me a sort of model for the classroom. 
Even though PJ may be a tad presumptuous to 
see himself as god-like, the analogy is useful. 
PJ simply provides a situation and a time frame 
and allows the risk taking to unfold. He does 
not seek to control students—but protects them 
from the brutal forces of their peers, their own 
stereotypes, roles, roles imposed upon them, at-
tacks on them by other teachers, etc. He does 
so by placing himself between his students and 
those forces — in effect isolating them.

That’s the hypothesis for teaching in the face 
of brutality. Once we recognize the threats of 
outside forces — we can structure our class-
room to place ourselves at the door (figuratively 
speaking) and isolate our students. Maybe to do 
so means to invent appearances for the sake of 
evaluators (administrators) so that what really 
needs to happen can. In the classroom—stu-
dents need time to take those walks, roll down 
hillsides, bury their own garbage. In the class-
room I must be willing to construe stories to sat-
isfy the beasts. To place a word with it, I might 
use Paul Sheldon’s Scheherazade, the teacher 
as story teller for the sake of survival. 

(Rod Cameron, 1��7)
Rod’s leadership was called forward when 

he served as CBEA president. “I had a vision 
rooted in IWP when I started as CBEA presi-
dent. Teachers need time to process the con-
tract; problems will be avoided if we understand 
what the contract says. I had an idea of break-

out sessions after the initial meeting in the fall. 
Because presidents serve for a single year, they 
spend their time sorting out happenings from 
the prior year. It’s tough to make change in 
so short a time. I wanted the executive board 
meetings to be more reflective, proactive, and  
productive. Because of issues that we were 
pressed to address regarding contracts, we 
couldn’t meet these expectations.” 

No professional biography of Rod would be 
complete without consideration of his two-year 
commitment to running for the Iowa Legisla-
ture. In the IWP Memoir Institute at Perry he 
recalled his 1998 decision (upon discovering 
that the incumbent was running unopposed) to 
enter his own name as a write-in and to run in 
the next election.

“Sliding as slightly as fingers leaving a door 
knob unturned, my pencil moved down to the 
vacant line marked ‘write in candidate.’ ‘I could 
choose that,’ I thought. The power and the 
duty returned to me again, welling up a little 
in a hopeful moment. ‘I could choose to write 
a name in there,’ I thought. And then the moth 
lit upon the light, hoping it was not a candle’s 
flame. Thus came the trance, the movement 
round and round, the black as night and perfect-
ly round decision.”

Rod conducted a vigorous campaign, de-
veloping statements on issues of importance 
to Iowans, door knocking in communities 
across District 82, shaking hands at fairs, 
riding in parades, participating in candidate 
forums, and listening to the ideas and cares 
of constituents. Always the educator, Rod 
created an online journal which reached out 
to young people during the processes of cam-
paigning. He had the distinction of having 
his essays posted each month on a web site 
sponsored by the National Council for Social 
Studies and supported by PBS. With invita-
tions for readers to join in conversations, he 
posed questions of consistency and subtle-
ties in candidate positions, participation in 
and meaning of polls, the role of money in 
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electoral decisions, and other compelling is-
sues. His list of unwelcome comments heard 
while door-knocking displayed his undaunted 
sense of humor. For example, “What are you? 
(party affiliation?),” “He won’t bite, (big dog, 
bigger lie),” “I’ll support you, but don’t tell 
anyone.” 

Considering he was outspent 3:1, Rod lost by 
a fairly narrow margin in the 2000 election. His 
lasting contribution was well-stated by Kelly, a 
younger colleague, “Thank you for the gift you 
gave the students this year. I have always be-
lieved that students are more apt to emulate be-
haviors they witness than any lectured to them. 
This year you taught the students to get involved 
in the decisions that affect their lives. You taught 
them that winning is defined by one’s efforts—
not in the accumulation of votes. Most impor-
tantly, you taught them to fight for what they  
believe in despite the odds.” 

As with the best of reflective practitioners, 
Rod’s thinking encompasses both past experi-
ences and current encounters. “Our principal 
has been talking about ‘walk throughs.’ Experi-
enced teachers from another district will come 
into a classroom for 60 seconds and give the 
teacher a score of 1-10 for the teaching that they 
see happening.” Applying the IWP habit of lis-
tening, reflecting, and questioning, Rod asked 
the principal, “How will the data be used?” The 
unspoken answer seems to be, “If our building 
average is below 3-4, we will be doing staff 
development to address teaching.” Several col-
leagues commented later that day, “Good ques-
tion, Rod.” But they apparently had not felt the 
need to question.

When asked if students are being co-opted 
by the system to the detriment of student-
teacher relationships, Rod responded, “I can 
give you an example. Several times during the 
year, students are asked to take a 15 question 
reading test to measure progress. When one 
of the tests had a spelling mistake, students 
good-naturedly rebelled for having to take a 
test made by an illiterate. They get it, but they 

aren’t empowered to change any part of it. I 
have good experiences with my students. We 
have an understanding.” 

“Leadership has gone up and down during my 
career.” Rod stated when asked about his role 
as a leader. “In the past I was on a number of 
productive committees with good resources and 
input. That has not been my recent experience. 
Rigor, Relevance, Reflection, Relationship + 
Curriculum? I find that reflection is no longer 
a part of curriculum. It’s too hard to quantify. 
It leads to ‘answers will vary.’ In terms of lead-
ership, I will pursue ideas with people in lead-
ership positions, but now it’s more one-on-one 
than in committees.” 

We interviewed Rod at a crossroads for 
the Council Bluffs school district, the hir-
ing of a new superintendent who has been 
very active in ASCD with Dick Hanzelka.  
Dick wrote a letter to the new superintendent, 
citing Rod’s work in IWP as well as in his class-
room. The new superintendent may be talking 
with Rod, so we asked about his predictions. 
“Sometimes you feel like you are in a parallel 
universe. Will Dick’s experience with our new 
superintendent and his commentary and com-
mendation of my work ever intersect? Will they 
make any impression?”

“It bothers me not to be aging gracefully 
like others I have known in IWP.” Rod said 
ruefully. “Our school leadership runs bait 
and switch on us all the time. They get an 
idea, then get some teachers together and 
keep them until they too are willing to ex-
press that idea. Management uses teachers to 
affirm a change or new curriculum so that 
the blame can be shared. They force teach-
ers to take ownership of the idea by saying, 
‘A committee of teachers supports this.’ I am 
sorry if I sound like a hateful old man.”

The comment made Rod think of a piece of 
poetry he had written. Of it he said, “When I 
wrote this in 1986, it was about aging and losing 
one’s hold on his past and his life; when I look 
at it now, it seems more eerily prophetic.”
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Jazz Aging:  New Orleans

Like feathers short ago lost  
From some powerful bird, 
Four came together— 
Gathered into a circle 
Set to resist the smell of Lysol 
And the crinkling of Gladbags 
Back at the home: A circle 
To heal the wounded sounds of youth. 
 
Appointments having been made, 
They gathered again 
And like a good start 
On an inside straight 
Began to hope to recreate 
Curiosity on a street corner— 
Then to kill the cat. 
 
Damned deeply, long gone 
Slow bye byes 
Tap-tapped echoes 
Off lamp lighted street signs 
As if born there— 
Almost. 
 
But sharp sounds 
And soft sights 
Aren’t born.

Let’s try,” says One, 
A wish speaking from a star. 
“Let’s just see” and 
“What if--?” 
“Too feared,” says Two, 
His heart whispering, “Yes.” 
 
Three wait to see, 
Glances bumping at night 
Like gentle nudges 
Of Riverboats docking. 
 
“We got to do it over again,”  
Says One. “Like before. 
Now, come around the corner 

And do it over again.” 
“Too feared,” but the  
Circle called, urgently. 
“I’m sorry,” shaking his head. 
“I must have forgotten 
or something— 
Everything isn’t handy.” 
 
“But you’re not done 
Playing yet. 
Not like this. 
We need you to do it 
Over again— 
Can’t you?” asks one 

“No.” He meant it. 
All the light, the heat 
Of night lamps fade, 
More distant now 
Than stiff scents of bourbon 
Echoing among sweated bricks. 
Shining silver, black. 
The circle is gone 
For him. 
Nothing seems too damned deep. 
After all. 
Things really are 
As they seem. 
They gather for a moment: 
Sparkling diamonds 
In the face 
Of a broken watch. 
 
Eyes turn away, 
Tarnished coins 
Held too long, 
The old friend 
Tells the others, 
“Sam can’t do it. 
Can you?”

In a piece Rod wrote about his father, an 
award-winning Kansas City carpenter and 
builder, he captured the essence of himself and 
of incidental learning in an authentic setting.  
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“The only time I learned a skill from Dad was 
when I watched him teach an apprentice car-
penter how to hammer nails by holding on to 
the end of the hammer and letting it do the work 
of driving the nail into the wood. The fluid easy 
motion of that act has never left my memory. 
The lift then let fall of the hammer was as grace-
ful as the airy path of a conductor’s baton or the 
artist’s brush. 

. . . I wonder if he knows how proud I am of 
him, and how I, too, have a sense of the work 
which needs to be done. I suppose that’s the part 
of him which has come to reside in me: a will-
ingness to look around at the end of the day to 
assess what’s been done and to look forward to 
tomorrow to assess the work to come.” (Rod’s 
father died of Alzheimer’s and Parkinson’s dis-
ease in the Summer of 1��7.) 

. . . . . . . . .
We, Marilyn Kelly and Carolyn Steinbrink, are 

pleased to have been asked to write Rod Camer-
on’s professional biography. It has given us an 
opportunity to recall many of the adventures the 
three of us have shared since the 1982 Level I in-
stitute in Southwest Iowa. Together we have ex-
perienced each of the IWP offerings (some more 
than once), and we three have continued to learn 
as we served with the staff of Iowa Writing. 

We have enjoyed Rod’s writing, his take on 
life, and his delight with student achievements 
and classroom successes. And here might be the 
place to tell a couple of favorite stories about 
Rod. When heading to the fall conference, staff 
training, or advisory board meetings, Marilyn, 
Carolyn, and Rod often rode together. The miles 
zipped by with great speed as Marilyn and Caro-
lyn chattered away. In the backseat Rod was the 
designated listener, and a fine listener Rod is. It 
was when the vehicle stopped that problems were 
known to arise. One meal stop in Des Moines 
found Marilyn asking Rod about his health. He 
answered but was rather puzzled as to why she 
seemed so concerned. Marilyn explained by say-

ing that he had seemed awfully quiet as we were 
traveling along. Rod nearly choked on his meal, 
and being the tactful person that he is, calmly 
(without laughter or anger) pointed out that he 
had no choice. There was never a breath taken 
between words that was long enough for him to 
put a single sound into the mix. 

On another occasion, we arrived with min-
utes to spare, as usual, for the evening meeting 
in Amana. Marilyn and Carolyn jumped from 
the car the instant it came to a stop. Rod fol-
lowed, and being a polite gentleman, opened 
the door to the lobby for them and followed 
inside. With unspoken (apparently) agreement, 
Marilyn and Carolyn decided to scurry into the 
restroom on their way to the meeting room. 
Rod allowed the door to shut, and followed 
the two women -- into the restroom. It was a 
short visit for Rod, but not so short that the 
two women missed it. Not being overly polite, 
they burst into laughter at Rod’s discomfort. 
(Rod would never have done the same had the 
situation been reversed.) The two women did 
eventually manage to overcome their laughter. 
and the three found their way to the meeting 
room. These and many other times of sharing 
have marked the years together in IWP.

After the restroom experience there was noth-
ing more revealing that we might ever tell about 
Rod, so we are the logical choice for his IWP bi-
ography. Marilyn and Carolyn are retired from 
teaching; Rod has yet to follow. We no longer 
share Rod’s knowledge of and frustration with 
life in the classrooms of today, but we listen and 
empathize. It has been fascinating to hear Rod’s 
observations and reflections while we gathered 
information and memories for this sketch of 
Rod and IWP. 

The essence of the teacher we have come to 
know can best be expressed through a quote 
from Rod. “I’ve not reached perfection yet; 
I know that perfection is not attainable. But I 
have grown and changed a great deal as a lan-
guage arts teacher, and I continue to grow with 
each passing class period.” 
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Marilyn Kelly
Marilyn Kelly came to the Iowa Writ-

ing Project in 1982, through an institute 
in Coralville with Jim Davis and Cleo 
Martin as instructors which she attended 
in order to take IWP to her part of Iowa. 
Prior to that, Marilyn had taught junior 
high and high school language arts in 
Minnesota, literature and composition 
at Creighton University, and had partici-
pated in a National Writing Project sum-
mer seminar with Phil Smith from the 
University of Nebraska, Omaha. 

As a language arts consultant at AEA 
13 (the seven southwest counties of 
Iowa), Marilyn became a morning in-
structor who worked with Jim Davis, 
Bill Lyons, Rod Cameron, and David 
Wilson. She also participated in a Lev-
el II institute with Dick Hanzelka and 
Carolyn Copeland, in Leadership and 
in Writing and Literature workshops 
with Jim Davis, and facilitated sev-
eral journal seminars. Marilyn became 
a member of the IWP Advisory Board, 
then of the Steering Committee, in the 
1980’s, and co-anchored the Southwest 
IWP Regional Leadership Cadre until 
she retired. She received the IWP Star 
Thrower Award in 2002. 

Since retirement in 1997, Marilyn and 
her husband Tom have spent summers on 
the Duluth campus of the University of 
Minnesota, winters “someplace warm,” 
(Texas, Arizona, and California) but al-
ways have enjoyed Iowa in the spring 
and fall. Their family, including three 
young grandchildren, lives in Omaha, 
NE and Boulder, CO, so travel is often 
on the schedule.

Marilyn Kelly
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Carolyn Steinbrink
Carolyn Steinbrink from Shenandoah, 

Iowa, became involved in IWP when her 
colleague Mary Teinert said, “You really 
ought to take this class. I think you’d love 
it.” Carolyn says, “I read the materials and 
decided I had nothing to lose - credit hours 
and fees paid!  So I signed up.”  

Later, she discovered that Mary did nothing 
on her own; she always worked someone into  
accompanying her in any adventure! Caro-
lyn claims, “The night we went to orienta-
tion I was quite fearful.  Nearly everyone 
was a Language Arts teacher.  I taught 8th 
grade American History!” 

When Jim Davis gave each participant a part-
ner to interview and then introduce to the group, 
she was paired with Sam Dodson. “During 
the discussion with him, I learned that he 
had spent the past year (or more) as poet in 
the Nebraska Artists in Residence program.  
That didn’t ease my worry any!”

Apparently, Carolyn pulled herself togeth-
er. She arrived at the first day of the summer  
institute, but was pretty sure she would not 
like a lot about the class. “Wrong!  Within 
a few minutes I was loving it. I began to see 
ways to incorporate ideas into the history set-
ting. From that 1982 experience, I continued 
to take every class IWP offered and was de-
lighted when I found that I could take some 
of them twice.” One of those was the Writing 
from Historical Documents workshop

During which she wrote a play about 
the early history of radio in Shenandoah. 
Carolyn served as a co-facilitator of IWP 
institutes and, for many years, on the IWP 
Advisory Board.

Now retired from teaching, she says, 
“I know that my last twenty years of  
teaching were strongly influenced by so 
much that was IWP – colleagues shar-
ing research, sharing writing, and most  
of all sharing!”

Carolyn Steinbrink
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Anne Weir
“I Had Come Home” 

Changes in a Teacher’s Life
after the Iowa Writing Project

By Sandra Bolton
Anne Weir is an experienced high school 

English teacher in the Waco High School in 
Wayland, Iowa. During the past 27 years, af-
ter her experiences as a student and, later, as 
an instructor in the Iowa Writing Project, Anne 
earned a Master’s Degree at the University of 
Iowa, served as the curriculum director and act-
ing principal for her school district, and rep-
resented the Iowa Writing Project and the Na-
tional Writing Project at meetings with Iowa 
legislators in Washington, D.C.  The growth, 
increased confidence and empowerment that 
occurred in these years provide a fascinating 
narrative of one Iowa teacher’s personal and 
professional development.

 
Teaching prior to the Iowa Writing Project

 
After earning her Bachelor’s Degree from 

Iowa State University in 1977, Anne began 
teaching at Waco High School where her first 
two years were, in her words, “wonderful, 
horrible.”  The new member of a two-person 
English department, she was allowed to teach 
as she wished, with no department mandate 
or administration oversight. Warriner’s gram-
mar books, conspicuous in every Iowa high 
school English Department at the time, were 
in her room, so Anne made some use of them, 
although hating the thought of foisting the 
grammar exercises on her students.  Axiom-
atic among teachers is the truth that teachers 
teach as they have been taught--until they 
learn a better way. For guidance, Anne relied 
on the only college writing course she had 
taken. Taught by a teacher ahead of her time, 
the course was conducted as a workshop, in 
which students shared their writing, looking 
like “deer caught in the headlights.”  Cer-
tainly, the teacher was using a “best practice” 

strategy for the writing classroom, but did not 
put it into any context that Anne and the other 
students could understand much less transfer 
into subsequent writing classrooms of their 
own.  Later, Anne took an English meth-
ods class in which the instructor used James 
Moffett’s Teaching the Universe of Discourse 
but, again, no context was provided, so the 
students had little or no understanding of the 
value of Moffett’s ideas within the classroom.  
Clearly, a revolution in the theory and prac-
tice of writing had begun which would slowly 
gain momentum in the 1980’s.

 
Taking the Iowa Writing Project

 
Anne’s first involvement in the Iowa Writing 

Project occurred in 1980 as a result of a fellow 
teacher’s strong encouragement after he had at-
tended IWP in 1979, the second summer it was 
offered at the University of Iowa. Characterized 
by Anne as a “disenchanted rebel,” because 
of his classroom experiences as a student, the 
teacher’s overwhelmingly positive endorsement 
of his IWP experience (“This is the best writing 
class I’ve ever taken. You have to take it!”) con-
vinced Anne that this class would benefit her 
teaching.  Learning that she could earn graduate 
credit, receive a stipend and take the project in 
Mt. Pleasant, where she lived, also helped Anne 
decide to take the three-week summer project 
known as Level 1.

Anne describes herself as a  “relationship per-
son,” and one of the first impressions Anne had 
of the project was the warm collegiality that ex-
isted among the participants; indeed, the “ambi-
ance of the whole experience” appealed to her.  
She came to recognize that the two instructors, 
one leading the professional reading discussions 
in the morning and the other the writing and 
sharing workshop in the afternoon, established 
and nurtured this non-competitive atmosphere.  
Participants’ writings were not labeled “good,” 
“fair” or “poor,” nor were the writings graded 
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Anne Weir

A-F, a decidedly new experience for most, if not 
all, of the project participants. 

Still, based on her belief that she “didn’t have 
anything to say,” Anne was a “reluctant writer” 
during the afternoon sessions, a participant who 
did not submit anything to be shared until the 
second week.  As she became more comfortable 
with the afternoon sessions, Anne wrote her 
first poem.  Like other participants, Anne saw 
the value in teachers writing and sharing their 
writing in a group setting, so they could experi-
ence what their students feel in similar circum-
stances. Her reluctance to write is captured in:

Writing Revival

Inspired writing
Hired writing
“Show” writing
No writing
         me…

Teaching writing
Preaching writing
Prudent writing
Student writing
         us…

Journal toting
Davis quoting
Generating 
Venerating
         “Born Again” teachers of the pen

A-men

 Coming through the typical college English 
courses, Anne had been accustomed to reading 
assigned texts. She had been taught that there 
was one “right” answer, and it was her respon-
sibility to find it, usually in the critics’ analyses 
in the library.  In short, all worthwhile knowl-
edge was to be found in books.  To be given 
a choice of professional literature on writing 
and reading from the IWP book cart, with 

the expectation that she would seek answers 
to her own questions, was a new experience. 
Group discussions were not based on canned 
questions, but were the result of participants 
engaging with and reflecting in their journals 
on the texts of their choice.  Peter Elbow’s 
Writing without Teachers had a major impact 
on Anne’s thinking as she reflected on the stu-
dent/teacher relationship she wished to estab-
lish in her writing classroom.  James Britton 
and Ken Macrorie, who would later attend fall 
IWP conferences in the 1980‘s, were other 
writing researchers who influenced Anne and 
other participants. 
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After her experience in IWP Level 1, Anne 
took the two-week summer Level 2 work-
shop and the seventeen-week journal seminar 
throughout the school year in 1982.  During the 
Level 2 Anne expanded her knowledge of pro-
fessional literature, especially works by Louise 
Rosenblatt, Arthur Applebee and Judith Langer.  
She wrote a short story, something she had nev-
er done before. By this time, she did not need 
others’ permission or responses to validate her 
writing. In the journal seminar, teachers wrote 
in two journals about their classroom methods 
and experiences.  They handed in one journal 
and received one back from the instructor every 
two weeks when the seminar met.  Anne wrote 
about trying new methods with two students in 
her classes. Jim Davis, IWP Director and semi-
nar instructor, responded with questions that 
were affirming and “pushed her to new levels 
of thinking.”  Car pool conversations with col-
leagues Sandy Moore and Perry Ross added 
richly to the experience. On one trip home they 
reflected on a “class call” to Nancie Atwell to 
clarify a point in one of her articles. Anne came 
to realize that her journal was more for herself, 
for the teaching insights she came to have, than 
for the instructor.  Anne has also been a par-
ticipant in the Writing and Literature class and 
Workshop in Teacher Leadership, both facili-
tated by Dr. Davis.

 Teaching after the Iowa Writing Project
 
When considering how IWP changed her 

teaching practices, Anne says, “My life as a 
teacher has never been the same. I was think-
ing of getting out of teaching, so the Writing 
Project came at a crucial time. The experience, 
which helped me see why I had felt ill at ease 
with how I had been doing things, validated my 
instincts. It gave me confidence to trust writers, 
to trust myself as a teacher and writer, to believe 
I had something to say.” 

Back in her high school classroom, Anne 
never used grammar exercises again.  She now 

uses textbooks only as supplements, focusing 
instead on student writing to organize and give 
meaning to her composition classes.  Student 
writing and discussion became paramount in 
her classroom. She found giving topic choices 
to her writing students was easy; learning to 
respond well to the student writing was hard-
er. She did not want to “take away the writer’s 
work.” Responding to the students’ ideas and 
emotions, perhaps by posing a few questions,  
Anne encourages the student writers in her 
classes to feel they have something to say and 
the freedom to experiment. She says, “Students 
write brave things. I feel privileged and honored 
to read what they have written.”

In pondering how best to respond to students’ 
writing, Anne remembers Cleo Martin’s wise 
admonition to “respond to the writer, then to the 
writing.”  Cleo, a University of Iowa rhetoric 
professor and the first afternoon instructor in 
the Iowa Writing Project, influenced hundreds 
of  Iowa teachers with her “green ink” respons-
es. Teachers across the nation have read her ar-
ticle, “Responding to Student Writing,” in the 
ICTE publication Ways of Knowing: Research 
and Practice in the Teaching of Writing (1988)

One of the best stories of Anne’s professional 
life occurred near the end of a semester when 
students were selecting three writings to revise 
after they had written varied and multiple drafts 
during the final six weeks.  Anne used differ-
ent colors of ink to respond to each draft: green, 
purple and blue, leaving pink for the fourth re-
sponse to their revisions.  One day Anne handed 
back a fourth draft, heavily covered in pink ink, 
to a hard-working student who sat in front of 
one who was not working as hard on his writ-
ing.  This student, seeing what he thought was 
a sea of pink, said, “Holy C___, look at all the 
pink ink on that paper.”  Hearing this, Anne’s 
heart sank; she asked, “Did I cross the line?”  
To her relief, the recipient, said “Oh no, that’s 
what I wanted you to do.”  Reflecting on this 
experience, Anne says, “I could go to my grave 
on that.”   Anne’s response corresponded to 
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that point in the semester when the student was 
actively revising his writing and welcomed her 
more detailed response.

Anne discovered that the same freedom she 
was experiencing in writing classes was also 
occurring in her literature classes.  One of the 
books students read was Steinbeck’s Of Mice 
and Men, which had a learning packet with 
“terrible, ambiguous” True/False questions.  
Anne began giving students the answer key 
and asking them if they agreed or disagreed 
with anything on it.  The result was two days 
of “fabulous discussion” in which students 
disagreed with the key and with each other, 
citing relevant sections from the text. Such 
serendipity is also evident in an experience 
captured for an IWP Newsletter.

I just heard this in my composition class 
and am so tickled. For a couple of days kids 
have been reading around in poetry books. To-
day each student read a poem they like to the 
class. Lots of intent listening; some kids asking 
that readers “read it again.” It is fun. As they 
are getting back to silent reading, I overhear 
J__ (defensive linebacker on the FB team...
not very enchanted with school) say to his best 
friend, “I love this. I want to keep doing this!”  
Ok, is this a fun day to be an English teacher? 
Oh yeah.

Reflecting on her diverse classes and other 
professional activities, Anne says, “Project 
ideas and ideals permeate every professional 
thing I do.” 

Leadership roles outside the classroom
 
As part of Parents’ University, Anne recent-

ly had the opportunity to conduct a one and a 
half day writing class, based on IWP tenets, for 
home-school parents, a group comprised of 
doctors, farmers, new immigrants and other 
community members. Anne has also facilitated 
twice a month staff development for colleagues 
in her district, modeled after IWP. 

Anne has championed IWP as a member of 

the Southeast Iowa Teacher-Leader Cadre, as 
a Rural Voices Curriculum Project member, 
as an IWP Advisory Board member for many 
years, and now as a member of the Steering 
Committee. She frequently represents IWP at 
the NWP meetings held annually in conjunc-
tion with the NCTE convention and, with a 
small group of Iowa teachers, has traveled re-
peatedly to Washington D.C. to advocate for 
IWP and the National Writing Project. Nev-
ertheless, listed accomplishments and even 
explication can not fully convey the nature of 
some experiences, as Anne herself says. “…
writing on a page cannot really capture the 
importance of the Project in my life, cannot 
capture how important I think Project work 
is in schools, in our ways of thinking about 
writing, reading, and thinking itself. Marvin 
Bell wrote that poetry is for finding the words 
for something there are no words for. I sus-
pect there are no words to capture the genuine 
sense of an epiphany or a true watershed ex-
perience. How does one capture the essence 
of love making on paper? I’m not trying to be 
clever or provocative. I think the similarity, 
for me, is striking.” 

Classroom teachers who have been open 
to change, taken risks and implemented new 
methods to benefit their students, as a result of 
their experiences in the Iowa Writing Project, 
can appreciate Dr. Davis’ tribute to Anne’s per-
sonal and professional development since that 
first IWP workshop: “Few if any have shown 
more sustained growth and leadership in IWP 
than Anne Weir.  From that young teacher in 
1980 through many “levels” of participation 
to institute facilitator to committee and Board 
member to her current roles on the Steering 
Committee and in political advocacy, Anne 
has been a stalwart supporter of IWP.  She 
knows what her involvement has done for her 
teaching and thus for her students, and what 
it can do for others.  She chooses exemplary 
practice, even when it isn’t easy to do so.  I 
admire that a great deal.”
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Sandra Bolton
When she attended an IWP summer in-

stitute in 1979, Sandra Bolton had been 
teaching high school English at Mt. Ver-
non, Iowa for a number of years. She soon 
became part of a study of IWP effects, 
and was featured in a video about the 
project. As IWP grew in the early 1980’s, 
Sandra became an institute co-facilita-
tor and a member of the Advisory Board. 
She taught and worked in the Writing 
Lab for several years while doing gradu-
ate work at the University of Iowa, then 
worked on national assessment projects 
for ACT, especially a portfolio effort in 
which she also edited a widely distributed 
newsletter on portfolio practices. She also 
worked on international assessment with 
schools in Japan. Retired from that work, 
she teaches part-time for Kirkwood Com-
munity College. Also retired from the 
IWP Advisory Board, she knows her next 
project is a phone call away!

Sandra Bolton
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Barbara Turnwall
By Bill McKenny

Barbara Turnwall remembers clearly where 
she was when the idea came to her that she had 
to bring what she was learning in Level I of the 
Iowa Writing Project back to her colleagues at 
Northwestern College in Orange City.

She and Patti Thayer, a colleague, were sitting 
in the driveway of Patti’s house in a ’76 Silverado 
truck, having just carpooled back from the Level 
I they both were taking in Sheldon. It seems that 
it is not uncommon that a lot of processing of 
ideas goes on during the drive back and forth to 
Writing Project experiences. No one particular 
event had occurred, but it was the combination 
of readings, discussion, writing, reflection, and 
conversation that led Barbara to this inspiration.

That thought may have occurred to many 
others, but for Barbara it was an “overwhelming 
feeling that she must somehow bring the experi-
ence to faculty colleagues who were experts in 
their disciplines.” 

Barbara is a charismatic dynamo with a love 
of color and a sense of mission, who lights up 
the room. It is hard for others to refuse when she 
uses her charm and positive energy to persuade 
them to participate in a project. What she sets 
her mind to accomplish usually gets done.

She earned a Bachelor of Arts from Hope 
College in Holland, Michigan in 1964 and an 
M.A. from the State University of New York 
at Albany in 1965. After a year of teaching at 
Rush-Henrietta High School in New York, she 
came to Northwestern College in Orange City 
where she has been since 1966. She has served 
three terms as English Department Chair. 

Aware of the importance of the Bay Area 
Writing Project and other programs like IWP, 
Barbara didn’t know how to get involved. Mar-
ty Bulhman, a special ed teacher at MOC-Floyd 
Valley high school and the Northwestern Col-
lege president’s wife, had invited her to be a 
guest at a visitors’ day, that staple of early IWP 
institutes. She was impressed by the excitement 

and engagement of the participants, but she had 
not learned that college faculty were welcome 
to participate.

When a colleague, Patti Thayer, enrolled, she 
learned that she could also. The philosophies and 
practices seemed to mesh naturally with the direc-
tion her own teaching was taking. This is when that 
fateful driveway conversation occurred, prompt-
ing her to resolve to share with her collegiate col-
leagues what she had learned and experienced. 

She arranged for a Level I at Northwestern 
and filled it with 26 participants, seven of whom 
were college faculty. Unfortunately only one, 
Keith Allen of the theatre department, was from 
Northwestern. The experience made a power-
ful impact on his teaching. Still, she was disap-
pointed she could not get more faculty members 
involved, but she continued as a site director 
for IWP Level I workshops at Northwestern 
throughout the ‘90’s.

Over the years she enrolled in most of the 
IWP offerings, including a Covey workshop, fa-
cilitated institutes and journal seminars for area 
teachers, and co-facilitated Level I institutes 
in Sioux City, Mt. Pleasant, Des Moines, and 
Newton. She has made numerous presentations 
at IWP, ICTE, and even NCTE conferences.

Another clear memory for Barbara is a Fall 
IWP Conference in Des Moines when she asked 
Jim Davis, “Do you have something for me to 
do?” In response to that question, she became 
a member of the IWP advisory board and later 
the steering committee. In her leadership posi-
tion she posed the question, “Can we deliver 
IWP ideas differently at the college level?” The 
response to this question was a plan called the 
Faculty Pedagogy Project. With the help and 
assistance of Northwestern and using expert 
leadership and matching monies from IWP, she 
invited ten faculty members to “explore peda-
gogy through reading, writing, discussing, and 
responding to professional literature and to each 
other’s practices.”
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Barbara is fortunate to work in an environ-
ment where administrators encourage faculty 
development. In the rationale for the Pedagogy 
Project, she contends “a large number of faculty 
members are eager to improve their teaching 
and are willing to invest time and effort in do-
ing so.” Sometimes she is given names of po-
tential participants who would benefit from the 
program, but she thinks the strongest incentive 
is good word of mouth. Faculty members appre-
ciate the benefit and tell their colleagues about 
the program. So far, a new group has formed 
each year. Her rationale has proven true.

The group begins with a two to three day 
workshop in August and then, committing an 
hour or two per week, they read, reflect and 
journal on their teaching, and meet with peer 
partners. The entire group meets six times with 
the workshop leader to “discuss participant’s in-
sights and experiences.” 

The project concludes with a two day work-
shop in late May to “reflect, evaluate, and share 
the experience.”  Participants who complete the 
project and a synthesis paper receive $500. 

Barbara ranks this as her most important 
professional contribution. The current academ-
ic year (2007-2008) marks the seventh itera-
tion of this program. So far, 55 Northwestern 
faculty members have participated. Barbara 
is thrilled with the results. In her rationale for 
the program Barbara noted that “NWC faculty 
have expertise in their disciplines, but lack in-
depth knowledge about and training in peda-
gogy.” She listed among her goals “to create a 
critical mass of faculty members who in their 
discussions of and experimentation with peda-
gogy will make it a common topic for faculty 
dialogue.” The creation of a campus culture in 
which pedagogy is discussed results in more 
effective student learning. 

Barbara’s most recent project has focused 
her attentions on different populations. Aware 
that the cultural makeup of her part of the state 
is changing, she has designed and is steering 
the Hispanic Story Project, a partnership be-

tween Northwestern College and IWP. The 
goal is “to honor and preserve the stories of 
Hispanic immigrant families who now live in 
Northwest Iowa.” By gathering and publishing 
the stories of these families, the project is not 
only achieving this goal, but is also develop-
ing bi-lingual curriculum materials that can be 
used in ELL and Spanish classes in K-12 as 
well as in college. 

A document in Spanish and English explains 
the project to those interviewed. Stories are dig-
itally recorded and the most suitable are gleaned 
to be retold in a format appropriate for the proj-
ect. Some of the stories are published for use as 
curricular materials. The ultimate goal is profes-
sional publications with pictures and art work 
and possibly an accompanying audio recording 
of the stories in Spanish and English.

The initial plan was just to preserve the sto-
ries, but it soon became evident that the stories 
could have wider uses in the community and the 
classroom to promote understanding and mutu-
al respect among all the populations involved. 
Barbara foresees this as a pilot project for Iowa 
and possibly beyond.

Barbara’s philosophy of teaching writing 
has naturally melded with her experiences in 
IWP. There was no sudden turn around when 
she came to a realization that criticizing student 
work does not make them stronger writers. She 
was intuitively viewing writing as a process, en-
couraging multiple drafts, conferencing, and us-
ing positive response, all aspects of Iowa Writ-
ing Project philosophy.

Through IWP, she strengthened and deepened 
her understanding of these concepts and prac-
tices. She included more journaling and more 
conferencing. She particularly felt a shift in the 
way she related to a group of students. No more 
would the students sit in rows with the teacher 
as the head of the class. She felt her position 
changing as she became more of a facilitator. 
She felt more like another learner in the class. 
Even at a conference or a presentation, she rear-
ranges chairs into a circle.
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Barbara became more articulate in why she 
was not grading every piece of writing. When 
grading is delayed, students make changes in 
papers not because they will earn a better grade 
but because the changes will better express what 
they wish to say. The emphasis shifts from earn-
ing grades to learning.

Her knowledge and practice of teaching is 
in continuous evolution. She has been inspired 
by Northwestern’s 25th anniversary to include 
an assignment on the history of the college. 
Students are interviewing, investigating docu-
ments, and pursuing other methods of research 
on these papers. The class may decide to place 
the results of their work in a time capsule. 
Multi-genre pieces are another area that she 
and her students are pursuing.

The tremendous power of positive response 
was the component of IWP that was most sur-
prising to her. In her teaching philosophy she 
cites Cleo Martin: “Response is the heart of 
working with student writers of any age. Re-
sponders can have destructive effects on writ-
ers when oral or written comments are care-
less, unnecessarily negative, or insensitive.” 
Barbara continues to be dazzled by the way 
that pointing out what is clear and strong in 
a piece of writing will help the writer grow in 
power and confidence.

Barbara was particularly impressed with how 
well IWP practices work in a setting where not 
all the students are on the same achievement 
level. Students who might be labeled basic writ-
ers can work with others who are thought to be 
advanced. By reading and responding to each 
other’s work, they can form a learning commu-
nity and achieve her goal of finding “joy in their 
developing artistry and writing process.”

Barbara stresses that an important benefit 
of all her work with IWP is networking with 
the family of IWP. Through her various roles 
in the project she has gained much from the 
friendships, support and encouragement of col-
leagues she has gained. The germ of the idea 
for the Hispanic Stories Project came from 

a Northwest Iowa IWP Cadre meeting that 
“failed” in terms of low attendance. That par-
ticular group of people would not have come 
together and arrived at those ideas without the 
common bond of IWP. 

For Barbara, one of the most significant foun-
dations to IWP philosophy is the value of the 
human being, as she puts it “honoring persons.” 
She treasures the way students, their lives and 
ideas, are given worth as individuals. She values 
the personal and professional friendships she has 
established with such inspirational figures as Jim 
Davis, Cleo Martin, and Dana Wall. From people 
such as these Barbara has come to see IWP as an 
encouragement for organizing change. She ap-
preciates what she calls the visionary aspect, the 
sense that inspiration comes from participants. 
She states that IWP has given her the confidence 
to experiment more boldly in the classroom and 
in the projects she has guided. 

Although her bold experiments are praised 
in evaluations, one reservation sometimes ex-
pressed is that the grades she gives are too high. 
She defends them by explaining that she sets 
high standards and creates an atmosphere in 
which students are able to pursue those stan-
dards. Using IWP philosophy and techniques, 
she sees her students become confident and 
develop solid revision skills. She says, ‘I work 
hard; my students work hard. If students are re-
ally learning a great deal, good grades will fol-
low.” She is gratified when students perceive that 
their performance in other classes is improving 
because they are becoming better writers.

An essential component of each writing class 
she teaches is self assessment. Through this 
process, which includes her own response, she 
finds that most students come to an accurate 
and honest evaluation of their work. Sometimes 
she has to indicate to over-scrupulous students 
that they are doing better work than they think; 
rarely are students overly optimistic about what 
they have earned.

An review of some of these reflections shows 
a range of what students perceive they learn in 
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her classes. One student sees his accomplishment 
this way: “I definitely feel more confident in my 
approach to reading and writing.” Others reflect 
on what they have learned about the craft of writ-
ing: “You’ve sold me on revision. It is essential 
to quality writing.” “I don’t know if my essays 
are the most polished they could be, but they are 
the most polished of anything I’ve ever written.”

Many show how writing has become a sig-
nificant part of their lives. “I see myself. . 
.writing more of my experiences…so I have a 
better documentation of myself.” “My essays 
hold deep meaning for me as I contemplated 
my topics very seriously and only focused on 
themes that I care about. They have a great im-
pact on my life.” “. . .writing will continue to 
lead me in a journey to ‘the place of discovery.’ 
I must continue to write, to learn, to grow.” 
“Ultimately, this course. . .reminded me I need 
to write in order that I may understand.”

Barbara believes that modeling is a powerful 
method of education. She has been strongly influ-
enced by the IWP concept of teacher as facilita-
tor and not just dispenser of wisdom. She claims 
to have learned a lot about being a leader from 
working with Jim Davis, and because of him she 
has been a more effective department chair. She 
is impressed with the confidence with which he 
delegates authority. She also admires how he uses 
techniques to help a group to arrive at consensus. 
From Jim, she has learned that it is not enough to 
be a teacher. It is empowering to be a leader-teach-
er, and there is an “obligation and a joy that comes 
from contributing to the profession.”

She reluctantly took the department chair 
role a third time, but from watching and learn-
ing from Jim, she had the confidence to imple-
ment successful face-to-face communication 
that improved the department’s functioning and 
gave it strength. She approached her job with 
a clear vision that everybody is important and 
has something to contribute. Her colleagues are 
invited to take responsibility, to do what they 
need to make the department work.

One class that may also illustrate such del-

egation is the Writing in the Professions class. 
Students are paired with someone who is 
working in the profession to which they aspire. 
They observe what type of writing is actually 
done and even participate in professional writ-
ing, such as letters, reports, advertisements, 
pamphlets, proposals, among other styles. Stu-
dents are not writing to hypothetical prompts 
the teacher has designed. They are seeing what 
goes on regularly in the non-academic world. 
Students are surprised how much writing is re-
quired in most professions.

Today, Barbara finds herself still vitally 
involved in IWP. She is shepherding the 
Hispanic Story Project, recruiting for and 
implementing the Pedagogy Project, hosting 
a Memoir institute, innovating and gently 
prodding those around her with a smile. She 
envisions a Pedagogy II Project that will ad-
dress professors from different areas putting 
process into assignments, effectively incor-
porating writing in the curriculum. The goal 
would be incorporating writing more effec-
tively through better assignments and better 
response. Her supervisors are encouraging 
her to archive the history of the Pedagogy 
Project and the Hispanic Literacy Project. 
They value her sharing her new ideas about 
faculty development and the use of story that 
others might adapt. 

Barbara says that many teachers at the col-
lege level invest their energy in words and ac-
ademic articles to establish a legacy. Barbara 
has invested her energy in people and the re-
sult is a network of influence that has touched 
not only those she has worked with directly, 
but also those they have worked with as well. 
Imagine the impact that those 55 teachers 
from the pedagogy project have had on their 
students, and the continued impact they will 
have. Imagine the impact that having their sto-
ries preserved will have on the Hispanic immi-
grants and those who will eventually read and 
hear those stories. Her investment in people 
continues to yield dividends.
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I became involved in IWP in 1984 when 
it seemed that everyone I met kept telling 
me either I needed to get involved in, or I 
would really enjoy, IWP.  A few years ear-
lier I had attended a regional NCTE confer-
ence in Lincoln, Nebraska, and was aware 
of some of the ideas, but I didn’t have the 
level of understanding or support that nec-
essary to follow through on it.  

I was fortunate to have two wonderful fa-
cilitators, Dana Wall and Nancy Jones, and 
a group of outstanding fellow participants. 
Crucial to my continued involvement and 
growth was that Dana Wall was an aggres-
sive and committed AEA consultant who 
offered great support and encouragement 
with his salad seminars, classroom visits, 
newsletters, and more.  

I later took the journaling seminar, also 
with Dana, and Level II with Cleo Mar-
tin and Sharon Wolter.  The opportunity 
to facilitate Level I several times gave 
me the chance to keep up with changes in 
the project and get to know a wide range 
of educators as participants.  I also got to 
work with Sharon, Judy Uhlir, and Marty 
Knepper as co-facilitators.  I have taken 
other IWP courses such as the workshops 
on Writing and Literature and on Teacher 
Leadership, memoir twice, and Covey’s 7 
Habits for Educators.  

It has been inspiring to attend seminars 
and conferences with people I consider 
the best language arts teachers in the state.  
It’s hard for me to imagine what my teach-
ing would be like without the guidance 

Charles William (Bill) McKenny
and inspiration I have gained from IWP.  
It has supported an effective and dynamic 
approach to teaching that I probably would 
not have arrived at on my own. 

 I retired in 2006, having taught all 
31 years at Maple Valley, later Maple 
Valley-Anthon Oto.  For the most part, 
I taught junior and senior level Eng-
lish, but I also taught all four levels of 
Spanish.  I have taught for many years 
at Morningside College as an adjunct in 
the English Department.  

Bill McKenny
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Jim Brimeyer
By Fran Kennedy

Jim Brimeyer was already a veteran teacher and 
active teacher leader when he first encountered 
The Iowa Writing Project. Jim graduated from Lo-
ras College in 1969, taught at Dyersville Beckman 
High School for a year, and then joined the staff at 
Dubuque Wahlert High School teaching English. 

In the late 1980’s Jim took on another task as 
well, becoming the faculty chair of the North Cen-
tral Accreditation Association process. One of 
Wahlert’s goals was to focus on Writing Across the 
Curriculum. Jim Davis, IWP director, was an NCA 
evaluator. He urged the Wahlert faculty to imple-
ment a Level I Iowa Writing Project. They did.

Three years later, eighty percent of the Wahlert 
faculty and many other Dubuque Catholic School 
System teachers had participated in IWP Level I. 
Jim was beginning to see concrete evidence of the 
power and influences of IWP. At Wahlert, Writing 
to Learn activities multiplied throughout the disci-
plines. Camaraderie and staff morale was growing 
among faculty members. And Jim found his own 
teaching practices shifting.

“I was amazed,” said Jim, “at the strategies the 
IWP facilitators used to get participants actively 
involved in their learning.” Jim’s college English 
courses had focused on literature. He had no for-
mal instruction in how to teach writing. IWP was 
the first experience that offered him “how to teach 
writing” strategies - strategies based on current re-
search, opportunities to write for a live audience, 
and constructive response.

Before Jim’s IWP Level 1 experience he feared 
sharing his writing with a live audience, but now 
he was writing along with his students, and sharing 
his writings with them. Now Jim focused on peer 
response and reinforcement of student writing. He 
displayed and published student work. Jim recalls 
one especially successful publishing experience. He 
asked his senior students to submit their favorite piece 
of writing; he compiled and bound them into a book-
let for each writer to take at the end of the course. 

Jim also began to collaborate with other faculty 
members. Jim Cacciatore, Wahlert’s vocal music 

director, had fallen in love with writing when he 
participated in the IWP. Both Jim Cacciatore and 
Jim Brimeyer were determined that their students 
would feel the same kind of learning success they 
both felt after their IWP experience, so an English 
teacher and a music director embarked on an un-
charted teaching journey. They paired choir mem-
bers and junior writing students. The writing part-
ners exchanged letters: choir members wrote about 
upcoming concerts and invited their writing bud-
dies to attend. After the concert, English students 
wrote letters to their choir partners critiquing the 
performance. The results were remarkable. Many 
English students attended a high school musical 
activity for the first time. Choir members received 
positive feedback on their performances. And all 
students learned to value the power of writing. 

Jim Brimeyer also became aware of the impact 
IWP had on others. He saw his own wife, a fourth 
grade teacher, become a writer after participating 
in Level I. 

“I was awestruck,” recalled Jim, “by the heart 
and passion Kay uncovered in her writing. Kay 
stayed up into the wee hours of the morning writ-
ing personal and touching pieces about her family 
and deceased loved ones, which seemed to help 
her deal with the tragedy and reality of death.” 

After Level I, Jim couldn’t get enough. He en-
rolled in IWP Levels II, III, and IV. From that con-
tinuous burst of writing and positive feedback, his 
confidence as a writer grew and grew and grew. 
Jim wrote three books within six years. He pub-
lished numerous articles. Some he donated to the 
IWP library, enriching the collection. 

Jim went on to become an IWP facilitator. He 
has facilitated Level I and Level III (the reflective 
seminar). He also facilitated a PM session of Level 
I, soloed Level III, and in 2006 co-presented with 
Jim Davis “Are You Ready for College Writing,” 
a session for high school students, at the Dubuque 
Carnegie Stout Public Library.

A major influence on Jim’s thought and prac-
tice came from Dr. Jim Davis, his IWP facilitator 
for Levels II, III, and IV. Another major influence 
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on his thinking and teaching was Peter Elbow. Jim 
became acquainted with Elbow’s works via the 
IWP library. Jim also heard Elbow speak at a na-
tional College Composition and Communication 
convention in Denver. Jim read Elbow’s works 
and tried to adapt his philosophy of teaching writ-
ing. The writings of Ken Macrorie and Edward 
White, also found in the IWP library, shaped Jim’s 
thought and practice, as did the work of Mina 
Shaughnessy — from whom Jim admits, he has 
“begged, borrowed, and stolen.”

Jim says he learned the beauty of the teaching 
profession by teaching IWP workshops where he 
observed and shared ideas with so many wonder-
ful teachers - teachers at all levels - teachers from 
all disciplines. Jim implemented many of these 
shared ideas into his own practice. He now fa-
cilitates a student-centered, workshop approach to 
teaching writing versus a teacher-centered focus. 
This workshop approach forced him to become 
more flexible. Scheduling and learning evolve 
and are no longer controlled by the teacher. Jim 
has become a writing guide, allowing a more con-
structivist approach, one that focuses on the writer 
and his/her writing rather than on the information 
about writing he once gave to students. Jim con-
centrates on peer response, he celebrates student 
writing, and he finds ways to display and publish 
it. The only barrier to this kind of teaching, Jim 
says, is finding time to respond expediently to the 
many pieces of student writing.

Jim sees the future of IWP as an essential ele-
ment in teacher sharing in Iowa. He believes IWP 
actively involves teachers in their learning and 
models strategies for a student-centered focus on 
active learning. It offers teachers a rare opportu-
nity to share ideas with their peers, in summer in-
stitutes and workshops and throughout the school 
year. Veteran teachers know how infrequently this 
occurs, at least on anything substantive. It offers 
teachers of all subjects and ages the opportunity to 
write and find the writer in themselves. It is Jim’s 
hope that the IWP sequence of workshops will lead 
many teachers to pursue their MA degrees through 
the UNI graduate education department. 

Three educational changes Jim wants are: 
1) Require English teaching majors to take an 

IWP Level I as part of their under-graduate teach-
ing preparation.

2) Implement IWP as an in-service project for 
all Iowa teachers to promote excellent teaching 
strategies and to develop camaraderie    within and 
across disciplines. 

3) Double the amount of writing done by stu-
dents at all levels as the National Commission on 
Writing asks in The Neglected ‘R.

Jim knows that financial constraints and class 
size challenge these changes. But, he believes the 
challenges can be met if school leaders commit 
to the importance of writing as a powerful learn-
ing tool. Jim urges administrators to become ac-
tively involved in Iowa Writing Project activities 
so they experience first-hand the power and ef-
fectiveness of the writing project model as a ma-
jor teaching influence in this country.

Currently Jim Brimeyer teaches at Northeast 
Iowa Community College. He joined that faculty 
in 1989 as an adjunct, teaching College Compo-
sition I and II. In 1995 Jim took a full-time posi-
tion at NICC teaching college-level composition 
and literature. 

Jim has published three books - You’ve Gotta 
Have Heart in Your Writing (2nd ed. 2006), a com-
position textbook used in college-level composi-
tion courses at Northeast Iowa Community Col-
lege; Taming the Writing Tiger (2006) a handbook 
for business writers; and A Tradition of Excellence: 
Bernie O’Connor and Wahlert Athletics (to be re-
leased October 2007), a biography of Mr. Bernie 
O’Connor, Jim’s sophomore English teacher in 
high school and Jim’s inspiration to become an 
English teacher. 

Jim authored and donated Peer Response and 
Self-Reflection: The Heart and Soul of my Writ-
ing Classroom, Occasional Paper #11 in the IWP 
collection. He has published articles in NCTE’s 
Teaching English in the Two-Year College, The 
Successful Teacher, The Teaching Professor, Port-
folio News, Iowa Language Arts News, and Julien’s 
Journal. Jim has given countless pedagogical pre-



 Iowa Writing Project Memoirs - 37

sentations from coast to coast.
Jim’s honors are abundant: The Iowa Council 

of Teachers of English Language Arts Literacy 
Award, the National Council of Instructional Ad-
ministrators Award for Community College Teach-
ing, the NISOD Teaching Excellence Award from 
the University of Texas at Austin, University of 
Notre Dame Educator Award, University of Chi-
cago Outstanding Teacher Award, and the Iowa 
State University Excellence in Teaching Award. In 
2005, Jim was selected Iowa Professor of the Year 
by the Carnegie Foundation for the Advancement 
of Teaching and the Council for Achievement and 
Support of Education, and in 2006, Jim was named 
the Iowa Community College Teacher of the Year 
by Iowa’s Community College Board of Trustees.

Jim Brimeyer is admired and respected by 
countless students and colleagues. 

“Jim has touched my lines through his influence 
and ideas. With his gentle nature and accepting 
smile, Jim gave me the confidence to put my in-
nermost thoughts on paper. And this led me to open 
that path to my students.” Judy Schmidt, Level I 
Participant

“The last time I saw Jim Brimeyer, he floated 
by, larger than life, on the side of a community bus 
– ‘Teacher of the Year!’ I almost saluted; I know I 
cheered.  Of all the wonderful teachers that I have 
experienced, both as student and as fellow teacher, 
(and there have been many!), J. L. Brimeyer is the 
most complete teacher I have ever known.  Totally 
prepared, he never fails to engage the students in 

the logic, meaning and beauty of his subject mat-
ter, be it grammar, composition, or literature. As 
my fellow teacher at Wahlert High School, he 
mentored me; he enriched my world.  Grammar, 
always the most disposable subject, became clear, 
logical and exciting.  Literature became life; com-
position became an art, a necessity.  As I now listen 
(and hear more clearly), ‘Time’s winged chariot’ 
*  shortening the distance, I remember who etched 
those words in my psyche and the psyches of all 
those students, and I thank him again and again, for 
that and so much more, more than seven centuries 
of wonderful thought and words! 

*Marvell,  Andrew  – “To His Coy Mistress”   
(J. L. was an absolute bear on documentation!)” 
Catherine Wilson Opper, Student and Colleague 

“Jim Brimeyer is a teacher for all classrooms.  
In the twenty-five years I’ve worked with him, 
I’ve seen him teach everyone from struggling 
writers to fidgety first-year students, AP English 
scholars, college composition students, and even 
lawyers and accountants in our ‘Writing the Right 
Way!’ business seminars.  Never before, nor since, 
have I known a teacher so capable of getting an 
entire room of high school students or administra-
tive assistants to sing out all the F-A-N-B-O-Y-S. 
Although I’ve taught alongside many of the best 
in high school, college, and adult programs, Jim 
Brimeyer has my greatest admiration.”  Katherine 
Fischer, Author and Clarke College Department 
Chair of Language and Literature, and Associate 
Professor of English

Fran Kennedy
Fran Kennedy taught elementary school in 

Dubuque, Iowa, where she built a tree house in 
her classroom for a reading loft – and became in-
volved in the Iowa Writing Project relatively late 
in her career. After participating in IWP institutes 
and workshops, she joined an IWP workshop 
on Writing from Historical Documents held at 
the Herbert Hoover Presidential Library in West 
Branch, Iowa. She found a fellow traveler when 
she researched the world travels of Lou Henry 

Hoover, and started writing children’s books. 
After retirement, she published The Pickle Patch 
Bathtub (Tricycle Press 2004), chosen as an 
Iowa Stories kindergarten book by First Lady 
Christie Vilsack, and The Just-Right, Perfect 
Present (Tricycle Press 2007). In addition to her 
author visits to schools and her public readings, 
Fran has consulted with the IWP Hispanic Lit-
eracy Project. She and her husband Jim live in 
Dubuque and winter in Florida.


