The Only New Thing Under the Sun:
25 Years of the National Writing Project

BY SHERIDAN BLAU

Last May the California Writing
Project met in Sacramento, CA, to
celebrate its 25th anniversary. The
keynote speaker on that occasion was
Sheridan Blau, director of California’s
South Coast Writing Project and
former President of the National
Council of Teachers of English.
Sheridan has been immersed in the
writing project since its beginning, so
he was the ideal choice to reiterate for
those assembled the writing project’s
basic principles. For readers less
familiar with what the NWP stands
for, this piece, which serves as a tribute
to writing project founder Jim Gray,
should prove a valuable introduction.
A version of Blau’s speech will appear
in a book Gray is writing on the
history of the writing project, to be
published by NWP in the year 2000.

The Only New Thing Under the
Sun

“...there is no new thing under the sun,” says
Solomon in the Book of Ecclesiastes. And
then he asks, “Is there any new thing
whereof it may be said, See, this is new?”
His answer: “It hath been already of old
time” (Eccl. 1,9-10).

The wisdom of Ecclesiastes has been tested
by 25 or 30 centuries of human experience
and found to be largely true for every
generation. But in our time what may seem
to be the truest of its maxims has been
challenged by our own experience as
members of the California Writing Project

community. For there does seem to be one
new thing under the sun and that new thing
is the writing project. And what is funda-
mentally new about it, new in the history of
education and in the history of efforts to
improve classroom teaching, is the essential
model of professional development that was
envisioned by James Gray in its founding at
UC Berkeley in 1974. Jim’s vision, his
radically new insight and the foundational
principle of the Bay Area, California and
National Writing Projects, was the idea that
the answers to the most serious academic
problems that beset schools and classrooms
can be found in the expertise of experi-
enced classroom teachers themselves. What
experienced classroom teachers know, he
insisted, is all the curriculum one needs for
an effective professional development
program.

It was a new and shocking idea and it has
not yet been fully understood in most
precincts of the academic community. It is
an idea that runs so much against the grain
of conventional thinking about schools and
teachers that many newer sites of the
National Writing Project struggle for years
to get it right. And when applications for
federal funding through a National Writing
Project grant are unsuccessful, more often
than not they are unsuccessful because they
fail to demonstrate an understanding of
this first principle of the National Writing
Project model.

Let me try to state the principle more fully
and accurately: it is that the most reliable
and credible solutions to the problems of
learning and teaching that face classroom
teachers and their students are to be found
in the reservoir of wisdom and practical

knowledge that is constituted by the
collective knowledge in the possession of
experienced and successful classroom
teachers themselves. Thus the writing
project looks to experienced and successtul
classroom teachers as the best resource
available to the educational community for
solving the academic problems that trouble
us. Teachers are, in other words, not seen as
a source of the problem but as the principal
resource for the solution.

What Follows from Recognizing
the Expertise of Teachers

A number of corollary principles follow
from this first principle of the writing
project, and they yield the familiar litany of
guidelines and principles for a National
Writing Project site. These include:

« the axiom that the best teacher of
teachers is another teacher

+ the requirement that sites foster and
honor teacher leadership, and

+ the custom of investing site leadership in
a team that typically includes a univer-
sity faculty member and a K-12 class-
room teacher as co-directors.

Our first principle also leads logically and
logistically to a few closely related prin-
ciples and practices that have become
cultural markers and even funding require-
ments of writing project sites and that also
enrich and secure the authority of class-
room teachers. First, there is the principle
that while experienced classroom teachers
are repositories of authoritative profes-
sional knowledge on what works in
classrooms, they are also, as exemplary
teachers, members of a profession and






