
WriterCoach 
Scribbles…

Coaching stories abound at WriterCoach 
Connection. (We should write them all 
down!) Albany Middle School site co-
coordinator Karen Larson  tells us, “This 
spring one of our coaches suddenly 
realized the student she has been coaching 
all year is a neighbor who lives a block 
away. The curious thing is that the 
coach knew the student as a neighbor a 
few years ago, but didn’t recognize her 
because she’s grown up into a teenager!”

A record turnout of new coaches poured 
into our program this year, with the number 
of volunteers filling the seats at our fall 
training sessions up 40% from last year, and 
record numbers also signing up for training 
this spring. Join them! If you aren’t already 
part of the family, register to volunteer at 
www.writercoachconnection.org/volunteers.
html or by calling 510-524-2319.

Did you catch WriterCoach Connection 
on KPFA (94.1 FM) on March 13? Coach 
Tim Kingston and CAFL executive 
director Bob Menzimer were guests of 
Kitty Kelly Epstein on her Education 
Today program. And you’re not too late  
to hear it; the program is archived at  
www.kpfa.org/archive/id/49144/

Check under the hood…for a fresh 
glimpse inside the WCC organization, 
read the new WCC blog. Take a peek  
right now, at http://wcc.typepad.com.

Individual donations are increasingly 
crucial to keeping our writer coaches 
in the classroom with our students and 
teachers. Simply select the Donate Now 
button at www.writercoachconnection.
org and follow the instructions for a 
one-time gift. Better yet, set up a modest 
automatic monthly gift that will help give 
us the secure funding base we need to 
maintain WCC. The online vendor takes 
a 3% cut; if you’d like to make sure every 
penny goes straight to WCC, send a check 
straight to us at PO Box 6098, Albany, CA 
94706.

Don’t forget the WCC Potluck Picnic! 
We look forward to seeing our stellar 
coaches and supporters at the WCC 
Picnic at Codornices Park, Berkeley, 
on Sunday, April 26, 1:00 - 3:30 p.m. 
Come and hang out for the afternoon!

Coach Anna Berdick is always ready to lend a 
hand, inside and outside the classroom. Here 
she tells the WCC story to potential coach 
recruits at the Juneteenth Festival in Berkeley.
Look for a WCC table at a street festival near 
you this summer! 
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The Left Column View
Wait a minute—I haven’t cleaned up yet 
from the Labor Day barbecue—what are 
all these Thanksgiving leftovers?
   It’s like this for all of us, like when 
Tevye and Golde sing in Fiddler on the 
Roof, “One season following another….” , 
only we’re going at warp speed. It 
seemed like summer had just begun 
when WCC volunteers poured into our 
seven school sites this fall, to help 
hard-working teachers keep pace with 
fast-moving curricular demands. 
   Of those 325 volunteers, more than 170 
are new coaches, and all are discovering, 
for the first time or anew, what it is that 
cements motivation and action, why it is 
that they so look forward to their 
coaching sessions, what it means to a 
student to have someone help generate 
an essay idea, analyze in writing a social 
concept, turn a rough draft into polished 
prose.
   This year, our trained coaches will 
spend about a half hour at a time, 
repeatedly until May, with more than 
1,600 students, and they will do it, in 
Albany, Berkeley, and Oakland, more 
than 11,000 times. So if you are one of 
our invaluable coaches, you are part of 
something big, and getting bigger. If 
you’ve been thinking of becoming a 
coach, we’re ready to welcome you for 
training in January and February. You 
don’t have to be a writer, or an editor, or 
a teacher. You just need to want to help 
kids learn effective writing and critical 
thinking.
   We can’t slow down time. But we can 
make the best possible use of it, at any 
speed. 

Bob
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The Left Column View

The tulips, daffodils,  ranunculus (ranunculi?) 
and lilies splashing color all over the canvas 
of my backyard aren’t the only fresh look 
I’m seeing as April breezes waft across the 
Bay Area calendar. The WCC newsletter has 
gotten a spring cleaning, with a delightful 
new look courtesy of WCC coach and 
graphic designer Kelley Montana. And filling 
up Kelley’s design are stories coordinated 
by WCC coach Gail Weininger, with 
veteran help from Community Alliance for 
Learning (CAFL) board member Christine 
McGuinness. The spirit of volunteerism 
invoked by President Obama runs through 
CAFL and WCC in a powerful current of 
energy, dedication, and talent.

So far, the 2009-10 school year has been  
one of milestones for WCC. First time 
we’re coaching in seven schools. First time 
we’re coaching in Oakland. First time we’re 
coaching 1,700 students. First time we’ve hit 
400 coach volunteers! 

Another milestone: an unprecedented level 
of individual donations to help keep us 
going in an era of shrinking school budgets 
and downsized foundation portfolios. More 
people have given more money to support 
WCC than ever before. We’re grateful to 
you beyond words, and we hope you can 
keep it up as we await the education budget 
decisions and economic headlines that will 
help determine what we look like for the 
2009-10 school year. You can keep that look 
fresh as a new tulip by sending a check to PO 
Box 6098, Albany, CA 94706 or contributing 
with an easy online click of the Donate Now 
button at www.writercoachconnection.org.  
That’s how to do it; check out the WCC Class 
Notes inside this newsletter to find out why.

Bob
Robert Menzimer
Executive Director
Community Alliance for Learning

We sit at the table 
with our students 

and see the light in 
their eyes as they 

discover how  
to put ideas 
into words.

We know firsthand that individual 
attention makes a real difference 

in helping students develop their writing 
and thinking skills. Yet these days, results 
need to be measured and quantified. 

To that end, WCC continues its rigorous 
annual survey-based assessment 
focused on program effectiveness, 
and  supports school district writing 
assessment, helping score student 
essays. We’ve participated in the 
ongoing conversations at district, 
department, and individual teacher 
levels to understand and support schools 
as they work to help students become 
better writers. 

This year teachers are making renewed 
efforts to use these assessments as 
teaching tools, having students work on 
their scored 
essays with the 
writer coaches 
to learn what 
they did well 
and where they 
can improve.    

With invaluable help from WCC intern 
Liz Bartz, we are currently reviewing 
data from this year’s WCC assessment 
surveys. Andrea Prichett, a teacher at 
Willard Middle School in Berkeley, 

The Impact
of Coaches in the Classroom

By Teresa Barnett

WCC creates a dynamic exchange between volunteer coaches and students.

“Coaches rock” 
“They are cooool –  

in fact, too cool  
for school!”

Albany Middle School 
students
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summed up a common sentiment: “Students 
who generally are resigned to failure time 
after time when assigned an essay have a 
renewed sense of possibility because they are 
actually completing assignments. In fact, they 
have begun to value their own expression. 
It is one of the rare joys of teaching when 
a student begins to find his/her voice. The 
writer coach program is a big part of that.”

And, on the student surveys, once again 
the overwhelming majority of students are 
indicating that writer coaching is helpful. 
One recurring theme: “My writer coach 
really helps me to think and to express my 
ideas. Working with the writer coaches is 
fun! Writer coaches rock!”

While we can’t quantify our degree of “rock”-
ness, that’s a compliment we’ll proudly 
accept.

As described in her poignant and 
often hilarious memoir, Waiting for 

the Apocalypse (Norton, 2009), author 
and WCC writing coach Veronica 
Chater ultimately found salvation at 
the tip of her pen. While her parents 
sought fulfillment in a spiritual quest for 
pre-Vatican II Catholicism that led the 
large family on a tumultuous journey 
from San Jose to Portugal to poverty, 
Veronica found her own path through 
the written word. 

A WCC coach since 2005, Veronica 
currently infuses students with her 
passion for writing at Berkeley High’s 
Community Partnerships Academy. She 
says, “When they see their sentences 
spring to life on the page, they get so 
excited about writing.”  

Veronica began writing in her diary to 
escape a childhood overwhelmed by her 
father’s religious zeal. “Writing gave 

me a sense of being apart from the day-
to-day. It lifted me above ground…gave 
me a wide-angle view,” she writes. She 
came to realize that “words gave my 
thoughts wings. If you could articulate 
something, you could understand it” and 
wrote Waiting for the Apocalypse “to 
connect the dots” of her experiences 
growing up.

As a coach, Veronica can relate to 
students with issues at home and 
spots them easily. To help students 
go from looking from the outside to 
looking from within, she often asks 
them to put themselves in the place of 
the protagonist in their reading. And 
her students have epiphanies. One 
student didn’t like Holden Caulfield 
because “he was a jerk, stupid, and a 
liar,” but came to understand how he 
might feel and behave. Says Veronica, 

“I get so much out of seeing students 

begin to understand the character, the 
complexities.”  

BHS site coordinator Sahib-Amar Khalsa 
says Veronica is a wonderful coach. She 
asks questions, gives students prompts, 
slowly gets them talking, and sometimes 
they get started and can’t stop, while 
Veronica writes down what they say.  
“I listen a lot,” she agrees.

Mother of twin sons now at King and 
a fifteen-year old at BHS, Veronica 
observes that while her oldest son is at a 
stage where he does not want to be told 
what to do, “WriterCoach Connection 
creates a magical space in which kids 
can accept help.”  

For more information about Veronica and 
her writing visit www.veronicachater.com.

Coach in the 
Spotlight:  

Author Rouses  
Student Writers

by Lynn Mueller

“Writing had a calming 
effect on me. It was  
a way of rebelling  
without rebelling.”

Notes from the expedition:
My experience surveying  

WCC students
By liz Bartz, WCC intern

Many of you may have met me. Some may have seen me around 
during one of your coaching sessions. Others excitedly greeted 

me as a new coach in your school, only to discover my true purpose  
for being at your coaching site on a weekday morning. 

My name is Liz and I have been visiting almost all the WCC school  
sites to survey students and teachers about how our program is 
doing with addressing their needs. I am interning with WCC for the 
semester to achieve my BA in Sociology at SFSU. I have coached at 
Willard for two years and Longfellow during the summer session. I 
love the program not because I like writing (or am particularly good 
at it), but because I appreciate the way WCC allows members from 
the community to interact with youth in such a personal and positive 
way to improve their writing and analytical skills. As a sociologist, I 
study things like social inequality and discrimination, power structures, 
interaction, and social change. WCC has allowed me to see the things  
I read about in books in real life, in the lives of the students I have 
gotten to know through one-on-one writer coaching sessions.

I love that WCC asks students what they think because student input 
can be so easily forgotten. I can tell you that we are making a difference 
in their lives. I’ve noticed a common theme among the writer coaches, 
who come from a variety of backgrounds: They are all devoted to 
helping reshape our community by fostering learning with every child. 

At King Middle 
School in 

Berkeley, coach 
Bob Gomez 

reviews a 
biographical 

vignette 
assignment  
with student 

Deysi Huamen.

Joanna Gonzalez-Campos presents her epic 
poem to the class at Media Academy in Oakland. 
Collaboration on this assignment with WCC coaches 
worked so well that several of the Media students 
subsequently joined teacher Sonja Totten-Harris and 
WCC site coordinators Lisa Awrey and Clara Sneed 
at a poetry slam event in Oakland, where the young 
Media poets received an enthusiastic response from 
the judges and audience. 

My Experience Surveying  
WCC Students

By Liz Bartz, WCC Intern
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