Students as Writers of ER Materials
Each week there was a star student, who brought in pictures of themselves and listed their favorites (food, book, toy and so on) on a bulletin board. 
During the week I would gather the entire class to the carpet and we would recall things about the star student as we write them on chart paper.  Once we had a page filled we would re-read and then I would allow the star-student decorate.  Every Friday I would laminate the page we had worked on that week and then add it to the others.
Do the proposed benefits make sense? Perhaps more importantly, is it practical for your students to become writers of ER materials? Please provide your reaction. 
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Learner-centeredness

Language education has seen a shift away from a behaviorist view of the teacher-student relation which saw teachers as the key element in the learning process, actively directing compliant learners. In this teacher-centered view, all the materials were selected by teachers and other professional educators with little or no input from students. 

Today, the teacher-centered view is no longer dominant. With the popularity of cognitive and humanist perspectives on education, many educators see students as the key to the success or failure of learning. As a result, teachers attempt to implement more learner-centered pedagogy. In a learner-centered approach, the learners' backgrounds, interests, and needs form essential ingredients in curriculum planning. Students learn and use language in meaningful, not rote, ways. They share in orchestrating what happens in the classroom. The teachers' roles become to facilitate learners' progress toward greater proficiency in the language and toward self-direction and responsibility in learning. The ultimate goal is to invite students to become life-long learners who will want to and be able to continue learning on their own
This learner-centeredness means a larger role for students in materials selection. We see this in ER, with students often choosing their own reading materials. Taking this a step further, students can even create ER materials for themselves and others. These materials complement rather than replace materials written by others. 
Benefits of Student-Created Materials
Deller (1990) lists a number of benefits of the use of learner-generated materials.

1. 
Student control, motivation, and initiative increase. 

2. 
Materials are more relevant to students' backgrounds and interests. No other reading materials could possibly be as tailored to students' needs as the materials they develop themselves.
3. 
Students feel more ownership of what happens in the classroom, thus creating more cooperation between teacher and student. 

4. 
Materials and activities flowing from these materials become less threatening for students because they had a hand in creating them. 

5. 
By reading what students write, teachers enjoy opportunities to learn more about their students, which, in turn, makes teachers more able to tailor their teaching to students. Also, students have knowledge – about their own lives and perhaps about other topics, such as students’ hobbies, favorite entertainments, and families – that teachers may lack. 

6. 
Students learn more. One reason for this is that the act of creating materials gives students more insight into language and the writing. They see that books don’t grow on trees; they are written by authors, and students can become authors too. 

7. 
Teachers may not have sufficient funds, equipment, or time to create materials on their own to distribute to all the students.  

8. 
The classroom becomes more interesting for teachers, because there is always variety and surprises instead of the same materials year after year.

Later in this paper, great examples of the benefits of student-created materials are presented. 

Practical Issues


How can students write reading materials when they still have so much to learn about language and the writing process? This is certainly a legitimate concern. Here are some ideas for addressing that concern.
1. Older and/or more proficient students can create ER materials for younger and or less proficient students. Writing for such students makes the task more doable, more within the level of students’ current resources.
2. Students can use books they have read as models, making small changes to create books of their own. For instance, a story about the adventures of a lost dog can become a story about the adventures of a lost cat. 

3. Writing that students are doing in other circumstances can be polished or otherwise changed to become ER materials. For example, student projects can be collected and converted into a book format. 

4. An entire class can write on one topic, experience, or issue. The writing can be done individually with peer feedback or in groups. The results can be bound together and published as a kind of book to be added to the extensive reading collection of the school or class. 

5. Teacher guidance and editing are essential if student writing is to provide others with a model of effective language use. In this way, we become editors or even co-authors of what our students write, although we want to be careful not to take over ownership of students’ work. The question here becomes how much editing the teacher should do. On one hand, we want the work to be a good model for the other students who read it. On the other hand, we don’t want to change it so much that the original student author no longer feels that it’s theirs. 
6. Peers can also serve as editors, although teachers will still need to be involved.
7. Student writing often should look like a book, with such features as a table of contents, introduction, graphics, and foreword. This may increase students’ feeling of pride in their work and help other students take their peers’ writing more seriously. 

8. Care needs to be taken so that the product of student work takes the form of something that, like a library book, can withstand many readings by many hands. Perhaps, a heavy-duty version can be produced for general use, whereas a less sturdy version can be produced for students’ individual personal collections. One reason for producing individual copies is that even adult students feel a thrill when holding and occasionally rereading a book that they had a hand in producing. Even if students write only one page – and this is often the best way to start – the writing should be “published” in a sturdy format.
What Happens When the Books Are Finished
Here are a few ideas for when students’ books are finished.

1. Have an authors’ party at which students give short talks about their books and take questions. 

2. Temporarily loan the books to the school library for other students around the school to read and enjoy. 
3. Keep the books in a class library. At the end of the year students can donate their books to stay in the class library, but most students wish to take the books home with them.

Class Books

Class books, consisting of each student’s writing, can be put together at various times. For instance, on the first day of school, the class book is titled, “How I Get to School.” The students have to finish the sentence, “I got to school today by ….” The paper they write on is shaped like a bus and they color it. Then, different students’ writing can be bound together. The next day, this “book” can be read together. In this manner, students learn right away that they are going to be writers and readers and what better way to get them started by letting them tell a little about themselves. 

The  topics of class books vary depending on what is being learned at any particular time. Some books go along with Math concepts and others may be something related to Science or Social Studies. Students may be more motivated to write well when they know that others are definitely going to read their writing. They are more likely to take ownership of what they are doing and to look forward to seeing someone reading their page in the book.

Here’s an example of how a 4th grade class creates non-fiction books:

As part of our measurement unit, students work in a group to create a measurement book. This book will be used as a study tool and resource. Assigned pairs gather materials, including old magazines for cutting up. Their book needs to contain at least six pages: inches, feet, yards, ounces, pounds, and tons. Each group member finds at least one picture per page. These pictures should represent things that would be measured in that particular unit. For example, we weigh a single grape in ounces, but a bag of apples in pounds. Thus, a picture of the grape would fit on the ounce page and the apples on the pound page. Students discuss with their teammate to make sure they agree with each picture. They ask the other pair in their foursome to check. Time limit: 25 minutes. When finished, each pair will rotate around the room to read, examine, and experience other groups’ products and give them written feedback based on criteria developed by the class. This feedback emphasizes the positive in the other groups’ books. 
Conclusion

To conclude, here are recounts of two teachers’ experiences. Dorothy Dougherty works in an elementary school teacher in Illinois (reprinted with Dorothy’s permission):

Giving students the opportunity to write their own materials for ER has proven to be very beneficial. Many students have experienced a sense of accomplishment and ownership. Students have returned to my classroom several years later to check to see if their books are still be used. Letting students write certainly gives teachers a look into their world. When Jeffrey B. wrote his books on sharks, a subject he knew a lot about, I watched as he gained confidence, not only his writing ability but also his oral language skills. Everyone called Jeffrey the “Shark Guy,” and asked more questions. This motivated Jeffrey to write more books. Also, I like the idea of having a variety of books in the classroom on many different subjects. Sometimes, I am amazed when a second grader picks out a book on a subject I had no idea would interest them. 
Kristin Montanero is a primary school librarian in New Jersey.
Students in my school have written and “published” their own books that have been cataloged and placed in the library. These books may be checked out by any students or teachers in the school. Many students have experienced a sense of accomplishment and ownership. Students come to the library years later to check and see if their book is still being borrowed from the library. Letting students write certainly gives teachers a look into their world. When one student wrote his book on snakes, a subject he knew a lot about, I watched as he gained confidence, not only in his writing ability but also his language skills. The students were so interested they kept asking him more questions about snakes.
References
Deller, S. (1990). Lessons from the learner: Student-generated activities for the language classroom. London: Longman.

