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BLACKWATER REFLECTIONS 

Sandra Giles, Abraham Baldwin College, 

successfully defended her dissertation for a PhD 

in creative writing at Florida State University. She 

graduates in April 2008. 

 

Amy Brosemer, Dewar Elementary School, wrote 

and received a $250 grant from Valdosta Junior 

Service League to buy class texts and implement 

literature circles. 
 
 

The editorial staff plans to feature teacher-

consultants in upcoming issues. If you would like 

to write a feature, please contact Diana Chartier. 
 

 
Weõre on the Web! 

Visit us at:  

http://www.valdosta.edu/bwp 
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Feature Article  ð Mark Smith 
 

 

Andrea Rogers, Valdosta State University  
 

The Blackwater Writing Project, a National Writing 

Project site, has been in existence at Valdosta State 

University since 1995. Dr. Mark Smith, head of the 

Department of English at VSU, was the founding 

director of the project, formerly known as the South 

Georgia Writing Project. In the decade since its 

inception, Dr. Smith has seen a great deal of change 

within the project, but attests that it has been ña 

consistently effective initiative with demonstrable 

results in the classroom.ò 

 Dr. Smith went to graduate school at the 

University of Louisiana at Lafayette, where he became 

familiar with the NWP. Ann Dobie, the director of the 

Acadiana Writing Project, ULL's NWP site, was one of 

his major professors. Dobie's name was known 

everywhere at this time, especially for her mini-grants 

and in-service activities. Dobie had a profound effect on 

Dr. Smith, and later, she even went to bat for him when 

he was founding his own NWP site. 

 In 1993, Dr. Smith was new in Valdosta and 

wanted to carve a niche for himself. At the same time, 

he realized that Georgia was underserved in the number 

of writing projects. At this time, the closest NWP sites 

were in Americus and Savannah, so it was not difficult 

for Dr. Smith to convince Dr. Tom Dasherðthen 

Department Head of Englishðthat VSU needed its own 

NWP site. 

 In 1995, the South Georgia Writing Project 

had its first summer institute. Dr. Smith and Dr. Robbie 

Strickland in education interviewed 20 candidates, and 

12-15 people were chosen to take part in the institute.  

Finding the location for the institute had been a 

challenge, but Sharon Flight, then Assistant Principal at 

Lowndes High, helped secure the consumer sciences 

classroom for the duration of the institute.  

 

                                                                    Cont. page 2 

mailto:5chartier@bellsouth.net


 
 

Page 2 

 

 Blackwater Reflections   

 
 
 

 
          
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

 
 

 

Getting the Word Out ð Goals, History, and Success of BWP  

 

 The summer institute went well. ñFortunately, the teachers took it and ran with it,ò Dr. Smith said. He 

conducted three more summer institutes, and each was an enjoyable learning experience. 

 The Writing Project's legacy lives on. The South Georgia Writing Project has now become 

Blackwater Writing Project, but it still consistently pursues its original goals. Not only has the project led to 

personal growth for the participants, but also Dr. Smithôs own former summer institute participants have 

taught his children. ñOur mission is to teach people well so that they can be good teachers, and that really hits 

home when they are teaching your own kids. It brings the whole thing full circle,ò Dr. Smith said. 

 When asked what the strengths of the writing project are, Dr. Smith suggested that many of the 

writing projectôs strengths lie in its flexibility. The NWP expects each site to meet the particular needs of its 

service area, but there is also a great deal of flexibility involved in developing each site. And while the 

curriculum can be tailor-made to fit the service area, the philosophy behind the project, ñTeachers teaching 

teachers,ò is deeply ingrained in each and every site. 

 According to Dr. Smith, there are no drawbacks of being a director of the Writing Projectðunless 

you count the paperwork, which is a necessary evil in order to get the grants needed to fund the project. At 

this point, Dr. Smith has been at VSU for fourteen years. He is now the Department Head of English, and 

directing the Writing Project helped him adapt to this role. Being a director taught him to listen, to ñkeep his 

ears open.ò  It also taught him humility, organizational skills, and the ability to work within deadlines. He 

finds it easier to talk to people and to work with other high-level administrators. All of these skills, and more, 

he learned and honed while directing the South Georgia Writing Project. 
 

 

Dr. Donna Sewell, Director of Blackwater Writing Project (left), and Narci Drossos, Valdosta High School 

English teacher (right), presented ñThe National Writing Project - Opportunities for Professional 

Development in Valdostaò to the Sigma Chapter of Delta Kappa Gamma International, Saturday, March 8, 

at the Ravine at Kinderlou. Dr. Sewell gave an overview of the history, goals, and success of the 

Blackwater Writing Project, and Mrs. Drossos provided a glimpse of the conference she attended this past 

summer ñReading, Teaching, and Writing the Holocaustò in New York and examples of student work as 

an outgrowth of the curriculum units she helped to develop. 
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Teaching Stories: The Heart of the BWP 
 

Joel Futch, Lanier County Elementary School 

 

As we all know, the Summer Institute (SI) is a lot of hard work. It is fun and exciting. Sometimes, it is borderline 

hilarious. With all of the things that constitute the SI, we should never forget that the Instituteôs purpose: the students, the young 

people from four to nineteen who reap the benefit of our summer together.  

When the legislative group heads for Washington, DC, this April, we need to take with us your stories about the change 

that your experience has made in your classroom and in the lives of your students. Maybe youôve started using journals in your 

class, or maybe you have incorporated the ideas from other teaching demonstrations. Whatever your stories are, we need to hear 

them. The Senators and Representatives with whom we hope to speak  want real-life stories of how BWP makes a difference in 
the teaching of writing in real classrooms across our area, and only you can tell the tales. It is vital that you send your teaching 

stories to Joel Futch at jfutch@lanier.k12.ga.us or Jana Williams at jwilliams@eastcentraltech.edu so we can tell it like it is in 

Washington, DC! Also, we need you to contact legislators yourself. Just send a quick letter, asking them to support funding for 

National Writing Project by signing the 2008 Dear Colleague letter to provide a $30 million appropriation for the National 

Writing Project. The deadline for signatures is March 12 in the House and April 3 in the Senate. Although the deadline has 

passed, please write or email legislators to express your concenrs. Contact information for various legislators is provided below.   

 

Legislator Phone Number Education Aide Email 

Senator Saxby 

Chambliss 

202-224-3521 Justin Clay justin_clay@chambliss.senate. gov 

Senator Johnny 

Isakson 

202-224-3463 Tyler Thompson tyler_thompson@isakson.senate.gov 

Rep. Sanford Bishop 202-225-3631 Marwan Terry marwan.terry@mail.house.gov 

Rep. Jack Kingston 202-225-5831 Meg Gilley meg.gilley@mail.house.gov 

Rep. Jim Marshall 202-225-6531   

The National Writing Project has reported that Representatives Bishop and Kingston signed the Dear Colleague letter in 2002. 
The letters or email simply needs to thank the legislators for their concern for educational issues and to tell your story of why the 

National Writing Project matters to you. Please help us continue to support the professional development of teachers. 

 

Joel Futch arranged for representatives from the offices of Senator Saxby Chambliss and Senator Johnny Isakson to visit Lanier 

County Elementary School to discuss National Writing Project initiatives. (Pictured from left to right: Tim Cochran, principal 

of Lanier County Elementary; Debbie Cannon, aide for Saxby Chambliss; Joey Redding, aide for Johnny Isakson; Donna 

Sewell, Director of Blackwater Writing Project; Joel Futch, Pre-Kindergarten Teacher and Co-Legislative Liaison for BWP) 

 


