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Supprtin' the ‘W_r'iting Process

icture two teachers giving an assignment for an extended writing activity the
way all too many of us may have experienced in school. Here’s Stan, teaching

U.S. history:

OK, everyone, you're doing a project on the Civil War. Read the textbook chapter and
choose some aspect of it. Do some library research, and write it up. Ten pages, word
processed. double spaced, due two weeks from Friday. Good luck.

At another end of the spectrum is Sherry, in biology:
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We've been studying cycles in the biosphere—the water cycle, the carbon cycle. and so
Sforth—and now we 're going to do some writing to share what we learn with one an-
other. First you'll read an article about Biosphere II that shows how complicated the
cycles really are, and then we'll divide into groups to brainstorm some of the ques-
tions that might be interesting to investigate. and then we'll share the questions and
regroup according {0 the ones people want to investigate, and we'll go to the library
computers, where I will expect each of you to find three articles related to your group's
guestion. You'll read each article and take notes on it using a guide ! will hand out and
then everyone will explain their articles to the other Rids in their groups and each
group will make a chart on butcher paper to see what information you've got, after

which. . .
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| Stan follows the old, standard assign-it, turn-"em-loose, collect-and-grade-it cycle
' that has frustrated teachers with poor results for many years. It provides no support for
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the kids, who may have very little experience researching and writing about their re-
search. 50 unless the students have been unusuaily prepared by their previous school-
ing, Stan is likely to be disappointed when plagiarized, disorganized papers come in.
Sherry, on the other hand, while trying to be more helpful, lobs all the instruction and
guidance at once, with no step-by-step explanations, no modeling, no interim support
or monitoring. The young writers are easily overwhelmed as information sails past in-
stead of helping them.

Stan and Sherry are composites of some teachers we have observed over the years,
though many others are much more savvy than these two. Those more effective edu-
cators know that for students to write successfully for a public audience, it is up 1o us to
show how it’s done by competent adults and to coach them stepwise in chunks they
can handle. We should give kids freedom to choose topics or subtopics they can get ex-
cited about, but also support them as they go along.

But students need to be open to our help. So the very first step in building a class-
room where good writing gets done and deep learning accompanies it is to create a
climate in which students are willing to tackle new and challenging tasks, ask for and
get help, and really explore ideas, instead of just dutifully completing each step. In this
chapter, therefore, we look at ways to build a positive climate for writing and then ex-
amine just how to guide and support students as
they compose more extended pieces for a public
audience. Most of you reading this book are not
writing teachers, and we're not suggesting that  ifyou'd ke to jump ahead to see ten effective activities for
you work in depth on every step of the process.  students writing to a public audience, go directly to Chapters
But as you consider the various kinds of support 7 and 9. Then come back here to learn more about the sup-
we describe, we think you'll spot activities that  port that helps those activities work smoothly.
will really help kids to learn your subject more
deeply--as they dig into their writing.

Creating a Supportive Environment

So what are some essential approaches for building an environment in which students
craft good, thoughtful writing that builds iearning in your subject? An effective teacher
models and talks with students about seeking to understand a problem and striving to
explain it clearly and convincingly to other people. She demonstrates, herself, how
writing helps her make sense of the topics she’s studying and how each student’s writ-
ing can help the rest of the class learn as well. She explains that the writing she assigns
Is not just another kind of test to check up on whether they read the assignment or
not, but a tool to help them learn. And she answers some crucial questions that always
lurk somewhere in students’ minds.
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Why are we doing this?

The answer to the question What is this writing for? is one of the most crucial in the en-
tire process, because it permeates all of the students’ actions and choices. Sure, stu-
dents get graded on their public writing. But if they believe its main purpose s just to

” omseasonas  display what they've memorized, or WOrSe, to call
them out on things they didn't get, they’ll always
play it safe, take few chances, and stick with what
they already know, however circumscribed that
may be. No risking anything new or ideas that ap-

: HE peaf too complex.

" RS M _ Think back to your own experience as a stu-
dent and be honest: perhaps you took that stance yourseif. Trouble is, students learn
little from such writing, so it can be a waste of everyone’s time—and as a result, teach-
ers avoid assigning much of it. So kids need to hear from you, repeatedly.

1 hope that as you do this project, you really get to explore new territory, something
you never knew about, or if it’s a topic you're already fascinated with, perhaps there
are parts you don’t yet understand. That means you might have questions about it.
And you might need help explaining it to someone else through your writing. I hope
that you ask me for that help and that you tell us what sorne of your questions and
confusions are. In many fields, those questions are what lead to new and exciting

ideas.

Then the kids need to see this in your actions and your responses (o their work.

To whom are we writing?

in the real world, people write to someone else or sometimes (0 themselves. In school,
writers only infrequently address either of these kinds of audience. Students usually
write for the teacher, though not really to inform or persuade him about the topic. As
our colleague Peter Elbow once said, if you're a student yourself, “'Getting an A is re-
sults, you may say, but see how you feel if you write your teacher for a contribution [to
your political campaign] and get an ‘A’ instead of a check” (1981, 220). Students gener-
ally figure the teacher already knows a lot more about the subject than they do, so they
aim simply to show what they've learned. But true public writing'is far more motivat-
ing because students actually have to inform or persuade someone about something—
not pretend to, but really do it: teach the rest of the class about weapons used in the
Civil War; help younger children learn about the solar system; write an alternative sec-
tion of the math book to help next year's algebra students learn how to factor a com-
plicated expression; campaign for healthier food in the cafeteria. Having a real
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audience not only clarifies the writing task but also guides particular choices of
wording, length, and organization, and it changes the teacher's role from judge, jury,
- and executioner to tearn coach who helps players become more successful out on the
field.

How do you actually write this stuff?

Along with making clearer what the writing is for, we need to help kids see how it gets
done, This is where modeling is a key teaching tool. Students need to see how a com-
petent adult actually creates lines on a page. Modeling a writing task by talking your
thoughts aloud as you project your draft for students to see—often called a write-
aloud—not only shows the kind of thinking and organizing and explaining that smart
writers use but also allows you to lead the way in taking some risks, yourself, just as
you are asking the students to do. And as you do it, you are simuitaneously teaching
about your subject. We cannot overemphasize the value and effectiveness of this
strategy.

Matt Olson provides just this sort of demonstration for his sophomore chemistry
classes at the South Shore School for Entrepreneurship in Chicago. When Matt's stu-
dents were about to write letters on nutrition and body chemistry, to be sent to chem-
istry classes at another high school, Matt especially wanted to help them organize their
paragraphs. So he showed them his own process for composing a couple.

To be sure that the kids were involved and not just watching passively, Matt first
had the students help him jot notes on the board. Here are the notes for one para-
graph, on energy intake and output in the human body:

= When you eat—exothermic—gives energy out

== Energy going to waste—50%
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= Energy to cell respiration—35%
= Energy to growth—15%

Matt then wrote on an overhead with predrawn blank lines for a topic sentence,
supporting ideas, and a conclusion, which he asked the students to use to organize
their own writing. Here's Matt’s write-aloud (his thoughts are in italic, and his writing is
in regular font):

(Now I'm going to give some detail. I guess this next paragraph is about where the en-
erqy goes. So that's the topic—"where the energy goes.” I've got to give some sort of
starter sentence. So when [ look at my notes, | see three different things.)

So in my chemistry class (and it is my chemistry class!) 1 learned (I'll give my read-
ers the details later) that the energy in food is used 3 (I'd better spell that out) three
ways. (1 took the notes beforehand, so this makes it easy,) The majority of the energy
in the food 1 eat goes to waste. (Hmm. I'd better give some examples here.) Some ex-
amples of waste are (I guess I should use the scientific term.) fecal matter, sweating,
and heat. (Hmm. Three examples are enough. We brainstormed a lot more, like twelve,
but three are OK. Next I'll tell them where the second most energy goes.) The second
most energy goes 1o cellular respiration. (Maybe I could have left out examples for
waste, but they might not understand this one, so I'd better make sure to explain.) Celtu-
lar respiration is when oxygen is used to produce the energy needed to run, play,
breathe, and (I guess I'll say . .. ) live.

While Matt displayed his own thought process here, he finds that his students usu-
ally need to be more actively involved, so he likes to combine his thinking with some
group composing. “The kids want to be part of the process,” Matt observes, “Other-
wise, they begin to tune out.” Matt embraces this as an aspect of culturally relevant
teaching. Perhaps in some settings, some students may be more willing to passively
learn from the teacher’s process, but that’s not what works best for Matt. Such adapta-
tions are always a part of the work of highly effective educators.

By the way, if you're getting nervous about the amount of time that such steps re-
quire and whether they will suck time away from teaching your subject, just remem-
ber. as Matt Olson's write-aloud shows, when you model writing like this, you are
teaching your subject, showing students how to think like a scientist or historian or
mathematician about the material you teach.

Are we competing with one another, or are we supposed to help each
| | other? And if we're supposed to help, how do we do that? We’re not the
i experts in here.
I Students are more likely to invest in thoughtful and weil-developed writing in a class-
room where mutual support is valued. Writers need someone who will tell them it
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their sentences make sense, but who is basically on their side, instead of just trying to
pick their arguments apart. The teacher can do some of this, but her time is limited,
and she should not become a bottleneck holding up kids' work. Besides, students will
actually learn what makes a good explanation as they listen to one another.

However, it’s easy for a stronger student to simply do the work for a partner—or for
a weaker one to feel that he just doesn’t have the needed expertise. So we must show
students how to help each other. When Federal-Hocking High School math teacher Sue
Collins, in Stewart, Ohio, assigned an algebra problem for students to solve and write
about, she asked them to work in pairs. The problem: two groups of hikers, one head-
ing up @ mountainside with stops to rest, and the other descending the next day; do
their paths ever hit the same spot at the same time of day, and if so, when? Sue no-
ticed that in one pair, John was doing all the work, simply completing the steps for
Alex. This was not meaningful help or true collaboration. So the next day, she dis-
cussed with the kids how to help by asking questions (“Did you look through the prob-
lem to see what information it gives you?” “Why don't you try writing that step out in
words?”), rather than just giving the answers.

Sue makes sure that when she gives pairs or groups a task, she moves around the
class quickly at first, to see how kids are doing. This way she can give guidance more
strategically. "It takes a lot of energy to do that, but it's well worth it,” she observes.

What if | make a mistake or get confused?

Kids expect the red pen to come down hard. And traditionally, teachers often think
they must spend hours at home marking up the papers. But we're here to tell you that
you don't ever have to do that again. Years of research have shown that it's completely
ineffective. Students don’t learn from it; it sends a negative signal that you're about
fault finding, not helping them learn; and the truth
is, you're more likely to shy away from giving writ-
ing assignments rather than sink loads of tima into
marking mistakes you may be a bit unsure about
anyway.

Instead, make it really easy on yourself. Focus
on just one aspect at a time and help students no-
tice it in their own writing. The Collins Writing Program does this in a classroomwide
or schoolwide fashion (see www.collinseducationassociates.com). An advantage of this
program is that it enables subject-area teachers who lack knowledge about teaching
writing to get started without more in-depth training. However, many teachers prefer
to establish just a couple of their own goals based on students’ specific strengths
and weaknesses, which is much less mechanical and more efficient in the long run.
This shifts teachers’ response from a “Gotchal” mode to a focus on learning and
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