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| CHAPTER
SIX

' Supportin the Writing 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:

X We ve been studying cycles in the biosphere—the water cycle, the carbon cycle, and so
* forth—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 Il that shows how complicated the
o 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 to the ones people want to investigate, and we'll go to the library
computers, where I will expect each of you o find three articles related to your group’s
question. You'll read each article and take notes on it using a guide [ will hand out and
i then everyone will explain their articles to the other kids in their groups and each
i group will make a chart on butcher paper to see what information you've got, after
which. ..

T

—————

Stan follows the oid, 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. So unless the students have been unusually 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 to 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 ' i
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  |fyoud like 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 and9.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, i
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 learning 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 is just to

G display what they've memorized, or worse, (o 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-
peaf too complex.

Think back to your own experience as a stu-
dent and be honest; perhaps you took that stance yourself. Trouble is, students learn
Jittle 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 some 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 to their work.

To whom are we writing?

In the real world, people write to someone else or sometimes o 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 akernative 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

122 cCONTENT-AREA WRITING




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 team 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 simultaneously 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 chern-
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 1o waste—50%
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 Building a Positive Climate for Writiny

Establish constructive purposes for student writing. Show student
aim is to help them learn, notjust to catch them making’ mistak
onstrate thiS inas many ways as you can think of.

Fmd real aud:ences, beyond the teacher, for students’ wntmg Ident
audiences and communicative purposes for writing develop st
engagement——and converts your role from judge and J jury 10
coach. . .

Demonstrare for students the processes that real wnters go throug_ )
- aloud-with projection equipment to make the process visible
mind: This is one of the most effective strategies you can’use
your students improve their writing and understand how €:
tioners in your field think. It lets students see your thmking am
‘struggles, and it shows them processes they can use, It'a
strates that you are wulhng to take the same risks you are askl

Teach students how to he!p one another, and otganize classroo

they can do so. Guide students to become good questeone ¥

' help by asking their partners about the process they are using;

_than providing all the answers. Kids step up when given res sl

- and they learn from giving help (by artlculatmg what they re learning
well as from receiving it.” (

Show students that it's safe to ask for. help One way to do’ this
on just one .or two aspects of their writing at a time. and ‘
improvement. :

improvernent. Not only does the teacher tell students that she wants to help, but she
has an organized way of doing so.

Helping with Specific Stages in the Writing Process

Content-area teachers will rarely have time to teach all the aspects of composition;
we've got our subjects to cover! Still, the more we understand the writing process and
the qualities of good writing, the more we can help our students. Besides, many strate-
gies for supporting writing just happen to help kids learn the content. So here we re-
view major steps in the writing process and activities for supporting them.

We're talking now about lenger, in-depth assignments, not the brief two-minute
think-and-jot strategies described in earlier chapters. To guide those shorter efforts
you'll mainly encourage students to think and share ideas, demonstrate that it’s safe to
do so in your classroom, and perhaps mode} to show what you are asking for. But for
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longer pieces, many students have no other image of how to proceed than to just jump ’
in at the beginning and plow ahead until the end. When they’re stuck, they're stuck. ! ]
Instead, the steps and strategies we outline will help students cope with the challenges ) '
they may face along the way. Be aware, however, that many of the following steps can b
overlap, shift in order, or call for the writer to return to one or more as she discavers lf it -
more about her topic. i

= Before-Writing Activities that raise some big. important guestions, so that stu-
dents are writing to address an issue or explore a topic that matters

= Gathering Information, concepts, viewpoints, or data, so that these budding
writers have something meaty to serve up to their readers

= Organizing the information or steps in the argument so a reader can readily j
follow the writer's line of thinking (Some writers carry out this step before the
next one, while others need to get it all down first.) :

= Getting Ideas Down on paper

= Letting Early Drafts Rest so the writer can come back to the work with fresh
eyes :

*= Reviewing the work to see whether it really says what the writer wants to say :
and whether it’s clear, well organized, complete—or perhaps includes extrane-
ous material, this often includes gerting feedback from a fellow student, a peer ,ig
response group, or the teacher :

= Revising ideas and explanations where needed

= Polishing, fixing grammar, correcting spelling, getting the piece ready for a
wider audience

= Publishing to get students’ writing out into the world and in front of real audi-
ences, where the results matter

»

There have been many books written on each of these steps (take a look at

Heinemann's website, www.heinemann.com, as well as our own Works Cited sec-

tions). But we want to move along shortly and show you ten kinds of writing activities

for a public audience that will promote kids’ learning. So we'll settle for quick sketches

of a few of our favorite activities for each step, to whet your appetite and give you a
good start,

4
.

Before-Writing Activities

To get them thinking about a potential topic, you need to give students a meaningful
and thought-provoking context in which their writing is part of a discussion or an ex-
pression of concern. After all, that is what leads any of us as thinking aduits to use our

R
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Excerpt from A Natural History of the Senses by Diane Ackerman (page 138-140)

The Bloom of a Taste Bud

Seen by scanning electron, our taste buds look as huge as volcanoes on Mars, while those
of a shark are beautiful mounds of pastel-colored tissue paper—until we remember what
they’re used for. In reality, taste buds are exceedingly small. Adults have about 10,000
grouped by theme (salt, sour, sweet, bitter), at various sites in the mouth. Inside each
one, about fifty taste cells busily relay information to a neuron, which will alert the brain.
Not as much tasting happens in the center of the tongue, but there are also incidental taste
buds on the palate, pharynx, and tonsils, which cling like bats to the damp, slimy
limestone walls of a cave. Rabbits have 17,000 taste buds, parrots only about 400, cows
25,000. What are they tasting? Maybe a cow needs that many to enjoy a relentless diet
of grass.

At the tip of the tongue, we taste sweet things; bitter things at the back; sour
things at the sides; and salty things spread over the surface, but mainly up front. The
tongue is like a kingdom divided into principalities according to sensory talent. It would
be as if all those who could see lived to the east, those who could hear lived to the west,
those who could taste lived to the south, and those who could touch lived to the north. A
flavor traveling through this kingdom is not recognized in the same way in any two
places. If we lick an ice cream cone, a lollipop, or a cake-batter-covered finger, we touch
the food with the tip of the tongue, where the taste buds for sweetness are, and it gives us
an extra jolt of pleasure. A cube of sugar under the tongue won’t taste as sweet as one
placed on the tongue. Our threshold for bitter is the lowest. Because the taste buds for
bitter lie at the back of the tongue; as a final defense against danger they can make up gag
to keep a substance from sliding down the throat. Some people do, in fact, gag when they
take quinine, or drink coffee for the first time, or try olives. Our taste buds can detect
sweetness in something even if only one part in two hundred is sweet. We can detect
saltiness in one part in 400, sourness in one part in 130,000, but bitternes in as little as
one part in 2,000,000. Nor is it necessary for us to recognize poisonous things tasting
different from one another; they just taste bitter. Distinguishing between bitter and sweet
substances is so essential to our lives that it has burst through out language. Children,
joy, a trusted friend, a lover all referred to as “sweet.” Regret, an enemy, pain,
disappointment, a nasty argument all are referred to as “bitter.” The “bitter pill” we
metaphorically dread is likely to be poison.

Taste buds got their name from the nineteenth-century German scientists Georg
Meissner and Rudolf Wagner, who discover mound made up of taste cells that overlap
like petals. Taste buds wear out every week to ten days, and we replace them, although
not as frequently over the age of forty-five—our palates really do become jaded as we get
older. It takes a more intense taste to produce the same level of sensation, and children
have the keenest sense of taste. A baby’s mouth has many more taste buds that an
adult’s, with some even dotting the cheeks. . . .
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Microbes at the Gas Pump
Jennifer Cutraro

Scientists searching for an Earth-friendly alternative to gasoline are looking in some of the weirdest ptaces—
termite guts, cow stomachs, and rotting logs. These researchers are hunting for bacteria and fungi that can help
turn plant waste into a liquid fuel called ethanol.

Many vehicles run on fuels made of a blend of gasoline and ethanol. Experts at the U.S. Department of Energy
say that using more ethanol would help reduce our dependence on fossil fuels.

Cars such as this one can run on a fuel calfed
EB85, which is 85 percent ethanol and 15 percent
gasaline.

National Renewable Energy Laboratory

To produce enough ethanol to meet our energy needs, researchers are developing methods to turn plant parts
into ethanol. They're members of a growing movement to use renewable resources, such as plants, to provide
energy.

"There's leftover plant material everywhere," says Jared Leadbetter. "There are rice hulls, sawdust, wood chips—
ptant material that's full of energy.” Leadbetter is a microbiologist at the California Institute of Technology in
Pasadena.

To tap this energy supply, scientists and engineers are turning to microbes to convert huge amounts of waste
plant material into ethanol for cars.

Breaking down sugars

When tiny organisms such as yeast break down sugars to obtain energy, they produce ethanol. This process is
called fermentation.

Scientists and engineers have been using fermentation for years to make ethanol from kernels of corn. But there's
a lot more to a corn plant than just the kernel. Corn plants include stalks, leaves, and the cob that's left behind
after the kernels are removed.

http://www.sciencenewsforkids.org/scripts/printthis.asp?clip=%o2Farticles%2F20060412%... 2/18/2008






