


Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development  •  Alexandria, Virginia USA

Mid-continental Research for Education and Learning  •  Aurora, Colorado USA



Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development

1703 N. Beauregard St. • Alexandria, VA 22311-1714 USA

Phone: 800-933-2723 or 703-578-9600 • Fax: 703-575-5400

Web site: www.ascd.org • E-mail: member@ascd.org

Author guidelines: www.ascd.org/write

Mid-continent Research for Education and Learning

2550 S. Parker Road, Suite 500, Aurora, CO 80014-1678 USA

Telephone: 303-337-0990 Fax: 303-337-3005

Web site: http://www.mcrel.org E-mail: info@mcrel.org

Gene R. Carter, Executive Director; Nancy Modrak, Director of Publishing; Julie Houtz, Director of Book Editing & Production; Tim

Sniffin, Project Manager; Shelley Kirby, Graphic Designer; Jim Beals, Desktop Publishing Specialist; Eric Coyle, Production Specialist

Copyright � 2005 by McREL. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form

or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and retrieval system,

without permission from ASCD. Readers who wish to duplicate material copyrighted by ASCD may do so for a small fee by

contacting the Copyright Clearance Center (CCC), 222 Rosewood Dr., Danvers, MA 01923, USA (phone: 978-750-8400;

fax: 978-646-8600; Web: http://www.copyright.com). For requests to reprint rather than photocopy, contact ASCD’s permis-

sions office: 703-578-9600 or permissions@ascd.org.

Printed in the United States of America. Cover art copyright � 2005 by ASCD.

ASCD publications present a variety of viewpoints. The views expressed or implied in this book should not be interpreted as offi-

cial positions of the Association.

All Web links in this book are correct as of the publication date below but may have become inactive or otherwise modified since

that time. If you notice a deactivated or changed link, please e-mail books@ascd.org with the words “Link Update” in the subject

line. In your message, please specify the Web link, the book title, and the page number on which the link appears.

Paperback ISBN: 1-4166-0171-6 ASCD product 105036 List Price: $26.95 ($20.95 ASCD member price, direct from ASCD

only) s5/05

e-books ($26.95): retail PDF ISBN: 1-4166-0294-1 netLibrary ISBN 1-4166-0292-5 ebrary ISBN 1-4166-0293-3

Quantity discounts for the paperback book: 10–49 copies, 10%; 50+ copies, 15%; for 500 or more copies, call 800-933-2723, ext.

5634, or 703-575-5634.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Urquhart, Vicki, 1950-

Teaching writing in the content areas / Vicki Urquhart and Monette McIver.

p. cm.

Includes index.

ISBN 1-4166-0171-6 (alk. paper)

1. Language arts—Correlation with content subjects. 2. English language—Composition and exercises—Study and teaching. I.

McIver, Monette, 1964- II. Title.

LB1576.U74 2005

808’.042’071—dc22

2005002997

_________________________________________________

12 11 10 09 08 07 06 05 12 11 10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1



Acknowledgments . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . v

Introduction . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 2

Section 1. The Role of Time. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 9

Section 2. The Role of Assessment . . . . . . . . . . . . . 26

Section 3. The Role of Technology . . . . . . . . . . . . . 42

Section 4. The Role of the Teacher . . . . . . . . . . . . . 58

Section 5. Strategies for Teaching Writing
in the Content Areas . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 74

Index . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 166

About the Authors. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 169

Teaching Writing
in the Content Areas



As is true of all publications, it takes a team effort to see a document to
its conclusion. This publication is no different. The authors gratefully
acknowledge the team effort of colleagues at Mid-continent Research for
Education and Learning (McREL). In particular, we thank the following
McREL staff members: Terry Young and Becky Van Buhler for locating
and reviewing research studies, Linda Brannan for overseeing copyright
permissions, Helen Apthorp for sharing her knowledge and understand-
ing of research, Jennifer Norford for her meticulous review, and Brian
Lancaster for his graphic design contribution. Adrienne Schure, the
book’s editor, insightfully and patiently guided the authors from the
beginning. In addition, Paul Turelli and Cindy O’Donnell-Allen pro-
vided invaluable insights through their external quality assurance reviews
of the manuscript.

v

Acknowledgments





As we completed writing the first section of this guidebook, Vicki
shared a story from her years in the classroom. She recalled that
when her family moved from the city where she had taught high

school for 10 years, the students in one of her classes gave her a small,
attractive journal that they had dutifully passed one to the other. Each had
penned a few lines from a favorite poem or book and written a goodbye
wish. As you might expect, it is one of her greatest treasures to this day. In
this simple act, her students told her that they had “gotten” their year
together. They understood what the reading, discussing, writing, revising,
and presenting had been about. More important, they valued it.

She is not alone in having stories like this—all teachers have them,
whether they teach physics, French, or world history. Through writing,
Vicki came to know her students, what they were thinking, and what they
were (or were not) learning. Teaching writing is unique in this way. It ben-
efits both teacher and student, serving as communication vehicle, assess-
ment tool, and intellectual exercise. Admittedly, this was part of her
rationale for developing this guidebook.

Knowing that educators want and need this guidance is an even more
compelling reason for doing it. We continue to hear from them: the
instructional coordinator who said that she has been waiting for just such a
guidebook for years, the language arts instructional specialist who put her
name on a waiting list because her district has a new writing initiative, and
the science teacher who simply said, “I’ve always believed that if you write,
you think.” Other science educators acknowledge the need for creative
ideas in their subject, and in turn, for all sorts of writing to reflect the ideas
of science.

Although we expect this guide to be useful to curriculum specialists
and district-level coordinators, it is to the third educator, who intuitively
understands the fundamental relationship between thinking and writing,
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that we specifically address our discussion about the research behind the teaching
of writing. High quality research will best prepare teachers for the future. And it is
the future that is at stake. Increasingly, we recognize how vital effective writing is to
success in education and in the workplace. A 2003 report from Public Agenda, a
nonprofit organization that conducts national opinion polls on various issues,
reflects this sentiment:

For five consecutive years between 1998 and 2002, large majorities of employers
and professors have been reporting profound dissatisfaction with the skills of
recent public school graduates. They are especially critical of youngsters’ com-
mand of grammar and spelling, their ability to write clearly and their capacity to
do simple math. And professors and employers are not alone when it comes to
these concerns. Just one high school teacher out of five says students in his or
her own school typically learns “to speak and write well, with proper pronuncia-
tion and grammar.” (p. 22)

Results from the 2002 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) writ-
ing assessment draw further attention to the teaching of writing. Despite showing some
overall gains from the 1998 scores at the 4th and 8th grade levels, about 80 percent of
students who took the 2002 NAEP writing assessment could write only a “basic”
response, leaving more than two-thirds of the nation’s students still performing below
the proficient level in writing (National Center for Education Statistics, 2003).

For college-bound students interested in a professional career, being able to
write well is more important than ever, regardless of the field. However, college fac-
ulty are concerned that high school graduates’ writing falls below par. Middle
school and high school teachers, regardless of content area specialization, help pre-
pare all students for college and beyond when they infuse writing into instruction.

Writing is a process of exploration that offers benefits to students and content
area teachers alike. As students write to make their ideas clear and comprehensible,
they experience the fun of discovery, and so do their teachers.

The Research Base
Most of the research suggests that students benefit by writing in all content
areas—that it enhances critical thinking; allows students to take greater
responsibility for their own learning; promotes reflective thinking and ques-
tioning; and helps students make connections between events, people, and
ideas. Of course, students need to acquire content, but it is just as crucial for
them to develop the reading and writing skills that apply to learning that
content. For example, when a student in a mathematics classroom writes an
explanation to others about how to solve a numerical problem, he or she is
doing much more than acquiring content and demonstrating mastery of a
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benchmark—this student is communicating and problem solving. Students tend
to think of mathematics in terms of rules, facts, numbers, and so on. Unfortu-
nately, many students never see the possibilities for problem solving that mathe-
matics offers the world. When students pose their own questions and write
about possible solutions using the skills of symbolizing, organizing, interpreting,
and explaining, they begin to see those possibilities.

The questions for all educators then become these: What are the effects of writ-
ing on learning? Does research support the belief that writing and thinking go
hand in hand? The answers are contained in more than 30 years’ worth of educa-
tion research, some of it quite rigorous, about what works and what does not. For
instance, we can turn to the results of a meta-analysis on the effects of school-based
writing-to-learn interventions on academic achievement. Bangert-Drowns, Hurley,
and Wilkinson (2004) reported that when they examined the effects of writing-to-
learn programs, they found that (1) writing can be expected to enhance learning in
academic settings, (2) writing tasks need not be elaborate to be effective, and (3)
teaching writing “is not a potent magic” (p. 53). Of course, a potent magic is what
we would really like! Short of that, however, we have insights into what works, and
although ambiguities persist, some research findings are clear.

As a result of their 1963 book Research in Writing Composition, Braddock,
Lloyd-Jones, and Schoer (as cited in Hillocks, 1986) spread the idea that teaching
grammar has a negligible, or even harmful, effect on improving writing. This
watershed idea caused language arts teachers to view grammar instruction differ-
ently, and as a result, they began to change their practice, relying instead on good
pieces of writing as models of correct grammar.

With an assist from cognitive psychologists, contemporary writing research
began breaking new ground in the early 1980s. Some researchers learned more
about how the brain processes information, including writing tasks: “For the first
time in the history of teaching writing we have specialists who are doing controlled
and directed research on writers’ composing processes” (Hairston, as cited in
Graves, 1999, p. 11). Instructors at the post-secondary level wasted no time apply-
ing some of the new research and adopted an approach called Writing Across the
Curriculum, or WAC. Unfortunately, this idea of writing in all content areas only
trickled down to high schools and middle schools, and many teachers simply didn’t
receive any instruction or guidance in how or why to teach writing anywhere other
than an English classroom.

Yet one positive influence of linguistic research and research into the composing
process was that a majority of language arts teachers began to focus on the process
of writing rather than the product. In the past, teachers had assumed that
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1. Writers begin with a form for organizing content because they always know
what they’re going to write,

2. Composing is a linear process, and

3. Teaching editing is teaching writing.

In contrast, recent assumptions reflect teachers beginning to understand writing
as both an intellectual activity and a method of learning and instruction. Direct
and indirect references to these assumptions appear throughout this book:

1. Writing is a recursive process, which means students revise throughout the
process, frequently moving back and forth among the stages.

2. Students should learn strategies for invention and discovery, and teachers
should help students generate content and discover purpose.

3. Audience, purpose, and occasion define all types of writing.

4. Effective writing fulfills the writer’s intention and meets the audience’s
needs.

5. All teachers can use writing to improve content learning.

Of course, research does not answer all the questions, and some disputes are
ongoing. For example, at both the college and high school level, educators dis-
agree about what kinds or types of writing to include in the curriculum. Some
educators assert that students do not do enough writing involving original
inquiry, some say that teachers neglect argument, and others say that they over-
emphasize narrative. It seems certain that we will continue to debate many ques-
tions, but the research we have available can help us make decisions now.

Our Approach
Three important factors to consider in a discussion of teaching writing are research,
theory, and strategies. It might be helpful to think of them in these terms:

• Research: Since the 1980s, much education research has been qualitative,
using methods adapted from the social sciences, including systematic observa-
tion and interviews. Quantitative research relies more on statistical procedures
to compare effects of one treatment with another. Researchers are divided on
which approach is best. Throughout this guide, we point out the identifying
characteristics of the research cited.
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• Cognitive Learning Theory: Educators know more than before about the
mental processes involved in learning. Cognitive psychologists have compiled
a great deal of new information about thinking and learning. These theories
ground the suggestions we make regarding writing instruction.

• Strategies: These classroom practices and methods work in any content area
and incorporate research as well as theory (see Section 5).

Today’s classrooms include students from many different ethnic and racial back-
grounds, including non-native English speakers who are struggling to learn and
students with disabilities or who need extra help with reading. Research supports
what most teachers already understand—the power of having and communicat-
ing high expectations for all students, including those who are ethnically or
socioeconomically outside of the mainstream. When teachers expect all students
to succeed and provide the kind of instruction that will help them meet high
standards, they help students dispel a fear of writing, gain confidence, and build
a sense of self-worth. Langer’s (2000) research into the success of high-perform-
ing, high-needs schools found that when students are treated as if they can and
will make sense of the material they read and write, they are more successful.
This is true in all content areas, and educator-researchers now view literacy in
broader terms than ever before, using the term “disciplinary literacy” to signify
that all disciplines require reading, writing, and thinking skills: “Disciplinary lit-
eracy is the civil right of the twenty-first century. Disciplinary literacy provides
access to learning in all subject matters and, by so doing, opens up an array of
life opportunities for young people” (Lee, 2004).

Writing is a complex process, and most of the research literature recognizes the
difficulty it poses for students. It seems reasonable to expect, then, that the teach-
ing of writing is complex as well. As teachers, researchers, and writers, we recognize
this, and we invite you to use this guidebook to help you integrate writing instruction
into your content area. If you already are a language arts instructor, we challenge you
to find ways to improve your instruction and share your discoveries with others.

The Structure of this Guidebook
The National Commission on Writing (2003) addresses the challenge of teach-
ing writing in The Neglected “R”: The Need for a Writing Revolution, a report on
the state of writing in U.S. schools in which the nation’s educators and writers
extol the power and value of writing. Furthermore, the commission calls for a
national agenda, suggesting that nothing short of a revolution will get teachers in
every content area to teach writing. Their intent is to stir schools and teachers to
action; our intent is to inform action with research. However, we do agree with
the four critical areas that the commission identifies as framing the issue of
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teaching writing: time, measuring results, technology, and teaching. The com-
mission recommends in part that we

• Double the amount of time students spend on writing,
• Replicate best practices in assessment,
• Work with educators to apply new technologies, and
• Expect all teachers to develop as writers themselves.

This guidebook adopts the four interrelated elements as a way of broadly examining
writing instruction. Therefore, we recommend that you read and digest the informa-
tion in the first four sections before applying the practical strategies in Section 5.

We begin with the most critical and pressing aspect of teaching the writing pro-
cess, whatever the content area. This section explores the writing process itself, the
research that supports its use in all classrooms, and tips for making time for stu-
dents to write.

Student performance and growth in writing can be difficult to assess. In this
section, we discuss the findings from available research on the various methods for
monitoring and assessing student learning in general and writing in particular.

Although research results on the role of educational technology in improving
student achievement are mixed, technology is opening new opportunities for
teachers and students. Here, you will read about ways that teachers can use the
writing process to infuse technology into their content area.

A teacher’s knowledge of content and writing skills is pivotal to students’ success
with writing. Here we discuss the research that relates to why this is so and provide
guidance for teaching writing in any content area.

Research and theory are great, but teachers need sensible applications. This sec-
tion is full of strategies that teachers in any content area can quickly implement in
the classroom. The first 20 strategies in this section relate to the writing process
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itself. Additional strategies provide further examples of the four interrelated ele-
ments of effective writing instruction.

The Graphic Organizer
The graphic organizer in the front of this guidebook lists the five assumptions
about writing instruction. They reflect key concepts of teaching writing in the
content areas and are a good place to begin thinking about its benefits for all
teachers and students. The five overlapping circles beneath the assumptions rep-
resent the interrelated elements that affect the quality of writing instruction. The
teacher appears in the center, signifying the importance of understanding of the
role of time, assessment, technology, and practical strategies. The result is
improved student learning.

The three design components—assumptions, interrelated elements, and out-
come—comprise the whole of writing instruction. This integrated approach recog-
nizes the complexity of teaching writing while keeping it manageable.
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Let’s be honest. We know that time is the
most coveted commodity in schools.
Comments like “If I just had more time”

and “Where did the time go?” abound in teach-
ers’ lounges and hallways across the nation. There
just isn’t enough time for the many responsibili-
ties that have been entrusted to schools. Yet this
lack of time makes using it efficiently and effec-
tively that much more important.

The National Education Commission on
Time and Learning’s 1994 report Prisoners of Time
posits that “time is learning’s warden,” yet the

National Commission on Writing (2003) report The Neglected “R” reminds us
that “time is writing’s great ally.” And therein lies the rub. With only so much
time available in a school day to devote to learning, let alone writing, how do
you ensure that your students have sufficient opportunities to write? If you
are going to ask them to write, what is the best use of that precious time?
And if you are a science, mathematics, or social studies teacher, for example,
why should you even consider setting aside time for your students to write?

In this section, we tackle this proverbial education dilemma by first
addressing issues related to making time to write and then describing how
to use that writing time, particularly for teachers of content areas where
setting aside time for writing is not the norm. Throughout this section,
there are two questions that we’d like you to keep in mind. First, do you
subscribe to the belief that writing requires students to problem solve, and
if you do, wouldn’t you want to make the time for this important process
during the course of your content-area instruction? And second, when you
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Things to Think About
Why should I use valuable classroom

time for writing activities?

Are there any unintended consequences if
I don’t use classroom time for writing?

How important are
prewriting and revision?

What can I do to help those students
who can’t spell words they should know
and don’t have a clue about grammar?

SECTION 1

The Role of Time



do not make sufficient provisions for writing in your classrooms—including all of
its necessary steps—but require students to complete written assignments, what
message does this send regarding its importance?

Time: The Great Equalizer
Time is the great equalizer. This is precisely the way the authors of the Prisoners
of Time study (1994) put it: “Used wisely and well, time can be the academic
equalizer” (National Education Commission on Time and Learning, Limited
Time Frustrates Aspirations for Reform section, ¶ 5). Time in classrooms breaks
down into four essential types (Borg, 1980, as cited in Marzano, 2000): allo-
cated time, instructional time, engaged time, and academic learning time.
Marzano defines them as follows:

Allocated time—the time in the school day specifically set aside for instruction,
such as classes, as opposed to noninstructional activities, such as recess, lunch,
passing time, and the like.

Instructional time—the in-class time that a teacher devotes to instruction (as
opposed to management-oriented activities).

Engaged time—the portion of instructional time during which students are actu-
ally paying attention to the content being presented.

Academic learning time—the proportion of engaged time during which students
are successful at the tasks they are engaged in. (p. 54)

As Marzano goes on to explain, “academic learning time” has the greatest impact
on student achievement and “allocated time” the least. Thus, students not only
need time allocated for writing, but for the greatest benefit, they must also par-
ticipate successfully in the process. This supports Dempster’s assertion (as cited
in Stein & Dixon, 2001) that using new knowledge and skills helps students
achieve a more thorough understanding of what they’ve learned and the ability
to apply knowledge in new settings.

The other concept we encourage you to keep in mind is the unintended conse-
quence of omitting writing instruction during instructional time. When students
do not have the opportunity to engage in academic learning, we must consider the
implicit message this sends to them about learning and effort. Consider the follow-
ing revelation from a teacher reflecting on her habit of curtailing her students’
chances to revise their written work in class:
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I had been ignoring the basic principle that giving them one chance to revise
their papers was sending them the message that they had one shot to improve
their grades, thereby taking away the motivation to improve as writers. (Bardine,
Bardine, & Deegan, 2000, p. 99)

By denying students the time they need to engage in processes considered impor-
tant, we implicitly contradict our own beliefs about learning. Given the time
crunch that most teachers face, however, how can we overcome this challenge?

In the following section, we examine this question in the context of the stages
of the writing process: prewriting, drafting, revising, and editing—stages identified
by the seminal work of Janet Emig (1971) and John Hayes and Linda Flower
(1980). These researchers studied practicing writers, from high school students to
adults, to reveal the major habits and conditions of the writing process. Regardless
of the writing genre—poetry, expository, short story, or lab report—writers intent
on expressing what they know about a topic progress through certain steps with
the goal of delivering a coherent message. Although these stages of the writing
process will be addressed individually, we emphasize our belief that writing is a
recursive practice. As such, no writer moves lockstep through the stages, crossing
them off a writing “to do” list. Rather, writers constantly maneuver between these
steps as their work progresses. We address them individually only for ease of pre-
sentation. A brief description of each stage follows:

• Prewriting: the period where writers get ready to write—gathering informa-
tion, organizing ideas, identifying audience and purpose, and selecting genre.

• Drafting: the production stage of getting ideas down using complete sentences
and reflecting the general conventions of writing.

• Revising: the time when writers review their work, checking for clarity of
message, word choice, and organization.

• Editing: the process of checking written work for the conventions of writing
and any lingering concerns with voice, tone, and style.

As we address each stage, we begin by reviewing the research and conclude with
considerations and activities to help you incorporate these ideas in your classroom.

We have limited our discussion in this section to four writing stages—prewriting,
drafting, revising, and editing. However, conventional wisdom often expands the
writing process to six stages. We consider the additional stages—conferencing and
publishing—equally important, and we address their attributes and strategies for
implementation in the sections that follow. (For more information on conferencing
see Section 4, and for more information on publishing, see Section 3.)
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Prewriting: Understanding What the Writer Knows
Prewriting, or planning, often is a neglected and underestimated step in the
writing process (Murray, 1985). In the early 1980s, Burtis, Bereiter, Scardamalia,
and Tetroe (as cited in De La Paz & Graham, 2002) found that students often
begin the composing process with little to no time devoted to planning what
they will write or to determining what they know about their topic. Yet, as
De La Paz and Graham explain, “high levels of planning are especially apparent
in the composing behavior of skilled writers,” (p. 687) and this highlights the
crucial nature of this step. While proficient writers exhibit extensive use of
prewriting and planning activities, novice or developing writers do not.

However, this trend may be shifting. Current research in writing suggests that
students are devoting more attention and time to prewriting activities. For exam-
ple, Zhang (2001) found that nearly 100 percent of Delaware students in grades 5,
8, and 10 used some type of prewriting strategy in the course of completing their
statewide writing assessments, and 77 percent of the 3rd graders spent time
prewriting. Granted, students were given questions to spark their thinking about
the writing prompt, and a section of the test was devoted to prewriting, with the
suggestion that students spend no more than 20 minutes planning. But the fact
that students actually used the time to plan their compositions may signal a change
in student perceptions about the importance of prewriting. This greater attention
to prewriting probably reflects what students encounter in their academic classes.
In fact, teachers who responded to survey questions during the 1998 and 2002
administration of National Assessment of Educational Progress (the Nation’s Report
Card) writing assessments indicated that they almost always asked their students to
plan their writing (http://nces.ed.gov/nationsreportcard/naepdata/search.asp).

You may be wondering why prewriting is such an important step in the writing
process. More important, you may not see how making the time for students to
complete prewriting activities will support your content-area instruction. For one,
when students allow sufficient time for prewriting, it enables them to understand
what they know about their topic (Lindemann, 1995). In fact, the ultimate goal of
any prewriting activity is to emphasize what students know and to prepare them
for the drafting process. In a typical 8th-grade science class, students might be
expected to demonstrate their understanding of waves, including their characteris-
tic properties and behaviors. You may decide to assess this knowledge through
short essay answers or an in-depth research report. Prewriting allows your students
to sketch out—orally or in writing—what they know about wavelengths or the
properties of refraction.

Aside from this example or the typical high-stakes assessment environment
where students are required to write on demand, one recognizes that prewriting
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includes more than sketching out an outline. To be sure, this planning method can
be effective, but equally important is the time devoted to reading about a topic,
discussing it, asking questions, and when appropriate, working on a topic of per-
sonal interest. All of these conditions encourage writers to fill up on information.
With a “full tank,” they are more prepared to pour their newfound knowledge
onto the page. Keeping this in mind, we describe several prewriting conditions
before suggesting actual activities. In addition, we provide specific prewriting
strategies that you can use in your classroom in Section 5.

The suggestion that “the more you read the better you write” reigns supreme.
As we more fully explore in Section 4: The Role of the Teacher, reading influences
the quality of writing that students produce (e.g., Ray, 1999), but it is also essential
to learning. In the prewriting stage, students explore what they know about a topic,
so reading to learn more is often a logical first step.

Reading about a topic also exposes students to a broad range of writing. Authors
such as Robert M. Hazen, James Trefil, and Stephen Jay Gould show students that
science writing, for example, varies greatly. Even more, reading about scientific phe-
nomena in publications other than the typical middle school science tome can spark
much more interest in a topic, leading to higher levels of thinking and knowing.

Pope and Prater’s (1990) study of effective prewriting strategies found that
talking about the topic helped students prepare for the drafting task. Even more,
students preferred dialogue over other prewriting strategies, such as looping and
clustering. One of the reasons students appreciated the opportunity to talk about
their topic was because of its social nature, another neglected aspect of the writing
and learning process. Talk, particularly during the prewriting phase, can engage
students in purposeful discourse while at the same time clarifying what they know
and don’t know about a topic.

Inquiry also plays a major role as students engage in the writing process (Hillocks,
1995). Asking questions gets students thinking about what they know, need to know,
and want to know about a given topic. Smith (1992) theorizes that the use of questions
promotes shared investigations. Whether engaging with text, peers, or the teacher, these
shared investigations lead to mutual understanding, a necessary element when writers
are trying to figure out what they know. As Langer (1995) contends, “Questions are
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necessary and normal when a person is exploring horizons and possibilities” (p. 94).
Prewriting is all about exploration and expanding the possibilities.

Although students will not always have the opportunity to write about a topic
that personally interests them, the more you can encourage this, the more it will
motivate them to write (Hillocks, 1995; Friedman, 2000). This alone can
positively influence the amount of time and energy your students are willing
to devote to prewriting activities.

Prewriting Considerations and Activities
As we have explained, prewriting is a necessary step, one not to be taken lightly.
The key is to allow the time needed. To this end, prewriting activities should not
be tedious (Pope & Prater, 1990). Rather, some of the less structured methods
have proven most effective, and students are apt to like them. Moreover, these
activities should be natural extensions of your content-area instruction. For
example, cubing is a prewriting exercise, but it’s complicated. In this strategy,
students look at a topic or object from multiple perspectives and then write
about each perspective. This can be a challenging exercise for your students
because they may find it difficult to see beyond the obvious. They may focus
most of their attention on thinking about what the different perspectives could
be instead of examining them in depth. This complicated strategy may also frus-
trate you, leaving less time for prewriting strategies such as freewriting and talk-
ing. It is just as likely that multiple ways of viewing an object or concept will
arise through simpler strategies, but in a natural rather than a contrived way.

Talking is a helpful prewriting strategy—one that highlights the social nature of
writing. But an equally effective activity that achieves the same goal is freewriting,
which Pope and Prater (1990) refer to as “talking written down.” The process is
simple. As Weinstein (2001) lightheartedly explains:

In its pure form, freewriting has but one rule: Write continuously—taking ne’er
a break for thinking or revising—for ten whole minutes. Do not let that pen—
or cursor—stop even if you find yourself saying, “I have nothing to say. I have
nothing to say. I have nothing to say.” (p. 61)

Supporting this method, Hillocks (1995) reminds us that freewriting not only
helps writers learn what they know about a topic, but it can also reveal the purpose
of the writing, which is not always clearly defined when writers begin their work.
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Also included in this category are techniques such as learning logs (see Strategy
27 in Section 5) and quick writes, five-minute writing assignments related to the
day’s lesson. The processes associated with these activities mirror those of
freewriting because they are focused on having students express what they know.
Like freewriting, these strategies are unstructured and not graded.

Talking is an effective prewriting strategy in part because it is low risk. When
students discuss a topic, they engage in an exercise that comes naturally to them.
After all, most students clamor for this type of interaction with their peers. If class-
room management is a concern, you may want to consider using protocols (see
Strategy 5 in Section 5)—guidelines to structure the conversation. When used cor-
rectly, protocols level the playing field by establishing a structured way for all stu-
dents to participate equally and ensuring that students stay on task. Whether you
use protocols or not, talking is an activity that allows students to interact with their
peers as they focus their discussions on specific topics. In the process, they build on
the ideas of others (Hillocks, 1995) and evaluate the clarity of their own thinking.
Describing this process, Pope and Prater (1990) write that “students are able to
hear themselves and others think aloud while simultaneously being stimulated to
discover other areas which they may not have originally considered” (p. 68).

Given the proliferation of teacher-directed instruction in classrooms, students
have limited opportunities to participate in meaningful discussions with their
peers. Yet research has shown this to be a worthwhile use of classroom time. Struc-
tures and a clear purpose can reduce your anxiety about using this strategy.

The beauty of brainstorming is its nonjudgmental quality. If done properly, stu-
dents do not censor their ideas on a brainstorming list. Rather, anything goes. Like
freewriting and talking, when students use this strategy, they discover what they
know about a given topic and can see what they may need to learn more about. This
strategy works well in several venues—alone, with a peer, or as a class. The versatility
of brainstorming makes it an ideal prewriting technique for myriad situations.

Although Pope and Prater (1990) found that students prefer to do outlines
once they complete their writing, informal outlining can still be a helpful tech-
nique during the prewriting stage. Freewriting, talking, and brainstorming all help
students recognize what they know about their writing topics, but outlines and
other graphic organizers help students frame their thoughts. Lindemann (1995)
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explains that “informal outlines serve a useful purpose. Outlining can help students
shape raw material generated by other prewriting activities” (p. 106). Outlines
assist writers during the prewriting process, but like all prewriting techniques, the
less elaborate they are the better. Prewriting is an essential writing activity, regard-
less of the genre or the content area. Without attention to prewriting, students are
not prepared for the next step—drafting.

Drafting: Moving Thoughts and Ideas into Text
In his study reflecting the impact of high-stakes writing assessments on class-
room learning, Hillocks (2002) found that of all these steps, teachers consis-
tently incorporated drafting into their instructional time. This finding should
not be surprising. After all, at some point, students have to begin composing. In
short, drafting is inevitable.

In the drafting stage, writers are striving for one thing—getting their ideas
down on the page in a relatively coherent way. Drafting represents the challenging
transition from planning, or prewriting, to formulating the words and putting
them on paper. Tentative though drafting may be, its importance in the process is
critical, for it is only when writers have put pen to paper or fingers to the keyboard
that they have a written representation of what they know. Murray (1985) elo-
quently refers to this step as discovery.

As difficult as it may be to put knowledge, thoughts, or ideas on paper, drafting
is also the step that gives writers the greatest amount of freedom. At this point, no
rules apply. Writers do not have to be especially careful about their word choice or
strict about the essentials of grammar, for their chief concern while drafting is shift-
ing the intended message from the nebulous thoughts floating in their heads to
more definitive words on a page that can be referred to at a later time. Keep in
mind that based on past school experiences, many students are conditioned to
make their work “perfect.” That is, they have learned that “neatness” counts and
that following the rules will help them earn a higher grade. But in its truest sense,
drafting defies the conventional wisdom of perfection. Encourage your students to
take chances during the drafting phase. Help them understand that no one’s writ-
ing—even that of professional authors—is perfect at this stage.

What we want to emphasize here is that drafting is only part of the writing
process. And as Hillocks (2002) explains, it is a step that most teachers honor. But
drafting alone will not produce a polished final product. We advise you to include
drafting in your instructional time, even assign it for homework, but students’
writing abilities improve when you emphasize the other steps of the writing process
with equal energy. Students need sustained, equal treatment of all of the steps of
the writing process, not just drafting.
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Drafting Considerations
It should come as no surprise that our drafting suggestions are limited. Remem-
ber, drafting is about getting ideas down on paper. Just as your students need
time during class to practice applying new skills such as the use of unfamiliar
algorithms, students benefit from having the time to draft in your presence.
When you give your students class time to draft, you can interact with them as
they write and clarify any misconceptions before they become too entrenched.
Keep in mind that students need not finish their drafts during class; in-class
drafting time simply gives you a quick snapshot of what your students know and
how you can focus your follow-up instruction.

Another effective way to encourage students in the drafting phase is to assign it
as homework. Because drafting is by nature imperfect, students can complete it
outside of class time. It really is as easy as writing down all of your ideas, closing
the notebook, and looking at the results at a later time. In addition, this step is one
that does not need to be graded—a time-saving step for you and a liberating step
for students. Anne Lamott (1994), the author of Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on
Writing and Life, offers both witty and salient advice in this regard. She explains,
“Almost all good writing begins with terrible first efforts. You need to start some-
where. Start by getting something—anything—down on paper . . . the first draft is
the down draft—you just get it down” (p. 25).

Revising: Clarifying the Message
As freewheeling as the drafting process can be, the central craft or art of writing
is revision. Although revising and editing are frequently discussed simulta-
neously, they are quite different processes. When writers revise, they reconsider,
rethink, and reshape their writing, wrestling with the tension created by what
they intended to say and the words that actually found their way to the page
(Lindemann, 1995). The process is similar to tuning a musical instrument.
Musicians tighten pegs to achieve the proper tone, and writers cut, rearrange,
and add, tweaking the language and structures so that the message will achieve
its intended purpose. As Faigley and Witte (1981) explain, “Successful revision
results not from the number of changes a writer makes but from the degree to
which revision changes bring a text closer to fitting the demands of the situa-
tion” (p. 411). Thus, understanding the purpose of the writing as well as under-
standing the audience both play a significant role in a writer’s ability to
successfully reconsider a piece.

The distinction between revising and editing is an important one. Students
often confuse the two and easily mistake making corrections in punctuation
for revision (MacArthur, Graham, & Schwartz, 1991). To internalize this
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difference, students need multiple experiences to review their written texts. In
addition, they need your assistance, or that of another knowledgeable person,
to identify when they have dropped the thread of an intended message, omit-
ted essential information, or neglected to completely reorganize the composi-
tion. For these reasons, revision is a stage that requires a substantial amount of
metacognition on the part of the writer. Writers must place themselves in the
role of the reader, anticipating when the text may confuse or when syntactical
choices fail.

Clearly, revision is an indispensable step in the writing process, but it is also one
of the most difficult to master. Schriver’s work (1992) reveals that writers typically
experience difficulty with revision for at least two reasons: (a) they do not recognize
problems within the message, or (b) they notice problems but do not have the
tools or the flexibility to correct them. Schriver adds, “If writers fail to notice text
problems in the first place, no revision occurs” (p. 181). Even when writers
acknowledge textual problems, they must recognize those that are consequential to
the purpose at hand. Faigley and Witte (1981) and Yagelski (1995) studied inexpe-
rienced writers and found that their revisions tended toward surface changes such
as spelling, word choice, or punctuation. Experienced writers, on the other hand,
were more concerned with meaning. Their rethinking caused them to add, delete,
consolidate, and redistribute their words, improving their writing by keeping the
purpose and the audience always in mind.

More current research devoted to revision indicates that this discrepancy still
exists (e.g., De La Paz & Graham, 2002; Zhang, 2001). Engaging in this “prob-
lem-solving activity” (Apthorp, 2001) requires sufficient time, access to explicit
models, and a considerable amount of thinking aloud.

Revision Considerations and Activities
We recognize that you may find setting aside time for revision difficult, but this
step—in addition to prewriting—has the potential to significantly improve stu-
dent writing. To assist you in this process, we suggest that you help students see
the benefit of distancing themselves from their written drafts, discuss revision
choices by modeling the changes you make to your own writing and explaining
why you made them, incorporate peer review into your classrooms, and make
substantial use of word processing programs.

One of the reasons that time is so essential to the writing process is the need for
distance from the draft. If students do not have opportunities to detach themselves
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sufficiently from their writing, they cannot see the textual changes that would help
improve their written messages. In addition, when students allow their writing to
“marinate,” it is easier to find conventional errors.

Weinstein (2001) refers to this process as “giving it a rest.” He explains, “The
first thing for a draft to do when it’s complete is to absent itself—to hide away in a
drawer somewhere, and not to come out again until its author no longer has on the
tip of his tongue the things he intended to say in it” (p. 63). As this statement illus-
trates, writers often cannot see the changes possible in their compositions until the
writing appears new. Giving writing—and authors—a rest makes this possible. Of
course, this strategy requires that you build in the time for it to happen. One way
to help students appreciate the need for “marinating time” is to collect their drafts.
Simply keep them in a drawer or folder for several days—enough time so that
when students reread their work, they can fill in the holes that will become more
obvious after they’ve had time away from their writing. In the meantime, you can
spend some of your classroom time talking about techniques you and other writers
use to improve compositions.

As we explore in greater detail in Section 4, your own model of the writing
process significantly affects how students proceed. As researchers have found (e.g.,
Pope & Prater, 1990), students will model the processes and techniques their
teachers model for them. Moreover, students seem interested in these examples.

Revision does not come naturally to students; they must be guided through the
process. The examples you share can help them determine how to make the kinds
of structural changes to their writing that result in the improvement you want to
see your students make. To this end, Friedman (2000) shared an experience she
had working with a language arts colleague. She explained, “What seemed espe-
cially interesting to students was listening to [us] talk about content and negotiate
what we thought did or did not belong in the essay as part of class discussion” (p.
108). Telling students that a piece of writing lacks clarity is one thing, but showing
them how to recognize the murkiness and then how to make the changes to
improve the message are strategies that are much more meaningful. In fact, it is
precisely what they need.

In the beginning, you may find that this type of instruction takes up a substan-
tial amount of class time. In the end, this will be time well spent, especially if stu-
dents receive similar instruction and reinforcement in their other classes. Student
writing success in Kentucky exemplifies this model. Because of the state’s commitment
to the use of writing portfolios in its original statewide assessment system, many stu-
dents experienced multiple opportunities to write, not only in their language arts classes
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but in other content-area classes as well. Highly functioning schools reported that stu-
dents were more prepared to grapple with sophisticated writing techniques because of
their continuous exposure to the writing process (Coe et al., 1999).

Provided that students have experienced sufficient modeling, they can make
quite capable peer reviewers. By obtaining feedback from their peers, students will
make revisions before turning their final work in for a grade. However, the key is
for you to provide the model. Without this necessary step, students will offer their
peers superficial and inconsequential changes that waste time, ultimately making
their final written pieces ineffective. As your students engage in focused discussions
about the content of their writing, you can use this time to browse, visiting with
students to offer thoughts about issues they may not have considered or to correct
misconceptions. Consider this another opportunity to informally evaluate what
your students know and don’t know about a given topic.

Students also benefit from the additional time they have to discuss content
related to the subject matter in the written text. Students learn more about the
topic at hand and on a deeper level by asking clarifying questions and noting
instances when the writing lacks logic or misstates facts. In fact, many students can
recognize textual problems in a peer’s writing easier than they can in their own
(MacArthur, Graham, & Schwartz, 1991). Think about the times you have written
something incoherent on the board or in the directions for an assignment and a
student called you on it. The same principle applies during peer review. At some
level, it is easier to see the textual problems in another’s writing than it is to see
them in your own.

Of course, students must be able to recognize a murky sentence when they see it
and then offer the type of advice that will help their peers fix it. This is where the role
of the teacher is indispensable. Teachers who share their own lack of understanding
give their students permission to admit confusion when reading a peer’s text. When
teachers ask questions to gain a better understanding of students’ intent, they provide
examples of what their student writers can do to improve their writing. (How to give
writing advice is explored more thoroughly in Section 4.) Effectively using time for
revision and peer review gives students the feedback they need to make improve-
ments to their writing while maintaining focus on the content.

Perhaps one of the greatest tools to use in the revision process is the word
processor. The ease with which students can move sections of text around, remove
sentences or whole paragraphs, and even quickly access alternative word choices,
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makes this a crucial revision tool. Although it still requires thoughtful consider-
ation on the part of the writer and care when making decisions to delete sections,
using word processing programs eliminates the tedium of rewriting by hand. This
frees mental energy to focus on clarity of message. The use of word processing will
be explored in more depth in Section 3.

Editing
When the planning, drafting, and revising is done, the final stage for authors
who intend to share their work is editing. When writers revise, they are attend-
ing to language quality and message cohesion. But when writers edit, they often
concentrate on mechanics. And while editing frequently occurs simultaneously
during revision (less so in drafting), it is also distinct. Making sure that sentences
have appropriate punctuation, correct grammar, and proper spelling is signifi-
cantly different from tending to the crafting of words that will convey a message
embedded with accurate facts, imagery, and emotion. Murray (1985) refers to
the editing phase as one in which the writer becomes his or her own devil’s
advocate, in search of things that are “bad,” or ungrammatical, in the writing.
Donald Graves (1983), on the other hand, focuses on spelling:

Spelling is a form of etiquette that shows the writer’s concern for the reader.
Poor spelling in the midst of a good piece of writing is like attending a lovely
banquet but with the leavings of grime and grease from the previous meal still
left on the table. Poor spelling can also show the writer’s lack of consideration
for the reader. The banquet may be fine but it is tainted by a distracting fac-
tor—poor spelling. (p. 183)

Whether the primary focus is on grammar or spelling, they are both necessary
considerations for writers during the editing stage. Here, attending to the conven-
tions or consciously choosing to ignore them, such as in the work of e e cummings,
is the principal aim. You may find few instances in your content-area writing
assignments where unconventional usage is acceptable. In fact, we suspect that
disregarding generally accepted rules of language will be more the exception than
the rule. Regardless of genre, you want students to be conscious of their editorial
decisions and apply usage rules appropriately.

The main purpose of content writing is to convey information to others. Yet
published writers often challenge generally accepted rules regarding writing con-
ventions. In fact, many make their mark by a general lack of regard for commonly
accepted grammatical rules. However, when writers—novice students or profes-
sional authors—make decisions to break grammar rules, they should do so con-
sciously and to achieve a particular effect. If readers do not recognize these

The Role of Time 21



authorial decisions, the intended effect fails to make its point and meaning is lost.
Paraskevas (2004) helps us see this point:

There is a fine line between error and craft, and identifying it lies in knowledge
and intention: A writer must want to emphasize a particular construction in a
particular context, and the reader must recognize it as a deliberate move, as evi-
dence of craft, similar to other crafting techniques used in the text. (pp. 43–44)

Thus it must be clear that an author made a conscious decision to ignore a
grammatical or punctuation rule.

Editing Considerations and Activities
Many student writers consider editing to be tedious, but it is a necessary task,
and students need to become proficient at it. Writers use a variety of tools to
help them edit their work. Yet some of these tools include so much information
that digging through them to answer a simple usage question becomes over-
whelming. The suggestions that follow and the strategies included in Section 5
of this guidebook are designed to help you and your students efficiently and
effectively edit written work.

One of the most common editing issues that teachers complain about is a stu-
dent who consistently misspells words, especially those he or she should already
know. “No-excuse” words—such as “their, there, or they’re” and “your and
you’re”—are the ones that students have been exposed to for years but some still
have not mastered. One way to combat this pervasive problem is to make the
words easily available. You may want to consider displaying commonly misspelled
words on a word wall or making a list of the content words and giving them to stu-
dents (Isaacson & Gleason, 1997, as cited in Stein & Dixon, 2001). In either case,
students should have ready access to the words they need. Key to the success of this
strategy, however, is holding students accountable. If these really are no-excuse
words, then there should be no excuse for students continuing to misspell them.
This means that you have to let your students know that errors exist and then
make sure that they make the changes rather than you. It is more helpful to give
students the opportunity to correct their own errors than to give in to your frustra-
tion and correct their spelling.

Weinstein (2001) encourages teachers to assess students for common errors and
to create an individualized proofreading checklist. Students can then refer to these
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checklists as they write. The thinking behind this process is similar to that of the
no-excuse words. Highlighting common errors and giving students a handy tool
that they can use while writing helps them attend to these problems. Plus, limiting
the checklist to one page makes the information less intimidating than a fat gram-
mar reference text and does not require much student effort.

As you will see throughout this guidebook, we believe it is important for students
to get explicit instruction, especially when it comes to understanding the conventions
of writing. However, we do not endorse those endless worksheets where students cir-
cle, underline, and get lost in the minutiae of grammatical rules. Instead, we encour-
age you to help students see the common tendencies (Quirk, Greenbaum, Leech, &
Svartvik, 1985) of the English language, as well as the generally accepted conventions
for a given discipline. This is a role that you are most uniquely qualified to play.

Summary
We have attempted to tackle the age-old problem: so little time, so much to do.
Yet even in a full school day, time set aside for the writing process is time well
spent. When you provide your students with the time they need to prewrite,
draft, revise, and edit, you are helping them improve as writers. Moreover, build-
ing in writing time sends a clear message to your students about the importance
of proficient writing in all content areas, not just English class.

How can you save time by incorporating writing instruction with your content-
area instruction? First, by spending time reviewing the writing process at the begin-
ning of the school year, you save time later in the school year. In addition, assign
writing for homework—you maintain valuable classroom time for content-area
instruction and other stages of the writing process, stages that encourage students
to think about what they know and don’t know about a given topic. Finally, trust
that your students can give their peers the valuable feedback they need to clarify
their written pieces. Remember that they are discussing content while they are
revising or editing their texts. Writing is about expressing knowledge, and you
want your students to express their knowledge as thoughtfully and clearly as they
can. Make time for your students to engage in the writing process. You will be
pleased with the results.

Suggestions for Further Reading
Sorenson’s Student Writing Handbook, 3rd ed. (New York: Macmillan, 1997)
describes several types of writing and includes samples of how the genres were
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used in different content areas. Although the text is written for students, it is a
helpful guide for teachers, too.

For sample lessons to teach additional revision strategies, see Fletcher and
Portalupi’s Craft Lessons: Teaching Writing K-8 (York, ME: Stenhouse, 1998) and
Portalupi and Fletcher’s Non-Fiction Craft Lessons: Teaching Information Writing
K-8 (Portland, ME: Stenhouse, 2001).

There are brief and straightforward articles about the writing process available
from the Web site http://www.poynter.org/. Although this site is created for
journalists, it provides sound writing advice that students can access easily.

Many colleges and universities have staffed writing centers that their students can
turn to when completing writing assignments. In some cases, these writing centers
have created Web sites that include resources and strategies that facilitate the writ-
ing process. The University of Kansas (http://www.writing.ku.edu), Gallaudet
University (http://depts.gallaudet.edu/englishworks/writing/ main/index.htm),
and Texas A & M University (http://uwc.tamu.edu) have Web sites that are user-
friendly for students and teachers.
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Teachers who recognize the importance
of writing as a tool for learning in any
content area intuitively understand

that writing helps students connect their
thoughts, deepen their content knowledge, and
communicate with others. If you give regular
writing assignments to your students, you have
probably noticed that their overall writing skills
improved and their thinking crystallized. You
might like to do more writing in your content
area classroom, but perhaps your biggest chal-
lenge is not just finding the time to fit it into
your curriculum, it’s finding efficient ways to
measure student learning through writing.

Arguably, the most time-intensive part of
teaching writing is assessment. The National

Commission on Writing (2003) addresses the challenge of measuring writing
results in The Neglected “R.” The commission calls for best practices in writing
assessment to be more widely replicated and asserts that “effective writing
assessments do exist. . . . In assessing writing, there should be no need to
reinvent the wheel” (p. 30).

So, science teachers, go ahead and write with your students about how
our lives would change if the sun disappeared; mathematics teachers, ask
your students to write a letter to a classmate explaining how to solve a prob-
lem; history teachers, assign a biographical sketch using expressive writing.
For there are practical and efficient ways to assess writing, and your students
will learn more!
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Things to Think About
In what ways does research affect
my decisions about assessment

and evaluation?

What does it mean to measure
writing progress?

When I look for rubrics and other
assessment tools, how do I know

which ones are best?

Should I be using writing to
evaluate student learning?

What makes portfolio assessment a good
measurement tool in the content areas?

SECTION 2

The Role of Assessment



In this section, we examine the research about the role of assessment to help you
learn ways to use writing assignments to assess student progress. Before we do, though,
we need to clarify our terms for the purposes of this discussion.

What We Mean by Measuring Results
In casual conversation, educators often use the terms measurement, assessment,
and evaluation interchangeably, but distinctions are made in the technical litera-
ture. According to Miller (1995), measurement is composed of two separate and
distinct components: assessment and evaluation. She defines assessment as gath-
ering information to meet the particular needs of a student, and evaluation as
judging the information that results. Having children retell a story they read is
an example of assessment, Miller says, because it is an informal way to gather
information about a student’s needs. Alternatively, standardized tests are classi-
fied as evaluation because the resulting test scores represent a formal judgment.
She believes that continual assessment is essential to effective instruction.

Tchudi and Tchudi (1999) view things similarly, but they distinguish among
the terms assessment, evaluation, and grading this way: Assessment is comprehen-
sive, avoids judgments, and describes what is happening rather than what has
happened. Evaluation adds judgment and criteria to the process. Grading con-
denses assessment and evaluation into a symbol.

These distinctions have merit, but they complicate a discussion of the role of
assessment. Therefore, it helps to think about evaluation as “writing-to-demonstrate
what was learned” and assessment as “writing-to-learn.” Both are integral aspects of
teaching and learning and both contribute to students’ grades, the final measures of
their overall performance in a course.

Using Writing Assignments for Evaluation
Writing-as-evaluation holds students and teachers accountable for content learn-
ing. Ideally, when students write-to-demonstrate what they have learned, teach-
ers use tools that

• Measure the content that is covered,
• Are designed and evaluated by the teachers themselves, and
• Provide information that teachers can use to modify future instruction.

Therefore, when students write-to-demonstrate, teachers do not evaluate their
writing for grammatical correctness. Instead, teachers evaluate only for level of
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content knowledge and understanding, which then becomes one of several
contributing factors to students’ final grades.

Using Writing Assignments for Assessment
Although writing-as-evaluation (demonstrating what was learned) has its place in
students’ overall grades, writing for assessment (writing-to-learn) is a much more
powerful tool. In the rest of this section, we examine the research on the benefits
of writing-to-learn. We also cover

• Designing assessments,
• Rubrics to assess writing and learning,
• Holistic grading, and
• Assessing writing-to-learn in any content area.

Teachers in all content areas know the limitations of multiple-choice tests. Since
the 1960s and 1970s, educators increasingly have recognized that writing-to-
learn is an accurate assessment of student learning. We also have come to under-
stand that assessment of writing-to-learn activities is most effective when it is
ongoing, describes what students are or are not accomplishing, and is used as an
opportunity for corrective feedback and encouragement.

A number of studies have examined the positive effect of writing on learning,
which is a premise of the Writing Across the Curriculum movement. In Sorenson’s
(1991) Encouraging Writing Achievement: Writing Across the Curriculum, she con-
cludes from the research that writing-to-learn and learning-to-write support each
other. When teachers incorporate writing in content area instruction, students gain
in at least three ways:

1. They discover ways to understand content.

2. Their retention of content improves.

3. Their writing improves with opportunities to practice.

In addition, through writing, students become active learners and are able to make
connections to prior knowledge. Judith Langer’s (1986) research indicates that the
more writing involved in a task, the more content learning will result. Langer reports
on two studies involving 9th and 11th graders who read passages from science and
social studies texts under six conditions; only three involved writing. Each of the
writing conditions produced higher levels of performance than in reading-only con-
ditions. In a second study, students read two passages under four different condi-
tions. Results showed that the writing condition led to the greatest recall.
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Designing Assessments
“Begin with the end in mind” is a common expression that reminds us to set
goals and have a plan for achieving them. That also is good advice when it
comes to designing writing assessments. In a study on schools that “beat the
odds,” Langer (2000a) finds that one of the primary characteristics of high-
performing schools is the practice of deconstructing state or district tests to
inform curriculum and instruction. In these schools, teachers invest time up
front examining the required standardized tests and then teach the skills and
knowledge that students need to learn. Similarly, in Guidelines for Teaching
Middle and High School Students to Read and Write Well (2000), Langer credits
teachers’ practice of integrating test preparation into coursework as a feature that
fosters high student achievement.

Although this looks and sounds like “teaching to the test”—which is usually
perceived in a negative light—the premise that educators can identify what stu-
dents should know and be able to do is the basis of the standards movement. For
the schools in Langer’s study, approaching assessment this way has had a positive
impact on teaching and learning. Like the teachers, principals, and district-level
coordinators in these studies, teachers in any content area can begin thinking about
writing assessment by taking these steps:

• Collaboratively study the demands of the standardized tests your students
will take.

• Identify the skills and knowledge required to do well on those tests.

• Discuss ways to integrate those skills into your curriculum.

Effective instruction requires students to analyze, apply knowledge, and inte-
grate ideas. Effective assessments measure these skills, and writing assessments, in
particular, are especially good for measuring them. The authors of Because Writing
Matters state that assessment should identify and diagnose a specific problem or
provide information so that a teacher can adjust a lesson to meet students’ future
needs (National Writing Project & Nagin, 2003). In order to create a good assess-
ment or recognize one when you see it, be familiar with the four traits that consis-
tently appear in the professional and research literature: clarity, variety, sound
pedagogy, and reliable research.

Clarity. All parties understand what is being assessed. Everyone benefits from
understanding the purposes and criteria of assessment. Standards, of course, play a
key role by clarifying for students, parents, and teachers what students should
know and be able to do. Standards and benchmarks help answer the first question
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a teacher asks: What are my goals? It is important to begin instruction in any
content area by identifying key concepts and questions ahead of time.

Variety. Teachers use multiple samples for assessment. Some educators think there
has been too much emphasis on narrative writing, particularly in grades preK–6,
and others suggest that there has been too much emphasis on the five-paragraph
essay and not enough on other forms of writing. In Langer’s (2000b) study of
higher-performing schools, one of the distinguishing features was that teachers
taught skills and knowledge in multiple types of lessons. Likewise, writing assign-
ments that include a variety of genres (e.g., expository, fictional, biographical) are
more effective at developing students’ writing and thinking skills.

Sound pedagogy. Assessments reflect instruction based on knowledge of how stu-
dents learn and on professional experience. Assessments can encourage and reinforce
good teaching practices. Triggering metacognition—the ability to think about
one’s own learning—is an example of a sound pedagogical strategy. Metacognitive
strategies help improve learning because they require students to think about their
thinking and the way that they express their ideas in writing. For instance, science
teachers might read an excerpt from Margaret Mead’s Coming of Age in Samoa,
Rachel Carson’s The Sea Around Us, or Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species. In this
way, they are exposing students to good science writing. If teachers go on to share
their own writing and thinking on a science topic, they are modeling metacognition.
They then can assess students’ learning by asking them to write, reflect, and respond
to their own writing in a similar way.

In Figure 2.1, a student goal sheet illustrates another way teachers might
include a metacognitive strategy in a writing assessment. Students and teachers can
use tools like this goal sheet to have a dialogue about students’ understanding of
their own learning and writing. Teachers then can assign a grade to the writing
assignment using a separate evaluation rubric.

Reliable research. Classroom assessment techniques are supported by a body of
scientifically based research. Thirty years’ worth of empirical research suggests that
students learn better when they write over extended periods and have opportunities
to reflect on their own writing. In the classroom, teachers can put this research into
practice by making time for students to evaluate their own writing or by assigning
short written reflections for homework. With the knowledge that research pro-
vides, a teacher in any content area can be confident that class time spent writing
and reflecting is time well spent. Accordingly, teachers can provide tools, such as
the one in Figure 2.1, that encourage students to monitor their own performance.

Relevant, credible research helps to ground assessment, but research also serves
another role, a cautionary one. For instance, researchers note that journal writing
“for the sake of it” is not likely to lead to improved student writing. On the other
hand, some research suggests that journal writing, when guided by the teacher and

30 Teaching Writing in the Content Areas



when its purpose and performance expectations are clear, is more likely to encour-
age the growth of good writing skills (Bromley, 1993).

Now that we have looked at the qualities of good assessment, we can consider
the best assessment tools. The rubric is by far the most versatile and useful of these.
Teachers in all content areas can use rubrics for a number of assessment purposes,
whether they are measuring progress or assessing a final product. Rubrics are par-
ticularly helpful in assessing writing-to-learn.

Rubrics to Assess Writing and Learning
Rubrics are very effective assessment tools because they describe specific levels of
performance. Research supports using rubrics because they clearly communicate
expectations for both teaching and learning. Researchers Schunk and Swartz
(1993) conclude that explaining to students why a strategy is useful helps them
buy into it and become motivated to use it.

Many teachers already take advantage of generic rubrics, which they can quickly
adapt to fit their content area and assessment purposes, as illustrated in Figure 2.2.
In Figure 2.3, a science teacher adapts a generic essay rubric to assess learning of
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Before students turn in an assignment, ask them to think about the content in their response and
their writing by completing the following statements:

In this writing assignment, I wanted to . . .

I thought that I could achieve this goal by . . .

I believe that I met (did not meet) this goal because . . .

One thing that I might do differently is . . .

While writing this assignment, I was surprised to learn . . .

Figure 2.1

Student Goal Sheet
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Figure 2.2

Generic Rubric

Excellent = 4, Good = 3, Just Passing = 2, Not Acceptable = 1

Background Information: The student provides a context for readers unfamiliar with the content.

___ 4 Provided additional essential background information that is accurate and related to topic.

___ 3 Provided essential background information that is accurate and related to topic.

___ 2 Provided minimal background information that is accurate and related to topic.

___ 1 Provided little or no background information that is accurate and related to topic.

Score: _____

Supporting Paragraphs: The student demonstrates a thorough understanding of the concept and
process; defines all terms; and supports that understanding with accurate, relevant, and complete
evidence for readers unfamiliar with the content.

___ 4 Defined and explained all necessary terms accurately.

___ 3 Defined and explained almost all of the necessary terms accurately.

___ 2 Defined and explained some of the necessary terms accurately.

___ 1 Defined and explained few if any of the necessary terms accurately.

Score: _____

Mechanics: The student used correct grammar, punctuation, spelling, and citations of sources.

___ 4 Followed all grammar, punctuation, and spelling rules.

___ 3 Followed most grammar, punctuation, and spelling rules.

___ 2 Followed some grammar, punctuation, and spelling rules.

___ 1 Followed little grammar, punctuation, and spelling rules.

Score: _____

Overall Score: _____
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Figure 2.3

Science Rubric*

Excellent = 4, Good = 3, Just Passing = 2, Not Acceptable = 1

Background Information: The student provides a context for readers unfamiliar with the content.

___ 4 Provided additional essential background information that is accurate and related to topic.

___ 3 Provided essential background information that is accurate and related to topic.

___ 2 Provided minimal background information that is accurate and related to topic.

___ 1 Provided little or no background information that is accurate and related to topic.

Score: _____

Supporting Paragraphs: The student demonstrates a thorough understanding of science concepts and
processes; defines all science terms; and supports that understanding with accurate, relevant, and
complete evidence for readers unfamiliar with the content.

___ 4 Defined and explained all necessary science terms accurately.

___ 3 Defined and explained almost all of the necessary science terms accurately.

___ 2 Defined and explained some of the necessary science terms accurately.

___ 1 Defined and explained few if any of the necessary science terms accurately.

Score: _____

Mechanics: The student used correct grammar, punctuation, spelling, and citations of sources.

___ 4 Followed all grammar, punctuation, and spelling rules; spelled all science terms correctly.

___ 3 Followed most grammar, punctuation, and spelling rules; spelled most science terms correctly.

___ 2 Followed some grammar, punctuation, and spelling rules; spelled some science terms correctly.

___ 1 Followed few grammar, punctuation, and spelling rules; spelled few science terms correctly.

Score: _____

Overall Score: _____

*Adapted from generic rubric

Source: From A. A. Friedman, Writing and evaluating assessments in the content area, English Journal 90(1), pp. 113–114.
Copyright, 2000 by the National Council of Teachers of English. Reprinted with permission.



science content and vocabulary. The teacher adapts the Supporting Paragraphs sec-
tion by adding the requirement “defined all science terms.” In the Mechanics sec-
tion, the teacher adapts the generic requirement “followed grammar, spelling, and
punctuation rules” by specifically requiring students to spell “all science terms cor-
rectly.” In this way, the generic essay rubric becomes a tool for assessing knowledge
of specific science terms.

Examples of rubrics at district and state levels are also common. Freedman and
Daiute (2001) note that large-scale evaluations used at the district or state levels
rely on scoring rubrics keyed to standards as well as to common features of writing,
such as purpose, audience, voice, tone, and so on. Teachers in any content area can
borrow from these district- and state-level scoring rubrics to align their curriculum,
instruction, and assessment, thus making standards explicit in their classrooms. A
Handbook for Classroom Instruction That Works (Marzano, Norford, Paynter,
Pickering, & Gaddy, 2001) is one good resource for templates and rubrics, and
many online resources offer step-by-step procedures, like those in Figure 2.4, for
developing your own rubrics (see also Section 3).

Holistic Grading
Holistic grading is a longstanding writing-to-learn tool that works well in every
content area. Large-scale assessments, such as those used in statewide testing, rely
on holistic scoring systems that are fast, easy, and consistent. All the time-con-
suming work occurs in establishing criteria, identifying exemplary samples, and
anticipating deviations from those samples. In addition to speed and ease, cre-
ators of large-scale holistic scoring systems repeatedly test and adapt their scoring
methods until they show at least a 70 percent agreement rate among scorers. In
this way, they reduce any real or perceived grading subjectivity and improve rat-
ers’ reliability. However, large-scale test developers have not yet been able to
determine the extent to which a student’s performance on one essay relates to
that same student’s performance on another.

Researchers are beginning to look at the validity of using holistic scores in
assessing a student’s progress throughout a semester, and the results may question
the widespread reliance on holistically scored essays (Freedman, Flower, Hull, &
Hayes, 1995). The research is ongoing, so you might wonder whether to use this
method, but keep in mind that most research supports using holistic scoring meth-
ods in your classroom. Holistic rubrics are the quickest way to score papers in any
content area, requiring teachers to read a paper only once. Teachers can develop
rubrics by basing them on the content they’ve taught and practiced; assess papers
based on established criteria agreed upon by students and teachers; and give a sin-
gle holistic score that indicates the quality level of the writing, ranging from defi-
cient to competent to outstanding.
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Assessing Writing-to-Learn in Any Content Area
Teachers sometimes simply do not think about using writing to assess what stu-
dents are learning in mathematics, science, history, or other content areas. How-
ever, research suggests that writing is a great way to assess content learning.
Beyond that, when teachers use writing as assessment, they have considerable
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Figure 2.4

Steps in the Design of Scoring Rubrics
Step

1
Re-examine the learning objectives to be addressed by the task. This allows you to match your
scoring guide with your objectives and actual instruction.

Step
2

Identify specific observable attributes that you want to see (as well as those you don’t want to see)
your students demonstrate in their product, process, or performance. Specify the characteristics,
skills, or behaviors that you will be looking for, as well as common mistakes you do not want
to see.

Step
3

Brainstorm characteristics that describe each attribute. Identify ways to describe above average,
average, and below average performance for each observable attribute identified in Step 2.

Step
4a

For holistic rubrics (where the teacher scores the overall process), write thorough narrative
descriptions for excellent work and poor work incorporating each attribute into the description.
Describe the highest and lowest levels of performance combining the descriptors for all
attributes.

Step
4b

For analytic rubrics (where the teacher scores the component parts to obtain a total score), write
thorough narrative descriptions for excellent work and poor work for each individual attribute.
Describe the highest and lowest levels of performance using the descriptors for each attribute
separately.

Step
5a

For holistic rubrics, complete the rubric by describing other levels on the continuum that ranges
from excellent to poor work for the collective attributes. Write descriptions for all intermediate
levels of performance.

Step
5b

For analytic rubrics, complete the rubric by describing other levels on the continuum that ranges
from excellent to poor work for each attribute. Write descriptions for all intermediate levels of
performance for each attribute separately.

Step
6

Collect samples of student work that exemplify each level. These will help you score in the future
by serving as benchmarks.

Step
7

Revise the rubric, as necessary. Be prepared to reflect on the effectiveness of the rubric and
revise it prior to its next implementation.

Source: Mertler, Craig A. (2001). Designing scoring rubrics for your classroom. Practical Assessment, Research & Evaluation,
7(25). Available: http://PAREonline.net/]Reprinted with permission.



flexibility to decide the kinds of writing they want their students to do (essays,
journal entries, personal reflections) as well as the format (unit portfolios, weekly
essays, or daily electronic journal entries). (See strategies in Section 5.) Here, we
look at a few of the most widely used options.

“Whatever this ‘portfolio thing’ is, it seems to have arrived on the scene, at
least for the time being” (Calfee & Perfumo, 1996, pp. 11–12). By now, nearly
everyone has heard about, tried, or is using one of the many types of assessment
portfolios. Portfolios are collections of works gathered over time that demonstrate
students’ progress in learning and writing. Portfolios might contain students’ infor-
mal writing, formal works in progress, finished pieces in various genres, or
responses to reading.

Key to the success of the portfolio is that the teacher and student collaborate on
how best to accomplish the student’s learning or writing goals and work together to
that end. When teachers use portfolio assessment, they meet regularly, sometimes
weekly, with students to discuss and respond to students’ work. Teachers’ responses
take the form of questions and suggestions rather than judgments and directives.
(See Section 4 for a discussion of teacher feedback.) Some research suggests that
when students have opportunities to rewrite and improve their grades after receiv-
ing teacher feedback, they will take advantage of it, learn more about the topic, and
improve their skills (Lyons, Kysilka, & Pawlas, 1999).

Students also write their own reflections about what they are learning, so they
learn to monitor their own achievement and internalize expectations (Freedman &
Daiute, 2001). According to Calfee and Perfumo (1996), this is one reason why
portfolio assessment is particularly helpful for students with special needs. To get
the most out of your portfolio assignments, begin by asking yourself these
questions:

1. What is the purpose of the assessment?

2. What tasks should students include in their portfolio collections?

3. What are the standards and criteria to apply?

4. How will I ensure consistency in scoring?

5. How will I use the results? (Herman, Aschbacher, & Winters, 1992, in
Calfee & Perfumo, 1996)

Advocates claim that portfolios fulfill multiple purposes, including evaluating
accountability, program or curriculum effectiveness, and individual student
progress; grading; and communicating with parents (Calfee & Perfumo, 1996).
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Although the portfolio is the most widespread tool for measuring overall content
understanding and growth, some research suggests that teachers are still confused
about whether to use it as a tool for communicating with students or as a tool
for assessing content learning.

To help answer this question, Freedman and colleagues (1995) looked at
Robert Calfee’s research on teachers’ perceptions about the writing portfolio.
Calfee reported that (1) teachers who used writing portfolios valued the process,
(2) these teachers showed an aversion to assigning grades, and (3) they were
uncomfortable with evaluating an entire portfolio, preferring to judge individual
pieces. For these teachers, Calfee concluded, the writing portfolio was more a
tool for writing-to-learn, serving as a way to focus student-teacher discussions,
and less a grading tool.

Angelo and Cross (1993) disagree somewhat: They maintain that portfolios
help teachers see how well students can apply what they have learned and how well
they can explain those applications. These researchers regard the annotated portfo-
lio, where students select samples of their work and write explanations about them,
as especially effective and highly adaptable for all content areas, from vocational
education to fine arts. Angelo and Cross acknowledge that the portfolio is valuable
for assessment, but argue that it is also an effective evaluation tool.

Nevertheless, one clear benefit of portfolio assessment is that teachers do not
have to mark every writing error, because they usually score portfolios using holis-
tic methods. Students, in turn, benefit because they can identify the content and
writing skills they have mastered and the areas they need to improve.

The example in Figure 2.5 is a simple rubric that content area teachers might
use or adapt to assess students’ unit portfolios. The example is for a six- to nine-
week unit containing six or more writing assignments. Regardless of the subject
you teach, you are sending the message that writing is important when you share a
rubric like this with students before the unit begins. Although the writing require-
ments are quite basic, the rubric communicates an expectation that the final port-
folio will contain thoughtful, well-written pieces on the assigned topic.

Whereas portfolios can be used for either writing-to-learn or writing-to-
demonstrate, journal writing is a widely used writing-to-learn assessment that
works in every content area. Journal writing, especially when combined with strate-
gies like the ones discussed here, helps support content learning in various ways.
For example, Cantrell, Fusaro, and Dougherty (2000) examined the effectiveness
of two types of journal writing in a comparative study of four 7th-grade social
studies classes. One approach asked students to use the K-W-L (What I Know—
Want to Know—Learned) comprehension strategy, in which students brainstorm
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what they know about a topic; list what they want to learn about the topic; and
after reading about it, write what they learned. The other approach asked students
to write summary entries of what they had read. Cantrell, Fusaro, and Dougherty’s
findings indicated that students making journal entries using the K-W-L strategy
learned more content because the strategy helped them activate prior knowledge
that they could then write about.
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Figure 2.5

Sample Portfolio Rubric for
Writing in the Content Areas

Has written 0–1
pieces

Has written 2–3
pieces

Has written 4–5
pieces

Has written 5–6
pieces

Has written
more than 6

pieces

Uses simple
sentences only

Uses mostly
simple sentences

and a few
complex
sentences

Uses an equal
amount of
simple and
complex
sentences

Uses simple and
complex

sentences and a
few compound

sentences

Uses a wide
variety of
simple,

complex, and
compound
sentences

Has not revised
works

Has made 0–1
revisions in
writing only

Has made 2–3
or more

revisions in
writing and

content

Has made 4–5
revisions in

writing,
content, and

style

Has made a
number of
substantive
revisions in
every area

Works are
unorganized,
contain many

errors in
writing,

vocabulary, and
content

Works are
somewhat

organized but
contain more

than 2 errors in
writing,

content, and
vocabulary

Works are
organized,
contain no

more than 2
writing,

vocabulary, or
content errors

Works are
organized,
contain no

more than 1
writing,

vocabulary, or
content error

Works are well
organized,
contain no
writing or
vocabulary

errors, and have
high-quality

content

Source: From G. Collins, “Permanent writing portfolio rubric,” n.d. Available http://www.edu.yorku.ca/~greg_collins/
portfolios.htm. Adapted with permission.



Some other ways to measure learning while providing feedback and guidance
include group critiques, process analysis, and self-assessments (see Strategies 22, 24,
and 25 in Section 5). When students complete self-assessments, it not only saves
time by preparing students ahead of time for teacher conferences, it also promotes
continued learning. Rather than depending on the teacher for evaluation, students
practice their assessment skills, which can ultimately lead to improved performance
(Gibbs, as cited in McKeachie, 2002).

Contract grading is another viable option that will fit the needs of some teach-
ers. Contracts require the student to specify aims and goals, agree with the teacher’s
criteria for assessing and evaluating written work, commit to a timetable for pro-
ceeding, and plan for checkpoints along the way (Tchudi & Tchudi, 1999).

Lastly, commercial software is a growing option, and many new programs could
save teachers time. Some programs claim to identify the presence or absence of elements
such as introductory material, thesis statements, and conclusions. Others profess to
monitor and score student practice, generate detailed reports on student performance,
and manage all record-keeping tasks. Teachers who opt to use educational software will
need to review and assess it in light of their needs and curriculum goals.

Summary
Students deserve writing instruction that is rooted in research and executed in a well-
managed classroom. Elements of effective writing instruction include having a
clear purpose for writing, modeling the writing process, and using appropriate
educational technology applications. Good assessment methods, such as assessing
a number of writing samples over time and using portfolios, further enhance
learning and help motivate students in all classrooms. Portfolio assessment allows
teachers to monitor student progress, provide substantive and frequent feedback,
and get to the heart of student learning. Most important, teachers sometimes
avoid teaching writing because they do not realize that there are fast, easy ways
to assess it. If you have been avoiding assigning writing related to your—content
area, consider the benefits—both for you and the student.

Suggestions for Further Reading
For a comprehensive look at the writing portfolio, see Calfee and Perfumo’s
Portfolios in the Classroom: Policy and Practice, Promise and Peril. (Mahwah, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, 1996).

Marzano and associates’ A Handbook for Classroom Instruction That Works (Alex-
andria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development, 2001) is
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a good resource for templates, rubrics, and strategies that can be used for
instruction and assessment in any content area.

Tchudi and Tchudi’s The English Language Arts Handbook, 2nd ed.
(Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook, 1999) has a helpful chapter on assessment,
evaluation, and grading.

There are examples of holistic writing inventories in Manzo and Manzo’s Literacy
Disorders: Holistic Diagnosis and Remediation (Fort Worth, TX: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich College Publishers, 1993).

To find reproducible templates for use with portfolios, see Miller’s Alternative
Assessment Techniques for Reading & Writing (The Center for Applied Research in
Education, 1995).

Teachers can find a variety of rubrics online at Web sites like
http://rubistar.4teachers.org or those of individual textbook publishers.
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Think of the most valuable tools in your
classroom. Would you rank technology
among them? When used widely and

responsibly, technology can enrich students’
learning in all the content areas, from fine arts
to mathematics. In this section, we begin with a
look at educational technology, or the ways
technology and learning come together in a
classroom. We will sort out some of the avail-
able research, review research-based instruc-
tional strategies to combine with technology,
and address integrating technology and the
writing process.

Technology is entrenched in our society.
Some futurists suggest that educational technol-
ogy is fast approaching a point where it will
alter schools in ways we can only imagine.

Learning in virtual environments from our homes presents a very different
scenario from the way educators initially viewed technology—we saw it
primarily as a research and communications tool to find, manage, and use
information. Although technology is still these things, its impact on the
classroom has gone past data collection and information access into an
interactive Internet and beyond.

Just as reliance on the Internet is growing, so is a body of research that
supports using technology in the classroom to promote project-based
learning, engage students in their learning processes, challenge them to use
higher-order thinking skills, and increase problem-solving ability—learn-
ing goals for all the content areas. Is one of these assets better than
another? Some believe that technology’s ability to help focus students’
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Things to Think About
Am I using available technology to the
fullest extent possible in my classroom?

How do I know when software
applications are appropriate and have real

instructional value?

How can I use technology in my lesson
planning and instruction?

What changes can I expect in my
students, my classroom, and myself when

I increase my use of technology?

Should I pursue training specifically
related to using technology in the

classroom?

SECTION 3
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learning is its greatest benefit; others disagree. We can expect researchers to con-
tinue studying technology’s impact on learning, and we will likely hear more
opposing viewpoints as well.

Technology’s Broad Appeal
Part of technology’s appeal is that it lends itself to creative uses, allowing teachers
to approach traditional topics in new ways or to introduce new topics that
would otherwise have been inaccessible to students. Let’s look at three aspects of
technology—multimedia capability, information access, and collaboration
potential—that offer teachers irresistible opportunities to broaden and develop
capacity for student learning.

Rather than simply receiving documents displayed on a computer screen, we
now receive information enhanced with audio, video, and animation. Accordingly,
many students have become fluent in “multimedia literacy,” or the knowledge and
skills to use and combine several media. Some of your students may have com-
bined text, digital photography, and video to produce an interactive research pro-
ject in your classroom.

Educational technology proponents consider multimedia literacy as critical as
being able to read and write, and research supports their position. One case in
point is a study on the third year of the JASON Project, a teaching and learning
program that emphasizes the physical sciences and underscores the value of a multi-
media approach for students in diverse populations—those labeled special needs,
at-risk, or gifted and talented, as well as those in mainstream classrooms.

The JASON Project relies heavily on video to bring students into the world of
authentic scientific exploration and into the lives of the scientists working in that
world. Participating teachers plan reading and writing assignments around an
aspect of a scientific expedition, depicted in the video. Findings from the study on
this project show that students understand scientific concepts better through
hands-on activities, use of multimedia tools, and a multidisciplinary approach to
science learning (Goldenberg, Ba, Heinze, & Hess, 2003). Classroom teachers can
use video similarly: While students watching a JASON expedition may be writing
about tropical rainforests, students in a mathematics class might be writing about
playground safety (see example in Figure 3.1).

Few would disagree that teachers are able to bring more interesting, diverse, and
rich materials into their classrooms through technology. More than any other aspect
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of technology, the Internet plays an ever-increasing role in the learning environ-
ment of teenagers. Survey results from the Pew Internet & American Life Project
(2004) show that teens use the Internet as an essential study aid outside the class-
room. Via the Internet, students can interview authors, scientists, and experts in
any field; view the exhibits of museums anywhere in the world; or search the col-
lections of world-class libraries.

Technology offers myriad possibilities for collaboration, allowing online discussions
between teachers and students, between students and experts, among students in
different states or countries, and many other combinations. And for rural schools,
the appeal is undeniable. A high school teacher whose English and history students
are participating in a digital publishing project with the Montana Heritage Project
explains how technology can help breach isolation and facilitate collaboration: “In
Montana, the nearest school is often more than 100 miles away. The virtual ele-
ment of the [Montana Heritage] Project allows schools to see what other classes are
doing” (Ball, 2003, p. 2).

Beyond these three roles, educational technology has revitalized a longstanding
research-based practice—bringing real-world problems into the classroom for stu-
dents to explore and solve. Teachers who want to introduce real-world situations
need not worry about having the latest, most sophisticated technology available—
even simple technologies can enhance learning’s effectiveness, too. As in the JASON
project, the example in Figure 3.1 demonstrates how simple video technology can
spark mathematics learning, problem solving, and lively discussion. Teachers can
readily infuse writing into real-world situations, such as the one in the figure, ask-
ing students to reflect on and write about solutions to a community problem. The
results can be excellent:

Assessments of students’ learning using real-world problems . . . showed impres-
sive gains in their understanding of these and other geometry concepts (e.g.,
Cognition and Technology Group at Vanderbilt, 1997). In addition, students
improved their abilities to work with one another and to communicate their
design ideas to real audiences (often composed of interested adults). One year
after engaging in these activities, students remembered them vividly and talked
about them with pride (e.g., Barron et al., 1998). (Bransford, Brown, &
Cocking, 1999, p. 196)

Identifying, Evaluating, and Using the
Best Software Applications
In Section 2, we suggest that teachers be familiar with the qualities of a good
assessment to help find, adapt, or create assessments. The same is true of finding
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and using technology, especially software. In the rest of this section, we consider
these aspects:

• Identifying the elements of good software programs.

• Evaluating and using technology in any content area.

• Combining research-based classroom strategies with supporting technologies.

• Integrating technology into the writing process.

In How People Learn, from the National Research Council (Bransford, Brown,
& Cocking, 1999), the authors call for learning research to go hand-in-hand with
software development. They claim that too much “educational” software is created
in a void and is primarily designed for its strong entertainment element. At the
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Figure 3.1

Bringing Real-World Problems to Classrooms

Children in a Tennessee middle-school mathematics class have just seen a video adventure from
the Jasper Woodbury series about how architects work to solve community problems, such as
designing safe places for children to play. The video ends with this challenge to the class to
design a neighborhood playground:

Narrator: Trenton Sand and Lumber is donating 32 cubic feet of sand for the sandbox and is sending
over the wood and fine gravel. Christina and Marcus just have to let them know exactly how much
they’ll need. Lee’s Fence Company is donating 280 feet of fence. Rodriguez Hardware is contributing
a sliding surface, which they’ll cut to any length, and swings for physically challenged children. The
employees of Rodriguez want to get involved, so they’re going to put up the fence and help build the
playground equipment. And Christina and Marcus are getting their first jobs as architects, starting
the same place that Gloria, their supervisor, did 20 years ago, designing a playground.

Students in the classroom help Christina and Marcus by designing swing sets, slides, and
sandboxes, and then building models of their playground. As they work through this problem,
they confront various issues of arithmetic, geometry, measurement, and other subjects. How do
you draw to scale? How do you measure angles? How much pea gravel do we need? What are the
safety requirements?

Source: Reprinted with permission from How People Learn: Brain, Mind, Experience, and School, © 1999 by the National Academy
of Sciences, courtesy of the National Academies Press,Washington, DC.



same time, they acknowledge the potential of technology as a powerful learning
tool: “Several groups reviewed the literature on technology and learning and con-
cluded that it has great potential to enhance student achievement and teacher
learning, but only if it is used appropriately” (p. 194).

Note the important caveat, “only if it [technology] is used appropriately.” The
George Lucas Education Foundation (GLEF), a strong proponent of educational
technology, suggests that technology is being used appropriately whenever teachers,
the school community, and school and district administrators support its use and
integrate it into the typical instructional day.

When available research doesn’t provide a clear course of action, what should
teachers do? As we’ve mentioned before, the best approach is to rely on the advice
that research most supports. In the case of technology, this means using technology
that helps meet teachers and students’ learning goals and that supports best instruc-
tional practices. This makes our next topic—selecting software—even more impor-
tant. Later in this section, we will review the most effective instructional practices.

If you have flipped through a software catalog lately, you likely noticed the vari-
ety of programs touting their ability to improve student learning, from Interactive
Physics to Mind Power Math to Tell Me More Spanish software. So, where do you
begin? First, narrow the number of products to explore by selecting only those that
relate specifically to your content area. Then, seek the advice of colleagues. They
can be a great resource, especially if they have used a program you are considering.
Their insights can help you determine which programs are more likely to help
develop students’ higher-order thinking skills and which are just likely to offer fun.
Next, consider the questions below. They will help you identify software applica-
tions that are most apt to improve student outcomes.

When considering a software program that is related to your content area and
has been recommended by a fellow teacher, ask yourself:

• Does it directly support the curriculum objectives I will be assessing?

• Does it provide opportunities for students to collaborate?

• Does it allow for adjustments for student ability and prior experience?

• Will I get feedback about student performance or progress? Will students get
feedback?

• Will students be able to use it to design and implement projects that extend
the curriculum content?
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Although the available research on the pros and cons of educational technology
is not definitive, some recent research findings provide tips that will increase teach-
ers’ confidence in using the right technology the right way in their classrooms.

Tip
In addition to asking yourself the preceding questions, when selecting writing software
that emphasizes basic skills, consider software that provides students with some type of
tutorial help in using the software themselves.

This tip comes from a study conducted by Rowley (1997) that examined the influence
of two factors—learner control and teaching style—on a software program that
takes high school students through a series of fundamental writing skills exercises.
For the study, students chose between a guided mode, which provided tutorial-
style help and set levels, and an open mode, where students worked without the
tutorial help. The findings showed that students who chose the guided mode dur-
ing the first semester performed better. They benefited from more learner control
because when they began using the independent mode in the second semester,
they activated prior knowledge and were more able to use the software.

Tip
When you evaluate software, take your own teaching style into account.

This tip comes from the same study. Rowley found that some teachers were
more able than others to use the program effectively with students, primarily due
to different teaching styles. A teacher’s classroom style may or may not work well
with technology.

Tip
To help improve student achievement, allow students to work together at computers.

This tip comes from a recent meta-analysis that is helpful in shedding light on
whether or not teaching and learning with technology improves student achieve-
ment. A meta-analysis is a comprehensive, systematic, quantitative review of past
research studies on a specific topic. In this case, researchers looked at 122 studies
on the effectiveness of teaching and learning with technology on student outcomes
and concluded that technology can have a modest, positive effect on learning
(Lou, Abrami, & d’Apollonia, 2001, as cited in Waxman, Lin, & Michko, 2003).
These same researchers also found that small-group learning had more positive
effects than individual learning when students were using computers.
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When teachers ask students to work at computers, they might assign them to
small groups where they can work collaboratively. Technology has the potential to
support a wide range of collaborative activities, including allowing students to
share and discuss assignments and providing opportunities to work jointly on
projects or evaluate each other’s work.

Now that we have a few tips under our belt, let’s return to an earlier point:
instruction is most effective when teachers identify learning goals and standards,
select research-based instructional strategies, and integrate them with appropriate
technologies. Fortunately, on the topic of instructional strategies, we have Marzano
(1998) and others to guide us. In a meta-analysis to determine the instructional strat-
egies that were most likely to effect student achievement, Marzano studied more than
100 research reports on instruction, involving more than 1.2 million subjects. Ulti-
mately, he identified nine instructional strategies that are most likely to enhance
achievement for all students, in every content area and grade level. Later, Marzano,
Pickering, and Pollock (2001) reviewed the strategies in the book Classroom Instruc-
tion That Works. Brabec, Fisher, and Pitler (2004) drew on this work to identify ways
to support the strategies using technology applications (e.g., Web resources, software
for organizing and brainstorming, data collection tools, and multimedia).

We chose to discuss four of Marzano’s strategies that we felt were particularly
appropriate when students are writing-to-learn, and integrated Brabec, Fisher, and
Pitler’s recommendations for supporting technologies. Each strategy responds to a
question that teachers in any content area are likely to ask while planning a stan-
dards-based lesson or unit. Whether you teach geography or computer program-
ming, you will want to identify what students should know, how they will learn and
apply it, and how you will know that they have learned. Taken individually, the ques-
tions that frame each strategy identified by Marzano’s meta-analysis are these:

1. What knowledge will students be learning?

Strategy: Identifying similarities and differences. When students write to
compare, classify, interpret metaphors, and complete analogies, they acquire
knowledge. For example, students might write a paper comparing mathe-
matics to music. Organizing and brainstorming software supports this strat-
egy by helping students visually depict similarities and differences prior to
writing about them.
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Kidspiration, Kid Pix, and other software programs that offer templates
and graphic organizers also are widely available. This type of software is
adaptable for students of any age, and older students simply type words into
the appropriate boxes as they sort, classify, and compare items. Students also
can create diagrams and comparison tables to use in any content area.

2. How will students acquire and integrate knowledge?
Strategy: Summarizing and taking notes. When students analyze and dis-

till information while writing, they apply and review what they know. For
example, physical education students studying golf swings might view a
video and analyze the golfer’s swing to detect errors. They could take notes
while watching the video and then write a two- to three-page paper making
suggestions for the player.

Brainstorming tools such as Inspiration’s Rapidfire program allow stu-
dents to automatically create summary webs, and word processing programs
are also excellent tools for writing analyses or summaries. Using Microsoft
Word, for instance, students working on the golf swing analysis can type
their notes, select the tracking feature to delete information that is not criti-
cal to the writing assignment, and revise their writing by adding new infor-
mation while keeping the most important.

Online tools like NoteStar enable students to summarize by copying and
pasting directly from a Web site and adding their own information.
NoteStar also allows teachers to create online research projects for their stu-
dents. Students can then use the program’s features to take notes from online
sources, organize their notes by topic or subtopic, and embed the Web site
annotation into each note.

3. How will students practice, apply, and review what they have learned?
Strategy: Homework and practice. When students practice a new skill,

they are more likely to master it. Opportunities for writing at home also can
deepen understanding. For example, high school history teachers might
assign the article by Samuel P. Huntington, “The Clash of Civilizations?” in
class, asking students to find the thesis statement and main supporting argu-
ments. For homework, students can continue the assignment by answering
related questions that the teacher has posted. Students can return to class the
next day with their written responses, post them electronically to a desig-
nated file that evening, or e-mail them to the teacher by an agreed-on date.

Teachers can post homework policies and daily assignments on a school’s
Web site for easy access. Some companies host school and teacher Web pages.
The High Plains Regional Technology in Education Consortium (HPR*TEC)
has a range of excellent online tools for students to engage in out-of-class-time
practice to extend classroom learning or to conduct independent research.
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4. How will we know students have learned the material?

Strategy: Setting objectives and providing feedback. Teachers can know
students have learned by helping them

• Set goals for learning,

• Brainstorm what they already know and need to know, and

• Provide feedback that helps students understand where they stand relative
to their goal.

For example, humanities teachers might ask students to write a parody of
“Beowulf,” imitating the poetic style of the original but placing the hero in a
contemporary situation. Learning goals might include learning the characteris-
tics of epic poetry, understanding the tale’s plot, and recognizing the contem-
porary connection. Teachers can work with students to help them integrate all
of these into their writing. When completed parodies are posted electronically
on a bulletin board, they are likely to draw a lot of interest from peers.

Using bulletin boards, Listserv mailing lists, or handheld devices such as
PDAs (when available), teachers can immediately respond to student writ-
ing, and students can quickly and easily respond to one another’s writing.
Many teachers suspect that students are more motivated when they know
their peers are going to read and critique their writing. Along those same
lines, Katstra’s (1985) research states that teaching students how to write
helpful peer feedback can benefit other students by providing positive rein-
forcement and motivation.

Gieck and Brabec (2002) acknowledge that using technology for such things as
composing, revising, and sharing has varying benefits. Content area teachers
who are willing to explore (and who among us isn’t?) can find out for themselves
how much their students will benefit from writing with technology in their
classrooms. Here are some steps to help you begin (see also Section 5):

1. Begin by stimulating ideas and allowing students to talk about timely and
interesting writing topics in your content area. Also, guide students to
selected Internet sites to find writing prompts or discussion starters.
Remember, talking before writing serves as a catalyst for more ideas.
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2. Model for students how to use a word processing program to create an
advance organizer that will help them organize and develop ideas around
their interests. For instance, students might identify three facts about each
topic idea, add them to the squares or circles of the organizer, and continue
to add to the organizer as they think of more ideas.

3. Ask students to write for a designated period of time using a word process-
ing program; while students are drafting, encourage them to use the com-
puter to translate their thoughts as completely as possible, making a record
of their thoughts. Or have students transform a list of facts, ideas from the
advance organizer they created, or responses to questions and comments
from an earlier discussion into written form.

4. Guide the revision process, modeling for students the ways they can use
specialized software and program features to check their papers’ organiza-
tion, showing when support is missing or unclear, pointing out redundan-
cies, or looking for key words and transitions that assist readers. Have
students work in pairs or in groups of three to suggest revisions to support-
ing details or descriptions.

5. Model editing by demonstrating how to use software programs that help
identify run-on sentences and other troublesome sentence structures or to
check spelling. Again, students could work cooperatively in pairs or small
groups. Or go a step further and have students send their writing, request-
ing comments and suggestions, to designated peer editors, someone at
another school, or a relative in another state.

6. Publish student papers on Web sites or other designated resource pages for
other audiences. Publishing student writing can encourage the reluctant
writer, strengthen self-confidence, reward interest, and promote a positive
attitude toward literature. The Internet has a variety of sites for publishing
student work that explain requirements for publishing at that site and have
sample papers posted. Students can also use desktop publishing programs to
design, write, and publish a school publication. (See also Web Sites for Pub-
lishing Student Writing at the end of this section.)

Here are some tips from available research on technology as it specifically
applies to writing. You will notice that some findings surprised the researchers
themselves, and others are inconclusive.
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Tip
Provide all students with plenty of opportunities to write, regardless of the amount of
technology you have available. Students don’t learn just because there is technology in
the classroom.

Cramer and Smith (2002) set out to learn more about technology’s impact on
student writing at the middle school level by conducting a study that compared
writing samples of 51 students in grades 6–8 in two schools. One school pro-
vided students a language arts curriculum that relied heavily on the writing pro-
cess, but not necessarily technology. The other school intentionally infused its
language arts curriculum with technology, involving students in a multimedia
movie project. This school also relied more on the Six-Trait Writing Model, an
approach that encourages teachers and students to use rubrics, sample papers,
and scoring guides to identify and assess characteristics of good writing.

Cramer and Smith expected to find major differences in achievement between
the groups, but they did not. Instead, the few gains they did find in writing scores
were in the school that used the writing process, and not the school that used tech-
nology paired with the six traits. They were surprised to learn that the teachers in
the first school found it easy to integrate technology and the writing process and
did it much more than the researchers originally had thought. Nonetheless, they
associated the gains with the number of writing opportunities that students had,
and not the use of technology. Their findings emphasize the importance of provid-
ing all students with frequent chances to write.

Tip
Teach revision before encouraging students to use the software. Just because the word
processing software has revision features doesn’t mean students know how to revise.

Grejda and Hannafin’s (1992) research focused on the effects of word processing
on overall writing quality and revision. Although they originally thought the
study would indicate that using technology for revisions improves students’ over-
all writing, they found otherwise. Instead, they concluded that word processing
could be an effective revision tool. Unexpectedly, they found that using word
processors for writing was not detrimental to developing conventional writing
skills, as some teachers feared.

Tip
Give low-achieving students plenty of opportunities to work on writing skills while at
computers. Students with poor writing skills don’t see those skills improve just because
they use word processing software; they need repeated opportunities.
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Still other research into the benefits of using computers as word processors
found that it helps some student populations more than others. For example,
Dalton and Hannafin (2001) conducted a study to examine the writing skills
of students in a year-long word processing course. Findings showed that low-
achieving students who did word processing outperformed low-achieving
students who were not using the computer. Conversely, in the case of high-
achieving students, computer word processing did not substantially affect writ-
ing outcomes. Using a computer for word processing has the potential to make
writing less tedious for learners who are low performing, but this might not be
true for students who are higher achieving.

Fitting New Technologies into Your Classroom
Despite the seemingly endless uses for and adaptations of technology in the
classroom, a question remains as to whether teachers are using technology for
learning. In their empirical study of factors affecting technology uses, Zhao and
Frank (2001) found otherwise, noting that a data analysis from 19 elementary
schools in four districts in Michigan revealed that computers were unused or
underused in most schools. Even though nearly 60 percent of teachers reported
that others expect them to use technology, the types of uses were limited to
teacher functions such as e-mails. Nearly half of the teachers reported they never
used computers for student inquiry activities, and 73 percent of teachers
reported that computers were never used for student-to-student communication.
To encourage greater use of technology in schools where it is available, Zhao and
Frank offer these suggestions to principals:

• Consider hiring teachers with teaching styles that complement computer usage.
• Give current teachers opportunities to experiment with software and interact

with each other in addition to receiving standard professional development.
• Focus on a small number of innovations at any given time.

Not surprisingly, technology expertise is proving to be an area in which new
teachers can shine among their more experienced colleagues, whose experience
and professional wisdom has helped them become skillful classroom managers.
According to Fulton, Glen, and Valdez (2003), a novice teacher’s eagerness and
the ability to use whatever technology already exists in a classroom are more fre-
quently being viewed by principals as valuable resources and can sometimes give
new teachers a boost in the hiring process.

A challenge to novice and veteran teachers alike is to keep abreast of new tech-
nologies and the corresponding rise of new writing genres. For students and teach-
ers with access to handhelds, for instance, writing has already taken on a new shape
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in the form of the “code” of instant messages written anytime, anywhere. A techno-
logically savvy teacher can harness this fingertip access, using it to create a climate
of more writing and revising, one where students constantly maintain or revise an
entry for an electronic journal or a selection for an electronic portfolio.

Web logs, or “blogs,” have appeared on the scene in the last few years, and their
popularity continues to grow. A blog typically is an online, serial journal in which
people write about their thoughts and lives. Some estimate that today there are
hundreds of thousands of blogs. Since blogs are content-based Web sites that
require minimal familiarity with the technology involved, students can visit one
of several free online services to easily create a blog and then add audio files, thus
creating “audioblogs.” Teachers in any content area can encourage students to cre-
ate blogs about what they are learning. Better yet, why not begin your own blog?
(See Suggestions for Further Reading and Supplemental Resources at the end of
this section for information about getting started.) As always when dealing with
the Internet, proceed with thoughtful caution. When you plan a blogging activity
with your students, follow your school and district guidelines about using the
Internet. Ahead of time, determine the level of access you will give students and
obtain parental permissions. Other factors you need to consider are state and fed-
eral privacy and libel laws. Be familiar with how sites are administered and how
effectively any blogging software program you might use handles these issues.

Of course, the Internet is a source for the less welcome by-products of technol-
ogy as well. The prevalence of plagiarism, particularly as it relates to research
papers, reflects the ease of gathering information on the Internet. Fortunately, the
industry recognizes this and has created tools, including online resources and soft-
ware that scans papers, to check against other student-written papers. (See also
Suggestions for Further Reading and Supplemental Resources.) Nonetheless, the
most effective deterrent to cheating is teachers who are knowledgeable about the
ways teens use the Internet and other technologies. From online study aid to
research to teaching, the Internet is an educational technology that holds vast
promise for teaching and learning.

Summary
The research to date on the impact of technology on learning, and writing in
particular, has produced findings that are ambiguous. It is frustrating, but true,
that we simply can’t say for certain that using computers improves student writ-
ing. Yet this very aspect of technology—that it is not just one thing, used just
one way—is its most appealing and ultimately most useful characteristic.
Despite drawbacks, technology has the capacity to create new opportunities for
curriculum and instruction, and the writing community is ahead of most other
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communities of teachers and researchers in its exploration of the critical ques-
tions about having students use computers to write (Bruckman, 1999).

Regardless of the tool—pen or PC—writing requires creativity and analysis,
important areas for learning in any content area and, ultimately, for students’
future success. The ways teachers infuse their lessons with technology will continue
to change. If you are not already using available technologies, we encourage you to
consider your teaching style and your students’ learning styles, and think about
ways that you might begin to use them. Next, pursue professional development
that will help you do just that.

Suggestions for Further Reading
and Supplemental Resources

“Technology to Support Learning” is a concise chapter in the National Research
Council’s How People Learn that provides examples of educational technology
innovations.

For further discussion about using computers to teach writing, see “Using Com-
puters to Teach Writing: Advantages and Disadvantages” in Dave Moeller’s Com-
puters in the Writing Classroom (Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of
English, 2002).

The George Lucas Educational Foundation site (www.glef.org) is an excellent
overall source for technological innovation in the classroom and includes hun-
dreds of articles, research summaries, interviews with practitioners, links to other
resources, and the Edutopia magazine.

The Bedford Research Room at http://bcs.bedfordstmartins.com/researchroom/
is useful for writing in all disciplines and contains guides for using research man-
uals and tutorials that are helpful for teachers and students.

A resource for teachers and administrators who want to know more about how
to evaluate and use education research is A Policymaker’s Primer on Education
Research, available at www.ecs.org/html/educationIssues/Research/
primer/index.asp

Amy Bruckman’s site (www.cc.gatech.edu/fac/Amy.Bruckman) has research that
applies the constructivist philosophy of learning to online projects and
communities.
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Teachers can learn more about integrating technology in the classroom and find
dozens of tools at http://4teachers.org/

Rio Salado College Online has a “Create-a-Paper Template” at
www.rio.maricopa.edu/distance_learning/tutorials/writing_guide/
create_a_paper.shtml

To create custom assessment rubrics or find predesigned ones, visit Rubistar at
http://rubistar.4teachers.org/index.php

For information about online cheating, visit http://www.plagiarism.org

Visit http://cpr.molsci.ucla.edu to learn about Calibrated Peer Review, a Web-
based program that enables frequent writing assignments even in large classes
with limited instructional resources.

At http://kidsbookshelf.com/index.asp, students can publish original book
reviews, poems, and short stories of no more than 1,000 words.

At http://teacher.scholastic.com/writewit, students can e-mail their work to
professional writers who will comment on it.

Poetry.com publishes every student-written poem submitted that’s 20 lines or less.

Whitebarnpress.com hosts a writing club for students in grades K–12 and
provides an audience for their poems or stories.

For students age 13 and younger who like to write, kidauthors.com publishes
stories, poems, and puzzles.

Primarily for writers 17 and younger, Writer’s Window at http://english.
unitecnology.ac.nz/writers/home.html tries to publish everything submitted.

Blogger.com is one of the best known sites and will have you up and running in
minutes. The Web site’s Blog*Spot turn-key service walks you through the steps
of creating your own blog.

Tblog.com and www.motime.com are two more options for starting a blog.
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As you know well, students benefit from
the instruction and guidance that an
able teacher provides. Teachers who are

knowledgeable about their content, teaching
practices, and the craft of teaching, or what
Shulman (1986) calls “pedagogical content
knowledge,” understand how to present and
integrate new and existing information in a way
that is meaningful and accessible for students. If
you embrace this understanding, you will recog-
nize that your role as the teacher is indispensable
and your expertise is of particular importance
regarding writing and writing instruction.

In the Introduction, we highlighted the difficulties associated with
teaching writing. We recognize that writing is one task that many would
prefer to avoid. In fact, students have trouble mastering effective writing
(Graham & Harris, as cited in De La Paz & Graham, 2002), which means
they are highly dependent on you for instruction and support. Yet the
results of national testing and the needs of the professional environment
are clear—students need more experiences with writing, and they need
teachers who know how to teach it (National Commission on Writing,
2003). In general, students value your guidance and will employ the strate-
gies and practices you suggest and use (Pope & Prater, 1990). So to say
that the classroom teacher makes a difference is an understatement.
Bluntly put, if your students are to become better writers, you are essential.

Helping students become self-sufficient, competent, and confident writers
is a daunting task, but it is easier to accomplish by recognizing the key role that
you play in the process. That role involves two major responsibilities:
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Things to Think About
What do I need to do to create a
classroom that honors writing?

How can I help my students be
successful writers?

Shouldn’t English teachers teach writing?

What type of professional development
would improve my writing skills?

SECTION 4
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• Creating an environment conducive to effective writing
• Recognizing how your own writing practices affect the writing in your

classroom

Creating the Classroom Environment
The classroom environment is both figurative and physical. Both can reflect a
commitment to writing and honor the writing process. In a figurative sense,
teachers create spaces conducive to writing when they assign it as a task and
allow the time in class for students to write. At the same time, many teachers
physically organize their classrooms in ways that help students to better engage
in writing. In these classrooms, students move to specific areas when conferring
with their peers, even if they must do so among Bunsen burners. There is a
ready bank of computers where they typically graph lab results, but where they
can compose or revise reports, too. With these and other physical markers, stu-
dents know that writing and other literary activities are important. As both met-
aphoric and tangible markers, these symbols send powerful signals to students
about the significance of writing and the promise of resources to assist them as
they compose.

Affecting Writing in Your Classroom
In the rest of this section, we focus on the writing practices that help students
become better writers, according to the research literature. Writing practices you
can influence include

• Integrating reading and writing,
• Using writing to learn,
• Providing feedback, and
• Using exemplary examples.

In addition, we will discuss the use of explicit instruction, conferences, and your
individual writing habits.

All too often, writing and writing instruction are neglected in lieu of reading
and reading instruction. With the advent of high-stakes testing and other account-
ability systems focused on reading achievement, educators and researchers find
themselves expending a great deal of intellectual energy on reading instruction.
Reports such as Teaching Children to Read by the National Reading Panel (2000)
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emphasize this focus. However, by stressing reading and reading instruction at the
expense of writing and writing instruction, we fail to recognize the connection
between the two.

Although researchers have debated the specific connections between reading and
writing processes for decades (Langer & Flihan, 2000), they do agree that the two are
inherently connected. That is, when individuals read, their brains function in a way
that is indistinguishable from what happens when they write. When writers write,
they read. They read their own words and place themselves in the mind-set of their
readers. A similar phenomenon occurs when good readers read. They anticipate
authorial decisions and make predictions about where the writer will take them on
their reading journey. In light of this understanding, it is not surprising that voracious
readers tend to be strong writers and that confident writers tend to read a lot.

Knowing this connection exists is important for teachers who plan to incorpo-
rate writing in their classroom practices, but it also raises a common question:
“What do I do about those students who don’t like to read or write?” Students
benefit from multiple opportunities to express themselves in writing, and teachers
in all content areas are searching for ways to incorporate this necessary skill in their
instructional programs. Negotiating the time and effort to include writing in an
already full curriculum may seem overwhelming, yet from a practical standpoint,
the only way students will get enough practice is if they engage in considerable
reading and writing across the curriculum.

Langer and Applebee’s (1987) seminal report How Writing Shapes Thinking:
A Study of Teaching and Learning highlights the connection between writing and
learning. Their study supports the notion that writing improves learning, but it
also posits that the type of writing that students do affects the quality and level of
learning that they achieve. Figure 4.1 depicts their assessment of the primary func-
tions of writing in the classroom.

Just as there are different purposes for writing, the type of writing that students do
influences what they learn. As Langer and Applebee explain, short-answer study
questions generally result in students being able to recall information for the short
term. By design, this type of writing does not lend itself to interpretations or lasting
knowledge. On the other hand, analytic writing helps students focus their learning by
concentrating on less information. At the same time, this narrowed attention enables
students to understand and remember content at a deeper level, resulting in greater
access to knowledge for longer periods of time. Central to Langer and Applebee’s
argument is that students need opportunities to write, they need to work on different
types of writing, and they need to know that the writing is connected to the kind of
learning you expect them to gain from any given activity.
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Conferring with your students is essential because you can share your knowl-
edge about content and the writing requirements that are specific to your disci-
pline. You can interact through one-on-one conferences or through written
comments. Regardless of the approach, what you convey through these student-
teacher interactions can make the difference between an energized student ready to
return to the writing table and one who avoids the rewrite, or worse, shuts down.
Effective teachers know this and learn to balance their feedback between discussing
what is working and what needs to be improved or changed.

In general, students receive more negative than positive feedback on their writ-
ing (Daiker, 1989; Harris, 1977). That is, rather than highlighting those aspects of
a written piece that are exceptionally clear or poetic, teachers tend to focus on the
sections that need improvement. The ubiquitous red pen marks noting “awk” sen-
tences, misspelled words, and grammatical inaccuracies abound in many class-
rooms, but this type of feedback does little to help students know what they are
doing well.

Time and again, students acknowledge that a barrage of negative, vague, and
meaningless comments from their teachers on their writing affects their concept of
themselves as writers (Bowie, 1996; Street, 2003). This focus on the negative is due
in part to our “apprenticeship of observation.” That is, having been students
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To draw on relevant knowledge
and experience as preparation
for new activities

To consolidate and review ideas
and experiences

To reformulate and extend
knowledge

To Foster
New
Learning

To Evaluate
Knowledge

and Skills

Figure 4.1

Purposes of Writing in the Classroom

Source: From Langer, J. & Applebee, A. N. (1987). How Writing Shapes Thinking: A Study of Teaching and Learning (NCTE
Research Report No. 22) Copyright © 1987 by the National Council of Teachers of English. Reprinted with permission.



ourselves for 12 or more years, many of us do what we saw modeled by our teach-
ers (Lortie, 1975).

You play an essential role in helping your students understand and use written
language adeptly. When you give students feedback that is superficial, or worse,
ambiguous, you do not share the wealth of knowledge that you as an able writer
and content specialist can convey.1 When teacher commentary focuses exclusively
on the negative, students often interpret this as a judgment on their writing and as
a personal attack (Straub, 1997). So what, if any, feedback should you give and
how do you balance the need to help your students see problems in their writing
while encouraging them to continue working?

Simply put, you help students become more competent by explaining why their
writing is effective or why they should change something. As Bardine, Bardine, and
Deegan (2000) put it, “Telling students that a part of their essay is effective isn’t
enough; students want to know why it’s effective” (p. 95). Students benefit more
from explicit, specific, and thorough explanations linked directly to a written piece
than they do from general comments. In fact, students prefer it, as Straub (1997)
found in his study of freshman-level college students. For example, reading or hear-
ing comments such as the much abused “show, don’t tell” or “good” do nothing to
help a student understand how to show it or what is good. Instead, students benefit
from comments such as, “I appreciate your use of dialogue in this section. I think
hearing how the two observers pondered their understanding of photosynthesis
while visiting the arboretum makes your understanding of the concept more clear.”
Or, “You might want to consider adding a few examples to help your reader under-
stand the connection you are trying to make between Cartesian coordinates with
ordered pairs and plotting trends in economics. I don’t think that is a commonly
known fact.”

A word about praise. Praise serves a purpose for writers. It indicates a job done
well, and in the throes of revision, this encouragement can go a long way. In addi-
tion, writers, especially novice writers, need to know what they are doing well in
order to replicate effective techniques. Don’t overdo it, but don’t hold back either.

You may have genuine concerns that the feedback will require an inordinate
amount of time and commitment on your part. However, your substantive feed-
back is important for developing writers. Remember, students copy what they see
you do. If you focus on surface-level changes such as adding a word here or there
or making spelling corrections, that is what your students will do in their own
writing. Worse, that is what they will suggest to their peers when conferring with
them. On the other hand, when your writing conferences are filled with rich, con-
textual comments, your students will imitate this approach with their peers. They
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will refer to exemplary examples, because that is what you do. They will identify
passages that are exceptionally clear, because that is what you do. And they will
make specific suggestions for change, responding to the text as a reader, because
that is what you do.

More important, think of your writing conferences as additional opportunities
to assess how your students are interpreting content. Writing serves as the vehicle
that allows you to identify your students’ level of understanding. With this knowl-
edge, you can make informed decisions about aspects of the content that need
additional, and perhaps different, attention. At the same time, you will have a
record of the content that your students have mastered.

Teachers have found the following strategies useful for effectively managing
their time. Refer to Sections 1 and 2 for other suggestions.

• Focus on content; leave the grammar pen in the drawer.
• Use peer-response groups; there’s more than one “knowledgeable other” in all

classrooms.
• Keep writing conferences short and simple.
• Grade only final drafts.

An indispensable tool that you can use in writing conferences as you offer feed-
back is the exemplary example, discussed next.

Using exemplary examples, or what Lancia (1997) refers to as “literary borrow-
ing,” is a hallmark of the professional writer. As author Annie Dillard (1989)
explains, “The writer studies literature, not the world.” In essence, Dillard contin-
ues, the writer must be “careful of what he reads, for that is what he will write”
(p. 68). Professional writers rely on their authorial mentors (Wolf, 2004) because
these mentors reveal the writer’s craft in action, they showcase genre, and they gen-
erate ideas. Past work provides a road map for future writers to follow. But this use
of models is not the sole privilege of accomplished writers; developing writers ben-
efit from the same exposure and use.

Literary models are important because they enable writers to see possibilities for
their own writing (Ray, 1999). The published works that serve as these models are
not limited to chapter books or poems; all written work—newspaper articles, labo-
ratory reports, comic books, scripts—are evidence of the writer’s craft and knowl-
edge of genre. Merely exposing students to these exemplars can influence their
authorial decisions, but Ray suggests that teachers and students deliberately attend
to the literary tricks that professional authors use. Student writers become mem-
bers of an exclusive club when they intentionally investigate text.
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To this end, Ray (1999) provides an easily accessible framework that you can
adjust or tweak to meet the specific needs of your students. She highlights five ele-
ments essential to reading as a writer:

1. Notice something about the craft of the text.

2. Talk about it and make a theory about why a writer might use this craft.

3. Give the craft a name.

4. Think of other texts you know. Have you seen this craft before?

5. Try and envision using this craft in your own writing. (p. 120)

Figure 4.2 shows how students can evaluate published works and make com-
parisons to their own writing. Asking students to examine these pieces for writing
techniques and to compare those techniques to their own writing helps students
internalize the techniques. Once internalized, students can access the techniques
during future writing assignments. Although this example showcases a children’s
literature selection, the process can be adapted for expository writing as well. An
expository example is included in Section 5 (Learning from Examples, Strategy 31).

If this type of chart is too cumbersome, consider asking your students to main-
tain a response journal (Wolf, 2004). Students can keep running lists of examples
of writer’s craft in these journals and refer to them as they write.

Keep in mind that not all exemplary examples are created equal. While judg-
ment of writing is inherently idiosyncratic, some writing clearly surpasses others.
However, the less proficient models are equally instructive. Students who analyze
text for structural features and captivating plays with language can also assess inef-
fective qualities. In fact, Wolf (2004) recommends that students do both: “In
encouraging children to critique craft . . . it’s important to help them emphasize
the effective as well as the ineffective” (p. 210). In the end, it is the analysis that
helps writers just as much as the attention to specific elements of writing.

You do not always have to use published examples from well-known authors
such as Cynthia Rylant to exhibit exemplary work. Examples of writing from stu-
dents in your classroom or from sources such as the National Council of Teachers
of English (NCTE’s) Exemplar Series (1999) are equally useful. Drafts that you
complete together with your students can be instructive, too (Friedman, 2000).
Your goal is to make sure that students know what their writing target is.

When asked to tackle complex tasks, such as reading difficult texts or writing clear
and interesting essays, students need assistance. This is particularly true for those who
experience difficulties, but more able students benefit as well (De La Paz & Graham,
2002; Greenleaf, Schoenbach, Cziko, & Mueller, 2001). By making writing strategies
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Figure 4.2

Inquiry chart for The Relatives Came by Cynthia Rylant

What is the
author doing?

(example)

Why is the
author doing

this?

What can I call
this crafting
technique?

Have I ever seen
another author
craft this way?

Examples of this
technique in my

writing.

So they drank

up all their pop

and ate up all

their crackers

and traveled

up all those

miles until

finally they

pulled into our

yard.

Try to make

time move

quickly in the

story—letting

a lot happen in

one sentence.

Making a long

story short

Yes. Rylant in

I Had Seen

Castles.

“After the war

ended,

America made

Germany its

friend, Russia

its enemy, and

it helped

rebuild Japan.”

(whole

outcome of

war in one

sentence)

Writing about

my baseball

game: “Innings

came and went,

runs were

scored, and

then we found

ourselves with

one last out

left.”

We were so

busy hugging

and eating and

breathing

together.

Not using any

commas, only

ands. Makes

them seem like

things that all

run together,

rather than

separate.

Connecting

Ands

Yes. Rylant in

Night in the

Country: “the

groans and

thumps and

squeaks that

houses make

when. . . .”

Writing about

my sister’s

playroom: “I

made my way

through Legos

and Barbies

and baseball

cards spread

out

everywhere.”

It was in the

summer of the

year when the

relatives came.

Using the

instead of my

to make it a

more general

memoir, not so

personal.

Intentional

Vagueness

Yes. Rylant in

The Whales:

“They are

floating like

feathers in a

sky.” (more

general than

“the sky”)

Writing about

my little

brother: “The

little brother

was coming to

live with us any

day now.”

Source: From Ray, K. W. (1999) Wondrous Words: Writers and Writing in the Elementary Classroom. Copyright © 1999 by National
Council of Teachers of English. Reprinted with permission.



visible for students, you unveil the processes that struggling writers do not know or
understand. At the same time, explicit instruction can propel more able students to
higher levels of proficiency by reducing the amount of time they must spend analyz-
ing what good writers do. Analysis is important and we will share strategies to accom-
plish this task, but if it makes sense to show students a technique that will improve
their work, we strongly encourage you to do so.

To be clear, when we suggest that you use explicit instruction with your stu-
dents, we are not suggesting that you give them fill-in-the-blank worksheets that
eliminate opportunities for them to think about their writing choices. However, we
do advocate that you make your thought processes visible for students to see, to
question, and ultimately, to practice. When you make organizational choices,
explain your thinking. If you find illogical reasoning or gaps in your argument,
describe how you reached these conclusions. By doing this, you “make accessible to
all students those strategies that experts routinely and successfully use in their writ-
ing” (Stein & Dixon, 2001, p. 109). When the invisible is made visible, students
spend less time trying to figure out how to write and more time engaging in the
practices and techniques that will help them become better writers.

The self-regulated strategy development model (SRSD) developed by Graham
and Harris (1993, 1996) helps students accomplish this task. It is designed to teach
students writing strategies and techniques to help them monitor their learning. A
hallmark of this model is its attention to explicit instruction. Teachers model spe-
cific techniques and create verbal clues that students can use to remember the skills
taught. There are six stages associated with this model—develop background
knowledge, describe it, model it, memorize it, support it, and perform independ-
ently (Harris & Graham, 1996).

Figure 4.3 gives an example of an SRSD model that was used with middle
school students participating in an experimental study. Teachers used the mne-
monics PLAN and WRITE to help students remember the steps for writing effec-
tive essays based on prompts. In this study, teachers and researchers were concerned
with increasing writing proficiency, but they also wanted to make sure that stu-
dents were prepared to perform well on state writing assessments.

Teachers developed background knowledge by reviewing the essential compo-
nents of a strong essay. They labeled important parts, such as the thesis statement
and transition words using completed models. In addition, teachers and students
reviewed the text for interesting, “$100,000” words, those that move beyond the
overused terms students tend to rely on while writing. Although more steps are
involved in this approach, teachers and students are actively and collaboratively
engaged. As Langer and Applebee (1987) found, this collaboration is a vital step in
explicit instruction, which is not about telling students what to do—it’s about
engaging them as partners in the process.
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Aside from emphasizing the connection between reading and writing and
explicitly teaching students writing techniques, perhaps one of your most impor-
tant roles is that of the knowledgeable other. Student writers put pen to paper,
expressing their burgeoning ideas, knowing that someone else, most notably you,
will read their work and offer commentary. During this feedback loop, which is
inherently social in nature, you mediate student learning (Vygotsky, 1978) by shar-
ing your knowledge and supporting the writing process. Not only does this media-
tion give novices essential information that they need to make their writing more
effective, but it also exposes them to a model that they can emulate in future writ-
ing sessions. That is, students become more aware of the types of questions their
readers might ask or the need for examples that can illustrate a point clearly. Stu-
dents who learn these techniques through interactions with their teachers internal-
ize them and can use them when conferring with their peers as well.

The opportunity to interact with a more knowledgeable other is crucial to the
success of apprentice writers because it helps them become more self-aware writers.
For this reason alone, writing conferences are essential. However, they need not be
tedious or rife with checklists; they should be short and to the point, lasting no
more than five minutes. Writing conferences should give students a couple of
important points to focus on and not overwhelm students with numerous changes.
Too much feedback can defeat novice writers and hamper their ability—and will-
ingness—to continue with the writing process.
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Pay attention to the prompt
List main ideas
Add supporting ideas
Number your ideas
Work from your plan to develop your thesis statement
Remember your goals
I nclude transition words for each paragraph
Try to use different kinds of sentences
use E xciting, interesting, $100,000 words

Figure 4.3

Plan & Write

Source: De La Paz, S., & Graham, S., (2002) From explicitly teaching strategies, skills, and knowledge: writing instruction in
middle school classrooms. Journal of Educational Psychology, 94, pp. 687–698. Copyright © 2002 by the American Psychological
Association. Adapted with permission.



By far, the most important thing for you to remember is to respond as a natural
reader. In the following passage, Atwell (1987) directly addresses English teachers,
but her advice applies to content-area teachers as well:

In questioning students, ask about something you’re curious about as an inquisi-
tive human being. Forget you’re an English teacher and focus on the meaning.
What would you like to know more about? What didn’t you understand? Then
focus on just these one or two issues, taking care not to overwhelm the writer,
asking open-ended questions that will allow the writer to talk. (p. 95)

Greenleaf and colleagues (2001) suggest that students practice their literacy
skills, particularly reading, in subject areas other than English. By doing this, teach-
ers expose students to the discourse practices common to different fields of study.
This exposure is essential to students’ ability to interpret discipline-specific texts,
and it is equally important when students begin to write. Your content-area exper-
tise increases your ability to help—and model for—students the specific nature of
the different disciplines. In fact, this is much easier done by a chemistry teacher, for
example, than an English teacher trained in 19th-century British literature. Perhaps
Greenleaf and her colleagues put it best:

This conception of literacy apprenticeship also suggests that the best teachers of
specific discipline-based literacy practices are those who themselves have mas-
tered these practices. These include the subject-area teachers and academicians
who have acquired scientific, historical, mathematical, or literary discourses dur-
ing their educational careers. (p. 89)

Thus, you communicate valuable information when you interact with your stu-
dents and their writing. Furthermore, your subject-area expertise puts you in a
position to offer a unique perspective. As you confer with students, respond as
interested readers. Your students are counting on you to bring your expertise
about the content to the conferences, which are more than a meeting of the
minds. They represent the convergence of content knowledge and honest, yet
meaningful, responses to another’s writing.

Teachers as Writers
The previous sections described six essential components needed to create a class-
room environment conducive to writing—integrating reading and writing, using
writing-to-learn, providing feedback, using exemplary examples, using explicit
instruction, and holding student conferences. These practices create the type of
learning environment that makes a difference for student writing achievement, but
another important factor is your own professional development.
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As a content specialist, you might think that most of your learning occurs when
you enroll in a class on the American Revolution or attend a national conference
presenting the latest trends in biological science. But as you engage in this extended
learning, don’t you convey your new knowledge through language? And doesn’t
that communication normally occur through writing? Here, as well as in your
classroom, wouldn’t you benefit from learning more about effective writing tech-
niques and by practicing these techniques?

Like students, English and content-area specialists should engage in practices
that build and sustain their skills as writers. In the next section, we explore why
practicing the writing process will make a difference for you and your students.

The National Writing Project (NWP) is reputedly one of the most effective
training programs for practicing teachers (Fraas, 1998; Goldberg, 1998; Lieberman
& Wood, 2002). Teachers involved in the project participate as writers and practice
teaching sample lessons with colleagues (Wood & Lieberman, 2000). Former
NWP participants also act as teacher consultants, serving as writing specialists in
individual schools and districts. In short, NWP is grass-roots professional develop-
ment that honors what teachers know and do while giving them authentic oppor-
tunities to improve their practice. As the current director of NWP, Richard
Sterling, pointed out in an interview with Goldberg (1998), “The model is
extremely sound” (p. 394).

When you write—whether in a NWP summer institute, a teacher writing
group (McIver, 2001), or the privacy of your own home—you see yourself as a
member of the writing community. And like other memberships, this one comes
with benefits and responsibilities. Quite simply, teachers who write improve their
classroom writing instruction (Hurwitz & Hurwitz, 2004; Lieberman & Wood,
2002; McIver, 2001). Previewing the writing strategies that you may ask your stu-
dents to use allows you to better understand the difficulties they may experience—
from actually getting words on paper coherently to hazarding a public reading. But
you also gain intimate experience with those instructional techniques that are most
effective for struggling writers. In this regard, Gillespie (1991) shares a poignant
observation:

Our own experiences with the joys and struggles of writing give us personal
insight into possible problems and strategies for dealing with those problems, as
well as first-hand knowledge about approaches, disciplines, frustrations, short-
cuts, dangers, delightful acts of authorial sleight-of-hand, and other tips and pit-
falls of the craft. (p. 5)
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Engaging in the writing process gives you insight. Practicing with diverse genres
and playing with language does not imply that all of this work must culminate
in a published piece, for as writing experts suggest, the more time that writers—
whether professional authors, mathematics teachers, or students—spend writing,
the better writers they become. In the end, it is the practice, not the publication,
that helps us improve our writing ability.

Is it too much to ask content-area teachers to become writers as well? Maybe, but
as Greenleaf and her colleagues (2001) found, “the best teachers of specific discipline-
based literacy practices are those who themselves have mastered these practices” (p. 89).
And the best way to master these practices is to practice them yourselves.

Meeting the Individual Needs of Learners: Motivation Is Key
Student motivation is a major obstacle to learning in many classrooms, regard-
less of the content area. But student motivation evolves from many avenues, and
one is for students to see you doing exactly what you ask them to do. Students
who see their teachers writing, struggling with meaning and coherence, and
sharing reading with passion and zest start to believe these tasks are attainable.
As Humbertson (1998) explains, “As I continued to write and share with my
students, they connected and invested in their own literacy” (p. 11). Revealing
your own writing habits can have the added benefit of giving your students the
extra nudge they need to write, too.

However, we know that writing with your students will not always be sufficient.
In many cases, giving students options can motivate them as well. When students
exercise control over the choices involved in their educational reading and writing,
their motivation increases. We are not suggesting that students select the compo-
nents of the curriculum they would like to learn, or that you encourage them to
write in ways unrelated to your subject matter. However, like Freedman (1998)
found in her study of cross-cultural middle school writers, choice and a real audi-
ence make a difference. When you allow multiple writing forms, students have a
variety of ways to showcase their learning.

Summary
Your role as the classroom teacher is central to helping students become strong
writers. Regardless of the content that you teach, students can write to convey
what they know. When you integrate reading and writing, use writing-to-learn,
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provide students with substantive feedback, and use exemplary examples in your
classroom, students become better writers. However, your participation is piv-
otal. Practicing the writing process yourself can ease your anxiety about writing
and inform the instructional decisions you make. Your students are counting on
you, so use your expertise to help them become better writers.

Suggestions for Further Reading
For descriptions of how teachers interact with adolescent students throughout
the writing process, see Atwell’s In the Middle (2nd ed.) (Portsmouth, NH:
Boynton/Cook Publishers, 1998).

For information about the National Writing Project or to locate a National Writ-
ing Project site in your area, visit their Web site: http://www.writingproject.org

Anne Lamott’s Bird by Bird: Some Instructions on Writing and Life (New York:
Pantheon, 1994) is a practical writing guide. It provides a realistic look at writ-
ing and offers helpful advice for novice and professional writers.

Langer’s Teaching Middle and High School Students to Read and Write Well: Six
Features of Effective Instruction (Albany, NY: National Research Center on Eng-
lish Learning and Achievement, 1996). This guide describes the features of effec-
tive writing instruction and offers practical advice that teachers can use to
incorporate writing in their classroom instruction.

For practical strategies to help you manage your student writing assignments, see
Stanford’s How to Handle the Paper Load: Classroom Practices in Teaching English,
Volume 17 (Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English, 1979).

NCTE’s Exemplar Series (1999, Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of Eng-
lish) provides multiple examples of middle and high school student writing. Analy-
ses of the writing samples clarify writing expectations for teachers and students.

The Writing Center at Colorado State University (http://writing.colostate.edu/
index.cfm) is the largest online writing center in the world. In addition to using
this site for writing resources, you can create an account, submit writing sam-
ples, and receive feedback on your work.

The Role of the Teacher 71



References
Atwell, N. (1987). In the middle. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook.

Bardine, B. A., Bardine, M. S., & Deegan, E. F. (2000). Beyond the red pen: Clarifying our
role in the response process. English Journal, 90(1), 94–101.

Bowie, R. L. (1996, November). Future teachers’ perceptions of themselves as writers and teach-
ers of writing: Implications for teacher education programs. Paper presented at the annual
meeting of the College Reading Association, Charleston, SC.

Daiker, D. (1989). Learning to praise. In C. Anson (Ed.), Writing and response: Theory, prac-
tice, and research (pp. 103–113). Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English.

De La Paz, S., & Graham, S. (2002). Explicitly teaching strategies, skills, and knowledge:
Writing instruction in middle school classrooms. Journal of Educational Psychology,
94(4), 687–698.

Dillard, A. (1989). The writing life. New York: HarperPerennial.

Fraas, C. (1998). NWP gears up for federal reauthorization process. The Voice, 3, 1–12.

Freedman, S. W. (1998). Some things we know about learning to write. In J. Osborn & F.
Lehr (Eds.)., Literacy for all: Issues in teaching and learning. (pp.189–204) New York: The
Guilford Press.

Friedman, A. A. (2000). Writing and evaluating assessments in the content area. English
Journal, 90(1), 107–116.

Gillespie, T. (1991). Joining the debate: Shouldn’t writing teachers write? The Quarterly of
the National Writing Project & the Center for the Study of Writing and Literacy, 13, 3–6.

Goldberg, M. F. (1998). The National Writing Project: It’s about the intellectual integrity
of teachers. Phi Delta Kappan, 79, 394–396.

Graham, S., & Harris, K. R. (1993). Self-regulation strategy development: Helping students
with learning problems develop as writers. Elementary School Journal, 94, 169–181.

Graham, S., & Harris, K. R. (1996). Self-regulation and strategy instruction for students
who find writing and learning challenging. In M. Levy & S. Ransdell (Eds.), The sci-
ence of writing: Theories, methods, individual differences, and applications (pp. 347–360).
Mahwah, NJ: Erlbaum.

Greenleaf, C. L., Schoenbach, R., Cziko, C., & Mueller, F. L. (2001). Apprenticing adoles-
cent readers to academic literacy. Harvard Educational Review, 71(1), 79–129.

Harris, K. R., & Graham, S. (1996). Making the writing process work: Strategies for composi-
tion and self-regulation. Cambridge, MA: Brookline.

Harris, W. H. (1977). Teacher response to student writing: A study of the response patterns
of high school teachers to determine the basis for teacher judgment of student writing.
Research in the Teaching of English, 11, 175–185.

Humbertson, D. (1998). Practicing what we preach (or the teacher as supermodel). The
Quarterly of the National Writing Project, 20, 10–11.

Hurwitz, N., & Hurwitz, S. (2004). Words on paper. American School Board Journal,
191(3), 16–20.

Lancia, P. J. (1997). Literary borrowing: The effects of literature on children’s writing. The
Reading Teacher, 50(6), 470–475.

Langer, J., & Applebee, A. N. (1987). How writing shapes thinking: A study of teaching and
learning (NCTE Research Report No. 22). Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers
of English.

72 Teaching Writing in the Content Areas



Langer, J., & Flihan, S. (2000). Writing and reading relationships: Constructive tasks [Elec-
tronic version]. In R. Indrisano & J. R. Squire (Eds.), Writing: Research/Theory/Practice.
Newark, DE: International Reading Association.

Lieberman, A., & Wood, D. R. (2002). The National Writing Project. Educational Leader-
ship, 59(6), 40–43.

Lortie, D. C. (1975). Schoolteacher: A Sociological Study. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago
Press.

McIver, M. C. (2001). Teachers as writers: The influence of community, criticism, and class-
room connections in a teacher writing group. Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Univer-
sity of Colorado, Boulder.

National Commission on Writing. (2003). The neglected “R”: The need for a writing revolu-
tion. New York: The College Board. Available: http://www.writingcommission.org/
prod_downloads/writingcom/neglectedr.pdf

National Reading Panel. (2000). Teaching children to read: An evidence-based assessment of the
scientific research literature on reading and its implications for reading instruction. Jessup,
MD: National Institute for Literacy.

Pope, C., & Prater, D. L. (1990). Writing proficiency and student use of prewriting/inven-
tion strategies. Reading Research and Instruction, 19(4), 64–70.

Ray, K. W. (1999). Wondrous words: Writers and writing in the elementary classroom. Urbana,
IL: National Council of Teachers of English.

Shulman, L. S. (1986). Those who understand: Knowledge growth in teaching. Educational
Researcher, 15, 4–14.

Stein, M., & Dixon, R. (2001). What research tells us about writing instruction for stu-
dents in the middle grades. Journal of Direct Instruction, 1(2), 106–107.

Straub, R. (1997). Students’ reactions to teacher comments: An exploratory study. Research
in the Teaching of English, 31(1), 91–119.

Street, C. (2003). Pre-service teachers’ attitudes about writing and learning to teach writing:
Implications for teacher educators. Teacher Education Quarterly, 30(3), 33–49.

Vygotsky, L. S. (1978). Mind in society. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Wolf, S. A. (2004). Interpreting literature with children. Mahwah, NJ: L. Erlbaum.

Wood, D. R., & Lieberman, A. (2000). Teachers as authors: The National Writing Project’s
approach to professional development. International Journal of Leadership in Education,
3(3), 255–273.

The Role of the Teacher 73



74

All strategies can be used with or without technology.

The Role of Time: Prewriting .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 76
Strategy 1. Prewriting Guide
Strategy 2. Prewriting Think Sheet
Strategy 3. Semantic Feature Analysis
Strategy 4. The Journalists’ Questions
Strategy 5. Consultancy Prewriting Protocol

The Role of Time: Drafting .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 88
Strategy 6. Focusing Your Thoughts
Strategy 7. Climbing and Diving
Strategy 8. Group Summarizing
Strategy 9. RAFT
Strategy 10. Citation Guide

The Role of Time: Revising .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 102
Strategy 11. Word Sorts
Strategy 12. Rewording
Strategy 13. Questioning the Author (Q&A)
Strategy 14. Divorcing the Draft
Strategy 15. Breaking Habits of Seeing

SECTION 5

Strategies for
Teaching Writing
in the Content Areas



The Role of Time: Editing .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 112
Strategy 16. Blooming Sentences
Strategy 17. Partnership Editing
Strategy 18. Editing Stations
Strategy 19. Informational Text Features Chart
Strategy 20. Editing Style Sheet

The Role of Assessment .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 126
Strategy 21. Performance Assessment Lists and Benchmarks
Strategy 22. Group Critiques
Strategy 23. Essay Writing
Strategy 24. Process Analysis
Strategy 25. Test Question Writing

The Role of Technology .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 138
Strategy 26. E-Journal
Strategy 27. E-Learning Logs
Strategy 28. E-Portfolio
Strategy 29. Short-Term WebQuest
Strategy 30. Evaluating Web Sources Checklist

The Role of the Teacher .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 149
Strategy 31. Learning from Examples
Strategy 32. Writing Inventories
Strategy 33. Student Conference Guide
Strategy 34. Interactive Reading Guides
Strategy 35. Magnet Summaries

Bibliography for Stategies .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 164

Strategies 75



THE ROLE OF TIME: PREWRITING

STRATEGY 1

Prewriting Guide

Why Use It?
Writers rely on questions to help them progress through each stage of
the writing process. During the all-important prewriting phase, effective
writers use questions to determine what they know and what they need
to learn more about. Authors—professional and novice—do their best
writing when their knowledge base is strong. Questions help writers dis-
cover the depth of their knowledge. This prewriting guide gives students
questions to jump-start their discovery mode. Responses to these ques-
tions, or others that are more appropriate given the writing circum-
stance, can be either written or verbal. Remember that social interaction
is an integral part of the writing process, and using it during the
prewriting phase can really encourage young writers to put pen to paper.

How to Use It
1. Determine if the questions in the Prewriting Guide on page 77 are

appropriate or if they need to be changed to meet the specific needs
of your writing assignment. Pay attention to your goals to ensure that
the questions spark the type of discovery that you want your students
to experience.

2. Determine if you would prefer to have your students silently jot
down notes to answer the questions on their own or if you think they
will benefit from a discussion using the questions as a guide.

3. Ask students to read the questions and answer them in the manner
you have selected.

4. If appropriate, engage the class in a group discussion about what they
discovered by answering the questions. Ask what new information
the questions helped the students see they needed to learn.
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5. Conclude by asking students what about the process they found beneficial and
what did not help them understand what they knew about the selected topic.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. In a 10th grade biology class, consider leading students through the

Prewriting Guide using Mendel’s genetic work as the topic of study. To
jump-start students’ thinking, model your thought process as you start to
answer the questions. For example, the second question asks, “Why is this
important to me?” A possible answer might be, “My older sister has leuke-
mia, and I want to know how genetics might play a role in her disease.”

2. Ask students to work in small groups based on the topic. In the same 10th grade
biology class, students can divide into four groups to research four leading mod-
ern geneticists and their contributions to science over the past two decades.

3. As students complete the Prewriting Guide, circulate and listen to the discus-
sions to make sure that they are getting the most out of the questions or to
help them craft questions that are more meaningful for the selected topic.

Strategies: Time in Prewriting 77

Why am I writing about this topic?

Why is this important to me?

What do I really want to say about ______________?

What details will help me communicate a clear message?

What models can I use to guide the organization of my document?

What will my final product have in common with my models?

Prewriting Guide
Use the following questions to guide your thinking.

Source: Data from Ray, K. W. (2001). The Writing Workshop: Working Through the Hard Parts (And They’re All Hard Parts).
Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English; and Davis, J., & Hill, S. (2003), The No-Nonsense Guide to Teaching
Writing: Strategies, Structures, and Solutions. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.



STRATEGY 2

Prewriting Think Sheet

Why Use It?
The importance of prewriting often is underestimated, but its function
in the writing process is vital. For one, students need to discover what
they already know about a given topic. The Prewriting Think Sheet on
page 79 is designed to elicit this type of information through a variety of
questions focused on a particular topic. Originally designed for use with
writing prompts, this strategy helps student writers through the maze of
knowledge they have about a particular topic, and it helps them see con-
nections within that knowledge.

How to Use It
1. Explain the benefit of students recognizing what they know about a

given topic before beginning the drafting process.
2. Introduce the Prewriting Think Sheet and model its use.
3. Encourage students to adapt the Prewriting Think Sheet to meet

their specific writing needs.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. As you complete a unit of study about the Civil War, ask your 9th

grade students to write a report about the destruction the war caused
in major cities such as Richmond, Virginia, or Atlanta, Georgia, and
how this devastation impacted former slave owners and newly freed
slaves.

2. Model how students can incorporate knowledge that they have
already learned in the Prewriting Think Sheet and how they may
need to read further to fill in missing details.

3. Encourage students to work with partners to gather additional
information.
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Topic: ___________________________________________________

Who will be my audience?

What is my purpose?

What are some things I already know about this topic?

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

_____________________________________________________________________________

What are some possible ways to group my ideas?

Prewriting Think Sheet

Source: Stein, M., & Dixon, R. (2001). What research tells us about writing instruction for students in the middle grades. Journal of
Direct Instruction, 1(2), 107–116. Adapted with permission.



STRATEGY 3

Semantic Feature Analysis

Why Use It?
When students gather a lot of information and ideas about a particular
topic, some have difficulty making connections between the various
pieces. By using semantic feature analysis, students engage in a system-
atic way to draw logical connections between the ways that their ideas
are similar and the ways that they are different.

How to Use It
1. Select a category of study.
2. Create a matrix. Along the left side, list key terms, concepts, places,

people, or events. Across the top of the matrix, write features that
those concepts might share.

3. Ask students to use an “X” to indicate if the feature applies to the concept.
4. Encourage students to explain the rationale behind their choices. As

students gather more information, they can add terms and features to
the matrix.

5. Ask students what they discovered about the concepts.
6. Have students discuss possible omissions in their research.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Eighth grade students studying American History can use Semantic

Feature Analysis to compare the presidents of the United States over
the past 20 years.

2. Describe the various features related to the presidents such as party
affiliation, number of terms in office, and economic class during
upbringing (e.g., privileged class, poverty, middle class).

3. When students complete the semantic feature analysis, you may ask
them to add features or expand the time period beyond 20 years.

4. Ask students to use the features highlighted in the chart to write
compare-and-contrast pieces about the two presidents of their choice.
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Semantic Feature Analysis
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STRATEGY 4

The Journalists’ Questions

Why Use It?
Journalists’ questions (Who? What? Where? When? Why? How?), or the
questions that are referred to as the five Ws and one H, have been the
mainstay of newsrooms across the country. Likewise, these questions
have not lost their value in classroom instruction, regardless of the con-
tent area. Having your students answer these questions focuses their
attention on the specifics of a given topic. However, you will want to
take care to ensure that your students spend their time on questions that
are relevant to your writing assignment. That is, if the “when” question
is irrelevant, eliminate it. Your students should spend their precious class
time answering those questions that quickly will collapse their informa-
tion into meaningful chunks ready for drafting.

How to Use It
1. Assess the relevance of each question for the writing task.
2. Create time in the schedule for students to answer questions individ-

ually or in small groups.
3. Ask students to reflect on their findings.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
When students are learning about a historic episode, such as the Battle
of Agincourt, they can use the journalists’ questions to focus their
learning.

Who are the participants? Who is affected? Who are the primary actors?
Who are the secondary actors?

82 Teaching Writing in the Content Areas



• King Henry V (England)—primary actor
• 6,000 English troops—secondary actors
• French nobles—primary actors
• 20,000 French troops—secondary actors

What is the topic? What is the significance of the topic? What is the basic prob-
lem? What are the issues? What happened?

• Henry V and army are trying to reach Calais so that they can sail to England.
• French army gathers to defeat the English.

Where does the activity take place? Where does the problem or issue have its
source? At what place is the cause or effect of the problem most visible?

• In France between the villages of Agincourt and Tramecourt

When is the issue most apparent? When did the issue or problem develop? What
historical forces helped shape the problem or issue, and at what point in time
will the problem or issue culminate in a crisis? When is action needed to address
the issue or problem?

• During the Hundred Years’ War
• October 25, 1415

Why did the issue or problem arise? Why is it (your topic) an issue or problem
at all? Why did the issue or problem develop in the way that it did?

• Henry V believed that he needed to be the king of France and England.
• The British thought they had the right to be the rulers of France.

How is the issue or problem significant? How can it be addressed? How does it
affect the participants? How can the issue or problem be resolved?

• As a result of this war, military technology changed. The French won the war
using what would have been considered primitive technology.
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• Who? Who are the participants? Who is affected? Who are the primary actors? Who are the sec-
ondary actors?

• What? What is the topic? What is the significance of the topic? What is the basic problem? What
are the issues? What happened?

• Where? Where does the activity take place? Where does the problem or issue have its source? At
what place is the cause or effect of the problem most visible?

• When? When is the issue most apparent? When did the issue or problem develop? What histori-
cal forces helped shape the problem or issue and at what point in time will the problem or issue
culminate in a crisis? When is action needed to address the issue or problem?

• Why? Why did the issue or problem arise? Why is it (your topic) an issue or problem at all? Why
did the issue or problem develop in the way that it did?

• How? How is the issue or problem significant? How can it be addressed? How does it affect the
participants? How can the issue or problem be resolved?

The Journalists’ Questions

Source: KU Writing Center. (n.d.). Prewriting Strategies. Available: http://www.writing.ku.edu. Adapted with permission.



STRATEGY 5

Consultancy Prewriting Protocol

Why Use It?
Students often benefit from having a guide to facilitate their discussions
about a specific topic. Protocols provide a structured way for students to
contribute their thoughts and ideas while creating the opportunity to lis-
ten to multiple voices. Protocols also serve as useful tools to temper
dominant voices. By using protocols, students participate in discussions
by actively listening and responding to comments from their peers.
When used correctly, protocols assist in classroom management by
guarding against off-task behavior.

How to Use It
1. Prepare the question or questions you want your students to address

in their discussion or set aside time for students to develop their own
questions.

2. Review the steps of the protocol with students and ask for clarifying
questions.

3. Divide the students into small groups.
4. Allow time for students to have their discussion.
5. Conclude the process by noting any suggestions that students make

for future discussions.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
Seventh grade students who are studying a commonly misunderstood
concept, such as what causes the seasons of the earth, can use the consul-
tancy protocol to explore or develop their understanding of the topic.
Based on the discussion, students can incorporate their learning in a
written piece.
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1. One student gives an overview of the topic, teaching 4th graders the seasons
of the earth, and poses a focus question such as: How would you teach 4th
grade students so that they understand what causes the four seasons?

2. Classmates can ask clarifying questions. Clarifying questions should help stu-
dents understand the question and the context. Clarifying questions for this
topic might include, “Are we talking about the northern hemisphere?” or
“How much do the students already know about the seasons?”

3. Students ask the presenting student probing questions. Probing questions
should help the presenting student clarify his or her understanding of the
issue or problem. Probing questions should be open-ended, and they may
begin with “why.” For example, students can ask the presenting student,
“Why do you think this particular strategy will work for students?” or “What
would you do if students believe that they already understand what causes
the seasons to change and their understanding is wrong?”

4. The presenting student moves out of the group and listens to the discussion
while taking notes.

5. The students discuss the situation with each other as the presenting student
listens.

6. The presenting student moves back into the group and responds to the dis-
cussion. The students in the group remain silent.

7. The presenting student and the other students have an open discussion about
the issue.

8. Conclude the process.
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Purpose: A Consultancy is a structured process for helping a presenter think more expan-
sively about a dilemma. (Suggested time: 60 minutes)

1. The presenter gives an overview of the dilemma with which he or she is struggling, and
frames a question for the Consultancy group to consider. (5-10 minutes)

2. The group asks clarifying questions of the presenter. Clarifying questions are to help the
consultancy group understand the dilemma and context. (5 minutes)

3. The group asks probing questions of the presenter. These questions should be worded so
that they help the presenter expand his or her thinking about the dilemma. The goal here is
for the presenter to learn more about the question he or she framed and to do some analysis
of the dilemma presented. The presenter may respond to the group’s questions, but there is
no discussion by the consultancy group of the presenter’s responses. At the end of the 10
minutes, the facilitator asks the presenter to restate the question for the group. (10 minutes)

4. The group talks with each other about the dilemma presented, while the presenter listens to
the conversation and silently takes notes. (15 minutes)

Possible questions to frame the discussion:
• What did we hear?
• What didn’t we hear that they think might be relevant?
• What assumptions seem to be operating?
• What questions does the dilemma raise for us?
• What do we think about the dilemma?
• What might we do or try if faced with a similar dilemma? What have we done in similar

situations?

Members of the group sometimes suggest actions the presenter might consider taking. Most
often, however, they work to define the issues more thoroughly and objectively.

5. The presenter reflects on what he or she heard and is now thinking, sharing with the group
anything that particularly resonated for him or her during any part of the consultancy.
(5 minutes)

6. The facilitator leads a brief conversation about the group’s observation of the consultancy
process. (5 minutes)

Consultancy Protocol

Source: National School Reform Faculty, www.nsrfharmony.org. Developed by Gene Thompson-Grove, Paula Evans, and Faith
Dunne. Adapted with permission.



THE ROLE OF TIME: DRAFTING

STRATEGY 6

Focusing Your Thoughts

Why Use It?
When students start to write, one of the difficulties they face is narrow-
ing the focus of their writing. Rather than focusing their thoughts on
the most important message, they try to include everything. In narrative
writing, this obsessive inclusion is often referred to as “sunrise to sunset”
writing. That is, students try to write about everything that takes place
during a day from sunrise to sunset. On many occasions, smaller is
better. Ralph Fletcher (1993) advises, “The bigger the issue, the smaller
you write” (p. 49). Yet students don’t always see the benefit of writing in
this manner, and they need assistance to do it.

How to Use It
1. Select a broad topic and write it at the top of the Focusing Your

Thoughts map on page 89.
2. If there are specific aspects of this broad topic that you would like

your students to consider, write these in the branches from the cen-
ter. If not, ask students to select several subtopics and record them on
the map.

3. Ask students to brainstorm topics for each of the branches.
4. Students select one of the items on the list under each branch to

focus on in their draft.
5. Tell students that by focusing on a smaller aspect of their broad

topic, they can concentrate on making it effective by including
details rather than trying to include everything.
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How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. High school history students studying colonialism write this broad topic in the

top of the Focusing Your Thoughts map.
2. With your students, brainstorm specific components of colonialism that would be at

a level more specific than colonialism, but still relatively broad. Examples of topics at
this level include religion, economics, slavery, and impact on native populations.

3. Ask students to brainstorm topics for each of these branches (see example).
4. Direct students to select one of these lower-level topics to focus on in their draft.

Colonialism
Impact on

Native
Populations

Religion

Slavery
Economics●

●

●

British wanted
religious freedom

Spanish believed
it was their duty
to make converts

Missions

●

●

●

British and
Spaniards were
involved in
triangular trade

Spanish were
more interested
in minerals

British were
agriculturally
based

●

●

Indentured
slaves

Slave trade

●

●

●

●

Disease

Extinction of
whole groups
of people

Some
populations
were assimilated

Cooperation

• French were involved in the fur trade

Focusing Your Thoughts



STRATEGY 7

Climbing and Diving

Why Use It?
Climbing and Diving (Ballenger & Lane, 1989) is a technique writers
use to first delve into the drafting process and then rise above it to assess
what they’ve accomplished. Taking the time to reflect on a piece of writ-
ten work while drafting allows students to put themselves in the place of
the reader. By climbing above their writing, students can eliminate
bland, ineffective language. At the same time, students can dive into the
writing by adding greater detail. Experienced writers tend to achieve this
balance more naturally, but students need help to assume these tasks as
they draft. By moving back and forth between climbing and diving, stu-
dents internalize the process and need less structure to achieve the
desired result.

How to Use It
1. Students begin writing drafts on a given topic. Allow students to

write nonstop for 10 minutes.
2. At the end of 10 minutes, instruct students to read over their writing

and select one aspect of it to explore further. For example, students
may select a place, a particular individual, or a sentence.

3. Ask students to write for another 10 minutes about their selected
component.

4. Students then circle characteristics or details from the second draft
that they like or that surprise them.

5. Students select one of these words and then write about that word,
making as many associations with the previous writing as possible.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Following a unit focused on the area of polygons, ask your high

school math students to spend 10 minutes writing about everything
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that they learned about the topic. The written drafts might include various
formulas, a description of how to determine the area of a triangle and a rect-
angle, and why the formula for the area of a triangle works for any triangle,
regardless of type.

2. At the end of 10 minutes, ask students to read over their writing and select
one idea to explore in further detail. For example, one student might select,
“why the formula to determine the area of a triangle works for all triangles.”

3. Ask students to write for another 10 minutes about this topic. Prompt stu-
dents to think about the experiences they had and the processes they used to
help them reach this conclusion. Students can also use this second writing to
justify their thinking or to reflect on their understanding of a given concept.
Encourage students to identify aspects of the topic that they still find confusing.
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STRATEGY 8

Group Summarizing

Why Use It?
During the drafting stage of the writing process, students express what
they know about a given topic in written form. While this phase can be
easy because of its nonjudgmental quality, it can be difficult as well. Just
because students have the freedom to write without fear of red pen marks
or the ubiquitous “awk” does not mean that they will be able to do it eas-
ily. Group summarizing can jump-start your students’ drafting process
because you and your students work collaboratively on the strategy. Based
on the model that you provide, your students can emulate the process
individually or in small groups. Like other strategies included in this
guide, group summarizing values the social nature of the writing process.

How to Use It
1. Select a section from a textbook or other resource material to review.
2. Ask students to review the selection and identify four key topics to

focus on while reading.
3. Divide your chalkboard, chart paper, or overhead transparency into

four sections and label each section with a key topic.
4. Ask students to share relevant information they learned about the key

topics through their reading. Using complete sentences, record their
observations on the chart in the appropriate sections. Engage stu-
dents in discussions about the relevancy of the information they
selected to ensure that their choices are appropriate. Take care to
craft sentences that are concise and meaningful.

5. Review the sentences in each section again, highlighting the most
critical sentences to incorporate in the summary draft.

6. Together, write the draft. Add transition words and additional infor-
mation as needed.
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How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
After reading selections about Rosalind Franklin and her colleagues Francis
Crick, James Watson, and Maurice Wilkins, use the technique shown on the
Group Summarizing Chart to guide your students through a process to highlight
important facts and to write a summary paragraph.
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Sample Group Summarizing Chart
TOPIC—Rosalind Franklin

Major Contributions

• Franklin believed that x-ray crystallogra-
phy could be used to identify the structure
of DNA.

• This technique allowed Crick, Watson,
and Wilkins to accurately map the structure
of DNA.

Background Information

• Franklin was born in 1920.

• She completed her graduate studies in
chemistry at Cambridge University.

• Franklin had a privileged childhood as the
daughter of a banker.

• Franklin died in 1958, succumbing to
ovarian cancer.

Collaborating Partners

• Franklin met Maurice Wilkins while
working at the Randall Laboratory.

• James Watson was trained as a zoologist.

• Francis Crick, who died in 2004, learned
about Franklin’s work through a presentation
Wilkins gave at a conference.

• Crick, Watson, and Wilkins won the
Nobel Prize in Physiology and Medicine in
1962 for their work with DNA.

Controversy Surrounding Franklin

• Crick, Watson, and Wilkins used Frank-
lin’s preliminary work with x-ray crystallog-
raphy to describe DNA’s structure, but they
failed to give Franklin adequate recognition
for her contribution to their discovery.



Franklin was born in 1920. She completed her graduate studies in chemistry at
Cambridge University. Franklin had a privileged childhood as the daughter of a
banker. Franklin died in 1958, succumbing to ovarian cancer. Franklin believed
that x-ray crystallography could be used to identify the structure of DNA. This
technique allowed Crick, Watson, and Wilkins to accurately map the structure of
DNA. Franklin met Maurice Wilkins while working at the Randall Laboratory.
James Watson was trained as a zoologist. Francis Crick, who died in 2004, learned
about Franklin’s work through a presentation Wilkins gave at a conference. Crick,
Watson, and Wilkins won the Nobel Prize in Physiology and Medicine in 1962 for
their work with DNA. Crick, Watson, and Wilkins used Franklin’s preliminary
work with x-ray crystallography to describe DNA’s structure, but they failed to give
Franklin adequate recognition for her contribution to their discovery.

Rosalind Franklin made a significant contribution to science, yet many people do
not know about the major role that she played. Franklin was born in 1920. She com-
pleted her graduate studies in chemistry at Cambridge University, but she Franklin
had a privileged childhood as the daughter of a banker. Franklin died in 1958, suc-
cumbing to ovarian cancer. Franklin believed that x-ray crystallography could be
used to identify the structure of DNA. This technique allowed Crick, Watson, and
Wilkins to accurately map the structure of DNA. Her colleagues included Franklin
met Maurice Wilkins, who Franklin met while working at the Randall Laboratory,
James Watson was trained as a zoologist. , and Francis Crick, who died in 2004. Crick,
Watson, and Wilkins won the Nobel Prize in Physiology and Medicine in 1962.
Franklin met Maurice Wilkins while working at the Randall Laboratory. James
Watson was trained as a zoologist. Francis Crick, who died in 2004, learned about
Franklin’s work through a presentation Wilkins gave at a conference. Crick, Wat-
son, and Wilkins won the Nobel Prize for Physiology and Medicine in 1962 for
their work with DNA. Crick, Watson, and Wilkins used Franklin’s preliminary
work with x-ray crystallography to describe DNA’s structure, but they failed to give
Franklin adequate recognition for her contribution to their discovery.

Rosalind Franklin made a significant contribution to science, yet many people do
not know about the major role that she played. Franklin was born in 1920. She com-
pleted her graduate studies in chemistry at Cambridge University, but she died in
1958, succumbing to ovarian cancer. Franklin believed that x-ray crystallography
could be used to identify the structure of DNA. This technique allowed Crick,
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Watson, and Wilkins to accurately map the structure of DNA. Her colleagues
included Maurice Wilkins, who Franklin met while working at the Randall Labora-
tory, James Watson, and Francis Crick, who died in 2004. Crick, Watson, and Wilkins
won the Nobel Prize in Physiology and Medicine in 1962 for their work with DNA.
Crick, Watson, and Wilkins used Franklin’s preliminary work with x-ray crystallog-
raphy to describe DNA’s structure, but they failed to give Franklin adequate recog-
nition for her contribution to their discovery.
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Group Summarizing Chart
TOPIC

Section 1 Section 2

Section 3 Section 4



STRATEGY 9

RAFT

Why Use It?
Depending on the audience and specific purpose, the role of a writer
shifts. The RAFT strategy (Santa, 1988) helps writers make these deter-
minations while they are drafting. Knowing who the audience will be
and the purpose for the writing influences how writers proceed with
their work. Although the RAFT strategy can be used in all stages of the
writing process, it is included in the drafting section. Writers who deter-
mine the purpose for their text and the audience for whom the writing is
designed can maintain this focus throughout the drafting process.

RAFT is an acronym that stands for:

• Role of the writer. What is the writer’s role: reporter, observer,
eyewitness?

• Audience. Who will be reading this writing: the teacher, other stu-
dents, people in the community, people who lived during a specific
era or experienced a new innovation?

• Format. What is the best way to present this writing: in a letter, an
article, a report, a poem?

• Topic. Who or what is the subject of this writing: a famous person, an
event, an idea, a place?

How to Use It
1. Brainstorm possible roles students could assume in their writing and

discuss how each role will impact their draft.
2. Decide who the audience will be and determine how the audience

will influence the draft. For example, if the audience is knowledge-
able about biological concepts, students will not need to define
commonly understood terms.
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3. Determine the format most appropriate for the audience and discuss why
that format is appropriate.

4. Have students share their drafts with peers to determine the fit of the RAFT.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
After a brief overview of the Harlem Renaissance, ask students to assume the role
of information provider. Direct students to use a letter format to write e-mail
messages to international pen pals. The letter should include a summary of the
period and a request for questions the pen pals would like to have answered at
the end of the unit. Use the questions generated by the pen pals and the students
to guide the class discussion. At the conclusion of the unit, have students write
research reports appropriate for their pen pals.

OR

Select a broad topic of study. Model how one topic can be addressed using a
variety of roles, audiences, and formats.
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RAFT

Role Audience Format Topic
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Role Audience Format Topic

to explain learning classroom teacher lab report converting a liquid
to a gas

to inform international pen pals essay or research
report

major figures from the
Harlem Renaissance

to express strengths
and weaknesses in an
argument

general public editorial conflicts in the
Middle East

to entertain a friend or peer letter understanding of
cause and effect
applied to a personal
situation

RAFT: Conflicts in the Middle East

Role Audience Format Topic

to explain learning classroom teacher research report conflicts in the
Middle East

to express the
strengths and weak-
nesses of an argument

general public editorial conflicts in the
Middle East

to entertain peers screenplay conflicts in the
Middle East

to express an opinion general public poem conflicts in the
Middle East



STRATEGY 10

Citation Guide

Why Use It?
Students who improperly cite sources or fail to do so altogether vex con-
tent area and English teachers alike. To combat this problem, students
first need to know that you will hold them accountable for correctly ref-
erencing books, articles, Web sites, and other reference material. In addi-
tion, your students need constant reminders about plagiarism, including
the consequences if they are caught. In short, tell your students that they
need to cite source documents and model proper citation etiquette for
them. Use the Citation Guide, or create your own, to give your students
repeated exposure to citation requirements. When you expect your stu-
dents to respect guidelines about citations and plagiarism and then give
them multiple opportunities to practice using the guidelines in their
writing drafts, your students grow accustomed to their use and develop
the habit of ethical writing.

How to Use It
1. Determine the reference standard (e.g., APA, MLA) that you expect

your students to use.
2. Give copies of the Citation Guide on page 101 to your students.

Encourage your students to keep their guides in an easily accessible
location.

3. Review the requirements as outlined in the guide. When possible,
model your thinking about citation requirements. For example,
include citations while you freewrite a journal entry. By providing
this model, your students can see how much time they save by incor-
porating their citations as they write, even casually.
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How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. If you plan a unit of study in your mathematics class about the efficient use

of a honeycomb, you might expect to cover topics such as surface area, vol-
ume, and tessellations. However, you could start the project by asking your
students to conduct research about bees. Doing so will increase the back-
ground knowledge that they bring to the unit, and it will probably increase
their motivation to engage in the learning. This research can be documented
in a written report or a poster presentation. Regardless of the final product,
students can use the Citation Guide to cite their reference materials
accurately.

2. Consider communicating with the teachers in other departments to deter-
mine the preferred reference standard that students should use.
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Sample Citation Guide

• Ideas, conclusions, information, words, or data that comes from someone else
• Paraphrased or summarized information

• General knowledge (e.g., nine planets in the solar system)
• Common sayings (e.g., “Sticks and stones may break my bones, but words will never hurt me.”)
• Your own opinions or conclusions

APA: Dillard, A. (1989). The writing life. New York: HarperPerennial.

MLA: Dillard, Annie. The Writing Life. New York: HarperPerennial, 1989.

APA: Strunk, W., Jr., & White, E. B. (1979). The elements of style (3rd ed.). New York: Macmillan.

MLA: Strunk, William, Jr., and E. B. White. The Elements of Style. 3rd ed. New York: Macmillan, 1979.

APA: Yagelski, R. P. (1995). The role of classroom context in the revision strategies of student writ-
ers. Research in the Teaching of English, 29, 216–238.

MLA: Yagelski, Robert P. “The Role of Classroom Context in the Revision Strategies of Student
Writers.” Research in the Teaching of English 29 (1995): 216–238.

APA: Taylor, T. (1998, September 1). Basic CGOS style. Retrieved March 26, 2000, from
http://www.columbia.edu/cu/cup/cgos/idx_basic.html.

MLA: Taylor, Todd. Basic CGOS Style. 1 Sept. 1998. Columbia University Press. 26 March 2000.
<http://www.columbia.edu/cu/cup/cgos/idx_basic.html>.
NOTE: The first date is the date of the last update or copyright (if available), and the second date is
the date the site was accessed.

Sources: Adapted from KU Writing Center. (n.d.). APA format references page. Available: http://www.writing.ku.edu/
students/docs/apa.shtml; KU Writing Center. (n.d.). MLA format works cited page. Available: http://www.writing.ku.edu/
students/docs/mla.shtml; Texas A & M University Writing Center. (n.d.). Using and citing sources. Available:
http://uwc.tamu.edu/handouts/draft/sources.htm/.



THE ROLE OF TIME: REVISING

STRATEGY 11

Word Sorts

Why Use It?
Writers often struggle with word choice. Thesauri and examples from
literature help students evaluate word use, but word sorts actively engage
students in the evaluation process. There are two ways you can use this
strategy. In a “closed sort,” you provide predetermined categories and
words, then ask your students to sort the words according to the catego-
ries. In an “open sort,” students self-select the categories and the key
words. In either case, students can use the resulting word lists as they
revise their written work. In addition, these lists often expand beyond
the more literal nature of word suggestions common in thesauri. With
word sorts, students can experiment with different connotations of
words, and when appropriate, include them in their writing.

How to Use It
1. List terms on 3" x 5" index cards (one word per card).
2. Allow students, individually or in groups, to sort the words into

categories.
3. Model this process for students by “thinking aloud” as cards are sorted.
4. Encourage students to refer to the lists when revising their work.
5. Open or closed sorts can be ongoing. Encourage students to add

appropriate words to a list on the classroom wall or to pages set aside
in their writing notebooks.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Give students categories such as “classes of matter” or “organic mole-

cules,” but ask them to search for their own words to sort into the
categories.
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2. If you decide to use a category such as “classes of matter,” one of the
subtopics, or groups, likely would be “compounds.” You may prefer that stu-
dents use common terms, such as “salt,” or you might suggest that students
use the scientific name, sodium chloride.

OR

1. Have students create their own categories.
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Musical Instrument Word Sort

Strings Woodwinds Brass

Viola Oboe French Horn

Cello Clarinet Trumpet

Violin Saxophone Trombone

Active Verb Sort

To go To see

flee observe

escape examine

abscond gawk

Organic Molecules

Carbohydrates Fats Proteins Nucleic Acids

simple sugar fatty acids amino acids DNA

complex sugar glyceride enzymes RNA

polysaccharide



STRATEGY 12

Rewording

Why Use It?
When students revise their written work, they often rely on thesauri or
other word banks. Although using these reference tools expands the
range of possible words that students can incorporate in their writing to
make it more effective, thesauri, for example, also expose students to
words that have nuanced meanings. When students decide to substitute
a new word because it “sounds better,” they inadvertently may alter the
intended meaning of a sentence or make an inappropriate substitution.
The rewording strategy provides students with an opportunity to clarify
the meaning of selected words and then to determine if the substitution
enhances the message or distracts from it. This strategy can be modeled
by you, or students can practice it with a partner.

How to Use It
1. Ask students to choose a selection of writing that needs revision.

Suggest that students pick a composition that they have not seen
for a while (e.g., one or two days).

2. Direct students to switch papers with a partner.
3. Ask partners to read the selection and highlight any words that inter-

fere with their interpretation of the composition or that are new to
them.

4. Partners read each word to the authors and ask the authors to write a
definition for each term using their own words.

5. Partners then substitute the authors’ definitions for the highlighted
word in the composition and reread the rephrased sentences. If the
meaning is now clear, partners may suggest keeping the original word
or substituting the phrase. If it is unclear, partners and authors consult
other reference materials (e.g., dictionaries, textbooks, thesauri) to
search for words to clarify and enhance the meaning of the sentence.
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How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Use this strategy to confirm that your students understand content area defi-

nitions or concepts. For example, 6th grade students studying the human
digestive system would be expected to include content area words such as
chyme and alimentary canal. Depending on the nature of the writing assign-
ment, more common terminology such as “partially digested food” or “any
two-opening digestive system” might be more appropriate.

2. Foreign language students can use this strategy as well. Substituting primary
language words for foreign language words will give students additional
opportunities to expand their language use.
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STRATEGY 13

Questioning the Author (QtA)

Why Use It?
Although writing is generally regarded as an independent enterprise, it
is, in fact, a social endeavor. In particular, the revising phase creates mul-
tiple opportunities for writers to interact with one another. Questioning
the Author (Beck, McKeown, Hamilton, & Kucan, 1998) creates a
structured opportunity for peers to review one another’s writing. By
using this strategy, student authors develop their capacity to ask effective
questions about their own writing and the writing of others. At the same
time, students practice ways to offer the feedback that they and their
peers need to make their drafts more meaningful and clear.

How to Use It
1. If the document is long, ask students to concentrate on a small sec-

tion of their choosing.
2. Either develop questions students can use to guide their discussions

or ask students to develop their own. This works best if you model
the types of in-depth questions that will generate rich discussion.

3. Ask students to read the passage.
4. Model this strategy by thinking aloud how you might grapple with

an idea or textual problem to build understanding of how the peer
interactions should proceed.

5. Facilitate a query-driven discussion about the passage. Give students
the opportunity to fuss with their own ideas and build understanding.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
Art history students might write an imaginary conversation between art-
ists with two distinct styles, such as Jan Vermeer and Pablo Picasso.
Throughout the discussion, students can highlight the major traits of
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each artist’s works and address specific attributes, such as the use of color.
Students repeat the examples that you model. Practice using evocative ques-

tions, the type that make students think beyond superficial word changes. For
example:

• What is the kernel of the argument you are trying to make about Picasso’s
blue period? Can you find the sentence that explains that kernel?

OR

• You write here that Vermeer asks Picasso, “Why do you focus so much on the
downtrodden in society? Don’t you think these subjects will depress your
viewers? Why not look toward the more serene aspects of city life?” What do
you think this comment tells you about Vermeer’s outlook on life?
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Questioning the Author

Title of work:

Written Text Selection Questions

Source: Beck, I. L., & McKeown, M. G. (2002). Questioning the author: Making sense of social studies. Educational Leadership,
60(3), 44–47. Copyright © 2002 ASCD. Reprinted with permission.



STRATEGY 14

Divorcing the Draft

Why Use It?
Word processors are indispensable tools throughout the revising process.
Without a doubt, it is much easier to cut and paste on the computer
than it is to do so manually. But sometimes manually manipulating text
is exactly what a writer needs to do. Sometimes it is easier to challenge
the logical flow of a message or eliminate the paragraph or lines that
spoil the clarity of an argument when the draft is not in its original for-
mat. Divorcing the Draft (Ballenger & Lane, 1989) gives writers an
opportunity to detach themselves from a draft in its current form. By
cutting, striking through, and rearranging, writers distance themselves
from the neatly displayed words on a screen and give themselves the
freedom to find the kernels in their message, holes in their logic, and
details that support their claims. Cutting and pasting in this literal sense
may seem to be a time-consuming endeavor, but doing so creates the
space that most writers need between their beloved first drafts and the
possibility of a revised draft.

How to Use It
1. Ask students to select a draft that needs revising but that they have

not reviewed for some time, perhaps a day or two.
2. Tell students to use a pair of scissors to cut the draft by paragraphs.
3. Mix the paragraphs so they are not in their original order.
4. Ask students to sift through the paragraphs looking for the one that

best describes the important message they are trying to convey.
Sometimes this process will highlight when this essential paragraph is
missing. If this is the case, suggest that students select the paragraph
that most closely defines the purpose for the writing assignment.

5. Students continue sorting through the remaining paragraphs looking
for those that relate to the central idea of the writing. Any paragraphs
that seem irrelevant should be set aside. If an entire paragraph does
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not need to be eliminated, tell students to cut the unnecessary lines and save
the rest.

6. When the sorting is complete, students should lay out the saved items and
manipulate the order, always searching for changes that improve the flow.

7. During the process of rearranging the paragraphs, students may decide to
incorporate paragraphs or sentences originally discarded. Encourage them to
do so. In addition, remind students to note any sections where information is
missing.

8. Tape the rearranged essay on paper and add any new material.
9. Retype the revision.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Chemistry students who are completing lab reports can use this strategy to

review the logic of their discussion-conclusions. Often, students write discus-
sion-conclusions that cannot be substantiated with the data from their exper-
iments. Cutting apart discussion-conclusions will give students the
opportunity to attend to one paragraph or one sentence at a time.

2. Ninth grade students writing proofs for geometry problems can use this strat-
egy as well. Students can divide their proofs into separate sentences and reor-
ganize with a partner to see if the logic still holds true.
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STRATEGY 15

Breaking Habits of Seeing

Why Use It?
The birth-to-death biographical account of a former president and the
description of photosynthesis are worthy writing tasks and give students
an opportunity to exhibit what they know about a given topic. At other
times, a different viewpoint on a particular political figure or a unique per-
spective on how plants produce their own food may be appropriate. Under
these circumstances, Breaking Habits of Seeing (Ballenger & Lane, 1989)
can help student writers focus on the unfamiliar or the out-of-the-ordi-
nary. This strategy requires students to think in abstract ways, so it may
not be appropriate for all writing circumstances. However, students can
develop the skills they need to see a variety of perspectives about a specific
topic. Students can apply this skill in other classes as well.

How to Use It
1. Select an ordinary object to observe. Ask students to spend 5–10

minutes writing observations. Provide them with the following direc-
tions: (1) make a list of everything that you see, and (2) make con-
nections between items on the list and other ideas that come to
mind. Remind students to write everything down without censoring
themselves.

2. Instruct students to set aside their lists for 24 hours.
3. During the next class session, ask students to read over their observa-

tions and circle any items that are not obvious or that might not be
immediately noticeable to others. For example, students who exam-
ine a model airfoil might identify dents along the leading edge or rec-
ognize that the height of the far edge of the airfoil is lower than the
edge that attaches to the fuselage.

4. When appropriate, instruct students to add their uncommon details
to their drafts.
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How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Field studies encourage students to “read nature.” Observations of animal

behavior or changes in plant life provide students with the details that they
can use to enhance their lab reports or essays.

2. Breaking Habits of Seeing is an effective strategy to use when making any
type of observation. Students can write comments or thoughts in a journal
while visiting a modern art museum, and then use the comments to support
claims they make in future writing assignments.

Strategies: Time in Revising 111



THE ROLE OF TIME: EDITING

STRATEGY 16

Blooming Sentences

Why Use It?
Consider the following sentences:

My cat loves catnip. (4 words)

OR

The feline companion living in my home gleefully romps about the floor
when experiencing the medicinal qualities of the herbal supplement adored
by cats the world over. (27 words)

Even in writing, less is more. Yet student writers, and others for that matter,
receive messages to the contrary all the time. Students indirectly learn that
using obtuse language or cluttering sentences with unnecessary words makes
them appear to be more sophisticated writers. Granted, all writers exper-
iment with language by including complex words when simple ones will
do. This is a process that students use to gain command of new words.
But on most occasions, direct and more natural language is appropriate.
When students have the opportunity to make their sentences “bloom,”
as illustrated with the cat sentences above, they see clearly how “loaded”
a sentence can be. They also see the elegance shown in the first sentence,
which conveys the intended message succinctly. Knowing this difference
is key to becoming an effective writer intent on conveying a clear mes-
sage rather than obscuring the message with unnecessary verbiage.

How to Use It
1. Prepare several short sentences or have students select several from

one of their writing selections. (As an alternative, have students
exchange sentences with a peer.)
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2. Ask students to spend several minutes adding to or changing the sentences to
make them more weighty without losing the original intent of the sentence.
Encourage students to double the number of words in each sentence.

3. Have students review their rewritten sentences and circle examples where
they used several words when one would suffice.

4. Students then should underline all instances of the passive voice in their
“bloomed” sentences. They can recognize passivity by identifying forms of
the verb “to be.”

OR

1. Ask students to return to recent drafts of their writing (or they could
exchange drafts with a partner) to highlight “blooming” sentences.

2. Students should “prune” these sentences to state their thoughts in more con-
cise terms.

3. Students then reread both versions to a partner, get feedback on which ver-
sion is most effective—including why—and edit their drafts accordingly.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
High school mathematics students can practice blooming sentences with the fol-
lowing examples:

• The shortest distance between two points is a straight line.
• The probability of rolling a 6 with one die is 1:6 (or 1/6).
• Every right triangle has two acute angles.
• The period of a pendulum is a function of its length.
• A linear function can be defined as a function whose graph is a straight line.
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Examples

Original: When writing, always keep a dictionary nearby. (7 words)
Rewrite: When composing written language, a dictionary is an invaluable device and should always be
readily available for consultation. (18 words)

Original: It is hard to find the right word among many possibilities. (11 words)
Rewrite: It is extremely taxing to locate the correct word when there are a multitude of possibilities from
which to choose. (20 words)

Original: Irving called a meeting to discuss the right way to spell “separate.” (12 words)
Rewrite: A meeting was convened by Irving to initiate a discussion that would focus on the proper spelling of
the word “separate.” (21 words)

Original: Teachers should instruct children in grammar at an early age. (10 words)
Rewrite: Young people need to be introduced to the vagaries of sentence construction, diction, and spelling
as an early educational experience. (20 words)

Source: From Discovering the Writer Within: 40 Days to More Imaginative Writing. © 1996 by Bruce Ballenger and Barry Lane. Used with
permission of Writer’s Digest Books, an imprint of F&W Publications, Inc. All rights reserved.



STRATEGY 17

Partnership Editing

Why Use It?
With proper training, students make capable editing partners. By allow-
ing students to review their peers’ written work for proper grammar, cor-
rect spelling, and appropriate punctuation, you can increase the amount
of time available to work on other aspects of the writing process. More
important, you can use this extra time to focus on content-area instruc-
tion. In addition, students often make successful editing partners
because it is easier to find the errors in the work of others than it is to
find them in their own writing. Allowing time for partnership editing
empowers your students to be helpful writing assistants rather than pas-
sive receptors of writing rules.

How to Use It
1. If you have the space in your classroom, designate a place for partner-

ship editing.
2. Model an editing session for your students they can gauge the

amount of time that their interactions should take and they can see
the tone of voice and demeanor that you use.

3. Provide students with an editing checklist such as the one on page
116. Checklists guide students through the editing process, remind-
ing them to pay attention to specific items.

4. Encourage students to use the Editing Style Sheet (see Strategy 20)
with their partners. These sheets highlight essential English rules
such as the difference between their, there, and they’re.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Adapt the Editing Checklist and the Style Sheet (see Strategy 20) to

meet the specific needs of your foreign language class.
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2. Following a writing session in a French language class, ask students to work
with partners to edit their final drafts before turning assignments in for a
grade.

3. As students interact with their editing partners, circulate to address any
misunderstandings.

116 Teaching Writing in the Content Areas

Author:

Editor:

Title/Assignment:

As you read this draft, make sure that the author:

❏ Correctly spells words

❏ Includes ending and internal punctuation

❏ Uses complete sentences (e.g., no sentence fragments or run-on sentences)

❏ Uses capitals when it is appropriate

❏ Uses appropriate grammar

❏ Includes additional documents when necessary (e.g., table of contents, glossary)

❏ Sets off paragraphs by indenting or blocking

Sample Editing Checklist



STRATEGY 18

Editing Stations

Why Use It?
Tools such as dictionaries, at-a-glance grammar rules, and highlighters
are mainstays of the editing process. Setting aside a space in your class-
room to store editing accoutrements signals to your students how
important you consider the time that they spend checking their compo-
sitions for grammatical errors and spelling mistakes. Students are better
editors when you expect them to be and when they have the time, space,
and tools to edit effectively. Editing stations highlight the importance of
writing that is as error free as possible. Remember to save in-depth edit-
ing sessions for the time just before an assignment is due. Students will
be more focused on the task at hand, and their editing will not interfere
with your instructional time.

How to Use It
1. Create an editing center that includes colored pens, Post-It Notes,

highlighters, dictionaries, thesauri, and other editing materials. If
space is an issue, consider placing these materials in a box that stu-
dents can move around the classroom as needed.

2. Establish guidelines that students should follow while they work in
the editing station. Consider creating a poster to display these guide-
lines, and hold students accountable for adherence to your
expectations.

3. Model the guidelines to set a tone for how editing partners should
work together.

4. Ask your students to self-identify their areas of expertise and post
their names and areas of interest in the editing station. For example,
students may choose to be the Punctuation Perfectionist, Grammar
Guru, or Spelling Sage.
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How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. When studying infectious diseases, assign a poster session and presentation as

a culminating assignment.
2. After students select a particular disease, ask them to research the causes,

symptoms, and cures for those diseases.
3. Just before the final presentations, set aside classroom time for students to use

the editing stations to complete their final edits.
4. Allocate a portion of the final grade for proper editing of the final product.
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Source: Reprinted with permission from The English Language Arts Handbook, Second Edition by Susan J. Tchudi and Stephen N.
Tchudi. Copyright © 1999 by Susan J. Tchudi and Stephen N. Tchudi. Published by Heinemann, a division of Reed Elscvier, Inc.,
Portsmouth, N. H. All rights reserved.



STRATEGY 19

Informational Text Features Chart

Why Use It?
Nonfiction writing such as informational text is characterized by specific
features. Some of these features include diagrams, bulleted lists, and
indexes. Not all informational texts require these elements. Students
must ensure that using these features will increase the readability of text
and not interfere with the intended message. The Informational Text
Features Chart highlights various techniques that students can incorpo-
rate in the structure of their texts.

How to Use It
1. Give each student a copy of the Informational Text Features Chart.
2. When you read texts in class, draw connections between the features

in the text and those listed on the chart.
3. As your writing assignments warrant, direct your students to the

chart and suggest features that might enhance their writing.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Select a genre format that you want your students to master. For

example, science students may need to focus on the qualities of a lab
report; social studies students may need practice writing feature
articles.

2. Using an example, create a features chart similar to the ones on pages
121 and 122. Make the model specific to your particular require-
ments. The examples are provided as guidelines and not as definitive
features.

3. Review the chart when students begin an assignment and once again
just before the assignment is due.
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Informational Text Features Chart

Features of Informational Texts

Print Features

• font
• bold print
• colored print

• bullets
• titles
• headings
• subheadings

• italics
• labels
• captions

Graphic Aids

• diagrams
• sketches
• graphs
• figures

• maps
• charts
• tables

• cross-sections
• time lines
• overlays

Organizational Aids

• table of contents
• index

• glossary
• preface

• pronunciation guide
• appendix

Illustrations

• colored photographs
• colored drawings
• black and white photos

• black and white drawings
• labeled drawings

• enlarged photographs
• acrylic, watercolor, and oil

paintings

Source: Reprinted with permission from Guiding Readers and Writers by Irene Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell. Published by
Heinemann, a division of Reed Elsevier, Inc., Portsmouth, NH. All rights reserved.
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Sample Lab Report Features Chart

Features of a Basic Lab Report

Introduction/Abstract

• formulas
• specific vocabulary
• summarizing language

Methodology

• detailed descriptions
• an enumerated process (e.g., Step 1, Step 2)
• prioritization of steps
• follow-up procedures

Data

• data tables
• graphs
• labels on axes
• units of measure

Conclusion-Discussion

• summarizing
• synthesizing
• analysis
• connections



STRATEGY 20

Editing Style Sheet

Why Use It?
Most writers rely on resources to confirm their understanding of
mechanical and grammatical issues. Resources such as publication man-
uals or style guides help writers correct common usage problems. For
example, writers often misuse affect and effect. When the difference
between these two words is explained through examples, writers can
compare their writing to the examples and make changes as necessary.
The Editing Style Sheet is an individualized quick-reference guide that
students refer to as they write or edit. By creating single-page individual
style sheets that condense common mistakes that students make in their
writing, your students can quickly refer to their style sheets and make
appropriate adjustments.

How to Use It
1. Use the Editing Self-Assessment on page 124 to determine the usage

mistakes that your students commonly make. Add examples that
reflect errors that you typically see in student work or that relate to
your specific content area.

2. After evaluating the assessments, set aside a class period for your stu-
dents to make style sheets. These sheets should include examples of
correct usage. Make reference manuals available for your students to
use. Style sheets should assist students as they write, not hamper their
progress. Suggest that students make style sheets that are easy to read
and interpret. The Editing Style Sheet on page 125 provides an
example.

3. To ensure the longevity of the style sheets, laminate them and keep
them in a predetermined space in your classroom.
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How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Editing style sheets can be adapted for any content area. If you find that

students commonly misspell words such as “experiment” or “environ-
ment,” include sentences with these problems on your editing self-assess-
ment. As an alternative, you may want to consider adding these, or other
common problems, to a style sheet template, then have students include
additional items as appropriate.

2. If your content area includes a number of symbols, such as in a
music or math class, create a style sheet highlighting the common
symbols and their related meanings.

• among/between—between is for two; among is for more than two
One difference between cats and dogs is their method of communication.
The children were asked to select their favorite candy among M & M’s, Nerds, and Tootsie Rolls.

• aid/aide—aid refers to assistance; aide refers to an assistant
An aide is a helpful person who gives aid.

• appendixes/appendices—either is acceptable; be consistent

• comma—**watch these**
January 2001
red, white, and blue

• affect/effect—“affect” is usually a verb; “effect” is usually a noun
The weather will affect our decision.
The effect of the treatment was unknown.

• lay/lie—“lay” means to set down; “lie” means to recline
Please lay the book on the table.
When I lie down, I usually fall asleep.

• use/utilize—“use” is better
The students will use a lot of books to complete their reports.
-not-
The students will utilize a lot of books to complete their reports.

Sample Editing Style Sheet
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Circle the word that makes each sentence grammatically and mechanically correct.

1. [Your/You’re] our last chance, Kenny, so don’t blow it!

2. The principal was interested in the [affect/effect] of the new grading policy on teachers.

3. I [lay/lie] the book on the table.

4. [More important/More importantly], we should monitor the progress of the experiment.

5. She is not a [“trekkie”, / “trekkie,”] but she watches [“Star Trek.”/ “Star Trek”.]

6. [Anyone/Any one] of you sitting before me today has the chance to become a millionaire.

7. Before I went to my trusty tutor Tony, I had never [passed/past] a calculus test.

8. [A/An] easy way to remember [a/an] number of unrelated pieces of information is to make up
[a/an] simple story that uses them all.

9. Parents are great; [there/their/they’re] always [there/their/they’re] when you need
[there/their/they’re] help.

10. As a teacher’s [aid/aide], Laura’s salary is so meager that she just might have to apply for financial
[aid/aide].

11. The data [indicate/indicates] a trend.

12. Her personality, together with her skills, [make/makes] people like her.

13. The three pigs [ensured/insured] themselves against any further wind damage.

14. Stephen was fired this morning because of poor sales performance and [two/to/too] many
absences from meetings.

15. Costello asked Abbott, “[Who’s/Whose] on first base?”

16. Mrs. Smith said, “[remember/Remember] to put your name on your paper.”

17. The experiment was a success [; however,/, however,] the students did not complete their lab reports.

18. The [Summer/summer] of 2000 was one of the hottest summers on record.

Editing Self-Assessment

Source: Weinstein, L. (2001). Writing at the Threshold. Urbana, IL: National Council of Teachers of English. Copyright © 2001 by the
National Council of Teachers of English. Reprinted with permission.



THE ROLE OF ASSESSMENT

STRATEGY 21

Performance Assessment Lists
and Benchmarks

Why Use It?
Crediting students with performance points simply because they com-
plete assignments does not improve learning. However, performance
assessments that are linked with benchmarks can help students in any
content area learn to internalize the standards, use those internalized
standards to produce high-quality work, and make decisions for self-
improvement.

How to Use It
1. Obtain the language arts standards and benchmarks for writing for

the grade level you teach and develop an assessment list based on the
benchmarks (see the sample on page 127).

2. Assign a writing task related to your content area and identify an
audience for your students’ writing.

3. Provide written models for students to read and discuss or model the
assignment yourself, demonstrating how to use the assessment list to
guide the writing process.

4. Provide class or computer lab time to begin, and allow students to
continue sharing and revising at home and over the next few days.

5. Have students complete the self-assessment column before submit-
ting the paper, and complete the teacher-assessment column yourself.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. When your 6th grade students begin their study of ancient history,

you check the language arts standards and see that students should be
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using the writing process. Your students read and discuss an anthology of
Greek myths, examining what a myth “looks like.”

2. Give a writing assignment that will require the students to use the writing
process (e.g., an essay about the role of myth in culture or an original myth).

3. Brainstorm ideas for writing, review the writing process, and make expecta-
tions clear to students using the task assessment list.

4. While students write, encourage them to use the assessment list as a revision
guide, and prompt students to share their writing with peers and revise their
drafts.

5. Ask students to return to the assessment list and complete a final self-assess-
ment before submitting their papers.

6. Complete teacher column.
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Element
Points
Possible

Earned Assessment

Self Teacher

Logical plot 10

Sensory details 10

Complete characters 10

Clear descriptions of settings 10

Specific word choice 10

Lively dialogue 10

Presence of mythological elements 10

Active rather than passive verbs 10

Correct mechanics 10

Neat and legible presentation 10

Total 100

Sample Performance Task Assessment List (original myth)

Source: Hibbard, K. M., Van Wagenen, L., Lewbel, S., Waterbury-Wyatt, S., Shaw, S., Pelletier, K., Larkins, B., O’Donnell
Dooling, J., Elia, E., Palma, S., Maier, J., Johnson, D., Honan, M., McKeon Nelson, & D., & Wislocki, J. A. (1996). A
Teacher’s Guide to Performance-Based Learning and Assessment (p. 177). Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and
Curriculum Development. Adapted with permission.



STRATEGY 22

Group Critiques

Why Use It?
Small group work can promote active learning when students under-
stand the expectations. This group critique strategy works in any con-
tent area to help develop small work-group skills, organize and direct the
activity of the group, and build students’ ability to provide helpful com-
ments while analyzing others’ papers.

How to Use It
1. Before students write, discuss the difference between “criticizing” and

“critiquing” by identifying the qualities of each (e.g., criticizing is
often general, not useful, focused exclusively on weaknesses, judg-
mental, and without suggestions for improvement; critiques are spe-
cific, point out both strengths and areas of needed improvement,
provide explanations for judgments, and offer specific suggestions).

2. Give a writing assignment related to your lesson or unit. Have stu-
dents write in class or for homework. Collect and redistribute papers.
Also, distribute two identical copies of the critique form on page 130.

3. Each student reads and critiques a paper, completing the two forms,
commenting only on strengths the first time and only on areas of
needed improvement the second time.

4. In small groups, students use their completed forms to talk about the
paper they critiqued and why they listed the strengths and sugges-
tions for improvement that they did. Group members record com-
ments they think will be helpful to the writer and explain their
reasoning to others in the group. (If they agree comments are not
helpful, they give guidance and suggestions.)

5. Return each student’s draft with the group critique comments.
6. Each student reflects on the critique and completes the Sample

Group-Work Evaluation Form on page 130.
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How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Prepare simple critiquing forms and group evaluation forms for your 7th

grade music class (consider integrating technology into this lesson by having
students complete electronic forms and use word processing software to write
responses). Use the forms to discuss with students the differences between
critique and criticism.

2. Have your students listen to different kinds of music and either write about a
specific aspect of the music itself or on another topic while playing back-
ground music to create “atmosphere.” Allow students time to discuss or
reflect, and then to write.

3. After students write, collect their drafts and redistribute them, giving each
student a paper to work with. Students complete the two identical forms,
recording only strengths the first time and only areas of needed improvement
the second time.

4. Have students divide into small groups to discuss their comments on the cri-
tique forms. Members of the small groups, in turn, discuss and write down
the comments they think will be helpful to the writer and why or why not.

5. Return papers to students with the critique comments that the group agreed
would be helpful.

6. Ask each student to respond to the critique comments and the critique pro-
cess by completing the Group-Work Evaluation Form.
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Directions: When you have finished your group-work assignment and received your own paper
and critique comments, answer the two questions below. Give as many specific examples as
you can and write in complete sentences.

1. What specific comments, criticisms, and/or suggestions did the group offer to you that are
likely to help you improve your paper?

2. What specific comments, criticisms, and/or suggestions did you offer to others that are
likely to help them improve their papers?

Sample Group-Work Evaluation Form

Source: From Classroom Assessment Techniques: A Handbook for College Teachers, 2nd ed. (p. 99), by T. A. Angelo & K. P. Cross,
San Francisco: Jossey-Bass. Copyright © 1993 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Adapted with permission of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

Does the beginning get your attention?

Does the writing flow well from beginning to end? Could you follow it easily?

Are there phrases that help you create a visual image in your head? Which ones?

Is there language that gets your attention? If so, why?

Does the paper do what the writer intended it to do?

Sample Critique Form Questions
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STRATEGY 23

Essay Writing

Why Use It?
Essays are a good choice for assessment in any content area when you
want students to develop and organize ideas, work with a sense of audi-
ence, and produce a clearly written product. Essay writing is a versatile
tool; you can have students write one extensive essay on a topic to chal-
lenge them to work in-depth in a single area or several short essays on a
number of topics to check for knowledge.

How to Use It
1. Examine your instructional goal(s) for a lesson, and create a writing

prompt or assignment that tells students what you expect from them
by asking yourself these questions:

• What does it require students to do?
• What does it allow students to do?
• What are students most likely to produce from the prompt or

assignment?
• Will it interest students?
• Will it challenge students?

2. Set targets for students by assigning a time limit, a word limit, or both.
3. Give students a rubric that shows the kinds of things that count as

part of their grade (e.g., how much of the grade will depend on writ-
ing craft, writing conventions, and content).

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. When your instructional goal is for your 10th grade World History

students to understand the causes of World War I, design an essay



question that will assess their understanding. You might want to follow
these steps:

• Think of a real situation that you can put students into (e.g., You are a writer
for the Sarajevo Sovereign Times Weekly newspaper).

• Tell students what you expect them to do (e.g., Archduke Ferdinand was mur-
dered two days ago, and you have to write an analysis of the situation for your
newspaper).

• Give them enough information to allow them to be creative (e.g., You have
the distinct advantage of being able to look at the situation from eight decades
later, so you know what really happened).

• Pose related questions that will interest them and challenge their thinking
(e.g., What might be done to prevent the war at this point? What should the
average citizen of Sarajevo do?).

2. Set a time limit (e.g., during your 45-minute class period) and give length
guidelines (e.g., Make your analysis 200–300 words long).

3. Share with students a simple rubric (page 133) that shows how much of their
grade will be grammar, punctuation, and spelling, and how much will be
content.
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Sample Rubric

Ideas This paper is clear and
focused. It holds the
reader’s attention.

Relevant anecdotes and
details enrich the central

theme.

(15 points)

The writer is beginning
to define the topic, even
though development is

still basic or general.

(10 points)

As yet, the paper has no
clear sense of purpose or
central theme. To extract
meaning from the text,
the reader must make
inferences based on

sketchy or missing details.

(5 points)

Organization The organization
enhances and showcases

the central idea or theme.
The order, structure, or

presentation of
information is compelling

and moves the reader
through the text.

(15 points)

The organizational
structure is strong enough

to move the reader
through the text without

too much confusion.

(10 points)

The writing lacks a clear
sense of direction. Ideas,
details, or events seem

strung together in a loose
or random fashion; there
is no identifiable internal

structure.

(5 points)

Conventions The writer demonstrates
a good grasp of standard
writing conventions (e.g.,

spelling, punctuation,
capitalization, grammar,
usage, paragraphing) and

uses conventions
effectively to enhance

readability. Errors tend to
be so few that just minor
touch-ups would get this
piece ready to publish.

(15 points)

The writer shows
reasonable control over a
limited range of standard

writing conventions.
Conventions are

sometimes handled well
and enhance readability;
at other times, errors are
distracting and impair

readability.

(10 points)

Errors in spelling,
punctuation,

capitalization, usage,
grammar, and/or

paragraphing repeatedly
distract the reader and

make the text difficult to
read.

(5 points)

Content The writer includes the
three main causes of the
war as discussed in class
and includes a detailed

explanation of the effects
of the assassination in

particular.

(25 points)

The writer alludes to
causes of conflict in
general but does not

include specifics of the
assassination and its effect

on the situation.

(15 points)

The writer fails to explain
the importance of the

assassination or correctly
identify other factors that

led to the war.

(10 points)
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STRATEGY 24

Process Analysis

Why Use It?
Process analysis gives teachers in any content area explicit, detailed infor-
mation on the ways students carry out an assignment. Students keep
records of the actual, distinct steps they take in carrying out an assign-
ment, draw conclusions about their approaches to the assignment, and
comment on their conclusions. When students focus on how they do
their academic work, they can pinpoint problems and improve their pro-
cess. Likewise, teachers can identify areas that are generally unproductive
for students and adjust their instruction.

How to Use It
1. Choose an assignment that meets the following three criteria:

• You are genuinely interested in knowing how students work through it.
• Your students are likely to benefit from focusing on it and will have

other opportunities to use what they learn from your feedback.
• The assignment is complex enough for an interesting process analysis.

2. Before you give the focus assignment itself, tell students that they will keep
a record of their work processes—what steps they took, how much time
each step took—and describe those processes as an assessment technique.

3. Give instructions and examples of how to keep records of their pro-
cesses, what to include, and how long the final product should be.

4. Ask students to hand in the process analysis along with the assignment.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. When students are learning about proteins and enzymes in 10th

grade biology, assign a process analysis along with a lab report. So
that students won’t feel overwhelmed, ask them to outline the process
rather than narrate each step in detail.



2. Explain the specific requirements of the assignment, then show students an
example of a process analysis outline.

3. When students have completed and turned in both the lab report and the
process analysis, read and grade the lab reports first, without looking at the
process analyses.

4. Use or adapt the analyses in one of these ways:

• Assess the overall work schemes for clarity and explicitness, the number and effec-
tiveness of steps, and common patterns in the processes that students report.

• Have students read each other’s process analyses and compare notes on how
they worked.

• Direct students to focus on only one stage of the process, such as the begin-
ning or end. (This makes the paperwork less burdensome.)

• Ask students to identify one of the steps they need to improve and redesign
their processes to accomplish that change.
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Step 1: Choose a partner.

Student entry: I thought about other partners I had worked with in class, and I remembered
what worked well before and what didn’t. I remembered that I was frustrated working with
Linda because our styles are so different (I like reading and preparing before I start, and she
likes to jump in), so I asked Bill to be my partner this time.

Step 2: With your partner, choose a human protein or enzyme to investigate.

Student entry: Neither one of us really knew how to begin. We wanted to talk with others and
find out what to do. When the teacher suggested that we refer to the resources listed at the end
of the steps he gave us, it helped. It might help if our teacher actually went over the list with us,
instead of just trying to decide on our own.

Step 3: Find the molecular structure of your protein or enzyme and identify active sites that
aid its function.

Student entry: This wasn’t hard. Bill read about the structure at one of the Web sites on our
list. On another one, we found all the functions labeled. It’s good that we didn’t have to do
Google searches and go to sites that might not be helpful. We used the resources list, and it
saved us a lot of time.

Sample Process Analysis

Source: Adapted from Classroom Assessment Techniques: A Handbook for College Teachers (pp. 307–310), by T. A. Angelo and K.
P. Cross, 1993, San Francisco: John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Copyright © 1993 by John Wiley & Sons, Inc. Reprinted by permis-
sion of John Wiley & Sons, Inc.



STRATEGY 25

Test Question Writing

Why Use It?
When students write test questions, they gain not only an understanding
of the material involved, but also the ability to organize, synthesize, and
present information in a written form that others can understand easily.
It is best used at the end of a major unit in any content area so that stu-
dents have an opportunity to review and evaluate the material covered.
Formulating a tentative problem, determining its suitability as a test
question, and evaluating its clarity require students to problem-solve
while integrating writing skills. Writing test questions has the additional
benefits of providing an effective method of review, and later, serving as
a formal evaluation.

How to Use It
1. At the end of an instructional unit, assign various subtopics or

related topics from the unit to pairs of students.
2. Ask students to prepare two or three test questions that require writ-

ten responses (e.g., word problems in mathematics or short essay
questions in history).

3. Collect the problems and redistribute them to other pairs of students
to solve. Problem solvers should either answer and explain their
answer in writing, or write a response to the creators of the questions
that explains why one or all of the questions are not answerable (e.g.,
the questions are lacking information, cohesiveness, clarity, or order).

4. Return test questions and written responses to the creators for rewrit-
ing as necessary.

5. Compile revised questions into a review test.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. In your 11th grade Advanced Algebra class, at the end of a unit on

polynomial and rational functions, assign related aspects of the unit
to students (e.g., direct and indirect proportions, qualitative
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polynomials, quadratic inequalities) and allow them to work in pairs to
prepare two or three word problems.

2. Collect the original word problems and redistribute them to other pairs of
students, who try to solve the problems.

3. Have students write responses or explain the reasons why they were unable to
solve the problem(s), providing specific details.

4. Return test questions and written responses to the creators for rewriting as
necessary.

5. Compile revised questions into a review test.
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THE ROLE OF TECHNOLOGY

STRATEGY 26

E-Journal

Why Use It?
The e-journal is a real time-saver for a teacher, as well as being one of the
most flexible learning tools. Types of journals vary from reader-response,
double-entry, and problem-solution journals to dialectical and
metacognition journals. When used as low-stakes writing, journals
encourage students who might otherwise be reluctant writers. Teachers
can use the e-journal in any content area to encourage reflective think-
ing, dialogue with students about what they are learning, keep an infor-
mal record of student progress, or make changes in direction. By writing
often and freely, students build fluency and heighten awareness of the
elements of good writing.

How to Use It
1. Decide on the type of journal and designate at least one day a week as

e-journal day (e.g., Monday is a good time to recall work from the
previous week, Wednesday might be a good point to pause, or Friday
can offer an opportunity to review a week’s work).

2. Depending on your situation, schedule class time in the computer lab
or at computer stations in your classroom, or have students use
laptops assigned to them.

3. Ahead of time, create and label a group file folder for each class.
Then post electronic versions of each week’s lesson plans, along with
the standards and benchmarks for each lesson. Depending on the
type of journal that students are writing, you can anticipate possible
questions and post a few, along with possible topics for students who
might need help getting started writing. For instance, you might ask
students to
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• Summarize a particular reading,
• Respond to a specific homework assignment,
• Write a reaction to a particular reading, or
• State an opinion and defend or support it.

4. Direct students to read the postings in your file folder.
5. Have students create a word processing document to write their thoughts,

questions, or responses.
6. On a regular basis, have students return to the folder to reread their entries

and select a topic that further interests them. Students then can write an
expository essay on the topic or a narrative piece on the possibilities the topic
poses.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
When your 7th grade history class studies how a bill becomes a law, write one
week of lesson plans in a word processing document and post them to the file
folder labeled with your name. On Monday, ask students to go to the comput-
ers, open and read the lesson plan file, and write about whether it is important
to learn about the way a bill becomes a law, giving reasons why or why not.

OR

Midway or later through the unit, ask students to write about the things they
have learned so far about how a bill becomes a law and to predict what they might
learn next by adapting the K-W-L (What I Know; Want to Learn; Learned) strat-
egy. Students can review their notes and record what they know. Then students can
preview the text and lessons for cues about what they’ll learn next.

OR

If you just completed the unit of study, ask students to review the standards,
benchmarks, and lesson plans and reflect on how well they have learned the mate-
rial. Also, ask students to write about the activity that helped them the most. Stu-
dents can return to their entries to select and develop an idea for either narrative or
expository writing. For example, students might write a story about how the law
could affect someone, or they might write an essay arguing the pros and cons of a
proposed law. To learn to write a persuasive paper online, students can follow the
directions at Essaypunch.com.
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STRATEGY 27

E-Learning Logs

Why Use It?
Electronic learning logs are a flexible alternative to conventional note-
taking, but they offer less latitude than journals. Learning logs specifi-
cally focus on content covered in class. When students keep a learning
log over a period of several weeks, they not only record facts and con-
cepts, but also reflect on new ideas. By reflecting on what they are learn-
ing, they benefit from metacognition. Content from student logs can
also alert a teacher to students’ misunderstandings and provide an
opportunity to redirect students’ thinking.

How to Use It
1. Designate the duration for keeping the log and the total number of

entries. Schedule days in the school’s computer lab accordingly, if
computers are not otherwise available.

2. Review and discuss recent readings and learning activities with
students.

3. Allow students time to think and consider their entries, and then give
them time to create word processing documents and write freely.

4. Make time in class or lab, on a regular basis, for students to read their
e-learning log entries and reflect on how their ideas have changed as
they have learned more.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. In your 9th grade Spanish class, you might ask students to complete

an electronic learning log by writing entries every week for six to nine
weeks. For each entry, students identify the source (e.g., Spanish
book, Web site, video, class discussion, teacher lecture) to support
what they write. Entries might include similarities and differences,
other languages students speak, the importance of being fluent in
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another language, or connections between what students are learning in
Spanish class and what they are learning in their history or geography classes.

2. For a predetermined number of entries, ask students to cite one scholarly
source (other than their textbook) for learning more. Students can visit
Purdue University’s Online Writing Lab at http://owl.english.purdue.edu/
handouts/research/index.html to learn how to prepare an annotated
bibliography.

3. Following their last entries, ask students to summarize their logs, drawing
conclusions from what they have written over time. Helpful questions
include: How useful is it? What are the most important lessons you learned
from keeping the log? What are your strengths and areas of needed improve-
ment in learning Spanish? What will you do to improve?
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Week _____

1. Describe the most important concept you learned this week and why it is important to you.

2. Record the number of times you made contributions in class and describe the nature of the
contributions (e.g., asking questions, giving responses when called on, voluntary contributions,
guidance to peers, or working in groups):

3. Provide example(s) and explanation(s) of how you are applying what you have learned and
how you are increasing your Spanish language competency.

4. List at least one additional source for learning more about what you are studying in class.

Sample Spanish E-Learning Log Form



STRATEGY 28

E-Portfolio

Why Use It?
Electronic portfolios are an ideal way to assess a student’s abilities and
understanding in any subject. They work especially well for writing,
music, and the visual arts, but regardless of the subject area, e-portfolios
always include written reflections. E-portfolios also give students a
chance to look at exemplary models and set their own criteria and stan-
dards for good work, thereby giving students responsibility for their own
learning. Additionally, students can gain valuable computer skills while
creating multimedia presentations or editing parts of their own e-portfo-
lios. Last, unlike traditional portfolios, e-portfolios store information
digitally on a computer hard drive or some type of removable media
(e.g., floppy disk, Zip disk, CD) that takes up very little physical space
and is easy to access.

How to Use It
1. Explain to students that throughout the semester they will be compil-

ing their portfolios, and that each one will contain a history of their
individual learning. The range of work to represent their learning
might include samples of initial sketches and writings, early and final
drafts, expository and narrative writing samples, and self- or peer-
assessments.

2. Ahead of time, familiarize yourself with any computer equipment,
such as a scanner or digital camera, that students might be using.
Students might include music and video using a multimedia software
program such as HyperStudio, in which case you should learn how to
install and use it.

3. Use samples of student work to develop models of excellence and cre-
ate a rubric to share with students. Grade, scan, and post exemplary
samples to a Web site so that students can return to the models at
any time throughout the semester.
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4. As the end of the semester or year approaches, ask students to look through
their work and select samples for their portfolios that reflect their learning
progress.

5. Students should scan and post samples for review by others, making sure to
include their selected comments and self-reflections.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Toward the end of the semester, your 10th grade art students sort through

their work, using the exemplary samples you have scanned and posted as
visual benchmarks. Also, remind students of the curriculum standards and
benchmarks. Students also should select some of their written reflections,
rubrics, and metacognitive journal entries.

2. Once students have selected representative pieces, they begin to organize their
portfolios to include the following:

• Title page with name, date, and student’s name or picture/video of the
student

• Table of contents listing information in portfolio
• Samples with accompanying self-reflections, rubrics, or journal responses
• Blank portfolio assessment rubric

3. Students create a storyboard or flowchart on paper to plan the layout and to
make decisions about appearance and navigation to create a user-friendly
portfolio. Guide students’ decisions about digital photos, clip art, text boxes,
and other graphics.

4. Students use multimedia software, a camera, and a scanner to insert video
clips, digital photos, and copies of selected samples for their e-portfolios.
Then they post completed portfolios for others to view, respond to, and post
comments.

5. Using the rubric, the teacher assesses the portfolio for such things as overall
design, required number of samples, writing that is free of grammatical and
mechanical errors while being insightful and honest, and ease of use.

Source: From Educational Services and Staff Development Association of Central Kansas. (n.d.). How
to create an electronic portfolio. Available: http://www.essdack.org/port/how.html. Adapted with
permission.
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STRATEGY 29

Short-Term WebQuest

Why Use It?
A WebQuest is an inquiry-oriented activity that can benefit students in
any content area. WebQuests directly address the problem of students
surfing the Internet without a clear purpose. The process always involves
writing, whether it is answers to questions, reflections on learning, or
related research. During a short-term WebQuest, students spend one to
three class periods finding and integrating new information that is pri-
marily, but not exclusively, from Internet resources. WebQuests can also
be long term, requiring one to four weeks for students to acquire infor-
mation, analyze it deeply, transform it in some way, and demonstrate an
understanding of it, perhaps by writing a traditional research paper or
developing a multimedia project. Learning to design WebQuests for
your students can be complex. We suggest beginning with a short-term
project in your content area before developing longer, more interdisci-
plinary activities.

How to Use It
1. Become familiar with online resources available in your content area

and organize them according to category, such as searchable database,
reference material, or project ideas.

2. Identify topics that fit your curriculum and for which you found
materials online. Then create a task that is doable, interesting, and
moves students toward a culminating activity related to your instruc-
tional goals, standards, or benchmarks. Create a rubric for final
assessment of the activity.

3. Introduce the WebQuest to students in a way that piques their inter-
est and provides background information. Share the evaluation
rubric with students so that they will understand the criteria for
meeting performance and content standards.
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4. Provide students with a set of information sources they will need to complete
the task. Information sources might include Web documents, experts avail-
able via e-mail or real-time conferencing (consider using CU-SeeMe or
NetMeeting software for videoconferencing), searchable Internet databases,
and books and other documents physically available in your classroom or
school media center.

5. Create an online document describing the process and steps that students
should follow to complete the task. To encourage students to search wisely,
embed some (though not all) resources in the document. Also, provide guid-
ing questions or directions to complete organizational frameworks such as
time lines, concept maps, or cause-and-effect diagrams.

6. Conclude the WebQuest with a writing activity, such as a journal entry that
brings closure to the quest and allows students to reflect on what they have
learned. Alternately, you might assign a research or multimedia project that
encourages students to extend the experience into other domains.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Create a WebQuest that will help your 12th grade humanities class gain

insight into the complexities of conducting an archaeological dig.
2. Designate two to four hours of class time for the exercise, and have groups of

students work together to answer a series of questions you prepare ahead of
time. Questions might include: Are there any local laws or ordinances that
might affect the dig? If so, where can you learn more about them? What
kinds of unexpected problems might arise? How might you resolve them?
Also, provide groups with a rubric for evaluating the activity.

3. Give students a set of resources that includes available media coverage and
scholarly reports on the dig that they can find on the Internet. If possible,
include directions for students to interview a member of the dig team or a
museum staff member via speakerphone or videoconference.

4. Have students work in groups to accomplish the task of answering the ques-
tions and to experience each of the sources of data.

5. Pair students up to tell each other what they have learned, or ask them to
reflect and write about their learning.

6. Evaluate the WebQuest using the assessment rubric for content, mechanics,
overall requirements, and so on.
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STRATEGY 30

Evaluating Web Sources
Checklist

Why Use It?
Regardless of content area, much of the information that is available on
the Internet is unregulated as far as quality or accuracy is concerned.
The quality of Web resources varies tremendously, and with technology
outpacing the development of evaluation tools, almost anyone can pub-
lish anything on the Web. Given students’ widespread use of technology
as an information resource, it is particularly important for them to learn
how to evaluate a Web source.

How to Use It
1. Identify the type of Web page (e.g., business, news, personal,

entertainment).
2. Complete the checklist.
3. Determine the quality of the Web page.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Schedule a day for your 8th grade geography class to work on com-

puters, either in the school lab or in your classroom.
2. Ahead of time, locate and bookmark a few sites that contain informa-

tion that is either questionable or sound, according to these five crite-
ria: (1) accuracy, (2) authority, (3) objectivity, (4) currency, and (5)
credibility. For example, you might select three Web sites similar to
these:

• http://www.improbable.com/airchives/classical/cat/cat.html
• http://www.jeremiahproject.com/smoke/corrupt.html
• http://www.christiansciencemonitor.com
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3. Have students work in pairs to visit and assess the quality of information on
the sites, rating the sites as good or poor information sources. Ask students to
explain how they reached their conclusions.

4. Distribute the Evaluating Internet Resources checklist and ask students to
return to these sites, work through the items on the checklist, and rate the
same sites based on the checklist criteria.

5. Students can then compare the conclusions they reached on their own and
with the checklist.
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1. Accuracy

• Do information sources appear clearly on the page?
• Can you verify any of the information from your own knowledge?
• Can you verify any of the information from other sources?
• Is the information free of grammatical, spelling, and typographical errors?

2. Authority

• Is the name of the author/creator on the page?
• Do the author’s credentials appear on the page? (e.g., occupation or education)
• Is the author qualified to write on the given topic? Why?
• Is there contact information, such as an e-mail address, somewhere on the page?
• Is there a link to a homepage?
• What does the domain name/URL reveal about the source of the information, if anything?

3. Objectivity

• Who is the intended audience?
____Experts ____General public

• What do you think is the purpose of the site?
___Inform
___Explain
___Persuade
___Sell a product

• Is the information mostly fact, opinion, or propaganda?
• Is the author’s point of view objective?
• Is the language free of emotion-rousing words?

4. Currency

• Is the information up-to-date?
• When was the site last updated?

5. Credibility

• Why should anyone believe information from this site?
• Is there evidence to support the information?
• Do quotes appear with their source?
• If there is a link to a homepage, is it for an individual or for an organization?
• If the author is with an organization, does the organization sponsor the page?
• Is there a non-Web equivalent of this material?

Sample Checklist Form



THE ROLE OF THE TEACHER

STRATEGY 31

Learning from Examples

Why Use It?
Published examples are useful writing tools. Previously published pieces
show student writers what their final products should or should not look
like—ineffective models are just as instructive as effective models. You
and your students can analyze published examples and discuss the differ-
ent elements that make the final products enjoyable and easy to read or
objectionable and difficult to read. When your analysis is complete, your
students should have a ready bank of ideas that they can use as they
complete their writing assignments. An example of the analysis of a nar-
rative picture book is described in Section 4. In this section, we provide
an example of a nonfiction text analysis.

How to Use It
1. Select a nonfiction text (e.g., magazine article, textbook, picture

book, brochure) to examine.
2. Duplicate the Learning from Examples chart on page 152.
3. Ask students to read the text silently and highlight writing or text fea-

tures that they find effective.
4. Model a couple of examples of effective techniques that you identi-

fied and complete each section of the chart for each example. Pay
close attention to the final column—“When will I use it?” Consider
adding situations in which it will not be appropriate to use the
technique.

5. Solicit examples from your students. If they select the same tech-
niques that you did, ask your students to share their observations and
add their comments to the chart. Remind your students that there is
more than one way to interpret a technique.

6. Ask students to explain additional examples.
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7. Decide where to store these examples so that students can access the descrip-
tions when they engage in the writing process. You may create wall displays,
store sample pages in a class notebook, or duplicate select pages that students
can keep in their individual notebooks or folders. Regardless of your storage
process, make sure that your students know where, when, and how to retrieve
the forms for future reference.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Gather newspaper, magazine, and Internet articles related to the human

genome project.
2. Divide your students into groups of four.
3. Give each group copies of the articles and a copy of the Learning from Exam-

ples chart with a column added that is labeled “Validity of Statement.”
4. Direct students to read the articles and address the quality of the arguments

that the authors make while examining the writing techniques.
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Feature Article Analysis

Text studied: “Folk Art Jubilee” by Brian Noyes (Smithsonian, October 2003)

Sample text
(as needed)

Feature or craft Effect When will I use it?

six photographs on one
page separated by
white space

lets the reader see a lot
of different artists’
work on one page

white space creates a
lighter separation than
a heavy black line

when I want to display
a lot of different items
in one document (e.g.,
rocks that contain a
common mineral)

mix photographs and
sketches

photographs are
precise; sketches leave
more to the reader’s
imagination

I will use a photograph
when I want my reader
to see the exact features
of an object. I will use
a sketch when the
reader does not need a
precise rendering.

“When the exhibited
work of 38 folk artists
is made of mud,
cardboard, sticks, and
rags—and the exhibit
is out-of-doors—wet
weather can indeed
mean a washout. But
for now the sun shines,
merciful news for the
30,000 people
expected today and
tomorrow at the
Kentucky Festival of
Arts…” (p. 78).

“Sunday morning the
rain arrives, and tents
and tarps go up over
the artwork…” (p. 82).

selects a topic that
influences but is not
integral to the story to
open and close the
article

eases the reader into
the story by describing
the setting in a less-
direct manner

“The typically taciturn
Sudduth brightens as
he recalls his
breakthrough moment
at age 7” (p. 80).

uses alliteration lets the writer be
playful without having
to use slang

when I want to use
slang or other
commonly used words

highlight an important
sentence in a textbox

lets the reader know
that this part of the
message is important

when I want to draw
my reader’s attention
to a certain point

Learning from Exemplary Examples

Source: Davis, J., & Hill, S. (2003). The No-Nonsense Guide to Teaching Writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. Adapted with permission.



152 Teaching Writing in the Content Areas

[Type of text] Analysis

Text studied:

Sample text
(as needed)

Feature or craft Effect When will I use it?

Learning from Examples

Source: Davis, J., & Hill, S. (2003). The No-Nonsense Guide to Teaching Writing. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. Adapted with permission.



STRATEGY 32

Writing Inventories

Why Use It?
All writers—professional or student—are not the same. Some writers
prefer to write during the early morning hours; others write in the mid-
dle of the day when they are more awake. Procrastinators are character-
ized by their decision to wait until the last minute to complete a writing
assignment. On the other hand, “quick starters” begin the writing pro-
cess the moment you mention the assignment. Chances are that the stu-
dents in your classroom will have a broad range of idiosyncrasies.
Although you will not be able to accommodate all of your students’
individual bents, you will be able to make informed decisions when you
know a little bit about their writing habits. Writing inventories provide
you with valuable information and show your students that you are
interested in their writing lives.

How to Use It
1. Ask your students to complete a writing inventory at the beginning

of the school year. Add or delete questions that you think are appro-
priate for your teaching situation. For example, social studies teachers
may choose to include questions to elicit student perceptions about
the Civil War. Art teachers, on the other hand, may prefer to add
questions about a favorite artist.

2. Compile the student responses and make general observations.
3. Share your observations with your students. Explain how you will

make adjustments to your writing assignments or procedures to aid
the writing process. At the same time, give your students reasons why
you will not be able to accommodate all of their desires. For example,
if you learn that almost all of your students prefer a quiet writing
environment, you may explain to those who prefer background
music that you will not be playing music during any of your class
writing time.
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How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Foreign language teachers can use this inventory at the beginning of the

school year to determine student interests. Based on students’ responses,
teachers can focus their language instruction and writing assignments on sub-
jects that students find motivating.

2. Collect examples of the writing that students believe shows their best effort
and use the examples as exemplars.

3. History and science teachers can create a joint writing inventory. Use the
results from this inventory to create writing projects that simultaneously
meet the needs of both content classes and increase the opportunities that
students have to complete writing assignments.
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What is the best piece of writing you have ever written? What makes it your favorite?

What kinds of topics do you like to write about?

What are your favorite writing genres (e.g., research reports, letters, feature articles, poetry)?

What kind of feedback do you like to get about your writing?

Do you characterize yourself as a quick starter or a procrastinator?

What is your relationship with deadlines?

Do you like to write in silence or with background noise? What sort of music do you prefer, if any,
when you write?

What tools and equipment do you like to use for writing (e.g., felt-tip markers, word processors,
pencils, unlined paper)?

Do you prefer to write in class or at home?

How can I help you become a better writer?

Writing Inventory

Sources: Fountas, I. C., & Pinnell, G. S. (2001). Guiding Readers and Writers. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann; Tchudi, S. J., &
Tchudi, S. N. (1999). The English Language Arts Handbook: Classroom Strategies for Teachers (2nd ed.). Portsmouth, NH:
Boynton/Cook Publishers. Adapted with permission.



STRATEGY 33

Student Conference Guide

Why Use It?
Students increase their capacity to become better writers when they
receive explicit feedback from others during the writing process. In
many cases, you will be the one who gives students feedback on their
written assignments. The purest way for you to respond to your stu-
dents’ written work is to convey your genuine reactions—both support-
ive and critical—during a brief writing conference. During these
conferences, explain why you responded in a particular fashion and give
your students concrete examples or strategies they can use to make
adjustments to their writing assignments. The Student Conference
Guide on page 156 is a tool that you can use to initiate discussions with
students. Keep in mind that you do not have to ask any or all of the
questions during any one interaction with a student.

How to Use It
1. Select several students to confer with during the class period.
2. Keep your writing conferences short. Writing conferences are

designed to give writers the feedback they need to keep writing, not
to stop their progress.

3. Take brief notes about each student to highlight difficulties they may
have individually or to identify patterns that you see among all
students.

4. Share examples from your own writing experiences with students,
particularly those examples that illustrate how you recognized a prob-
lem and what you did to fix it.
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How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. Model the use of the Student Conference Guide in your art history class sev-

eral times so that students know what to expect when you schedule a writing
conference.

2. Provide class time for students to review and analyze a variety of Navajo sand
paintings. Have students write personal reflections designed to explain their
reactions to the artwork.

3. Use your brief interactions with students to deepen your understanding of
their analyses of the abstract representations of human or animal forms.
Identify instances where the student does not adequately explain an interpre-
tation. Take notes as the student attempts a verbal explanation and give the
notes to the student to use during the revision stage.
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• Tell me why you organized your essay in this way.

• I don’t quite understand the point you are trying to make here. Can you tell me what you are try-
ing to say?

• How can I help you?

• What’s the most important thing you are trying to say?

• Show me where your key idea sentence is.

• Can you cut any sections from your writing?

• Where could you find more information about this topic?

• The conclusion left me thinking X. Is that what you intended?

• Tell me more about Y.

• What is your next step?

Student Conference Guide



STRATEGY 34

Interactive Reading Guides

Why Use It?
Students who read become better readers. Likewise, students who write
become better writers. When you provide multiple opportunities for
your students to read and then write about what they’ve read, you
increase your students’ level of proficiency with these skills. Students
find many nonfiction topics interesting, yet the texts that explain these
topics often are difficult for students to interpret. When you ask your
students to use an interactive reading guide, they have a structured way
to review text. In addition, the Interactive Reading Guide is designed for
partner or small group use, highlighting the importance of social
interaction.

How to Use It
1. Select the text that you want your students to read and to write

about. Identify the key points that students should attend to as they
read. Pay close attention to those aspects of the text that may cause
difficulty or confusion for your students. Remember to review charts,
tables, and other graphics for significant information that your stu-
dents can learn.

2. Design questions that will guide your students through their reading
session. When appropriate, include additional information that will
help students better understand the text.

3. Divide the suggested text into sections (e.g., paragraphs, pages).
Decide which sections should be read orally to a partner or to the
group, silently, or skipped altogether.

4. Remind students to paraphrase the text as they answer questions on
the guide.

5. Students can use their Interactive Reading Guide answers to write
summaries of the reading selection.

Strategies: The Teacher 157



How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. When starting a new unit, download a reading selection related to your math-

ematics instruction, such as an overview of trigonometry functions from
http://www.math.com.

2. Preview the selection and create an Interactive Reading Guide like the exam-
ple provided on page 159. Pay specific attention to the terminology and
phrasing that your students may have the most difficulty understanding.

3. When appropriate, add information that your students may need to know to
comprehend the text selection fully but that may not be included in the
selection. For example, students may need a reminder about the characteris-
tics of a right triangle or the definition of a quotient.

4. Ask partners to write a joint short summary based on their answers to the
questions.
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Section A: Introduction to Ellis Island (pages 1–2)

1. Class: Listen and follow along in the article as I read this passage to you. Then, based on what you
remember, respond to the questions below. If you need to, you can locate information from the
article.

• Ellis Island is located in what city?
• What famous national landmark can be seen from Ellis Island?
• List four reasons why immigrants came to the United States that were mentioned in the

selection.

Section B: Early Immigration to the United States (pages 2–3)

1. Partners: Read paragraph 1 silently and decide on an answer to the following question:

• Who were the first immigrants to the United States?

2. Partner X: Read paragraph 2 aloud.
Partner Y: Listen and decide how to answer the following questions:

• Were the early immigrants to the United States regarded as a good thing?
• Why or why not?

3. Partner Y: Read paragraph 3 aloud.
Partner X: Listen and decide how to answer the following questions:

• Did the government keep very close track of immigrants in the early days?
• What clues in the article helped you figure this out?

4. Partners: Read paragraphs 4, 5, and 6 silently. List four things that attracted people to the
United States.

5. Partner X: Read paragraphs 7 and 8 aloud.
Partner Y: Listen and decide how to answer these questions:

• What were some of the nationalities of the new immigrants?
• What was the attitude of many Americans to the new immigrants?

Interactive Reading Guide

Developed by Doug Buehl & P. McDonald, 1999, Madison East High School, Madison, WI, USA.

Source: Buehl, D. (2001). Classroom Strategies for Interactive Learning (2nd ed.). Newark, DE: International Reading Association.
Reprinted with permission



STRATEGY 35

Magnet Summaries

Why Use It?
When students read nonfiction text, they are inundated with facts, fig-
ures, dates, and names. Making sense of all of this information chal-
lenges more than one adolescent reader; coherently writing about these
facts and important characters is equally demanding. Yet students who
master ways to effectively read and write become better readers and writ-
ers. Magnet Summaries is a reading and writing strategy that helps stu-
dents condense their reading about specific topics to several key words
or phrases and then combine the words or phrases into a sentence or two
that incorporates all of the relevant information. Combined, these sum-
mary sentences form the body of summary paragraphs.

How to Use It
1. Begin by explaining how magnets attract metal objects. Explain that

magnet words will do the same thing. Model the concept by selecting
a sample word and identifying key words or phrases that the sample
word might “attract.” You may want to consider repeating this model
using a text selection. Emphasize that students should find words or
phrases that the key word will attract from the text.

2. Determine the text that you want your students to read as they com-
plete this exercise independently or with a partner.

3. To start, you may determine the magnet words. As your students
become more familiar with this strategy, consider having them select
their own magnet words.

4. Distribute index cards to students. Ask students to write the magnet
word in the center.

5. Ask students to read the text and write key words or phrases on the
appropriate cards.

6. Show students how they can combine the information on each card
to write a summary sentence or two on the back of the card.

160 Teaching Writing in the Content Areas



Throughout the process, help students see the difference between important
key words and irrelevant ones.

7. With the summary sentences showing, instruct students to organize their
cards in the order that makes logical sense for a summary paragraph.

8. When necessary, show students how to add transition words, adjust sentences
so that they do not all begin in the same way, and include any missing com-
ponents such as concluding sentences.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom
1. When studying the history of jazz, preselect a variety of articles that describe

the art form. As you read the articles ahead of time, determine three or four
magnetic words to focus your students’ reading. Sample magnetic words
might include ragtime, classical, acid, and swing.

2. Give your 6th grade students the previewed articles and blank index cards.
Ask them to write each category on a separate card. Direct students to read
the articles and write key words or phrases on the appropriate cards.

3. Model ways for the students to combine the key words and phrases into a
sentence or two designed to capture the essence of the information on the
cards. Write these sentences on a separate set of index cards.

4. Ask students to organize their cards with the summary sentences chronologi-
cally and combine the sentences into a short summary paragraph, adding
additional words to ease transitions as necessary.
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Magnet Summaries for History

Source: Buehl, D. (2001). Classroom Strategies for Interactive Learning (2nd ed.). Newark, DE: International Reading Association.
Reprinted with permission.

“Many people went west because of the
Homestead Act, which gave 160 acres to
people if they farmed them for 5 years.”

“In the Great Plains, people had hard-
ships with the very hot and very cold
weather, and their crops failed due to
the drought and insects.”

“Farmers needed to do dry farming, so
they dug wells, made windmills, and
changed the way they plowed to grow
wheat.”

“Homes on the prairie were sod houses,
called ‘soddies,’ because they had no
trees. People were lonely because the
houses were far from each other.”

160 acres farm for 5 years

Homestead Act

Congress
1862

many went West

insects The Great Plains
drought

Hardship
hot/cold
weather

crops
failed

way they
plowed dug wells

wheat

Dry Farming

windmills irrigation

no trees
far from

each other
loneliness

Homes on the Prairie

dirt floors
sod houses “soddies”
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Many people moved west because of the Homestead Act, which gave them 160 acres if they farmed
this land for five years. But in the Great Plains, people had hardships from the very hot and very cold
weather, and their crops failed due to drought and insects. Therefore, farmers needed to do dry farm-
ing, so they dug wells, made windmills, and changed the way they plowed to grow wheat. The farmers’
homes on the prairie were sod houses, called “soddies,” because there were no trees. The people were
lonely because the houses were far from each other.

Sample Summary Paragraph

Source: Buehl, D. (2001). Classroom Strategies for Interactive Learning (2nd ed.). Newark, DE: International Reading Association.
Reprinted with permission.
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