SOME THOUGHTS AND PREVIEW OF TEACHERS 
TALKING WRITING, 2009-2010

Comments by Jeanne Herman, Director-WAC
1.  During the last year as WAC director I enjoyed reviewing proposals for WRITI and WRITD courses, and opportunities to talk with faculty who are proposing these courses.  

2.  Major changes were made last spring in the writing proposal forms to encourage faculty, particularly less experienced faculty, to think about writing assignments and the criteria for WRITI and WRITD courses.  Input was solicited from a number of faculty members who teach writing courses, from then Dean Maguire and Dean Eliason, from Sujay Rao, Director of FTS, and from the Curriculum Committee.  The criteria for WRITD and WRITI courses may be reviewed by consulting the online Faculty Handbook linked from the WAC web site.

https://gustavus.edu/wac/faculty/
Forms may be reviewed by visiting this web site:

https://gustavus.edu/committees/curriculum/#Forms
3.  As I talk with faculty who submit writing course proposals, I often hear concerns…

“But I am not a member of the English Department and am not really trained to teach writing…”

“I think I know good writing when I see it and sometimes I am frustrated with the poor quality of student writing even in courses not designated as WRITI or WRITD…”

“What kinds of assignments should I include within my course proposal, given that some students will be fairly proficient writers while others will really struggle with writing?”


“Is it better to use short writing assignments or multi-part longer assignments?”


“What do I need to do with those students who are really struggling?”

“I have students buy the Everyday Writer but I don’t think they really use it very much.  Should I do something to encourage them to use the book and if so, how can I do so?”

“What can I do to help writers who are ELLS?”

4.  What Becky and I hope to do this year is facilitate some discussion of these kinds of issues through venues such as TTW.  Thus far, we have four sessions scheduled.

Today Becky and Katy will discuss ways to help students who seem to be struggling with writing, with particular reference to ELLs. 

In subsequent sessions we will discuss effective ways to help students better utilize the Everyday Writer handbook, results of the Teagle Study and what that data might mean for WAC at Gustavus, and other topics related to the writing program.  If you have any suggestions regarding additional topics for discussion, please send them to:  jherman@gac.edu or share orally with either Jeanne or Becky.

5.  The Teagle Study…an Update

David Menk has now received Teagle data from the Consortium’s research coordinator.

Meeting scheduled for Oct. 22, 2009:  Menk, Herman, and Dobler to discuss data 

Presentation by Menk/Dobler/Herman at WPAC meeting, November 17, 2009

(Dean Kaiser will attend this meeting. WPAC committee members include:  

Fremo, Rao, Banks, Dobler, Tunheim, and Herman.)

Pending Dean Kaiser’s approval, Teagle data will hopefully be made available to all faculty 

members by end of November.

Spring TTW session devoted to Teagle;  date pending.

Other venues for discussion will also be explored.

Teachers Talking Writing, Becky Fremo

September 29, 2009

What Beginning Writers Do, and Ways to Intervene

If you’re teaching beginning writers, you may be surprised to find that their papers exhibit one or more of the following “behaviors”:

1. Thesis?  No thanks.  I prefer a vague, nebulous “topic.”

Here’s one from my own FTS.  

“There are many different aspects of community.  In this paper, I will discuss many different ways that these aspects affect my definition of community.  Those aspects are connections with each other, common goals and beliefs, and how our definitions of community are always unique because we are individuals.”

Huh?  You might try some of these suggestions to help this student:

· Open up your Everyday Writer handbook (Lunsford) to pages 58-59.  There, you’ll find a pretty useful discussion of thesis statements.  Many students begin to understand once you talk about thesis as both a “topic” and a “commentary.”  

· Consider cutting and pasting four or five different introductory paragraphs from your students’ papers into a single handout. Then, ask them to identify the “topic” and “commentary” part within each thesis.  If they can’t, initiate a discussion about thesis and what is “arguable.”

· Use examples from your own research and scholarship to talk about how you’ve made thesis and focus decisions.  What was your initial “question” when you began your dissertation?  How did that focus narrow as you conducted your own research?

2. Focus? What focus?  I didn’t see any focus.    But I did see . . . (insert your discipline’s version of “the kitchen sink” here).

For many beginning students, the toughest thing about writing is maintaining a coherent focus throughout the paper.  If your students have difficulty with coherence, you might try these interventions:

· Ask the student to “bumper sticker” the paper.  In one sentence or less, what does the paper do/ prove/ argue/ suggest?    Then, ask her to do the same thing for each individual paragraph.  If the “slogans” don’t seem to support the same “cause,” help the student make adjustments.

· Have the student highlight the first and last sentence of each paragraph, as well as the original thesis.   If those beginnings and endings don’t add up to a cohesive whole, discuss possible ways to bring the paper back into focus.

· Use multicolored highlighters and ask the student to “color code” the ideas in the paper.  If the end result looks like a tie-dyed t-shirt, the student can “see” the coherence problem.

3. It’s all about me!

Our new students are usually quite comfortable writing journals, reader response logs, and other first-person forms designed to gauge their connections with texts.  They also see all texts as “stories.”  We are often surprised, then, when an analytical essay about John Locke’s theories looks like a personal narrative about the first time the student read John Locke on the way to church camp.  Try these suggestions:

· Highlight all the instances where the student shifts the focus inappropriately from the material to his personal experience.  Then, ask him to reframe those areas, using “John Locke’s theory suggests . . . ” as a topic sentence.  Now, I’m not suggesting that the personal has no place in academic writing!  But I do think that beginning students don’t always know how to utilize the personal in strategic ways.

· Suggest a parody.  Have the student write a paragraph in the style or voice of an egomaniacal reality television star. Then talk about what makes that offensive and why.

4. Chatty, chatty, chatty.  What’s up with that?

Even when students understand that it isn’t all about them, they may not understand that it is, at least partially, about you, their (highly educated) reader in an academic setting.  Many beginners write in chatty or informal voices.  Such writing sounds like it’s meant to be published in a high school yearbook:  “Ever think about John Locke’s theories of knowledge?  Well, let me tell you.  I have!  And they suggest an epistemological shift!”

· Read the passage out loud to the student.  Then read a passage on a similar topic, but written in a more appropriately academic voice.  Have the student talk to you about the different voices.  Help her identify the source of the difference. Is it about vocabulary?  Style?  Sentence structure?  Other kinds of conventions?

· First, be sure that the student understands the concept of voice.  Have her read two editorials on a similar topic, but take one from a more polemical source.  Or offer two pieces that take the same stance, but are written for different audiences.  Discuss.

5. Were we supposed to edit?

First, remember to treat sentence-level issues (grammar, mechanics) as “lower order concerns.”  Yes, they matter.  But they do not matter more than “higher order concerns” (thesis, evidence, argument, structure).  Always remember to put in the most time as a responder where it will be most useful!

Before you take out your editing tool of choice, stop and ask:  Does this student really not understand subject/ verb agreement, or did he write the paper at 3:00 a.m.?  

Sometimes our students make editing mistakes out of genuine ignorance. But sometimes they’re in a hurry, or they only hear the word “rough” in “rough draft,” or they haven’t yet figured out how the spell-check works on their new lap-top.  Before you assume students need you to show them the light (or diagram the sentence), you might try these interventions:

· Ask all students to submit an anonymous “effort check”—a piece of paper that states how long they spent on the assignment, how carefully they edited, and so on—after they submit their drafts.   If your “effort check” reveals that 13 out of 16 wrote the draft while watching the season premiere of “Grey’s Anatomy,” then you know they can (and will) do better on the next draft.  No need to waste time on a class discussion of commas.

· Bring a few sample student-authored paragraphs to class and have students read them together.  Help them understand the real reasons why sentence-level issues matter: They impede meaning and detract from the writer’s authority.   You might get even more mileage from this by creating a handout from a piece that’s been published; you delete necessary punctuation marks and/ or “add in” some spelling errors, misused words, etc.  Show the students both versions and ask them to talk about the difference.

Finally, no matter what you’re working on, remember that you can get much more mileage from a few minutes talking one-on-one in your office.  No matter how carefully we comment on students’ papers, we’re never quite so clear in our marginalia as we are in our speech.  Conferencing is a valuable tool in any writing intensive course.

Likewise, students can conference with tutors at the Writing Center.  It’s often particularly helpful for you to speak with them first, and then send them to us for an extended discussion.

Assisting Students Who Struggle With Writing…Some Thoughts From a Faculty Member Who is Not Trained to Work With ELLs

Jeanne Herman

---------------------------------------------------------------------------------

I Wanted to Know…

-What misperceptions might I have about working with ELLs?

- How can I find time to assist ELLs when I have 22 other students in the class?

-As a faculty member without specialized training in working with ELLs, is there anything I can do to be supportive and help students improve writing?

Some Ideas Based on A Brief Review of Sources

1.  What are some major concerns surrounding English Language Learner (ELL) education? 

U.S. student populations are drastically shifting and classrooms reflect these changes.  These changes require professors to respond.

English language learners (ELLs) are the fastest growing segment of the student 

population. 

ELLs sometimes struggle academically but this may not reflect content knowledge.  Professors need to distinguish between concerns regarding content knowledge and writing proficiency.
ELLs within college settings are often underserved populations.

2.  What are some misconceptions we can change about English Language Learners? 

ELLs are often labeled as learning disabled yet in most cases, they are not.

Because English language learning is a multifaceted process, educators should integrate listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills into instruction from the start.
Instructional support for ELLs benefits not just them, but all students. 

Research shows that teachers should pay special attention to background knowledge, interaction, and fears about writing commonly found among ELLs.
3.  What strategies can teachers use to support English language learners in the classroom? 

Set reasonable, yet high expectations for ELLs as we would with any student;
Use technology effectively to help ELLs better understand writing expectations and conventions and to practice editing skills;
Recognize socio-cultural factors and potential impact on learning and writing;

Help students draw upon personal experiences when they write;

Provide a visual context for writing through use of pictures, graphics, and media.

ELLs benefit from group brainstorming, reading their work to each other, and talking about writing.  Writing for a specific audience including classmates can be beneficial for ELLs.

Scaffolding of writing tasks is particularly important for ELLs; by dividing large writing tasks into more manageable steps, writing tends to improve.

ELLs benefit from a list of core words or specialized terms used within a discipline.

Pointing out differences in narrative style, voice, and genre helps ELLs improve writing and the ability to write for varied audiences.

ELLs need to hear that writing even short assignments always involves revision and editing.

Use of graphic organizers (concept maps, flow charts, etc.) can be beneficial in helping ELL students better understand assignments. 

Having an ELL write a reflection about teacher feedback within a piece of writing helps educators better understand how comments were received and what was not understood.

Mini-lessons on grammar when drafts of papers and essays are returned benefits all writers, particularly ELLs.

Regular integration of multicultural topics and issues draws on the experience of ELLs and encourages writing and collaboration within the classroom.

Connect students with specialists who can provide assistance and support beyond what the classroom teacher can provide.

Yet Another Question…WOULDN’T THESE TYPES OF STRATEGIES BENEFIT ALL WRITERS?
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