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Introduction

Many people have mlsconceptlons about whnat it takes to produce
a plece of wrltmg Not least among them are teachers. The differ-
ence is that most people do not attempt to teach students to write.
Teachers do. And so it is important to dispel misconcepticns that may
get in the way of producing good writing; especially since the pro-
cess of writing is highly individual and can only be generalized with-
in broad bounds.

Two misconceptions that are most detrlmental to teachmg wrltmg
effectively are 1) writing is a deliberate; linear process; and 2) there-
fore, it is essential for teachers to teach students to write in a deliber-
ate; linear fashion. The first notion is true of only some writing
praduced by some writers. It is ceriainly not truz of all writing or
of all writers, maybe not even most writing or most writers. Conse-
quently, no foundation exists for the secornd notion.

This complex task called writing may be approached in dehberate
linear fashion; but there is nothing that says it must be. Indeed, m:.2y
Wfitéfs titbdiiéé a piece of Wtii'iig Withbtit zipp'zi'ré'ri't délibé'ré'tibii Em'd

wrltmg “fas,t,, by Wthh hlS crmcs mean that he appatendy qups many
of the traditional steps between conception of an idea and written
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product. His pointed reply is that “there is no necessary correlation

between profundity of thought and length of time spent on thought”

(Buckley 1986).
Buckley is right; of course. And so why shouldn’t there be students

who avoid deliberate; linear approaches and yet produce successful

writing? And why should teach>rs feel compelled to train these stu-

dents to use teacher-prescribed patterns that, for these students at least;
are unnatural and ill-suited?
Perhaps a better model for thinking about wntmg is one that is more

cyclic than linear; one in which the mental processes used to create

a written product are remprocal and interactive. Writers (and teachers)

who have thought mu:: 1 about writing often come to the conciusmn

that the process is mo = like a wrestling match than a foot race: The

elements of the process are more hkely to get all mixed up than to
run in neat, parallel courses toward a product finish line: The pro-
cess of writing simply is not neat in most cases; it does no_good ta
pretend thit it is and to teach based on that pretence. Let’s admit that
writing is inherently messy !usiness and learn to live with it, to wrestle

with it, and to teach students to deal with the messiness:

Qo



A Model for Writing

In thmkmg about how wntmg happens it 1s helpful to concentual-
ize it as three phases: stimulus, process, and product. Flgure 1 ;llus-
trates these three phases far more neatly than the act of writing usuaily
proceeds for most writers, whether they be students or _profession-

als. What atually occiirs as a writer moves through each phase refiects

the idiosyncracies of the writer, working both consciously and
subconsciously.

PROCESS

—— S S—_—— — ————n ——

PHYSICAL

- ,,,,,,,Z, o
STIMUEUS ] PRODUCT
Figure 1

Let us conmder stlmulus first. Wmers do not write out of thm air;

thelr ideas do not arise from spontancous generat;on Rather, they

write in response to thought, to conversation, to observation; or to

;2 9
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some other initial “spark” that lights the creative firé. The stimulus for

writing is not necessarily anything very esoteric. Many writers write
because they are assigned a subject (for example, reporters, colum-

nists, business writers, etc.), biit having a topic assigned does not nec-
essarily result in writing inferior to that of writers who select their own

topics: Assigned writing tasks ofter; result in highly creative products;

Many authorities on writing ..uvocate that students be allowed to
choose their own writing topics, becaiise student interest is a great
motivation for writing. In the rex| world, however, writing topics are
often assigned by others. Therefore, it seeims prudent for teachers
to strike a balance between tite number of topics students can choose
for themselves and the rumber that are selected for them.

The process phase of writing can be divided into mental and physi-
cal components: The three-phase model of Figure 1 visualizes these
components as a kind of highway divided into two ianes. The driver
on this highway; the writer, proceeds from stimuliis foward product
(a piece of writing) by way of either lane, crossing from one to the
other at will and even straddling the lisie, 25 in “stream of conscious-

ness” writing where thoughts are recorded as they occur.

The mental component include. such activities as brainstorming,
analyzing, rehearsing, organizing, and evaluating. The physical ccm-
ponent is not limited to the mechanical task of writing or typing; it

might include acting out, talking to oneself or others, moving about;

drawing; or other activities, which may or may not be closely related

to the accompanying mental processes. Out of this dual-track of the

process phase eventually emerges a prodict. -
Product as used here means a piece of writing of some kind but
rot necessarily a finished composition. A prodiict may be merely a
set of notes or random jottings. It may be an outlirie or a list of ideas.
It may be a diagram or a word map. Whatever form it takes, it is
the tangible, recorded response to the process phase. This vesponse
then recycles and becomes part of the stimulus — along with con-
tinued thinking, external comment or criticism, more observation or
reading — for additional processing. Thus, the cyclic nature of the
model is established: Only after a series of cycles do most writers

reach the final product of a written composition.

14



PROCESS

Figure 2

Flgure 2 completes the model by showing the splralmg, cychc or
recursive nature of the three phases The road to good ‘writing; to
carry out the analogy, may be one of few loops and curves or ‘many,
dependmg on the »,. nter, the wntmg task, and other factors thot either

While wrltmg is seldom as neat as the lllustratlve model the con-
eeptuahzatlon does v15ually fit the nature of wrmng as long as one
realizes that Figure 2 is only ong of an mf nite variety of loops and
curves that might occur in any given writing project. More or fewer
loops longer stretches on the process “highway,” and more or. fewer
product/stlmulus stop-overs are all possibilities dependmg on the id-
iosyncrasies of the writer and the writing project itself. But even with
all these variations, it is clear that the process ph?se of the model
is at the heart of writing. Therefore, it is the process phase that we
shall examine more closely:

11
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Exammmg the Process Phase

The real heart of writing is that ground between stimulus and prod-
uct; the process phase. Therefore; let us examine this phase from three
perspectives: 1) consciousness; 2) speed and elaboration; and 3) men-
tal/physical interaction.

Consciousness. Graham Wailas (1926) characterized thmkmg as
occuring in four stages: 1) preparation; 2) incubation; 3) illumina-
tion;,-and 4) verification. These four stages are useful for understand-
ing the process phase of writing. .

A writer prepares to write by gathering ldeas and mformatlon by
developmg a plan of attack; by setting limits for the writing pro_]ect
and so on These are both mer.tal and physlcal processes, smce an
1deas and the physlcal act of accumulatmg books amcles, and other
data.

Followmg the preparat:on stage, the writer enters the 1ncubat10n
stage; during which the mental process is suspended at the conscious
level but continues at a subconscious Jevt .1 example of how the
incubation stage works is when we are faced with a tough decision
and we are advised to “sleep on it” before making the decision. By
following this advice; we allow our subconscious to take over the
thought process so as to bring some kind of order to the preparatory
data that has been consciously stored. Incubation serves as a catalyst



for thought, tak:ﬁg tharaw elements of ldeas and enablmg us to under-

stanﬂ thern more clearly; to see pattems and relationships, and then

to use. them in cogent, systematic ways. .

When we emerge from a stagc of mcnbatlon we sometimes s say

that we have “seen the hght ‘Wallas called this stage; appropnately,

xllummatmn The appea;ance of a “happy_idea” or a sudden inspira-

tion is illuminaticni. Zen Buddhists call this sndden enlightenment

sarorz. In writing; .it is an idez on.which to act:

- By acting; the writer moves into the physical process ; ohase of verifi-

cation; Or. “trying out” the idea: Verification may be accomplished

throug‘l rehearsal (for example; talking to someone about it; actmg

it out, walking through the idea) or thrcugh drafting in some mnemon-

ic; notational; or textual form: If rccorded in some fashion, the draft

becomesa productihat, unless it is judged to be in final form; serves

to stimulate another cycle of the process phase: The product, in addi-

tion to its roles as verifier of the illumination of the prior cycle and

as product/stimulus for the next cycle, also may serve as preparation

for a subsequent. incubation. period. Teachers. often advise students

Who have written a first draft of a paper to “let it rest awhile” before

attempting a revision. This period of “rest” can become another incu-

bation stage in which the initiat stimulus-process-product cycle leads

to further illumination:

. Speed and elaboration.. The rate at which writers pass through Wal-

las’ four stages; the extent of elaboration within the stages, and the

number of cycles necessary to move from initial stimulus to final prod-

uct vary greatly among writers. William Zinsser (1983) comments

on writers’ mdwxduahty

_ Some peoplq wnte by day, others. by mght Some people need si-

lence; others turn on the radio. Some write by hand, some by type-
writer; some by talking into a tape recorder. Some people write their

first draft in one long burstand then revise; others can’t write the sec-
ond paragmph until they hiave fiddled endlessly with the first:

Bnckley ( 1986) reconnts that Anthuny Trollope imposed 2 personal

gna:l of writing 250 words every 15 minutes in order to reach his daily

quota of 3,500 words: Earle Stanley Gardner, author of the Perry
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Mason mystery novels and countless other books under a variety of
pseudonyms, dictated nonstop to a staff of secretaries. Statesman and
orator John C. Calhoun, according to Buckley; composed his speeches
wk le he was plowing his fields. When he had a speech completely
“written” in his mind, he wotild returt to his study and write it on
paper. “His writing,” comments Buckley, “was an act of transcrip-
tion.” All of these examples serve to make the point that writing is
a hlghly individualistic act.

~ Mental/physical interaction. Interactlon between the mental and
phys1cal dlmenslons of the process phase 1s a factor contnbutmg to
tomaUelty as the mastery ,o,f any skﬂl to the extent that it caii be per-
formed “unconscious’y with speed and accuracy while consciously
carrying on othet brain fusictions.” Automaticity becomes a factor in
the writing process iti the physical dimension, for example. when a
writer becomes an adept typist.

Automaticity is also a factor in the mentai dlmens")n of process
when the sclection and -organization of ideas occur quickly, seem-
ingly without much deliberation. It is this level of automaticity that
allowed Trollope to write consistently publishable prose at the phe—
nomenal rate of 3, 500 ‘words each day. Similarly, it is the automat; -
ity of the interaction between mental and physical dimensions that
allowed Calhoun to “transcnbe" his speeches without the necessity
of revision. A number of living writers illustrate the automaticity of
interaction. Isaac Asimov, George Simenon, and Buckley himself all
report that they revise their writing only slighitly befoie cciisideriiig

t “final , and yet all have achieved a high level of literary
accomphshment

Just as mental process i mstructs physncal process, so toc does phys-
ical process modify mental process. There are subtle differences in
the way writing is accomplished when draftmg is done with pen in
hand compared to sitting at the typewriter. Dictating to a person is
different from dlctatmg to a machine. A pzrson can respond and the
interaction can become part of the process; a machine is miite.

: Many writers experience physical process changes when new tech-

nology emerges. For instance, Henry James found his mobility al-
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tered by the advent of the typewnter Instead of bemg able to write

when and where inspiration or inclination struck; using nothing more

than pen and paper;, James found himself conﬁned to his study in or-

der to dictate to a typist whose work schedule did not necessarily coin-

cide with when the muse was abroad Smularly, Isaac Asimov

recounted in a television interview his own struggles to make the tran-

sition from typewriter to computer word processor.

Many writers also find that the influence of physical process on

mental process can be effectwely niampulated Ernest Hemingway

reputediy preferred to write his style of terse dlalogue standing at a

typewriter set atop a bookcase. But he sat at his desk and wrote in

longhand the descriptive passages of his novels:

The extent to which ideas are processed consciously or subcons-

cxoiisiy, the speed at which the process phase is completed and the

extent of its elaboration, and the deliberateness or automaticity of in-

teraction between mental and physical processes are all factors that

are highly individualistic in the act of writing. Therefore; it would

be foothardy to try to prescribe a single formula that, if used consis-

tently, will make anyone a good writer or will make a good writer

better. So, the question arises: How should this model for writing

direct the way teachers instruct students in the art of writing?



Eﬁﬁﬁéﬁﬁi)ﬁé for Writing Instruction

Teachers are commg to realve that tradmonal wrmng instruction

in many classrooms is not only ineffective but often inhibits the de-

velopment of writing competence. But the idea that process is the heart

of the writing curriculum has been slow in coming, because tradi-

ttonal]y the cilri'lculum has focused on the produrt of writing, which

is akin to saying. that the ﬁnal exam in blology, rather than the learn-

ing units leading up to_the exam; is the biology curriculum: In the

model for writing proposed here; process is the curriculum; written

producté are only. validators. of process:

__Using this model, a number of suggestions seem pertment thh re-

gard to teaching students to write well, by which I mean encouraging

students to write using their natural manner of processing: -

_ First; it seems reasonable to suggest that teachers should net make

assumptions :ibout the process characteristics of their students. I is

easy for teachers to assume that their students’ mental processzs p.fr~

allel their own when, in fact; they may be quite different (Walling

1981) Teachers need to treat process development as uniquely in-

dividual. Although the eventual goal may be creating a competent

written product, the achievement of that goal is not through regimented

prescription of the path to that product.

Viewing writing as a step-by-step procedure may be usefui in a

descriptive sense; but the steps should not become prescriptive. In

s 16



fact, the steps can be very useful when titey are taken out of seefti-
ingly logical order and viewed as the atistic jumble that is real writ-

drafqng, bu; sometxmeg; a writer negd§ to go bapk to some prewntmg
activity during the drafting stage. Editing, to be effective, often re-
quires a return to drafting, maybe even to prewriting. And so on.
In real life the process of writing is messy business. The steps simply
cannot be neatly boxed and ordered inito a product assembly line. And,
of course, the p’r’o’c’eés is and i'niiét bé diffel"biit ﬁ'ﬁﬁi 6ﬂb tYfie of writ-
_Second, studepts nepd to ugde(stand !.helrpwn, personal pro?:ess
characteristics. By j.iifdefStijiﬁdiiig better how they work, students can
develop strategies that complement their natural tendencies. Teachers
can help students reach this kind of understanding by 1) exploring
the process dimension with students so that they can recognize different
ways of thinking about writing and different ways that mental and
physical process characteristics interrelate, and 2) asking probing ques-
tions that push students to examine their own mental and physical ac-
tivities as they work on different types of writing projects.

The emphasis on process in- this ertmg model carries one caveat:
process can be imperfect. This is an important distinction from the
traditional, iii‘bﬂiibtfdi'iéiitéd Wi‘itii‘ig curriculum. linperfect products
= book reporsts, term papers, etc. — have never been accentable in
the traditional curriculum. Students have been taught from the earli-
est grades that written work, to be acceptable, must be error-free.
Can any teacher really wonder why many students dlshke writing : and
wnte as httle and as seldom as poss1ble? Imagme how reluctant a boy

or nquuled whenever h,e, fellfgff or had to put a foot down foriba,l-
ance. Yet, teachers traditionally have expected that written products
should exhibit the péerCﬁﬁji of a practiced writer, not the shaky im-
perfections of someone just learmifig a iew skill. The result, as Graves
and Stuart commient, is that “most of us have been taught that we are
unworthy of putting words on paper” (1985) )

_The process approach, by contrast, says it is okay to make Tiis-
takes. Process implies trial and error. The act of writing itself is what

g 17 17



the teacher should be concerned w1th That act because of 1ts hlghly
mdlvnduallstlc nature, is subject to all the fumblings of a beginner
at any highlr complex task.

Third, teachers can suggest, demonstrate, and model process op-
tions for students. Wlthout requiring or pre:cribing, teachers can pro-
vide students with ideas to try out for themselves. Teachers should
be able to show students dlfferent ways of approaching writing tasks.
For example, by periodically writing along with students, teachers
can muodel their own processes in writing by “thmkmg aloud" as they
themselves write. Students who have the opportunity to observe
writers at work may begin by imitating the modeled methods; but
later. as they write more on their own, they will discard, enhance,
and adapt those early imitatio=s to fit their own personal style of
processing.
~ Another way that teachers can asslst beg.mnmg wrlters is to pull
together several models of good writing. (See “Suggested Resources”
at the end of the fastback ) By using exainples of good writing and
netping studenis to examine thum critically, teachers can stimulate
thinking about writing. Using sanple readings effectively, however,
requires moving out of the product-exami~ition riode and into the
process-exarmination mode Typiceldly, in product examination stu-
dents are asked to look at the author’s organization, use of words,
etc. In process examination the questions are miore speculative: Why
mlght the author have chosen tlus example to support a partlcular
ples" And so on. Process exammatlon seeks to get students to probe
behind the words on a page in order to get at the author’s manner
of prOCEssmg, and thereby they gam mslghts that may serve them

) Fiiially, teachers can expand opportumtles for students to examme
how others process by structuring collaborative writing and editing
activities. Collaborative writing, described next, helps students ex-
araine both their own process characteristics and those of their co-
writers and peers.

18
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Coilaboratlve ertmg

Cbiiéﬁéféiiiié writing restructures the iiifiﬁhg ﬁfééééé transforr.a-
mg it from an individual; often solitary, activity into a shared, cooper-
ative expenencc In collaborative writing students become co-authors,

in pairs or trios, of a shared product. This product may be a report,
a short story; a play, or s1mply a paraoraph The key element in col-

laborative writing is_process;. not product:

_ Collaborative writing need not be confined to the Enghsh or lan-

guage arts classroom: In fact; 1 is an ideal strategy in science and
social studies classes; where students often are asked to undcrtake
falrly ma_;or research ass1gnments Tacldmg a complex scientific in-

vestigation using teams _is a common practice both in the classroom
and in “real world” laboratories. Collaborat:ve writing can be used
to suppoxt such an investigation by giviag students the chance to work
as_teams throagh the expenments and then their write-ups; _]vst as
they might br: catled on to do in a professional laboratory. settmg
With cohaborative Writing, students learn from each other in new

and s sometimes novel ways. The process encourages students to ver-
balize about writing itself as well as about the subject of the writing
assignment: Students are able to share ideas and problems and work

toward a mutually satisfying product. The process helps students.to

elaborate on initial ideas, to.voice and support their opinions, and
to evaluate new information and ideas — all skills with which begin-
ning writers tend to have difficulties:

19



_ Getting students to work together effectively and efficiently is the
first instructional challenge. The following guidelines may be useful:

1. Esrablishing groups. Collaborative writing is accomplishied most
effectively by a pair of strderts, and a writing group should include
fio ifiore than thiee students. Ini larger groups the logistics of organizing
the writing process tend to b’e’cbme unwieldy, especially with younger
students. Soriie teachers find that thiey can allow students to clivose
their owii partiiers; others prefer to pair students whiose interests and
personalities seem to be compatible.

2. Ground rules. The watchword in collaboratrve wrltmg is cooper-
atlon, that is, working together. This means that students must learn
to focvs on the wntmg task not the personalmes of thelr partners

directed at 1deas 'lOt people Effective group work of any l.md of
course, depends o the teacher commiiinicating a spasit of coopera-
tion, the feeling that “we are 211 in this together.” Ground rules should
be brief, clearly urderstood, and ﬁmlly enforced.

3. Assignments. Collaborative writing assignments should match
the writing levels of itie student group. It is temipting to reasen that
two (or three) heads are better than otie and to assign more complex
tasks -or group work. This is a mistake (it could be lirastrous) be-
cauise tiie process of workiag as a pair or small group is itself a heady
challenge. Initially, a group’s assighment shUuld be only as difficul
as what a single student might b€ expected to undertaks :ndmdually
Later, as students becoma comfortable in the group routing, more
challeniging assignments can be given.

4. Time liriits. Collaborstive projess tP'l(‘ to ks miore Ume than
individual assigniments. But some time will be needed for the group-
ing process itself, and additional timie is required for more ideas to
be discussed and evaluaied than would be likely ir. an mdlvrdual wrii-
iTig assigninent. By having realistic time limits, groups are 1z stivated

to keep on target

hve writing is that the group is accountable. This is part of the “we
are all in this together philosophiy. If grades ate to be given for the
collaborative product, then they must be group grades not individual

’



ones. No one is alone in a collaborative experience. A key idea em-
bodied in collaboration is that group support will help prevent individu-
al failure, ] o . o o )
‘The collaborative process involves students in learning how to work
with others. One of the group’s first decisions will be to decide who
does what. Some groups simply divide the tasks with each student
being responsible for a portion. In other groups, studeats work on
the whole project together with each individual participating as needed.
The group may designate a recorder to do the actaal writing or trade
off the writing task among group members. . . o

_ While some ways of working are inore efficient than others; it is
important that group mesmbers evaluate their own methods of opera-
tion and come to their own conclusions. Teachers can assist by sug-
gesting ways of working but should refrain from rigid prescription.
Eventually; pairs or trios that are aliowed to work over time will de-
velop unique working relationships that capitalize on the strengths
of individual members. N o )

-_In collabarative writing the best supervision ofien is done from a
distance. Monitoring group activities; observing individuals; and
general supervision can be done discreetly to allow the groups to ex-
ercise a responsible degree of freedom. Occasional prodding may be
necessary to kecp groups on task; but often it can be done through
asking questions rather than issuing orders. Such questions as What
arz you working on now? How did you arrive at the decision? Have
you considered other ways of ascomplishing X? chailenge students
to ihink through their writing proje:ts. Their answers,; in many cases;
will help thie teacher keep track of the groups’ progress. The teacher’s
role is not to direct group work but to ensure that the group is produc-
tive on its own.



Collaborative Editing

Qne way to ease into collaborative wntmg is to begm with col

laboratlve edltmg This form Uf f peer almng uses small groups or pairs

t0 edit and revise manuscripts that students have written on their swn.
The gmdelmes for collaborative editing are similar to those for col-

laborative writing:

. 'Gi"o'ii'p”s are limited to two or three students.

. Focus is on evaluating writing not writers. .

. Reasonable deadlines are established for completion of edltmg
tasks.

. The group as well as the individual is held accountable for the
succe's of the procass and the resultmg produyts

[PV % TR
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Too often editing is viewed as a mostly mechanical task; involving

the correction of such errors as rmsplaced comumzs, improper capitali-

zations; mlsspellings, lack of sub_;ect-verb agreement, run-cn sen-

tences; and sentence fragments. Therefore; students get the impression

that mechamcal correctness is the most. 1mportant aspect of compe-

tent writing . They will focus on the essentmlly decorative. at the ex-

pense of real substance: Mechanical correctness is like painting a

hquse it.is. unportant as a final step in construction and omitting it

would diminish the product, but the paint cannct shore up a badly

built structure:



students should begin the editing process by firc: examining the
most important aspects of writing. Are the ideas clear? Is each point
developed thoroughly? Are the paragraphs organized logically? When
these important questions have been answered, then students can go
on to deal with woid choice, sentence constructicn, transitions, and,
ﬁnja'lly, to the dEtéilS of iﬁchhéﬁibal correctness. -

ngeral,’collabbrag,ive,sessibhsgare ﬁdyisable, 'esp’e'cially if the man-
uscript i< lengtly. The first session might focus on one or two of the
most essential aspects of the writing, say, basic organization and de-
velopimeiit. Subsequent sessions can be used to examine other aspects
in dbSCbﬁdiﬁg order of importance, saving the “ﬁﬁishing,touches”,fm
last. In this way students will bﬁgiﬁ to see that Wt‘itihg is more than
rierely correct punctuation and §pélliiig. o S

In C’Olliib”()’i"zriti\?'er bdiﬁhg, it is h’elp’ful, to use Ch’t;CRliStsfriVii the form
of q@ibsti@ﬁs thiit direct students to look for certain Qﬁaliti(?s ihﬁ their
sion. Each Chbbklist Should be s’p’egiﬁ’c i;iibiigh to pbint students in
th(; ﬁght,dire’cti'qri yet ﬂemble enou gh to allow thein to thiijﬂC for them-
selves. At the ﬁijiil edmng session, d jcomprehensive checklist can
b(: ‘used tbfc;bmpletre, the ed‘ting exp’eri’en'c;'e., S -

The ,samp’l’e Chb’qklis’t below has proven helpﬁll fOlf peer editjng in
s;:ve'ra'l, high SChOQ] C]aSSBS and can 'e'asily be 'adapt'ed fOIf younger or
older students. Selecied iteins can be used for shorter checklists for
p"reliminary editing sessions.

Composition Checklist

1. Does the title catch the avtention of the reader? Will the reader
really krow what the composition contains?

2. Does the composition read smoothly? Are the ideas presented
logically so that the writer’s thoughts are easy to foliow?

3. Are there areas of the composition that need greater elaboration
or explanation in order to promote better ciarity? -

4. Are the paragraphs complete units? Does each paragraph stick
to its topic? Is there a topic sentence in each?

.23
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Doe., one paragraph Tead to te niext? Are transitional words and
phrases used?

Does the composmon have a clear begmmng or intruduction that
iets the reader know what to expect?

. Does the composition have a :lear conclus1on S0 that the reade>
lS not left “hangmg”" Are ldeas eummarxze""
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smon really dlrected toward those potentlal readers"
Does the wnter mamtam t.ons1stent voxr'e and tone"

.O\_O\

capltallzauon maintainied? Have mechamcal errors beer fioted for
correction?

€oﬂaborat1ve echtmg ir an effective strategy for mzﬂcﬂg the transi-

tlon from individual writing to collaboratxva writing. It i isequ 1ally ef-

fective as a free-stanling technique in classes that require students

te submit individual fnal ccinpositions: Another variatior. is to have

students plan a written composition collaboratively; then do the actu-

al drafting individually, and later regroup for collaborative editing:

_In addition to Janguage arts classes, collaborative writing and edit-

mg can bz used to strengthen writing in the content areas. Indeed,

in any subject that requires students to write, teachers can use col-

laborative writing and editing te buiid solid individuat writing skiils:
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Selective Correction

The tradmun al pracuee of markmg every error on a stuaent § paper
oftcn does more harm than good. First, it is discouraging to the stu-
-Jent; and s-vond, it provides too much for the student to dext with
at one time. A more effeciive practice is seleci.ve correction. To use
selective correction, a teacher migh' follow these steps.

1. The teacher decides on one or two problem areas for concen-
tr}itibii p"ri'o"r t?i Cbﬁebting ﬁ pﬁi‘tibﬁiﬁr Writii‘lg assignm"ent Fdi‘ EX:

capntahzaﬂqn and punctua;non errors. ,On,the next assngnment omy
grammatical errors might be marked. And so on. In each case a tai-
get problem or limited set of errors would be designated for concen-
tration.

2. The teacher then marks only the targetc ! errors. It 1s useful if
the teacher puts the rarget notation (for exarmple. capitalization, fun-
on sentence, usage, etc.) in the npper left-hand corner of the studer.t's
paper to let the student kiiow what type of error has been marked.
Later, 's’til'déiits’ and the teachier can use this target notation as a sort-
ing key when reviewing a portfolio of the student’s writing.

3. When papers are returned to students, the teacher should d1s-
cuss the targeted problems and reteach those items in which students
are deficient. Teachers canrnot assume that miarking 2rrors equals
teaching. Students often need direct instruction in order to correct

5 95



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

thelr errors. ThlS ”orreeuor/mstructlon phase is also an opportumtv
for studenm to work cooperatlvel v, as an extension of prior collabora-

tive writing and e:htmg
Selective correction should not be limited to language meehamcs
Student writing skould be marked using marginal comments on HIOIE

i-nportant considerations, such as clarity, organization, and develop-
ment, And because a teacher s priorities tell students what is really
unportant thosc more important consnderatnons shou.d receive atten-
tion first and more frequently Mechanic... correctness should not be
allowed to become the hobgoblin of students’ writing endeavors:

- As students write more;, they should keep a portfolio of their z:

signmenis. Through r=riodic reviews of their work; students and the

tezcher can see that progress is being made: Because progress in a
complex endeavor like writing comes slowly and in small steps; ritu-
dents sometimes.fee} they. are not improving muc"' B‘r lookmg kack

at some of their. early asslgnments, stadents can see just exactly how

far they have. rea.ly cone.

Parents sometiraes question selectlve correction because it departs

frorri the mark-gvery-crror approach with. 7wh1ch they are familiar.

When teachers initially are mtroduced to this method of correcting

student writing,. they too raise questions: ‘Won'’t marking just.some

ercors mislead students” How will students improve if their mistakes

are notpointed out to them? Here are some goud reasons to keep in

mmd for using selective correc-ion:

- _Marking every error. :nscourages young writers: Smdents should

be expected to make errors as they learn and practice. Errors in the

mechanical aspects of composition shoald not diminish the value of

the thought behind the writing.

_ 2. Marking every error gives students too much to deal with at

one time: Many studeuts smcerely want to improve their wntmg, bat

if they make all sorts of mistakes; thean marking every error is hkely

only to compound their problems. They may not be able to winnow

serious errors from trivial ones or to focus on related types of errors

in order to improve on their own:

3. Because selective correction focuses on targr*t problems teachers

are able to concentrate instruction on specific problems: If teachers



O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

use the target corrections as starting points for subsequent direct teach-
ing, then students are mcre likely to develop the writing skills they

4, By choosing different targets for different assignments, teachers
can ensure that all the skills that need to be taught are taught — but
in bite-size pieces that are easier for students to understand and in-
corporate into their own writing practice.

5. The target notation written at the top of each paper tells students
and parents which types of errors are being marked and scrves notice
that selective corréction is being used. This makes it clear to students
and their parents that the teacher has not merely missed other errors.
_ 6. A distinction must be made between marking errors and grad-
ing. Marking errors in student writing is designed to help students
recognize and correct writing problems. Assigning grades is for the
purpose of evaluating the final product. This distinction must be made
clear to students. o o

There are a couple of grading practices that are compatible with the
process approach to writing instruction. The first is holistic grading in
which an overall assessment score is given for a piece of writing but nc
individual errors are marked. The second is portfolio grading in which
sets of student papers are graded at specific intervals over a period of
time. Both practices tend to diminish the importance of grades per s so
that more attention can be paid to selective correction as a facet of the
writing process in v-hich written products are primarily for practice.
- Selective correction is an effective technique not only for students
in all grades and in all disciplines bi. for busy teachers as well, be-
cause it involves more efficient use of their time. Obviously; it takes
less time to mark only one or two types of mistakes in a paper than
it does to mark all the mistakes. But the technique does more than
that; selective correction targets needed follow-up teaching. And if
selective correction shows that students have mastered a certain skill;
then the teacher can focus on other skills where further instruction
is needed. Teachers who use selective correction will find that they
spend less time marking papers and thus can require more writing

at writing, and practice iS necessary for learning to write well.
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A few words about spelling are in order.- Almost all children; when
they are intent on writing, will make up their own spellings with vary-
ing degrees of phonetic legitimacy. As students mature as writers,
Consequently, teachers should not be overly demanding in the early
yeais with regard to proper spelling of all words in students’ writing.

On the other kand, teachers should expect correct spelling of words
with which students are familiar. Teachers can circle spelling errors
of common sight words and recent word acquisitions in specific sub-
Jects, while correcting or ignoring misspellings of words with which
students are not likely to be familiar. For example, if a young stu-
dent writes, “Were did the boys go in Mischigun?” the teacher might
circle the student’s niisspelling of where but ignore or correct the stu-

tary school level; but beginning in middle school; students usually
can be held accountable for almost all spelling. By this time students
should be proficient in the use of the dictionary so they no longer
need to rely on guesswork or their own phonetics when spelling an
unfamiliar word. o ] S

As with other elements of writing, the principle of selective cor-
rection should be applied to spelling. The student whose paper is
“bleeding” with red marks’ for misspelled words is likely to get the



message that the process of writing is fundamentally sne of avoiding

should avoid sending this message. S
_ At all grade levels, student writiiig cafi feed spelling development.
Misspelled words that persist through several cycles of selective cor-
rection cail be used to generate individual spelling lists for students,
aiid these individual lists sometinies cai be pooled for group spelling
practice. Also, students can anticipate their spelling needs in the
prewriting stage by looking up ahead of time the words they plan to
use in their writing. For example, when writing in the content areas,
siich as history, science, music, and the arts, studeiits can comipile
in advance a list of the specialized terins they plaii to uise. This will
expedite their writing during the drafting stage.
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Somie Final Thoughts

is understandmg that product should mform not direct _process. By
exansning students written products teachers have a rudimentary di-
agnostic tool for understandmg the process of writing:. Prodvcts can
say semethmg abeut process, not everything: Tousea ellchi‘ the prod-
uct is merely the tip of the iceberg. Teachers who put too much faith
in nnly what they can see are l.kel 7 to suifer the fate of the Tiranic.
Teachers ‘who want to teach -writing well need to write themselves
They reed to wrestle W1th 1deas and form them into sentences and
paragraphs that communicate to real audiences. They will not neces-
sarily find any magic formula for teachlng wheii they write them-

selves;- but in examining. the1r own struggles, they will gain msnghts

into the process of writing with which their students must grapple.
In the final analysls jtis doubtful that anyone ca teach others how
to write successfully What teaehers can do is help students to exam-
ine the ways others have found to write suceessfully, to examine the
ways the students themselves thmk and work at writing; and to en-

courage them to devclop their own unique paths to successful writing.

Lo
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Suggested Resources

The foﬁowmg booksarﬁ p':rt of the growing body of hterature focus-

mg on the process dimensions of writing and writing instruction.

Teachers at all grade levc's will find topics of interest related to those

dlscussed in this fastback

Roseberry, Australla Prlmary Enghsh Teachmg Assoz 1at10n,
1985.

Calkms, L. 771e An oJ Téachmg Wrztmg Portsmouth N.H.:
Hememann Educatlonal Books, 1986

Dutton 1985 )
Haley-James S., ed. Pérspectzves on Wrm ing in Grades] 8. Urbana,
- Il: Natlonal Council of Teachers of English, 1981.
Hansen, J.; Newkirk, T.; and Graves, D., eds. Breaking Ground:
Teachers Rel‘ate Read‘ ng and Wrmng m the Efementary School.

Hays, 1., et al eds The Writer's Mind: Wrmng asa Mode of Think-
ing. Urbana I1l.: National Council of Teachets of English; 1983.

Koch, C., and Brazﬂ J. Strategies for Teaching the Composing Pro-
cess. Urbana, II1.: National Council of Teachers of English; 1978.

McCuen, J., and Winkler, A., eds. Readings for Writers. 4th ed. New
York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1983.
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