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Introduction 

As writing teachers, we rely on writing assignments. Paper, pens 
and pencils, computers, highlighters, dictionaries, and a thesau
rus-all are resources we'd ask students to use as they compose 

a text. But before any of that, there's a writing assignment. Even if we 
tell students to write about anything they want, we have still given them 
an assignment. Writing assignments are, in many ways, the structure 
that holds a writing class together. 

Because these assignments have such a significant role, design
ing them is one of our most important jobs. So much depends upon the 
writing assignments that we ask students to complete: they can set the 
tone for a course, address multiple goals in the classroom, and influ
ence students' engagement. And yet, most of us have at one time or an
other presented students with an assignment designed at the last 
minute, moments before class starts. I know I have-and I know it can 
be hard not to do so occasionally because of all the demands we face in 
(and out of) the classroom. Designing writing assignments is just one 
of the many tasks that we must complete as we teach, and of those tasks, 
designing writing assignments is one of the more complicated jobs that 
we face. 

Writing teachers face challenges similar to those that students face 
when composing a writing assignment. We have to identify audience, 
purpose, and voice. We have to decide on the best structure and for
mat. We have to determine the time frame and point out the resources 
that will help students complete the assignment. ClearlYI composing 
writing assignments is no simple charge. Edward M. White explains this 
challenge: "The construction of appropriate writing assignments is one 
of the hardest jobs for the teacher ... and is exacerbated by the dearth 
of supportive material available. Every teacher should keep in mind that 
designing assignments is a particularly demanding form of writing, call
ing for the teacher to use the entire writing process, most particularly 
revision with an eye to the audience. Careful consideration of the needs 
of the audience for the assignment and class discussion of the assign
ment, over the entire period when students are working on it, will help 
the teacher find out where the students are having problems; reflection 
about these problems will often lead to a revised assignment for future 
classes'l (8). The important concept here is that when teachers design 
writing assignments, they are engaging in a "form of writing." Perhaps 
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this fact is obvious, and yet ineffective writing assignments probably 
result more from insufficient attention to the rhetorical demands of this 
composing process than from anything else. 

As we begin our design task, we may first think of the many ques
tions that each assignment requires us to answer: 

• What is the task? 

• When is it due? 

• How long should it be? 

• Does it need to result in a typed and double-spaced document? 

• Does it need a cover page? 

• Is research necessary? If so, how much? 

• Where can writers find help? 

• Is a multimodal text acceptable? 

• What needs to be turned in? Is a rough draft required? 

• How will the resulting text(s) be graded? 

Since the answers to these questions can be different for every class, if 
not for every student, the assignments we create need to include as many 
options for fulfilling the requirements as possible. 

Even if we answer all these questions, however, we still have a 
great deal of work to do to create a strong writing assignment, because 
designing one is much more complex than just answering a list of ques
tions. We must balance pedagogical and curricular goals with the needs 
of multiple learners with multiple abilities, all within the context of the 
resources available in our classrooms. Adding to this complexity are 
local, state, and federal standards, mandated assessment and testing 
programs, and the realities of our workloads. 

These complicated intersections result in a demanding rhetorical 
situation that can place the needs of individual learners at odds with 
the more generic goals of the curriculum. How can we encourage stu
dent autonomy and still address all the demands placed on our classes 
and students? If we provide students with a range of options, how can 
we support all learners and ensure that mandated goals are met? This 
book explores the answers to these questions and provides examples 
-as well as a "Lesson Plan" icon in the margin when there are related 
lesson plans on the ReadWriteThink website (http://www. 
readwritethink.org)-that demonstrate how teachers can meet such 
challenges in the writing classroom. 

http://www


1 	The Essentials of an 
Effective Writing 
Assignment 

Iknow that good writing assignments result in good writing. I've seen 
the ways that writers-me, my col1eagues, my classmates, the students 
whom I've taught-write stronger, more sophisticated papers when 

they are asked to respond to well-developed writing assignments. 
When I first started teaching business writing, for instance, I tried 

the very basic assignments included in many of the texts I had reviewed. 
These assignments were often totally bare-bones: "Write a fund-raising 
letter" or "Write a bad-news memo." Totally bare-bones-and totally 
ineffective. Neither of these prompts gives students the support and 
information they need to successfully complete the writing task. Such 
assignments are not limited to the business writing classroom of course. 
In a language arts or composition classroom, they take the form of 
prompts such as "Write a persuasive essay" or "Write an analysis of the 
noveL" When I presented students with such stripped-down assign
ments, they typically wrote extremely general responses with unclear 
purposes and audiences. Compare these generic prompts with the fol
lowing assignment: 

There has been a problem in Montgomery County Schools 
with discipline and violence. On the basis of the positive 
examples that they have seen at other Virginia schools, Fami
lies for Safe Schools, a local community group, is calling for 
the school board to adopt a school uniform policy in order 
to cut down on these problems. What is your position on 
this issue? Write a letter to the editor of a local newspaper 
or the school newspaper, stating your position on this issue 
and supporting it with convincing reasons. Turn in two cop
ies of your letter and an envelope addressed to the newspa
per (I'll provide the stamp). I'll grade one copy and send 
the other copy off to the newspaper. 

When I used this assignment-one that offers considerable support and 
detail-students responded with stronger writing. I quickly learned that 
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the more detail and attention I put into the writing assignments, the 
better students' writing was. 

It's not that I was just lucky. Research tells us that student suc
cess in the writing classroom is directly related to the support and di
rection provided in the assignments. Barbara A. Storms, Anastasia 
Riazantseva, and Claudia Gentile analyzed the writing that students 
completed for the 1998 National Assessment for Educational Progress 
(NAEP) Special Study on Classroom Writing for a 2000 NAEP lETS re
port. This examination, as reported in California English, began with the 
following observation: liThe students had obviously spent class peri
ods working on the assignment. The topics were very similar, yet the 
results very different. In both classes, students had written drafts, talked 
with other students and I or the teacher about their writing, then rewrit
ten their pieces to a 'final' product. Yet one set of papers was lively and 
well written; the kind of papers where readers wondered what would 
come next and were disappointed when the last paper in the set had 
been read. The other class's papers were predictable, each one sound
ing similar to the next. What made the written products differ so 
greatly?" (26). 

The critical difference was the writing assignments. Storms, 
Riazantseva, and Gentile found that writing assignments that offered 
students the chance to engage with the available information on a topic 
and then make their own analyses, reflections, observations, or synthe
ses resulted in stronger writing. In addition to the importance of the 
content of the assignment, they found that "stronger pieces resulted 
when writing was a genuine act of communication" (26). As they close 
their discussion of the study, the researchers state that "qualities of 
writing assignments strongly influenced the writing outcomes" (27). 

A 2001 NAEP INational Writing Project study drew similar con
clusions about the relationship between writing assignments and the 
success of student writers. The study looked at writing assignments and 
the related writing that students composed, as well as at interview tran
scripts of both students and teachers reflecting on the assignments. A 
second, related study analyzed the writing assignments that led to the 
strongest student writing. The study found that the most effective writ
ing assignments paid attention to these essential characteristics: 

• The content and scope asked students to focus on critical think
ing, rather than reiteration, by interacting with a text. 

• The organization and development provided scaffolding that sup
ported students' writing process. 
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• 	The audience for the assignment focused on communication with 
an authentic group of readers regarding a topic on which the 
writer was an expert. 

• A range of choices for students' focus was balanced with sup
port and direction so that students could engage in the process 
as equal partners, rather than be directed to complete teacher
driven tasks. (Peterson) 

The report stresses that "these characteristics of strong assignments can 
not [sic] be seen in isolation; they are interconnected." In other words, 
an effective writing assignment must include all of these components 
in an integrated and relevant way. 

For students to succeed, research and, often, our own experience 
tell us that the writing assignments we create must fulfill all these re
quirements. The essential elements of an effective writing assignment 
may seem quite obvious. Students should be asked to engage in higher
level writing that focuses on interpretation, analysis, and synthesis. They 
should be given support that encourages a multidraft composing pro
cess. Students should be experts on the topics that they write about, and 
they should be asked to engage with a group of real, known readers. 
Students should be able to choose from several options for each project. 

Even students tell us that they need writing tasks that fit these 
criteria. The problem is that often we don't hear them. Look at the typi
cal resources on designing writing assignments that are widely avail
able online and in various articles and books. Without too much search
ing, you'll find assertions such as this one, from Northern Illinois 
University's Writing Across the Curriculum program: "Students often 
complain that they don't know what the teacher wants. Even though 
we may be quite explicit in describing the writing assignment, students 
will tend to forget details unless the assignment is in print." The solu
tion, according to this site, is to provide students with an assignment 
sheet that explains such details as the kind of writing required, its scope 
and length, the formatting requirements, and the due dates. Even when 
we provide these details, however, "students may still claim that they 
don't know what the teacher wants"; this resource suggests that teach
ers provide additional support materials to help avoid students' com
plaints. 

Students do complain-I've certainly heard my share of student 
dissatisfaction. It's not surprising that teachers get frustrated when we're 
asked to explain an activity for the umpteenth time. Comments like these 
from Northern Illinois University's website feel natural, perhaps even 
justified. Yet, the language also reveals what can go wrong when we 
present assignments to students. 
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The language introducing these tips and heuristics blames the 
students-rhetorically, the readers of these assignments-for problems 
in the composition classroom: Students complain. Students forget. Stu
dents claim they don't know what we want. This kind of language places 
students very obviously at fault. Teachers, it seems, or the writing as
signments themselves, are blameless. 

Yet in these same classrooms, we urge students to analyze their 
audience and provide enough details for their readers to understand 
the messages in their texts. We urge them to accept that readers cannot 
guess what an author means, so writers must work diligently to com
municate clearly. Our own knowledge of the composition process, in 
other words, should lead us to fit our writing assignments to the spe
cific group of readers in the classroom-to fit the message to the audi
ence's needs. 

The research by Storms, Riazantseva, and Gentile as well as the 
findings of the 2001 NAEPI National Writing Project study indicate that 
writing assignments need to contain adequate detail for students to 
understand and accomplish the writing task. We need to match the 
writing assignments we give students with their needs as developing 
writers. Unfortunately, there is frequently a wide gap in meaning be
tween what students read into a writing assignment and what the 
teacher means and wants. 

Members of the University of Hawaii Manoa Writing Program 
interviewed over 200 students in writing intensive courses over a two
year period for its Writing Matters #1 newsletter. These interviews re
vealed the gaps between students' and teachers' visions of writing tasks. 
As an example, one teacher in the program expressed this expectation: 

For the short paper on a video, I wanted students to make con
nections among the archeologist's questions, the methods used 
to get answers, and principles from their reading. 

Compare that expectation with what a student who was interviewed 
understood: 

This assignment was like writing a high-school movie review. I 
wanted to give my own personal understanding about the video, 
so I was going to write a narrative. 

On the basis of such examples, the researchers found that students typi
cally "translate an instructor's goals into processes they think they can 
handle." Here, the student focuses on "personal understanding" and 
narrative writing, rather than on the more sophisticated analysis and 
synthesis that the instructor expected. Additionally, the researchers 



The Essentials ofan Effective Writing Assignment 

determined that students frequently rely on techniques and strategies 
used in earlier assignments (in this case a high-school movie review) 
"rather than risk something new." 

The Manoa Writing Program interviews reveal three different 
versions of the assignment in play. In Teaching Literature as Reflective 
Practice, Kathleen Blake Yancey explains that there are three curricula 
in the classroom: the lived curriculum, the delivered curriculum, and 
the experienced curriculum (16-17). The relationships among these three 
curricula can inform our understanding of how writing assignments 
affect students' success as writers. The lived curriculum, "the curricu
lum that students bring in the door with them" (16), is clear in this 
student's reference to "a high-school movie review." That prior knowl
edge affected the way that this student approached the writing assign
ment. The delivered curriculum, "the one [teachers] design" (17), is 
evident in the assignment that the teacher presented to the class-the 
directive to write a short analytical video review that connected to class 
readings. The experienced curriculum, "the curriculum that students 
construct in the context of both the lived curriculum they bring with them 
and the delivered curriculum [teachers] seek to share" (58), is something 
of a mash-up of the prior knowledge and experiences from the lived 
curriculum, artifacts from the delivered curriculum, and the interpre
tations students make as they work in a course. The student interview 
shows the experienced curriculum, which is based on an interpretation 
of the delivered assignment and prior experience with movie reviews: 
"I wanted to give my own personal understanding about the video, so 
I was going to write a narrative." In the places where these three cur
ricula overlap, student learning can occur, and students are more likely 
to meet teachers' expectations for a course. Where there are gaps be
tween students' interpretations and the delivered assignment, however, 
the result can be unsatisfactory student writing. 

Our understanding of reading and cognitive processes can explain 
why the delivered curriculum and the experienced curriculum can be 
so different. Reading is always a process of interpreting a text. Based 
on their prior knowledge and experience, readers cast the ideas in a text 
to match their own understanding of its concepts. In their explanation 
of how students read, David Bartholomae and Anthony Petrosky ex
plain: "The question is not, then, whether some students' readings miss 
the mark. All readings are misses. The key question, as [Jonathan] Culler 
says, is 'whose misses matter,' and these decisions depend upon a 'host 
of complex and contingent factors,' factors that help 'one to question 
the institutional forces and practices that institute the normal by mark
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ing or excluding the deviant'" (6). Because all readers come to a text with 
different experiences and prior knowledge, all readings are different
and none is absolutely identical to the writer's original intentions. 
Knowing that there is always a difference between readers and writ
ers, Bartholomae and Petrosky urge teachers to consider how power and 
authority influence these divergent understandings. Some readings are 
close enough to the author's intention, while others wander far from 
the original purpose. In the case of the latter, the question becomes not 
whether the reader understands but whether the reader understands 
adequately enough for the text to achieve its purpose. 

In the classroom, differences between the delivered curriculum 
and the experienced one stem from students' construction, or reading, 
of the classroom in general and of the writing assignment in particular. 
Every writing assignment is a multifaceted text composed of specific 
artifacts (such as handouts and peer review guidelines), peer and teacher 
feedback on current and previous writing, social interaction in and out 
of class, and students' personal experiences. In her 1990 case study of 
thirteen students, Jennie Nelson concludes that students' readings of a 
text directly affect their performance: "It seems important for teachers 
to know that students actively interpret the assignments they receive, 
and that students often rely on implicit cues to determine what counts 
in completing tasks. These case studies suggest that students' task in
terpretations are based, at least in part, on situational factors over which 
the teacher has some control-namely, the criteria used to evaluate prod
ucts, the quality and frequency of feedback, and the nature of the in
structions and other explicit support students receive for completing 
assignments" (391). Simple delivery of assignment artifacts is not 
enough. To design successful writing assignments, teachers must attend 
to the situational factors Nelson identifies in ways that build overlap 
between the experienced curriculum and the delivered curriculum. In 
other words, they must expand the writing assignment in ways that help 
students construct a reading that matches the goals for the activity. In 
doing so, they widen the overlap between the delivered curriculum and 
the experienced one. 

Consider the gaps that can occur because of the language used 
in writing assignments. Assignment prompts typically engage in the 
language of academic discourse and ask student writers not only to 
complete a writing task but also to complete a task that is explained in 
language that may not be familiar to them and may recall various pre
vious writing experiences. Jim Burke describes the predicament students 
can face: 
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Academic words like "compare" and "evaluate," "argument" and 
"claim," come with their own academic connotations; they are 
concepts, habits of mind, ways of thinking that are not intuitive. 
Indeed, many terms, such as "argument," come with their own 
conventions. Thus to ask students to "write a short essay in which 
you make a claim about the author's purpose" is to introduce 
several concepts students must learn to "unpack" if they are to 
write what the assignment demands. 

These words are consequential: if students do not understand 
them, they will not achieve success on class assignments, tests, or 
state exams. (37,39) 

Even when an assignment calls for the higher-level critical thinking that 
studies have identified as crucial to improved student writing, students 
may not read the writing task in ways that actually lead to the expected 
critical thinking. We must, as Burke explains, "unpack" the meanings 
and construct a shared reading of the activity. 

When teachers and students explore their readings of writing 
tasks openly and actively, the experienced curriculum that students 
construct is more likely to result in strong writing. On the basis of a 
deeper reading of four case studies from her original research, Jennie 
Nelson, in "Reading Classrooms as Text: Exploring Student Writers' 
Interpretive Practices," identifies the value of paying attention to stu
dents' readings of the curriculum: "This finding underscores the value 
of exploring students' interpretive practices, of understanding how the 
set of assumptions about school writing that students invoke each time 
they undertake a writing assignment complicates our best efforts and 
most innovative assignments. It also underscores the importance of find
ing ways to make students' interpretive practices a part of the classroom 
discussion about writing assignments" (427). Thought of in light of this 
research, a writing aSSignment is far more than a handout listing a 
prompt and various deadlines. The text of a writing assignment must 
also involve what Kathleen Blake Yancey describes as "inviting [the] 
experienced curriculum into the course, making it visible and thus ac
cessible and indeed legitimate" (Teaching 17). The delivered curriculum 
must provide pathways that connect prior experiences (the lived cur
riculum) and students' interpretations (the experienced curriculum) 
directly with the teacher's expectations. When these three curricula 
overlap in our construction of writing assignments, we are better able 
to support student writers by scaffolding their comprehension of the 
task. 

The success of a writing assignment hinges on our definition of 
one. The term writing assignment must be synonymous with a full pro
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cess that includes creating explanatory materials, defining a task that 
touches on the four key areas outlined in the NWPIN AEP study, ex
plaining and exploring the expectations for the activity, and pointing 
out available support. By paying attention to the entire process, we can 
ensure that the assignments we devise or choose for students contrib
ute to their success as writers. 



2 Putting Beliefs into 
Practice 

We know the basic characteristics of an effective writing assign
ment/ but where do we begin the process of composing such 
assignments? Before we address any concerns we may have 

about logistics/ form/ style/ or content/ we need to begin with our peda
gogical understanding of writers and how they write. We have to be 
aware of our beliefs as teachers of writing. 

In November 2004/ the Writing Study Group of the NCTE Execu
tive Committee published the "NCTE Beliefs about the Teaching of 
Writingll (see the Appendix). This NCTE guideline outlines eleven be
liefs about the way people develop writing abilities: 

1. 	 Everyone has the capacity to write, writing can be taught, 
and teachers can help students become better writers. 

2. 	 People learn to write by writing. 

3. 	 Writing is a process. 

4. 	 Writing is a tool for thinking. 

5. 	 Writing grows out of many different purposes. 

6. 	 Conventions of finished and edited texts are important to 
readers and therefore to writers. 

7. 	 Writing and reading are related. 

8. 	 Writing has a complex relationship to talk. 

9. 	 Literate practices are embedded in complicated social rela
tionships. 

10. 	Composing occurs in different modalities and technologies. 

11. 	 Assessment of writing involves complex, informed, human 
judgment. 

By applying these principles to what we know about effective writing 
assignments/ we can ensure that our writing assignments provide the 
resources students need to become better writers. 

Each of the following points in the "NCTE Beliefs" contributes 
to a more complete understanding of the characteristics of effective 
writing assignments. If we take them one at a time, we can explore ex
actly how these beliefs influence each assignment we design. 
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1. Everyone has the capacity to write, writing can be taught, and teachers 
can help students become better writers. 

Perhaps this belief seems obvious. I know I believe that writing can be 
taught-I am a writing teacher after all. I've taught writing for over 
twenty years, and I've seen student writers improve and learn new strat
egies and skills. If we are to teach writing, we need to believe that writ
ing can be taught. The challenge for us as we design writing assignments 
is to find the most effective way to accomplish that goal. It's not just a 
matter of believing that "teachers can help students become better writ
ers." We have to recognize how teachers help student writers improve 
and learn, and we then have to use that knowledge to shape the tasks 
and support systems that we develop. 

The "NCTE Beliefs" tells us that"developing writers require sup
port. This support can best come through carefully designed writing 
instruction oriented toward acquiring new strategies and skills. Cer
tainly, writers can benefit from teachers who simply support and give 
them time to write. However, instruction matters." As the "NCTE Be
liefs" asserts, simply providing an assignment is not enough. The pro
cess of designing an effective writing assignment must include assem
bling the accompanying resources and crafting the instruction that will 
help students engage in the activity and develop as writers. 

Even the best writing assignment can fail without this support: 
it's a lesson I learned my first year as a teacher. I knew that writing as
signments were important, and our teaching advisors had spent much 
time during our orientation urging us to design effective ones. I still felt 
fairly lost, however. I knew that I needed to learn more, so in the com
position pedagogy course that I was taking, I focused on assignments 
and wrote my first graduate paper, "Designing Writing Assignments 
for a Composition Curriculum." I gathered a variety of books-peda
gogical books that explained how to teach writing and textbooks that 
included example after example of writing assignments and response 
prompts. I read extensively and did my best to learn as much as I could. 
I thought I was ready. 

I redesigned the writing assignments for the next quarter I would 
teach. Gone were general assignments like "Write an analytical paper 
on symbolism in the novel." I created much more complex prompts and 
instructions for students. What used to be "Write an analytical paper" 
became more thought provoking: 

In the novel we've read, some of the characters are given 
positive, sympathetic portrayals. Others have negative, even 
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villainous portrayals. Still others may begin with negative 
qualities and gradually become more and more positive. 
The author gives us details, actions, and characteristics that 
help us figure out who is "good" and who is "bad." It's 
easy to know the difference in old westerns-good guys 
wear white hats; bad guys wear black hats. Think about the 
novel. How does the author indicate which characters are 
positive and which are negative? 

With such new and improved writing assignments, I eagerly greeted 
the new term. But they weren't enough. 

In the language of the 2001 NAEP/National Writing Project stud~ 
the problem with this revised assignment-and all of the others-was 
that complicating its "content and scope" alone was not sufficient to 
improve students' writing. To design an effective assignment, I also 
needed to include IIorganization and development." The writing assign
ment needed to supply "scaffolding that supports students' writing 
process." My delivered curriculum needed to be more extensive and 
student-centered to provide the support that students needed. 

Without that support, students struggled with my "improved" 
writing task. If anything, the struggles were worse-students were lost. 
They either resorted to summarizing their readings or wrote vague and 
general responses that didn't fit the assignment. I quickly learned that 
you can't improve students' writing by just asking more complicated 
questions. Instead, students need writing assignments that provide 
support for the tasks that they are to complete. 

Now when I use this assignment, I give students essentially the 
same writing prompt, but I provide more explanation before students 
even begin reading the novel. First, I ask the class to brainstorm char
acteristics of "good" and "bad" characters from a text they are all fa
miliar with (e.g., a movie, a sitcom or cartoon, a commercial, a book that 
the class had read previously). As they are reading, I ask students to 
track relevant details in the novel using a customized bookmark or their 
reading journals. Their notes include page numbers, short quotations 
or paraphrased descriptions, and labels that indicate what the passage 
demonstrates. By the time students are ready to write a more formal 
paper, their writing process is already under way. As a result of these 
changes, students are more likely to make the kinds of analytical ob
servations that I intended. 

My experience that first year taught me that "instruction matters," 
as the "NeTE Beliefs" says. When we design writing assignments, we 
have to do more than design a prompting question-much more. We 
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need to provide students with full support as they step through the 
writing task if we are to help them improve as writers. 

2. People learn to write by writing. 

I don't remember learning to write. I remember writing. I have piles of 
papers, beginning with high school essays on the Globe Theater and The 
War of the Worlds radio broadcast and stretching through the multiple 
drafts of my M.A. thesis and the various articles and software documen
tation that I have written since. I have piles of journals written over the 
course of my adult life. I have diaries in which I tracked the angst-filled 
highs and lows of my adolescence. I even have a hand-illustrated copy 
of The Year the Easter Bunny Forgot, apparently from third grade, given 
its incredibly awkward attempt at cursive handwriting. 

I don't remember how I learned to string sentences together or 
use semicolons. Sure, I remember some specific errors and lessons. There 
was that first-year composition paper that I wrote when I thought that 
secular and religious were synonyms. Sadly, the lesson that I learned was 
to avoid the word secular completely. Even to write this paragraph, I had 
to look the word up to make sure I was using it correctly. I still have no 
confidence whatsoever in that word. I just learned not to use the word 
secular. I didn't learn anything about writing from that experience. 

There have been specific moments when I suddenly realized that 
I knew how to write. On a recent day, after writing dozens of 
ReadWriteThink lesson plans and teaching ideas for NCTE's INBOX, I 
realized that my writing had changed. I'm sure it changed long before 
I ever noticed it, but that afternoon, it seemed obvious. I had finally 
become comfortable with a new voice: I knew how to write from an 
authoritative stance. Prior to that point, I felt as if I had been trying to 
weave together the positions expressed by a bunch of other people, 
connecting all the quotations gathered from my research on composi
tion and language arts instruction in an expository dot-to-dot drawing. 

At some point, I began writing from my own position and with 
my own voice. I was still including quotations from my research, but I 
was no longer simply connecting other people's ideas. I don't know 
when my writing actually changed, but I know when I realized it be
cause I recorded the moment in a blog entry that day: 

Can a writer's voice and style change in a matter of a few months, 
almost a year? 

Maybe it's not that the voice has changed, but that I've finally 
found it. I reread something that I wrote in June or July. It's been 
sitting in its folder ever since. I just haven't had the chance or the 
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energy to write. But I pulled it out, and I felt almost compelled to 
grab a pen and mark out huge sections-sections that felt like a 
fake attempt at sounding like I knew what I was doing. It read to 
me like a sort of unnatural pasting together of varying sources. 

I read it, and I suddenly knew that that wasn't my voice. My 
voice is different now. Much more straightforward, stronger. It 
feels very odd, and odder still that I don't know whether my voice 
changed-or maybe I had it all along and I just never heard it. 
Whatever the answer, maybe now I can get that manuscript writ
ten. 

I didn't learn this new voice and style from any teacher or classes that I 
was taking. It didn't even come from a book I was reading. The change 
just happened over time, as I wrote more and more lesson plans and 
teacher resources. The time that I spent doing all that writing and re
writing actually changed the way that I write. 

I learned to write by writing-and that's how students in most 
effective writing classrooms learn to write. Writing instruction needs 
to focus directly on writing, not on talking about writing or reading 
about writing. The delivered curriculum needs to include many oppor
tunities for students to compose. Without such opportunities, the ex
perienced curriculum that students construct short-circuits the writing 
process and thus does not adequately value writing. 

The "NCTE Beliefs" explains it this way: "As is the case with 
many other things people do, getting better at writing requires doing 
it-a lot. This means actual writing, not merely listening to lectures 
about writing, doing grammar drills, or discussing readings. The more 
people write, the easier it gets and the more they are motivated to do 
it." 

For a writing assignment, this means incorporating multiple op
portunities for writing and encouraging students to write frequently. A 
writing assignment may ask students to write a descriptive essay, an 
informative report, or a persuasive letter. The best writing assignments, 
however, do not limit writing activities to a primary task. As we design 
writing assignments, we need to structure such options for writing. The 
"NCTE Beliefs about the Teaching of Writing" suggest that "writing 
instruction must include ample in-class and out-of-class opportunities 
for writing and should include writing for a variety of purposes and 
audiences." 

Every assignment, regardless of the audience and purpose, can 
include writing that is meant for a range of purposes. For a persuasive 
letter to the editor, for example, I ask students to jot down characteris
tics of example letters in the newspaper, summarize the article they will 
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respond to, consult guiding questions when analyzing sample letters, 
use a graphic organizer to arrange ideas, compose rough drafts, refer 
to peer review questions when responding to another student's draft, 
and revise their own drafts. 

Additionally, the writing does not have to be part of the formal 
structure of the assignment itself. Beyond writing specific pieces like 
those for the persuasive letters, for instance, I encourage students to 
write for themselves as they discover and explore their topics. I ask them 
to write directly to me about the topic, their progress, and any concerns 
or questions. I ask them to write to each other, writing questions for the 
peer readers who consider their drafts. I encourage students to add 
sticky note annotations to their drafts as well as to the books that they 
are reading. In short, I ask students to write quite often in the process 
of composing the final text for an assignment. By using such strategies, 
each writing assignment can, as the "NCTE Beliefs" suggests, "support 
students in the development of writing lives, habits, and preferences 
for life outside school./I 

3. Writing is a process. 

When I first began teaching, I brought in folders containing my own 
rough drafts, notes, handwritten revisions, and final pieces. I wanted 
students to see what writing looked like, so I put my own writing pro
cess on display. Today, there are more electronic files and fewer pieces 
of paper, but I still share my notes, drafts, and various annotations. 

Writing assignments must accomplish this same goal-they have 
to show students what the writing process looks like, and they have to 
encourage students to discover their own writing process. The "NCTE 
Beliefs" suggests specifically how we can address the writing process 
in the classroom: "Whenever possible, teachers should attend to the 
process that students might follow to produce texts-and not only 
specify criteria for evaluating finished products, in form or content. Stu
dents should become comfortable with pre-writing techniques, multiple 
strategies for developing and organizing a message, a variety of strate
gies for revising and editing, and strategies for preparing products for 
public audiences and for deadlines. In explaining assignments, teach
ers should provide guidance and options for ways of going about it." 
To support process-based writing, then, assignments need to go beyond 
just providing a prompt for the finished product. They need to include 
support and structures that encourage students to engage fully in pro
cess-based writing, and they need to provide time for students to com
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plete multiple drafts. A fairly basic assignment might ask students to 
complete the following task: 

Working with group members, use descriptive language to 
create a restaurant menu that gives your customers enough 
details to make an informed decision. Your group can choose 
the kind of restaurant, the features to include on the menu, 
and the specific menu items. Each group should turn in 
notes, rough drafts, and revisions, along with the final copy 
of the menu. 

By asking students to turn in all drafts and to complete specific tasks, 
the prompt makes a good start at providing an effective assignment. 

Even better is a writing assignment that encourages students to 
engage in the writing activity in ways that support the development of 
their own individual writing processes. Students should never be forced 
to follow a single process, because no two writers are the same. Every 
writer follows a different process, and that process can change because 
of the writer's audience, purpose, and situation. Writing assignments, 
then, should provide the support that will allow students to develop 
and refine their own processes. Consider this revised description of the 
assignment students will complete: 

Working with group members, explore the genre of menus 
by analyzing existing menus from local restaurants. Payat
tention to the words that the menus use and the ways that 
they have been put together to convince restaurant-goers 
to order the meals. After establishing the characteristics of 
the genre, your group will choose a restaurant and then cre
ate your oV\'fi custom menus. Be sure to collect and save all 
the notes that you take as you explore examples so that you 
can return to them as you work. 

In the revised assignment, students begin their writing process imme
diately by exploring the genre. Their research is part of the assignment 
and provides the structure for the first activities that they complete. At 
the same time, the process of gathering ideas isn't prescribed for the 
class. Students are given examples and encouraged to explore and make 
observations. The delivered curriculum makes room for the writing 
process in ways that allow students to develop as writers. Although 
structures are in place to help move them along, students are not given 
a step-by-step outline that would interrupt the natural development of 
their writing. As a result of these changes to the activity, when students 
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begin their drafts, they have already seen a range of options for their 
own writing. 

A strong assignment continues to provide such support through
out the writing process. By providing planning sheets, offering sugges
tions for exploration, and encouraging peer discussion and feedback, a 
writing assignment can demonstrate various aspects of the writing pro
cess. At all times, however, students need to have choices to ensure that 
the activity never pushes them into a forced or formulaic writing pro
cess. 

4. Writing is a tool for thinking. 

I love "light bulb moments"-those moments when you're working 
with students and you see their sudden understanding of a new idea 
or concept. Those are the moments I live for in the classroom-those 
moments when a student "gets it." 

Sometimes they happen in a writing conference. They can hap
pen in class, as students talk about their papers in small groups or with 
the whole class. They can be revealed in a draft or journal entry. The 
thing about the light bulb moments in a writing class is that they often 
spring in one way or another from writing. 

I remember in particular William's light bulb moment. My first
year college composition class in spring 1993 focused on the ways that 
the writer's perspective affects the meaning and language of a message. 
Students read pieces by Jane Tompkins, Harriet Jacobs, and Alice Walker, 
and we talked about how writing takes place in a social context. I asked 
the class to do some fairly complex and sophisticated thinking, and their 
writing showed that they were struggling a bit with the task. 

One day in the middle of this course, William was slow to gather 
his belongings and leave, so I asked him if he had a question. 

He stepped up to the desk and said, "I've been watching some of 
the TV about that thing in Waco. You seen it?" He was referring to the 
ATF raid on the Branch Davidian ranch near Waco, Texas, and the sub
sequent siege that was still under way there. 

"I was writing about it in my journal," he continued. "You see 
different reports and stuff on different channels." I nodded, and he went 
on: "When they talk to the witnesses, they say different things about it 
and it has to do with what they care about. That's just like those things 
we've been reading. That's what you're talking about, right?" 

A light bulb moment! He didn't know it but William had had a 
light bulb moment as he wrote that journal entry and made the connec
tions between what he had been reading and current events. 
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Many people believe that such ideas spring forth fully formed 
when people write, but writing teachers know that people frequently 
find and develop ideas as they write. When we ask students to freewrite, 
brainstorm, complete graphic organizers, or compose drafts, we are 
asking them to use writing as a tool for thinking-to discover, explore, 
and develop their ideas as they write. This time for thinking and ex
ploring is perhaps the hardest piece of the delivered curriculum for stu
dents to recognize in their construction of the experienced curriculum. 

The "NCTE Beliefs" explains that "in any writing classroom, some 
of the writing is for others and some of the writing is for the writer. 
Regardless of the age, ability, or experience of the writer, the use of 
writing to generate thought is still valuable; therefore, forms of writing 
such as personal narrative, journals, written reflections, observations, 
and writing-to-Iearn strategies are important." 

In William's case, journal writing led him to make connections 
among the texts that he was reading and viewing. As we design writ
ing assignments, we need to make room for such writing-to-Iearn com
ponents. Journals are a good start, but the assignments that we design 
can provide a range of explicit opportunities to use writing as a tool for 
thinking. "In any writing assignment," the "NCTE Beliefs" tells us, "it 
must be assumed that part of the work of writers will involve generat
ing and regenerating ideas prior to writing them." In fact, asking stu
dents to reflect on their writing frequently makes them better aware of 
the writing habits and knowledge that they construct as they complete 
the assignments for a course. 

Even a simple narrative assignment can demonstrate how this 
kind of writing and thinking can intertwine. Simply share a picture that 
tells a story and then encourage students to brainstorm words and ideas 
about the image before they write a story that gives background on the 
image or extends the story it tells. As they work on this task, students 
have the chance to think critically about their interpretations of the 
events in the image and to write about those ideas by brainstorming 
and freewriting. As they do this writing, they are analyzing the image 
and synthesizing the information that they find there. They are using 
writing as a tool for thinking. When they begin to shape their ideas into 
these detailed narratives, students have already been"generating and 
regenerating ideas prior to writing them" in their more formal papers. 

5. Writing grows out of many different purposes. 

"But I got As last year, and now you're telling me this is aD?" 
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How many times have I heard that question in writing confer
ences with students, and rarely could I help but feel sorry for these stu
dents, who usually pleaded later in our conversation, "But what do you 
want?" 

The frustration students expressed in these conferences was prob
ably not their fault-or, at worst, was their fault only because they have 
spent their time in the classroom attempting to do whatever they be
lieved teachers wanted. The "NCTE Beliefs" explains: "Often, in school, 
students write only to prove that they did something they were asked 
to do, in order to get credit for it. Or, students are taught a single type 
of writing and are led to believe this type will suffice in all situations." 

When students write to prove what they know, whether it's spe
cific content or a writing form, they are paying attention to audience and 
purpose as they actively construct the experienced curriculum of the 
class. With all the materials and social situations that students analyze 
in the classroom, their ultimate goal is simply to construct a curricu
lum that will give them the best grade. For them, that boils down to a 
basic issue: What does the teacher want? Students unconsciously know 
that rhetorical needs drive the writing that they do when they pursue 
the answer to this question. They know, as the "NCTE Beliefs" states, 
that "writing grows out of many different purposes." The email mes
sage that a student sends her two fathers saying that her favorite band 
is coming to town is different from the text message that same student 
sends to her best friends about the concert. The general information in 
the messages may be the same, but the language and the details of the 
two pieces of writing will probably be quite different. 

In many academic writing situations, students demonstrate that 
they believe that the purpose is to get a good grade and the audience is 
the teacher. Those choices, although understandable, may not align with 
the purpose and audience that the teacher intended for the writing as
signment. When students beg me to tell them what I want, they are 
showing that they understand how much audience shapes writing. They 
know that I am the reader who will grade their papers, so they want to 
know what I'll be looking for when I read them. They are trying to 
achieve the purpose, as they see it, for the writing assignment. 

To move students beyond this simplistic analysis of their writing 
situations, assignments need to focus on authentic communication and 
on a range of different kinds of writing for different audiences. In many 
classes, the basic kind of writing is determined by someone other than 
the student, who may be asked to compose an informative essay, a busi
ness letter, or an audio narrative. Because the purpose of the writing is 
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typically determined for them by the teacher, and not by their own needs 
for communication, students often have no purpose for their writing 
beyond pleasing the teacher in order to receive a good grade. 

This predicament is addressed in the "NCTE Beliefs" directly: 
"Writers outside of school have many different purposes beyond dem
onstrating accountability, and they practice myriad types and genres. 
In order to make sure students are learning how writing differs when 
the purpose and the audience differ, it is important that teachers create 
opportunities for students to be in different kinds of writing situations, 
where the relationships and agendas are varied." 

Because they take these facts into account, the best writing assign
ments are interconnected and complex documents that invite students 
to create more than one kind of writing for more than one audience. 
Although a basic assignment can require that students write only drafts 
of an essay, a more effective assignment asks for a range of artifacts and 
audiences: 

• journal writing to explore the topic 

• 	an email message proposing the essay topic to the teacher 

• 	a bulletin board message explaining the essay topic to a Vvrit
ing group 

• 	a response on a bulletin board to peers' topics 

• essay drafts, some read by group members or the teacher 

• comments to peer reviewers (questions about the current draft, 
etc.) 

• 	peer review feedback to classmates 

• 	a final draft reflections letter to the teacher 

This collection of artifacts addresses multiple purposes and three or 
more audiences (classmates, teacher, and writer)-and all that without 
any attention to the audiences and purposes for the essay itself. 

Further, the artifacts produced in response to an effective writ
ing assignment differ from other composing that students have recently 
completed. Each writing assignment should be part of a larger curricu
lum that focuses on writing for a range of different audiences and pur
poses. In other words, designing effective writing assignments involves 
attention to the assignments that have come before and those that will 
come after. The entire series of writing assignments matters. Looking 
across the range of assignments, you should see different audiences and 
purposes. Naturally, assignments should not be arranged randomly
there should be connections among the activities as well. These ex
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amples show the range of purposes and audiences that a series might 
include, while also suggesting a thematic connection among the activi
ties: 

• 	a personal reflection on why a local place is important to the 
writer, to be shared with classma tes 

• 	a description of a memorable local place or a narrative that tells 
the story of a day in the place, written for someone who has 
never been there, perhaps in the form of a brochure for the local 
library 

• 	a process essay that explains how to do something that takes 
place there, for someone who doesn't know how to do the thing 

• 	a classification that outlines the ways that the local place is used 
by others, written to convince others to visit the location 

• 	a letter to the editor that urges the public to take some action or 
position in relation to the local place (for instance, continued 
funding for a local park) 

Notice that even in these brief assignment suggestions, the purpose and 
audience for the writing are clear. Inclusion of those details is the most 
basic element of an effective writing assignment. If we are to move stu
dents beyond thinking that all their writing in a course is simply for the 
teacher to grade, all in pursuit of a good final grade, we have to design 
assignments that make the purpose and audience for the writing pre
cise and clear. We have to be explicit with students about what we re
ally want: effective writing that pays attention to the audience and pur
pose we intend for the activity. 

6. Conventions offinished and edited texts are important to readers and 
therefore to writers. 

When I meet new people online, I hide my profession as long as pos
sible to avoid seeing the comment "Oh, no, better watch my spelling!" 
in the chat window. Who among us hasn't confessed she was an En
glish teacher and been greeted by such anxious responses? For a great 
many people, mention English teachers, and you bring up nightmares 
of grammar rules, spelling words, and incomprehensible punctuation 
marks. 

I really don't sit around marking up every text with a red pen. 
While it's true that I understand the mysteries of the semicolon, I'm more 
likely to care about what something says than whether the words and 
punctuation are just right. Okay, I'll admit that I do chuckle when I see 
an advertisement for an upcoming "Clarence Sale" or a church bulletin 
announcement that reveals "The choir will sin at both services." But in 
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such cases, those of us with practice in reading the English language 
still know what the text is meant to say: we can see past the error to the 
actual intention. Readers still learning the English language, however, 
may be confused. 

The difference between what a text says and what it means is a 
crucial one. When errors of spelling, punctuation, or grammar affect 
what a text actually says, the writer's purpose may not be accomplished. 
English teachers know this, but students often do not understand this 
concept. Further, when students do not fully understand the conven
tions in question, they can't see why their meaning is unclear. The chal
lenge for teachers is balancing these issues of correctness with issues of 
content development and expression. As the "NCTE Beliefs" explains, 
"every teacher has to resolve a tension between writing as generating 
and shaping ideas and writing as demonstrating expected surface con
ventions. On the one hand, it is important for writing to be as correct as 
possible and for students to be able to produce correct texts. On the other 
hand, achieving correctness is only one set of things writers must be 
able to do; a correct text empty of ideas or unsuited to its audience or 
purpose is not a good piece of writing." Effective writing assignments 
address this tension by providing structures and support that focus on 
conventions without abandoning other aspects of writing. Simply tell
ing students to attend to the conventions of spelling, punctuation, and 
grammar isn't enough. Students need to have details on what to look 
for and explanations of how to search for it embedded in the delivered 
assignment. 

As I design writing assignments, I include structures that encour
age attention to the conventional issues of writing. The timing of this 
support is crucial to its effectiveness however. I never ask students to 
focus on conventions early in the process and never to the exclusion of 
other writing issues. If issues of grammar, punctuation, and mechanics 
are raised too early, they can circumvent the writing processes and its 
development by shifting attention away from exploring and focusing 
on the message. Despite the significance of timing in providing support, 
dealing with conventions in the writing assignment itself can be rela
tively simple. When I create the schedule for a writing project, I ask for 
drafts at several points to encourage a fully developed writing process. 
As I review later drafts, I sketch out time to review grammar and punc
tuation, and I remind students to take time for spellchecking. 

Scheduling support in this way ensures a basic level of attention 
to grammar, but students also need writing assignments to include in
formation on specific conventions that are important to the assignment. 
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The "NCTE Beliefs" states, "Writers need an image in their minds of 
conventional grammar, spelling, and punctuation in order to compare 
what is already on the page to an ideal of correctness. They also need 
to be aware of stylistic options that will produce the most desirable 
impression on their readers. All of the dimensions of editing are moti
vated by a concern for an audience." 

In practice, this guideline means that attention to conventions has 
to be integrated in ways that flow with each writer's process and has to 
be designed in ways that make connections to the writer's purpose and 
audience clear. Say I'm designing a literary analysis assignment that asks 
students to explore the purpose and effectiveness of a specific symbol 
from a reading. In addition to talking about the literary element of sym
bolism and the other characteristics of the literary text, this writing as
signment needs to talk about how conventions relating to quotations 
from the text will be important to meaning in students' papers. After 
students have spent time identifying symbols and supporting evidence 
for their interpretations, I'd schedule class time to talk about how to 
format and punctuate the quotations they'll use as evidence in their 
papers-and I'd schedule time for students to review their drafts for 
these issues. An effective writing assignment, in other words, not only 
asks students to pay attention to correct expression; it also allows time 
to talk about correct expression and answer questions that students have 
about the rules and guidelines for the texts that they are writing. 

7. Writing and reading are related. 

Before I figured out how to compose effective writing assignments, I 
knew the powerful connection between reading and writing-although, 
to be honest, I didn't realize the important underlying connections be
tween the practices that I had adopted. Early on, I found that when I 
provided students with models and talked about how those models 
worked, students wrote more effective essays. My favorite textbooks for 
writing classes were those that included student essays, which we dis
cussed in detail in class. Naturally, I collected my own student examples 
over time and added them to the resources from the texts to use for 
group discussions. 

Why was this practice so effective? As the "NCTE Beliefs" ex
plains, "in order to write a particular kind of text, it helps if the writer 
has read that kind of text. In order to take on a particular style of lan
guage, the writer needs to have read that language, to have heard it in 
her mind, so that she can hear it again in order to compose it." By shar
ing published and student essays, I intuitively recognized the facts be
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hind this belief: "Writing and reading are related. People who read a 
lot have a much easier time getting better at writing." 

Whether they are used as background resources or as models for 
student writing, effective writing assignments should include readings. 
At times, those readings can provide the framing model for students' 
own writing. Nonfiction picture books, for instance, can provide struc
tures that students can use as they complete research projects. In other 
circumstances, students might compose their own versions of a text that 
they have read, adapting the original published text to a new situation 
or topic. Parodies, for example, provide a great way for students to ex
plore and analyze texts. Model readings need not be published texts, 
however. Student essays are also a vital resource when designing writ
ing assignments. Some textbooks include these essays, but to add to my 
collection, I always ask students for permission to make copies of their 
texts for use with future students. 

Simply providing these models is only the beginning, of course. 
Modeling is just as important as models: to help students learn strate
gies for developing the deeper reading and more sophisticated analy
sis that lead to stronger writing, the delivered curriculum must show 
them how people read and write essays. One of my most successful class 
sessions focused on a deep reading of song lyrics. Students were writ
ing explications of a song of their choice (which I had approved, of 
course). I brought in the lyrics to "Old Friends/Bookends" by Paul 
Simon and Art Garfunkel, an older song that students were unlikely to 
choose as the focus for their own papers. 

I passed out copies of the lyrics, played the song for the class, and 
then went through the lyrics carefully, line-by-Iine and word-by-word, 
demonstrating how I explicate a text. Students became involved in the 
discussion and added their own comments, observations, and connec
tions to the lyrics. We covered the chalkboards with notes until we ran 
out of space. Reading the lyrics went beyond simply reading the text out 
loud. Reading, in this instance, involved modeling how to read a text. 

With all this information gathered, together we created some 
possible outlines and key sentences for essays on the students' songs. 
When they left the class, the students had seen and participated in a 
deep reading activity that provided models for their own work. They 
had seen the connections between reading and writing in practice. To 
provide students with the support they need to do their best work, ef
fective writing assignments develop these relationships as a natural part 
of the activity. Assignments do not always lend themselves to the kind 
of deep reading that I was able to demonstrate with the Simon and 
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Garfunkellyrics, but there are always links between reading and writ
ing, and effective assignments highlight and build on those connections. 

8. Writing has a complex relationship to talk. 

I talk about writing all the time-probably too much, if you ask my fam
ily. I can't help it. I spend a lot of time writing, and it's what I know 
best, so it's what I talk about. But I don't talk about writing simply be
cause it's what I do. There have been numerous times when I worked 
out what I wanted to write by talking about the text with friends, fam
ily, and colleagues. There have been many important conversations that 
I first had on paper, writing down what I wanted to communicate be
fore I spoke to the person involved. It's widely accepted that public 
speakers create notes before they present, but I've been known to even 
write notes before calling a company on the phone to talk about a bill
ing problem or ask for customer support with a new piece of software 
or hardware. My handwritten notes are fundamentally important when 
I go to visit my doctor. Without writing out everything that I want to 
say to her, I'm not sure that I would ever remember to discuss all of the 
important aspects of my health care. In other words, I talk about writ
ing and I write about talking because I know that it makes my commu
nication stronger. 

The "NCTE Beliefs" describes how these connections between 
writing and talking affect teaching: "As they grow, writers still need 
opportunities to talk about what they are writing about, to rehearse the 
language of their upcoming texts and run ideas by trusted colleagues 
before taking the risk of committing words to paper. After making a 
draft, it is often helpful for writers to discuss with peers what they have 
done, partly in order to get ideas from their peers, partly to see what 
they, the writers, say when they try to explain their thinking. Writing 
conferences, wherein student writers talk about their work with a 
teacher, who can make suggestions or re-orient what the writer is do
ing, are also very helpful uses of talk in the writing process." 

Effective writing assignments include such relationships. Ifwe ask 
students to think carefully, they find that they also have strong connec
tions between their writing and their talking, but the challenge is that 
they may not recognize those connections themselves. I like to arrange 
assignments so that they include time for conferences early in the writ
ing process. I ask students to talk to me about the writing they've done 
so far and, as they speak, I jot down what they say. When I ask them to 
then point out any places in their writing where they need help, I refer 
back to the notes that I've written. Typically, the challenge is easily ad
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dressed by reminding them of something that they mentioned in our 
discussion but students simply haven't yet connected what they know 
and talked about with what they have written in the text. In other words, 
in their experienced curriculum, they haven't constructed the connec
tions between what they already know and what they are trying to ac
complish. 

In addition to peer discussion and writing conferences, oral de
scription and drafting can prove to be useful prewriting techniques that 
get writers started on their drafts quickly. Narrative writing lends it
self well to such a prewriting strategy because students are great natu
ral oral storytellers. Simply ask students to tell their stories to one an
other in small groups before they begin drafting. Group members can 
take notes on the storyteller's tale, passing all of the notes along after 
the tale is told. When writing assignments are designed to include such 
activities, students' talk becomes a key strategy in their writing. 

9. Literate practices are embedded in complicated social relationships. 

All students are language experts. The lived curriculum that they bring 
to the classroom is wide-ranging: They know and have used language 
extensively before they come to the classroom. They may be struggling 
with academic language, content-area language, or even the English 
language itself-the delivered curriculum for their classes-but they 
have extensive and sophisticated language abilities. They are readers 
and writers. They communicate with friends, family, teachers, co-work
ers, classmates, and neighbors. 

The "NCTE Beliefs" explains that "writing happens in the midst 
of a web of relationships." This social web extends beyond writing to 
all communicative acts that students take. Reading a Halo 3 cheat 
website, composing a Facebook profile, instant messaging with friends, 
speaking to the family around the kitchen table-all these literacy acts 
demonstrate students' understanding of sophisticated social relation
ships. 

Students are clearly highly skilled language users, just not nec
essarily users of the kind of language that is expected for success in the 
classroom. Further, every student has different language experiences. 
Even if a group of students had the same language arts teacher, the 
members of that group would have varied personal language back
grounds that influenced their interactions with that teacher-and they 
would have extensive language experiences that had taken place out
side that teacher's classroom. Every writer has a different social web 
that influences his or her literacy practices. 
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So many educators have mentioned that the"one size fits all" 
notion does not apply to teaching. In the case of language experiences, 
the adage is especially apt. As the "NCTE Beliefs" explains, "writers start 
in different places. It makes a difference what kind of language a writer 
spoke while growing up, and what kinds of language they are being 
asked to take on later in their experience. It makes a difference, too, the 
culture a writer comes from, the ways people use language in that cul
ture and the degree to which that culture is privileged in the larger so
ciety. Important cultural differences are not only ethnic but also racial, 
economic, geographical and ideological." 

With the complicated patchwork of experiences that students 
bring to the classroom, it seems impossible for one activity to meet the 
needs of every student. Nonetheless, teachers must find assignments 
that can support writers who all begin at different starting places. A well
designed writing assignment can accomplish this goal, but it's impor
tant to understand the difference between focusing the content of an 
assignment on different ways of using language and including support 
for students with a range of language experiences. I used the following 
assignment when I first began teaching, but now I realize that it fails to 
provide that kind of support: 

Write a paper that traces the influence of a particular movie, 
song, book, person, or television show upon language use. 
Were there words or phrases related to the source you've 
chosen that were adopted by the general public? Who 
adopted them? How were they used? How long lasting was 
their influence? Why do you think they were adopted while 
words and phrases from other sources weren't? And per
haps most important, what can you conclude about the ways 
that language use is influenced? 

The problem with myoid assignment is that although the content fo
cuses on recognizing students as language experts, it does not provide 
the supporting resources that would help students with different back
grounds write as well as they can. The writing assignment talks about 
language knowledge in a general way. Language is the content only. The 
assignment doesn't provide any way for students' experiences to fit into 
their exploration of the issue. More problematically, the prompt does 
not provide scaffolding for students with different backgrounds, nor 
does it highlight the language requirements for the activity. 

Compare that old prompt with the Pop Culture Dictionary As
signment in Figure 2.1, which also focuses on pop culture's influence 
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on language but provides more support for students. From the first sen
tence, my new assignment encourages greater awareness of the social 
web of language that students bring to the classroom. The focus of the 
assignment is not a general discussion of culture's influence on language 
but a specific discussion of one cultural influence on students' own lan
guage. 

Of course, every writing assignment cannot focus on the topic of 
language; we have to develop other ways that an effective writing as
signment supports students' language knowledge. In the revised assign
ment, notice that students write in at least three different kinds of lan
guage: the academic language of dictionaries, the language of the 
popular culture text, and one of their own (likely more informal) lan
guages. 

For this particular assignment, the different varieties of language 
or dialect are included in the final artifact, but that need not be the case 
for an assignment to lead to effective writing. Students can write in an 
informal or horne language in their journals as they begin prewriting, 
they can quote the languages of others in their research, they can use 
semiformal English in peer review with classmates, and they can use 
the academic language of the classroom in their final drafts. Since knowl
edge in one language transfers to another language, the inclusion in all 
assignments of opportunities for students to demonstrate their language 
abilities makes these assignments more effective and shows students 
that we value their range of language knowledge. 

10. Composing occurs in different modalities and technologies. 

Digital technologies have revolutionized much of the way that I write. 
rmake starts and stops constantly as I draft. I try changes that I know I 
can easily undo without losing the original text. I can play around with 
white space, paragraphing, and headings until I get the best design. 

In the past, writing was sometimes a one-shot deal involving eras
able typing paper, Wite-Out, a very slow pace, and a lot of hoping. Of
ten rcomposed complicated rough drafts with arrows, highlighted text, 
and many notes, but once I started typing, I was stuck. There was no 
way to change things without starting all over, so I learned to live with 
that first shot at a full draft. 

Now I move passages around regularly, and I focus far more at
tention on the nonalphabetic aspects of my writing. If an illustration 
would help my point, I can easily add it to what I'm writing and get a 
polished result. When I share my draft with others, they can use soft
ware to comment on the exact passages they want to suggest changes 
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.~----------~-~.......~ 


Pop Culture Dictionary Assignment 
Choose a particular pop culture text that has influenced your use of 
language. You might choose a movie, song, music video, book, celebrity, 
political movement, television show, or website. 

Create five dictionary entries that define and provide details on words 
from the pop culture text. Your five words should be from one text or 
related texts. Any of the following would be acceptable choices: 

• five phrases from a single television show but not necessarily all 
from the same episode 

• five words used by a particular celebrity 

• five words or phrases used in a series of movies (like the Harry 
Potter movies) 

• five phrases used in a recent horror film 

• five words used by a band in its latest videos 

Each entry should include the word, its definition, an example of its use 
from the original pop culture text, an example of how you use the word in 
conversation, and basic etymology (the origin of the word's meaning). 

Along with your entries, write a short introduction that explains what 
the original pop culture text is, who has been influenced by it, and how 
the words are most often used (e.g., in casual conversation with others 
who watch the television show). Your introduction can also discuss how 
widespread the influence of the text has been on language and predict 
how long the influence will last. 

Copyright 2002-2007, IRA/NCTE. All rights reserved. read -write"thinl( Reprinted with permission. ReadWriteThink materials 
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Figure 2.1. This revised assignment focuses on a single pop culture influence 
on students' own language. 
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for, thereby giving me more specific feedback than I ever got from peer 
readers when I was a student. 

In the years that have passed since I first composed on a computer 
keyboard in 1980, I have corne to truly understand the significance of 
the assertion in the "NCTE Beliefs" that as writers compose in different 
modalities and technologies, '''writing' comes to mean more than 
scratching words with pen and paper." Writing is placing words on 
screens and paper, recording words and sounds and images on video, 
arranging words and images and sounds in audio and video recordings, 
and creating links between all these means of expression. 

Students still compose old-fashioned printouts and handwritten 
documents, but they can and do compose in many more formats
PowerPoint and KeyNote presentations, blogs, Web pages, email mes
sages, audio recordings, videos, photographs, still images, oral presen
tations, text messages, spreadsheets, animations, hypertexts, podcasts. 
This constantly evolving list goes far beyond "scratching words with 
pen and paper," and, as a result, effective writing assignments must 
similarly extend the tasks that students are asked to complete. The 
"NCTE Beliefs" presents this goal directly: 

Writing instruction must accommodate the explosion in technol
ogy from the world around us. 

From the use of basic word processing to support drafting, 
revision, and editing to the use of hypertext and the infusion of 
visual components in writing, the definition of what writing in
struction includes must evolve to embrace new requirements. 

As we design writing assignments, then, we must recognize the roles 
that various modalities play in students' composing repertoire. For ex
ample, prewriting work can include drawings, conversations, written 
or typed notes, audio notes, scanned texts, and more. As part of a de
scription of a place, students might take photos, film videos, or record 
the sounds of the place as part of their prewriting. Those various arti
facts might become part of the description later or simply be inspira
tion and idea gathering for the final descriptive text. 

Effective writing assignments allow for and even encourage such 
a range of composing opportunities for students, a range that supports 
the multiple intelligences that students bring to the classroom. Rather 
than propose a traditional analytical paper on Romeo and Juliet, for in
stance, an assignment might ask students to compose a PowerPoint or 
KeyNote presentation that communicates the same messages as a so
liloquy in the play. Such an option allows students to use text, sounds, 
animations, film clips, and images in their work 
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The problem with such an assignment, however, is that students 
without adequate technology access outside of the classroom are at a 
distinct disadvantage. In addition to allowing for a range of compos
ing modalities, we must also pay attention to the composing tools avail
able to students. The "NCTE Beliefs" reminds us that "many teachers 
and students do not, however, have adequate access to computing, re
cording, and video equipment to take advantage of the most up-to-date 
technologies. In many cases, teaching about the multi-modal nature of 
writing is best accomplished through varying the forms of writing with 
more ordinary implements." Providing students with a range of options 
that includes "more ordinary implements" leads to stronger and more 
effective assignments. Further, by giving students the opportunity to 
choose the modality that best fits their abilities, a range of options also 
gives students the chance to choose the alternative that will lead to their 
best work. 

Instead of asking every student to create a PowerPoint presenta
tion on Romeo and Juliet, a more effective writing assignment, as shown 
in Modern-Day Interpretation Projects in Figure 2.2, provides a range 
of possible writing tasks that students can compose using whatever tech
nology is available. Students without access to technology can write 
print-based newspaper articles. Instant messages, blog entries, and 
scripts can all be written with paper and pen. By providing options that 
let students choose the modality and tools in this way, effective writing 
assignments not only show an awareness of the wide range of ways that 
people compose but also provide support for the many ways of think
ing and composing that students bring to the classroom. 

11. Assessment of writing involves complex, informed, human judgment. 

"1 got a Godzilla!" one of my students bragged from the back of the class
room. And with that exclamation, one of the most successful grading 
techniques I've ever used was under way. 

It really all began as a sort of joke. I was using a behavioral grad
ing method, as described in Glenn J. Broadhead and Richard C. Freed's 
The Variables of Composition: Process and Product in a Business Setting, to 
teach business writing. I assigned only pass/ fail grades to the work, and 
students had to compile a certain number of passes to get various grades. 
I had read an article arguing that in the business world you don't get 
As and Bs: you either get a pass and send the piece out or get told to 
redo the work. Pedagogically, the system was attractive because it al
lowed students to learn from their work on the various drafts, rather 
than punishing them for every misstep. 
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Modern-Day Interpretation Projects 
1. Headline News Story. Choose a modern-day event that mirrors an event that 

occurred in the text. Create a headline news Web page and two or three related links 
based on the event for a Web-based news site. To get an idea of length, format, and 
the kinds of links typically included in such stories, visit news sites on the Web. 

2. Instant Messages or Text Messages. Rewrite a dialogue between two charac
ters from the text in modern-day format as if it took place online through instant 
messages or on cell phones or another tool using text messages. 

3. Blog. Rewrite a monologue from the text (e.g., the speech of one person) as a 
blog entry or a series of blog entries. Include appropriate links to other Web pages 
and comments that other characters from the text might leave on the blog entries, 

4. Podcast. Rewrite a monologue or dialogue from the text as a podcast (a self
published syndicated "radio show"). Record your project as an audio file or create 
the transcript of the show that you might post online with the audio file. Be sure to 
include details on background sounds and music if you write a transcript. 

5. What If? Find a scene in the text that you believe would have been radically 
different given the existence of a certain piece of advanced high-tech equipment. 
Name the item and describe how and why the scene would have been different and 
how it would have affected the outcome of the play. 

6. Digital Artifacts. Imagine that you find a portable disk next to the compuiE'r 
of one of the characters from the text. It might be a floppy disk, Zip disk, USB 
keychain disk, or another device. This storage disk contains personal documents
letters, lito do" lists, data, and poems written by the character for his or her eyes 
only. Decide on four or five documents, recreate them, invent file names for each, 
and create a (fake) printout of the disk directory. Put all these together in a packet 
about the character. 

7. Playlist. Choose one of the characters from the text and create a playlist that 
that character would have on his or her iPod or MP3 player. Invent the name for the 
playlist and create a list of the names of the songs, the artists, the albums the songs 
came from, and other relevant details in your word processor. Alternately, if you 
have the resources available, you can burn a CD of the character's playlist and 
create a CD label with the appropriate details, 

8. Reality TV Show. Imagine that the characters from the text are part of a 
reality TV show, Rewrite a scene from the text as it would have been caught from 
the surveillance cameras of the show. Film your scene using a video camera or write 
a transcript of it (including details on background sounds, setting, and props). 

9. Technology Product Endorsement. Have a character in the text endorse a 
technology product-design a letter or short narrative in which the character tells 
readers why they should purchase or support the product. 

10. PowerPoint Presentation. Rewrite a monologue from the text as a 
PowerPoint presentation. Imagine that the character is presenting the information 
to a modern audience using text, images, and other features available in PowerPoint 
(or another computer-based presentation tool),Create the PowerPoint presentation 
that the character would use. 

read"wr"'lte"th"lok Cop:y:right 2~02-2007: I~A/NCTE. ~ll rig~ts reserv.ed. 
Reprmted WIth permlSSIOn. ReadWnteThmk matenals 

:.:::;,::,.- ICl!l may be reproduced for educational purposes. 

Figure 2.2. This range of tasks gives students options for using technology, 
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Providing feedback in this system was a little challenging though. 
The article had suggested using checkmarks on students' work. It's not 
that I usually mistrust students, but I realized that it would be easy for 
an unethical student to fake a checkmark or other such handwritten 
mark on a paper. My solution was to use some stamps and an ink pad 
to indicate the pass or fail mark on the paper. As part of my explana
tion of the system to the class, I showed them the stamp that I would 
use on their passing work: a fairly generic red happy face stamp that 
I'd picked up at the office supply store. I didn't add any special mark 
to students' work that did not meet the requirements. Instead, unless 
the paper had been marked with the specified red happy face, it wasn't 
acceptable. 

Simply because I had a red Godzilla stamp with me when I was 
describing the system, I told students that if they made sloppy mistakes, 
such as failing to spellcheck, they'd get the Godzilla stamped on their 
papers. I really intended that to be the end of it, but over the first days 
of the course, students were curious about the mysterious Godzilla 
stamp. Some students had even taken to pointing out errors that they 
thought were probably worthy of the Godzilla, but they explained, 
"She's just being nice" as they compared drafts and worked on peer 
review together. 

Finally, I gave in. One evening as I was grading, I ran across a basic 
error in the paper of one student who had been particularly insistent in 
questioning when the Godzilla would appear. I stamped his paper with 
the Godzillat went on to the next one, and didn't think anything of it 
until his enthusiastic response in class that next morning. 

In short time, the Godzilla stamp became the highlight of each 
class. When I returned papers, students eagerly searched out the 
Godzillas and discussed in their writing groups what theyt d gotten 
wrong in the editing process. In conferences with met students would 
pull out Godzilla-stamped texts and explain their errors to me in the 
course of discussing other, deeper issues related to their work. When 
someone who frequently found Godzillas on every paper got a Godzilla
free papert there was much pride-not just from the writer but from the 
entire writing group. It was the one and only time in my teaching ca
reer that giving negative feedback was taken as positive support rather 
than as criticism. I'm not sure I could ever repeat the way that that par
ticular class embraced the Godzilla stamp, but it was fun while it lasted. 

The reaction to that stamp helped teach me the importance of 
formative feedback. When students are actively involved in ongoing 
assessmentt during peer review and in writing groups as well as in stu
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dent-teacher conferences, assessment criteria become more concrete for 
them. Prior to that course, the feedback that I gave students included 
commenting on rough drafts and discussing work in student-teacher 
conferences, but never before had I spent so much time on ongoing feed
back as students were in the process of writing. During all of this feed
back and interaction, the students and I constructed an experienced 
curriculum in which error was okay because it was a legitimate learn
ing experience. Students could make errors without negative conse
quences and with the understanding that they would have the chance 
to improve their work. It was a labor-intensive course for me, but it was 
clear that when students had more continuing feedback, they worked 
together as members of writing groups more successfully and they 
wrote more effectively. 

The "NCTE Beliefs" identifies two kinds of assessment that teach
ers of writing should use with writers: "Instructors must recognize the 
difference between formative and summative evaluation and be pre
pared to evaluate students' writing from both perspectives. By forma
tive evaluation here, we mean provisional, ongoing, in-process judg
ments about what students know and what to teach next. By summative 
evaluation, we mean final judgments about the quality of student work. 
Teachers of writing must also be able to recognize the developmental 
aspects of writing ability and devise appropriate lessons for students 
at all levels of expertise." Effective writing assignments include details 
on the feedback students will receive: both on the ongoing feedback that 
will be available and on the final criteria used to judge the finished piece. 
The assignments I gave students in that business writing class included 
both aspects. Students had summative assessment criteria for their work 
in the form of specific checklists of the requirements and expectations 
for each kind of writing that they were to complete. They also had a 
written description of the behavioral grading system that described the 
formative assessment they would receive on every piece of writing they 
wrote for the class. By including these assessment materials, effective 
writing assignments engage students in the assessment process. Stu
dents know what the criteria are for their work and are better able to 
work toward fulfilling them. 

In addition to formative and summative assessment, effective 
writing assignments include opportunities for self-assessment and re
flection for students. The "NCTE Beliefs" asserts that such reflection 
activities "contribute to a writer's development and ability to move 
among genres, media, and rhetorical situations." I typically use draft 
letters to the teacher to identify students' intentions and the questions 
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they have about the drafts they are turning in. I ask students to include 
comments on the parts of their work that they are satisfied with, those 
that they are still working on, and those that they need help with. Their 
comments help me focus the feedback I provide so that I address the 
issues that students are most concerned about. Whether I'm comment
ing on an early draft or a final version of students' work, these draft 
letters are a valuable part of the assessment process because they com
municate students' understandings about the work as well as their rec
ognition of which parts of the assignment they have completed success
fully and which they believe could be improved. 

How Beliefs Shape Practice 

If I've written an effective writing assignment, I know that it includes 
all eleven of the beliefs covered in this chapter. Indeed, one thing that 
makes an assignment effective is the way that these pedagogical beliefs 
shape the design of the prompt, activities, and resources that combine 
to create the assignment. As I compose a writing assignment, these peda
gogical beliefs influence the activities and focus of the project, the sup
porting resources I include, and how I schedule the different activities 
that students complete as they work on it. 

Once we understand these underlying pedagogical beliefs and 
how they affect students' success as writers, the task of designing an 
effective writing assignment becomes easier. In an effective assignment, 
decisions about logistics, form, style, and content all depend upon these 
beliefs and how they apply to the students we teach. When we begin to 
design a writing assignment, we each may follow a different compos
ing process; if we want to design an effective writing assignment, we 
always rely on what we know about how people learn to write. 
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3 	Designing Writing 
Assignments 

F
or me, perhaps the hardest thing about designing assignments is 
to remember that I am writing about writing. Frequently it seems 
like my attention should be on what I want students to compose

research papers, persuasive letters, description, and so forth. It's easy 
to dive into details on things such as the length required, the kind of 
documentation to be used, or the various due dates involved. But that's 
the wrong focus. 

I need to start with the basic questions any writer considers at the 
beginning of a writing project: What are my goals in this piece? and Who 
is my audience? The details of the assignment depend upon myaudi
ence-the students I teach-rather than the end product I want them 
to compose. To design an effective assignment, I need to begin with my 
rhetorical situation and allow that information to shape the rhetorical 
situation I frame for students. 

If the students are struggling writers, they'll have different needs 
than honors, AP, and on-level writers have-even if all of these students 
are generally expected to do the same kind of writing. My goal is to 

Explore the eXl)eCtatl 
Provide surmo:rtm 

provide whatever group 
Three Goals for a Writing Assignment of students I am teach

Define the writing task 	 ing with the customized 
information and sup
port that they need to do 
their best work. 

Fortunately, I can make some generalizations. Regardless of the 
specific audience or writing task, I need to design a collection of re
sources that achieves three goals: define the writing task, explore the 
expectations for that task, and provide supporting materials and activi
ties. The particular details change from one group of students and writ
ing activity to the next, but the over arching design always includes all 
three kinds of information. 
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General Writing Assignment Design 

Defining the Task 

Most of us begin the process of creating a writing assignment by decid
ing what task students will complete. Research on the characteristics of 
effective writing assignments tells us that as we define this task, we must 
strive to do the following: 

• identify an authentic audience and purpose for the project 

• position students as experts in their communication with that 
audience 

• ask 	students to interact with (rather than restate) texts and 
knowledge 

• give students choices in their work that support their owner
ship of the task 

As I define a task for a group of students, I weave together information 
and options that will provide them with the raw materials they need. I 
try to go beyond simply describing the end product of the assignment 
and instead suggest steps in the process that students can complete, 
indicate different ways that students can work, and schedule multiple 
opportunities for students to write as they complete the assignment. 

Exploring the Expectations for the Task 

The difference between what a teacher says (or believes she has said) 
and what a student hears can be the difference between success and 
failure for a writing assignment. That's why an assignment sheet alone 
is never enough. To ensure that students comprehend the expectations 
for a writing assignment, we must also do the following: 

• 	unpack the meaning of the assignment, as described by Jim 
Burke, by explaining the assignment to create a shared under
standing of the activity 

• provide model responses and demonstrate how to read and 
compose example texts 

• share rubrics, checklists, and other resources that highlight the 
requirements and goals for the assignment 

When I design an assignment, I prepare related models, checklists, and 
rubrics, and I structure students' work so that I can check their under
standing at various points in the project. When I present the assignment 
to the class, I discuss both the task and the related expectations. Assess
ment starts at this early point, when we discuss the expectations as a 
class. 
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Providing Support and Explanatory Materials 

Although the task and the ultimate expectations may be clear, students 
still need support to do their best work. An effective writing assignment 
provides additional resources that support and engage students 
throughout their writing processes. Designing an assignment involves 
creating and gathering an entire collection of resources: 

• organizational structures and material that scaffold the writing 
process 

• multiple opportunities to write for different purposes and au
diences 

• writing to gather and think through ideas 

• 	resources that address the standard conventions of finished and 
edited texts 

• opportunities and support for peer reading and discussion as 
well as student-teacher conferencing 

As I create an assignment sheet, I refer students to the additional sup
porting resources that they can consult in the process of working on the 
task. For example, I point to people and other texts that can offer guid
ance. I might include specific details from different artifacts that stu
dents will share with me and with one another during the schedule for 
that assignment. I will also mention additional handouts and resources 
that will be available at later stages in the assignment, such as graphic 
organizers and peer editing sheets. 

With such a broad range of materials in play, it can seem as if I 
am moving from designing a writing assignment to creating a unit or 
lesson plan. When I begin to feel overwhelmed, I remind myself that 
this information and support is all part of the task itself. I'm not assign
ing an end product that appears miraculously, but an activity that calls 
for thinking and exploring and that also includes a written text of some 
kind. 

Putting It All Together 

No two teachers create assignments in the same way. That's really no 
surprise since we know that no two writers ever follow exactly the same 
process. Sometimes I work through the process in order: define the task, 
write the materials to explain the expectations, and create additional 
supporting resources. In other instances, I create supporting materials 
as a way to help define the task. Having different students and differ
ent goals usually means that the order shuffles as well. The informa
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tion that students need may change while they are working on the as
signment. In response, I might develop additional models, graphic or
ganizers, or other resources. 

Designing a writing assignment is rarely a one-two-three process 
for me. More often than not, the three tasks overlap as I work on mul
tiple aspects of the assignment at the same time. The assignment sheet 
that I write probably includes information that touches on all three gen
eral goals. As I create a graphic organizer to support the assignment, I 
may find myself defining the task in more detail at the same time. The 
important thing isn't how I put the information all together but that I 
assemble a collection of resources that will enable students to do their 
best work. 

To demonstrate this technique, I'll use three vignettes to work 
through the thought process behind the design of three different writ
ing assignments: an inquiry assignment, an expressive writing assign
ment, and a persuasive writing assignment. Each of these sketches uses 
first-person description of the thought process that led me to a decision 
about a writing assignment for a specific group of students. The style 
is similar to a think-aloud strategy in the way that it reveals the deci
sions behind the assignments that I planned. 

As you read, notice that all three vignettes include details that 
define the task, explore the expectations, and provide supporting ma
terials, but the way in which the goals are met is fluid and organic. Each 
consideration affects the design in different ways, depending upon the 
students, the kind of writing expected, and the specific goals of the as
signment. 

Designing an Inquiry Assignment 

It's time for the class to complete an inquiry project to meet the curricu
lum requirements that call for conducting research and for learning to 
use a variety of computer-based and print-based resources to inform a 
writing task. These students have written research papers in the past 
and have demonstrated their ability to complete a basic inquiry. They're 
ready for a challenge, but I need to be sure that the assignment creates 
a situation that will engage them and improve their research abilities. 

Telling these students to write a traditional research paper about 
something that interests them isn't going work. An I have to do is utter 
the words "traditional research paper" out loud and all the wrong ideas 
about the assignment will spring into their heads. I want them to go 
beyond the standard reiteration of facts that they gather. I could focus 
the assignment by choosing topic areas for the class that I hope will push 
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them into critical thinking and reflection, but making those choices may 
not be effective either. Instead, the topics I choose may limit students' 
ability to speak as experts-especially if I fall back on traditional topics 
such as famous historical figures or events, literary authors and peri
ods, or controversial political or current events. From such topics, some 
students will find a focus that fits, but that assignment will not univer
sally provide the best options. 

I want to encourage ownership of the project by giving students 
more choice in what they write about. To position students as experts, I 
want them to choose a topic that they already consider themselves au
thorities on. Anything from soccer to NASCAR and video games to 
outdoor grilling will work. If students know about famous figures and 
events, those will make fine topics too. Nothing is excluded. I simply 
want students to focus on something that they are experts on. 

There's more to choosing those topics, however. Without knowl
edge of their audience and purpose, students cannot position themselves 
as experts. In fact, depending upon the audience and purpose, students 
may not actually be experts. A student may consider herself an expert 
on soccer, but if the audience is soccer coaches, she may not be as confi
dent about her knowledge. The assignment needs to provide more sup
port and detail before students are able to choose their focus. I should 
help students identify a purpose and audience that will allow them to 
be authorities. I could assign both, but students will be more likely to 
maintain their position as experts (and will have more choice) if they 
identify their audience and goal for the project. 

I still need to tackle the challenge of designing an assignment that 
pushes students beyond copying and rephrasing text from their re
sources. I have to shape the activity in such a way that students inter
act with the text and their subject know ledge rather than simply restate 
what they know. My solution for this class is to ask students to write 
FAQs (frequently asked questions) on topics that they choose them
selves. The format will probably depart from the structure of the infor
mation that students will find in their research, and it will require them 
to reframe the information to meet the needs of a specific audience of 
readers. 

Now that I've figured out the basic details for the assignment I 
want students to complete, I need to decide how to discuss the expec
tations for the assignment with the class and to make sure that I have 
all the supporting resources ready. Instead of passing out an assignment 
sheet to get things going, I'm going to ask students to identify their top
ics first by having them brainstorm lists of everything that they are ex
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perts in. In class I'll have them gradually narrow those lists and iden
tify an audience of readers who would have questions about their ar
eas of expertise. With that information determined, I'll share an assign
ment sheet that explains the project in more detail and points to 
additional resources. I'll create a rubric to guide assessment of the ac
tivity as well and then share this rubric with students when I pass out 
the assignment sheet. It's important that I make the connections between 
the assignment sheet and the grading criteria on the rubric clear from 
the beginning. 

Models are very important to this assignment because I'm chal
lenging students to compose a research paper in a genre that is prob
ably new to them. I need to provide them with concrete examples of 
what the genre looks like. I'll search for example FAQs online, in books, 
and in brochures. Students will be encouraged to add examples to the 
class collection. I'll take time not only to look at the kind of information 
included in the models but also to talk about the grammatical structures 
and point of view in the questions and answers. We'll compare the 
models with the rubric for the activity to demonstrate the assessment 
criteria for the assignment. 

Designing the supporting materials for this assignment means 
identifying models, creating a rubric, and pointing to grammatical de
tails in the class handbook. When the due date approaches, we'll also 
complete a peer review activity, so I'll need to create a sheet of instruc
tions to guide students' interaction. Some of this work I can do in ad
vance, such as creating a cheat sheet that points to pertinent grammati
cal information in the class handbook. Other items, like the rubric, will 
grow from class exploration and discussion of examples and the assign
ment. I can sketch out the general categories for the assessment, but I'll 
wait until after we explore the genre in class before I make a final ver
sion. 

The last thing that I'll probably do is finish the assignment sheet. 
I'll have a working draft early in the design process, but many of the 
final details depend upon other resources that I need to gather or cre
ate. I want to suggest the different kinds of writing and steps in the 
writing process that students should complete, and I'll use the assign
ment schedule to provide that scaffolding by indicating on it when the 
class will visit the library, when we'll look at the models, when students 
will share their drafts with each other in class, and when a draft is due 
for peer review. To tie things together, I'll probably include an FAQ sec
tion on the assignment sheet itself that deals with logistics like due dates 
and specific requirements, as well as provides resources such as details 
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in the class handbook that students may want to consult as they write. 
I'll also point to the assessment rubric that I'll use to evaluate students' 
FAQs. 

Once I have everything planned, I'll look back over the assign
ment resources to make sure that I have included everything necessary 
for a good assignment, using the "Three Goals for a Writing Assign
ment" to guide my analysis: 

Defining the Task 

• The FAQ format is asking for critical thinking and interaction with 
a text. 

• Students are choosing topics and audiences that allow them to 
work as experts and that give them an authentic reason for com
municating. 

• The assignment asks students to 	choose the topic that they'll 
cover as well as the information that they will include about 
the topic in their FAQs. 

Explaining the Expectations 

• The assignment includes models and discussion of the expecta
tions for the assignment. 

• The rubric makes the criteria for the assessment clear. 


Providing Support and Explanatory Materials 


• The class will complete peer review and use a related rubric to 
focus on the requirements for the activity. 

• The schedule included on the assignment sheet points out tasks 
for students to complete that will scaffold the writing process for 
them. 

Designing an Expressive Assignment 

Because I am teaching a writing course, I want students to spend time 
thinking about the decisions that they make as writers. The assignment 
I have in mind will focus primarily on expressive writing. I want stu
dents to explore their feelings as writers, reflect on their composing 
experiences, and share their thoughts on the way that they write. 

A writer's log is a natural starting point. Many students read and 
write blog entries, using tools like Facebook, MySpace, and LiveJournal; 
all of them are curious about these writing spaces. I want to tap their 
interest in this kind of expressive writing, but I need an activity that will 
encourage them to identify and explore the challenges that they face as 
writers. I want them to move beyond restating what they've done as 
writers to thinking critically about their composing processes and 5trat
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egies. I will compose a list of reflection questions that students can use 
to think about their writing. Students can respond to any of the ques
tions, so there's plenty of choice for them. We can review the list and 
add questions as necessary later in the term. 

This list of questions alone isn't a full writing assignment though. 
I need to provide more structure and support for the kind of writing I 
want students to do. Often a writer's log is read only by the writer and 
possibly by the teacher; however, I'd like students to interact with each 
other by reading one another's reflections. Publishing the logs online 
as blogs will make it easy for students to share their reflections, with
out the complication of making copies or attempting to pass around 
notebooks in class. The blog forms that students must fill out for their 
entries will also help ensure that all the basic requirements of the genre, 
like a title and the date, are included. 

I check my district's acceptable use policy to see how the guide
lines will affect the activity that I'm designing. The different software 
programs meet the basic requirements, and we can configure friend or 
buddy lists so that everyone in the class can read the entries, but people 
outside the class won't be able to access the information. In addition to 
providing a safer online experience, limiting the access also tightens the 
audience for the entries. Students will be writing only for themselves 
and for those of us in the class. Since we'll share background knowl
edge, students can focus on describing their individual composing ex
periences rather than on explaining the details of the other assignments 
they're discussing in these blogs. 

As I begin creating an assignment sheet to explain this ongoing 
activity, I describe the basic goals and requirements of the entries and 
outline the logistics. In their comments, I want students to work together 
to analyze the techniques they try and to find new strategies. They can 
work as cheerleaders as well, encouraging one another throughout the 
semester. I'll add a section to the assignment sheet that describes this 
additional requirement for the writer's log: students won't just write 
entries but also read and respond to one another's entries. The comment
ing function in the blogging software will make this process easy, but 
I'll need to provide a lot of technical support in addition to explaining 
the writing requirements. 

I have a good idea of the additional resources that I'm going to 
have to provide for the students now. They'll have the list of reflection 
questions, and they'll need access to computers and the Internet. I'll 
point to tutorials and documentation that explain basic HTML markup 
and the blogging site that we're using. These resources are comprehen
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sive, but it may be hard for some students to find the information that 
they need. I'll design a blogging cheat sheet that will give students the 
basic details on how to use the site, and I'll also include a sheet that 
describes how to apply some of its special features, like adding an 
emoticon for the writer's mood or linking to the music that the writer 
was listening to while composing. 

This assignment will be a bit different from a typical one because 
the end result won't be a polished paper. Feedback will be ongoing and 
informal, so I am going to limit the assessment materials to a checklist 
that outlines the basic requirements. I'll plan time in class to go over 
the checklist and talk about how it relates to the sample reflection ques
tions. Students will naturally be experts at this activity-after all, they 
know more about the ways that they write than anyone else-but they 
will need a bit more information about what well-written blog entries 
look like. I'll share some model writer's log entries with the class and 
use those pieces to discuss the kinds of details and critical thinking that 
are expected for the entries and the related comments. 

To expand the assessment for this activity, I'll also plan time to 
talk about blog comments and interaction as part of the assessment pro
cess. I want students to comment and interact as they follow one 
another's writing processes. It's likely that a number of students will 
be familiar with the process of commenting on a blog, but I can't as
sume that everyone knows how comments work. Even if students un
derstand the technical process for adding a comment, they may not have 
considered what makes a comment effective. I'll create a list of sample 
comments for the class to discuss, and we'll work from that list to cre
ate some online discussion guidelines that will help them get started. 
I'll frame this discussion as formative assessment that involves the en
tire class in the evaluation process. 

With these decisions made, I can review my plan to see if I've met 
the requirements of an effective writing assignment: 

Defining the Task 

• The list of questions encourages students to think critically, rather 
than simply reiterating the writing tasks that they have com
pleted over the course of the week. 

• Students will write for one another and use blog comments to 
respond to what they read, giving them a clear audience of au
thentic readers . 

• Students will work as experts, since they know their own expe
riences well. 
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• The assignment includes a range of questions that students can 
choose among as they reflect on their writing experiences. 

Explaining the Expectations 

• A checklist and models will provide additional information on 
the requirements for the assignment. 

• Ongoing feedback will be shared in the blog comments, which 
will increase students' understanding of the expectations and 
encourage them to improve their writing while also participat
ing in the assessment of one another. 

Providing Support and Explanatory Materials 

• Cheat sheets and online resources will provide the technical sup
port resources that students need for the activity. 

• The format of the blog software provides some scaffolding for 
students by serving as a simple graphic organizer that ensures 
they include all the necessary parts for each entry. 

Designing a Persuasive Assignment 

I'm spending a few weeks on persuasive writing with this class, and 
it's time for students to shift to a more challenging persuasive message. 
We've written short persuasive paragraphs in class, but this will be their 
first full-length persuasive piece. I've noticed in these paragraphs that 
they need a strong sense of audience to write effectively in this genre, 
so I want to come up with an assignment that makes the relationship 
between the writer and the reader clear. 

At the same time, I want the assignment to focus on standard 
persuasive strategies. These students need to strengthen their persua
sive writing skills, which they'll be tested on later this term. I don't want 
the assignment to be too unusual, but I need to come up with some
thing special to highlight the audience for the finished text. I would 
consider a number of options: 

• Students could persuade readers to accept their point of view 
on a local issue in the news by writing letters to the editor or 
composing oral or video position statements for the local radio's 
public comment feature or for local public access television. 
Students could also publish their opinions online in podcasts 
or streaming video. 

• Students could create brochures that persuade readers to take 
up a new hobby, visit a particular place, or adopt a specific point 
of view. 

• Students could tackle editorials by writing columns for the 
school newspaper that persuade readers to change something 
about the school. 
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Any of these possible assignments would work, but I'm not sure that 
they provide the kind of message that would be right for this group of 
students. 

Editorials and letters to the editor often have rather general au
diences-everyone who reads the newspaper or listens to the radio sta
tion. That audience is so broad that I don't think it's the best starting 
place because this group of students needs a stronger, more specific 
group of readers. Persuasive brochures could work. Each student could 
focus the message on a specific group of people who fit the purpose of 
the brochure (e.g., someone who's never tried the hobby, who hasn't 
visited the place recently, or who either hasn't chosen a position or has 
the opposite point of view). I'm worried about choosing too many chal
lenges in the assignment though. Students are not familiar with the 
nuances of brochure design, and I'd rather they focus on how audience 
affects persuasion than on learning a new format. 

A persuasive letter is probably the best idea. The standard letter 
format will make the audience for the message clear, and the connec
tions between the letter writer and the readers should be obvious to 
students. I just need to choose a kind of letter that has a stronger, more 
defined audience than a letter to the editor does. I'd do a little bit of 
research to gather possibilities: applications, requests and queries, rec
ommendations, and endorsements. 

Any of those options could work, but an endorsement letter may 
be best for this class. Students can work as experts by choosing a prod
uct or service that they use and then attempt to persuade readers to buy 
the same product or service for themselves. An endorsement letter 
would still follow a basic persuasive structure, but it would also pro
vide the strong presence of the audience that this particular group of 
students needs. In addition, students have a lot of choice with this op
tion, since they can select any product or service they want (within rea
son, of course). The activity should focus on critical thinking as well. 
Students won't be able simply to list product characteristics or features 
of a service: they'll have to do some critical thinking about the product 
or service to persuade their readers. Endorsement letters it is! 

Now that I've identified the right task for this group of students, 
I'll have to determine the additional information they'll require to un
derstand the expectations and complete the activity. They'll need lots 
of examples. Fortunately, we can include celebrity endorsements as we 
discuss the activity, and they'll be quite familiar with those. I'll add some 
sample endorsement letters as well. I'd like students to go through the 
examples and create a class list of the characteristics of the letters as well 
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as the features that make some endorsements stand out as more con
vincing than others. To guide the assessment of the letters, we'll shape 
that class list into a checklist and rubric together, so I won't create those 
final documents in advance. I will go ahead and brainstorm a list for 
myself though, so that I can make sure that students catch all of the sig
nificant features as they review the letters. 

As I compose the assignment sheet, I want to forecast the activi
ties that we'll complete in class as we work on the assignment. We'll 
talk about the products and services a bit in the beginning to gather 
details that can be used in the endorsements. There will be a peer re
view day, when students will exchange letters and compare them to the 
characteristics on the class-generated rubric and checklist. I'll need to 
make a peer review sheet for that day. I'll include the page numbers to 
the section on letter writing in our class handbook as well, so that stu
dents know where to look up information on the format. We'll also use 
a persuasive writing graphic organizer so that students have a chance 
to think about the information in their letters in a context outside of the 
letter's format. 

I think I've decided on all of the things that I need to provide for 
this lesson, so I will go through my notes one more time to make sure 
that I've included everything necessary for an effective writing assign
ment: 

Defining the Task 

• Writers will need to present the information in their letters so 
that readers are convinced to give the product or service a try. 
They won't be able simply to list details. They'll have to do 
critical thinking about the details, and they'll have to structure 
their letters so that those details are as persuasive as possible. 

• The assignment has a clear audience and purpose-convincing 
people who might be interested in a product or service but who 
do not currently use it to try the product or service. 

• Students will endorse products or services that they already 
use so that they communicate with their audience as experts. 

• Students can choose any product or service to recommend, as 
long as it's appropriate for the classroom, and they can choose 
any level of formality that fits their audience and purpose. 

Explaining the Expectations 

• The class will explore a variety of models for endorsements from 
a range of different media (e.g., letters, radio/TV ads, websites) . 

• Students wiU compile lists of characteristics that we'll shape 
into a class rubric and checklist-that process will take care of 
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unpacking the meaning of the assignment itself in addition to pro
viding a statement of the expectations that will guide the as
sessment of students' letters. 

Providing Support and Explanatory Materials 

• The assignment sheet will include a schedule that suggests steps 
in the writing process that students can complete. 

• The peer review sheet and discussion in class will provide addi
tional structure for the writing process and focus extra atten
tion on the importance of audience and purpose in this assign
ment. 

• 	Pointers to the class handbook and graphic organizers will give stu
dents extra support as they work on their drafts in class and at 
home. 
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4 Defining New Tasks for 
Standard Writing Activities 

T
he FAQs, writers' blogs, and endorsement letters in the previous 
chapter go beyond standard writing activities. They explore the 
same kinds of writing that more traditional assignments cover, but 

they focus on unusual or new alternatives for the standard kinds of 
writing that students are asked to complete. For many teachers, the 
challenge in designing writing assignments comes in identifying or 
inventing alternatives that depart from traditional assignments but still 
focus on traditional writing instruction and strategies. 

In her chapter "Getting Ideas for Units and Making the Unit Blos
som" in Both Art and Craft: Teaching Ideas That Spark Leaming, Diana 
Mitchell outlines six different questions that she uses to frame assign
ments for her students: 

• Can I change a point of view? 
• Can I bring someone else in [to speak to the class]? 
• Can I encourage students to think about characters in new 

ways? 
• Can I encourage students to extend what is in the story? 
• Can I identify new formats in which students can respond? 
• Can I identify issues in stories that connect to the students' lives? 

(28-29) 

Using these questions, Mitchell designs assignments that ask students 
to create missing narrative passages in novels, compose answering ma
chine messages for characters in recent readings, and speculate on a fic
tional character's choice for a hero. 

As I design writing assignments, I too try to define alternative 
writing tasks. Sometimes a twist on a traditional assignment comes to 
me quickly and easily, but often it takes a bit of thinking to arrive at an 
engaging and challenging new assignment that will still meet the goals 
for the class. To help with the invention process, I've created my own 
series of questions that encourages me to rethink and reframe traditional 
assignments. I rarely respond to all of the questions as I design an as
signment, because changing every possible parameter could easily re
sult in an awkward writing situation. Instead, I consider the various 



49 Defining New Tasks for Standard Writing Activities 

options, combining them 
as needed until I arrive at 
an assignment that fits 
the needs of the students 
I am teaching. 

For each of my 
five questions, I'll ex
plain how you can use 
the question to define a 
writing task for students. 
Each question is accom
panied by example start
ing points that can be ex

• 	Who will read the text? Can I choose an al
ternative audience? 

• 	What stance will students take as writers? 
Can the assignment ask for an unusual tone? 

• 	When does the topic take place? Can the as
signment focus on an alternative time frame? 

• 	Where will the background information and 
detail come from? Can the assignment call 
for alternative research sources? 

• 	Can students write something other than a 
traditional essay? Can the assignment call for 
alternative genres or publication media? 

panded into complete 
writing assignments. While I'm focusing on defining the writing task 
in this chapter, naturally I'll touch on the other goals for designing a 
writing assignment, which I discussed in Chapter 3, as they are appro
priate. As you read through the examples, realize that a fully developed 
assignment would include more information than the simple prompts 
included here as starting points do. 

Who will read the text? Can I choose an alternative audience? 

In practice, it's possible that an assignment will be read only by those 
in the classroom, but the intended audience can be anyone of a huge 
range of readers, as long as it is authentic and clearly explained for stu
dents. Figure 4.1 outlines many possible audiences for writing assign
ments-too many, in fact, for students to navigate on their own. The first 
task in using the list is to sort through the ideas to find the best options. 
You can choose specific readers in the various categories, or you can 
share several options and ask students to choose one audience or more 
for their work. Keep in mind that when you choose an authentic audi
ence (assuming it's not a fictional audience for a literary project), you 
should help students send the final documents to the target audience 
as part of the activity. For example, if students write texts for local busi
nesses, mail or hand-deliver the texts to those businesses. 

When I search for alternative audiences for a writing activity, I 
try to narrow the choices for students and zero in on their expertise. If I 
begin with the audience "zoo visitors," for instance, I'd next think about 
whether that audience is identified specifically enough for students. 
Perhaps I should name a particular zoo or even individual animals in 
the zoo (e.g., everyone visiting the giant pandas at the National Zoo). I 
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Alternative Audiences for Writing Assignments 
School-Related 

• 	 students in other classes 
• 	 teachers 
• 	 department chair or members 
• 	 librarians 
• 	 advisors I guidance counselors 
• 	 administrators 
• 	 support staff 
• 	 familv members of students 
• 	 schoO'I graduates 
• 	 athletic team members, coaches, and 

sponsors 
• 	 school clubs and organizations 
• 	 club and organization sponsors 
• 	 students at other local schools (at the 

same or another academic level) 
• 	 students at schools in geographically 

different locations or that serve a 
different population of students 

• 	 accreditation organizations 
• 	 funding organizations (e.g., those 


providing grants funds) 


K-12 Schools 
• 	 local school board 
• 	 district administrators 
• 	 state or federal department of education 

Colleges!l1niversities 
• 	 deans 
• 	 department chair 
• 	 provost or president 
• 	 board of visitors or board of trustees 

Employment-Related 
• co-workers 
• 	 managers 
• 	 business owners 
• franchise or corporation administrators 
• 	 customers 
• 	 vendors or suppliers 

Recreation-Related 
• 	 zoo and museum staff, visitors, 

volunteers, donors, and supporters 
• 	 staff and volunteers at state and 

national parks and historical sites 
• 	 recreation program managers, organiz

ers, participants, and supporters (e.g., 
Little League, YWCA) 

Local 
• community organizations-clubs, 


churches, and so forth 

• 	 businesses and corporations 
• 	 recreational groups and sports clubs or 

teams 
• librarv staff 
• city officials (including elected officials) 
• election candidates and politicians 
• 	 senior center residents or visitors 
• chapters ofnonprofi t organiza tions (e.g., 

American Heart Association or Girl 
Scouts of the United States of America) 

• 	 food bank donors, employees, volun
teers, and managers 

• 	 convention and visitors' bureau 
• chamber of commerce 
• chapter of the Better Business Bureau 

State and National 
• government officials (including elected 

officials) 
• election candidates and politicians 
• 	 corporations and other businesses

employees, managers, officers, stock 
holders, boards of directors 

• 	 nonprofit and philanthropic organiza
tions 

Personal 
• 	 students themselves--in the past or 

future 
• 	 family members (including extended 

family members) 
• 	 family friends 
• 	 friends 

Literary-Related 
• 	 characters in the text or in another 

reading 
• 	 the author of the text 
• historical figures from the time period 
• others who have read the text 
• critics who have reviewed the text 

Designing Writing Assignments by Traci Gardner ©2008 National Council of Teachers of 
English. 

Figure 4.1. Teachers should help students navigate this list of audiences. 
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also need to think about students' experiences-have they all visited a 
zoo? If students don't have the expertise to write for the specific audi
ence, I need to choose something different or widen the audience. 
Switching from the audience of "zoo visitors" to "people who visit the 
zoo or the zoo website" expands the options so that every student 
should have adequate expertise, especially if I add time in the schedule 
for the class to explore the zoo's website. 

Choice is important in defining the writing task. When possible, 
I look for more than one group of readers so that I can give students 
several options to choose among. For instance, I might offer students 
the option of writing to a city official, a local political candidate, a law 
enforcement officer, or a community organization president. Students 
would then choose one of these general audiences and finally narrow 
the audience even further to the specific person or people who will ac
tually read the text (e.g., Blacksburg, Virginia, Chief of Police Kimberley 
S. Crannis). 

The following starting points show how one topic-explaining a 
new rule or program at the school-can be positioned for a range of 
alternative audiences. Regardless of the audiences I choose, I need to 
be sure to position students as experts, so I would structure time in the 
schedule for students to talk about the rule or program in class. We 
would explore the details as much as necessary to ensure that every 
student understands the rule or program well enough to explain it 
clearly and can discuss how it affects students, school staff, family mem
bers, and visitors to the school. For each starting point below, I add 
details on the ways that the choice of audience influences other aspects 
of the complete writing assignment. 

• Explain a new rule or program to the families of students who attend 
your school and try to convince them to support it. As I develop an assign
ment from this starting point, I'd spend time in class asking students to 
think about the questions that families will have and how the rule or 
program will affect them. To move students beyond simple restatement 
in their writing, 1'd encourage them to reframe the information so that 
it fits this family perspective, rather than the student-oriented point of 
view included in the original statement of the rule or program. As a class, 
we'd gather a list of characteristics important to the message, and, for 
models, we'd look at other messages sent home to families. To make 
the activity more authentic, 1'd ask students to share their messages with 
their own families. Alternately, we might compare the different versions 
written by students and create one class version to send home. 
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• Write to local businesses to explain a new program or rule at your 
school and ask them to support it. To prepare students to write for this au
dience, we'd spend time in class brainstorming local businesses and 
ways that they might support the new program or rule. The activity 
gives students a number of options because of the support different 
businesses will be able to offer. To reframe the activity so that it moves 
beyond restating the description of the rule or program, I'd ask students 
to consider how the businesses will be affected by the rule and ask them 
to compose an explanation that fits with the businesses' points of view. 
After the messages have been written and students have received feed
back from peer reading groups, students will deliver the messages to 
the businesses. 

• Imagine that a character from a piece of literature you have read is 
transported to your school. Describe the new program or rule to the character 
so that he or she understands and can follow it. This starting point requires 
some creative thought from students, so I'd add time for brainstorm
ing, freewriting, and small-group discussion of the fictional characters 
and the ways those characters would react to the new program or rule. 
Depending upon the character, students may need to completely rethink 
the new rule or program as they explain it-imagine, for instance, how 
one of Chaucer's pilgrims would react to a rule regarding the use of MP3 
players at the schooL I'd schedule time to talk about language and his
torical considerations and ensure that students have the supporting 
information and resources that they need. I'd add a reflective compo
nent to the assignment that asks students to explain how they chose their 
characters and why they explained the program or rule in the ways that 
they did. I'd also have students share their pieces with others in the class 
who have read the same texts. 

What stance will students take as writers? Can the assignment ask for an 
unusual tone? 

Students need to be positioned as experts in their writing, but you can 
customize the tone they use as they share their expertise. Begin with 
one of the possible positions outlined in Figure 4.2. As I design an as
signment with an alternative tone, I scan through the list and choose 
positions that ask students to move beyond basic informal or formal 
tones. Depending upon the activity, I'd either choose specific positions 
for students to take or decide to share the entire list with the class. 
ther way, I'd spend time unpacking the different stances on the list with 
the class. While the differences among the positions are probably clear 
to me, they may not be evident to students. 
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Possible Positions for Writers to Take 
• aggressive • furious • nervous 
• angry • helpful • nosy 
• annoyed • humorous • offended 
• anxious • indecisive • opinionated 
• bitter • indifferent • oppressed 
• bold • injured • playful 
• cheerful • inquisitive • positive 
• concerned • insincere • resentful 
• condescending • inspirational • sad 
• curious • interested • sarcastic 
• depressed • intimate • serious 
• determined • ironic • shocked 
• discouraged • irritated • sincere 
• disinterested • light-hearted • spirited 
• enthusiastic • lively • upset 
• frightened • meditative • witty 
• frustrated • negative • worried 
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Figure 4.2. These positions will push students to be more adventurous. 

In addition to making sure that students can define the relevant 
stances, I'd spend time asking them to compare the positions and to 
think about how the stance would affect the messages they are to com
plete. Take, for instance, the words angry, annoyed,furious, irritated, and 
upset. With such a group of related words, I'd ask students to arrange 
them on a continuum and play out the ways that each position would 
change someone's reaction in an example situation (e.g., learning that 
a store will not refund money for a computer game). I'd have students 
work through an example scenario or two in small groups, perhaps 
presenting skits that demonstrate the situation for the full class. After 
working through the samples as a class, students will have a concrete 
model of the kind of thinking they need to do as they compose. 

Freewriting and other informal writing are also important when 
students write from alternative positions, so I'd include time for stu
dents to gather ideas on those perspectives in their journals before they 
begin their drafts. Writing from a specific position gives students the 
chance to tryon the voice for their messages. Just as important as hav
ing students tryon the position that they will use for their work is hav
ing them write informally from an opposing position. For instance, af
ter freewriting from the position of someone confident about applying 
for a job, I'd ask students to write in the voice of someone nervous about 
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applying for a job. Comparing notes from the two stances gives stu
dents details that can strengthen their final drafts-the language of the 
nervous writer shouldn't appear in the text of the confident writer! 

The following scenarios provide starting points for writing as
signments that ask for different tones. When possible, it's best to in
clude more than one tone for students to choose from, so that students 
can adopt a position that feels comfortable. For each starting point, I'd 
include details on the full assignment that I'd develop. 

• The local city council has announced a new ordinance concerning 
bicycle helmets. Write a persuasive letter that asks the council to change its 
decision. Choose a tone-concerned, frustrated, anxious, or serious-that com
mu.nicates you.rfeelings about the new rule. To move from this starting idea 
to a full assignment, I'd begin with lots of information on the new or
dinance itself. Students cannot do a good job of communicating their 
feelings about the ordinance if they don't understand it, so we'd spend 
time unpacking what the ordinance means both literally and person
ally to the students. After working through the ordinance, I'd ask stu
dents to either freewrite or brainstorm about ways that the ordinance 
could affect them. This process will provide students with concrete 
details to support their tone. With all this supporting background in
formation in hand, students will begin composing their messages. As 
appropriate, in minilessons I'd talk about how they can include sup
porting details in their messages. When the messages are finished, I'd 
gather them all and deliver them to the city administration building. 

• Write a letter from one character in a reading to another from that 
same reading that communicates the person's feelings about a significant plot 
event. Use the tone that is appropriate for the character's perspective. Before 
students can begin communicating a character's feelings they need to 
choose the plot event to focus on. To get started, I'd have students get 
into their literature circles to brainstorm significant events from the 
reading. Once each group has a list of events, I'd have group members 
review the lists and decide if they are all significant events. I'd encour
age discussion of what makes an event significant to the plot. Because 
this list of events will be crucial to the writing process, I'd make sure 
that every group member copies the list. Once students have a list of 
events to choose from, I'd ask them to freewrite some journal entries 
from the perspective of the character they choose for their letter. To 
structure the entries a bit, I'd ask students to write an entry that shows 
the character's feelings before the plot event, during the plot event, and 
after the plot event. Students can share these journals with their litera



55 Defining New Tasks for Standard Writing Activities 

ture circles, and as a class we'd use these first notes to begin a class ru
bric that accounts for how the letters will communicate the character's 
feelings. 1'd also spend time talking about audience and purpose for the 
messages, so that students think about how they can communicate the 
character's feelings to another character in an appropriate way. Once 
the letters are finished, 1'd provide summative comments, guided by 
the rubric the class has developed. 

When does the topic take place? Can the assignment focus on an alternative 
time frame? 

Some assignments can be customized simply by adding or changing the 
relevant time. Instead of merely asking students to describe a place that 
is significant to them, frame the time period to sharpen their focus: de
scribe a significant childhood place or describe a place that has been 
important to you during this school year. Figure 4.3 suggests some al
ternative time frames that can inspire creative assignments. 

For each of the time periods, I'd have students research or gather 
the background information that will position them as experts. In some 
cases, students can simply gather their own memories in journal entries. 
Other times, however, they may need to talk to family, community 
members, or friends who were present during the time. Library research 
might be important if students are writing about an era that doesn't have 
personal relevance. If students are writing about the time period in a 
text they have read (such as when a novel is set), students can collect 
details about that period. For all this research, I'd try to provide graphic 
organizers and other scaffolding to help students gather everything that' 
they will need to produce an effective piece of writing. 

The format that students use may deserve special attention when 
they write about different time periods as well-after all, it wouldn't 
make sense for a student to compose a series of email messages when 
writing from the perspective of Renaissance England (unless, of course, 
such an anachronistic situation is part of the assignment). I would talk 
with students about the different genres that would be appropriate for 
the relevant time period and provide additional support for any genres 
that are unfamiliar. This exploration of genres can fold neatly into the 
background research that students complete for the assignment, so that 
it becomes a natural discussion for the class. 

For each of the example starting points below, I suggest how I 
would provide ways for students to gather background information as 
I worked from the issues raised during class discussions to develop the 
full aSSignment: 
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Alternative Time Frames for Assignments 

General 
• a number of years in the past or the future 
• an hour earlier or later 
• a day earlier or later 
• a week earlier or later 

• over the course of a day, week, month, or year 

• during a decade· 

Personal 
• childhood-a particular age or generally 
• a particular year of school 
• time spent at a particular school 
• days, weeks, months, or years in the future or past 
• before, during, or after a holiday or significant event 

Historical 
• before, during, or after a significant event 
• before, during, or after a figure's life or a significant event in that figure's life 

Literary 
• just before or after a plot event 
• just before the events in the text begin 
• just after the events in the text end 
• a different literary time period 
• a character's life five years earlier or later 
• the first person to ever read the text 
• the last person to ever read the text 
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Figure 4.3. Selecting an atypical time frame will inspire creativity. 

• What was important about the time you spent in kindergarten? De
scribe a significant event and demonstrate why the event mattered to you. Stu
dents will probably remember specific details about their early educa
tion, so I would begin with some prewriting questions that tap those 
memories. When I introduce the activity to students, I'd be careful to 
talk about alternative time periods so that students who did not attend 
kindergarten still feel confident about working on the assignment. If the 
students in the class had extremely varied backgrounds, I might even 
adjust the assignment to focus on "the first day/week/month of school." 
After students gather their memories from their early school days, I'd 
ask them to identify two or three events to focus on and brainstorm rea
sons that the events were significant to them. If possible, 1'd have stu
dents talk to family members about the event also, with the idea of de
termining if others remembered the events the same way that they do. 
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• If you could look in your crystal ball and determine the most signifi
cant thing that happened to you this week, what would it be? Write a cause
and-effect paper that explains what the event is and predicts how it will affect 
you. It's easy for students to remember things that happen during the 
current week, but it's harder to determine why or if those events are 
significant. For this task, I'd begin designing the assignment by unpack
ing the writing prompt. Although students probably know what the 
word significance means literally, it's useful to talk about what makes 
an event significant and how we decide whether something is signifi
cant to us. After that discussion, I would model the process of brain
storming a list of events and evaluating the list items to find the most 
significant events. Choosing a specific event from another point in time 
works well, so I might make a list of events from summer vacation and 
then narrow the list down to significant ones. I'd also spend time de
fining and exploring what a cause-and-effect paper is and conjecture 
the possible effects of the events that the students choose. I'd encour
age students to choose a specific time in the future because a concrete 
future time, such as the first day of a new job, will help students iden
tify the particular effects of the events. During a minilesson, I'd spend 
time covering transitions that students can use in their writing. Early 
in the process, I'd share a rubric that touched on both defining signifi
cant events and exploring the effects of an event, and 1'd return to the 
rubric periodically as students work on their papers, so that the con
nections between their writing and its assessment are clear . 

• If the novel that you have read were set during the American Civil 
War, how would the protagonist's life be different? Write a paper that explains 
the general differences to the protagonist and provides concrete examples ofways 
that specific plot events would change. This assignment actually begins 
when students choose the books for independent reading. My goal is 
to connect to the content area information students have been study
ing in their history class to their reading content, but I want them to 
complete an activity that moves beyond simply stating facts from a his
torical fiction text set during the Civil War. I'd begin by providing a list 
of novels with contemporary settings, and then 1'd discuss the require
ment for such a setting and pass out an assignment sheet or explain the 
writing task before students choose their books, so that they understand 
the purpose of the setting requirement. Because the book choice is so 
important, I'd ask students to turn in a brief note with the author and 
title of the book as well as a few sentences that tell me the time period 
the book covers. By reviewing these notes, I can intervene if a student 
chooses a book that will not work well for the assignment. 1'd provide 
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a graphic organizer to encourage students to take notes on details in 
the novel that might be different if the novel were set during the Ameri
can Civil War. Because knowledge of the Civil War is vital to this activ
ity, I'd have the class work in small groups to create cheat sheets on the 
time period, using their notes and texts from the history class. Each 
group would focus on a different topic (e.g., the role of women, life for 
African Americans, military battles) and then share the finished cheat 
sheets with the rest of the class. 

Where will background information and detail come from? 

Regardless of whether students are writing research papers, you can 
tweak the sources that they use and thereby create alternatives to tra
ditional writing assignments. The list of alternative resources in Figure 
4.4 demonstrates the overwhelming range of options. To create your 
own twists on generic assignments, just go through the list of alterna
tives and think about how they might be used as a resource for details. 
When I choose prospective sources, I always begin with availability. If 
students do not have easy access to the different texts, they will struggle 
with the writing activity. If the resources are readily available in the 
school library, I can move forward without worry. In other cases, I may 
provide examples myself. For instance, if students need access to 
children's picture books, I can check out copies from the public library 
and make them available in the classroom and on reserve in the school 
library. If there is ever a question about access, I will include an option 
for more than one resource so that students can choose a text that they 
can easily acquire. 

My concern is not solely physical accessibility when I look for 
options for students' work. Students must have the literacy skills nec
essary to read and critique the texts. If the text calls for more sophisti
cated strategies than students are likely to develop quickly or already 
have, the text is not a good choice. If students have had no experiences 
with almanacs, for instance, they aren't a good option for this kind of 
alternative assignment. 

Once the question of which sources to use has been addressed, 
I'd move on to exploring the texts themselves. Students may be famil
iar with many of these research sources, but they often have not taken 
the time to think critically about the characteristics of the texts. Using a 
sample text, I would walk students through the text structures, asking 
questions that compare the text to other sources students are familiar 
with. I might compare a coffee-table book to a history textbook or 
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Alternative Research Sources for Assignments 

• almanacs • movies 
• anthologies • musical scores 
• artworks • newsgroups 
• atlases • newspapers 
• audio recordings • nonfiction books 
• bibliographies • novels 
• biographies and autobiographies • obituaries 
• blogs • observations 
• board games • online encyclopedias 
• book or movie reviews • oral presentations 
• buildings • pamphlets and brochures 
• catalogs • performances (music, dance, etc.) 
• census data • personal communications 
• children's picture books • personal journals, logs, or diaries 
• chronologies, chronicles, and timelines • personal memories 
• coffee-table books • photographs 
• computer operating systems • plays 
• concerts • poems 
• concordances • postcards 
• databases • PowerPoint or KeyNote presentations 
• dictionaries • public records 
• discussion forums • quotations 
• drawings and illustrations • reenactments 
• email messages • religious texts 
• experiments • reports 
• eyewitness accounts • search engines 
• folk stories • software documentation 
• grave markers • software programs 
• historical documents • statistics 
• hypertexts • statues 
• instant messages! chat rooms • surveys 
• Internet archives • telephone books 
• interviews • television programs 
• introductions or guides • textbooks 
• journal articles • thesauruses 
• letters • travel guidebooks 
• library catalogs • video games 
• lyrics • websites 
• magazine articles • wikis 
• memos • yearbooks 
• monuments • zines 
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Figure 4.4. Teachers should determine which alternative research sources 
can be accessed by students and which ones will require additional 
text-reading skills. 
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compare almanacs and encyclopedias to Wikipedia. After looking at 
larger features, I'd ask students to focus on issues like the use of lan
guage, the formahing of the text, and how illustrations are used. 

Finally, as I define the writing task for students, I'd ask them to 
use the resources in ways that go beyond restating information from 
the text. I'd ask students to use the text to generate questions about 
something else that they are reading. Students might use newspapers 
from the 1930s to gather questions about The Grapes of Wrath, or they 
could use soldiers' eyewitness accounts from World War I to shape their 
inquiry of All Quiet on the Western Front. Sometimes I ask students to 
use research sources to explain something mentioned elsewhere. I've 
asked students to choose an allusion from a poem they are reading and 
use a religious text or collection of folk stories to explain why the au
thor used the allusion. Other times, the unusual research sources offer 
inspiration for students' own writing. A historical monument, roadside 
marker, or grave marker might inspire a creative narrative about the 
related person or event. 

The sample starting points below demonstrate how I would move 
from the starting idea to define a writing task and develop a full writ
ing assignment. 

• Ask students to tell the story behind a coffee-table book. From this 
beginning idea, I'd think about all the ways students might tell a story. 
They could tell an imagined tale of how the coffee-table book came into 
being, a narrative of how and why an imagined character acquired the 
book, or even a creative tale of what the coffee table thinks of the book. 
I'd either leave the options wide open or narrow the task further to fit 
the needs of a particular group of students. Once the general task is 
defined, I'd bring in some examples of coffee-table books and talk about 
the genre with the class. Together, we'd create a class definition of the 
genre and sketch out a list of common characteristics. If students are 
comfortable with the genre, we'd spend a day in the school library for 
students to self-select books from the collection. If students need a bit 
more support, I'd choose books with the librarian and set aside a pile 
of appropriate ones for students to choose from. If students choose 
books independently, I'd ask them to show their choices to me before 
they get too involved in the project, just to ensure that they all have 
chosen texts that fit the genre. With texts selected and the genre ex
plored, students are ready to begin writing and revising. 

• Have students gather opinions on current events by searching blogs 
and forum postings and then write a paper that presents at least two different 
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views ofthe issue and how the writer's perspective influences the facts included 
in the postings. Before fleshing out a writing task that taps online re
sources, 1'd confirm that the activity fits with the school's acceptable use 
policy and create a list of online resources for students to use. If school 
policy allows, students can use search engines to find blogs and forum 
postings on their own, but 1'd still have a backup list of appropriate blogs 
and forums. Since the activity focuses on current events, 1'd begin by 
asking students to brainstorm some local, state, national, and interna
tional events from the news. 1'd ask students to narrow the lists by elimi
nating items that are unlikely to evoke differing opinions. At the same 
time, 1'd have students talk about the various opinions and positions 
that people discussing the remaining topics might express. Using sample 
blog entries, 1'd explore the differences between subjective and objec
tive information in the posts, and we'd also discuss the importance of 
evaluating the reliability of sources. With this information in place, I'd 
have students begin choosing resources for their papers. Once students 
have gathered some blog or forum posts, 1'd demonstrate how to iden
tify facts in some sample posts and then compare the facts from differ
ent texts. Depending upon the topics that students are pursuing, I might 
bring in resources to supplement their work. For instance, if a student 
is examining a current debate on free speech, I'd point the student to 
the Bill of Rights online as well as to ACLU resources on First Amend
ment rights. With the process modeled and their resources collected, 
students can begin the process of writing a comparison of the different 
sources. I'd discuss comparison and contrast writing strategies in 
minilessons as they work on their drafts and then I'd share details on 
the expectations for the activity. 

Can students write something other than a traditional essay? Can the 
assignment call for alternative genres or publication media? 

You can renovate an assignment completely by rethinking the final texts 
students create. The most basic assignment is the traditional essay 
printed out, by hand or computer, on sheets of paper. Change the genre, 
the publication medium, or both to create an unusual assignment. Fig
ure 4.5 outlines dozens of genres and sub genres that can enliven a writ
ing activity. The different genres and subgenres are not equal in their 
writing challenges or requirements. When I choose alternative publi
cation genres, I begin with those that students are likely to be familiar 
with. If I choose a genre that students have little or no experience with, 
they probably will not do their best writing. I also have to think about 
the other writing activities that students will complete in the course, 
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Alternative Genres and Subgenres for Assignments 

• 	 acrostic 
• 	 advertising giveaway-buttons, 

pens, calendars, etc. 
• 	 almanac article 
• 	 anagram 
• 	 anthology or submission to a class 

anthology 
• 	 application (e.g., job, college, grant) 
• 	 bad news letter or memo 
• 	 banner ad 
• 	 billboard 
• 	 blank verse 
• 	 blog-personal, corporate, etc. 
• 	 book cover or dust jacket 
• 	 bulletin board (on the wall) 
• 	 business card 
• 	 campaign speech 
• 	 cartoon 
• 	 CD or DVD collection (e.g., the 

items in the collection) 
• 	 CD or DVD cover 
• 	 census report 
• 	 chart, diagram, or graph 
• 	 cinquain 
• 	 claims letter 
• 	 classified ad (e.g., personal, want ad) 
• 	 coffee-table book 
• 	 coUage--word, visual, aural 
• 	 collections letter 
• 	 comic book or strip 
• 	 commercial (radio, television, or 

online) 
• 	 congratulatory letter 
• 	 contract 
• 	 cookbook or recipe collection 
• 	 cover story or front page news 
• 	 crossword puzzle 
• 	 declaration 
• 	 dialogue 
• 	 diamante 
• 	 diary entry 
• 	 dictionary or dictionary entry 
• 	 direct mail-letter, pamphlet, post

card, etc. 
• 	 directory (e.g., staff, telephone, 

member) 
• 	 dramatic monologue 
• 	 dramatic scene or skit 

• 	 eBay listing 
• 	 editorial column 
• 	 email message--personal, customer 

service, interoffice, etc. 
• 	 eulogy 
• 	 expository essay 
• 	 eyewitness account 
• 	 fake news--comedic or corporate/ 

government-produced 
• 	 feature article 
• 	 flyer, pamphlet, or brochure 
• 	 found poem 
• 	 free verse 
• 	 friendly /personalletter 
• 	 fund-raising letter 
• 	 game instructions 
• 	 good news letter or memo 
• 	 government report 
• 	 grave marker / tombstone 
• 	 greeting card-birthday, holiday, 

condolence, thank you, etc. 
• 	 grocery list 
• 	 haiku 
• 	 homepage on a website 
• 	 hospital chart 
• 	 illustra tion 
• 	 1M or chat room transcript 
• 	 infomercial 
• 	 interview or interview transcript 
• 	 item description for a mail-order 

catalog 
• 	 item description for an online store 
• 	 letter of recommendation 
• 	 letter or memo of introduction 
• 	 letter poem 
• 	 limerick 
• 	 list, or catalogue, poem 
• 	 log entry 
• 	 lyrics and/or music-pop, country, 

western, ballad, heavy metal, rap, etc. 
• 	 magazine or journal ad 
• 	 map with legend 
• 	 math problem 
• 	 meeting transcript 
• 	 memo-departmental or interoffice 
• 	 memoir 
• 	 memo of understanding 
• 	 menu 

continued on next page 

Figure 4.5. Assignments can focus on genres of differing complexity and length. 
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Figure 4.5 continued 

• 	 monologue 
• 	 monument or statue 
• 	 MP3 player playlist 
• 	 newsgroup posting or thread 
• 	 newspaper ad (e.g., full to partial 

page ad for businesses, etc.) 
• 	 newspaper or magazine insert 
• 	 news teaser 
• 	 notebook 
• obituary 
• ode 
• 	 online bulletin board posting or 

thread 
• 	 online forum posting 
• 	 online profile (such as on Facebook 

or MySpace) 
• 	 PA announcement 
• 	 pantoum 
• 	 performance appraisal 
• 	 personal commentary 
• 	 personal interest article (as in 

newspapers, magazines, etc.) 
• 	 photo gallery/album 
• 	 photograph with caption, key

words / tags, and/or descriptions 
• 	 picture book 
• 	 play
• 	 police report-CSI-style, coroner's, 

moving violation ticket, etc. 
• 	 political advertisement 
• 	 pop-up ad 
• 	 postcard 
• 	 poster 
• 	 press release 
• 	 product or service website 
• 	 product placement recommendation 

(e.g., placement in movie or TV show) 
• 	 proposal 
• 	 public service announcement 
• 	 quiz 
• 	 ransom note 
• 	 recipe 
• 	 recipe poem 
• 	 recommendation report 
• 	 reference book or entry / article in a 

reference book . 

• 	 report card 
• 	 resignation letter or memo 
• 	 resume 
• 	 sales letter 
• 	 sandwich board 
• 	 scrapbook 
• 	 script-television, radio, podcast, 

etc. 
• 	 short story 
• 	 social worker's report 
• 	 sonnet 
• 	 special news report or update 
• 	 sports score and story 
• 	 survival kit 
• 	 tanka 
• 	 telegram 
• 	 telemarketer's script 
• 	 telephone book ad 
• 	 testimonial ad/endorsement 
• 	 text message 
• 	 thank you letter, memo, or note 
• 	 timeline 
• 	 trading card 
• 	 transcript of phone call, conversa

tion, etc. 
• 	 transit ad (i.e., ad on bus, plane, or 

train) 
• 	 treaty 
• 	 trip report 
• 	 T-shirt message 
• 	 video or computer game vignette 
• 	 villanelle 
• 	 voice mail message 
• 	 wanted poster 
• 	 warning sign 
• 	 Web page--personal, corporate, 

organization, educational, etc. 
• 	 wiki or wiki entry 
• 	 will 
• 	 word seek puzzle 
• 	 yearbook-spread on student life, 

class section, feature on academics, 
special profile, sports section, ad, or 
special event 

• 	 zine 
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since writing instruction must cover a wide range of genres and texts 
of differing complexity and length. I try to build activities from least to 
most sophisticated, so a more complicated genre like a telemarketer's 
script or a villanelle would be more appropriate later in the term. 

The range of genres included in Figure 4.5 includes many that are 
fairly traditional, with their emphasis on words, sentences, and para
graphs. Writing letters or memos, dialogues, short poems, and news
paper articles are good places to start because they are most likely to 
match students' prior experiences as writers. More sophisticated tasks 
ask for genres that are less familiar to students-such as campaign 
speeches, declarations, or police reports. Perhaps the most sophisticated 
genre options ask for multimodal composition, which can involve still 
pictures, words, sounds, and moving images. Even an assignment as 
simple as designing a bumper sticker asks students to think about the 
use of color, layout, and the interplay of words and images. As I make 
choices of genres for students, I try to match the activity to the students 
and to build on the abilities that students have already demonstrated. 
Additionally, I add a genre study as part of the exploration of the ex
pectations for the assignment to help ensure that students understand 
the task before them. 

I also talk about the medium for students' composition. In some 
cases, the genre determines the medium. For instance, a banner ad or 
pop-up ad is designed for online presentation on a Web page. You just 
won't find pop-up ads in your print newspaper. Other genres lend 
themselves to several media-a testimonial ad could be an audio re
cording, a video recording, or a print design. As you scan through the 
list of genres and subgenres, consider how students might publish their 
work as an audio recording, a Web page, an animation, a video record
ing, a hypertext a computer-based presentation (including a 
PowerPoint or KeyNote presentation), or a series of still visual images. 

In many cases, the critical thinking that students do for more so
phisticated genres may not be obvious in the final version of their work. 
Are all the decisions that go into designing a bumper sticker going to 
be evident simply by looking at the final product? Probably not. To en
sure that the thinking behind students' work is clear, I typically add an 
artist's journal in which students explain the options that they consid
ered and the reasons for their final decisions. 

The following possible starting points demonstrate how I would 
think through the design and support for writing assignments that ask 
students to work in unusual genres. 
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• Imagine one ofyour most important belongings has been stolen. Cre
ate a police report that describes the item with enough detail for officers to iden
tify the object if they recover it. This writing task is basically a description 
of a tangible object. I hope to have students focus their attention on cru
cial details by working in the format of a police report. The genre actu
ally determines the audience-the police officers who will look for the 
object-and purpose-to provide enough information to help the po
lice find and identify the object-for their writing as well. I'd try to have 
the school's resource officer or a city police officer visit the class to talk 
about the process of reporting a stolen object, or I'd at least try to get a 
sample copy of the forms that the local police department uses. With 
this information, the class and I can craft both graphic organizers and a 
rubric or checklist for the activity. I'd spend some time talking about 
the objects that students choose for this assignment. I want to be sure 
that students choose an item that's appropriate for class discussion as 
well as one that is not overly personal. I'd suggest a number of options 
and then ask students to brainstorm additional items as a class or in 
small groups. In case students are uncomfortable talking about an item 
of their own, I'd also include some options for items in the school that 
might work for the activity, such as a library book or one of my own 
belongings in the classroom . 

• Design an eBay listing for a significant object that the main charac
ter in a recent text you have read has decided to sell. Remember to include 
images, descriptions, shipping information, and pricing. To develop a full 
writing assignment from this starting point, I'd begin with the books 
that students are reading. This activity can work as a book report alter
native for individuals or as a group project for books read in literature 
circles. I'd wait until students have read a third to half of the book be
fore introducing the activity. At that point, I'd explain the activity and 
have students brainstorm lists of three to four significant objects from 
the book that the character might be willing to sell. With potential ob
jects identified, I'd provide a bookmark graphic organizer that students 
would use to track details on the object from the book First, students 
would track back through the book, looking for pertinent details and 
noting them on their bookmarks. As they continue reading, they add 
the information that they find. Once students finish reading their books, 
I'd share several examples of eBay listings that show a range of effec
tiveness. I'd ask students to work in small groups to compare the eBay 
examples and determine characteristics of effective listings. After shar
ing the characteristics with the class, we'd work together to shape a 



66 Chapter 4 

checklist and rubric that would be used to describe the objects. I'd add 
minilessons on specific aspects that fit the criteria. For instance, I'd likely 
talk about the differences between objective and subjective descriptions 
and about how the two different kinds of description are used in the 
listings. 

• Create avisual collage ofbelonging that is important to you, yourfam
ily, or your community. Your collage should communicate your feelings about 
the belonging. Because students may be less familiar with composing 
multimodal texts, I'd begin this activity with discussion of several ex
ample collages, asking questions about the feelings students associate 
with the images and having students conjecture on the artist's purpose 
for including the different images in the collage. Only after students have 
seen several models would I introduce the actual assignment. To help 
ensure that students think through the decisions for their collages, I'd 
add some specific structures to support their process. We'd first talk 
about appropriate objects for the activity and brainstorm twenty to thirty 
possibilities. I'd emphasize! of course! that students can choose items 
that are not on the list. I'd have students choose an item to focus on and 
then spend some time freewriting about why they chose the item as well 
as their feelings about that object. This freewriting will be the first en
try in an artisfs journal that each student will keep. After each class 
period and after working on the collage out of class! I'd ask students to 
note what they chose to include or change and to explain the decisions 
that they have made. To focus students! collages on communicating their 
feelings about their belongings! I'd limit the images of the actual object 
that each collage includes! because one to three photos or illustrations 
should be enough. I'd allow plenty of class time for students to search 
for additional text and images to include in their collages. I'd provide 
computer access so that students can look for items online, and I'd have 
old magazines and newspapers in the classroom for students to work 
from. When the collages are complete, I'd ask students to review their 
artist's journals and compose short artist's statements to accompany 
their collages. I'd allow class time for a showing of the collages with 
the posted artist's statements. If possible, I'd display the collages on a 
school bulletin board or in the classroom. 
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5 Preparing for 
Standardized Testing 

The prompts that students face on standardized tests are the an
tithesis of effective writing assignments. They rarely include any 
true choice for students, who are clearly not engaged as equals in 

the writing task. There is little in the way of scaffolding, and the usual 
writing process that students use is essentially ignored. Correct form 
may be preferred over any attempt at critical thinking. Indeed, students 
may not have the time to engage in any kind of deep thought as they 
hurriedly rush to beat the clock. Any sense of audience is left for stu
dents to discover (or, more accurately, completely invent). There's no 
feedback and no discussion of the grading criteria. At the end of the test 
period, the work disappears to be replaced weeks later with a number 
that gives students no sense of how the piece was evaluated or what 
they did well. In short, the writing prompts on standardized tests poorly 
define the task, do not explain that task or the related expectations, and 
do not provide any support for students. 

Standardized writing prompts clearly do not match the charac
teristics of effective writing assignments. Given that well-developed 
writing assignments result in good writing, it's not surprising that the 
less-developed prompts typically used in standardized writing assign
ments result in weaker writing. Further, the curricular focus on test 
preparation can result in ineffective writing instruction throughout the 
year. Gregory Shafer describes the effects of standardized essay tests on 
the students who take them: "In this high-stakes and decidedly daunt
ing environment, students abandon certain ideas about writing and 
embrace more reductive and less active approaches. If schools value lin
ear, product-based steps, then students are going to see writing as an 
act that is qUick, devoid of stages, impersonal, and predicated upon the 
values of a single authority. They are going to cease to see it as a social 
activity that is read by an authentic audience, and they are going to stop 
seeing writing as an act of artistic creation" (241). It's not hard to un
derstand why students draw these conclusions. If the only writing that 
counts is composed in a frantic twenty-five to thirty minutes, why would 
students value freewriting, structural revision, or rough drafts that take 
days to develop? 
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It's a frustrating situation. Everything that goes into designing 
effective writing assignments seems unrelated to the assignments stu
dents encounter on standardized writing tests. I know that I cannot 
magically turn a standardized test prompt into an effective assignment, 
but I can apply the three aspects of effective design to one by working 
through activities that help students learn to define the task, explore 
the expectations for that task, and provide supportive materials for 
completing the task. 

Defining the Task 

I don't know the exact question students will see on a standardized test 
in advance, but I do know a great deal about the different ways that 
people write. Further, the general task for test essays is already de
fined-students will write a timed essay in response to an unknown 
prompt. They will not have any prewriting notes to draw on. They can 
usually make some quick notes in the test booklet, but because of the 
time crunch, they need to work on a complete draft of their response 
as soon as possible. 

Depending upon the test, there are sample responses, rubrics, and 
sample prompts that I can use to prepare the class. Even more impor
tant, by the time students come to my classroom for this preparation, 
they have already had many experiences with in-class or timed writ
ing, such as papers written during a class period, essays for other stan
dardized tests, or short-answer questions on tests. I can tap this prior 
experience as I shape a standardized test prompt into a more effective 
writing assignment by asking students to identify what they do when 
they compose responses during timed writing situations and then chal
lenge them to determine which strategies work best for them in which 
situations. 

Scaffolding the Process 

To write effectively on standardized tests, students need to be conscious 
of how they write under pressure. I ask students to recall their previ
ous in-class writing experiences by brainstorming a list of times they 
have had to write quickly in class (e.g., on unit tests or semester exams). 
Once they have a list to draw on, I ask students to think about what 
they recall from these timed writing experiences, encouraging them to 
explore both the concrete facts about their writing and the feelings they 
had while they were writing. As students share their memories, I try to 
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draw particular attention to similarities and differences among their 
memories as well as the reasons that the memories have stayed with 
them. 

To tie test writing situations to other composing that they have 
done, I next have students brainstorm a list of all the things they write. 
If they have difficulty getting started on their personal lists, I offer some 
suggestions-journal writing, tests, email messages, letters, blog entries, 
shopping lists, and so forth (refer to Figure 4.5 for more genres). Once 
students have compiled personal lists, they work in small groups to 
examine what they've identified. As they compare their lists, I ask them 
to think about what these different kinds of writing have in common 
with one another and with test writing. When we turn to full class dis
cussion, I highlight the similarities that tie directly to writing and the 
writing process. 

Focusing on the writing process in this way is key. Standardized 
writing tests draw on different processes than those that students typi
cally use for composing, but these tests still involve a writing process. 
Once students recognize the range of options available, it's simpler to 
ask them to identify the writing strategies they can use in test situations. 

I next ask students to choose three different kinds of writing from 
the lists that they have created and write a paragraph or so in their jour
nals that narrates how they compose in each circumstance as well as a 
paragraph on writing essays on standardized tests. When they finish 
writing about each of these processes, I arrange students in groups again 
and ask them to compare the different processes that they all follow. I 
ask students to draw conclusions about the different processes and how 
they relate to the different genres, audiences, and situations explored 
in their writing. Throughout their discussion, I try to encourage students 
to recognize that while the different aspects of the writing process 
change, writers always have a process to compose their texts. 

Exploring the Task and Expectations 

I also need to focus directly on the task and the expectations for stu
dents' work-beginning by unpacking the meaning behind the prompts 
on standardized tests. Learning to read the writing prompts on these 
tests is essential to success. Standardized writing tests generally use the 
language of academic discourse and in some cases begin with literary 
quotations. I spend time in class analyzing example test prompts by 
focusing on the following activities: 
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• asking students to identify the audience and purpose behind 
the prompts (going beyond the simplistic answer of the testing 
company, of course) 

• having students identify what readers will look for and how 
they can present themselves as experts on the issue 

• demonstrating how to search through each writing prompt for 
significant words-both those that give clues to the content 
expected in response and those that suggest the structure and 
genre required 

• showing students how to find clues to the content and scope 
required by each prompt as well as to the organization and de
velopment that will be necessary for the response 

As part of this analysis, I pass out copies of the Prompt Analysis Chart 
in Figure 5.1, which students complete to explore the task in a struc
tured way. As is appropriate for the different kinds of test prompts, I 
talk in more detail about how the audience can be defined for the activ
ity. If an audience is mentioned or implied, it's important to show stu
dents how to locate the information in the prompt, just as they would 
with any other writing assignment. In instances where there is no men
tion of the readers, we spend time defining the audience by examining 
the content and purpose of the test and the writing task. Additionally, I 
always discuss how using personal knowledge about the topic will 
strengthen their work by positioning them as experts. 

With the prompt discussed, I turn to the expectations for the test 
by exploring available rubrics and sample essays. The class reads 
through the model answers, applying the rubrics that we have avail
able. As they analyze these texts,l ask students both to identify the suc
cessful features of the models and to suggest ways to improve the 
sample responses. 

Once this analysis is complete, I ask students to write their own 
essays in response to the prompt. While they are crafting these sample 
answers for a timed writing test, I do not ask them to write those texts 
in a timed setting. Instead, I allow time for prewriting, collaboration, 
and revision, so that students ha ve an opportunity to explore what could 
go into these test responses under the best writing conditions. This tech
nique allows students to concentrate on learning how to analyze and 
respond to the prompt, instead of worrying about the time frame. Es
sentially, I am narrowing the challenges of the assignment so that I can 
break down the requirements of responding to the test prompt. When 
they finish their texts, students return to the outlines of their writing 
processes and make any revisions necessary to better represent the ways 
that they compose. 
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Prompt Analysis Chart 

Audience 

• 	 Who are you writing for? 

• 	What does your reader know about 
the topic? 

• 	 What opinions does your reader 
already have about the issue? 

Purpose & Content 

• 	 What are you communicating? 

• 	 What does the prompt ask you to do? 

• 	 What key information should be 

included? 


Organization & Genre 

• 	What organizational words does the 
prompt use? 

• 	 What structure do the words indicate 
you should use? 

• 	 What genre will your essay use? 

Personal Expertise 

• 	 What do you know about the topic or 
issue? 

• 	What personal expertise can you share 
with your reader? 

• What do you know about the topic 
that your reader doesn't know? 

©2008 National Council of Teachers of 

Figure 5.1. Students can fill out this prompt and explore a task in a structured way, 
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Providing Support and Explanatory Materials 

Designing supporting materials for an unknown assignment is quite a 
challenge. My solution has been to focus on supporting students' pro
cesses and writing strategies, since I cannot provide specific resources 
for the actual prompt. I ask students to review all their notes on test 
writing and choose an image that represents their own writing abilities, 
providing this prompt: 

Describe yourself as a test writer by using an analogy. Be
gin by completing this sentence: "When I write a timed es
say, I am like a ." For example, you might complete 
the sentence this way: "When I write a timed essay, I am 
like a gardener." After you've come up with your analogy, 
explore your choice in a journal entry. If I were comparing 
myself to a gardener, I'd talk about the way that I get started 
on a paper and the way that I start work on a garden
gathering seeds and tools is like gathering ideas and basic 
information about the writing prompt. Your response should 
do two things: show how you write a timed essay and make 
comparisons that clarify for your readers the way that you 
write. 

Once they've written their analogies, I have students share their ideas 
in small groups or with the whole class, asking them to note things that 
they have discovered about themselves as writers as a result of this self
analysis. Additionally, I encourage students to compare the strategies 
they use during timed essays with those they use during other writing 
situations. 

As time draws closer to the date of the actual timed test, I set aside 
a class period for students to draw conclusions about strategies to en
sure they do their best work on the test. Students look over all the work 
we've completed on timed writing-journal entries, notes, their re
sponses to samples, and so on-and then choose five tips for writing 
an essay for a standardized test. Additionally, students explain briefly 
why they've chosen each tip. Working in small groups once they fin
ish, students share their tips and create a group list of the eight to ten 
best pieces of advice. Groups then share their lists and the justification 
for their choices with the whole class. These group lists go up in the 
classroom for students to refer to in the days leading up to the test. 

Finally, I ask students to construct a mental writing kit. I cannot 
send them to take standardized tests with notes and analysis charts, but 
I can outfit them with mental tools that they can rely on as they write. 
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Using all the information that they have gathered, students create their 
own writing kit composed of tips, plans, and key structures that they 
can tap as they work, as described in the following prompt: 

Think about the things that come in a kit that you're famil
iar with (for instance, a first aid kit, a sewing kit, a bicycle 
repair kit, or a starter kit for DSL). The kit includes sup
plies, tools, and instructions. Your task is to design your 
own kit for standardized test writing. Since you cannot take 
any tools into the test itself, your writing kit must consist of 
mental tools, such as tips, plans, and organizational struc
tures. Think about the process that you use when you write 
on standardized tests and what you know about the kind 
of writing that is required and then create your own per
sonallist of supplies that you'll plan to use on test day. In 
your journal, list the items you'd include and then com
pose the instruction booklet that would accompany the 
items. 

I emphasize that everyone's writing kit will include different items, since 
the tools that each person needs are different. One student's test writ
ing kit included the following items: 

• Prompt Analysis Questions: Who? Why? Expertise? 

• Read-Circle Words-Jot Notes-Write-Edit 

• Close eyes and refocus when distracted 

• A/an for count and the for noncount 

• Begin with attention-getter and end with "So what?" 

In her writing kit, this student included several different kinds of tools. 
The first and second items are essentially prewriting tools that she used 
to define the task she was to complete and plan the writing she would 
do in response. Worried about running out of time, she added the third 
item, "Close eyes and refocus when distracted," which is a simple strat
egy to ensure that she stays on task as she writes her test essay. As a 
student who spoke Chinese as her first language, she noted in her fourth 
item a reminder for the pesky article rules that English uses. Finally, she 
included a note on the desired structure for her essay. 

If there are any special features of the test that students are pre
paring for, I talk about how those aspects might influence the items in 
the writers' kits. For instance, if the test includes a page for notes, I talk 
about how students can jot the items from their kits on that sheet when 
they begin work on the timed essays. As another example, if students 
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are allowed to write in the test booklets, I might suggest circling key 
words in the essay prompt as an analysis tool they can include in their 
kits. 

Because students need to remember the items in their kits, I have 
them present their tools to one another orally and without notes. As part 
of their discussion, I ask students to examine how the tools might change 
if they were doing a different kind of writing. When the kits are ready, 
I have students test them out by completing another sample response 
to a test prompt, this one in a timed setting. After they've finished writ
ing, I ask them to reevaluate their kits to assess how well the tools 
worked. 
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6 	More Writing Assignment 
Resources 

These texts in.clude nice explanations and ex.amPles of how to de
sign effective writing assignments: 

• The St. Martin's Guide to Teaching Writing (5th ed.) by Cheryl 
Glenn, Melissa A. Goldwaithe, and Robert Conners (2003) 

• A Rhetoricfor Writing Teachers (4th ed.) by Erika Lindemann with 
Daniel Anderson (2001) 

• 	Both Art and Craft: Teaching Ideas That Spark Learning by Diana 
Mitchell and Leila Christenbury (2000) 

• Assigning, Responding, Evaluating: A Writing Teacher's Guide (3rd 
ed.) by Edward M. White (1999) 

For more details on unpacking the language of writing assignments, see 
Jim Burke's "Learning the Language of Academic Study" from the May 
2004 issue of Voices from the Middle (pp. 37--42). For a collection of top
ics that students can focus their texts on, get a copy of What Can I Write 
About? 7,000 Topics for High School Students (2002). You can use the ba
sic topics listed in this book as starting points for assignments that you 
design. 

Online resources on writing assignments are available on a com
panion website: http://www.ncte.org/books/10850/.This site includes 
the following materials: 

• links to relevant NCTE 	standards, position statements, and 
guidelines 

• 	an annotated bibliography of the works cited in this text, in
cluding links to NCTE journal articles that allow subscribers to 
read more about any topic easily 

• links to ReadWriteThink lesson plans related to the examples 
in this text, which have been marked by this "Lesson Plan" icon: 

• links to additional teaching resources and lesson plans that fo
cus on writing assignments 

• reproducible copies of the example assignment prompts and 
charts included in this text 

http://www.ncte.org/books/10850/.This
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Sample Starting Points for Writing Assignments 

The remainder of this chapter lists writing prompts, arranged by writ
ing type, that you can customize for the classes that you teach. These 
prompts, of course, are only starting points, similar to those included 
in Chapter 4. Once you find one that you want to use, work it into a 
complete assignment by adding the details and resources that define 
the task for your students, explore the related expectations, and pro
vide supporting materials. Be sure that you shape the audience and 
purpose and supply the related resources necessary for an effective 
writing assignment geared toward your students. 

Narrative 

Being Unprepared. Because you have been sick, out of town, busy 
at work, or finishing other homework, you didn't have as much time 
as you needed to study for an important test. Everyone going to school 
has been in this situation. Think of a specific test that you took that you 
felt unprepared for and narrate the events surrounding it. Tell your read
ers about the preparation that you were able to do, the reasons that you 
didn't get to prepare as well as you wanted, the test itself, and any sig
nificant events that happened after you took it. Your paper should help 
readers understand what it felt like to be unprepared. 

Light Bulb Moment. Think of a time when you realized that you 
suddenly understood an idea, a skill, or a concept you had been strug
gling with-it might be an idea discussed in a class or a specific ath
letic skill you were trying to perfect. For instance, you might think about 
when you were trying to understand how to identify iambic pentam
eter in a poem or how to complete a Taylor Series problem in your cal
culus class. Or you might consider when you were trying to perfect your 
free throws and suddenly understood how your follow-through was 
affecting your success. Write a narrative that tells the story of your 
movement toward understanding. How did you finally come to under
stand? What changed your perceptions and gave you a new understand
ing? Your paper should help readers grasp how you felt when you 
struggled with the idea or skill and then how you felt at the moment of 
insight. 

Childhood Event. Choose a vivid time from your childhood-you 
might think of your first ride on a school bus, a visit to the principal's 
office, the first A you earned on a test or paper, earning money to buy 
something that you really wanted, and so on. Narrate the events related 
to the childhood memory that you've chosen so that your readers will 
understand why the event was important and memorable. 
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Literature Option. Have students imagine a childhood event for the main 
character in a piece of literature and connect it to the behavior the char
acter shows in the story. 

Achieving a Goal. Think of a time when you achieved a personal 
goal-you might have finally completed a marathon or triathlon, bet
tered your score on the SATs, or learned to create your own website. 
Tell your readers the story of how you met your goal. Be sure that your 
readers understand why the goal is important to you. 

The Good and the Bad. Think about an event in your life that 
seemed bad but turned out to be good. Maybe you got injured and while 
you were waiting for your broken leg to heal, you learned how to use a 
computer. The thing that makes the event change from a bad one to a 
good one may be something that you learned as a result, something that 
you did differently as a result, or something that happened that 
wouldn't have occurred otherwise. Tell the story of the event and help 
your readers understand how this event that seemed negative turned 
out to have positive consequences. 
Literature Option. As a book report alternative, ask students to consider 
how a character in a book realizes that an event that originally seemed 
negative was ultimately a positive influence. 

Being a Teacher. Teaching someone else how to do something can 
be rewarding. Think of a skill that you've taught someone. Perhaps you 
taught someone how to swim, showed someone how to bake a souffle, 
or helped someone learn to study more effectively. Think about the 
events that made up the process of teaching the skill and narrate the 
story for your readers. 

Changing Places. Every place has things that change-sometimes 
as the result of economics, sometimes because different people are in
volved, and sometimes for no clear reason that you know about. Think 
of a change to a place that you know well. Perhaps Smith and Bros. 
Grocery, your local grocery store, was bought out by a regional chain 
like Food Lion or Winn Dixie. Maybe the First National Bank of 
Smithburg suddenly became CitiBank. Perhaps the change was more 
personal-an older sibling moved out of the house and your family 
turned the bedroom into a guest room or an office. Think of a specific 
change and narrate the events that occurred. Readers should know the 
details of the change, and they should know how you feel about it. 

Personal Rituals. Describe a personal ritual that you, your friends, 
or your family members have. For example, think about the personal 
steps that you always go through when you prepare for an exam. Do 
you sit at a desk, spread books and notes across your bed, or use the 
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kitchen table? Do you have to have something to drink-soda, water, 
Red Bull? We do numerous things for which we create personal ritu
als. Choose one event-studying for a test, writing a paper, dressing 
and warming up before a game, or preparing and having a special fam
ily meal. Narrate the events that take place when you complete your 
ritual so that your readers understand the steps that the ritual includes 
and why you complete them. 

Standing Up. Choose a time when you did something that took 
a lot of nerve, a time when you didn't follow the crowd, or a time when 
you stood up for your beliefs. Perhaps your friends were urging you to 
do something that you were uncomfortable with and you chose not to 
cave to peer pressure. Maybe you took a stance on a political issue that 
was important in your community. Whatever experience you choose, 
think about the details of the event and write a story that tells what 
happened. Show your readers why you decided to make a stand or try 
something that took nerve, give specifics on the event, and share how 
you felt after the event. 

Disagreeing. Think of a time when you disagreed with a deci
sion that had been made and did something about it. The decision might 
have been made by someone you know personally-your biology 
teacher announced a new policy to grade for spelling and grammar on 
your quizzes and homework or an older family member decided to 
cancel a subscription to a magazine that you liked to read or an online 
service that you liked to use. You might have responded by discussing 
your concerns with your principal or dean, or you might have decided 
to get a part-time job to earn enough money to buy the magazine your
self. Or the decision could have been made by someone you never met
perhaps your school board decided to change the boundary lines in your 
school district so that you would have to go to a different school, or your 
state legislature passed a bill that you disagreed with. Your response 
might have been to write a letter to the editor, to your state representa
tive, or to the school board. Whatever happened, your job now is to 
write a paper that narrates the events that occurred-from the decision 
that was made to your response. Be sure to include enough details so 
that your readers understand why you disagreed with the decision and 
why you felt that your response was appropriate. 

Informative 

New Policies. Your school has instituted some new policies. Most 
students seem to understand the rules, but not everyone is aware of the 
reasons for the policies or the specific details. Your school's adminis
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tration has decided that the best way to deal with the situation is to cre
ate a handbook that explains all the school's rules and guidelines. The 
handbook will be distributed to all students this year, and it will become 
an ongoing piece of the new orientation packet given to new students 
each fall. Your job is to choose one of the new policies and write an ex
planation that tells readers what it is, the reason it exists, and what hap
pens if it is broken. 

Definition. A local civic organization is having a scholarship con
test for students at your school. The winner will get a $1,500 prize. To 
enter, you have to write an essay that answers the question "What Is a 
Student at [Your School]?" or "What Does Education Mean at [Your 
School]?" Your job is to define the term "Student" or "Education" in the 
context of your schooL Be sure to include concrete examples and de
tails to support your definition. 
Note. Customize the assignment by replacing "[Your School]" with the 
name of your own school (e.g., "What Is a Student at Thomas Dale High 
School?"). 
Literature Option. For a piece of literature that includes a school or edu
cational setting, ask students to write from the perspective of a charac
ter in the book, adapting the assignment to fit the text. For instance, a 
student might adopt the character of Holden Caufield and write a jour
nal or diary entry that focuses on the question "What Does Education 
Mean at Pencey Prep?" 

Biography. To help students and parents learn more about the 
people working at your school, your school's website is featuring a bi
ography of a new staff member each day. The goal of this part of the 
website is to share information about the staff so that everyone knows 
more about the people that students interact with daily. Your job is to 
choose a staff member and write his or her biographical statement. Think 
about the kinds of things that families and students probably want to 
know about the people who work at your school-and remember that 
other staff members will read the biographical statements too. You'll 
write two pieces: a twenty-five-word blurb for the homepage and a 
longer profile (about two double-spaced pages) with more information. 
There will be a "MORE ..." link at the end of the short blurb on the 
homepage that will lead to the second profile. 
Literature Option. Have students construct a similar website composed 
of biographical statements for characters in a piece of literature. The 
biographies might focus on faculty and students at a school, members 
of a community organization, or people in a workplace. Students could 
also focus simply on characters in a book, creating biographies appro
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priate for a guide to that work. This activity can be a useful review ac
tivity and creates an artifact that students can return to as they study 
for semester examinations. 

Newspaper Story. Write an announcement for your local news
paper about an upcoming event at your school, your local community 
center, a nearby religious center, or a similar location. Provide details 
on the event so that readers will learn everything they need to know in 
order to attend: Why is the event going on? Who is organizing it? Who 
can attend? When will it happen? What special information can you 
share about the event? Be sure that your writing not only provides the 
details but also does so in a way that will entice readers to participate. 

PSA. Celebrate a special month by creating a public service an
nouncement for your morning intercom announcements or for public 
access TV or radio. Consult a calendar to choose an existing celebration 
(e.g., Black History Month in February) or select a special group or topic, 
such as famous people from your state or important scientific discov
eries, to honor in your month-long celebration. Prepare an announce
ment for each day, highlighting a different person or achievement. The 
announcement should provide all the basic details on the subject and 
indicate why the person or achievement was significant. If resources at 
your school do not allow for schoolwide announcements, consider be
ginning each class period with an announcement. Compile printed cop
ies of the announcements in a class anthology or bulletin board so that 
other students can revisit the information. 

Field Trip. Your class or a club you are a member of is preparing 
for a field trip to a local point of interest. Everyone in the class or club 
has chosen a different location to explore. Each of you is to write a short 
description of the location you've chosen. All of the descriptions will 
be shared so that your group can choose where to go. You need to in
clude everything about the location: hours, cost! features, any special 
events, and so forth. Your job is not to persuade your class or club to 
choose your location. You're simply to provide a fair, informative de
scription of the location so that all the places your group can visit can 
be evaluated. 
Literature Option. As preparation for a piece of literature that follows 
characters as they travel, ask students to investigate and report on spe
cific places that the characters are likely to encounter. You might choose 
specific places mentioned in the work or locations in the cities or towns 
mentioned in it. Depending upon the piece of literature, students might 
research the location as it currently is or as it would have been in the 
time when the piece of literature is set. 
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Tradition. Explain a tradition to someone who is not familiar with 
the custom. It can be a tradition for your family, within your commu
nity, related to your religious beliefs, or practiced by members of a club 
that you belong to. Imagine that someone is coming to an event where 
the tradition will be prominent or that someone will participate in the 
tradition. Your job is to write that person a letter or an email message 
explaining the tradition. Include details on what happens, when it hap
pens, why it happens, and so forth. Give the reader everything he or 
she will need to participate in or understand your tradition. 
Literature Option. Choose a tradition that is included in a piece of litera
ture and ask students to write a letter to someone who will join in on 
the tradition in the future. If relevant, students can do outside research 
to complement the information included in the text. 

Calendar. Create a school calendar for your website, marking 
vacation dates, important deadlines, sporting events, and so forth. Each 
brief entry should explain the significance of the date, listing any spe
cial information about time and location as well as including back
ground details and links to any additional resources. Begin by brain
storming a list of major school events that occur over the course of the 
year (e.g., special social events, homecoming week activities, debate 
competitions, dramatic performances, and graduation) and their sig
nificance. 
Note. This can be an assignment that students create one year to leave 
behind for students who come the next year, or it can be a rolling as
signment, with different students adding to the calendar each month. 

Influential Object. Write an essay about an object in the school 
that has influenced you in an important way this year. You may write 
about something you own or use on a regular basis (a book, a picture 
in your locker, or a gym uniform) or an object that you interact with 
only occasionally (the unabridged dictionary in the library). The object 
that you choose should be one that you could hold: choose a book in 
the library rather than the whole library, for instance. Explain specific 
ways that this object has influenced you. Support your ideas with ex
amples and details. All the responses will be collected and shared with 
new students who come to the school. 
Note. Customize this prompt to fit your situation. For instance, if you're 
working with first-year college students, the last sentence can explain 
that the responses will be shared with incoming first-year students next 
fall. 
Literature Option. Have students choose the most influential object for 
a character in a text and write a similar essay that explains why the object 
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is so important to the character. Students can write in the voice of the 
character or in their own voices, as observers of the character's behav
ior. 

Biggest Myth. What is the biggest myth about the ninth grade? 
Write a letter to the editor of your school paper or for a collection to be 
shared with new students in the fall that explains the biggest falsehood 
you were told when you were an eighth grader. In your letter, be sure 
to describe what you heard before you came to the school and then re
veal the truth about the situation. Add details that suggest why the myth 
has developed. Your goal is to create a myth-busting resource for stu
dents who will be in your position next year. 
Note. Customize this prompt to fit your situation. For instance, you 
might ask students to write on the biggest myth about American litera
ture class. Additionally, you might allow students to focus their work 
further (e.g., the biggest myth about being in the marching band rather 
than about the ninth grade). 
Literature Option. Ask students to write from the perspective of a char
acter in a piece of literature and explain the biggest myth from that 
character's perspective. For instance, students might write "The Big
gest Myth about Being Rich" by Jay Gatsby or liThe Biggest Myth about 
the English Language" by Eliza Doolittle. 

Analysis 

Naming. Take a close look at the names that are used for events, 
people, and things that are associated with a specific current event or 
controversial issue. In relation to military activities, for instance, think 
about who uses the word "war" and who uses other names. Consider 
the connotations and the denotations of the words used. Choose sev
eral related terms that are being used. In your paper, analyze this dic
tion. What is the purpose of such names? What audience are they 
pointed toward? What tone does the writer want to communicate to 
readers/listeners? What conclusions can you draw about the writer's 
rhetorical strategies? 
Note. Here are some loaded terms used in wars over the last few de
cades: ethnic cleansing, peacekeepers, police action, death squad, illsurgents, 
and freedom fighters. Use these terms to demonstrate the analysis that 
students will do for the topic that they choose. 
Literature Option. Ask students to consider the names used for events, 
people, and things in a piece of literature. Students might trace all the 
names associated with a specific character and draw conclusions about 
the relationships among characters based on the names, or they could 
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consider how the different names for a particular group or event com
municate underlying values that influence the text. Demonstrate the 
possibilities by using the various names for the character Voldemort 
from the Harry Potter series. 

Evasion. Choose a speech or statement of a group involved in a 
specific current event or controversial issue. Be sure that you find a spe
cific statement by the group rather than paraphrased statements-the 
group's website will probably have texts that you can use. Look closely 
at what the group's representative says in the speech or statement and 
then step back and think of all the things that are not said. What issues 
has the writer avoided? What descriptions are missing? Which people 
are never mentioned? Who never speaks? What emotions are not dealt 
with? Write a paper that explains the absences in the text. Account for 
the writer's rhetorical purpose in avoiding these issues. 
Note. For a connection to history or to the setting of a piece of literature, 
choose historical speeches that fit the time period rather than contem
porary statements. 

Objective vs. Subjective. Focus on a news broadcast, a newspa
per or magazine article, a news briefing, or another speech or statement 
available online, in print, on the radio, or on television. Go through the 
text and separate the objective details and material from the subjective 
details and material. When does the writer use objective details, and 
when does the writer rely on subjective details? Write text that analyzes 
the ways that the writer uses these different kinds of details. 
Literature Option. Have students complete a similar search but use a piece 
of literature instead. For instance, students might separate the objective 
and subjective statements in the play Inherit the Wind or in the short story 
"A Jury of Her Peers." 

Firsthand Reports. Compare firsthand reports for two or more 
similar events (e.g., natural disasters, centennial celebrations, Super 
Bowl games). Look at what the writer or speaker says, the things that 
are described, the emotions that are expressed, and the explanations for 
events that are given. You might even test yourself and your friends: if 
you remove place names and other obvious identifying information, can 
you tell which event the firsthand report refers to? Write a comparison! 
contrast paper that explores the relationships between the reports and 
accounts for the reasons that the firsthand reports echo or diverge from 
each other. 
Literature Option. If the class is reading a text that includes firsthand 
reports, such as Nothing but the Truth by Avi, ask them to complete a simi
lar assignment by focusing on the reports in the text. 
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Picture This. Examine the ways that pictures, graphics, and films 
are used to communicate information about a specific current event or 
controversial issue on three different websites. What role do these me
dia fill? What rhetorical purpose do they serve? How do they relate to 
words about them-Is there an audio recording that plays? Are words 
included in a sidebar or caption? Is there any music or sound effect re
lated to the pictures, graphics, or film? How do the parameters change 
by author and by audience for the sites? For example, how are the pic
tures that are used in a government briefing different from those used 
on the evening news, shown on a newspaper website, or provided on a 
relief agency's website? Create a classification system that accounts for 
the kinds of pictures, graphics, and films that are used, when they are 
used, and the ways that they are used. 

Role of Television. Edward R. Murrow said, "Television in the 
main is being used to distract, delude, amuse, and insulate us." In light 
of Murrow's quotation, what role would you say that television plays 
in a specific current event or controversial issue? Does television dis
tract? If so, from what, and how? Or does it delude? Who is being de
luded? What methods does television use to do this? If television 
amuses, whom does it amuse, and what techniques are used? If televi
sion is insulating us, what is it insulating us from, and how are we be
ing insulated? Does television fill several roles? Or do you see the me
dia as filling roles that Murrow has not allowed for? Explain the general 
roles that television fills, but focus on specific television coverage and 
provide examples and explanations from the shows that support your 
analysis. 

Gender and Violence. Analyze the ways that gender plays a role 
in discussions of violence and in portrayals of violent actions on televi
sion, in movies, in video games, and in other media. How often do the 
discussions focus on men/boys and women/girls, and how often do 
they refer to people generally? When is the gender specified-and more 
importantly, why? How do stereotypes influence the portrayals, and 
how do the portrayals create (or support) stereotypes? Choose one show, 
movie, game, or website to focus on and analyze the ways that gender 
and violence are connected (or not) in its presentation of information. 
In your paper, consider the specific roles/characters involved, their 
actions and interactions, and the underlying messages that the televi
sion show, movie, game, or article is sending to viewers, readers, or 
players. 
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Persuasion 

Litter. A litter problem has developed on your school's campus. 
Students are throwing trash on the ground, leaving empty soda cans 
and bottles outside on the benches, and dropping napkins and other 
trash on the cafeteria floor instead of carrying them to the trash can. Your 
principal asked students to take more care, but the litter problem per
sisted. The principal has reacted by canceling all extracurricular activi
ties until students consistently clean up after themselves. What is your 
position on the issue? Write a letter to the editor of the school newspa
per in support of or against the principal's solution. 

New Highway Exit. The state has created a plan to add a second 
highway exit to help shoppers access a busy mall. The only problem is 
that the new exit will move the access road 500 yards closer to a nearby 
elementary school. Teachers and parents at the school complain that 
moving the road closer will increase noise at the school and provide 
unnecessary distractions. The state plans to include privacy fences to 
help solve the problems, but protesters are unsatisfied. Write a letter 
outlining your position to the local school board or the state planners 
and support your view with convincing reasons. 

Computers in the Classroom. As part of a new technology ini
tiative, your local school district is increasing the number of computers 
in every school. The district plan provides for two computers in every 
classroom. Teachers at your school are lobbying instead to place all the 
computers together to create two computer-based classrooms so that 
all students in a class, rather than only one or two students, can work 
at the computers at once. The district is worried about the additional 
cost of creating and maintaining these special classrooms and is con
cerned about how access to the classrooms can be provided fairly and 
efficiently. What is your position on this issue? Write a persuasive let
ter asking the local school board to adopt your point of view on how 
the computers should be set up. 

Endorsement. Write a letter of endorsement (or an endorsement 
speech) for a political candidate, referendum initiative, or similar item 
on your local election ballot. In your letter, state which candidate or 
position you support and provide a complete explanation for the rea
sons that you've chosen your position. Remember that the information 
in your letter needs to convince readers or listeners that you've thought 
about the issues involved and have concrete reasons for the choice that 
you've made. 
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Ask a School Visitor. Several students will be allowed to ask a 
question of an important visitor who is coming to your school. The 
school's administration has devised a contest to choose the lucky stu
dents. To enter the contest, you have to write the question you want to 
ask as well as a justification for the question that explains why the is
sue is important to other students and why it matters to you. Entries 
are limited to one typed page. The visitor will read the winning entries 
before the debate, so the background information that you provide will 
help the visitor understand the purpose of your question. The admin
istrators will select the winner on the basis of the originality of the ques
tion, whether others would be interested in the question, and the per
suasiveness of the explanation. Write your entry for the contest. 
Note. Be sure to choose a specific speaker for this activity so that stu
dents can focus their entries. 
Literature Option. Have students propose questions for a literary char
acter from a text the class is familiar with. 

Literary Analysis 

Breaking News. Choose a critical event from your reading and 
write a news brief on the events to be videotaped or posted on a news 
website. 
Note. Update the story, if desired, for the medium. For instance, students 
can discuss the differences between a news report written on the events 
in The Scarlet Letter today and one that would have been included in a 
bulletin distributed at the time. Add a twist to the assignment by hav
ing students choose the website where the story will be posted (e.g., a 
cable news site, an entertainment site, a gossip site). 

Advice Letter. Assume the role of a character from a story you 
have read and write a letter to an advice columnist to ask for sugges
tions on how to handle a particular problem that the character faces. Be 
sure to include details about the challenge that make the situation clear 
to the columnist. Next, take the role of the advice columnist and respond 
to the letter by addressing the challenge that the character has identi
fied. 
Note. A great strategy when students have all read the same text is to 
have students exchange the character letters and respond to those let
ters, instead of their own, as the advice columnist. 

Missing Scene. Have students choose a scene that isn't included 
in a reading and write their versions of the events that might happen. 
Students can concentrate on events that are referred to but aren't ex
plored, or they can focus on a time period that passes without comment. 
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What happened the night before the events that open A Raisin in the Sun, 
for instance? Describe a scene from either Othello's or Desdemona's 
childhood-that is, before they met. What happened before Mr. Mal
lard went to work in "The Story of an Hour"? 

Characters in the Future. Where will the characters be in twenty 
years? Choose one character and use the information in the text to imag
ine his or her future. Once you think through the character's future, 
write a narrative, a letter to another character, or an address at a twenty
year reunion. 

Opposites Attract. You've probably heard the phrase"opposites 
attract." You may even have studied the principle in a science class. For 
your assignment, think about the ways that the notion applies (or 
doesn't) to the foil and main characters in a play or other piece of lit
erature. In what ways do their opposite characteristics, values, and be
haviors bring them closer together instead of separating them? Are they 
in some ways different halves of the same whole? Explore the connec
tions that bind them while establishing their contrast-and move be
yond the basics of their relationship to address the ways that their op
position and attraction affect the text. 

Diary Entry. Choose a particularly involved exchange between 
two characters in the reading-they may have had an argument, one 
may have confessed something to the other, or perhaps they just had a 
long sharing of beliefs. Take on the persona of one character. Imagine 
that you, as the character, go back to your room (or home or office or 
whatever makes sense) and get out your personal diary. Now write your 
private, personal account of the interaction. Include not just what hap
pened but also your personal reaction to the events and any motiva
tion for your reaction. Naturally, whatever you said to the other char
acter may not be identical to the thoughts that went through your head. 
Here in your diary, you're confessing all! What did you think? What 
did you say? And what were your motivations during the discussion? 
Note. Once students finish the diary entries for one character, have them 
step back into the other character's persona and write entries from that 
point of view. When they finish, ask them to reflect on how they chose 
the motivations and reactions that the characters had. 
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Appendix: NCTE Beliefs 
about the Teaching of 
Writing 
The Writing Study Group of the NCTE Executive Committee 
November 2004 

J
ust as the nature of and expectation for literacy has changed in the 
past century and a half, so has the nature of writing. Much of that 
change has been due to technological developments, from pen and 

paper, to typewriter, to word processor, to networked computer, to de
sign software capable of composing words, images, and sounds. These 
developments not only expanded the types of texts that writers produce, 
they also expanded immediate access to a wider variety of readers. With 
full recognition that writing is an increasingly multifaceted activity, we 
offer several principles that should guide effective teaching practice. 

1. Everyone has the capacity to write, writing can be taught, and teachers 
can help students become better writers. 

Though poets and novelists may enjoy debating whether or not writ
ing can be taught, teachers of writing have more pragmatic aims. Set
ting aside the question of whether one can learn to be an artistic genius, 
there is ample empirical evidence that anyone can get better at writing, 
and that what teachers do makes a difference in how much students are 
capable of achieving as writers. 

Developing writers require support. This support can best come 
through carefully designed writing instruction oriented toward acquir
ing new strategies and skills. Certainly, writers can benefit from teach
ers who simply support and give them time to write. However, instruc
tion matters. Teachers of writing should be well-versed in composition 
theory and research, and they should know methods for turning that 
theory into practice. When writing teachers first walk into classrooms, 
they should already know and practice good composition. However, 
much as in doctoring, learning to teach well is a lifetime process, and 
lifetime professional development is the key to successful practice. Stu
dents deserve no less. 
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2. People learn to write by writing. 

As is the case with many other things people do, getting better at writ
ing requires doing it-a lot. This means actual writing, not merely lis
tening to lectures about writing, doing grammar drills, or discussing 
readings. The more people write, the easier it gets and the more they 
are motivated to do it. Writers who write a lot learn more about the 
process because they have had more experience inside it. Writers learn 
from each session with their hands on a keyboard or around a pencil as 
they draft, rethink, revise, and draft again. Thinking about how to make 
your writing better is what revision is. In other words, improvement is 
built into the experience of writing. 

What does this mean for teaching? 

Writing instruction must include ample in-class and out-of-class oppor
tunities for writing and should include writing for a variety of purposes 
and audiences. 

Writing, though, should not be viewed as an activity that happens 
only within a classroom's walls. Teachers need to support students in 
the development of writing lives, habits, and preferences for life out
side schooL We already know that many students do extensive amounts 
of self-sponsored writing: emailing, keeping journals or doing creative 
projects, instant messaging, making Web sites, blogging and so on. As 
much as possible, instruction should be geared toward making sense 
in a life outside of school, so that writing has ample room to grow in 
individuals' lives. It is useful for teachers to consider what elements of 
their curriculum they could imagine students self-sponsoring outside 
of school. Ultimately, those are the activities that will produce more 
writing. 

In order to provide quality opportunities for student writing, 
teachers must minimally understand: 

• 	How to interpret curriculum documents, including things that 
can be taught while students are actually writing, rather than 
one thing at a time to all students at once. 

• The elements of "writing lives" as people construct them in the 
world outside of school. 

• Social structures that support independent work. 

• 	How to confer with individual writers. 

• 	How to assess while students are writing. 

• 	How to plan what students need to know in response to ongo
ing research. 
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• 	How to create a sense of personal safety in the classroom, so 
that students are willing to write freely and at length. 

• 	How to create community while students are writing in the same 
room together. 

3. Writing is a process. 

Often, when people think of writing, they think of texts-finished pieces 
of writing. Understanding what writers do, however, involves think
ing not just about what texts look like when they are finished but also 
about what strategies writers might employ to produce those texts. 
Knowledge about writing is only complete with understanding the com
plex of actions in which writers engage as they produce texts. Such 
understanding has two aspects. First is the development, through ex
tended practice over years, of a repertory of routines, skills, strategies, 
and practices, for generating, revising, and editing different kinds of 
texts. Second is the development of reflective abilities and meta-aware
ness about writing. This procedural understanding helps writers most 
when they encounter difficulty, or when they are in the middle of cre
ating a piece of writing. How does someone get started? What do they 
do when they get stuck? How do they plan the overall process, each 
section of their work, and even the rest of the sentence they are writing 
right now? Research, theory, and practice over the past 40 years has 
produced a richer understanding of what writers do-those who are 
proficient and professional as well as those who struggle. 

Two further points are vital. To say that writing is a process is 
decidedly not to say that it should-or can-be turned into a formulaic 
set of steps. Experienced writers shift between different operations ac
cording to tasks and circumstances. Second, writers do not accumulate 
process skills and strategies once and for alL They develop and refine 
writing skills throughout their writing lives. 

What does this mean for teaching? 

Whenever possible, teachers should attend to the process that students 
might follow to produce texts-and not only specify criteria for evalu
ating finished products, in form or content. Students should become 
comfortable with pre-writing techniques, multiple strategies for devel
oping and organizing a message, a variety of strategies for revising and 
editing, and strategies for preparing products for public audiences and 
for deadlines. In explaining assignments, teachers should provide guid
ance and options for ways of going about it. Sometimes, evaluating the 
processes students follow-the decisions they make, the attempts along 
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the way-can be as important as evaluating the final product. At least 
some of the time, the teacher should guide the students through the 
process, assisting them as they go. Writing instruction must provide 
opportunities for students to identify the processes that work best for 
themselves as they move from one writing situation to another. 

Writing instruction must also take into account that a good deal 
of workplace writing and other writing takes place in collaborative situ
ations. Writers must learn to work effectively with one another. 

Teachers need to understand at least the following in order to be 
excellent at teaching writing as a process: 

• The relationship between features of finished writing and the 
actions writers perform. 

• 	What writers of different genres say about their craft. 

• The process of writing from the inside, that is, what they them
selves as writers experience in a host of different writing situa
tions. 

• Multiple strategies for approaching a wide range of typical prob
lems writers face during composing, including strategies for 
audience and task analysis, invention, revision, and editing. 

• Multiple models of the writing process, the varied ways indi
viduals approach similar tasks, and the ways that writing situ
ations and genres inform processes. 

• Published texts, immediately available, that demonstrate a wide 
range of writing strategies and elements of craft. 

• The relationships among the writing process, curriculum, learn
ing, and pedagogy. 

• 	How to design time for students to do their best work on an 
assignment. 

• 	How writers use tools, including word-processing and design 
software and computer-based resources. 

4. Writing is a tool for thinking. 

When writers actually write, they think of things that they did not have 
in mind before they began writing. The act of writing generates ideas. 
This is different from the way we often think of writers-as getting ideas 
fixed in their heads before they write them down. The notion that writ
ing is a medium for thought is important in several ways. It suggests a 
number of important uses for writing: to solve problems, to identify 
issues, to construct questions, to reconsider something one had already 
figured out, to tryout a half-baked idea. This insight that writing is a 
tool for thinking helps us to understand the process of drafting and re
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vision as one of exploration and discovery, and is nothing like transcrib
ing from pre-recorded tape. The writing process is not one of simply 
fixing up the mistakes in an early draft, but of finding more and more 
wrinkles and implications in what one is talking about. 

What does this mean for teaching? 

In any writing classroom, some of the writing is for others and some of 
the writing is for the writer. Regardless of the age, ability, or experience 
of the writer, the use of writing to generate thought is still valuable; 
therefore, forms of writing such as personal narrative, journals, writ
ten reflections, observations, and writing-to-Iearn strategies are impor
tant. 

In any writing assignment, it must be assumed that part of the 
work of writers will involve generating and regenerating ideas prior to 
writing them. 

Excellence in teaching writing as thinking requires that the teacher 
understand: 

• Varied tools for thinking through writing, such as journals, writ
ers' notebooks, blogs, sketchbooks, digital portfolios, listservs 
or online discussion groups, dialogue journals, double-entry 
or dialectical journals, and others . 

• The kinds of new thinking that occur when writers revise . 

• The variety of types of thinking people do when they compose, 
and what those types of thinking look like when they appear in 
writing. 

• Strategies for getting started with an idea, or finding an idea 
when one does not occur immediately. 

5. Writing grows out of many different purposes. 

Purposes for writing include developing social networks; engaging in 
civic discourse; supporting personal and spiritual growth; reflecting on 
experience; communicating professionally and academically; building 
relationships with others, including friends, family, and like-minded 
individuals; and engaging in aesthetic experiences. 

Writing is not just one thing. It varies in form, structure, and pro
duction process according to its audience and purpose. A note to a 
cousin is not like a business report, which is different again from a poem. 
The processes and ways of thinking that lead up to these varied kinds 
of texts can also vary widely, from the quick single draft email to a friend 
to the careful drafting and redrafting of a legal contract. The different 
purposes and forms both grow out of and create various relationships 
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between the writer and the potential reader, and relationships reflected 
in degrees of formality in language, as well as assumptions about what 
knowledge and experience is already shared, and what needs to be ex
plained. Writing with certain purposes in mind, the writer focuses her 
attention on what the audience is thinking or believing; other times, the 
writer focuses more on the information she is organizing, or on her own 
thoughts and feelings. Therefore, the thinking, the procedures, and the 
physical format in writing all differ when writers' purposes vary. 

What does this mean for teaching? 

Often, in school, students write only to prove that they did something 
they were asked to do, in order to get credit for it. Or, students are taught 
a single type of writing and are led to believe this type will suffice in 
all situations. Writers outside of school have many different purposes 
beyond demonstrating accountability, and they practice myriad types 
and genres. In order to make sure students are learning how writing 
differs when the purpose and the audience differ, it is important that 
teachers create opportunities for students to be in different kinds of 
writing situations, where the relationships and agendas are varied. Even 
within academic settings, the characteristics of good writing vary among 
disciplines; what counts as a successful lab report, for example, differs 
from a successful history paper, essay exam, or literary interpretation. 

In order to teach for excellence about purposes in writing, teach
ers need to understand: 

• The wide range of purposes for which people write, and the 
forms of writing that arise from those purposes. 

• Strategies and forms for writing for public participation in a 
democratic society. 

• Ways people use writing for personal growth, expression, and 
reflection and how to encourage and develop this kind of writ 
ing. 

• Aesthetic or artistic forms of writing and how they are made. 
That is, the production of creative and literary texts, for the 
purposes of entertainment, pleasure, or exploration. 

• Appropriate forms for varied academic disciplines and the pur
poses and relationships that create those forms. 

• Ways of organizing and transforming school curricula in order 
to provide students with adequate education in varied purposes 
for writing. 

• 	How to set up a course to write for varied purposes and audi
ences. 
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6. Conventions offinished and edited texts are important to readers and 
therefore to writers. 

Readers expect writing to conform to their expectations, to match the 
conventions generally established for public texts. Contemporary read
ers expect words to be spelled in a standardized way, for punctuation 
to be used in predictable ways, for usage and syntax to match that used 
in texts they already acknowledge as successfuL They expect the style 
in a piece of writing to be appropriate to its genre and social situation. 
In other words, it is important that writing that goes public be /I correct." 

What does this mean for teaching? 

Every teacher has to resolve a tension between writing as generating 
and shaping ideas and writing as demonstrating expected surface con
ventions. On the one hand, it is important for writing to be as correct as 
possible and for students to be able to produce correct texts. On the other 
hand, achieving correctness is only one set of things writers must be 
able to do; a correct text empty of ideas or unsuited to its audience or 
purpose is not a good piece of writing. There is no formula for resolv
ing this tension. Writing is both/and: both fluency and fitting conven
tions. Research shows that facility in these two operations often devel
ops unevenly. For example, as students learn increasingly sophisticated 
ways of thinking (for example, conditional or subordinate reasoning) 
or dealing with unfamiliar content, they may produce more surface er
rors, or perhaps even seem to regress. This is because their mental en
ergies are focused on the new intellectual challenges. Such uneven de
velopment is to be tolerated, in fact, encouraged. It is rather like strength 
gains from lifting weight, which actually tears down muscle fibers only 
to stimulate them to grow back stronger. Too much emphasis on cor
rectness can actually inhibit development. By the same token, without 
mastering conventions for written discourse, writers' efforts may come 
to naught. Drawing readers' attention to the gap between the text at 
hand and the qualities of texts they expect causes readers to not attend 
to the content. Each teacher must be knowledgeable enough about the 
entire landscape of writing instruction to guide particular students to
ward a goal, developing both increasing fluency in new contexts and 
mastery of conventions. NCTE's stated policy over many years has been 
that conventions of writing are best taught in the context of writing. 
Simply completing workbook or online exercises is inadequate if stu
dents are not regularly producing meaningful texts themselves. 

Most writing teachers teach students how to edit their writing that 
will go out to audiences. This is often considered a late stage in the pro
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cess of composing, because editing is only essential for the words that 
are left after all the cutting, replacing, rewriting, and adding that go on 
during revision. Writers need an image in their minds of conventional 
grammar, spelling, and punctuation in order to compare what is already 
on the page to an ideal of correctness. They also need to be aware of 
stylistic options that will produce the most desirable impression on their 
readers. All of the dimensions of editing are motivated by a concern for 
an audience. 

Teachers should be familiar with techniques for teaching editing 
and encouraging reflective knowledge about editing conventions. For 
example, some find it useful to have students review a collection of their 
writing over time-a journal, notebook, folder, or portfolio-to study 
empirically the way their writing has changed or needs to change, with 
respect to conventions. A teacher might say, "let's look at all the times 
you used commas," or "investigate the ways you might have combined 
sentences." Such reflective appointments permit students to set goals 
for their own improvement 

Teachers need to understand at least the following in order to be 
excellent at teaching conventions to writers: 

• Research on developmental factors in writing ability, includ
ing the tension between fluency with new operations or con
tents and the practice of accepted spelling, punctuation, syn
tactic, and usage conventions. 

• The diverse influences and constraints on writers' decision mak
ing as they determine the kinds of conventions that apply to 
this situation and this piece of writing. 

• A variety of applications and options for most conventions. 

• The appropriate conventions for academic classroom English. 

• How to teach usage without excessive linguistic terminology. 

• The linguistic terminology that is necessary for teaching par
ticular kinds of usage. 

• The linguistic terminology necessary for communicating pro
fessionally with other educators. 

• The relationship among rhetorical considerations and decisions 
about conventions, for example, the conditions under which a 
dash, a comma, a semi-colon, or a full stop might be more ef
fective. 

• Conventions beyond the sentence, such as effective uses of 
bulleted lists, mixed genres and voices, diagrams and charts, 
design of pages, and composition of video shots. 
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• 	An understanding of the relationship among conventions in pri
mary and secondary discourses. 

• The conditions under which people learn to do new things with 
language . 

• The relationship among fluency, clarity, and correctness in writ
ing development and the ability to assess which is the leading 
edge of the student's learning now. 

7. Writing and reading are related. 

Writing and reading are related. People who read a lot have a much 
easier time getting better at writing. In order to write a particular kind 
of text, it helps if the writer has read that kind of text. In order to take 
on a particular style of language, the writer needs to have read that lan
guage, to have heard it in her mind, so that she can hear it again in or
der to compose it. 

Writing can also help people become better readers. In their ear
liest writing experiences, children listen for the relationships of sounds 
to letters, which contributes greatly to their phonemic awareness and 
phonics knowledge. Writers also must learn how texts are structured, 
because they have to create them. The experience of plotting a short 
story, organizing a research report, or making line breaks in a poem 
permits the writer, as a reader, to approach new reading experiences 
with more informed eyes. 

Additionally, reading is a vital source of information and ideas. 
For writers fully to contribute to a given topic or to be effective in a given 
situation, they must be familiar with what previous writers have said. 
Reading also creates a sense of what one's audience knows or expects 
on a topic. 

What does this mean for teaching? 

One way to help students become better writers is to make sure they 
have lots of extended time to read, in school and out. Most research 
indicates that the easiest way to tap motivation to read is to teach stu
dents to choose books and other texts they understand and enjoy, and 
then to give them time in school to read them. In addition to making 
students stronger readers, this practice makes them stronger writers. 

Students should also have access to and experience in reading 
material that presents both published and student writing in various 
genres. Through immersion in a genre, students develop an internal
ized sense of why an author would select a particular genre for a par
ticular purpose, the power of a particular genre to convey a message, 
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and the rhetorical constraints and possibilities inherent in a genre. Stu
dents should be taught the features of different genres, experientially 
not only explicitly, so that they develop facilities in producing them and 
become familiar with variant features. If one is going to write in a genre, 
it is very helpful to have read in that genre first. 

Overall, frequent conversations about the connections between 
what we read and what we write are helpfuL These connections will 
sometimes be about the structure and craft of the writing itself, and 
sometimes about thematic and content connections. 

In order to do an excellent job of teaching into the connections of 
writing and reading, teachers need to understand at least these things: 

• How writers read in a special way, with an eye toward not just 
what the text says but how it is put together. 

• 	The psychological and social processes reading and writing have 
in common . 

• 	The ways writers form and use constructs of their intended read
ers, anticipating their responses and needs. 

• An understanding of text structure that is fluid enough to ac
commodate frequent disruptions. 

8. Writing has a complex relationship to talk. 

From its beginnings in early childhood through the most complex set
ting imaginable, writing exists in a nest of talk. Conversely, speakers 
usually write notes and, regularly, scripts, and they often prepare vi
sual materials that include texts and images. Writers often talk in order 
to rehearse the language and content that will go into what they write, 
and conversation often provides an impetus or occasion for writing. 
They sometimes confer with teachers and other writers about what to 
do next, how to improve their drafts, or in order to clarify their ideas 
and purposes. Their usual ways of speaking sometimes do and some
times do not feed into the sentences they write, depending on an intri
cate set of decisions writers make continually. One of the features of 
writing that is most evident and yet most difficult to discuss is the de
gree to which it has "voice." The fact that we use this term, even in the 
absence of actual sound waves, reveals some of the special relationship 
between speech and writing. 

What does this mean for teaching? 

In early writing, we can expect lots of talk to surround writing, since 
what children are doing is figuring out how to get speech onto paper. 
Early teaching in composition should also attend to helping children 
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get used to producing language orally, through telling stories, explain
ing how things work, predicting what will happen, and guessing about 
why things and people are the way they are. Early writing experiences 
will include students explaining orally what is in a text, whether it is 
printed or drawn. 

As they grow, writers still need opportunities to talk about what 
they are writing about, to rehearse the language of their upcoming texts 
and run ideas by trusted colleagues before taking the risk of commit
ting words to paper. After making a draft, it is often helpful for writers 
to discuss with peers what they have done, partly in order to get ideas 
from their peers, partly to see what they, the writers, say when they try 
to explain their thinking. Writing conferences, wherein student writers 
talk about their work with a teacher, who can make suggestions or re
orient what the writer is doing, are also very helpful uses of talk in the 
writing process. 

To take advantage of the strong relationships between talk and 
writing, teachers must minimally understand: 

• Ways of setting up and managing student talk in partnerships 
and groups. 

• Ways of establishing a balance between talk and writing in class
room management. 

• Ways of organizing the classroom and/or schedule to permit 
individual teacher-student conferences. 

• Strategies for deliberate insertions of opportunities for talk into 
the writing process: knowing when and how students should 
talk about their writing. 

• Ways of anticipating and solving interpersonal conflicts that 
arise when students discuss writing. 

• Group dynamics in classrooms. 

• 	Relationships-both similarities and differences-between oral 
and literate language. 

• The uses of writing in public presentations and the values of 
students making oral presentations that grow out of and use 
their writing. 

9. Literate practices are embedded in complicated social relationships. 

Writing happens in the midst of a web of relationships. There is, most 
obviously, the relationship between the writer and the reader. That re
lationship is often very specific: writers have a definite idea of who will 
read their words, not just a generalized notion that their text will be 
available to the world. Furthermore, particular people surround the 
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writer--other writers, partners in purposes, friends, members of a given 
community-during the process of composing. They may know what 
the writer is doing and be indirectly involved in it, though they are not 
the audience for the work. In workplace and academic settings, writ
ers write because someone in authority tells them to. Therefore, power 
relationships are built into the writing situation. In every writing situ
ation, the writer, the reader, and all relevant others live in a structured 
social order, where some people's words count more than others, where 
being heard is more difficult for some people than others, where some 
people's words come true and others' do not. 

Writers start in different places. It makes a difference what kind 
of language a writer spoke while growing up, and what kinds of lan
guage they are being asked to take on later in their experience. It makes 
a difference, too, the culture a writer comes from, the ways people use 
language in that culture and the degree to which that culture is privi
leged in the larger society. Important cultural differences are not only 
ethnic but also raciat economic, geographical and ideological. For ex
ample, rural students from small communities will have different lan
guage experiences than suburban students from comprehensive high 
schools, and students who come from very conservative backgrounds 
where certain texts are privileged or excluded will have different lan
guage experiences than those from progressive backgrounds where the 
same is true. How much a writer has access to wide, diverse experiences 
and means of communication creates predispositions and skill for com
posing for an audience. 

What does this mean for teaching? 

The teaching of writing should assume students will begin with the sort 
of language with which they are most at home and most fluent in their 
speech. That language may be a dialect of English, or even a different 
language altogether. The goal is not to leave students where they are, 
however, but to move them toward greater flexibility, so that they can 
write not just for their own intimates but for wider audiences. Even as 
they move toward more widely-used English, it is not necessary or 
desirable to wipe out the ways their family and neighborhood of ori
gin use words. The teaching of excellence in writing means adding lan
guage to what already exists, not subtracting. The goal is to make more 
relationships available, not fewer. 

In order to teach for excellence, a writing teacher needs under
standings like these about contexts of language: 
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• 	How to find out about students' language use in the home and 
neighborhoods, the changes in language context they may have 
encountered in their lives, and the kinds of language they most 
value. 

• That wider social situations in which students write, speak, read, 
and relate to other people affect what seems "natural" or "easy" 
to them-or not. 

• 	How to discuss with students the need for flexibilitv in the em
ployment of different kinds of language for different social con
texts. 

• 	How to help students negotiate maintenance of their most fa
miliar language while mastering academic classroom English 
and the varieties of English used globally. 

• Control and awareness of their own varied languages and lin
guistic contexts. 

• 	An understanding of the relationships among group affiliation, 
identity, and language. 

• Knowledge of the usual patterns of common dialects in English, 
such as African American English, Spanish and varieties of 
English related to Spanish, common patterns in American ru
ral and urban popUlations, predictable patterns in the English 
varieties of groups common in their teaching contexts. 

• 	How and why to study a community's ways of using language. 

10. Composing occurs in different modalities and technologies. 

Increasingly rapid changes in technologies mean that composing is in
volving a combination of modalities, such as print, still images, video, 
and sound. Computers make it possible for these modalities to combine 
in the same work environment. Connections to the Internet not only 
make a range of materials available to writers, they also collapse dis
tances between writers and readers and between generating words and 
creating designs. Print always has a visual component, even if it is only 
the arrangement of text on a page and the type font. Furthermore, 
throughout history, print has often been partnered with pictures in or
der to convey more meaning, to add attractiveness, and to appeal to a 
wider audience. Television, video, and film all involve such combina
tions, as do websites and presentation software. As basic tools for com
municating expand to include modes beyond print alone, "writing" 
comes to mean more than scratching words with pen and paper. Writ
ers need to be able to think about the physical design of text, about the 
appropriateness and thematic content of visual images, about the inte
gration of sound with a reading experience, and about the medium that 
is most appropriate for a particular message, purpose, and audience. 
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What does this mean for teaching? 

Writing instruction must accommodate the explosion in technology from 
the world around us. 

From the use of basic word processing to support drafting, revi
sion, and editing to the use of hypertext and the infusion of visual com
ponents in writing, the definition of what writing instruction includes 
must evolve to embrace new requirements. 

Many teachers and students do not, however, have adequate ac
cess to computing, recording, and video equipment to take advantage 
of the most up-to-date technologies. In many cases, teaching about the 
multi-modal nature of writing is best accomplished through varying the 
forms of writing with more ordinary implements. Writing picture books 
allows students to think between text and images, considering the ways 
they work together and distribute the reader's attention. Similar kinds 
of visual/verbal thinking can be supported through other illustrated 
text forms, including some kinds of journals/sketchbooks and posters. 
In addition, writing for performance requires the writer to imagine what 
the audience will see and hear and thus draws upon multiple modes of 
thinking, even in the production of a print text. Such uses of technol
ogy without the latest equipment reveal the extent to which "new" 
literacies are rooted also in older ones. 

Teachers need to understand at least the following in order to be 
excellent at teaching composition as involving multiple media: 

• A range of new genres that have emerged with the increase in 
electronic communication. Because these genres are continu
ally evolving, this knowledge must be continually updated. 

• 	Operation of some of the hardware and software their students 
will use, including resources for solving software and hardware 
problems. 

• Internet resources for remaining up to date on technologies. 

• Design principles for Web pages. 

• E-mail and chat conventions. 

• 	How to navigate both the World Wide Web and web-based da
tabases. 

• The use of software for making Web sites, including basic html, 
such as how to make a link. 

• Theory about the relationship between print and other modali
ties. 
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11. Assessment of writing involves complex, informed, human judgment. 

Assessment of writing occurs for different purposes. Sometimes, a 
teacher assesses in order to decide what the student has achieved and 
what he or she still needs to learn. Sometimes, an entity beyond the class
room assesses a student's level of achievement in order to say whether 
they can go on to some new educational level that requires the writer 
to be able to do certain things. At other times, school authorities require 
a writing test in order to pressure teachers to teach writing. Still other 
times, as in a history exam, the assessment of writing itself is not the 
point, but the quality of the writing is evaluated almost in passing. In 
any of these assessments of writing, complex judgments are formed. 
Such judgments should be made by human beings, not machines. Fur
thermore, they should be made by professionals who are informed about 
writing, development, and the field of literacy education. 

What does this mean for teaching? 

Instructors of composition should know about various methods of as
sessment of student writing. Instructors must recognize the difference 
between formative and summative evaluation and be prepared to evalu
ate students' writing from both perspectives. By formative evaluation 
here, we mean provisional, ongoing, in-process judgments about what 
students know and what to teach next. By sumrnative evaluation, we 
mean final judgments about the quality of student work. Teachers of 
writing must also be able to recognize the developmental aspects of 
writing ability and devise appropriate lessons for students at all levels 
of expertise. 

Teachers need to understand at least the following in order to be 
excellent at writing assessment: 

• 	How to find out what student writers can do, informally, on an 
ongoing basis. 

• 	How to use that assessment in order to decide what and how to 
teach next. 

• 	How to assess occasionally, less frequently than above, in order 
to form judgments about the quality of student writing and 
learning. 

• 	How to assess ability and knowledge across multiple different 
writing engagements. 

• 	What the features of good writing are, appropriate to the con
text and purposes of the teaching and learning. 
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• What the elements of a constructive process of writing are, ap
propriate to the context and purposes of the teaching and learn
ing. 

• 	What growth in writing looks like, the developmental aspects 
of writing ability. 

• Ways of assessing student metacognitive process of the read
ing/writing connection. 

• 	How to recognize in student writing (both in their texts and in 
their actions) the nascent potential for excellence at the features 
and processes desired. 

• 	How to deliver useful feedback, appropriate for the writer and 
the situation. 

• 	How to analyze writing situations for their most essential ele
ments, so that assessment is not of everything about writing all 
at once, but rather is targeted to objectives. 

• 	How to analyze and interpret both qualitative and quantitative 
writing assessments. 

• 	How to evaluate electronic texts. 

• 	How to use portfolios to assist writers in their development. 

• 	How self-assessment and reflection contribute to a writer's de
velopment and ability to move among genres, media, and rhe
torical situations. 
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