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 Theory and Practice Mid-term

1. Because the teaching of writing is so complex we must decide what to teach, and how to teach it.  That requires a philosophy of writing.  What are the essentials of your philosophy?  How will you ensure your beliefs will see action?

John Steinbeck once wrote, "The written word punishes both stupidity and dishonesty."  I love to write and I am constantly writing in some genre or another--analytical prose, creative prose, poetry, songs, and free writing.  Often when I find myself motivated and starting to write, more thoughts and ideas creep inside my mind, and I find myself learning and growing.  I want to instill this love of writing in students above all else.  My philosophy of writing is close to my ideas about teaching--a decidedly pragmatic approach.  Every student comes to class with emotional, physical, mental, and even spiritual experiences and baggage that has made them into the people that they have become to this point in their lives.  In my classroom, I want to give students direction and motivation to put those ideas and experiences into writing.  Also, I would like to give them ample room to develop their fluency and voice by putting less emphasis on the grammatical part at least at the beginning of the assignments.  This will allow the students to be less self conscious of form and more self confident in their own creativity and writing abilities.  This stems from an idea that Romano talked about when he explained that, "As a writer loses self-consciousness, the voice becomes bolder; as confidence increases, the voice becomes distinctive" (7).  


Implementing some of these abstract goals into concrete writing realities, I've

 chosen several activities that weave these realities into my classroom teaching strategies.  First, at the beginning of every class period I want to take five to ten minutes for students to free write in their journals.  The majority of the time, I will give them a guiding prompt or idea to discuss, but other times I'll allow this time for open free writing.  I believe that this will help focus their attention before the lesson as well as give them yet another opportunity to write.  Also, when having students write research, expository, or even creative essays, I want to take them through a writing process that allows homework time and class time for drafting as well as revising.  During the prewriting and drafting stage, I want the class to have an open, studio-type atmosphere that caters to the students' creative abilities--without initially putting the emphasis on grammar and form.  In the next stage, including revising and editing, I want the students to work in peer writing groups to allow real and constructive feedback from other and to gain confidence in reading their work aloud in front of others.  The final part, editing, should site technical errors in grammar and spelling.  If the need arises and appears important, I will stop in this stage to do a mini-lesson on the area of grammar that needs attention.  Another idea I have in term of putting my philosophy into action is the concept of a writing/editing workshop to be held at least once a week after school for those seeking more individual help on their writing--either school related or creative writing.  Again I want this to be a comfortable setting that allows students to bounce ideas off one another as well as off me.  As Romano writes about uneasy settings, "[The students] refuse to try anything new because they may initially be uncomfortable with it.  They cease trying to grow" (59).  

I also have ideas and opportunities for writing that will arise from class discussions,

 activities, and readings; and I will continue to develop these ideas more specifically in my pedagogy.  

7. What exactly are the purposes for using journals, learning logs, etc?  What are the benefits and drawbacks?  How do they interweave with classroom learning, and with the development of finished papers?  What ground rules would you set for journal writing for yourself and you students?  How will you use journals to evaluate your students' progress?  

The purposes of using journals, or learning logs, are many and varied.  First, the

 journals more or less force students to think about different things and to find their own voice in responding to them.  Also, the students, as they learn to wander with words, they will find a sense of personal expression and intellectual independence that doesn't come from regurgitating answers in bold type from an out-dated text book.  This is important--journals are personal, revealing and challenging, and among other things, helpful to students to become more confident, competent writers.  As mentioned in the previous mini-essay and associated with prewriting and drafting stages of formal writing, the journals create a less stifling atmosphere that caters to the students' creativity--without the focus on grammar and form.  Simply put, journals--through writing alone--give students confidence in their burgeoning voices.  Each student's modus operandi is different and should not be cultivated in the same way in an exacting, objective system.  Thus, these benefits are strong and I believe in them and will use journals/learning logs.  Tom Romano advocates this by saying that, "When cut loose from premature concerns about correctness and proper forms, when freed to use the language they've been able to write for years, teenagers will strike phrases, lines, paragraphs, and sometimes whole pages that are nothing short of good writing" (13).  So we see that development can come from these free writing journals.  Most of the drawbacks of journals occur if the students don’t feel like they have to write anything meaningful.  I don’t want, "All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy" a thousand times just to take up space.  That's an incredible waste of paper.  Not only will I frequently check the quantity and browse the quality of the journals, but I plan to usually have a prompt on the board that gives them a starting point of reference.  This prompt will usually, but not always, be interwoven into the lesson; and thus, the students will have already generated some individual thoughts on the topic or reading of the day's lesson.  For example, after assigning a chapter of Thoreau's Walden for homework, I will come in the next morning and write a corresponding prompt that deals with our "Back to Nature" unit such as the following:  You are leaving tomorrow to live in a cabin alone in the Montana wilderness for the entire next year.  Choose five things that you will take with you and justify your choices.  Some ground rules include writing at least half a page per day, and this includes free writing on days that a student is absent.  Once a week, for part of the class participation grade, everyone must either read an entry aloud to the class, or they must discuss briefly and idea they talked about in one of their entries.  This also includes myself.  I will also write in my journal each day and periodically share some of these entries to the class.  As Romano said of the young student teacher who shared her writings with the class, she was, "…so young, so knowledgeable and open, so willing to take risks" (39).  Nothing ventured, nothing gained, I suppose.  Also, if students can also see you as a person who struggles with some of the same problems, it becomes a bit easier to get them to open up and also take risks in their own writing.  The journals, compared with the quality of their formal writing, will be evaluated together to measure overall progress in writing.  This individualizing task may end up being extremely time-consuming, but I am willing to try.  

10. Explore the steps in the writing process.  Which steps are the most time consuming? Often writing specialists talk of steps as being "recursive."  What does this mean?  And where are key places for you to intervene?  How can you be sure your students are learning this process and how will you grade them on it?  

Most sources I've read have broken down the writing process into basic

 categories of prewriting, writing, and post-writing.  I will look a bit more closely at each phase.  At the beginning of prewriting, the students have been given their prompt and they start brainstorming, listing, and webbing--continually writing to discover ideas for their specific writing.  Next, in prewriting, the students begin to arrange the best ideas into outlines or structures to better guide their writing.  The prewriting stage is both challenging and creative and--I believe--almost requires the teacher not to stifle or critique in any way.  The teacher at this point should just be a source of basic information.  The students must be allowed their creative writing space and to exhaust every possible notion--however absurd they seem to the teacher.  The writing stage begins with rough drafting, which should flow without too much concern for grammar.  The idea in this stage is simply to allow the pen to catch up with their burgeoning ideas. Next in the writing stage, the student rereads the draft over to see how the paper can be united, cleaned up and elaborated upon.  It is at this point that the teacher could possibly begin holding short individual conferences in class to discuss the progress and the direction that the paper is moving.  I've seen teachers take paper at this stage and basically write the paper for the student in their own style.  This pitfall can be avoided, first by simply admitting that this can easily occur and secondly by just giving suggestions for direction and structure without emphasizing a specific way to write.  It is still that student's paper and should not be "molded" by the teacher in this stage--it kills creativity and often confidence in students.  The last and more time-consuming stage is the post-writing stage.  Initially, after the rough draft has had some time to rest, the student should proofread the paper by reading it slowly (aloud to themselves helps greatly) to find the basic grammar mistakes.  After the student proofreads his/ her own paper, the peer reviewing should take place by either partnering or grouping.  This is a great chance for outside views to help focus the paper more.  This stage is vital to the strength and readability of the paper and at the same time works to build confidence in their overall writing.  The teacher can also intervene at this stage to talk to students, to read papers, and to bounce ideas off them.  Next, the novice writers move into the revising stage where they see whether of not their paper fits the purpose set out in the beginning prompt, and they are given the opportunity to reflect and possibly reshape the paper.  Editing and refinishing of the paper is the last stage the student moves through before turning it in to be evaluated b the teacher.  This stage is a more serious look at the paper's meaning, structure, and grammar throughout.  This editing stage can allow for another teacher/student conference on a voluntary basis and/or peer editing groups for final thoughts and ideas for areas of improvement.  "Recursive" steps are the periodic repetition of the major steps of anything--in this case prewriting, writing, and post-writing--remain the same.  Progress will be evaluated in the teacher/student conferences, by effort shown to help others in peer review and editing groups, and by the final paper grade evaluation based on many things including grammar, form, adherence to the prompt, creativity, and overall effect.    

