Writing to Learn:   
Good Learning, Not Good Writing 
 
High-Stakes Writing: writing to demonstrate learning; transactional writing which is meant to accomplish something (to inform, to persuade, to describe…). Examples include research papers and essays on tests.  This kind of writing is important because, as Elbow (1994) explains, “… if we don’t ask students to demonstrate their learning in essays and essay examines, we are likely to grade unfairly because of being misled about how much they have learned in our course” (p. 1).   
 
Low-Stakes Writing:  writing to learn, discover, and shape meaning; expressive rather than transactional; short, sometimes impromptu, informal writing assignments that help students think through key concepts and ideas for the course while also practicing some features of discourse for a specific discourse community.  
 
Benefits of Low-Stakes Writing 
Students:   
· encourages active learning – students learn key concepts and understand material more fully 
· improves writing on high-stakes assignments 
· improves communication overall. 
 
 Instructors:   
· stimulates class discussions 
· promotes the idea of writing as a process rather than product 
· prevents plagiarism 
· serves as a useful tool for formative assessment (evaluate thinking and learning before high-stakes assessment) 
· improves effectiveness of teaching. 
 
Writing to Learn Activities 
Writing to learn activities can be assigned as part of homework or lab work and/or implemented at several points during one class:   
    
· the beginning to bring students to the context of your course and recall readings, homework, lab work, or previous lectures; 
· during class to reflect on concepts and ideas, change the pace of the lecture or discussion, stimulate conversation when it slows; and 
· the end to help students identify what they have learned or are confused about, promote comprehension of the ideas discussed that day, and provide the instructor with an idea of what was understood by the class and what was not. 
 
Writers need to understand the topic, purpose, and audience for writing assignments in order to be prepared to respond effectively.  Consider, discuss, and have fun with RAFT (Role, Audience, Format, and Topic) when creating writing assignments. 
 

Keep your workload reasonable while also providing regular feedback to students by using some combination of these methods: 
 
· just check off that students completed the task 
· grade for one specific idea on + or – basis 
· read and respond with one positive comment 
· read and offer one suggestion 
· grade selected or random writings 
· ask students to select their best or most provocative piece 
· have students to hand in writings that contain questions about course material 
· pick up writing from 5 to 10 students each class or every other class 
· collect two pieces of student writing at once and respond to both at once (allows comparisons like, “This piece is stronger than that one because…”) 
· walk around while students are writing and discuss with 3 or 4 students the ideas being explored in their writing 
· use different color pens or markings to note points in specific entries (underlined means strong idea, squiggly line means weak idea, X means incorrect idea) 
· have students submit one collaborative piece of writing. 
 
You do not have to explain why something is poorly written, suggest how to “fix” writing, or use grammar terms, but if a passage is unclear or confusing, say so.  Try to keep your response consistent with your goals for the assignment (task, purpose, audience) while responding as an interested, intelligent reader. 
 
Students can engage in self-assessment, but response and evaluation criteria need to be discussed and established ahead of time and students should be guided through their first evaluations.   Peers can also serve as an audience in class or at home, orally or in writing, as a class or in small groups/pairs with multiple methods of peer response: 
 
· read writing out loud either allowing response from peers or not  
· conduct a gallery walk or writing swap where students read and respond to one specific aspect of each person’s piece in writing 
· read and respond to another student’s writing in pairs. 
 
Students are most valuable to each other when they respond as audience rather than evaluators or advice-givers.  Encourage them to respond as readers who reply with reactions and thoughts about topics and ideas.  Peer response, like self-assessment, requires guidance and practice. 
 
Attitude Is a Powerful Tool 
If you ignore writing as a way of learning and knowing, your students will also.  Let students know that you use and value writing by 
 
· telling them how you handle writing tasks and obstacles 
· writing with them and sharing your pieces also 
· focusing on communication rather than correctness 
· expressing your belief in writing as thinking rather than as a commodity. 
Writing to Learn Activities

Opening
At the beginning of class, pose a question related to a topic you have planned for the class to discuss. For example, ask the class to write on the following question: "How would you evaluate the evidence used to support argument X?" or "How would you describe the tone of essay X?" The five-minute writing will serve as a warm-up and provoke students to do some thinking, even if they only discover that they don't quite know what "tone" means. You can develop the discussion from there.

Closing
At the end of class, ask a question that can provide a starting place for the next class. For example, "What did you learn today about theatrical elements in Act III of Hamlet?" or "What questions were left unanswered for you in our discussion of the kinds of tissue in the human body?"

Anticipants
Give students the beginning or the end of a report, paragraph, story, case study, or problem, and then give them fifteen minutes to write what follows or leads up to the statement. This brief exercise, which can be used for in-class work, helps students do the kind of goal-directed predicting and planning common to skilled writers.

Class Minutes
Assign a class scribe for the day who will be responsible for summarizing class discussion and activities during the first five minutes of the next day's class. Or have two people serve as independent scribes; invite the class to discuss the differences in the minutes they produce.

Interruptions
Ask students to stop and write when you feel they may need a moment to focus attention, assimilate information, or articulate a question. Use these short writings to refocus class discussion.

Short-Answer Quizzes
Ask students to write a short answer to a question from their reading or class discussion. You may ask the students to explain a process, summarize a point, define a term, or apply a concept.

Concept Metaphors
Ask students to think through a concept by creating a metaphor, building a model, or creating a definition for it. For example, in a dentistry class, students may create a metaphor for "teeth" (teeth are crystal castles), build a conceptual model for the structures of caries, and write a definition of "decay." Students may use the metaphor to build a theory about their experience.

Study Questions
Ask students to write their own study questions, "exam" questions, or word problems on the material being covered and to work together to answer them.

Reading Logs
Ask students to keep a notebook designed to help them understand their reading assignments better and to demonstrate to them that critical reading is an active process. First, introduce them to the "Survey, Question, Read, Recite, Review, Write" method for improving reading habits and ask them to practice it regularly in their reading journals. As they survey the reading assignment, they should note large headings, the first sentence of each paragraph, and the first and last paragraphs
of the assigned text. At this point, they should record in their notebooks answers to the following questions:

· What is the main subject or topic of this text?
· What do I expect the major points to be in discussing this topic?
· What questions do I have that I hope will be answered by this text?

Students then read "with a purpose," i.e., to answer their questions and to see whether hypotheses are confirmed or denied--which is what good readers do. After they have read the text and attempted to answer the questions, they should review the material, noting whether the major points and key questions they identified turned out to be accurate. Finally, they should write in their notebooks answers to the questions they posed.

Observation Reports
Ask students to do a bit of field research, taking careful field notes on whatever they choose to observe: a physical object, person or animal, process, event, or phenomenon. Students can then compare these notes and question one another about what may be missing.

Problem Generating
Have students generate "problems" from the reading or class discussions. Generating problems is often harder than solving them, and so this activity forces students to articulate key issues or questions.

One way to do this might be to have math or physics students take a formula or theorem and create a scenario or word problem which would require using the formula. In a history class, students might write journal entries that consist simply of lists of questions from the outside reading that they would pose to the author of the piece or offer up for class discussion.

Writing Logs
Ask students to keep and submit at regular intervals a writing process log in which they address the following questions:

• How did you arrive at your topic?
• When did you first begin to think about the assignment?
• How long did it take to complete the assignment (including time spent learning and revising)?
• What kind of planning or investigating did you do?
• Where did you write the first draft? Subsequent drafts? (Briefly describe the settings)
• Who is the audience for this piece of writing?
• What is your relationship to the audience?
• What do you see as the major strengths of your essay?
• What do you see as the weaknesses of the essay?
• What would you like to change about your process of writing or about this piece of writing?

Focused Questioning
Have students articulate places where they got stuck and how they solved their dilemmas, whether the problems be found in comprehending outside readings or in working on homework assignments. This strategy can also be effective in pinpointing the source of writer's block; when students feel stuck, leaving the primary task and writing a journal entry about where they think the problems come from can stimulate fresh thinking.

Reading Response Questions
Ask students to keep and submit at regular intervals a reading response journal in which they address the following questions:
• Summarize, as briefly as possible, what you have read.
• Describe how the reading has made you feel, explaining why whenever possible.
• What are your other responses to what you have read?
• What has this reading made you think about?
• What has this reading suggested you might want to write about?

Q2 (questions squared) 
 Q2 encourages students to dig past the first, often easy, level of a question about data/information/ artifacts and to respond to deeper levels of questions that can lead to more complete understanding and mastery.  As such, Q2 represents an important critical thinking activity. While this activity can be used as a discussion technique, it can also be a writing to learn activity. (Remind students of the 5W’s (plus H): who, what, where, when, why, and how.)
 
For example, in an ancient history class, the professor could ask students to list the two or three main differences in city streets between ancient Rome and Athens. The first Q2 might ask students to write down why they chose their answers. The second level might ask them to reflect on what the differences might show in terms of political philosophies. 
You can also square the square by continuing with other questions that increase the level of thinking such as how or what if. 
 
Letters
Art Young of Clemson University has suggested that students correspond with each other about questions or concerns they have with course readings. For example, a student having trouble understanding the intricacies of photosynthesis might find that his or her correspondent understands the concepts and is able to explain them. This activity works especially well in large lecture courses, where students often don't have the chance to ask all of their questions during class. It also promotes student collegiality and fosters a sense of shared inquiry. If possible, you should collect these letters and read them, responding if you wish but not grading them based on correctness. Knowing you will read the letters prompts students to take them more seriously; reading them also gives you a better sense of which concepts that students are having difficulty understanding.

Letter to Self:  Self-congratulatory or Self-Reflective 
Self-congratulatory:  After a particularly difficult project or paper, ask students to write themselves a letter in which they praise themselves for what they have accomplished, being as specific as possible.  After collecting these, you will be able to see how students assess their own accomplishments. This activity encourages students to give themselves a pat on the back and to see where they have made the most progress in your course to date. 
 
Self-Reflective: Part way through a difficult project or midway through the semester, ask students to write a letter to themselves, reflecting on their progress—the challenges, the successes, the questions they have. After collecting these, you will be able to see how your students feel they are measuring up to the course goals you’ve set for them. Depending on what you find, you might decide to adjust your course assignments accordingly or to schedule appointments with selected students. 

Quick Draw (also known as drawing to learn)
Concept maps are student-made drawings of particularly technical or complex ideas or texts.  For example, when students are looking foggy-eyed as we were discussing global warming and the changing ratios of albedo, you can stop the discussion and asked them to draw a concept map of albedo. Here’s how concept maps work: 
 
· The students reread the challenging passage from the homework or from a slide you 
present in class and then try to represent it graphically on a notecard.   
· Tell them that artistic ability is not important and prove it by working out a large 
drawing on the board as they work on their own.   
· Students share their notecards with a neighbor, comparing efforts and determining the strengths of each card. 
· For longer readings, you may permit them to use words as well, but as a result many students limit drawing and end up missing the value of the transformation. 
 
In essence, what students are doing in this exercise is shifting their learning mode as they summarize a concept or a passage. They are converting words into a picture, a powerful student-centered activity. Students often say they remember what they have drawn in the class.  For more on sketching-to-learn, see Patricia Dunn’s Talking, Sketching, Moving, Boynton-Cook, Heinemann, 2001.

Response or "Position" Papers
Have students write a short (1-5 pp.) response paper to an assigned reading, a film, or an issue that comes up in discussion. These response papers are most effective if the class itself is the audience. The main objective of the assignment is not to "perform"--i.e., to prove a thesis statement about the reading--but rather to formulate a response to a work and share it with the class. Not surprisingly, you will find that students who write such responses are more prepared for discussion and more engaged with the material. The way you use the papers in class can be quite informal or more formal, e.g., you might have students trade papers and write responses back to each other.

Scenarios
Create a scenario that requires students to take on a particular role in a situation. This gives students a specific audience, which forces them to consider carefully the rhetorical situation and make relevant choices. It also reduces the tendency for students to write only to a teacher. Here are some examples to spark your thinking:

History: You are in the United States in 1944. You have a brother on the front lines in France. Write him a five-page letter to tell him what's going on in the U.S. Remember that your brother will want to hear about both local and national politics, as well as more domestic social and familial issues.
Modern Art: You are an art critic for the Columbus Dispatch. Visit the Columbus Museum of Art's newest special exhibit and write a review. You may wish to examine past issues of the Dispatch to see the most commonly used formats and critical conventions.

Meta-note
The meta-note is the students’ thoughtful take on their own thinking after a unit, project, or paper is completed and about to be turned in. It lets the teacher know what procedural and cognitive challenges students felt they met, what they learned that they didn’t know before the project, or where they still have concerns or questions.  
 
· You can pose key questions as suggested above or pose others. For example, you could ask students to identify specific links they see between what they learned or wrote earlier in the term and their current work. Meta-notes such as these help you assess whether students are making connections important to your discipline. 
· If your students are not turning in a project or paper, but you are finishing a unit, you might ask them before they begin the new unit, to write a meta-note about how their thinking has evolved.  
· Finally, the students can write about anything else important they want to say about their work before I look at it or about the unit they are completing. Students are usually quite insightful about their progress. 
 
Time saver:  If your class time is limited, your students simply come to class with the meta- notes already prepared on notecards.  

Critiques or Reviews
Asking students to critique published works can accomplish several goals. It requires them to examine texts analytically and develop criteria for evaluation, and it helps them to question the assumed authority of a published text. Critiques can be assignments in and of themselves, or they can contribute to a larger project a student is working on. In this way, the student sees the critique as a steppingstone, a way of synthesizing several works for a project. It helps them examine and understand disciplinary conventions, for identifying such conventions is a necessary part of developing evaluative criteria. You may want to have students review something that will also be discussed in class, or you may use the review as a way of getting them to do significant reading outside of class parameters and then incorporating this reading into class. In the latter way, students can report orally on the work they critiqued, thereby giving other students a wider sense of what's going on in the field.

Interview-Based Research
Having students perform interviews and report on them is one way to make assignments a bit less workaday: students can't just make one pass through the library and say they've completed their research. Talking to people is an invigorating, frustrating, and rewarding experience that can breathe life into what might otherwise seem like a dreary assignment. Like the assignments above, interviews can be integrated with other assignments.

Interviews can of course be used to develop information for the content of a traditional assignment. But there are other uses for interviews as well. One possibility is to have students interview professionals in their fields, in order to gain a wider, professional viewpoint on their future careers: a business student can interview an accountant or a technical writer; a chemistry student could interview a chemist working in an analytical development laboratory for a local pharmaceutical
company.

R2R – Response to the Response 
How well do your students understand your comments on their papers?  You often spend a good deal of time responding – both in the margins and in an overall note – to their writing. However, students may interpret your comments quite differently from what you intend. You write, “This paragraph needs much more development—what about the Wexler theory we discussed in week 2?”  The student thinks, “My teacher thinks I need to pad this to make it longer, and he doesn’t really understand that the first part of the paragraph was about Wexler, wasn’t it?”   
 
When you return papers, ask your students to take 5 minutes to write down exactly how they interpret your comments and what questions they might have for you. Or ask them to identify one strength and one area to work on that is evident from the comments. Their responses will help you guide them in revisions and will also reveal how clear your responses are.   

Annotated Bibliographies
Annotated bibliographies are lists of published (or manuscript) works and focused summaries thereof. Composing them helps teach several skills: how to sort through research and select appropriate citations; how to summarize and paraphrase, especially for particular, focused purposes; and how to present summarized material. Keep in mind, however, that not all students will have done annotations before and may need explicit instruction in how to do the tasks mentioned above.

Annotated bibliographies provide students an intensive opportunity to become acquainted with the literature in a particular field or on a certain topic. They can work very well in helping students work toward a larger project that requires understanding of secondary sources, or they can function as individual assignments. As with the critiques, it can be valuable to share copies of them with the entire class, especially if the course is mostly composed of majors who will be taking more courses in the area.

The Progress Report
When students are involved in a long project or a major paper, ask them to submit progress reports at various stages. You can leave the task completely open, just reading what they have to say, or you can ask specific questions about their progress to date.  
 
If your class is small, you should respond quickly and briefly to each student’s progress report (looks like you are on track; you should find more technical sources by next week; come see me to see if we can figure out this perplexing programming error). If the class is large, you are likely to find that student progress can be generalized into several categories; instead of responding to each student, you can address the entire class about the most common categories.  

Writing Definitions
Students often claim to lack knowledge of or attitudes towards the topics they study. One way to illustrate that they bring knowledge and attitudes to their studies is to ask them to write on a concept before it is discussed in class. For example, if you are reading a feminist article by a female author who is lamenting that her work, because of its feminine subject matter, is discounted by the long established patriarchal publishing world, you might ask students to write about the word authenticity. What is authentic?

After asking several students to read their definitions, you then bring the discussion around to the search for a writer’s authentic voice (the unique angle of vision that informs a work) and the societal standards that have confined and perhaps even silenced those voices. If the discussion is on love, you might ask them to write about vulnerability. The point is to get them to see connections (that’s why you don’t want them to write directly on the topic), to circle around, always broadening their perspectives based on what they already know and/or think.

Collaborative Revision
Ask students to work together revising a document that has already been written. This is a useful activity for work on focus, organization, support, and use of jargon. You might have them rewrite something for a different purpose or audience. You have the option of having them sit down together cold or work individually on the document beforehand and then pool their suggested changes.

Idea Exchange
Have students write a concept or a sentence/short passage from the text across the top of a sheet of paper. Student #1 responds to the passage in the left-hand column; students then exchange papers with the second student responding to Student # l’s comments with her own in the left-hand column. They may want to exchange papers several times until they have exhausted their ideas on the subject.

The Problem Statement
Teachers usually set up the problems and ask students to provide solutions. Two alternatives to this standard procedure will give students practice with both framing and solving problems. After you introduce a new concept in your course, ask students to write out a theoretical or practical problem that the concept might help to solve. Students can exchange these problems and write out solutions, thus ensuring that they understand the concept clearly and fully.

Another version of this exercise is to have students write a problem statement that is passed on to another student whose job it is to answer it. Such peer answers are especially useful in large classes.

Compacts
Have students write a two or three-page essay on a key course concept, process, or application. You might want to assign different groups different topics, possibly according to last names (e.g., A-E, F-J, K-O, etc.). The day they bring their essays to class, have them condense the three-page essay into a one-page essay, an act that underscores the importance of writing concisely and precisely. Then have the students in each group read each others’ one-page essays and write a group paper that combines the best of everyone’s ideas but does not exceed one page.

You can collect these and quickly scan over them to gauge students’ level of understanding. In the next class, put these group papers on an overhead transparency and let the class comment on their effectiveness, both in terms of the writing and the content. This activity gives students practice in revision, synthesis, and peer review and reinforces key course concepts.

Assignment Paraphrase
Ask students to write a 3-4 sentence paraphrase of the assignment. Several students can read them aloud, and the class can discuss the degree to which it reflects the work they've been asked to perform. This helps ensure that students understand course writing assignments.

Assignment Cover Sheet
On the day students turn in a paper, have them write for 5-10 minutes, reflecting on the paper. What problems and concerns did they have? What insights did they attain? Ask them to pose 1-2 specific questions for the grader to respond to. Cover sheets can give you a good sense of the kinds of problems students had and make responding easier and more focused.

Counter-arguments
If an argument has been raised in class or the reading, or more than one theory has been advanced, stop for 5 minutes and allow students to write down all the counter-arguments or evidence, or present the case for accepting one theory over another. Identifying multiple sides of an argument helps students develop critical thinking skills by enabling them to identify strengths and weaknesses in arguments.

The Believing and Doubting Game
First espoused by Peter Elbow, this writing activity simply calls for students to write briefly first, in support of an idea, concept, methodology, thesis; second, in opposition to it. As students complete this writing activity based on a course reading or controversy in the field, they become more adept at understanding the complexity of issues and arguments.

Speed Dating a Thesis Statement
For this activity, have students bring in a draft of their proposed thesis typed on the top of an otherwise blank page. After a short introduction about what you expect from their thesis statements, post questions on the board for other students to answer about their colleagues' statements. Begin swapping (the easiest way is to collect them all, hand them out in a different order, and then just facilitate their rotation; this way you get to check up on their comments and help direct them if
necessary). Students should only keep each draft for about five minutes.

What Counts as a Fact?
Select two or more treatments of the same issue, problem, or research. For example, you might bring in an article on a new diet drug from USA Today, The Wall Street Journal, and the Journal of Dietetics. Ask students to write about what constitutes proof or facts in each article and explain why the articles draw on different kinds of evidence, as well as the amount of evidence that supports stated conclusions.

Alternatively, ask students to look at a range of publications within a discipline--trade journals, press releases, scientific reports, first-person narratives, and so on. Have them ask the same kinds of questions about evidence and the range of choices writers make as they develop and support arguments in your field.

Passing Notes in Class
This activity offers an informal writing opportunity for students to identify, interrogate, and develop things they did and did not understand about the content of the course. At the beginning of class, ask every student to tear out a piece of notebook paper and write a note to another student in the class inquiring about some aspect of the course about which they are unclear. Run class as normal but allow students to pass these notes back and forth to each other as class continues. (Warn them that you will collect them at the end of the day so they must be on topic).

Near the end of the period, ask them what issues came up as they were writing and if anyone was able to respond to their questions satisfactorily. As a group, you may be able to resolve some of their concerns. Alternatively, read over the notes later during your prep time so that you can integrate their concerns into later course content.

The Vent
VENT/CIRCUMVENT: Part way through a difficult project or midway through the semester, ask students to vent their specific frustrations and confusions on a piece of paper, taking at least 5 minutes to do so.  Once they’ve done this, ask them to flip the piece of paper over (or take a piece) and try to figure out ways to circumvent these issues in order to proceed successfully. The students should keep these cards. 
 
VENT/VENTAGRAM: Part way through a difficult project or midway through the semester, ask students at the beginning of class to vent their specific course-related frustrations and confusions on a piece of paper, taking at least 5 minutes to do so. This card is not handed in. Then, five minutes before class ends, students write a ventagram on a new piece of paper for you, perhaps modifying their language and discussing only what you can help them with. For the most honest feedback, keep ventagrams anonymous. 
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