Dear Mary Ellen (and all),

   My "Writing Ladder" has a list of writing assignments which vary in complexity and difficulty from simple to quite sophisticated. Shorter pieces form the first rung of the ladder. For one of the short assignments I use what I call issue writing paragraph topics stated in the form of "should or should not," such as "Students should or should not be given more time to pass between classes;" "Students should or should not be allowed to leave the room without a hall pass," "Boys (Girls) should or should not have more than one girl (boy) friend" (This last one was student-suggested). Of course, when I let my students think up topics for this assignment for me (for which I award bountiful extra credit if they're good), they come up with ideas they want to write about. Next in level of difficulty, it would seem to me, would be "free writing compositions," opportunities for students to write essays on any subject of their choosing. I have compiled a lengthy list of topics for them to choose from should they run out of their own ideas. I also have a set of directions I use, both simple and complex, for the assignment which focuses the student on the (alleged) writing process and more particularly, the concept of development of ideas. The next level of difficulty in my "ladder" is the "Personal Experience Composition," with topics like "My Most Embarrassing Moment," "My First Day of High School (or, Middle School)," "Hiding Things," "Hiding Places," etc. Somewhere in the mix I give them poetry interpretation composition assignments which themselves are arranged in a ladder or sequence of difficulty. The next level of sophistication I use is the Proverb Interpretation Composition, and closely related though a different assignment, the Proverb Application Assignment. Way further up the ladder I have debate case preparation (obviously prepared for at the lower rung of the ladder where I taught issue paragraph and composition writing), poetry writing (which itself is a ladder starting with things like Cinquain and Haiku and on up in complexity), extended composition writing, short story writing, play writing, with other assignments of varied difficulty in between (précis writing, author project, research paper, etc.). For the students who can't even frame a paragraph I have teacher and student written sentence starters which the students love to complete. When they provide a particularly striking answer or ending to a sentence ("When I bring my report card home I usually...."), I'll encourage them to tell me more about that, and they're off and writing. I have written "rubrics" for evaluation, both holistic and analytic, as well as "heuristics" for teaching/producing the desired results for some assignments. I also believe strongly that longer compositions, when they represent more thought, effort, and development, should be granted more credit or weight, not given the same "grade" or credit as another piece which is much shorter. Jerome Smith in Detroit
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>Jerome,  Could you give more info on what goes into a writing ladder. 

>Sounds like a workable system.  Thanks.  Mary Ellen
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