Dear Melissa (and all),

    I have found that my "reluctant writers" respond well to a strategy I call "writing ladders." Whenever the district or state comes up with new-fangled ideas or requirements for writing, I fit them into my "ladder" or instructional sequence at the appropriate level of complexity. I invite my students to create the topics for the writing that the school district or state requires (as for "MEAP" testing: Michigan Educational Assessment Program). I have students right now in high school that are hard-pressed to write a paragraph, let alone a full composition. Perhaps they are poor readers. I improve their reading. Perhaps they have not been required to do extended writing regularly. If reluctant, I give them open-ended sentences to complete, and ask them for extra credit to create some more for me to use with other needy students. They do. Then, yes, horror of horrors, I provide them a bit of structure to teach them how to write "issue paragraphs," where I lead them to take a position and defend it with logical reasons. And so up my instructional "writing ladder" they go. One girl last week out of the blue showed me where she is writing a play—and for a beginner she was doing fine. I pulled out my writing ladder assignment directions on how to write a play. She was clearly beyond some of what I suggested, but found it interesting (she remained glued to it until she finished reading it). I showed her a similar lesson on how to write short stories as well. So, I adapt or individualize the instruction to both the needs and the expressed interest of the student. Providing the needed scaffolding to enable students to then take off on their own is what it is all about. Jerome Smith in Detroit
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>

>Unfortunately, Nancy, sometimes we're forced to teach those formulas. 

>Now I'm not saying it's right, but it's what we've got to do.

>

>In Texas, 8th graders take the writing TAAS in February. It's not 

>freewriting, poetry, or anything creative, but formulaic essays such as compare/contrast, persuasive, or advantage/disadvantage. 

>Five-paragraphs, transition words, elaboration, topic sentences, the 

>whole shebang.

>

>I agree that formula writing isn't meaningful and doesn't particularly 

>interest the kids. But in many places, we must teach it anyway. We can 

>at least make it interesting, as it looks like Bob was trying to do.

>

>Melissa

>

>----------

> > From: Nancy Patterson <patter@voyager.net>

> > To: ncte-middle@serv1.ncte.org

> > Subject: Re: [ncte-middle] Paragraphs for Reluctant Writers

> > Date: Sunday, November 05, 2000 1:53 PM

> >

> > The problem I have with this, Bob, is that it isn't the way "real"

>writers write.  I know you mean well and are always eager to share what you are learning with others.  But I really would hate to read a paper filled with paragraphs constructed this way.

> >

> > I agree that students often have a terrible time beginning a piece 

> > of writing.  But the research and literature show us that teachers 

> > need to focus on the prewriting phase of the writing process far 

> > more than they generally do.  It's one of the reasons why the 

> > National Writing Project stresses something called "front loading."

> >

> > I do very little regarding the teaching of paragraphs with my middle school students.  One of the reasons I do that is the fact that the topic sentence is really a teacher invention.  It doesn't not occur that often in "real life."  I know the argument is that students need to learn some sort of format before they can break away and write on their own.  But breaking away seldom happens.  And when students find themselves in a situation where they cannot use a formula for writing, or when the formula fails them, they are lost.

> >

> > A more realistic "paragraph rule" that works in real life writing is that the writer should drop down and indent about every five, six, 

or seven sentences--whenever the write senses a subtle shift.  If 

there is not subtle shift, then the writer needs to drop down and indent anyway, and it's up to the writer to figure out where that should happen.

> >

> > And you know what?  When student writers do that, readers rarely 

> > stop and say, "Oh, that's not where the paragraph ended."  And if 

> > the writer follows the indention rules for dialogue--which are prescribed--then everything is pretty much hunky dory and the writer can concentrate on more meaningful issues.

> >

> > We must be very very careful that we don't stress structure over 

> > meaning. That spells huge problems for student writers later.

> >

> > Nancy

>
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