STRATEGIC WRITING INSTRUCTION for TEACHERS
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Prewriting Strategies
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The Clueless Student is one who has yet to begin the 
writing assignment and has no idea where to start. “I don’t have anything to say about this topic!” the Clueless Student will say exasperatedly. Thus begins the job of helping with pre-writing, or generating and developing ideas. 
The purpose of pre-writing is to help students flush out ideas below the surface; ideas that they may not be aware are lurking beyond what’s easily observable. Provocation is usually in order at such times. You, the tutor, can rely on several different writing techniques to help students generate ideas. Pre-writing not only helps students to come up with the raw material of writing, the ideas from which their writing will take shape, but prewriting also helps students to gain more self-confidence about their ability to think and to write. Just as the sculptor needs a medium from which to sculpt, just as a painter requires paints and canvas to paint, so, too, does the writer need to generate ideas before these ideas can be organized and developed into an effective piece of writing. 
· Freewriting 

· Looping 

· Brainstorming / Listing 

· Clustering / Mapping
What the Clueless Student needs more than anything is to get started, to generate ideas so that he will have something to work with. Using whatever techniques prove beneficial, you, the tutor, can approach students in this stage of writing from whatever angle proves most productive.
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Key Idea
You should also, at this stage, emphasize that the writing process is in no way linear. While some writers might begin at the beginning, more writers must work out of sequence, working first, for example, on the introduction, then skipping to the third body paragraph, then back to the introduction, and then perhaps on to the conclusion. 
Writers must feel free to work on idea development in any section of the writing assignment. While a major objective for you in this prewriting stage is to help the student develop a clear sense of focus or purpose, another critical objective is to help the writer keep moving; feeling stopped may mean that it is time to move on to another section of the assignment. Any ideas are better than no ideas. Writer’s block, or the anxiety which can prevent writers from being able to add anything to the blank page, can be managed and overcome through the use of prewriting techniques.
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One strategy for generating ideas is called freewriting. Freewriting is essentially forced writing: a time constraint is imposed, and during this set time a student must write non-stop, even if that means veering from the general topic. An important part of freewriting is the non-judgmental attitude that must accompany the process; this is not the time to critique, judge, evaluate, or even to pay attention to grammar, spelling, or format. Get the student to write—this is a crucial first step. 

The way to prove the benefits of freewriting is to make the student try it. One incredulous student was forced to write about hot dogs. She had nothing to say about hot dogs; what could such a topic possibly yield in terms of productive ideas? Nevertheless, she wrote for fifteen minutes non-stop and was surprised at the results.  

Hot dogs…meat…bad meat…I don’t eat meat…especially "parts"…there’s nothing I’d want to put on a hot dog, nothing I’d want to do with a hot dog…people who eat hot dogs probably wouldn’t be people I’d want to be friends with…although I remember many family picnics, potato salad, Aunt Grace, checkered table cloths, a time when my family actually got along together, when life was simple…the time by Lake Lure when Mom and Dad and my brother Greg and I played horseshoes until sunset, ate hot dogs until we wouldn’t eat any more, and then topped off our full bellies with roasted marshmallows, all the while laughing and sharing stories about family memories, other picnics and gatherings…
This student dug up memories and images that she’d forgotten all because she was forced, through freewriting, to focus intensively on one particular topic, to dig deeper, to see what lay below the surface.
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Loop Writing/Looping   
The terms loop writing and looping has two common understandings and describes two slightly different techniques. Both can be used with benefit at early stages of the writing process.
Loop writing is a term coined by Peter Elbow in Writing with Power. He lists and describes a number of strategies that help a writer discover what he already knows at the outset of his engagement with the subject at hand. Some of these are "instant version," "scenes," "portraits," "vary the audience," "lies," and "vary the writer." Suppose a student comes to the writing center stumped about how to proceed with the topic of the Viet Nam War. It may be the professor-audience that intimidates him. So, if the student changes the audience and writes about the war to his younger sibling or his grandmother or his girlfriend, he can discover that he has things to say.
The techniques that Elbow advocates work amazingly well when a writer feels blocked and unable to get started.  They are segues into exciting fluency. Some material generated by means of the loop writing techniques can actually be incorporated into later drafts of the finished product.
The term looping is used by Toby Fulwiler to describe a second level of freewriting, a way to help refine, limit, and narrow the focus of the writing assignment. After a student has done freewriting, encourage him to identify an idea that stands out from the writing he has generated. Once this main focus has been identified, the student should write it on paper or on the computer and freewrite again for a set amount of time. After another round of producing more ideas and thoughts, the student then identifies those ideas that are most central, most important to the initial topic. This looping can continue as long as is helpful for the student until a sense of purpose and focus has been revealed.
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Brainstorming / Listing 
Another way to generate ideas is listing. If a student has, for example, the general topic of “the most influential person in my life,” you can help the student begin by creating a list of people, events, places, experiences, and whatever else may come to mind.
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From such a list, a student can then create additional lists that limit the focus even more. What about Coach MacVee makes him an influential character? 
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Clustering / Mapping 
You can try yet another method to help students generate ideas. Clustering or mapping borrows elements of brainstorming and listing to create a different visual effect:

SDQR Chart

This strategy can be used to capture thinking from a lecture or from reading a passage (fiction or nonfiction).  Students are asked to complete the following chart:

	SAYS

	STUDENTS RECORD

	Students record:

· Facts learned

· Facts confirmed


	Students record:

· What is not said/omitted

· Inferential thinking

	QUESTIONS


	REFLECTIONS

	Students record:

· Questions that arise
	Students record:

· Thought

· Connections




SDQR Chart

	SAYS
	DO NOT SAY

	Students record:
· 
	Students record:


	QUESTIONS
	REFLECTIONS

	Students record:


	Students record:

· 



Movie Writing
Movies are long and for the purposes of prewriting, they do not need to be shown end to end.  Showing movie clips work extremely well to help students generate ideas and content.  However, all too often, when the lights are dimmed, so, often, are their brains.  To avoid these students need to think and write while watching film.  
Teachers can present three versions of Prince Hamlet’s “To be or not to be” soliloquy (as performed by Sir Laurence Olivier, Mel Gibson, and Kenneth Branagh).  While watching the film clips, students complete the following chart.
	Notes on Olivier’s Performance
	Notes of Gibson’s Performance
	Notes of Branagh’s Performance

	
	
	




  Prewriting Think Sheet

Why Use It?

The importance of prewriting is often underestimated, but its function in the writing process is vital.  For one, students need to discover what they already know about a given topic.  The Prewriting Think Sheet is designed to elicit this type of information through a variety of questions focused on a particular topics.   This strategy helps student writers through a maze of knowledge they have about a particular topic, and it helps them see connections within that knowledge.

How to Use It

1. Explain the benefit of student recognizing what they know about a given topic before beginning the drafting process.

2. Introduce prewriting Think Sheet and model its use.

3. Encourage students to adapt the Prewriting Think Sheet to meet their specific writing needs.

How to Adapt It for Your Classroom

1. As you complete a unit of study about the Civil War, ask your students to write a report about the destruction the war caused in major cities such as Richmond, Virginia, and Atlanta, and how this devastation impacted former slave owners and newly feed slaves.

2. Model how students can incorporate knowledge that they have already learned in the Prewriting Sheet and how they may need to read further to fill in missing details.

3. Encourage students to work with partners to gather additional information.

Source:  Stein, M., & Dixon. R. (2001)

Prewriting Think Sheet
Topic:  _____________________________________

Who will be my audience?

What is my purpose?

What are some things I already know about this topic?
________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________
What are some possible ways to group ideas?


	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	

	
	
	


Unfortunately, for many students, “movie time” is a euphemism for “cognitive slumber party.”





Reflection:








