FACING THE
DILEMMA:
TEACHING WRITING
IN MIDDLE SCHOOL

HELEN HOLLINGSWORTH

Middle school English teachers everywhere face a
dilemma: should the focus of the middle school English cur-
riculum be on reading and grammar or on reading and writ-
ing? High school English teachers routinely expect students
entering their classes to know grammar, and, most believe,
there’s no way middle school students are going to under-
stand grammar when they enter high school unless teachers
work with grammar daily in middle school. However, re-
search tells us that students learn to write well when they
write daily and when they work with writing as a process. Re-
search also tells us that when we teach students grammar,
we are not teaching them to write, and that grammar instruc-
tion does not lead to better compositions.! Grammar is what
Constance Weaver calls a “metalanguage,” a language for
talking about language. Weaver says we teachers need to
understand our grammar very well, but that students do not
need to know grammar in the same way that we know it.?

So where does that leave us hapless middle school
English teachers? We know we cannot teach reading, writ-
ing, and grammar equally well in the short time we see our
students in English class every day. We're lucky if we can do
a reasonable job on two out of three. We also know that
grammar exercises are easier to grade than are composi-
tions; often we have students exchange papers and correct
the grammar exercises as we read the answers aloud in class.
Then that's one less set of papers to pour over in those brief
evening hours! But in the back of our minds we are uneasy;
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we are uneasy because we want out students to write and to
write often and to write well. We know in our heart of hearts
that we are not teaching them to write when we ask them to
copy sentences from their grammar book, underlining the
subject once, the verb twice, the direct object three times,
and circling the indirect object. We know that once our stu-
dents finish school, they will never underline or circle the
main parts of a sentence again. But we know they will need
to write when they finish high school. We know that others
will judge our students by their ability to write. And whether
we like it or not, we know others judge public schools by
whether students can read and write well when they
graduate.

As with most dilemmas, there’s a way out of this one,
but the way isn’t necessarily easy. The solution calls for
some effort on our part as well as for some courage and
something | call professional fortitude. We must be in-
formed about current research in writing and about the pro-
cess of writing. The solution calls for us as teachers to say to
ourselves and to our colleagues that we base our curriculum
decisions on the needs, interests, and abilities of our partic-
ular students and on current research in language. Conse-
quently, we teach our students to write, and we teach them
the elements of grammar only as it applies to their daily writ-
ing. Our students write every day; they do not copy exercises
from grammar books. We no longer teach the grammar
book from cover to cover.

Having taken a stand, we back up our decision with
solid support. Exactly what does current research say about
teaching writing??

None of us is surprised when research says that our stu-
dents are deficient in the conceptual aspects of writing, in-
cluding organization, idea generation, and language, and in
its practical aspects, such as mechanics, application of
grammar, and spelling. How does research suggest we go
about correcting these deficiencies? No surprises here,
either. Research says to teach them to think concisely and to
argue well as they keep in mind their audience and their pur-
pose. Teach them techniques for generating ideas and or-
ganizing their ideas. Teach them strategies for evaluating,
editing, and proofreading their written work. These are tall
orders but ones that are possible and manageable in middle
school.

Research says that we teachers can be successful in
teaching our students to write if we ourselves also write.
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Before we can establish writing programs for our students,
we need to understand the process of writing ourselves; then
we can teach the process to students in our classrooms.
Since 1974 a number of writing programs for teachers have
sprung up around the nation, many modeled on the Bay
Area Writing Project (BAWP). The BAWP established the
concept of teachers trained in the process of writing teach-
ing other teachers in their school district, county, and state.
Classroom teachers present inservice workshops based on
teaching writing as a process, enabling other teachers to be
trained.

Within the past four or five years, we've all read articles
in Newsweek, Time, Better Homes and Gardens, and other
popular magazines or newspapers complaining that stu-
dents today do not and cannot write well. Often these
articles say that English teachers are ill-prepared to teach
writing, that methods used to teach composition are in-
adequate or inappropriate, and that too little emphasis is put
on writing and on writing instruction. We've all read and
heard that if English teachers would just get back to basics,
we'd produce good writers in our schools. Not so, says re-
searcher Robert Reising (1977). His research indicates that
the use of outlines does not lead to better compositions, and
that formal grammar instruction does not lead to better
compositions. Research indicates that sentence-combining
activities do more to improve student writing than do gram-
mar exercises. Reising also found that intensive marking
and evaluation are ineffective in teaching composition. In
addition, holding students back from composing whole
compositions until they can write “good sentences” is also
inappropriate. We need to let them write and then work on
revision and editing as part of the whole process of writing.

When we talk about teaching students the process of
writing, we mean we teach students to generate ideas before
they write, to form their writing as they write, to rewrite, re-
state, and reorganize their writing, and to revise and to edit.
We teach them techniques for each part of the process, and
we take them through the entire process so that the process,
and not just the product, becomes the focus in the class-
room. We know our students will not remember in years to
come what they wrote while they were middle school stu-
dents; but we want them to remember the process they went
through as they wrote and to be so familiar with the process
that they can carry it through without our direction. We want
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them to be, in the words of Peter Elbow, “writers without
teachers.”

Heuristics is a word we see often in connection with
teaching writing as a process. The word heuristics means to
find or to know or to invent. In the workshop atmosphere of
today’'s English classroom, we teach our students several
techniques to help them to invent, discover, generate, and
revise ideas about a topic they’'ve chosen to write about.
These techniques, called heuristics, are used to help stu-
dents find out what they already know, what they need to
find out, and what ordering principle or thesis they may want
to generate in writing about their subject. Heuristics are
generally used during the prewriting stage of the process,
but they may be employed at any stage when the writer
wishes to test ideas.

One heuristic that works well with middle school stu-
dents, called timed writing, comes from Peter Elbow’s work,
Writers Without Teachers.* In a timed writing exercise, we ask
our students to select a topic they want to write about,
usually something they know well such as their family, their
friends, school, video games, or sports. We ask them to write
without stopping for ten minutes, getting down as much
information as they can. We urge them not to worry about
grammar, spelling, punctuation, paragraphing. Their pur-
pose is to gain fluency, to write as much information as they
can, and to write as quickly as they can on their chosen sub-
ject. If they get stuck for ideas during that time, they may
repeat the last word, but they need to keep going, pushing
themselves to amplify ideas. At the end of ten minutes, we
ask them to finish writing the idea, the thought, or the sen-
tence they are working on.

After the exercise, we discuss with our students how the
writing went. We sympathize with them about the aching
fingers, hand, elbow, shoulder, or neck (different students
feel the initial pain of toughening up those muscles in dif-
ferent places), and explain how learning to write takes
muscles we may not have been exercising much lately. We
assure them that as they gain fluency and proficiency as
writers, those muscles will strengthen and that they’ll be
able to write for periods of time without discomfort. Then we
ask them how much they had written before they noticed
that they were generating ideas and information faster than
their hand could record the information on the page. In
other words, we talk with them about their writing as one
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writer to another. We let them know that the general process
of writing is about the same for everyone, and as we gain ex-
perience with the process, we may refine and condense it,
but the process remains the same for all of us. Since we write
as our students write, we share with them how our writing
went, letting them know that writers share common prob-
lems. We teach them vocabulary for talking about writing.
Later, after students have practiced and mastered the tech-
nique of timed writing, we show them ways to use it in pre-
paring writing assignments.

A second heuristic that middle school students use suc-
cessfully builds on their experiences with timed writing exer-
cises. This is called a looping exercise.” This exercise re-
quires more time, but it often yields information with more
detail and supplies students with surprising insights into
their subject. As in the timed writing exercise, students
select a familiar topic and write for five minutes. At the end
of five minutes, they stop and read what they have written.
Then they select a thought or an idea generated in the first
writing that they want to explore in the next five minute
period of writing. At the end of the second five minutes, they
stop and read only the writing generated in the last five
minutes and select from it the idea or thought they want to
explore in the next five minutes of writing. Students con-
tinue in this fashion until they have written four or more
separate loops, thus the name for the exercise. The ad-
vantage of looping is that students duplicate what adults do
when they write. Adult writers write, read, and continue to
write, research shows. Young writers, however, tend to write
without reading the text for conformation, and by teaching
them to read as they write, we're teaching them to use a
technique practiced by adult writers. We help students prac-
tice looping until they are familiar with the possibilities it
offers in helping them generate information for writing.

Another heuristic middle schoolers use successfully is
called cubing, so called because we look at our subject in six
different ways, writing about each way or side of our cube for
about two or three minutes each.® First we describe our sub-
ject, writing down every detail we can think of to make the
subject seem real to someone who has no knowledge of
what this thing is. Next we compare our subject to some-
thing others may know about. For example, students may
select school for the subject of their cubing, and when they
compare school to something, prison or jail is a favorite
comparison. Then they explain ways the two compare.
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The third way we look at our subject is to associate it
with something. School, for example, may be associated
with friends, work, schedules, and books. The fourth way to
look at the subject is to analyze it. What are its parts? How is
it put together? Next we apply it. What good is this thing
we're writing about? Finally, in the sixth way of looking at
our subject, we argue for it or against it. This final way of
looking at our subject may take more than two or three min-
utes. By this time in their writing, students are generating
more and more ideas, which is, of course, exactly what the
exercise is meant to do.

For years we've used other heuristics in our classes,
though we may not have known the formal name for the
techniques is heuristics. We've brainstormed with our stu-
dents on subjects before we’ve asked them to write. We've
written a topic on the board and gathered from our students
all the ideas they could think of connected with the topic.
We accepted all ideas and suggestions, no matter how re-
mote from the topic, until barely any clear writing space re-
mained. Another heuristic we’ve used is the familiar who,
what, where, when, why, and how. We've taught our students
to ask questions beginning with the Ws or H and we've
taught them to seek answers prior to writing. And, of course,
we've known for years about the possibilities for generating
ideas for writing in keeping a journal.

Research indicates that students lack the ability to gen-
erate ideas for writing. To overcome this deficiency, we
teach them several heuristics to use as prewriting exercises
to get the creative juices flowing before they begin the first
draft of their writing. Not only do we teach them how to gen-
erate ideas with heuristics, but also we show them how to or-
ganize the ideas they've put down on paper. The prewriting
stage in the process of writing was the most neglected, but
with an understanding of the use of heuristics, we teach our
students to invent, to generate, and to discover ideas for
compositions that delight them as writers and us as readers
and teachers.

As we guide our students through the process of writ-
ing, we teach them to shape their writing into book reports,
letters, editorials, essays, stories, and reports. We teach
them to respond to each other as writers, and to use written
and oral response from others as aids in revising their com-
positions, When our students revise their writing, we teach
them to outline their own work in order to discover relation-
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ships and alternate means of organizing the ideas. When
they edit their work in preparation for the final draft, we help
them discover what they need to know about grammar and
punctuation to overcome errors in their own written work.
The chart in the appendix takes assignments through the
process, illustrating how we can integrate writing and gram-
mar in the classroom.

Students who write daily generate mountains of papers.
We know how to cope with papers with grammar exercises
on them, but we are more hesitant about how to assess those
written compositions. If we mark every error on every paper,
research says we're not really doing anything meaningful for
our students, and we're tying ourselves to hours of drudgery.
One method that works is to give students credit for what
they do daily and to grade one assignment each week. The
grading may be done in a conference with the student dur-
ing class, or it may be done by assessing the composition for
only one or two things which students have been working on
in class. For example, a composition may be graded only for
vivid verbs and complete sentences. Students will write,
even though they may not receive a grade, if they know they
receive credit for having done the work. This solution frees
the teacher to teach and students to write.

Middle school teachers who confront the grammar-or-
writing dilemma and seek to teach the process of writing as
the core of their English classes find their students acquire a
tremendous sense of confidence in themselves as writers.
Teaching students to compose and produce a final draft of
compositions requires an enormous amount of teacher
energy, yet the growth and progress our students make
more than justify the effort.
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