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ABSTRACT - R S R
T ] .During writing conferences, many teachers impose
their own ‘ideas and attitudes on’ the student's essay, and often are,
not sure how-.else to heip their students -arrive at changes that will
iaprove gheir writing. Understanding or assessment of a studeat's

prior knowledge about the topic can be very helpful.to a teacher in

.shaping the conference and paper under discussion.~Brainstorming is ;//

powerful prewriting activity that helps students dréy upon previous

. experience to discover what might be relevant about jtheir writing

topic. Students who know little about a topic.need a speciai kind of
conference that focuses directly on building the ideas or .concepts
being written about and provides suggestions for sources of further

"information or alternative topics. When students do know .something

about a topic-but have not thought it through, the first draft often
serves as a wvay:to develop ideas, In tais case, a productive

. conference might focus on what the student knows about the topic'and

how, aspects of that knowledge are related to each otheTF. A conference
focusing on the linguistic.or organizational aspects of a paper can
be helpful for students who, know a good deal about a topic and have
thought. it through. already. (HTH) / R
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. for the, student to get the "message." Many conferences d up with the -

‘ to comply with the teacher's suggestions. Helpful response t tudent
’ writing is sufficiently difficult that a number of researche s and

. wxiting educators are beginning to spend,more time attempfing to under-

g help their students arrive at changes which will 1mprove their writing.

Because conferencing is an issue with many facets, this paper will focus

WHAT STUDENTS KNOW AND WHAT THEY WRITE"

\ WAYS TO FOCUS - A WRITING CONFERENCE

Judith A. Langér

* University of California; Berkeley

N

- . - ‘ .
- Pt r o, % W "%

Sometimes writing conferences pose problems for teachers. SOmetimes

hd

it's hard to know what te say,’ and” sometimes it's extremel difficult f -

. -

o
teacher dOing the talking and the showing (and even the thinking) while
the student tries to understand what the teacher is’ talking about,

.. .

that relates to what has’ been written,~and what needs to be chang

-

stand the: process-to make it a more succEssful instructional activity. <
&&A e
In the June issue of the Network Newsletter, Nancy Sommeps examined ways

.

in which teachers unwittingly "appropriate" their students‘ essays and

impose their own ideas and attitudes on them. While-this can be inhibiting
kg - \,

and perplexing for ‘the student, often teachers aren‘t sure how else to’

.
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on only one kind of writing conference - that which takes place when the

student is engaged in some- form of infotmational writing. It'will examine

.




P
\ Lt
L e . 4 » .. o !

- . S s YL « o { .oe
- . . - - Te s

3 et “1ways in wgifh'gersonal knowledge about a topic affects the language, -

i 'organizatioonal structure, and coherence?used by particular writers. ¢

* ] . ou ‘ . H Al . oo -

o g ’ . O, } . .
e I Writing-across-the-curriculum as an approach to 1earning suggests that

i ’ EEN . . -

e~

- activities :m writa.nq cannot be :Lsolated frcm the snbject matter 1tse1f.

~

The experience of writing is a function of the purpose' personal ccmnit-

: \-\ 7 ment, and of a11 the information that a writer has stored in memory whioh . ;"
B e 1 ~ v .
Lo ~ \
is potentially available for use :Ln a writing experienoe. As teaghers
/ N ISR |
of writing we" knoW4that knowledge about .a topic :Ls critical o the .

<« v e -

“ M manner in which a pape:r: is w:ftten. When we' ve been asked to \write,
- . we ve often dreaded the "ordeal. ‘ We ve engaged ih a particular\ kind of

", *, . struggle when the top:Lc of our paper was one with which we weren't too - .
familiar/ or ‘one wh:Lch we hadn't had time to, really think through. \I d

» \

- 7 like to sﬂggest that the entire idea of memory (what :Ls known, the \

e ..
V » A} \ .

sophistication of that knowledge, how that knowledge is organ'-zed in -'\ o ‘ K
. 1uemo,ry., and how accessible it ,,is to the J.ndividual) direct“ly affects any ’ . .‘ -
o y ' composition «~ why it works or why it doesn't. BecauSe such knowledge so .\\ ! "

! directly he1ps‘shape the paper, our understanding or assessment of what | :\‘ e

o - \ LR

a student knows about a topic can be vcry- heipful to a teacher during a .

~
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- ¢onférence. will shape the conference an eventually shape the paper ) 7\
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o\, .« To get a better view cf owjxgm\ory operates, 1et’s look at such activities o
as brainstorming or free associatian. As teachers of writing we know (" .

. i ¢ 'Y

e that brainstomng is ay powerful pre t{lg activity because it helps - A
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< . responses to bra:mstorming or free\ association probes.

about their Writing tppic.

. ledge to use in the wnting task.

. People who know little

R . apart altogether.

:or abstractions without examples or enriching :.llustrations.
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' students drawf upon previous experience to disco\(er what migh't be relevant.

) -~ i

'.l'he strength of’ brainstormihg is ‘that it

’ -

. permits each writer ‘to search his or her own memory br personal ‘know-

Those of us who have participated in

‘or conducted a brainstorming activity know t‘/g,ometimes nothing comes

o

_to nu.nd -- and whgn something‘ fmally does it may seem tangentié‘l to the:

. oY * ‘
stated ‘topic. At other times many ideas come to mind. and these seem .
— " / E

to ‘lead us along a path of richly related ideas:

we, fihd °ourselves at paths :m-be(‘éx\ = .

A

Most often however )

P

;- . - L3

» PR ~,
‘\\ A

[ o

On the‘ ot;xer
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~~
"xand, when they know a good deal about™a topic their responses are gen- -
A
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N
. erally coherent, well organized, and at a high level of' aonceptuaIization.
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If we..examine student papers we can readily see that when students write

2

abo{a topic generally prov:.de ve,ry tangential .

e,

-

i £
to a topic about which they know a good deal, the language, organization ‘

" .’5;-_|

and coheren e of their work is likely to be good° conversely, when . ’

.

students know little about a topic t’heir language, oraanization, and

# ( - N

coherence is l‘ikely to seem tight, restricted, and contrived, oxr to fall

When students have little knowledge or are u?ws.lling

~

.o to risk stat:u*g the ideas they do have, they may voice gross generali‘ties

At other

{
times their writing is fragmented, they often write their associations, .

o ¢
dxamples, and descriptions in the form of lists with few explicit conr
. . . » A . . - , . . "
nections among their. ideas. B ’ s . - )
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~ productive to snggest: an altemci:ve topic ) e o / .

b A Nz :
\. ‘M,\\ 'w‘. & \‘j!f \A \,; BN

T 4 o e L ’ k.

° 4 ’ Qa‘{ - * 8
'l .0 R ° ‘ s ‘ Y , <
] Stmﬂenns wio know. mnxe eﬁpnt 'y t:opic feed & apechl kind th con!erence L
- - ;*/;:‘“ .
em, ene foemmg ﬂtzectl.r on ﬁnﬂding ideas or conc‘ept:s Eeing ~ S v

- \uttt:en .about, Sue!i aeudeq;e my need conference t:tpe wﬁich i:s primatily

hat

-’ Yooy Y

eoncerned with' the pteeent:at:i:on end developnent: \of. nar infomtivn. ‘
In t:Ite .course of tltis confexence it nay Become apparent: tﬁnt: a student
tnm 80 l:t:ct:le that siwply. nmplifying t:ﬁe topic will :t.nevi.t:ai:rlyg

prove futile:,. Iﬂ snc& cases the t:eacﬁez way need to pgpvide nggest:ions, ' - .

L3

. for sources of futt:ﬁ’et infomt:ion to be ccnsu!.t:ed Eefore eyen’ aq:empt:ing .

-~ . ®

ot rqrise the w:ttf'ing Scmrces night:‘ include direct - inst:ruct:.?n, anot:her

',"-st:ndent, a ﬁ}lm, or t:Re ltbram (In some ‘cases it may- even be more K

‘ ‘ |

i .
n .

.. . . [N *

. . R . . , .

. ~ .

‘”} , ‘. B i R 4 - Lo

g i .
- ;. . - Y Y

- . . )
Hhen studénts do know somet:hi apqut a topic but haven't t:ﬁc}mgﬁt it

& .

hrough tﬁntougﬁly, t:he ﬁvst dtaft: }:ft:en serves.as a way toLqevelop.-' . ' . -

H . .
iﬂeas. ‘l'ﬁ-y\ seem to know some- of t:ﬁe at:t:tibnt:es can c:lte examples - .
R ueociat:ed vith the td’pic, But: ate not suté if. or ﬁaw the pa{tts ﬁt ‘ o d

.cogetﬁer, r,In this case., a ptodtgct:ive contetence m:tght: focus on what

" the stuﬂent: knows .Bout: t:ﬁe gopic, end how aspects of t:hnt: knowledge I

ot i.u erelat:ed t’b gacﬁ other. 'me teachet s role in t:his type of

f v . . -~
N

N é° Y nférence te\,z‘ to, nelp the qt:udent: t:ﬁink t:hxough t:he majot t:op:lc,

\wv ’

' tﬂenti’fy some :tntetweui‘ng det:atls, and 1 gine ow all tﬁe‘.pieces

i ugse M Wﬁiie this t:ype of conference deals with t:opic-telated a ‘, B4
: lnawledge, “the et:udent: can also be helped to. begin retining t:hat:
B lmmedge with the. pecteis writing task inmind, Since the First y Ll
lrﬂuft tn t:E:te case t ptoduet:iye et:ep in becomiug lwate of’ e?ailab‘le . R

. -
_tnow!edge md &ehttoneh:tpe, tt is Mportam: “that self tetlect::ton about

)
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i the ins,ights gained from the conferencing exper.ience be’ used as the

. next step in- refirﬁ.ng the, paper. “When topic-related knowledge is the
P oQ\,
‘focus of the conference‘ 6ften the language, content, and structure

v

of 'the' papex 'will improve. together on later drafts. . .
N v e Ty ‘ :
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with students who know a good dea.'K about a topic and have thought it )

-
4 -

through already, a conference focuss:.ng on the linguistic or organizational
Y u B ,s. .\ - \

’ aspects of the paper can°be helpfu'l. Their knowledge will usually l.ead 4 )

them to make good use of exampleg and associat:Lons in their writ:Lng, i

s

- .prov:Ldmg the elaboration and embellishments necessary to make a paper

* work well. For them the conference can focus on teacher and studerit

«o b l

. 3udgnt&hts about how the detalls might ‘best be organized“" which words ‘or

& phrases might be changed for spec:Lf:Lc:Lty and- mpact, and what might be.

) , . v

changed to help it cohere more st:congly.

. N -
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* A consideration o§ how thoroughly the’ writer has thought through the ', :

P

material can help both the studetit and the te‘acher focus the conference :

. on one particular a.spect of the paper - either the topic or-the’ manner

of presentation.. It helpe students think about what they know, what

g ’ : - -

'3 ‘ r
i e—ielated. I@ also encourages them to give examples and descriptions of
L. B
what~ they mean ‘to say. Such considerations can change the.conference
P ! -

“s.  from teacher "telling to student ! showing"' similarly, the teacher's

-

* role changes from "teller® to "concerned other" who helpsg. the “stud gntm'

B Ot

reflect on, expand, and e\‘;aluate what is known andthow to write“about it.

1

B

. - ‘they think 1s import‘ nt -to write about, and how- they think tuings are.- o+

fe o
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This type ‘of conferencé can oe particularly freeing for both- teachers

i

_and students. Witﬂ'teachen,as "t“ller" students are often/uneasy. When

engaged in informatiqnal writing they often hold back information.. They . y
:

, hesitate to glve examples or share their associations when they aren' t -

,,absolutélzécertain whether or where things fit--when tbey’re still )
L AN

' thihking ings through.. Unfortunstely, these are the kihds of ideas

.,

that ne d to be’ explored ‘They have the potential to providegﬂlarity B

’ forA;hefwriter ‘and can help the paper become more'interesting,vmore alig;

~ ~
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\ D
e dist;nction between topic -and presentation is hardly new. However,” . -

/
many teachers consider presentation at the punctuation and sentence level

"
\\elone...and save these for the editing stage. Others try to do_it éll at "
' -4 N-:’.
once--to deal with topic and presentation as separate issues in the same | o .

\ ;L PR

rnference. What I have been suggesting is qualitatively different._ .The

l&vel of a student 8 topical knowledge directly affects the languag:, onfent;
¥ . f

* ~\

and .stru ture of he written compos tion._ Conferences can take at least
~three %erent paths d(epending on how much a student knows about a topic,\ e
how well it is organized and hoW'accessible that.knowledge is for the/ \
student to use. Whenia student inows very little‘about\the\topic— the . ?:
& teacher shoufz fodus on providing some new information, . 1f this fails. . |
‘to help'the student make "sense" of the topic,%additional data—gathe;ing

or a‘na: topic may'be necessary. If a student has some knowledge about t ul

a topic but the information is either incomplete or muddy," tke discussion : v |
.needs to focus on develOPQent and orsanization of" ideas. When the student o ?

v,

e [ 1

_is knowledgeable about a topic and has thought through major re ationships,‘

the conference can then-focus on the manner in which those ideas are presented...

on the ”surface featires of the paper. cL L e -
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vIé .ceiif}’li{'encea afe appt-%ith these dist:inct
Sl

teacher my/ﬁave a clearer underst:anding of yhere fo focus t:he«
. X "/ . - / }’ .
s secdeﬁt: 8, at:t: ion, anﬁ the student may exnerge wit:h a clearer idea

// of. what -t:o' 'do next. . -

—— -




