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Introduction

Every lesson plan, dassroom activity, and mstructional method re-
flects certain assumptions abcut what's worth knowing, how students
learn, and what the function of the teacher is. Giving a lecture on
the importance and structure of the topic sentence, for mstance, mm-
plies that this is information worth knowing, that students learn best
by absorbing facts and other material, and that the teacher’s role is
that of dispenser of informatiun An interest in collaborative learn-
ing has grown because of some assumptions that are changing in
one or more of these areas of English instruction. Teachers are find
ing that an instructional approach emphasizing “peer tutoring and
similar modes such as peer critidism and classroom group work”
(Bruffee 1984, p. 637) is often an effective way to learn the material
at hand and to gain valuable insights. In a comprehensive and artic-
ulate essay about cooperative learring, Bruffee characterized the
method as “a form of indirect teaching in which the teacher sets the
problem and organizes studer’s to work it out collaboratively™” (p.
637).

Collaborative learning hes as its main feature a structure that
allows for student alk students are supposed to talk with each other
as they work together on various dassroom projects and activites,
and 1t is in this talking that much of the learning occurs James Biit-
ton, for instance, has said that “the relationship of talk to writing s
central to the writing process™

Talk 1s more expressive—the speaker 1s not obhged to keep lim-
self i the background as he may be m wriung, talk relies on an
immediate link with listeners, usually a group or a whole dlass.
the rapid exchanges of comersation allow many things to go on
at once—ex~loration, clanficauon, shared mterpretation, nsight
into differences of optmon, illustravon and anecdote, explana-
ton by gesture, expression of doubt, and f something 15 not
clear you can go on unulitis (Brnitton et al 1975, p 29)

Collaborative learning activities, then, aliow students to learn by
“talking it out,” assimilating theit ideas and informaton through in-
teraction with others It also changes the role or Jundion of the

o
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teacher from “information giver” to “guide on the side,” one who 1
available to respond to the students’ emerging insights.

But itis not enough simply to decide that collaborative learning is
indeed an appropriate and effective method of instruction, one
must also train students to develop specific collaboratne learning
skills to ensure that they can work productively and harmoniousls in
pairs and in small groups. Consequently, we have devoted the first
section of this book to articles that might help with this problem.
These articles identify valuable guidelines to follow in developing
students’ group skills.

The second section provides descriptions of cooperative learning
activities dealing with the study of literature. In the third section, the
authors show how a cooperatve approach may be used to help stu-
dents compose, revise, and edit their writing. Finally, we offer sever-
al unusual cooperative learning activities that defy simple cdtegorizd-
tion. The authors describe creative collaborative projects that
develop students’ language and communication skills 1 a variety of
ways.

The idea of allowing students to work cooperatively on a lesson or
classroom project is a most worthwhile approach to Enghsh mstruc-
tion. Establishing the conditions for the successful use of this in-
structional strategy—and providing examples of such activities—is
the focus of this volume.

The members of the Classtoom Practices committee hope that
this volume will prove to be of value to you and your work in the
classroom. 1 thank those membets for the considerable tite and ef-
fort they spent reading and reviewing manuscripts—Pat Phelan.
Carlota Cirdenas de Dwyer. Beverly Busching. Jane Hornburger,
and Jay Lalley

Jetf Golub. Chair
Committee on Classroom Practices m eaching English
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I None of Us Is as Smart
as All of Us

Dana Herreman
Newark High School
Newark, Ohio

Menton the group procss to e and I get posiuvely rabid with ex-
citement. Remark that you'ie tired of using groups in class because
it's an overused technique and I'm hkely to become violent. If you're
my supervisor and you tell me you'll ¢ vme back later when I'm
teaching, I'll tell you that I'm teaching some of the most valuable
lessons my students will ever learn—in groups.

It's not only because I was both a speech and communications
mujor and an Englisl, major in college that I'm ar enthusiastic
cheerleader for the group process; 1t's also because 1 have seen
groups work in my classroom over . nd over again. Each time |
watch my students struggle through the pirocess, each time I talk
about groups to my colleagues, each time I partuapate in a problem-
solving, discussion, or training group, I renew my commitment to
both utilizing and teaching the gioup process. As teachers, we
should do more than use groups only as an occasional break from
standard operating procedure; we have a responsibility to teach the
group process. It is moze than a mere teaching technijuc for a slow
day: the group process 1s the life process.

We all have the opportunity to become involved i numerous
groups in our iifetimes. We begin m an mformal neighborhood
group of kids deading who's “it.” and we progress through scouting
and fraternities or soroiities into professional organizations and
boards of directors. There is also, of course, involvement in the most
immediate and perhaps cssential small group—the family. Becuse
our government is not a dictatorship, every deasion made n our so-
crety that 1s not a personai decision is made by 4 givup. Questions
are discussed, debated, and decdided upon by groups of people, not
by a tyraut. We believe in and endorse thus syster day after day.
Your salary was determimed by « group process called negotiation.
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The textbook you use .0 teach hterature was chosen by a selection
committee. The number of hours your students spend i school
each day was decided on by a group ot legislators. So, in teaching
our students how to work effectively in a group setting, we are
teaching them fair more than that day’s material; we are teaching
them abouu democracy and about life, and 1lso about how to Ine
more successfully.

The group process must be taught. however. Just because individ-
uals cau be configured into a ciicle does not mean that they will au-
tomatically become good communicators. In the past ten years we
nave discovered that just because we have ears, we (o1 our students)
do not necessarily know how to listen well. Listenmg is a teachable
skill, and so 1s communicating in a group. Students won't learn good
group skills without speafic, structured instruction and traimng.

The Group Process ana the Writing Process

Although I use groups and teach group communication in a vanety
of settings, I have mote recently focused on the group process as an
integral part of the writing process. After going through my own
writing project experience, I have sought ways to integrate group
comuaunication into all five steps of the writing process, and into the
process as a whole. The prewritirg phase, for example, offers many
excellent possibilities. One fiequent application is using a group of
four to se.en students to generate ideas in a brainstorming session.
Ancther application of prewri*'ng is in discusston—of a story or
poem, a television program, something that happened at school, o1 a
student issue or problem. Prewriting groups are also useful as stu-
dents complete uther prewriting activities, such as catalogmg, web-
bing, and listing. Sharing thcir work with others and listening to new
1deas expand the students’ idea base ard give them more possibilities
to begin drafting.

I imagine that writing teachers rarely think of group acuvities as
vseful in the drafung phase of the wiiting process, but it s possible.
One way I've used drafting successfully in a group settmg 1s through
the discussion test. I've most often used this kind of test over a novel
that the students have read outside of class. Again, I organize
groups of four to seven (the opumum number for a small group).
The students discuss an essay-t; pe question together and then ‘Iratt
4 1esponsc. vervone m the group s tesponstble for participating in

1.
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both the discussion and the formulation of the answer, and consen-
sus (total agreement) must be reached before the group o= put any-
wiing in writing. Other opportunities for group draftny, ndude a
letter to 2 guest speaker or an admnistrator and answering the
study questions from the book after reading a piece of literature.
The key to success in this stage is to require all students to make
contribuzions to the group’s firal product.

R+, w00, »ffers rich opportunities for successful group com-
mur.at . Since it is at this tine that students are encouraged to
“tinker’ a little or a lot with their writing, exchanging d1 xfts or read-
ing them out loud to a group can spark good discussions of alter-
natives for the writers. Revision _-oups are often most effecuve as
problem-solving groups. The group is given a specific amount of
time to complete a specific task or solve a spedific probiem. It is ill-
advised to put student writers in a group with the nebulous task of
revising their papers. A much more achievable goal is to ask group
members to focas on a particular aspect of their papers; for in-
stance, beginnings and endings, or adequate pavagraph structure.
Croup members then read and evaluate each paper in terms of that
one aspect. The members should be r quived 1o find both good e¢le-
ments and elements that still need revision n all of the papers they
are cousidering.

Zditing student compositions is ... too often what we teachers end
up aoing rather than training vur students to do it themselves. Once
again, using groups can be very effective. There are at least two
ways to set up groud editing. As with revision groups, assigning a
specific task in a specific time period works very well. Instructions
such as “You have fifteen minutes to read the papers in your group
and find the spelling errors they may conwain™ tell students exactly
what you expect of them. These instructions also motivate the stu-
derts to get started—not to spend part of the dass period discussing
last Friday’s game. Another opinion is to create work groups, groups
that come together to work together. These groups have one spe.ihic
editing task each time they meet. In a single dassroom there <ould
be one group focusing on editing for punctuation errors, another
correcting grammar and usage, and another editing for ca, naliza-
tion. On editing day, compositions are circulated from group to
group and then retvined to the author with each group’s sug-
gestions.

The publishing phase of the writing p1ocess 1s sometimes a diffi-
cult one for teachers simply because the options for publishing aie

EUNR
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often rather limited. I define publishing as anything that happens to
¢ studend's writing aft.r the student has conipleted all previous
steps. Under this definition, simply reading the finished written
products to each oth *r in a group setting is a form of publishing. If
students are maw..  vare of the steps in the writing process, using
Zroup brainstorming or problem-solving sessions to discover new or
previously unconsidered methods of publishing their v ork will be a
logical conclusion to a writing assigniaent. It might also pruvide the
teacher with new ideas for publish® *~ udent work. ‘How car. we
create new audiences for our writn ' or “In what ways can we
make our writing more visible to more people?” are questions that
actively involve students in their cwn publishing. Another publishing
option used frequently in classrooms is to have student groups con-
struct their own literary magazines or anthologies that feature stu-
dent work.

The group process, whether in problem-solving, discussion, train-
ing, or work groups, can be extremely effective in teaching the indi-
vidual steps of the writing process. It can also be uulized creatively
for one major assignment tha' encompasses every step of the writing
process. The past few years I have used a writing assignment 1n my
American literature classes called “The People Magazine Project,”
which is done completely in the group setting. In this . -oject stu-
dents are organized into groups of four to seven, with the optimum
number being five, their goal is to create a magazine that spans the
period 1840-1890 and is modeled after People. The assignment has
certain guidelines, including the number of literary and historical
persons to be included, illustrations, and so on. The groups are re-
sponsible for prewriting and planning the entire magazine, drafting
the articles and advertisements, making any necessary revisions,
doing the final editing, and ultitnately publishing the magazine. My
function is to act as advisor and occasionally motivator or arbiter to
make sure that the work is being accomplished and that no one
group member is being overburdened. The students work in groups
for five class periods and outside of class as much as they deem nec-
essary. One person is designated as chairperson to guide the group,
settle disputes, and communicate with me. Although there is often
much protesting that the group will never finish, never get the re-
quired number of artides, never find good illustrations, never get
the magazine put together, and that the assignment is altogether un-
reasonable, the finished products have been excellent—thereby
proving the power and creativity mherent in groups.

L4
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Group Process Skills

The group comnsazication process truly is a wonderful and effective
complement to the wiiting process, but as - 1enticned ealier . just be-
cause students ~an be putin a cire duesn’'t mean they can function
as accomplished group communicators. Group skills, which i many
ways are simply good communication skills, must ke taught, and
they must be modeled. Students should be taught the different types
and functions of groups: discussion, problem solving, work, and
training. Then, when they cluster together as a problem-solving or
work group, their purpose 1s much clearer to them.

Students also need to learn to be effective in the various roles that
emerge in group communication. Whether or not a leader 1s as-
signed, one will tend to appear in every group setting. Every student
should know the responsibilities a leader has, not only because he o:
she might be the leader tomorrow but also to function as a good
group member, assisting the leader with the smooth operation of the
group. Isolates or ciowns can inpede progress toward a goal, but if
students are taught that these roles are likely to cume out in a group,
and if they have some strategies to deal with other students taking
on these roles, they will be much less frustrated and wil' be more
likely to succeed. A good activity for teaching roles is to assign each
student a role in a particular group which the stud<nnt does not re-
vedl. After the group interaction, ask students to analyze the effec-
tiveness of the communication, identify which roles were played, and
discuss how those roles helped or hindered the group. if the stu-
dents are able to devise strategies to deal with talkative or non-task-
oriented group members, they v.iil be inore able to dedsl with these
types every time they are in a group.

Students also need to practice good group behaviers, such as hs-
tening, responding, agreeing, disagreeing, clarifying, and making
procedura! statements. I teach these skills to students in two ways. I
sit down with the group and model good listening or good darifying
staternents and then encourage them to practice those skills. Or 1 1n-
terrupt. My voice, tortunately. is louder than fivc or six groups com-
bined, if I want it to be, so 1 just raise it to the necessary level and
tell students to stop for a moment and allow the person to the 1ight
of the leader or the one across from the leader to summarize what
has becen said so far and to make a statement of what the group
should do next. A different interruption might requi.e students o
stop discussing and induidually write down what they think they just
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heard said in the group. When comparing perceptions, group mem-
bers will be atle to d-termine whether they were actively listening
and participating or just daydreaming. I find a combination of mod-
eling good behavior and interrupting group procedures to be the
best way to help students to learn and to begin to incorporate those
new skills into the group process.

Evaluation

Evaluating work done in groups can be tricky. It is difficult to penal-
ize all group members becawsc one person didn't do his or her share
cf the work aad consequently the final product is less than expected
or required. In using x.oup communication with the writing pro-
cess, I grade simpiy on a pass/fail basis (which is how I grade all writ-
ing) and give credit for good participation. If the writing has been a
major assignment, I might give credit for the writing and also give a
group-participation grade to each student. An important aspect of
evaluation is having the students evaluate their own work after the
group interaction s ove  When a group has worked together on a
project that takes one class period or more, I have students evaluate
tue quality of their own participation and that of others in the
group. In exchange for confidentiality, students can be very honest
about their work and their classmates’ work. If the project is to re-
ceive a letter grade, I ask students to estimate what grade they them-
selves should recene, as well as what grade the group should re-
cenve. Their estimations are either very close to my own evaluation
or the students are narder on themselves than I would be. The stu-
dent evaluations are very helpful to me if any single person’s grade
needs to be adjusted upward from the group’s grade or (infre-
quently) downward. Do some kids take adv .atage of the harder
workers and essentially ride their coattails to a better grade than
they might deserve? Probably. But we, as teachers, need to be philo-
sophical about this and realize chat such people exist in groups in
the adult world, too, and that the experience of learning the group
process is still valuable enough to keep teaching it. Those over-
achievers who worked so hard on the group prOJecL will continue to
be hard workers in their professional organizations ur on their
boards in the futare. By learning the 1ealities of group dynamics as
youngsters, they will be better equipped to handle such hangers-on
and will face fewer frustrations as adults.

lo
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If you have ever sat through a local board of education meeting
or a meeting of the executive board of almost any organization, you
are probably painfully aware of the fact that good group commu-
nication skills are often lacking in “the real world ” Simply getting
older doesn't endow any of us with effective communication skills.
Teaching group communication to our students now will truly help
them function in a democratic socicty in the future. The gioup pro-
cess, whether applied to writing, to the teaching of literature, o1 as
an important skill in itself, expands our personal knowledge and our
own limited experiences. That fact alone should transform the skep-
tic to the kind of cheerleader I am for the group proczss. After all, it
really is true that none of us is as smart as all of us.
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2 Collaborative Learning and
Other Disasters

Richard Whitworth
Ball State Umiversity

I was brought up in a traditional school setuing, m which the roles of
the teacher and students were dearly defined. The teacher bawled
into our ears for fifty minutes, perhaps on the fox-hunting outfits in
Stlas Marner, and we took notes Or the teacher demanded a 185-
word essay—no fewer words—on “roadside beauty,” and we stu-
dents obhged.

Later, when I began to teach, I did exactly the same thing. It was
“teach as 1 was taught™: the lessons were ground out, the desks wete
evenly spaced, a feet-on-the-floor atmosphere was maintained at all
times.

During those zarly years of teaching, I was disturbed by the
glazed eyes of my seventh graders, the bored and disdainful curve
of their mouths, and their fidgeting, overactive feet. I knew some-
thing was wrong, but I dedided the fanlt must be with these inner-
city kids, not with me or my lessons.

About this time, I came upon the gospel of James Moffett
(1968b) 1 was appalled. The man advocated a student-centered lan-
guage arts curriculum, one mn which students generated the 1deas to
be used in the dassroom, one in which students taught each other
through cross-teaching techniques, one in which the emphasis was
ou student cooperation and collaboration.

The man .as obviously a kook. Wouldn't my kids hoot and teke
advantage of the ensuing . haos? Wouldn't thev tear each other up
much worse than in their daily battles on th . playground and in the
halls? Terms like cooperation and colluborution weren't part of their
vocabulary. And as for then teaching each other, wouldn't 1t be a
case of the blind leading the bluid? Thes didn’t know 4 comma from
a semiquaver.

I dismissed Moftett’s idcas as preposter,..- that s, unul things at
school became 1ather desperate. § finally deaded to try the “Moffett

13
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way" because I didn’t have anyvthing to lose. and at least 1 thought
I'd have the grim satsfacuon of proving the man wrong.

Starting Out

The seventh graders were attemptng 1 get through Alexander
Key's science-fiction novel The Forgotten Dovr. Instead of doing my
usual teacher monologue (euphemistically calied “a class discus-
sion”), I borrowed some activities involving group learning and col-
laboration from Moffett’s handbook on language activities (1968a)
and added others from various language arts experts.

I gave each small group a d iled task assignment related to The
Forgotten Dosr: choosing a scen  .om the novel and revamping it as
a Readers Theatre offering; creating movie advertisements of “com-
ing attraction” trailers, involving highlights—as if the novel had been
fiimed; scripting the trial scene near the end of the novel, creaung a
tabletop model of the utopian world from which the hero comes, re-
porting o mind reading (the unusual talent of the main character),
or improvising “what if " situations that weuld change the story's
outcome, the theme, and the nature of ihe characters.

When the youngsters learned the new order of the day—collab-
orative learning, working in groups of five or six on different proj-
ects—they were very suspicious. However, the change of 1outine did
make them more alert and wary, as if perhaps some nasty trick were
about to be played upon them. But at least the glazed looks were
gone.

Getting into It

The first few days were rough on all of us.

Some youngsters were upset by the bedlam and noise, others rev-
eled in it, just messing about. Some refused to work with their class-
mates, others gave up because they wanted hard-and-fast answers
rather than tentative explorations. There existed mistrust not only
between the racial factions within the room but between the boys
and girls Often ridicule, “jivin'," teasing, and tension would build
within a group and boil over in. confrontation.

I learned quickly that collaborative learning does not magicalyy
happen. You have to set up conditions carefully, and you have to
allow time for both youngsters and teacher to make mistakes. Both
have 1o adjust to a new series of demands put upon them, particu-
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larly the learning of cognitive and <ocial skiils that mtc,iwine m a
highly complex fashion.

Although I was tempted 1o abanden collaboratiy e learning al-
together, I didn’t want to lose face in front of the voungsters and ad-
mit that I didn’t know what I was doing $So I stuck 1t out. And I'm
glad that 1 did, for as I floundered my way through. 1 tucked n the
back of my mind some basic principles that evertually helped me
make collaborative learning . ork effectively.

My worst assumption: the teacher’s jou, . w0 set up detailed tasks
for the students and then stand back while the _:adents complete the
assigned tasks on their own, with all students, 01 course, being pro-
ductively engaged during each day's fifty-minute period.

I didn't realize that in collaborative learning situations the teacher
is constantly on the move: monttoring the group’s progress, otfering
advice if the yor: gsters seem confused or stuck. suggesung alter-
natives if student plans go awry, demonstrating how to behave as a
contributing member of the group, and taking care of behavioral
problems. In cther words, the teacher assumes a very active role
collaborative learning and, oftenumes, an exhausting one.

I also mistakenly assumed that the students would respond favor-
ably o their assigned tasks; after all, the tasks had been recom-
mended in glowing terms by Moffett and other high-powered names
in language arts. The activities should have struck an enthustastic
chord m each student’s breast.

Instead, members of the class were incensed, and they grumbled
about having to do all of those “dumb assignments ~ They de-
nanded to know what their immediate povotf would be * by doing
that junk.”

After consulung with some experienced elementary teachers
about group work. I hastilv revamped my strategies.

Starting Over

During the first session. which lasted no more than fifteen or twenn
minutes rather than the enure fifty-minute dass session. we ex-
plored the purpose of cach group project H it didn't nake sense o
the youngsters. the project was modified to suit the group's ideas. It
became therr project. not mine. thus becoming a 1eal collaborauon
among students and between the students and the teacher

Ialso let it be known that we would perform or demonstrate the
projects—if they were good enough—before an cighth-grade dass or

-~
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perhaps even at a school assembly or maybe a PTA meeting. Now
the youngsters had a real audience tov consider, not just a hodge-
podge o1 tasks to take up dass time and to please the teacher.

During the second short session, I introduced the concept of
brainstorming and set up basic rules for the youngsters to follow. (1)
generate as many ideas off the top of your head as possible—the wil-
der the better, (2) avoid evaluatng or jusufying any of the ideas
offered, and refrain from telling others that their ideas are “real stu-
pid”; and (3) record every idea presented. even 1if some are re-
petitious.

Once each group hau chosen a recorder, the group brainstormed
possible ways of approaching their project.

During the next several short sessions—never more than ten to
twenty minutes at a ime—each group

1. Chose its leader.

2. Fashioned an agenda »f what was to be accomplished from the
records kept during the brainstorming session.

3. Determined completion dates for the various components of
the project.

1. Delegated responsibilities for each member of the group.

5. Determined how the projeci and each group member were to
be evaluated.

These sessons didn't always go smoothly. The soungsters made
mustakes as thev learned to accept each other’s ideas and to woik to-
gether cooperatively and productively.

I made mistakes, too. I often tned to push the students too hard
before they really had learned how to cooperate. assume responsibil-
iy, and work as a team.

My major roles were to keep cach group on task, make sure that
their ideas worked for them, and ensure that the final payoff wowd
be a successful project and a good learning experience The hardest
part was being available when really needed bhut not doing tasks that
the students could do for themselves.

Somehow o1 other, we completed the projects and exhibited per -
formed them before the highly (ritical eighth-grade dass. with a few
parents and the schou] principal also in attendance. My dlass seemeu
very pleascd with the results, espeaially that of “shiming” before ther
superiors. tae cighth graders. They immediately wanted 1o know

when they could do collaborativ projects again It was “neat-o
stuff.”

oo
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To use the old cliché. nothmyg breeds success like success Both
the youngsters and I were in o state of euphoria. 50 we confidenty
launched mito a writing workshop. again burrowmg ideas from
James Moffett. Why tamper with success?

The Workshop Experience

In the workshop approach to writing. the student scribbles down
whatever comes to mind for ten or fifteen mmutes each day for a
week or so. The scribbles might consist of a jumble of memories,
current gripes, or hopes for the future. The student pays no atten-
tion te organization, development, o1 mechanics while spilling onto
paper whatever comes to mind. These raw data are filed each day n
the student's writing folder, which becomes. n essence, « “language
bank” for possible future themes or projects. One distinct advantage
of this approach is that "natural topics™ (Moffett’s term) emerge
from the students’ interest, experience, and perspectne (as opposed
to teacher-generated topics being imposed on them).

When enough data are collected in the writing folders. the stu-
dents gather in informal groups of four or five. Each group combs
the individual member’s folder for interesting ideas that have poten-
tial for further development. Through a series of short group meet-
ings. each student selects one idea from his or her folder and devel-
ops that germ idea into a theme. The group serves as an audience as
well as a counseling service. T'he writer receives immediate feedback
from the group on points that aren't clear o1 parts that need to be
reorganized or further developed.

Within each workshop group, 1t is advantageous to place several
youngsters who have editorial skills and who ..n help with mechan-
ical problems as questions arise. Throughout the workshop's opera-
tions, the emphasis is on student cooperation and “cross-teachmg™—
that is. students helping and teaching each other.

I hate to admit this. but I found that often the youngsters within a
group did 4 better job of explaiming how to solve a particular prob-
lem than I could have They seemed 10 understand each other's Im-
go better and provide mere empathy.

During these sessions, I nouced that the groups worked more
productively and with less friction than during our innial venture
with The Forgotten Door 1 could see that most of the students had
made at least some progress m learnmg how to pool 1deas and how
te cooperate and help rather than be destructive and compenitive.

~D
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They listened somewhat better. were a bit more courteous tow ard
each other, and generated some enthusiasm about then schoolw ork
On rare occasions, they were wlerant of and generous toward each
other.

We read some of the fimshed papers aloud, duplicated others,
and displayed some on the bulletin board. I wa, impressed with the
quality oi the papers, most of which were more v;.1d than papers
generated from topics I had assigned. The topics ranged from a
chocolate puddirg fight at camp to the shooung of rats to a haunt-
ing exposition on buw to survive when the gas heat i turred off be-
cause of nonpayment of utility bills.

It was at this point that I made my next mistake. I fell in love with
collaborative learning as a means of student learni g. Because the
class had had success in using it twice, I saw group collaboration as
the ultimate solution to ali of my teaching problems.

Groups and the Limits of Grouping

We did special needs grouping for those who needed help with partic-
ular skalls, such as dictionarsy skills, following directions, and finding
the main ideas in paragraphs. We did tutorial groupings, in which
youngsters with expertise served as advisors on mechanical skills
whiie others lent their expertise on fashion, sports, stamps and
coins, soap operas, and so on. We did nterest groupings, in which
some youngsters expiored their hobbies or encertainment prefer-
ences while others put on a one-act melodrama, Sony, Wrong
Number

Furthermore, we did mwatativnal groupings, with the youngsters
inviting members of other groups to join thew group for drill g mmes
in language skills and for mterdisciplinary saence/language arts
projects. We did soaal groupings, m which the students learned par-
liamentary procedure and came up with language arts games and
acunties for our Friday afternoon dub. And we did teswearch group-
ings for speaal reports and for conducung treasure hunts among
the school hbrary's reference materials

I was so caught up m mv love atfair with grouping and collabora-
tion that I didn’t catch faint signals that the kids were begmning to
tite of so much group work However, with louder rumbles of dis-
conient, 1t dawned on me that pethaps I was overdomng the collab-
orative learnimg bat.
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I remember George, a small buz feisty seventh grader He shook
his head 1n disgust and groused, “This 15 the groupingest dass I was
ever mn.”

Since that time, I've learned that although collaborative learning
is a very effective means of instruction, I must use 1t sparingly, alter-
nating it with w hole-class activities. the buddy syvstem, and mdnidual
activities.

I 'have come to know what the ancient Greeks mean. vy “the gold-
en mean” they wisely believed in a balanced life, ore not given over
to any excesses. The same may be said of educationat practices.

Although some educational gurus try to sell the way in their books
and lectures, experienced teachers know that a mix, a varety of prac-
tices, is a sounder policy. The aphorism “Different strokes for dif-
ferent folks” certainly holds true here.

Some activities lend themselves well to collaborative learning;
others call for an individual or whole-class approach. Moreover,
some people work hest in groups; others prefer to go it alone. Over
the years, these two basic principles have guided my planning of lan-
guage arts work, whether for fifth graders, junior/senior high
schoolers, college undergrads/grads, or doctoral students.

As a rule of thumb today, I usually begin with whole-class work—-
the reading of a short story, for instance. We'll break into groups,
sometimes having each group explore an assigned issue or value
wrthin the story; at other times, the groups ferret out for themse!: es
the 1ssues presented or tle theme of the story, using their own expe-
riences and insights as resources. Then we may do individual proj-
ects, such as writing assignments or journal reaction papers. And
later we may conclude by forming panels or roundtables and try to
reach a consensus on particular issues, or do some creative dramatics
and videotape key scenes, or create analysis grids whereby com-
parisons and contrasts are made between the current story and those
previously read.

For the tcacher who has never tried collaborative learning but
who might be tempted, I heartly recommend Classroom Collaboration,
by Phillida Salmon and Hilary Claire (1984). Observing four dass-
room teachers who used different collaborative learning techniques
and activities, Salmon and Clatre report on the pros and cons of col-
laborative learning 2nd give detailed examples of activities that wer!

-ll. T can only wish that 1 had had such a book when I started. Such
advice would have saved me many a headache and disaster.
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3 Interactive Learning in the
Composition Classroom

Caryl Klein Sills
Monmouth College
West Long Branch, New Jersey

The v.ord cooperation means to act jointly, to concur, in other words,
the individuals involved come to some kind of agreement. However,
it is probable that a certain amount of dissension will have preceded
consen,us. [t is within the tension of this initial opposition that
learning takes place: cooperative learning is thus a deliberate at-
tempt to take advantage of differing perspectives through the inter
action of individuals and their ideas in a reciprocal or alternating ac-
tion.

We might liken this view of interactive learning to 4 game of catch
in which a ball is tossed randomly from individual to individual until
the game, by mutual consent, is over. In interactive learning, an idea
is tossed from individual to individual. Analogies aside, however,
any discussion of group learning must first identify the advantage of
this mode of learning compared with all other modes of learning.
For example, in a 1983 study, Johnson and Johnson concluded that
“working collaboratively with classmates, compared with learning in-
dividualistically or competitively, increases the positiveness of stu-
dents’ mood states, thereby increasing thein motivation to achieve”
(cited in Johnson and Johnson 1986, p. 12).

In this view, collaborative learning is dependent on the positive in-
terdependence of group members, which contributes to the achieve-
ment of a common goal. Specifically, “students put into gioups are
only students grouped and are not collaborators, unless a task that
demands consensual learning unifies the group acuvity” (Wiener
1986, p. 55). Therefore, teachers must foster posiuve attitudes in
group members that will result in interacuve and productive group
learning.
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Fostering Positive Interaction in Peer Response Groups

Before students can hold positive attitudes toward peer workshops
in which group members’ compuositions are critiqued, teachers them-
selves must be convinced that peer-group evaluation of writing as-
signments will help students improve as writers; that is, that cooper-
ative gic. s learning will translate into better writing by th : majority
of the group’s members. The most eloquent arguments for peer
writing workshops come from Kenneth Biuffee and Peter Elbow.
According to Bruffee (1980),

The basic idea of coliaborative learning is that we gain certain
kinds of knowledge best through a process of commumcation
with our peers. What we lear.a best in this way is knowledge in-
volving judgment. We can sit by vurselves and learn inegular
French verbs, benzine rings, the parts of an internal combustion
engine, or the rhetorical devices which are useful m eloquent o1
effecuve prose. But when we want to know how to use t  dis-
crete knowledge—to speak Fiench, to combine organic om-
pounds, iv find cut why an engine won't start and then to fix 1,
or actually to write etfoquent prose—we have to learn quite dif-
ferently. . ..

The best way to learn to niake judgments is to practice mak-
ing them n collaboration with other peopl who are at about the
same sizge of development as we are (p {U3)

Elbow (1973) conceives of a teacherless writing experience in
groups of seven to twelve people in which “everyone reads everyone
else’s writing. Everyone tries to give each writer a sense of how his
words were experienced” {p. 77). Elbow further explains that it is
often necessiry for the winer to see his or her words and thoughts
‘refracted” through a readet’s consciousness in order to use lan-
guage that more dearl' ~ommunicates he intended meaning: “To
liaprove your writing y. don't need advice about what changes to
make, you don't need theories of what is good and bad writing. You
need movies of people’s minds while they read your words” (p. 77).

Thus, according to Elbow. the advantage to writers of having real
readers is to provide immediate feedback. Adapting Elbow’s teach-
erless writing groups 1n a tr ditional compuosition class means that al-
though the teacher remains in the background while the groups op-
erate, he or she. according to Wiener, 1s “neither inactive nor
nondirective.” In fact, to ensute productive collaboration the teacher
“must plan and organize the session so th. t students know that the
end is not simply to work in groups but to work in grcups in an ef-
fort 10 reach consensus for an important task” (1986, p. 61). In a
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composition dlass, this task is for students to respond to each other’s
writing and to revise and improve their own writing.

It is not enough, however, for the teacher alone to be enthusiastic
about writing workshops. Once teachers become convinced that peer
writing workshops are an effective tool for improving student writ-
ing, they must develop in their students the positive attitudes requi-
site to productive group learning. Although students shculd be left
pretty much on their own to read and respond to each other's writ-
ing, the following ways to structure peer groups will promote
positive interaction betv.een group members to ensure them a pio-
ductive learning experience.

Structures for Peer Writing Workshops

In one model for peer-group re-ponse, the same task is assigned to
each group: read and respond to each group member’s writing.
Then each group’s findings, as well as the process that led them to
their conclusions, are shared in a whole-class “wrap-up.” Alter-
natively, each group can be assigned one part of a task. For exam-
ple, different groups can critically evaluate the content, form, lan-
guage, and scntence structure of a sample student essay and then
report their findings for synthesis by the whole class (which then
functions as a larger cooperative learning group). This sharing of in-
formation and experience by individual g, uups with the class as a
whole is an important complement to small-group cooperative learn-
ing.

Written evaluation of . ch individual's group experierce should
be handed in for teacher corminent but not for grading. Whenever
possible, the instrument for this evaluation should Fe designed by
the class as a whole after the task has been defined by the teacher.
Specific points should be addressed, such az ‘What questions has the
writer raised but not answered?” and “What is the focus of the essay,
and is it consistent throughout™ Questions specific to a particular
writing assignment might include “How does the writer concede or
refute opposing arguments?” or “Does the writer provide sufficient
explanations to connect the sequenced steps or stages of the process
analysis?” General comments on the group experience and possible
follow-through should also be solicited. For example, students might
consider what revisions the; will make after the group discussion,
what their main contribution was to the critical discussion of others’
writing, or how the workshop was either helpful or disappointing.

()r‘
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Students will often require instruction in interpersonal and small-
group skills before they can successfully cooperate 1n peer response
groups. The collaborative skills students need to use include lead-
ership, communication, trust building, and conflict management
skills (Johnson and Johnson 1986). During the wrap-up discussion at
the end of each workshop session, the teacher can reinforce stu-
dents’ understanding of how to effectively use these skills by focus-
ing on successful strategies reported by another group. For example,
if a student feels his or her group is making only superficial com-
ments, such as “That's real good” or “I like your introduction,”
members of other groups can be asked to suggest how they success-
fully solicited more useful feedback. In addition, the teacher can
demonstrate how a writer can probe such surface responses with
specific questions, such as “What is the least interesting part of my
essay? What is lacking?” or “What expectations does my introduction
set up for the reader? How can I fulfill them?”

A final way to ensure productive learmng groups is to define re-
sponsibilities clearly. Both the writing assignment and the directions
for group cooperation should be written out. In addition, leadership
can be rotated at each workshop session, or group members can
share authority to arrive at consensual decisions about procedures.

The most important point about peer-response writing groups is
that in order to be motivated to achieve a productive group experi-
ence, students neec to understand exactly what thiey are being asked
tc do, how they should go about doing it, when the assignment is to
be completed, and what the individual benefits are likely to be. As
we would expect, after a student receives an improved grade on a
piece of writing that group members have responded to, he or she
will be eager to participate in future workshops. As a result, both the
teacher’s goal of improved writing and the student’s goal of im-
proved grades become one unified, achievable goal.

Coliaborative Writing

Students can also be grouped to collaboratively plan, draft, and re-
vise a writing assignment for a common grade. The following three
rueulels are appropriate to this group learning experience:

1. The responsibility for drafting specific parts of a writing as-
signment, planned by the group as a whole, is delegated to -
dividuals. The group then coll.borates to revise and edit the
parts into a single coherent whole.
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2. Each member of the group writes a first di ft of the whole as-
signment, which has been jointly planr~d by the group. All of
the drafts are responded to and commented on by the group.
A synthesis is arrived at consensually by the group members,
who ther revise and edit the final copy in concert.

3. A group of writers sits together and plans, drafts, and revises a
piece of writing, which thus becomes a single response to the
assignment.

In all three models, the group accepts joint responsibility for the
planning and rev ‘sing of the final product; only the drafting process
affords alternatives.

Certainly, some writing assignments are more conducive to group
collaboration than others. The foliowing are two assignments that
have worked particularly well—the first in freshman composition
and the second in a business writing course.

Students in the freshman composition course were formed into
groups to decide on a common grievance experienced within or out-
side the college. Individuals were responsible for gathering informa-
tion from interviews, observations, questionnaires, and print or film
sources. They pooled this information and drafted a report on the
problem and its solution following any one of the procedural models
presented above. Typical grievances included inadequate on-campus
parking, course registration complexities and delays, drinking-age
restrictions at campus functions, and harassment of teenaged drivers
| by local pelice.
| The business writing students collaborated on a sales letter/pro-
| 1nction for a hypothetical new 1estaurant. Groups in this class wrote

an assumption sheet that covered (1) the terget market and why it
was chosen, (2) the “vital statistics” of the proposed restaurant {type,
| location, decor, etc) and why it would appeal to the target market,
’ and (3) a description of any enclosures (brochures, coupons, con-
sumer testimonials, etc.) that would be included with the letter and
whv they would be effecti.e supplements. Both the assumption sheet
and the final copy of the sales letter were collaboiatively written,
| with each group choosing to follow one of the three procedural
; models described above.
| Both assignments received a single grade, which was shared by all
E the members of a group. After the assignments were completed,
i each student evaluated the group experience in wiiting, including
| an analysis of his or her own and others’ contributions. For the stu-
I dents, these written evaluations put the cooperative writing experi-
|
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ence into perspective as a useful tool for both academic and career
goals. For the teacher, the evaluations afforded a basis for evaluat-
ing individual performance within the group so that interaction
among group members could become even more productive m fu-
ture cooperative projects.

Understandably, some teachers are uncomfortable and, theicfore,
reluctant to give students a grade in common for a collaboratively
written assignment because the input by each individual will doubt-
less be uneven. However, there are two excellent reasons not to shy
away from assigning a shared grade for cooperative projects: (1) the
collaboratively written assignment is just one grade out of many that
will determine an individual's final grade for the course and, there-
fore, probably will not unduly influence the final grade, and (2) the
ability to function effectively as part of a team is a marketable skill in
both the academic world and the business world. For example, busi-
ness reports are frequently a collaboration between departments and
individuals; academic reseaich studies are just as often a joint
venture and the resultant articles necessarily coauthored. Therefore,
students need to experience group cooperation first in an instruc-
tional environment so that they can learn to effectively use small-
group skills and interpersonal skills. Human progress has been as
much a record of group effort as it ha, been a consequence of indi-
vidual genius. Everyone needs to learn to work productively in
groups; writers are no exception.

Criteria for Forming Interactive Learning Groups

For both peer response and collaborative writing groups, I have
found that the optimum number of students 1s four or five. How-
ever, pairing students to respond to each other’s writing early in the
semester is helpful as an introduction to the group experience.
3ome pairs can switch partners to keep the activity productive foi
those who progress more quickly through the assignment. Larger
groups can be formed once the students are comfortable working in
twos or threes.

Whether the groups are formed by the students’ choice, randomily
assigned (such as by counting off), or assigned by the teacher is a
matter of the instructor’s goals. Sclf-chosen groups might be more
motivating for sorne individuals who find it important to be with
friends or with thosz whom they perceive as potenually friendly. As-
signed groups can be either homogencous—grouped by major field
of study or interest in a particular topic—o1 heterogeneous, with

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




E

Interactive Learsung in the Composition Classroom 27

writers of varying skills or interests. Groups formed by random se-
lection prevent any prejudical influence by either the teacher or the
students.

However, to effectively develop mutual trust and genuine two-
way communication, the groups in a composition class should re-
main stable for at least half a semester (a whole semester is rrefera-
ble). Again, the teacher’s goals and assessment of the productivity of
the groups would be the deciding factors in how often the groups
should re-form. There is really no prescription that fits every situa-
tion. o

A Word about Computers

Increasingly, composition courses are being taught on the computer,
which affords a wonderful opportunity to introduce both collab-
or~ive writing and peer response groups. Because one’s writing is
readily viewable on-screen, computers foster social interaction as
compared with the private (and often lonely) experience of pen-and-
paper composing. Therefore, students can comfortatly interact first
on an informal, one-to-one basis before Leing assigned to a spedific
group. We have only to take advantage of this “openness” of com-
puter-assisted composing to encourage a positive attitude toward co-
operative learning.

My own experience using peer response groups and assigning col-
laborative writing has convinced me that cooperative learning
groups promise the most effective and enjoyable model for teaching
writing. We would do well to heed Peter Elbow’s observation.
“Theie is a profound principle of learning here: we can learn to do
alone what at first we could do only with others” (1981, p. 190).
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4 The Power of Collaboration

Carol Gilles
University of Missouri

Marc VanDover
Jefferson Junior High School
Columbia, Missouri

The television news and the newspaper had both reported the
United States’ attack on Libya. By noon the junior high students had
heard about it. Five seventh graders burst into their classroom trail-
er and the discussion began:

Jane: We need to discuss this!

Diana: Please, let us talk about it!

Other voices joined the chorus. The teacher, Marc VanDover,
sighed, “There go the lesson plans.” He drew a map of Libya and
the “Line of Death” on the board: a spirited discussion began. The
students decided to express their opinions in a letter to President
Reagan. They talked about how the letter should be organized, and
each student wrote a part of it. They consolidated the parts of the
letter and critiqued it. Then the students revised their shared letter,
questioning themselves about the clarity of their stated intentions.
They asked the teacher to type a final copy and to mail it.

Observers of this group might conclude that this is a class of aca-
demically talented and gifted students who are conside -ing current
events. These are the students who can discuss issues, make dzci-
sions, and use both their interests and the processes of reading and
writing. It couldn’t be a class for learning-disabled students—but it 1s.

From the research literature, we know that learning-disabled siu-
ucnts have difficulty reading, do -.ut do we'l in school, niay drop out
or get in trouble with the law, are not as popular as nou-disabled
classmates (Bryan 1974), “emit and receive more rejection state-
ments than non-disabled classmates™ (Bryan and Bryan 1978, p.
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33)—the list goes on and on. The literature states little about what
learning-disabled students can do.

In the classroom described above, collaboration provides the
fiamework that allows students to show what they can do. This
seventh-grade resource room 1s a place where students labeled
learning-disabled can improve their reading, writng, and math pro-
cesses while receiving support with thetr mainstream coursework.
Collaboration invites students to be decision niakers. As they discuss
and make plans, students practice not enly their linguistic and cog-
nitive skills but their social skills as well. Reading and writing are
used to solve real problens, and students soon see the necessity and
the power of literacy. In such authentic settings, students are more
willing to invest the ume and effori needed to become proficient
readers and writers.

Observations on the Collaboration Process

Yetta Goodman (1978) stated that teachers can learn ubout students
from students. This is done by carefully observing what they say and
do. Such direct informaton both infosms theory and improves prac-
tice. The following principles emerged from caceful observation of
the teacher and students described above as they engaged in the col-
laborative process.

1. Collaboration works best waen students cre groan a real problem to solve.

When a contrived carriculum is applied to students, there can be lit-
tle nonest discussion, problem solving, or collaboration, Students
must feel ownership in the collaborative process.

For example, the classroom for VanDover's students 1s housed
a trailer. One cold February day, the teacher stopped class by saying,

I know we need to work on revising our whale letters but 1
think we have a more immediate problem The problem is those
cars that park so close to the tratler. 1 notced lots of vou had
trouble getung i the door todayv. 1 nearly had to cimb over the
cars Mhat should we do?

Leaving the question open, Vanbover mvited a response. Jeff
suggested throwing eggs at the cars, Jane recommended dumping
coffce grounds on them Esveryone had a good laugh. and then Jane
suggested putting signs on che cars. The students discussed the mer-
its of “Don’t Park Here™ versus polite messages that would congratu-
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late those who hadn’t parked so dlose to their dassroom trailer. The
group decided to remind those who had parked too dose to the
trailer not to do so. After agreeing on the appropriate types of signs
and the tools needed for ledtering, thes set to work. The students
consulted one another on appropiiate spellings because, as Mary
quietly explained to the teacher, "We want the people to be able to
read them.” When the signs were fimished, they read each other's
signs, added finishing touches, and posted them.

Making signs was a way to sohe a problem that required vrtten
language that was meaningful to the students. The process of con-
structing the signs requnred urmng (composing, revising, and edit-
ing), readmg (both one’s own sign and others’ signs), and problem
soiving through talking and listening. These students proved to
themselves that in our sodety people can expiess their concerns
through writing.

2. A collaborative environment grous slowly.

A collaborative environment s nurtured by a teacher who considers
everyone 10 be a resource, who allows risks to be taken and mistakes
to be made, and who doesn't always have “the right answer.”

VanDover views his classroom as a place where students practice
solving problems. He often begins class by reading aloud an artide
dealing with a topic or a problem that would be engaging to his stu-
dents—year-long school, the endangered whales, X-rat'ngs on rock
music. He insvites discussion, and often he asks studen: ) do a free-
writing concerning how they feel about the 1ssue If some students
choose to do more with the topic, he allows that choice and acts as »
resource for their project.

Everyone in VanDover’s room is a resource peison. At the begin-
ning of the year when students asked a question, VanDover would
often wait before responding. During *hat wait ume. it became com-
mon to hear another student say, “I could help her with that.” Van-
Dover encourages students to consult one another whe 1 they have
questions, ard if they still need help to come to him. Without ab-
dicating authority, he makes it dear that everyone 1n the room has
certain abulities and talents that can be tapped.

VanDover demonstrates to students that he 15 a learner and that
they can be teachers. He shares books he loves and pieces of his own
writing. He invites students t¢ teach the class. In order to assume the
role of teacher, the students deade what o teach. prepare lesson
plans, check the plans with VanDover, and then instruct the dlass
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They often reflect their teacher's practices. For example, two stu-
dents-turned-teachers included sustained silent reading in their
plans; the class regularly read silently or listened as the teacher read
to them. However, unlike VanDover's regular practice, both stu-
dents moved around the classroom during the reading time instead
of reading. This disrupted the other students’ rcading, and the
lessons that followed were less than successful After the second stu-
dent-teache: finished, VanDover talked with the class about what
he’d learned from the lesson. He said, “Watching you made me
think of things that I'm not doing. I don't stop growing or learning
just because I'm the teacher. By watching you I see that if 1 assign
reading, I should do it. If I assign writing, I should do that, too.”
After that day, whenever students wrote in their journals or read si-
lently, VanDnver joined them.

3. Collaboration isn't a panacea.

Collzboration is not immune to problems. In fact, working through
these problems is a part of co'aboration that helps make the class-
room a community. For example, the first time one student taught,
she jumped from topic to topic, asked students to read, mnterrupted
their reading, and switched assignments. It was a disaster. Students
were restless during her lesson and obviously unhappy. Instead of
interrupting her lesson, however, VanDover chose to have the stu-
dents discuss the experience:

VanDover. 1 think we car really learn from each other if we do
this. And I'd like 1o go on and try 1t again, if anyone wants to be
the teacher. But what [ want to know as a group, what can we do
differently? How did - ‘e react to Jane's being the teacher?

Mary: Very silly.
VanDover: Why*

Diana Because she wasn't a good teacher. [Looking at Jane]
Sorry.

Jeff- She didn’t teach us anything. She could teach us more
VanDover Okay, what do vou want to do differentlv®

Jeff Well, maybe if we act more like students, she'll act more like
a teacher. No more goofing off.

Dwna Maybe she could teach us something like she learned in
Science or World Culwres

The discussion continued as students brainstormed ways of mak-
ing the “teacher of the day” expetience richer and more meaningful
to them.
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They had learned that as membe. s of a community, they could
not expect all the activities they initiated to work, but as they worked
through problems, they became more responsible for their own
parts in the learning process. Dewey (1938) wrote that schooling
must reflect real life. Real life has problems and obstadles. Letng
students work through problems encountered in the collaboration
process—instead of the teacher identifying the problem, making the
decision, and administering disciplinary action—helps students to
prepare for real life.

4 Students do not have to be directly mvolved m the collaboration to learn
from u.

Frank Smith (1983) believes that we learn vicariously. That is, when
we are engaged with some person’s demonstration, we learn from it.
Dorothy Watson insists we learn 80 percent of what we know by
eavesdrof »ing (personal communication, 14 June 1986). If students
are irterested and engaged, even those on the periphery of the
learning event can benefit from the event.

In VanDover’s class, Amy seemed to have severe problems. She
often worked on math assignments during class and rarely partia-
pated in class discussions. However, when she was interviewed, Amy
indicated that she had both understood and remembered many of
the discussions and activities initiated by class members. Amy’s un-
derstanding of current events and problem solving had grown be-
cause of her presence in the class, even though there were few de-
mands on her to participate overtly.

Jeff is another example. When asked if he learned anything from
clessmates, he responded, “Well, I was listening to Mary "elp Amy. I
was listening to them ‘cause I was waiting for Mr. VanDover, and i
learned a hittle bit about different sorts of angles.” He went on to ex-
plain obtuse, acute, and right angles—a unit his math teacher had
not yet covered. When students are interested, engaged in the dem-
onstration, and free from the fear of failing, they can and Jo leain
from one another.

Conclusion

VanDover's classroom is « community of language users. As in any
community, there are dedisions to be made, meanings to be negoti-
ated, and tasks to be completed. The process of collaboration nsites
students to become more facie language users and more confident
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in their interpersonal relations. As special education students learn
that they can be decision makers, they gain confidence and are less
dependent on the teacher.

This self-reliance was illustrated one day when VanDover was ab-
sent. The class had decided earlier to write to Huynh Quang, the au-
thor of The Land I Lost, a book VanDover had read to them. The
substitute teacher asked students to brainstorm what needed to be
included in the letter. She recorded their comments on the board,
often ac. :doning their linguistic preferences for her ow .. The dis-
cussion dragged, and finally Jane could stand it no more. She stood
up and announced, “Oh, I know what should go next!” She grabbed
some chalk and motioned to her classmates for support.

To her credit, the substitute teacher sat down. The tenor
changed. When the students realized this was their letter, ideas were
plentiful and Jane dutifully and accurately recorded them. The stu-
dents regarded the substitute as a resource person and solicited her
ideas on spellings, correct closings, and standard grammar. The let-
ter was finished just before the bell rang. Was the substitute teacher
an,,.y? After all, the students had taken her lesson and made it their
own. As they filed out, she sighed, “I've never been in a class where
the students wanted so much to learti. And there are no points, no
names on the board . . .” Her voice trailed off, and she shook her
head. “If all classes were like this, subbing would be a pleasure.”

When students use collaboration *» take control of their own
schooling, learning 1s a pleasure, too.
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5 Fine Cloth, Cut Carefully:
Cooperative Learning
in British Columbia

Tom Morton
Prince of Wales Secondary School
Vancouver, British Columbia

Teachers can structure student interaction in three prinapal ways.
First, like Rocky Balboa in the ring, students can compete in a class
room to see who is best; when the kell curve rings they are there to
win or Jose. Second, teachers can require students to work individu-
ally, lite long-distance runners. As with Lily Tomlin's wry paradox,
they're all in this . . . alone. Lastly, teachers can organize their class
into small groups to work interdependently and collaboratively to
master the assigned material. Like mountain climbers scaling a cur-
ricular mountain, they succeed or fail together.

In British Columbia, competitive and individualistic teaching
techniques dominate our pedagogy, yet recently school boards, col-
leges, and teachers have shown increasing interest in cooperative
strategies. For the last two years I have been involved with thirty
other teachers in a program with David Johnson and Roger Johnson
of the University of Minnesota. The material they have provided us
is fine, cut carefully to the lessons of implementation research, and it
is from this cloth that I have fashioned the approaches described
here.

Elements cf Effective Coliaboration

For the Johnsons, cooperative learning 1s much more than putting
students into groups. Effective collaboration must include four ele-
ments:

The first is positive interdependence. There must be a structure
to ensure that the group works together. For example, I often assign
a mutual goal such as a group report, at other times. | divide the as-
signment into different tasks or distribute different materials but
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36 Developing Collaborative Learning Skills

make each part necessary to complete the v.hole assignment. In ad-
dition, there .an be different but complementary behavioral roles
for each student, such as summarizer, €ncourager, or understanding
checker. Joint rewards, such as a whole or partial group grade, free
time, or privileges, also proniote interdependence.

The second key element seems obvious to me, but many students
still balk in the first few weeks when I ask them to sit “looking and
facing each other” or, as the Johnsons say, “eye-to-eye and k-to-k”
(knee to knee). (One useful approach to convince my senior students
of the importance of seating is to show them diagrams of the various
seating plans the United States and North Vietnam argued over for
six menths during the Vietham War. Eight thousand Americans and
many more Vietnamese died during those six months.)

The third key element is individual responsibility. The biggest
complaint I used to get from students about group work was about
the “hitchhiker,” who goes along for the nde but doesa't contribute.
I do not want to level the top students down but to bring the bottom
ones up, so now, although the group learns in a collaborative man-
ner, each student must be responsible for some task.

Fourthly, cooperative learning requires students to use appropri-
ate interpersonal skills. Teachers should not assume that students
know how to behave in groups We need to teach that “how.” start-
ing with basic skills such as moving quickly and quiztly to jom one's
group members, and progressing to more advanced skills such as
paiaphrasing. Then we need to monitor and support the use of
these skills.

The Elements in Practice

In the first few weeks, I divide the class randomly into groups of
three for cooperative lessons. Sonietimes [ ask them to number oft—
in English one day, French or Chinese another, at other times I ask
for nine or ten famous authors and we “author off.” The learning
wams vary in composition early on so that the students have time to
get to know a variety of dassmates and so that I can evaluate their
social skills for future grouping. In addition, the collaboratnve skilis
training is integrated with content lessons.

At the end of the month, I assign the students to heterogeneous
groups on the basis of their sodal anc academic skills levels. The se-
lecuon ideally 1nixes students of dif{.rent academic abilities, differ-
ent social skills, different cultares, and different fiendship groups.
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My own exverience and research support heterogeneity in trying to
build a supperiive climate and high academic standards. These
teams become base groups for the majority of group projects for
several months, though I will change them when necessarv (for ex-
ample, when I want to use student observers). The life of a group
passes through several stages before a period of high productivity;
therefore, in order for groups to reach the most rewarding level, the
members need time to become comfortable with one another and to
develop strategies f  working together.

Reaching that level, where students accomplish a great deal and
enjoy working together, requires much ercouragement, practice,
and coaching. The lesson structure—positive interdependence and
individual responsibility—and the ability to use collaborative skills
are key, but other approaches can help. I give pep talks, frequently
refer to the rationale with examples from the work world, celebrate
successes, and above all process group ex -rcises. Processing means
discussion after a lesson about how well the group did. Sometimes
this can be fairly informal, such as w.en I ask the teans to discuss
and w2 down their answers to two questions. “What did you do
well .« this lesson? and “What could you do better next time?” At
other times, I supply detailed evaluation sheets that ask for com-
ments on who actively listened, who offered enccuragement, and the
like as well as what could be improved. Observation si.eets are
important for providing feedback, which is often surprising to tne
students and which helps processing.

Group members sink or swim together. Evaluation may depend
on a group result (for example, a single repo.t on a topic or a sin3le
solution to a problem), or it may b+ individual Lut with bonus marks
if all team members achieve a certain mark on « test. This interde-
pendence is essential to ensure that the team woiks together, but it
usually means too that in at least one group the majority will be vex-
ed or disappointed at some poin. w.ch someone who lets the group
down. I respond quickly to this «.tuation in three main ways: expard
the processing to explore the reasons for failure and possible solu-
tions, give extra coaching to individual students to make sure they
succeed on the test or assignmc..., and negotiate different standards
for success on an exam or different ta. s for completion of an as-
signment.

Almost any content area can be tailored to a cooperative structure
(although Romeo and Juliet was the hardest to plan, and a visit from
the CBC National News to viceotape a lesson on poverty was the
scariest).

TN
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The trickster side of me leads my lessons to puzzles, games, and
pioblem solving, such as a mystery to solve or an essay to piece to-
gether from jumbled sentences. For a mystery lesson, as developed
by Gene Stanford (1977), each student is provided a card with one
or more clues to read aioud but not to show to someone else or give
away. There is one answer (requiring interdependence), and each
member must be able to explain how to arrive ai the answer (indi-
vidual responsibility). The mystery structure can be used for many
games—for example, a vocabulary exercise based on a study of ep-
onyms, in which each student has a ciue and the group has the task
of guessing the eponym, as below.

Clues: 1. This word has three syllables.
2. This wo. d refers to a close-fitting garment.
3 This noun s associated with dance.
4. This word comes from a nineteenth-~entury
French trapeze performer.

Answer:  leotard

Clues. 1. Romeo’s friend in Romeo and Juliet had a similar
name and appropriate temperament.
2. This word has the same origin as the name of one
of the planets.
3. This word comes from the Roman god of elo-
quence, skill, and thievery.
4. This word is an adjective that means lively, witty,
changeable, and quick-tempered.
Answer:  mercurial

The same structure works well for a grammar game with the goal
of constructing a single sentence and instructions like these.

I. Use the passive voice.

2. Use an appositive.

3. Use the present tense.

4. Use two verbs for your predicate.

For group assignments 1 prefer those that mvolve inventiveness
and creativity and thus profit the most from the group process. One
of my {avorites with jumors follows from a reading of excerpts from
Swift’s “Rules That Concern Servants in General” and Woouy
Allen’s “A Brief, Yet Helpful, Guide to Civil Disobedience.” Using

t"e list format, I ask groups to complete one of the following pai-
odies of rules:
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1. List the usually unstated rules for winning in hockey, basket-
ball, politics, and other violent sports.

o

. Give advice to admiring elementary school students on how to
survive secondary school.

- Create a foolproof plan on how to get an F or an A in this class.

e QO

. Write a child’s curriculum guide for educating parents, teach-
ers, brothers and sisters, goldfish, vacuum cleaner salespersons,
etc.

In the parody assignment, interdependence is increased by specif-
ic group roles: one student writes down ideas and the final product,
a second checks for correct English, and the third reads the parody
to the class. These roles can also be collaborative. Here is an exam-
ple of a role description I've used from a Jefferson County, Colora-
do, science textbook (1982):

Summarizer

You are to restate the group’s assignment as soon as the group
meets. Keep the group’s attention on the task. Check to make
sure all members get a chance to give their 1deas and participate.
Restate the ideas expressed. Summarize the group decistons,
Make sure every member has a jub to do. In case of absences, di-
vide absentee’s job among members present Check to make
sure everyone agrees with group's deasions. When the work 1s
done, get group members’ signatures on the group product, sig-
nifying that they have helped with and approve the work. 3e
prepared to explain your group's product o1 decision and to e-
scribe how your group worked together. Also, 1t 1s your respon-
sibility to use the group skills. (quoted 1n Johnson and Johnson
1984, p. 403)

For Romeo and Juliet 1 am obliged to walk throush the play with
my grade-11 dasses first for inital comprehension « hen we use the
Jigsaw method developed by Elliot Aronson (1978) to deepen ou:
understanding. Each learming team has an act for which they are to
be the experts, and each student has an element of the act to ana-
lyze; more capable students have to look for theme and mood, and
weaker ones describe the plot and character. Together the team
members write up their descriptions with colored felt-tip pens on
large posters and then teach the class. The poster format makes the
analysis a proud decoration and a good stu-y aid. Evaluation is
based on a single final product.

Probably my most exaiting, though most complex, cooperative
lessons have been centered on controversial topics and structured on
the Johnsons' (1982) model. I've developed lessons on topics such as

J
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the World War Two Canadian raid on Dieppe and U.S. mvestment
in Canada, but my most controversial Izsson involved conflicting im-
ages of Fritish Columbia from a government booklet and a teachers’
federation unit on poverty in the province. Both publications were
hot political items and often in the news, so when the CBC National
News tempted me with a siren cali of fame, I agreed to let them tape
my class.

The actual lesson struciaie is too long to explain fully here, but m
brief, I assigned stugents into grops of four and divided them
again into pairs, one for each side of the debate. Partway into the
debate, the students had to switch sides and argue their opponent’s
p:evious position. In the end, the four worked together to write a
single report on their opinion of our province.

Unfortunately, I have no sordid behind-the-camera stories to tell
hecause less spellbound voices convinced me that in the charged cl.-
mate the news story might be misinterpreted. I tied myself to the
mast and canceled the taping. We had a great class, but the contro-
versy stayed inside the classroom.

Conclusicn

Despite all the mish:gs—and implementing cooperative learning is
not easy—my own experience. along with educational research from
the University of Minnesota (Johnscu, Johnson, and johnson-
Holubec 1986) and Johas Hopkins Toniversity (Slavin 1986), sup-
ports the advantages of csoperation ccmpared to competition and
individual work. A meta-analysis of 22 earlier studies {(Johnson et
al. 1981) strongly indicaes higher pertformance, especially in higher-
level complex tasks such as concept attainmert and problem solviug.
In addition, cooperarive learamg § -omotes more positive attitudes
toward the subject areac stwuied, greater competency in working
with others, more resgect ror diversity, and greater perceptions of
the grading system as fair.

Yet interesting edur ational innovations are hke socks. they won'.
stand up unless a teacher 1.ears them. Too often, textbooks or strat-
egies are thrown to the icacher mismatched, the wrong size, and full
of holes. Someumes they only ctand up because they are smelly and
old. However, in the implementation program viganized here by the
Vancouver Association of Wholistic Educaion, the Vancouver
Scheol Board, and Douglas Commumty Coliege, the material i1s well
matched and well tail sred to teacher needs, with released ume for
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workshops, monthly meetings, support teams, and dassroom coach-
ing. New programs have also followed the success of the original
thirty teachers.

The ideal of students sharing. supporting, and challenging each
other in striving toward academic excellence is a powerful one. With
the high-quality f-Lric of cooperative learning and a careful impl=-
mentation design, in my classroom and those of other involved
teachers, the 1deal has increasingly become actualized in student
practice.
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6 A Writing Teacher’s Guide to
Processing Small-Group Work

E Kathleen Booher
Old Dominion University

Many teachers have discovered great value in using peer writing
groups in the classroom. However, some of us are concerned that
students may not gain as much through the group experience as we
would like. What teachers often feel they lack is processing (or de-
briefing) skills—strategies to promote their students' immediate ex-
amination of what they have just dene in groups.

Most students arc not yet capable of both extracung the purpose
of their activity from their experience and evaluating their accom-
plishments. These are sophisticated skills. As professional educators,
we can provide the structure within which our students can develop
their abilities of self-examination.

In short, this is what a processing session is all about. 1t should in-
vite students to contemplate wiat is Lappening to them as writers
and as members of peer wiiting groups

What Is Processing?

Processing is a teacher-led activity that immediately follows sinall-
group work. The teacher assumes the role of faahtator, which in-
volves questioning, suggesting, and directing the discussion. It helps
if students are seated in a somewhat circular or horseshoe arrange-
ment, individually or clustered in groups. The more eye contact
each student can make with others in the entire group, the more
likely they all will be to engage in dialogue rather than to eak only
to the teacher.

What Should I Do?

As facilitator, you will select two o1 thiee key questions to focus the
discussion. You might join your students by takimg a chair in the ai-
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cle. Or you could stand outside the dirde. moving about and making
eye contact with all. In a horseshoe arrangement, you might sit or
stand in the opening. In either arrangement, standing communi-
cates more teacher control over the activity, while sitting turns more
of the control over to the students.

Because a major purpose of small-group processing is to encour-
age students to accept responsibility for their own learning. you can
heip your studcnts mose by working toward less teacher control.
Your decisions zbout that, however, mav vary from one dass to an-
other, from one age group to another, and even from one moment
to the next during a single session. You may find, for instance, that
if you stand early in the session, restless students settle dowr more
quickly. Once discussion 1s under way, your taking a seat may go un-
noticed and will not affect student dialogue.

How Long Should a Processing Session Last?

The answer could be two minutes, or twenty, or more—depending
on your objectives and your students’ ages and attention spans. In
some activities you might want students to reassemble as a dlass for a
feeling of closure or togetherness before the school day or class pe-
riod ends. Working in small groups without even a brief return to
the large group can bring feelings of fragmentation or incom-
pleteness to the activity. For a short debriefing with voung children.
you might simply ask, “How many of you had a good idea today
while you wroter What good idea did you hear in your group that
you'd like the entire dass to hear " Then. after one or two students
have shared their ideas, that day’s session could end.

What Questions Should I Ask?

Your questions will depend on mant consideraaons. how experi-
enced your students are as writers and small-group workers, whet
tpe of writing they re dong, what the small group was ashed to ac-
complish, where you are m your mstructional plans. The two or
three que,tions you select will focus the ensuing discussions: there-
fore, you should develop questions that lead to the writing and shar-
ing goals you have in mind. In any case, processing, ike all educa-
tonal experiences, should be approached develupmentally. Design the
processing so that it encourages students to (1) explore taeh winting
and small-group behavior, (2) “own™ what they discover about then
behavior, and (3) act on these discovenies appropriately.
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The following are some questions you might ask, depending on
the developmental goals for your class(es)

To encourage students to gain control over therr wrting processes:

| Was it easy or difficult to get started? Why?

' Describe the moment you put pen to paper

‘ What happens to you physically while you write#

| Do you reread and rewrite? How does that happen for you?
Did the time for writing seem long? Short>
Where does your writing seem to be going?
What do you do about planning throughout the process?
Did any of you make an outline? When? What does 1t look like?
When can you tell you're finished with a piece?

To encourage students to assume responsibality for therr products.

How much did you get to write in the time you had?
Does your writing today add up to something?
Has your writing arrived somewhere? Where?

Have you made it clear why you wanted to wiite the piece you're
working on?

How can you find out if your piece said what you wanted it to?

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

| : , X
| What kinds of writing did you do today?
|

|

\

|

| What do you want to do with this writing?
|

To encourage students to consider therr environmental needs for wrniting.

What writing tools do you like to use?
How wouid you describe your writng habits?

What can you do to help vourself write in the tassroom®
At what time of dav or night do you like to write?
How much time does “setting up” take?

|
|
|
|
l
1
|
)
\
|
|
|
What sort of setting do you hike for writing? ‘
i
How did you feel when I asked you to write?
Does anyone feel anxious about getting started? 1

|
|

!

\

|

\

|

|

}

|

! To encowage students to acknouledge thewr attitudes about anifing
\

|

‘ Can you descnbe how writing makes you feel?

\

|

|

Yo N
Al
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46 Developing Collaborative Learmng Skills

What is it about wniiing that sometimes makes you anaious?

Which part of your piece brought vou the most pleasure (or pa.j as
you wrote?

How did you feel when you read - our piece?

Where do you think these feelings come from?

Why do many of us make apologies for our pieces before we read
them?

How did you feel about the responses your group gave you today?

How does feeling angry (or afraid, happy, etc.) affect your abiliy to
write?

To encourage students to develup good small-group working strategies.

What were some of the responses vou recenved 1 vour group today?

What are you doing when members of your gioup apologize before
they read?

How can you incude your groupmates who may not talk as .auch as
your

tiow do you make sure everyone gets to read®

How much of your group discussion was on track? Off track® Whose
responsioility is that?

What do you do when all the members of vour group think you
need to write something differently?

Evaluation of Processing

How do you evaluate the success or failure of vour processing ef-
forts* Through results If your students graduallv show more inter-
est in the process (their own and their peers), if they assume in-
acasig concern about the products they hand . if they show
couitesy for others while they wnte, if they talk openly about how
writing makes them feel. and, finally. .f they work more effectuvely
in their groups as the semester wears on. then there 1s a very good
chance that your processing time 1s working.

Remember, debriefing your students after small-group work, like
writng. 1s a process: You get better at it the more vou pracacc.
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7 Cooperative Learning
in the Literature Classroom

Rex Easley
University of Cincinnati

The English department at my unnersiy offers an “Introduction to
Short Stories™ course, which I suspect 1 much like introductory lit
courses in English departments ail over the country. Ty pically the
class contains about thirty-five students, none of whom is 1n the hu-
manities and all of whom are very grade-conscaous. The students
take the class because it fills « humanities slotin their overall gradua-
ton requirements. They come into ihe course expecting an easy
grade and a passive learning situation—one i which the instructor
telis them what to know. Their background in literature is weak
overall, and they usually bnng to the class 4 negative attitude toward
reading the “classics” of short ficuon. They have alieady learned
that literature, especially literature meant to be studied rather than
enjoyed, consists of mysterious and boring writing that Enghsh
teackers seem capable of reading 4 great deal invo,

A course such as this is usvally taught as a leccare/discussion.
though discussion is probably an exaggeration:. Stories are assigned
and students come to class and listen to the “correct” interpietation
of the story (some students attem pt to answer the instiuctor’s discus-
sion questions, while most remain doggedly silent). Then on tests the
students repeat this mformation, 1ecorded m class notes and memo-
rized the day before the test, to show the instructor what they've
learned. And ofter: what they'vc really leained 1 that the most suc-
cessful students are those who are the best at guessing what the in-
structor wants to hear.

This situation, then, was the kind I found muself faang when 1
decided, after having taught the short story dass in the traditional
way for several years, that my students and I Jeserved something
better. For one thing, I wanted them to gai a more meaningful ac-
cess to the stories they read—to interact with each story mstead of
Just studying 1t as an object. For another, I wanted their 1ole m the

44
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50 Collaborative Learning and Luterature Study

class to be parucipatory, not passive. I wanted them to think for
themselves instead of relying on me to tell them what to think. And
as much as anything else, I wanted my students to like the stories
hey read and to find the course itself more pleasure than drudgery.
But how was I to get a large group of passive grade-oriented non-
majors who weren’t even taking the course by choice to involve
themselves wholeheartedly in the kind of exchange of ideas and re-
sponses that I envisioned?

The solution to that problem proved to be deceptively simple. I
approached them through their biggest worry in the course—the
essay tests. I knew from past experience that giving essay exams in a
hiterature class can cause problems. Students complain of too little
time and too much pressure, while teachers are usually disappointed
bzcause the students rarely deliver what the teacher really hopes
for—ideas and insights that go beyond those given out by the teach-
er in class. Then it occurred to me that maybe I should have the lit-
erature students do what students in my composition classes were
doing prior to writing, that is, working together in small groups to
figure out what their topics required, deading on an approach and
something to say, helping each other, and learning from their con-
versations. As with a composition class, I would try to shift the em-
phasis from product to process.

At the start of the class time set aside for preparing for the first
test, I gave the students the actual test questions. For each story on
the exam, I devised a set of three questions that raised the kinds of
issues I consideied mmportant for a reader’s understanding of the
story. I told the students that these were indeed the real test ques-
tons aind that from each group of three I would choose one as the
question for that story.

Before dniding the students into groups, I explained what ac-
ceptable answers would consist of. I said that I was open to any ideas
that addressed the topic—even if those ideas didn't happen to agree
with mine—so long as their views were supportable. I showed then,
using several well-known examples, that critics disagreed with each
other all the time. Thus, a “good” answer on the test would be cne
that they could make plausible by explaimng what they were saying
and backing up the ideas with specific references to the stories.

I presented this “new” approach under the guise of practical ne-
cessity. since there wasn't enough time to do both the tlunking and
the writing for these topics in one hiour, I was giving them the
chance .0 do the thinking in advance. And I suggested that while
they were at it, herce was a good opportumty to see 1if they were on
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the right track by comparing ideas and possible answers with each
other—a comparison that might help them darify therr own under-
standing of each story. Then I put them into groups of four to six
and handed out the test questions.

The first response was mild skepticism. Students ashed if these
were really the test questions or just “study hints,” and one wanted
to know if this was “all” they had to know about each story. Once in
their groups, though, they showed a surprising willingness to try
talking with each other—perhaps in part because I moved quickly
from group to group to ensure that each made some kind of start,
even if it was only having a group .....uber read the first question
aloud. Then I let the groups talk for a while, avoiding any parucipa-
tion myself except to answer the ocasional request for clarification
of the topics.

After each group had had enough time to get some tentative
ideas out into the open, I began tc sit in on first one group, then an-
other, ., get some sense of the direction of their discussion. When
asked questions, I replied with another question—usually something
like “Who goc. along with that idea?” or “What weuld lead you to
say that?"” or simply “Why do you ask that question?” As they began
to realize that I would not be providing answers, the questions be-
came less frequent. Instead the group members found themselves
trying to explain to each other where their ideas came from, and I
would quietly move on to another group.

As I moved from group to group, I made an effort to encourage
the studeats to trade ideas, question each other, and expect reasons
for each other’s views. I also suggested that they make notes to
themselves and mark important passages on their own copies of the
stories since they would be allowed to bring the copies with them to
tue exam—an additional incentive for them to listen to cach other
and to foliow the discussion in their groups. Their responsibality. I
said, was not to memorize the story but to know what they wanted to
say about it.

The end of the class period found the groups in the middle of
their discussions. They had more to sav about the stories than they
or I had imagined, and they wanted to contisue—partly, I suspect,
because they thought I was doing tham a favor by letung them work
together and becausc it was turning out to be a r=latively painless
way of “learning” the stories. So we pushed back the test, and when
class met the next time the students went straight into their groups
and took up where they had left off.

Over the next few weeks, all sorts of unexpected good things
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began to happen. As students got caught up in their exchange of
ideas, enthusiasm for talking about the stories blossomed. It was not
unusual for me to arrive at class early and find groups already well
into their discussions in the hall. At the end of class 1 had difficulty
in getting them to wrap things up and leave. I found more stutents
wanting to talk with me before class, after class, and in my otfice,
and usually they wanted to share a new idea or insight they’d just
had. On test days they came in and wrote long well-developed
essays, and the quality of the writing reflected what I believe was an
increasing degree of confidence in what they had to say.

As the semester went along, more and more of our class time was
given over to small-group discussion. The students began asking for
the question list as soon as a new story was assigned, and I respond-
ed by giving them more questions per story. Then we talked over
the whole list before choosing, by mutual consent, the three most
important and interesting questions as the “official” test topics [
promoted a wider exchange of ideas by occasionally rotating half of
each group to a new group and asking the new arrivals to summa-
rize what their old group had to say about each question. And
through it all I reminded them that they were free to say whatever
they wanted as long as they could defend their views with explana-
tion and examples.

It is probably clear by now that this class far exceeded auy expec-
tations I had at the start. By the end of the course, the students were
routinely carrying on extended literary conversations that I think
would be the envy of any graduate seminar 1n short stories, at least
in terms of interest and participation. What they were looking for
when they came into class was the easiest route to a good grade that
they could find. What they got was an experience that seems to have
changed their whole noton of their role as students. They learned
to evaluate rather than take things on faith, and they learned that
“right answers” don't have to come fiom the teacher—that their own
responses are just as valuable as anyone else’s. The students saw an
underlying consistency in the way they all read and understood the
stories, even in the midst of their interpretine disagreements, and
this discovery gave them confidence in their integnty as readers. In
doing all these things, they also came to realize some of the complex-
ity and sausfaction of literary experiences for themselves.

Not losing sight of the original purpose of the collaborative learn-
ing groups was, 1 think, very impo .ant to the success of our efforts.
The test-preparation format and rationale created both the means
and ihe motivation for the students to pursue a common goal to-

o
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gether. Their own success and pleasure in doing so led directly to a
willingness to become even more mnvolved with the stories and with
their groups. So extensive and thorough were their discussions that
the studer.ts eventually learned far more about ach story and about
how lite:ature works than they ever could have learned in a lecture!
discussion class. And best of all, they loved doing it.
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8 Group Library Research
and Oral Reporting
in Freshman Composition

i"arbara Schoen
State University of New York, College at Purchase

“But I would rather do the report by myself than with the group,”
Jula complains, detaining me after class

Learning to work with people is as important as leaiming how to
do the report.” I tell her.

“But sup .ose I do alot of work ard someone else . . .

“Give it a try,” [ say, laying a hand on her arm. *I think you'll like
this project.”

She leaves, unconvinced.

Despite fears to the contiary, students do like thus project. They
enjoy the variety of tasks, and they "inderstand that they are exeras-
ing research, reading, <~eaking, and writung skills. They are less
aware that they are alsc carning boch to work with other people and
to manage an extenr --d independent assignment.

The project fits naturally into the second semester of “Introducto-
ry VWriting.” After a semester of critical reading and writing cen-
tered on a single text, we move on to papers based on multiple
sources—some of which require a library search. The prosect, which
comes in the fifth week of the scmester, consumes all or part of
rwelve class periods; the group part of the project occupies the first
siX.

The class, about twenty students, studics w0 plays: The Crucible,
0y Arthur Miller, an account of the Salem witch trials ¢f 1692, and
Inhert the Wind, by Jerome Lawrence and Robert E. Lee, a fiction-
alized version of the Scopes “Monkey ™ trial of 1925. T he project has
four part.:

I. Group preparation and hibiary research on both trials (2—4
class periods)
2 Group oral reports on the ' uy sescarch (2-3 class periods)

3. Reading and discussion of plays (4 dass periods)

ot
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4. A comparison and contrast paper on a major theme that is
common to both plays

Since the focus of the present volume is collaborative learning, 1
will discuss only the first two parts of the project in detail.

At the start, I explain that we will be reading two plays and looking
into their backgrounds. We develop methods and schedules I add
that, incdentally, it has worked well to do the library research and
the oral reports in two study groups, one for each play. There are
objections, both immediate and delayed.

I override the objections and ask for general information about
either play. Most classes can volunteer both the locale and the cen-
tral issues. I suggest that students look over the plays before the next
class, at which time we will form study groups according to individu-
al preferences.

“Sooo—,” I say at the beginning of the next class, “before we
choose our groups, let's talk about how to go about what we are
going to do.” I am deliberately vague. The class is temporarily non-
plussed. The discussion might continue this way:

Student* Well, we could go to the hibrary and look up about the
trials.

Teacher. Good. What about the trials?

Student: Who did something wrong.

Teacher. {writing the suggesuon on the board] Okay What else?
Student: What happened?

Teacher. Fine. {wntng] You mean like—the outcome? The

punishment? [I am trying to move them to speafics.] What else
happens at a trial?

Students Judges, juries, lawyers .
Teacher [writing fast] Are both tnals about the same thing~
Class. Witches, religion, evolution . .

Teacher We'd better make separate lists, one for cach tial.

They don’t thii. . of all aspects. I may have to digress on the
McCarthy-era hearings, creationism, or other examples. We find 2
dozen or so topics for each trial. Each of these topics will generate a
brief individual oral report.

After we have subdivided the peneral topic mnto spedific ones, it is
time to choose individual topics. " “vho'd like to do what?” I ask,
ready to write. Names att.ch to topics quickly. the groups are
formed.
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Aruitoxt provided by Eic:




O

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:

ERIC

[&1]
~]

Group Library Research and Oral Reporting

As an alternate procedure, groups can be chosen vofore develop-
ing specific topics; however, choosing after discussion heips ensure
that interest in the topic will override interest in the group lineup. !
form groups of equal size by carefully selecting which of the sug-
gested topics I write on the board.

“Now,” I tell them, “Let’s get together with your groups. You can
move your chairs around.”

They charter and, perhaps, suggest that the groups be named
“Monkeys” and “Witches.” I don't join either group, but move casu-
allv around the room. “Think abrut how to manage your presenta-
«aon, now,” I tell them.

Discussions begin:

“Whe goes first in the group?”

“It has to make sense from the topics.”

“We need to keep a list.” Julia, who didn't want to work in groups,
volunteers to be recnrder.

“Suppose somecne is sick.”

They work through their preparations with little help from me—
deciding on introductions, order of appearance, shifts of topics (and
dumping the difficult tasks on absent members).

After the group discussions, the class is eager to get on with the
research. Our next two classes are in the library. The first is con-
ducted by a reference librarian, who is prepared to discuss ap-
proaches to the specific tasks ac hand. Students are attentive during
this hbrary session—which could be dry and tedious—because of
their particular interest. “How do I find out who the jurors were for
the Scopes triai?” asks a student who has gotten started and run into
trouble. The libraiian emphasizes the differences in the strategies
that must be used in researching events that happened in the recent
past and ones that happened two centuries ago.

The following class period, we meet again in the library. this ime
to collect maerial. I drift while students sleuth. We have spoken in
the classroom about the group nature of thss task. “If you find mate-
ria that will be useful to another member of your group, you must
let him or her know.” I emphasice the total presentation, not com-
petition with the other group. It's important to help members of the
other group, too. “Tina, show Joel how 10 use the microfilm.” A co-
operative spirit will make both presentat. n1s morc interesting—and
enhance the reading of the plays.

I'try to make sure that cach student is well started by the end of
this period. ‘There is only the rest vf the week to fimsh the research.

[
.

LS

I;



58 Collaboratwve Learrung and Literati, e Study

On the dreaded report days, the actual reports proceed smoothly.
As student after student contributes, the effect is cumulative. Group
members break in spontaneously. “I found something else about
that.” “Oh, you explained something that I couldn’t find.” These
class periods end on a high.

When we can find time, we review the process: “What difficuities
did you have with your research?” “What worked well:" These dis-
coveries are shelved, to be reexamined before the final term paper
five weeks hence

Meanwhile, we have the plays to read and comparative papers to
write.

“Act 1 of Inherit the Wind for next class.” I say. trying to get the
groups to break up so that 4 waiting dlass can come into the room

Julia walks by me, her face flushed, her eves bright. Our eyes
meet. We smile. I decide not to say anything.

O
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9 Talking about Books:
Readers Need Readers

Adele Fiderer
Scarsdale Public Schools
Scarsdale. New York

Lucy Calkins (1986) tells us that the books she remembers aie these
she has talked about Alan Purves has said that 1t takes tho o read o
book. And Eileen. one of mn fifth-giade students, wiites, *Domg a
book report alone after reading 15 borig Getung to wite questions
and conferendang about a book is 4 heck of 4 lot more interesting
‘cause vou can do it with another person ™

‘The book conferernices that Eileen menuons take place in my fifth-
grade dassroom afier two or more students have read the same
book. My students. like those described by Nancie Atwell (1984).
choose their own books. read them in class. write about their re-
actions to the books, and then onfer with me and with their peers.

In my classroom it is the conference. the collaborative talk about
books, that provides to readers the main mode of response and
heips them become active, criical readers. Through talk readers dis-
cover what 1t 1s they really think about a book. Christerbury and
Kelly (1983) tell us that “talking—asking and answering questions—
often reveals our thoughts and feelings to us as well as to others” (p
1). They point out that many of us don’t really know what we think
about an issue until we hear ourselves talking about the ssue.

Xin-hua, another of mv stud “nds that collaborauve talk does
more than help her know what she thinks. The ideas offered by
other readers expand her own vision. She writes, “When you tulh
about a book with someone whe has tead it, vou and the person gine
your opinions about it. . When vou disagree., vou look at the book
in a whole new way ™

Preparing for the Collaboration

Questions and topics formulated m advance by students provide the
structure for the book conferences Although the rcaders mav leave
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the question structure at any ume during the conference. they are
guided into purposeful talk by the questions or topics they have se-
lected.

The following scenario illustrates what I do to help readers write
questions that will encourage other students 10 respond from da vari-
ety of perspectives. literal recall of the text. personal interpretations
and reactions to the text. and relevant persunal expetiences. Domin-
ique was the first one in the class to complete Do Bananas Chew
Gun?, by Jamie Gilson She wrote the following quesuons to ash fu-
ture readers of that book:

Does Sam learn to read?

Do Sam’s classmates stop calling him “Cutes™?
Did Sam decide to take the tests?

What did Sam, Alex, and Chuck find in the tree?
Did Wally find his retamer?

Does Sam hke Aliciaz

Why did people hate Alicia?

Since this was Doniinique’s first experience with question writing
early in the school year, she met with me for a “ichearsal” con-
ference to find out whether her questions would enco.» age su...cone
to “talk a lot.”” She discovered that all of the questions except the last
one elicited “yes,” “no.” or a single-word response.

Together we looked at a sample list of ralk-provoking questions ]
had prepared. They began with phrases such as “Why did ... "
“Why do you think ... .,” “What would vou ... ,” “What if
Some ended with “piggyback™ questions such as “Why or why not?”
and “What makes you think thar?”

Then Dominique thought of ways she couid revise her questions
to help someone make full and interesting responses. Later. dunng
the shanng timne that conduded our reading workshop, Dominique
heard other students tell about questions that promoted interesting
discussions in their book conferences ¥ 1-hua had asked the follow-
ing. “Would this book make 1t as a play: Hew could it be done and
what part would you want® and “On a scale of one to ten, what
would you rate this book and why*”

Here are Dominique’s revised quesuons.

I wonder if Sar ever learned how to read How could he
learn?
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I wonder why Sam had a reading problem. What do vou
think?

Why did people hate Alcia?

I wonder why they called the book Do Bananas Chew Gum?
What would you have called the book* Wny>

Do you think Alica gets braces? Would vou want braces”

Do you think Sain has other friends besides Ahca and
Wallv: Who?

I wonder if Sam ever gets fired from babv-snung? Do
vou’

Would you fire him*> Why or why not?

After carefully recopying the revised questions onto a 9" x 12"
prelined oak-tag card, Bominique printed the tutle and the daie net
to her name on a wall chart. This would let future 1eaders of Do Ba-
nanas Chew Gum? know that she had prepared questions fos .. con-
ference. Dominique then filed the card in a box and hoped she
wouldn’t have to wait long for another reader.

Dominique’s chances of finding another reader for Ler book were
good for two reasons. First, I had ordered muluple copies of good
paperback books for our classroom library. (Students can choose
books from home, communuty, school, or classroom hbraries.) Sec-
ond, in the book-sharing time that concludes cach reading work-
shop, Dominique trieu to attract another reader with ¢ one-minute
sales talk similar to the buok commercial Jim Trelease recommends
in The Read-Aloud Handbook (1982)

Maura thought that Domimique’s book about a sixth-grade boy
with both learnmig problems and gitl problems sounded interesting,
and she asked to read it next. Finally the stage was set for the collab-
orauomn.

The Book Conference

When Maura completed the book. <he and Donunijue sat together
at atable in thc corner of the room with the questions Dominique
had written Bec. e it’s important that the topics for the conference
be meaningful to both parucpants, Maura selected the four ques-
tions th.t most interested her from the seven Domimgque had wiat-
ten on the card Then. on the back of the card. Maura wrote three
topics or issues she wanted to discuss with Dommque.
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To avoid a test-like tone and to encourage a dialogue. 1 ask both
readers to respond to each question or topic that they've selected. As
the two readers taik. I note collaborative behaviors and the learning
that results. (If I cannot be present at 4 conference. I ask the stu-
dents to tape-record their conversaiions.)

Domnugue Why do vou think that Sam didn’t learn to read”

Maura 1 thought he was traveling around so much with his fa-
ther that he didn't really have a chance to leain how 1o read. But
he was a whiz i math, so he caught on easily to that. but he real-
v chdn't catch on casihy with reading

Dommugue | think . Me and Mrs Fiderer were talhing about
that, and some kids have dvslexia and spell backwards. He mmght
have spelled pot as t-o-p

In this poruen of their talk each student presents her own inter-
pretation of Sam’s problem. Maura has made a good guess, and Do-
minique adds information from an outside source (mv written re-
sponse to something Domimgque had wntten in her lecture log) that
extends Maura's awareness of the main character’s problein

Demmugue Why do some people hate Ahoar

Maura Because she was alwavs showing off her grades, feelng
that she was the best at evervihing

Donimgue Yeak

Ma ira . . . that she knew evervilnng and she used big words
Deomimugue Yeah, T thoughit so. 100 She thought <she was so
spart.

In he exterpt asbove. Domingue and Maurd agree m their wter-
pretc ton of a character “Yeah™ 15 the word students use mast 1o
shov, agreement and encouragement. Domimique inteirupts Maura
i rud-sentence with an encouraging “Yeah.” They alternate’y con-
tribute 1deas and together build a larger portrait of Ahdca than
either would have constructed alone.

Domimgue Do vou think Sam will hove other fniends besides
‘Wallv and Ahaa”

Maura Well, not vet. but | think he will get some when they find
out that he's mee or not. He's alone because they think that ho s
dumb. but he's not

Domrvugue You know, there’s Chuck and Ales

SMawra He'll probably get new friends

Now, stnulated by Dominique’s question, the readers we conje.-
turing Alan Purves (1968) cites such guessing about the futine Fe-
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yond the text as indicatne of a reader’s engagemeat and mvohve-
ment with a book. In this case Dominique and Maura each predict 4
different “ending.”

Dominque | wonder 1f Chuck gets fired fiom babssitung Wouid
vou fire hims

Maura. [Pausc] No.

Domigue: Why*

Maura Uh. [pause] because he harl treasure hunts and he did
things with them And it was fun. I guess

Domimque 1 thought I'd be a hutle sore at him because the kids
should have gone with him Like . vou know . thes
should've gone with hins instead of staving by themselves So I'd
be sore at him for a while

Dominique’s question “Would vou fire him?” elicits “I'd be sore at
him,” a response that Purves would see as another example of a
readci’s engagement or involvement with the text. The readers
here, like the mature readers studied by Purves, are reacting to “the
world of the work as 1f that world were not fictional™ (1968, p- 12).

This portion of the conference also illustrates sciae of the lan-
guage patterns that occur in kids' talk «hout books. The:r taik 1s nat-
ural—it has the sound and tempo of rea, specch. They pause, repedt
themselves, and pepper their speech with “uh,” “you know,” and
“like.”

They also use a kid-to-kid language—speaking i their own ver-
nacular to interpret characters aud actions. Here Dominique uses
one of her natural expressions, “sore at him.” to indicate annovance
or anger. In another book conference Christina called Fudge. the
young brother in Tales of a Fourth Grade Nothing, *a pam-in-thc-butt.”

John described a character i 7 Black Cauldron as “a slopps old
Jerk.”

The conference continued.

Manra T'd hke to w61k about the spelling bee
Domemque Yeah

Mawra And so 1 think that was funny when Aiaa couldn t do it
fre . spedl malocd i)

Domuague Yeah, I knowoat was funny [ Then tall runs togethes
and they Taugh ] It was Fridav the thirteenth. and T griess she
had bad luck

Maura 1t was Fridasy the thirteenth®
Doromque Y eah, temember®

Maura Oh, that's night That was funny What did Sam give her
o spell
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64 Collaborative Learning and Luterature Study

Dominzque. Molar {malocclusion] or something

Maura Ahca was giang people all hard words [Alida and Sam
were captains of the team for the spelling bee]. and he gave her
one she couldn't speil.

Domimigue Well, she forgot one letter, Fridav the thnteenth
must have given her bad luck.

Maura. Then she gave him “cute™ and he couldn’t spell at. He
couldn’t spell it because he had a reading problem and

Duminig » [Interrupting] And evervbody started calling him
“Cutes” because he couldn’t spelt that.

In the talk above. Dominique nudges Maura's meniory. attempt-
ing to supply her with facts that Maura forgot. My students do this
regularly for each other in book talks, just as my fiiends and I do
when we try to recall the details of a book we've shared. Laughter 15
frequent, too.

Not every question leads to involved discussion, I discovered. It's
easy to recognize the perfunctory responses. talk doesn’t bounce
back and forth, nor do the readers leave the questioning structure.
On the other hand, when the topic means something to one of the
readers (usually the one who introduces 1t), the talk sparks. Each
reader rushes to say something, and often one completes a sentence
the other has begun. This kird of talk has the sound of passion.

For an example of this talk. we leave Dominique and Maura for 4
moment to join Danny and Michael. who are discussing Taran Wa
derer. by Lloyd Alexander. Danny has asked Michael to describe
three important peopic that Taran met in The Land of the Free
Commots. ['his 1s a fairlsy literal recall question, and it doesn’t pro-
duce much o 1 discussion But when Danny asks how these people
changed Taran’s life, he fires up his own thinhing Michael, carned
along by Danny’s excitement. becomes a one-man cheering squad

Danny How did these people change Taran's hie®

Michael Thev helped him te learn things that would help him m
his hfe--how 1o provide for himself Fhe Potter—uh—the
Clavmaker told mm—gave hun a lesson that some things, vou
knos. o are gifts, ar b some things. vou just can’'t—uh. vou just
don’t have ot

Danny Like the Swordsmith —he taught him o lesson ike—re-
member—it ok him dav after dav 10 make a sword, and once
he made a beautful sword

sMichael [Intertupting] Yesh'
Danmy he swung it agamst the tee and it broke
Michael [Intennupung] Yeah'
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Danny . until & came out strong

Muchael In a way he's saying that .

Danny [Interrupting] . . the way you look does not have any-
thing to do with the way you are mside.

Muchael. That's one of the lessons the Svordsmith told him
Danny. The Weaver told him that ve1v saand vou weave is like
a person’s life .

Michael Yeah!

Danny .. and if you let the string dangle, that would be yow
life.

Micicel Yeah, the Claymaker taught him that a gift you can't
make; it's born with you

Meanwhile, their conference over. Maura and Domimique walk to-
gether to a large chart ttled “Readers Discuss Books.” In one of the
blank spaces next to Maura's name Dominique pencils in the book
title, her own initials, and the date. They replace the question card
in the file box, where it will await the next reader of their book.

LPominique and Maura have helped each other comprehend, ana-
lyz., and enjoy a book. Neither could have done it alone. It takes
two to read a book.
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10 Group Presentations of Poetry

Muriel Ridland
Universitv of California, Santa Barbara

Whatever our view of the theory of collaborative learnmng, those of
us who have uscd group methods to further our teaching of cont-
position or of understanding of a text know the value of small-group
editing and discussion for increasing student competence and for
developing more independent working habits. My most successful
and significant use of student groups has been achieved through
putting the students in clrarge of the dass—not merely working to-
gether but actually becoming teachers. In my freshman Eunghsh
classes, it is common for students (o present scenes from plays in the
freshman English program. less common 15 the presentation of
poems by one ot two students (Lacept vccasionally in more advanced
classes). Usirg the latter techmque. 1 have successfully given over
the class to my students thiough a series of group presentations of
poetry tha: fulfill several objectives in the freshman curriculum.

In the second course of the 1equired freshman composiion and
literature sequence, the subject matter fot the ten-week quarter 1s
equally divided between poetry and drama. 1 teach poetry first, and
I have found that Robert Frost's North of Boston adimirably serves as o
bridge to Shakespeorce’s poetic drama (a course requirement). Frost's
poems are fairly long, they are concened dramatically, mostly in di-
alogue with occasional narrative commnents, and they offer, in spite
ol their difficulty, some unmeduely accessible and comprehensible
hur.un situations that students can undcrstand and yet be extended
by. Frost's compassionate pereeptions of misunderstanding and con-
flict between men and women and between different soaal dasses
are as thougl -provoki | as am, contemporany o ertal on sexual
and soaetal roles. And the pussles created by the tautness of the di-
aiogee sumlate stadent discussion and group studv. The pocms
also provide a perfecr vehicle for group presentauon

e
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68 Collaborative Learming and Luterature Study
Group Presentation Structure

I set up the poctry discussion aud study as foliows. each group will
have one poem to work with. As far as possible, students are as-
signed to groups according to the number of voices in the poen
(Occasionally, in a monologue or lopsided dialogue, students share
one part.) I choose the group members rmyself to try to balance skills
the students have already demorscrated in reading aloud, respond-
ing in class discussion, and catching on to poems with more subtle
personality factors that might affect group action. Tor example, two
shy people may work well together if they are inteligent and capa
ble, and they may help =ach other more than a umid person paired
with a brash and dommating one. However, since the ¢lass has been
meeting for only tho weeks when 1 make the assignment, a good
deal must be left to chance, and as always, chance works both for
an- against the project in about equal proportions.

I ask the students to read ahead and to indicate their preferences
among the poerns. but often they forget o1 then chowces seem inap-
propriate, so I temper their preferences witlt my judgment of thewr
abiliies Some students are angry at my ¢herees, but anger has ity
uses. 1t is a strong responsc—infinitely more useful than indif-
ference—and it usually leads to cqually strong discoveries of mterest
and enjovment. I do not assign the parts. I leave this up to the
group. since the negotiating that takes place between students who
want to read an unsuitable part and those who have more sense of
the whole 1s part of the learning.

The students are provided with general instruction sheets that
outline the task, ncluding some quotations from Frost on poetry,
brief explanatory comments on the book and 1ts setung, and some
general suggestions about understanding the assigned poeny, pre-
paring o das. presentation, and developing questions to lead discus-
sion. I warn the students of some of the probleins with previous class
presentations, and [ cimphasize the need for group preparedness.
Even so, there seems always to be one group. espeaally at the begin-
ning, that fails to meet beforchand. The resulung confusion 1s ob-
vious to all, and sucdr groups learn ¢ humbling lesson about taking
an assignment & its nstrucions seriously.

The students also know that their longest paper of the quarter
and probably of the year (six to eight pages) will be an individual ac-
count of the process thoy went thiovgh m fulfiiling ths assignnrent.
Grving mstructuons from thie beginning about the wittiang assigniment
helps to ensure that students carny out the requoed preparation
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Further help consists of detailed sets of study questions on the m-
dividual poems, which draw attention o dlues the students n.aght
overlook and to paits that are difficult. These questions may range
from specifics suc 't as “What sort ,f persou s each speaker? " and
“What do the first fifteen lines of ‘One Hundrcd Collars' tell us
about Dr. Magoon?” tc more general questions such as “What seems
to mterest Frost most in this poem?” These questions are not
intended « be used in class though sometimes if the group is has-
ing difficulty entcring into disar ssion they may fall back on them.

I'also ofter to meet with each groLp in mv office for help with the
poem. Weaker gronups often need this assistance. However. the disad-

. vantage of such assistance is that 1t removes the elements of surprise
and independence —surprise for nie during the class pertormance.
and i..dependent {even if sometimes muddled) understandir_ of the
poem for the group

Finally, I direct the first class mieeting on Noith of Boston to pro-
vide a partial model for the group:’ presentations. We listen to a
tape of Frost reading “The Death of 1::c 1ired Man,™ and 1 lead the
ensuing discussion. having previously provided study quesuons.
Othierwise the task s up to the students

After each presentation I ask the class to complete evaluation
sheets. The quesdons on the sheet aim at produding discu-vive an-
swers that judge the quality of the reading performance, its abihity to
conve; tone and meaning, and the success of the discirssion. These
questions are answerced anonymously by the audience and then
given to the performers, who later return them to me (an ID
rumt er ailows me to check which audience members have com-
pleted the evaluations and how much effort they have  ade). In ad-
lition, each audence member is asked how much w Kk he or she
putmto preparing for the poem before the class presentaticnr. The
answers are remai kably candid ‘The necessity of Judging the jresen-
tation keeps mdifferent students alert, whereas the mterested u-
aents are eager to conmment on the reading and the discuissin.

The Teacher’s Role

What is the teachier’s yole mn this process? I reserve the nght to enter
the discussion if 1t is weak. lagging, o wildhy off course. 1 ty to play
deva’s advocate, askiag questions 1ather than taking over the discus-
sion. But I must play my part with care. i I sit on the side of 1..e
room, all hoads turn toward nie when 1 speak (oue inherits the au-
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70 Collaborative Learnung and Literature Study

thoritanian mantle of the teacher willy-nilly!). If 1 sit in the back, 1
divert less attention. Obviously, for the exercise to succeed, the less 1
speak, the better, yet some of the most lively meetings have resulted
from some group's bizarre readings that are argued fiercely by the
class only when I have roused the courage of a few doubters of the
misreadings. For example, one group illustrated the power of a
strongly expresse- opinion to sway a whole class into ignoring evi-
dence by enth .siastically interpreting the congenial-though-rough-
necked traveling salesman in Frost’s “One Hundred Collars” as a
thief. Thr :re only two dissenters, both too timid to push their
view withouc my backing. This session was extremely enlightening
for us all. I suggested that similar suppression by an authoritative
group must often occur on juries, as well as in many areas of policy
in politics and business.

In a more positive way, one of my most successful uses of this ex-
erase resulted from the active responses of a very intelligent, feisty
student who sat in the front row and attacked misreadings brilhantly
about :idway through each discussion. sStudents noted in their
papers that they prepared themselves for her and that she kept
them on their toes.

The Values of Group Presentation

Vv hat are the values promoted by these presentations® First, the class
always discusses more freeiy than when the teacher is ... _harge. Stu-
dents who will not speak, however gently I encourage them, become
bold and a1gumentative when their fellow students propose an inter-
pretation. All members of the performing group are forced to take
pari, and some develop sarpiising pugnacity m defending their
group and individual views.

Sccond, having to practice reading the poem aloud develops both
an awareness of worc s and rhythm and an awareness of meaning. as
the following patagraph from a student account shows

Each tme Samantha and I practiced the poem. we discovered
something new about 1t We learned how to emphasize ke
woids, or perhaps put more emotion mto certam hnes or sec-
aon . LThe pnvsiaal actions of the characters became more ap-
patenat, and 1 pcrsonall} felt that I was hecommg v character to
some extent.

Such mvolvenent leads to performances with dramatic and cmotion-
al power.
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The autonomy of the group in choosing the parts and the meth-
ods of presentation also forces the students thiough some delicate
negotiatnns. The following are two examples-

When Tom and I talked about “The Code,” I did not parucu-
larly agree with everyth g he said, but we really helped each
other in understanding the individual lines. Even when we dis-
agreed on the meaning of a passage, hearing someone e'se's
pomt of view helped me form my own opimion

Throughout this ex- zrience, whether I was pesforming or «
member of the audience. I think the key was that I was tesung
my ideas agai st those of my fellow students Someumes 1t is too
easy to accept the opinions of your professors because of their
experience and imposing demeanor, but with other students vou
feel vou are on equal ground By this interaction i was foiced to
scrutinize my own conclusions and rethink many of my first mm-
pressions.

In addition. a strong sense of shared purpose develops from
working (and arguing) together, which carries the g1oup through
the nervousness—indeed in some cases terror—of performing in
public. Some students have a crippling inability o speak m frone of
other people:

When I first learned that we were going to have 10 perform a
poem for the dass, 1 was ternificd. Readmg aloud was such 1 se-
vere problem that [ repeated second grade At UCSB 1 have
been faced with m 1y situations where it was more comfortable
to be silent than to answer .. We first deaded who was to read
which part. and I wanted the eastest one. . 1 explamed 10 my
partnezs that I did not read well. but to iy amazement found
they were not much better at 1 than I Somehow the uncomfort-
able knot in 11y stomach began o diseppear and I ended up tak-
g on the parts of twe different charact s It s sull diffa-
cult to believe that after this one assignment at the age of
twenty, I am now able 10 pick up any printed matenal and read
i aloud with a fair amount of ease. It has been a major b eah-
through for me 1o overcome a long-lasung mental block

The liveliness and varety m the class sessions keep the students
cager and intense. And along with having to state on the evaluaton
sheet how much wor. they put into preparing to hsten to a poem,
they are motnated by a desite not 1o let each other down—since a
listless, unprepared class makes a nightmare of the discussion for
the presenting group. (“The dlass at this point m the discusston had
attained total brain death.” a 1ucful student complamed of « Mon-
day class during midterms.)
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One other advantage comes {rom the addittonal requirement to
write a substantial paper on the group presentation and the poem it-
self. In the first half of this paper the students descnibe how they
prepared for the presentation, which allows for imventiveness in se-
lection of narratne detail, humor, and—among the morc killed—an
intermixing of analysis of both the process and the poeny's content.
This narrative can in‘lud. a progressive undeistanding of parts of
the poem, as the writer lescribes the discussion among the group
members about the characiers ard the plot.

By the time the studets move to the second half of the paper, a
discussion of the poem tself, they can transfer thei «onfidence m
writing about a personal experience to writing inore analytically.
Nos their ability to find aie most significant and interesting parts of
the poem competes with the need to give some sense of the whole.
They must select rigorously because by now they have enormous
amounts of material and a mere summary will not be sufficient. the
length of the poem and the openness of the topic create an organi-
zational challenge that prevents boredom with fanshar material.

These papers are invariably more interesting to read and more
competently written than short papcis written earlicr in the term,
where the task was elucidation of a poem concentrating on some ele-
ment such as metaphor, imagery, or tone From their experience in
a group of peers, and as class discussion leaders, the students know
their audience, the teacher has been only one member of a dass that
has alieady largely shared and approved their ideas. The students
now have confidence from having succeeded 1n a difficult task, and
the papers that follow are invariabyy more competent.

Advantages of the Collaboration Process

How much have he tudenis learned about reading a4 poem? Cer-
tamly they have come up with less comprehensive detail about the
poem itself than would emzrge s a dass discussion that 1 direct,
since my individual experience 1 reading poemns 1s probably much
greater than all of theus combined. However, what they have
learned from their discussions will stick. The knowledge 5 therr
own, and the vast majority of students speak proudly in therr papers
of “our” or “my"” poem. The weaker students, espeaally, describe
the level of understanding they have 1eached as much greater than
that from ordmary dass discusston. While the teacher may raise
mwore issues and seek a more claborate reading through dlass discus-
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sion, I suspect that tar less is absorbed o1 retamned than what the stu-
dents gain from their shared mquiry. As Kiaft {1983) notes, “Stu-
dents learn most permanently and with most pleasure i concert
with other students .. [and] in an atmosphere of hizh feelng. en-
thusiasm, jo, ev.n anger” (p. 152) There is a delight expressed by
so many stur its about understanding “their” poem, aud a sense of
accomplishment that is only partly equaled later m the term by suc-
cessful performances of scenes from Shakespeare (for that requies
acting skills of a different order. which niany students do not pos-
sess). “1 did it myself "is the underlying message of their pepers, and
that is clearly accurate, even though the indi rdual success results
from collaboration. In the end. I am sure they remember and un-
derstand far more than they do when I puniev ‘informution” dur-
ing discussion.

Another advan. ge of the collaborative learnimg assignnient
comes from the requirement to complete a series of steps, condud-
ing with a written report that has becn seen as an end from the very
beginning. The work is carried out to completion over several
weeks, is divided into dearly delineated stages, and contains within it
a condensed experience of all the objectives of the course. to learn
more about how to read poetry. to become conscious of the sound of
poetry by reading it aloud, to discover sume of the principles of dra-
matic structure, and to expenience the force of dr matic dialogue.
Further, my students learn rhat all inquiry depends on cooperation
with others—building upon their 1deas through 4 collaborative pro-
cess—and, very significantly, that the best way to conclude a ram of
thought 1s with a measured prece of writing.

The dangers thar v underlie the theory and practice of collab-
orative learning rest i emphasizing consensus, which, as Kenneth
Bruffee (1984) acknowledgces, may result in * conformity, anti-
intellectualism, mtimidaucn, and leveling-down of qualiy™ (p. 652).
Greup judginent may overwhelm the tuly bilhant mnovator, the
one who has the potential to enserge from the group and become
onc of the few whe aill influence and change not just the group's
thinking but potentially the thinking of the “mterpreuve commum-
ty" or even that of the larger socets. Do such imnds dommate the
group and thus nullify the concept of collaLoration, o1 are they m-
stead crushed by the process of “intellectual negotiation™ 1 believe
that the multifaceted nature of the group task I set allows for, and
cren er ourages, individual Brilliance as well as the generative cf-
fects of group negottation and cooperaton. The mdnidual perfor-
mances and papers vary greath in quality, with some readers show-
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ing exquisite awareness of cvert uuance of language and feclng—
making dear that their grasp of the material operates at a very dif-
ferent level from that of thenr peers Thus the whole expertence
generates the possility of truly imagmative effort rather than a su-
fling of imaginauon.

Any collaborative leainmg activity mahkes possible many of the ad-
vantages listed above. 1 believe that my dasses advance the process
one step further when the students take charge of the dassrooin.
Having to lead discussion furces them to tahe responsibiine for what
they think and say. 1t gives them invaluable experience in speakig
out in front ot a highly critcal (though basically symp tthetd) audi-
ence. The whole process etches into therr minds the value of collab-
oration and the subtle interchanges of negotiation—not only on a
personal level but as 4 means for establishing competence m the
stuay of Inerature and for becoming novice membetrs of an academ-
ic group or “discourse community.” The expertence al-o illustrates
to them th advantages of taking risks, standmg up for what thev be-
lieve, reassessing strong opinmons in the hgat of new evide ¢ (which
doesn’t always happen mr general discussion). and tahing responsibil-
ity for their own learning. .\bove all, as the director of the South
Coast Writing Project”, Sheridan Blau. has suggested to me, they
discover that their own behavior helps determine the quality of ther
dassroom instruction. Thev now understand that the teacher s de-
pendent on the siudents’ responses The collaborauve work of the
stuall group s thus an excellenc irodel for the mtellectual proceed-
ings in the class—and. potenuallv, m the unnersity as a whole
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11 Getung Out of the
Writing Vacuum

Maigaret B. Fleming
University of Anizona

In the “real world” outside the schools, writers often collaborate. An
examination of any library shelf, popular magazine, or scholarly bib-
liography will yield a substantial number of coauthored works. In
Journalism, major articles or series are researched and written by
teams of writers, as almost any issue of Tune or Newsweek will testify.
Television <hows are often the result of collaboration. In the busi-
ness community it is probably more usual for reports to be written
by groups than by mdniduals. a community college department
head reports that graduates of his institution often feel inadequately
prepared for the group writing they find themselves expected to do
on the job (Spiegelhalder 1983). In the academic world, according to
two recent studies, coauthorship is also prevalent. It is most often
pracuced in the hard sciences, sumewhat less m the soaal saences,
and least of all in English departments (Ede and Lunsford 1985,
Adams and Thornton 1986). Yet, as one high school teacher savs,

Thar "write on vour own™ busmess 1€ a major fallacy  The truth
1 that m the “real world” solo revision and editing arc as rare as
the five-paragraph theme The onhv place where solo compo--
ing. writing. and revision take place on a 1egular basis 15 m *he
v pical English classtoom In the “real world™ writers bramstorm
ileas together. refine their weas. write drafts. give therr copy o
supeniors and colleagues to read—get all sorts of feedbacl Fi-
aally, after los of 1evision. i secretary gets a very messy Copy 1o
tpe That's shen a “perfect paper™ appears (Meeks 1983, p 2

-

Perhaps the relative inexperience of Enghsh teachers with
coauthorship accounts for the persistence of the romantic noton of
individual composing as the ideal

Kenneth Bruffee (1981) one of the most cloquent advocates f
collaborative learming. argues petsuasvely that teachers should em-

~1
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ploy colluboratinve strategies 1., teaching reading and writing to miu-
ate students into the “con' ersaton of mankind.” And there is evi-
dence that these strategies are increasingly being implemented in
writing mstruction For at least the last ten years, the use of writng
groups m the classrooin has been promored (Graves 1983, Hawkins
1976; Healy 1980). Teachers have been urged to turn therr class-
rooms mto commuaities of writers. Response groups suggest to stu-
dent writers ways of improving their papers. Student editors work
with their peers on revision and proofreading. At the many sies of
the National Writing Projed, teachers also are sharing their writing
with others in small groups. These strategies seem to be working
very successfully. They foster the idea that writing deserves to be
taken seriously, and they help even very voung children participate
in the “conversation of mankind.”

In spite of the increasingly collaboratne pedagogy and the focus
ol writing as a process, however. the end product desired is still
overwhelmingly the individually authored picce of writing.
Gebhardt noted in 1980 - at most ca.sroom groups are used to re-
spond to drafts already written by md .iduals. and although he
urges broadening the base of collaboration m writing, I have seen
since then very htle evidence that collaboration regularly «mbraces
more thai. the proofreading and editing stages. The very names edit-
iy group and respon.e group suggest their limted function. Adams
and Thornton report that the reason most academic writers under-
take to collaborate is thai their projects are “too large to coraplete
alone™ (p. 23). Since many students regard any writing task as too
large to comiplete alone. perhaps even oo large to start alone, it
seems reascnable to allow them to take advantage of the kind of
help that professional writers are not ashamed 10 scek—collaizora-
non.

[t may be difbicult 1o move away from the noton of indmnidual
composing as the ideal. (Adams and Thornton report that even the
collaborator , they mterviewed sail believed in1) One reason is
probably that our pedagogy has emphasized the indnidu ! theme,
indinidual correcion by a teacher. and individual conferences. But
there 1s no reasor: apologize for collaboration. it 1s not necessary
to write i o vacuuin If teachers believe that then students can ben-
efnt from imitating the practices of saenusts. scholars, journalists,
and busmess people there are wavs in which they can deliberately
promote colfaborative writing at all stages of the process The fol-
lowing . re some speatfic suggestions. cach of which has #ts counter-
part in tne “real world ©
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The Invention Stage

I Two or more persons discuss an wdea and s possble development. one
person does the actual wnnirng. William Wordsworth’s works owe much
to his constant companionship and comversation with his sister., Doi-
othy (Manley 1974). John Stuart Mil’s wife, Harriet. collaborated
with him even mo- dosely, sharing discussion of the actual lan-
guage as well as the ideas m his works (Mill 1961) Many authors ac-
knowledge in the dedications ot their books similar contributions
from spouses, colleagues, o1 friends. On a more mundane level, this
sort of collaboration is frequently practiced by committees, where
one person is delegated to write up the consensus reached by the
group

Evenin classrooms in which individual writing 1s expeced, stu-
dents can profit from collaboration during the invention stage of the
writing process They can help each other avoid the wniting vacuum
by discussing ideas, approaches, and details Such discussions. in ad-
dition to aiding writing, also provide excellent practice in speaking
and listening skills.

2. Several writers pool notes they Fave collected and shere them. This
strategy is especially useful for projects ‘nvolving the gathering of
data. Students may amass more rraterial than they can use or mate-
rial only tangentially related to th:ir narrowed topic. Spiegethalder
describes the “lizely interchange 0. notecards and xerox copics (p.
106, that occurs in his class when students are deuding on their fina)
arrangement for the group paper. At the university level. colleagues
often share artidles they come upon that pertain to each other’s re-
search interest There 15 no reason that student colleagues shouldn't
do the same.

A vanation of this note-sharing technique that could easily be
adapted for a dass assignment was reported to me by two colleagues,
hoth of whom attended a school board mecting to hear a debate on
an issue of professional concern tc them. Both tock notes for the re-
port they were to write, but instcad of writing from their own notes,
they exchanged and each wrote from the other’s. They found it ' n-
comfortable to do so. yet cach felt that it helped him to see things
from a different perspecine and to mclude points thai he might
otherwise have missed One can hardly insist on the tri W beng
whal he or she has witnessed 1f it 15 contradicted by what someone
else has also witnessed. Like nstorians and journalists, my colleagues
had the task of trving to distill from thenr diffci ent accounts the
truth of w hat “realls happened.”
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3. Part.apants i a debate wnite papers based on materwal generated in
preparing for the debate. This 1dea came frown a conference presenta-
tion by Mayre Ferro (1984) of Saguaro High School n Scottsdale.
Arizora. Debating. which by its nature is argumentative, 1s excellens
preparation for the writing of persuasive papers 00 controseisial
topics. In debate it is crudal to have adequate support for every ar-
guwent and to be able to refute every pomt raised by the other side.
The materials for a persuasive paper are thus ready at hand

4. One person writes a paper based vn u speeck or stury heard from sume-
one else. We one our possession of many great works of literature to
such transcripuons. For example, Homer, Socrates. Epictewus, and
Jesus are known to us only through the representations of their say-
ings by scribes. Scribal collaboration was necessary in the days when
literacy was the province of only a few. But even today many celebri-
ties use ghost writers or publish their autobiographies “as told to”
someone else. Students might emulate this pracuce by transciibing
from memory a story or speech they have heard from a certain per-
son. Here is a way to get some fun out of Uncle Harry's perenmuial
story of the rabbit, or a certain teacher’s favorite sermon on good
atizenship, ©: the oft-repeated parental lecture that begins, “You
kids don’t know how good you have 1t. When I was young. .. ."” For
this assignment students should use the speaker’s persona and, when
necessary. invent details that are m character The atm s 4 piece that
sounds like Mother or Uncle Harry or Professor Borer.

The Drafting Stage

1. Several urtters div de the work ndo «ctions, und cach writes one part
This type of collaboration is frequently practiced by saentific re-
searchers and by textbook writers when the coauthors have different
ateas of expettise For example, 4 colleague of mme who is good at

numnber crunching” collabor. s with others on thenr research. per-

forming the necessary statistical calculations and writing the discus-
sion ot the results while the other petson writes the more straight-
forward poruons. A favorite cookbook of mine has three authors,
one of whom provides the reapes, one a discussion of nutriton, and
one a natatne of the friendship that inspired the collaboration
(Robertson. Fhinders, and Godfrey 1976).

This type of collaborauon. which T call the “chunk™ model, 15 easy
10 «dapt to dassroom usc in any subject For example, in wiinng
about a Inerary work. one student can bhe assigned o discuss charac-
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terization, one setting, one plot, and so ani. O1 each can revicw one
chapter of a history book or describe one experiment m science
Spiegelhalder’s group research paper is another example of the
chunk model. He deals more successfully than I have with the essen-
tial final stage, unifying the whole. I tried this assignment in a class
in which the emphasis was on content; it was not a writing class.
Thus 1 neglected to stress adequately the need to write an introduc-
tion and con-lusion; 10 revise for consistency in tone, format, and
point of view; and to provide transitions that would smooth the way
from one section to the next. Too many of the papers I recewved
were related only by their proximity to each other in the same
folder. (items 2 and 3 below, as well as item i in “The Revision
Stage,” deal with possible solutions to this problem.)

2. The coauthors are together during the drafting stage of composing and
share the task throughout. This type of “blended” collaboration is per-
haps the most common of all and probably the most challenging.
When coauthors are physically present in the same room, they must
discuss and agree on every sentence before it is commutted to paper.
They must be explicit about every stage i the wriung process: with-
out prewriting, drafung cannot begim, without revision, no one will
be satisfied to publish. If coauthors respect each other’s judgment
and are not threatened by having their suggestions 1ejected or
altered, this metod works extremely well. I have practiced it myself
with a number of different persons on everything from satire to
scholarship to committee reports to a forthcoming book on collab-
orative writing. It is a wonderful way to develop collegiality and
craftsmanship.

Blended wniting also adapts itself well to class assignments, but
only if students have enough time and opportumty to get togetner,
cither in class 01 outside. Last semester [ gave students in a very
large class the option of collaborating on their written assignnients.
Those who were most successful used the blended model, spending
a lot of time together working on then papers. Those who were least
successful used the chunk model, unrevised and unpohshed, with
the same disastrous results recorded aboyve—inconsistent voice, mad-
equate transitions, lack of umty For blended writing to work, collab-
orators must be willing te invest the tme necessary to review, 1o se,
and pohsh their work, but the results are well worth it

3. One wniter imcorporates parts of the work of several others mto a larger
prece T call this the “raisin bread™ model. A good e.ample is the
erditor who receives many letters from readers on a particeiar topi,
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then writes an aiticle reporting the 1esuuts, mcorporating whatever
sentences or phrases fiom the letters that are the most quotable.
The compilers of reports from questionnaires follow much the same
procedure. A class might create a composite essay or letter to the
editor this way, with several of the strongest writers doing the shap-
ing. Since almost every paper is likely to have at least one good ex-
ample or striking phrase, the finished work will indude mote detail
and mcre vivud and effective language than any one person is hkely
to produce.

The Revision Stage

1. One person puts together the chunks wnitten by several others, often in-
cluding his or her own chunk. This is what Thomas Jefferson did for
the framers of the Constitution, what editors of collectivns do, and
what committee secretaries do. My students would have done better
to designate one of their group to provide this service. In a class sit-
uation, it might be fairer to have one p-=mber of a group, instead of
writing a chunk, be the Thomas Jeffersc . who puts it all together.

2. One person revises, enlarges, and updates the work of an earber writer.
The classic example of this model is E. B. White's expansion of
William Strunk’s “litthe hock,” written many years earlier, to produce
Strunk and White's The Elements of Style. Some older works can be re-
vised for fun and exercise. A few ycais 180, one of my students
brought to dass a httle pamph!ct wrirten in the fifties containing tips
on dating, dressing, and other matters of social etiquette. While cer-
tain examples were dated, much of the advice was stull sound, and
the whole thig could profitably have been revised for today's tecns.
Works need not be thirty-five years old, however, certain works such
as school histories and student handbooks regularly need updating.

Another variation is to have students revise a piece of wnung for
a different audience. For example, they might adapt directions for
an experiment from a high school chemistry manual to a sixth-grade
reading " vel Proficient writers could provide a real service hy revis-
ing text materials for classmates who are ESL students.

3. One person revrgaiazes and ecits a draft wiitten by someone else  Al-
though some editors return to contributors any manuscripts that
need major rcvisions, others (and I am one) make resisions them-
seives. The usual pracuce of editing groups 1s to point out problems
and mdke suggestions for improvement, then return the work to the
original writer to revise. Romanuc .ndividuahsm agam! It would be
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equ.ally possible for one student to take another’s draft and revise it.
Students could also be asked to look for examples of badly written
published prose to revise. Often a letter to the editor will have a
valid point to make but make it so badly that 1, for one, always have
an urge to rewrite it. Another source is fourth-cl ;s mail, in which
appeals from various political and charitable groups predominate.
These appeals a1e usually vvermodified, repeutive, and replete with
logical fallacies—in short, ripe for rewriting Such materials are to be
found everywhere.

As I hope these examples have shown, collaborative writing is a ped-
agogical strategy that deserves to be tried. It can help reduce student
anxiety and build group rapport through shared responsibility. The
discussion and interaction that take place at every stage can promoue
learning and retention by bringing the writing process to conscious
awareness And the unity and style of students’ written products aie
likels to be better than most could produce on their own. We do stu-
dens a disservice when we insist that they spin everything out of
their own guts, telling them they will always have to do so in the
world outsice the classroom. Like so many educational myihs, this
cne crumbles in the cold air of reality. Writing doesn’t occur in a
vacuum; writers don’t hav ¢ to begin with a biank page.
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i2 Partners in the
Writing Process

‘haron E. Tsujimoto
University of hawail Laboratory School

Two second-grade girls. Karyn and Caine, were editing another stu-
dent's draft of « firy tale while he sat with them. They were busy at
work with colored pens in their hands. This was the first ume { had
seen two students editing a paper at once. so I went over to eaves-
d.op’

Kanyn Does this make sense?

Carne 13 he trving to go to the dragon m the mght*

Karyp Oh, I get t He's su!' alling about the kniht Rovee, vou
forgot o put the "k m kmght.

Cuarnie Now, let’'s reread this sente .ce So the knight challenged
the dragon . There, that's better.

Karyn Oops, he forgot the petiod at the end [Karvn then
turned to Royce and sard.} Royce, but vou're domg a good job of
sound.ng out vour woids, {Then they went back to editing
Royce's paper ]

Carme. Revee, yor should have wriden tas name instead of sav-
ing jusi “kmight™ m this stor

Karyn. But at least you told who the peison was

Carrir. I's a nice story.

As they left to vork on therr own wniting, Karyn turned te Carne
and said, laughing, ‘Do you know what we forgot to check for?
Paragraphs:”

This semester, T am teaching wriing to four groups of students,
grades 2 through 5, who come to me daily foi tventy-finne-minute
writing penods. The second and thitd graders are grouped by grade
ievel, and the fourth and fifth graders wre mixed. The wniung pro-
gram is based on process writmg. in whnch the students go thrcuga
different steps to reach a final product At all steps of the writing
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process. they are encouraged to consult with dassniates. Because
each student works at a different pace. and because the group are
small, I have the students sclect who they want to work with ata
gnen tme. Writing with others became "un for che students as they
discovered ar. 1 exchanged new 1deas, recognized old ones, weighed
possibihties, and considered their own needs as readers.

Topic Selection

Topic selection is the first sten mn the wniting process. At the begm-
ning of a new cyde, when most of the students have completed then
previous writing assignment, I present a new topic for wnting.

The students also have individual topic lists that they develop
during a class session. If a stuaent chooses not w write on the topic |
present, he or she can choose one from his o1 her own list If stll
undecided on a topic, the student can choose one from a friend’s
list, or I will direct him or her to others whose lists offer interesting
optic s.

This sharing works equally weli when a student wants to add
topics to his or her list; he or she simply goes amound the rocm col-
lecung ideas. Those suil working on the previous assicimient  evely
add my topic to their lists, and i” they next choose to write ¢n hat
topic, they will benefit by the experience of the speedier stadents
working on the same topic. noting the directions they have taken
and the options they have created.

When the semester first began, I presented topics designed 10
eliat personal responses (“New Year's Resolution,” “About Myself,”
“Dreams,” etc.). Later, I presented assignments directiy related to
units in science (“Universe,” “Stars,” “Constellations.” etc.). social
studi>s (“Chiner 2 New Year's,” “Myths”). and reading (“Fables,”
“Fairy Tales”).

The following are sample topic lists, a third grader’s and a fif b
grader’s. Whenever Danny, the fifth grader, completed his assign-
ments, he worked with contin iing mterest on his hst, which was en-
titled “Tlangs I Like to Do” (here in its shortened form):

Danny's topic list Bobby’s Topiks

Gomng to Castle Park my friend Steve
Going to the beach my bad friend Andrew
Goi'.g surfing mv good {riend
Piaying sports my enamea [enemyj

8o
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Riding my bike my lon dance dub
Reading my book me and Roy
Computer games

Watching t.v.

Collecting kevchams

Going to the restaurant

mgh Bobby. the third grader. had a short topic bist. he wrote sto-
ru s about his hon dance duo all semester long—and his stories grew
fascinating. With my help. Bobby cempiled them into a book at the
end of the semester. The following are two of Bobby's stories. the
first written at the beginnmg of the semester and the sccond toward
the er.d.

MY NEW YEAR'S RESOLUTION
BY BOBBY

My New Year's resolution 1s not to be afraid of the hon dance
because when 1 was a little boy I used to be alraid of the lon
dance all the ume

But now I'm not afraid of the hon dance Now I'm going to jon
only f I can do the hon dance. My mom let me jom but 1 don
know f 1 can stay in because :'m not good at Kung Fu.

My hon dance master s thinking and he said to my mom, “1
might really let Bebby stay " The past few weeks he had been
thinking aboutit. The End.

OUR LIONS' FUNERAL
BY BOBBY

On Sunday we went o Palolo’s temple and we gave some food to
the old Brons before thev go to bed for the last ume. This s a cer-
emony where the master buins the lions because thev are 100
old.

After thev went to bed. we got the drums, the hon's bead and
the teasing mask. 1hen we started a fire and we burned the hon
heads.

When the hon heads v ~re burning. the eveballs popped out
After they burn:d the spirits came ¢ai Lach of the four hon
heads had one cye missing.

That mght the spirns came 1o mv house with the diums. I saw
them floaung outside the window 1t was 50 notss 1 cculd not
sleep 1 saw the hons and 1t was fun. When the ons went home.
I had good luck after all.

The next dav, one of the tons that came at mght dropped his
cul m the yard and I now have thc tal 1Y ¥ nd

)
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Brainstorming

The second step in the wrniting process is to bramstorm ideas with
the entire group After I present the wpie and read student samples
or tell 2 story about myself 1elated to the topic, L ask the students
how they feel about what theyvve beard. Thev either talk about the
story presented i tr ey “f.ce-talk” about what the, plan to write
After they speex, I que tion uiem te help them expand the pictures
m their mirs as they consider the possible derails and « tons they
wn inelude. As other students talk out then iaeas, we quickly ques-
tior: them in the same manner. When I see that the group s reads to
write, I disniiss those who have defintte ideas. I question the others
about what vas discussed. helping them find topics interesting to
them

Bramstormung is an important step because ideas and details are
formulated, judged. and sclected m the oven. Emulating the teach-
er, students question each other. help each other develop their
1deas, and suggest to each other alternatives that would be interest-
ing to indlude. In doing so. they practre with others writing behay-
10rs that they will eventually practice on themsehes.

Freewriting

The third step in the process 1s to bramnstorm ideas on paper (.,
freewrite) T'he students wiste continucushy for about ten nunutes on
the topic they have selected. I tell them not to worry about spelling.
punctuation, and grammar. “Jist witte down vour ideas as quickhy
as possible.”

Vith some students, freewrung 1s someunmes mote difficalt than
Just begimnng their first draft. 'They come to me and sav, “But. Mrs.
Tsujimoto, can't 1 just write my story because I know what T am
going to say in my head™™ I tell these students that freewntmg is op-
aonal and they can go direatly to their first draft. The following is a
sa' iple of a third-grade gitl's freewriung and final stois aniermeds-
ate drafts are not incude:dy

Dreame
mghunere 12.60 — A M Egor  Frankenstne
beach tent Tunway Walkie 1 alkie

Heather  Mrs Chong  Mommy  Grandina  Grandpa

windows mn house  Heathers house spent the might

ERIC 5.
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DREAMS
BY MALLA

One mght, when nnv friend Heather spent the might, | had o
nightmare about Frankenstemn and kygor at about 12 00 mid-

night.

This 1s what happened It was mght and I was i bed All of o
sudden I heard a loud nose 1 got out of bed and looked m the
lving room What I saw got me very scared It was Franken-
stein!

I ran to mv mommy and packed our bags We helped
grandima and grandpa pack Then we went 1w Heatier s house,
but Egor and Frankenstein were there!

We went to the store and bought two tents One was for us
and oue was for Mrs. Chong and Heather Then we went 1o the
beach. The tents had walkie talkies Then Frankensiem came
with Zgor. so we planted bombs and blew them sky high

Beginning the First Draft

In the fourth step of the writing process, students begin wriung
their first draft based on their freewriung af they have done one).
Though the draft 15 completed independentiv, manv <tudents go to
friends for help. cither wanting another person’s reaction or secking
advice about creating greater interest.

To facilitate sharing, I arrange small tables with four chairs each
around the room. There are also nooks where small groups of stu-
dents can gather to discuss ideas and edit papers withcut disturbing
others. The student can sit amywhere they choose. Sometimes the
responsible students are allowed to go out to the pato or the play-
ground to sit i a concrete tunnel 1f they ask.

Completing the First and Successive Drafts

One of the most important umes of “partner” writing 15 when 4 stu-
dent completes a draft. Here. the student needs another person or
o to assist with his or her wriuing If two students complete therr
draft at about the same time, they pair up to edit cach other’s work.
If one student finishes before the rest, 1 tell lnm or her to politely
ask another student to help with editing

I teach the students editing in scpar ate Iessons, how to edn to ex-
pand ideas, to develop sentences, to relate idedas in paragraphs, and
to form complete paragraphs. Edizing tor gramma . spelitoy, and

) 8;
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punctuation is the last step. While a reader - editing, the writer sits
next to him or her, answering quaestions. listening to ideas, and try-
ing to understand why corrections are being made.

Because this was the students’ first experience with process writ-
ing, I began *heir editing assignment by having them look for the
writer's 5 W's & H (Who. What. When, Where, Way, and How).
They werc to apply these questions o uny statement or fact that
begged clarification. As 4 general guideline, the 3 W's & H helped
the students edit for details and idea expansion.

When a student edits, he or she uses a colored pen to mark the
manuscript, then signs his or her name at the bottom of the page.
The second editor chooses a pen of a different color so the different
markings can be distinguished.

I do the final editing with each student, explaining why I make
certain corrections o: :sking them :o clarify a sentence for me. In
this way, they leain how to edit. what kind of things to look for, how
to ask other students to explain what they wrote in order to make
their sentences clearer, or how to edit other students’ work without
hurting their feelings.

In addition to receiving a grade for their final paper, each stu-
dent receives a grade for the nun ber of times they have edited and
for tne effecuiveness of their editing.

Publishing

When most students dare finished with their assignment. we have a
Sharing Day. Everyone already feels a part of someonc else’s story
because they have helped each other, and they share a feeling of an-
tcipation and pride .s the stories are read. During this sharing pe-
riod, the :tudents again make comments on their dassmates’ writ-
ings. These comments become more specific as the students sharpen
their editing skills.

Somretimes students enjoy helping each other so much that they
begin writing stories toge her. And another mode of writing
emerges. students become coauthors, encouraging each other to
complete their work and sparking each other’s ambiuon. Also, much
more dircussion must take place because ideas need to be dear for
both to write. I then see freewriting turning into complicated maps
and outlines. The approach of two authors writing is also interest-
ing. Some partners take turns writing paragraphs, while other part-
ners work on separate chapters.

™
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Writing together is run. Students share ideas, help each other,
and form new fiiendships, making for many wriung and publishing
possibilities: a class book, a published 1ewsletter sen: home to par-
ents, a social studies report, or thank-vou letters and other corre-
spondence. These are all student 1deas and choices, and this indiid-
uai decision makirg is perhaps the seventh and final step in the
writing process, resulting in empowered wiiters who are mterested
in nurturing their own growth.
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13 Monitoring Individual Progiess
in Revision Groups

Mary K. Simpson-Lsper
Rippon Middle School
Woodbridge. Virgimia

From the first day. I had 4 good fechng about the w riting workshop
I had established in my seventh-grade language arts classtoom. 1 was
committed to making a personal transition from being an solated-
skills instructor and composition assigner/evaluator to being a tellow
participani in the writing-workshop environment i my classroom.
Even dvring the first tentative dayvs, as we worked in revision groups
for the first time. my general impression was that we were learning
and making progress. However. I harbored a fear that since I was a
novice in the process approach to teaching writing and had only a
vague notion of what the signs of individual progress would be, 1
might lose individuals in the groun. ! imght become so caught up n
the excitement generated by the atmosphere of exploration that 1
would not be able to chart the skills acquisirion of each of my level-
oping authors.

When students are not in assigned seats, a teacher cannot ali.ays
locate an individual immediately And m a writing workshop. where
group membership is fluil. even groups may be difficult 1o find.
When you can't use a teacher's guide o evaluate a student’s perfor-
mance. the anxiety produced by a workshop format becomnes almost
unbearzble.

I'o reduce mv anxicty, 1ieeded to develop a hist of speafic be-
harviors to ook for as the students shared their winting in revision
groups—specific changes in my students and then writing that
would suggeet thar I was on the right track. 1 needed landmar ks that
would assure me tnat we were all moving toward our writing dest-
natons, not drdiag a familiar tree o1 even doing 4 180-degree wrn
and regressing.

So. I developed a tentative list of skills that T beheved mdicated in-
dividual progress This list was not set in concrete. it would be modi-
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fied as I learned more each vear about the teaching of wiiting But
stmply having something to begin with made 1t easter for me 1o be-
lieve (particularly on bad davs, when there seemed to be nothing
happenmg m an educationdl sense) that tomortow would be better |
would search the fist for some evidence of forward movement. and |
would find something to maintam my faith. Venturig off thie beaten
path of inflextble lesson plans, teacher’s gurdes. sud large-group in-
struction was 4 frightening experience for a novice. and I necacd
constat reassurance.

The skills in which I wanted ms students to demon  rate progress
as they worked in classroom resiston groups fell into thice broad
categortes. (1) maintaining individual identity within the group, ap-
proaching the group with self-confidence, and establishing
ownership of the written prece, (2) using the advice’suggestions of
the group wisely to improve one’s writing, and (3) developing the
skills of group interaction (fur example. helping and supporting fel-
low authors). In the list of skills, I identified, under each broad state-
ment, specific student behaviors that would indicate to me that there
was progress. The quotes within the following list were transcribed
from tapes that were made while students participated in group te-

vision.

I. Maintains dentity within the group. approaches the group
with self-confidence. and establishes ownership of his or her
prece.

A

Collaboration in W riting, Revising, and F.diing

Defends ideas and choice of development. st <h s action of
character. against onslaught of options “Sc.e people do
that.” “He would say that.”

Screens responses of oiheds. Decides which are significant:
“1 don’t think it would sound night.” “I tried that.” I can
think about opinions and maybe use them Yon have a
choice to use the advice or not.”

Does not apologize betore reading.

Demands clarificaaon of comments. “I don’t know what
you meant by that.” “I don’t understand ”

Assumes control of discussion by inttiating suggestions for
changes in his or her own piece Recognizes and verbalizes
his or her own perceived weakness_s before discussion Ex-
amples. Recognizes when all is not related to the main rdea;
says, "I need to rephrase *hat.” Or “hears” need for punc-
tuation.

Interchanges reles of creator and criuc. Becomes a writer
reading as a reader. Anucipates readers’ questions.

.
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[

S
by the teacher. (For example, I tried to give a teenaged

character adult actions and motvations  1he suthor point-
ed out my error)

Rejects or argues about suggestions, induding ones offered

- Selects among possibilities.

Modifies suggestions to create ownership.
Writes with .. strong voice.

IL Uses advice/suggestions of the group wisels to mprove witng.
Learns from previous experience.

1L
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B.
C.
D.

H

st

Corrects/improves piece based on conunents.

Changes real e~ent to mprove narrative idea. Frctionaizes
reality. Demonstrates flexibihts .

Appears open to comments. Secs that draft is not final.
Develops respect for the reader. who 1s now seen as a sig-
nificanc other. Communication becomes irnportant. Devel-
ops idea thoroughly by anticipating readers’ questions.
Brainstorms orally possibilities for alternatives/changes.
then discusses logic of each.

Bre:thes life into characters. Uses suggestion of need for
dialogue. Lets characters speak for themselvcs.

Bases idea for story on personal expertence. Wrttes about
what he or she knows. Narrows focus to a speafic mean-
ingful aspect of an experience.

Experiments with a variety of genres and techmiques. Suc-
ceeds in previously unsuccessful genre.

Anticipates the ending i the beginning or middle using
foreshadowing and/or well-planned plot development. Ex-
hibits story cohesiveness.

Attends to word choice to fadilitate communication of pre-
cise meaiing.

Develops skills of group interaction and eins supports other
authors.

A

B.
C.
D.

-

Responds to comments Willing to be drawn out. stimulated
1 group.

ereeives suggestions as support rathe: than ¢ntiasm.

[ries ideas out on group members. “I'm just talkmig ..~
Demands feedback Recognmizes when there's not enough
Llidits comments from group: “Should I put in . 2"~
need help with . " I don't know how . ." “1hat’s hard! |
don’t know what 1 could put.”
Supports an author’s defense.
Demonstrates confidence i his o1 her vole of group mem-
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ber. Asseits selt m ginang and recening comments. Makes
effort tc understand and to be understood.
G. Helps to draw an author out (for example. m a description
of a character).
H  Argues with comments of group members, as well as those \‘
of the teacher. Genume discussion. ‘
. Recognizes that each member has spedal knowledge, that |
each 15 an authority. and that the members have the oppor-
tunity to iearn frc w cach other
J- Makes specific comments to an author. Begins to see clearly
what needs to be changed.

|
|
|
|
|
1
Teacher accountability has become a fact of our professienal lives. }
Developing a list of specific. behaviors to look for as my students re- ‘
sised therr writing enabled me to be more accountable to myself, my
students, and the parents of my students. Clarifymg what 1 wanted |
the writers to achieve in their groups helped me to focus on individ- I
ual performance and caused me to become a mor = astute obsenver. 1
was better able to monitor the needs of the authors and plan instruc-
ton accordingly. In addition, 1 had to be able to respond specifically
when [ had conferences with parents about the academic develop-
ment of therr children.
I have learned from experience that parents respond more l
posttnely when my comments move from the general to the specific.
When J get to specifics, though, the more detail I can provide, often
anecdotal 1. nature. the more they are able to share in the academic
lives of their children and offer support to me in my endeavor to
structure a challenging classtoom environment. Having this list in
hand, 1 feli more capable ot monttoring the mdnidual progress of '
my students a> they partiapated m the fluid envitonment of a writ- |
ing workshop. |
{1 dosing, I want to share an anecdote with you that provided a |
strong signal to me that the writing workshop was successful. It
offered assurance that there was significant indinidual progress sum-
ulated and sapported by the reusion-group format. and it also pet-
mitted me to girmpse the possibilities, the student potential to be
tapped, when witing forms che core of the language arts curricu-
lumn

It was just an ordmary day i the wiiting workshop—no cassette re-
corder, no video-—when “the shot heard round the world” was fired
in my Room-One Revolution.

O
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Alison had just read to the group her prece about a tragedy re-
sulting from drug use. Gina, who had read Alison’s story previously
and discussed it with her, blurted out, “Alison, I told you to change
the ending!”

Alison defended her choice of endin«s steadfastly, an ending that
involved two tragic deaths. The uther group members guickly chose
sides and offered their own opinions. It was dear by the emotion
generated that Alison had written a very successtul story evohing an
emotional response in the listeners.

My only unsolicited comment during the discussion was to suggest
a third alternative to the two under debate. The group members 1m-
mediately and firmly rejected my suggestion, providing a barrage of
comments regarding the inappropriateness of my idea i terms o
realistic character motivation and action.

After an extend«d discussion of characterization, reader enjoy-
ment, and an author’s responsiveness to readers” opmions, Gina fi-
nally turned to me (the fist time my opinion was actively sought)
and asked, “Miss Simpson. wasn't 1t oo much to end with two
deaths?” I told her that the deaths of a boy and the main character’s
beloved dog had hit me very hard; in fact, I had been shocked.

Alison iooked at me, smiled. and said, “That's the reader reaction
I wanted!”

And the debate began agam.

At this point, Tammi raised her voice, got the attention of the
group, and said that she had read a book, Sounder. which had also
ended in two deaths, the father’s and the dog’s. Therefore, an au-
thor could choose to end a story in this way.

As 1 listened to all of this, my head was reeiing! These were muddle
school students debating character motivation, the need for an au-
thor’s anticipation »f reader response, and the author’s ownership of
an idea; mddle school students listening to a teacher’s suggestion as
one of many and rejecting it, middle school students drawing from
their experiences with high-quality literature and relating an ob-
viously successful technique to the piece under discussion. 1 was
wishing that the tape was running, that today’s discussion was being
recorded for all the world to see and hear. But all I have 1s my own
account and the promise that this really happened.

No one but 1 experienced any ec.tasy that d 1y, any foreshadow-
ing of the glorious future of writing mstruction. 1 heard the opening
shot of the Writing Revolution and was glad that | had enhisted as a
rebel.
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14 Building Effective Student
Writing Groups

Jeffrey S. Copeland

University of Northern lowa

ka1 D. Lomax
David Lipscomb College

"The students are in writing groups. five students pcr gioup. Today
each student has a draft of a “personal narrative” fo, other members
of the group to examine. The teacher says, “Be constructve today
and be specific with your comments! Remember ¢ use the comments
of the other group members when you revise ,our drafis.”” The
teacher then returns to a desk at the front of the 1oom:, and the stu-
dents are teld to begin. However, after five nunutes the teacher
giances up (distracted by the silence) to discover that the students in
the writing groups are staring off into space or doodling on note-
book paper.

Sound familiar? Most teachers who use student writing groups in
the classroom will notice students reacting tais way at one time or
another. However, this scene doesn’t have to e the norm when writ-
ing groups are at work in the classroom. Building « {fective writing
grouf.s involves much more than just herding students into groups
of four or five and telling them to talk abou. a piece of writing. It re-
quires a good deal of care and structuring. * . 15 also a fairly time-
consuming process. but unce effective groups have been established,
the benefits to the students are immense. Effective writing groups
can be built by le.ding students through four ratural developmental
stages: apprehension, initial success, constructive criticism, and inde-
pendence,

Stage I: Appreher.sion

Initially, for many students the idea of sharing a prece of v “iung
with other members of a group ranks right up there with memoriz-
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100 Collaboration m Wrniting. Revising. and Ediing

ing poetry To begin with. teachers too often assume that just be-
cause the siudents are in the same class they will know all there 1s to
know about other members of the class. In many cases, nothing
could be further from the truth. they are strangeis. It is essential
that before students begin looking at pieces of writing they be given
a chance to get to know one another, feel comfortable with each
other, and develop the espiit de corps so essential to the develop-
ment of the group. For students working in small groups, these pre-
liminaries can be viewed as the estublishing of a “peer sharing ch-
mate.” '

At this stage—imneediately after grouping the students and be-
fore writing is examined—the teacher should consider the follow ing.

' Be sure to tell the students why they are in writing groups and
what will be accomplished over time by the groups. It is also a good
idea for the teacher to relate his or her own personal experience
with writing groups—both positive and not-so-positive experiences.

2. Review wirh the students the stages in the composing process
and explain the role of a writing group at each stage in the process.
One method of getting this actoss to the student. is to give them a
transcript of a previous writing group in action and explain how the
actions of the group members helped the writer move to the final
product. Another effective method is to read a sample student
paper—i{rom prewritng to editing—and explain how group mem-
bers gave heip or comments to the writer at eacl: stage. The ideal, of
course, would be to show a videotape of a writing group at work and
invite the students to question and discuss what they see taking
place.

3. Give the members of the group tme just to talk to each other
and discover each other’s feelings, beliefs, and attitudes. One excel-
lent way to begin is to have each student complete Johanna Sweet's
(1976) “experience portfolio.” This experience will aliow them to ex-
plore the similariues and differences of the group mem-bers.

4 Most important, get the students in the groups to function as a
team. and have cach group member demonsaate that he or she can
offer something to the group. You can achieve this Ly holding « se-
ries of contests or language games that require the st..dents to func-
tion as a group. Good material for contesis can be crossword
puzcles, word games (Wordy-Guidy's, Hinky-Pinky's, etc ), word-
ccarch puesles, and other similar activities Give copies of the activi-
tics to the groups, and instruct them to finish the acticities, working
as a team, as quickly and accurately as possible. The contest format

G
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works well because the sense of urgency imposed leads to better
tearmwork within the groups. Points can be awarded for each ac-
tivity, and groups can be given humorous prizes for then work. a
handshake. old copies of magazines, certficates for one mirute of
tutoring. etc.

Students are often rushed into examining wnitung before they
have had this opportunity to function as a team and to develop trust
and teamwork within the gioup. A tvpical result is a group of
strangeis, each too afraid o1 unsure of him- o1 herselt o ofter con-
sttuctive comments to a ieflow writer. An indication of this negatn <
situation is the sight of students slowly inching then desks away
from others in the group and silence setung in However, if you pro-
vide time for the groups to gel. it is mudh easier tor them to func-
ton m the group setting.

Stage II: Initial Success

If you take care to ensure both a positine experience within the
groups and a measure of success to the early wiitings exanvned by
the groups, it will be much easier to comance students that writing
groups will help them in then development as writers. No one type
of writing can be considered “easy” for all students. but some types
of writing, because of their nature or structure, can butld n at least
a small measure of success in terms of “ease of completion.” That 1s,
the first few wiiting assignments should be ones that the students
have previously experienced m a positive manner or those for which
a basic structure can be easily grasped by the students. Possible early
assignments include a basic imerview, a short report, a personal nai-
rative (such as a childhood memory). or a group writing— with each
student in the group writing a short section of an essay. When these
writings are shared vithin groups and the students see that each can
do something with wiiting. a positive foundation is Luilt for the ex-
amination of later writiags. A few of these wittings might also be
shown to the whole class by way of overhead projecto to reinforce
the good writing being done.

At this stage it is also important v provide a structure for re-
sponding to the writings because the students still won't know exact-
Iy what to say about them. This guidance can teke the form of a sim-
ple “Response Key"—a list of questions the the studeuts use when
examining a picce of writing. A response key for a personal nar-
raiive might include the follow mg questions for discussion.
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1. Have you experienced a stmilar event m vour own hfel 1cll the
others how it was simular.

2. Which section of the writing seemed most vivid o1 alnez What
made 1t s0?

3. What feelings did the characters in the writing shew® How did
this add to the writing?

4. As a reader. what were vou thinking about at the end of the
writing”

Note that these questions are designed to produce neutral or
positive comments The emphasis at this stage should be placed
upon fostering discussion-—not leading students to a ertical explica-
ton of the work being exammed. The mital response keys should
also contain questions that require a personal response from the
reader in order to let tne writer know the etfect the writing is hayv-
mng. These responses help build a foundation of trust and sharing
within tue groups, which m turn makes 1t easier for students to deal
with constructive criticism.

Stage III: Constructive Criticism

Students soon begmn to grope for something “more mportant”™ to
discuss about the writing. Thns lets the teacher know that it 1s time to
add constructnve critiasin to the process. If. however, the students
have spent the last few wrintings giving nothing but ncutral or
positne commeits and are suddenly told to shift to . aore cncal
mode of respouse. the wrniting can suddenly become a jigsaw puzzle
with several key pieces missing ‘The teacher can provide these miss-
mg pieces by helpmg the students create a more detailed 1esponse
key for cach assignment. These response keys should be talored to
reflect the aspects of the writing being speafically practiced and ex-
plored m the assignment. Thus. if the students are studying a new
method of prewrtting, the ¢ of transitions, or whatever, the re-
sponse key should direct them to discuss those arcas. One prifall
here s linutng student discussion only to the areas mentioned in the
1esponse key. The key should not be the only source of discussion.
On the contrary. students should be told that the questions will stm-
ply provide a place for discussion to begin and that they may also
talk about any other areas they wish to examme (questions from car-
lier keys, material from chass discussion, ete ) As the students move
from assigrunent to assignment, the response kevs will become less
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and less important. Eventually, the students gamn enough pracuce
through using the various response keys that thev become good
Judges of what needs to be discussed in any gnen wiiting. Con-
sciously or unconsdousty . they develop a fairly detdiled 1ubric to use
when examining writing.

It should also be noted that it is quite common at this stage to find
one or two students per group dominaung the discussion. I'o make
sure that alf students have an opportunity for equal partiapaton,
and 1o make sure that the groups dont end up discussing vnly Aant
Anita or Undle Joe .n Nebrasha, it helps to provide a few guidelines
for functioning as 4 group. Sample guidelines can be found in Peter
Elbow's (1973) Wrrung without Teachars Elbow's suggestions indude
the following:

1. Never quarrel with someone else’s 1caction

. Be quiet and listen (directed o the writer).

no

"

.

3. Give specific reactions to speafic parts.

~

1. Don't reject wnat readers tell vou., (pp- 91-102)

‘This direction w 1l help focus discussion and add o the positive dli-
mate being estabhshed within the gioups.

Stage I'V: Independence

This stage will often produce some surprises for the tcacher. Even
though the groups still need gmdance and wriing instruction frorm
the teacher, many groups simply act as if they do not After all, sta-
dents reason, they are veterans now and mini-experts on the writing
styles and writing flaws of their feilow group members. What else
could they pozaibiy nieed to know* Some groups become dowright
clannish and frown upon any mterrupuon while they are working.
(At the same time, itis also possible at this stage for some grcups still
to be groping along.)

At this s.age, the teacher’s 1oic becomes that of a resous ce person
for the groups and a “taveling wiiting expert.” The teacher needs
o move from group to group, auswering questions and giving writ-
ing .nstruction as the stodents need it or ask for it. The end result is
a deighttul situation studerts who through group work are now in-
terested enough 0 ask about somcthing 1a the wiiing can ask the
willing and ready teacher for assistance Ah, bliss!

Like anything practiced with regularity, the workshop process can
become old hat to the gioup members A lntde diversity thiown in
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occasionally by the teacker (or at least planined by the teacher) can
prevent the process from beconiing rouune. T'le following are some
routine-breaking activities that also promote the success of (he
grougs:

1. Have the groups select one or two excepuonal papers to be
read aloud to the enure class.

2 Use selected papers as a springboard for brief discussions of
asage problems. For example. let one student’s etfort 1o use di-
alogue lead 10 a short discussion of both reahsuc dialogue and
punctuation of dialogue.

3. Let group members with spcafic ediung talents (comma hunt-
ers. apostrophe specralists. etc.) take a class period to review
troublesome usage rules.

1 With the cooperation of other writing teachess in the school,
open the workshop class as a “luboratory class™ for other stu-
dent wrrters.

5. Use a day to put together a sampler of the best writing for a
month. six weeks. the semester. etc. Share this with other
tea hers and students.

6. Use 2 day to do a few more of the word games mentioned ear-
lier in the section on apprehension

Guiding student writing groups through the different stages pro-
vides a needed structure for bot1 teachers and students. The struc-
turc is needed because building successful student wrring group s
a very time-consuming process. However. if this gurdance is given as
students move trom initial apprehension to the highly mounated
teamwork that follows, the results are well worth the time spent giv-
ing this assistance. Directing the groups through the stages should
really be considered an muestment—one that pavs dividends when
the teacher sees the students moving o thent full potential as wrirers.

References
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15 The Group Paper

Corrine Alonso
Trov School District
Troy. Michigan

The thought of students working in groups used to ternify me. The
mmage was of a disorganized classroom, with chairs 1n disarray. 4
high noise level, and a teacher who appeared out of control. On the
other hand. I had read many artdes that stressed the value of coop-
crative learning and explained how this technique encouraged acunve
participauon and student motivation. Thus. 1 an effort to allay my
tears. I deaided to obseryve some colleagues who used group work
regularly and successfully. After miv visit. 1 reasoned thai these
teachers” dearly defined goals and good organization allowed them
to be in conwrol of the groups and allowed the students to be very in-
volved in learning.

I decided, theretore. to use the “group experience” with my sen-
1or English classes. Each ume i introduced a new hind of essas. 1
had the students write a group paper as a prewriting acuvity |
began with the persuasive essay . but the tec hnique works just as well
with the literary paper.

First, T have the students read and discuss the mtroducton chap-
ters in Sheridan Baker's The Pr ctical Stylist, the text for the dlass
These chapters deal with narrowmg the thesis and the general or-
ganization of the persuaste essav. Next, | grc the students a con-
troversial topic and they engage in a general dass discussion about
the pios and cons of this issue. They also explore ditferent wavs of
narrowing the focas and forming a thess on the wpic All of this in-
formaton 1s hsted on 1he hoard or projected on a sareen o provide
a database for the dass

tter discussion, the stude s assemble mto groups of three to
five (I form student groups in mans ditterent wavs Som :times |
have the students number from one to five and group themselves
according 1o sinelar numbers. Other tmes. | group them by rows,
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and sometimes I let them form their own groups. T'his part has
never posed a problem, especially at the semor lesel.)

Once students are assembled, they discuss the thesis they wish o
develop, the concession(s) they want to acknionledge, cud the proofs
upon which the' wish to elaborate Next, thev assign themselves
parts of the essay. For example, one person agrees to write the utro-
duction and conclusion, another the concession paragraph, and the
other three the sapport paragraphs.

For example, if the students are to write about the grading sys-
tem. thet first have to agree on a thesis. Assunmung that their thesss
favors the grading svstem, thev next have to deade on concessions
They may want o concede the idea that giung letter grades encour-
ages students t. work “just” for the grade and not for knowledge.
Next they decidz on at least three supports for their thesis. The stu-
dents may want to develop the importance of grades for college en-
trance, as rewards for hara work, or us gauges of _Mf-progress.
They also have to agree on the order in which to present their
proof. The person who composes the introdu.tion must comple
ment the ideas presented in the boc  f the naner by composing a
clearly defined thesis and suggesting the ratonale that will be used
to support it This person must also present an appropiiate sumina-
rvstatement. If the students do not fimsh their respective parts dur-
ing the classroom period, they must do them as homework.

The next day the groups reconvene, and each student reads his
or her part. (Group members should have a4 photocopy of each para-
graph so that they can follow along as students read their para-
graphs aloud.) They evaluate each other’s work and rewnte their
parts, adding transitions or making any ot'ier necessary cnanges.
After finishing the revisions, students turn in the finad product,
which consists of several pages labeled “Introduction,” “Cencession
Paragraph,” “First Svpport Paragraph,” “Second Support Para-
graph,” “Third Suppor. Paragraph.” and "Conclusion "

That eveming, insteaa of having twenty-five or thirty papers from
one class to check, T have only five or six and can spend more time
evaluaung. I do this by 1makimg taped cnuques of the cooperatine
essays, bemng very speaft  about what 18 good or what can be im-
proved in each patagraph. 1 pav attention to organizavon, develop-
ment, logic. and stile.

I'he next dav, the students agam gather i various corners of the
classroom and hsten to the taped atiques. (For this part of the
lesson, T sign out five or s cassette plavers from the A-V depait-
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dering around the classroom,”™* and am available for further con-
ferences if the taped critique needs cianfication. Finally, I encourage
the students to rewrite their particular parts of the essay if too many
errors surface.

Since this activity is only practice for the real thing, I assign only
five to ten poinrs to each student for his or her part. The students
appreciate the dry run. It gives them much more confidence for the
next assignment, which they have to complete on their own and
which is worth one hundred points.

Once I started assigning group essays, the individual essays im-
proved considerably, student confidence increased, and the kids ac-
tuaily looked forward to writing. When I had them evaluate the dlass
2* the end of the year, they rated this activity as one of the most
heipiul.

i have shaied this lesson plan with many of my colleagues who
vere also skeptical about “group tacts s.” Many of them have added
their own personal touch to the technique, but all have found it a
successful method that is beneficial to students and well worth the
noise and dishevelled classrooms.
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16 Ensuring the Success
of Peer Revision Groups

Edgar H. Thempson
Neff Education Center
Emory, Virginia

Peer revision has long been advocated by writing teachiers. However,
manty teachers I have talked to. particularly those at the upper md-
dle-school and high school ievels, have found that when they asked
their students to work in small revision groups, the groups fre-
quently degenerated into gossip sessions that focused on everything
except the writing. I believe that all teachers <21 have successful
peer revision groups m their classrooms if they wili do three things
with their students. First, students need to see a demonstration of
how small revision groups operate, that i<, what thev can expect and
what kinds of things should be happerung if the group is function-
ing properly. Second, teachers need to carefully monitor students’
progress as the students learn how to engage in this importan. col-
laboration. Finally, as the need arises. students may need to be given
a refresher demenstration to illustrate how something has gone awry
and why thir s aren’t going as well as thev should.

The Initial Demonstration

Of the three steps mentioned above, providing students with a clear
demonstration of what should be happening m peer revision groups
is the most complex. During my demonstration session, 1 use three
sample student papers, tho of which I will present here* I tell stu-
dents that these papers were actually written by college freshmen,
theugh they weren't written by students in any of my dasses. 1 pass

*The sample papers come from an imservice presentation 1 attended several vears
ago The presenter at this meetng tells me that “What Cheerleading Means 1o Me '
was written by one of his students a long ame ago. while “An Embdrrasang kExpent-
ence” comes from a book or olher source that he can no longer trace.
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out the first paper, entitled “An Embairassing Experience,” to my
students. I ask them to read it and then to write a response to the
author on the back of the paper, asif they were a teacher respond-
ing to this author’s work.

An Embarrassing Experience

When I were m high school we had 1 football Banquite and 1
had not Ben to a fromer accesson Befor and 1 also included a
voung lady along.

I were hke the young man m the story we read in - lass.

1 came to the Banquite Poper dressed But 1 did not have no
table Manner. Everyone Began to set down, 1 did not know 1 sir-
pose to assit the young lady with chan unul she told me. after
about 30 min they guss spoke Began to spake & I did not know
when to Began to eat & after 1 saw all the other People eaung 1
look around for my siherware, But I did not have any, then 1
tryed to get the water attanson. They fimly Brage me mny silver-
ware. I thought that were the lose embarrassment monet for
tomght, But they had just Began. The mam dish were chicken &
1t were {ried cripe & when I Bt of{ 1t, 1t would make a loud nose
and the other People would look arcung at me & my date would
look the other way From then on I promer myself 1 would learn
good table manner

After students have had a few minutes to read this paper and
write their responses, [ ask them to share what they've written. Most
students usually figuratively tear the paper to shreds, criticizing the
inaccurate use of grammar, the poor spelling, and the mcorrect
punctuation. {Some student re.ponses are more humane, especially
when they have previously beer exposed to the process approach to
writing.) After several students read their reactions to the paper, I
read mine, which usually goes something like this:

I know what 1t 1s ike to be i suh situations I've been putin
embarrassing situations many umes in my hie

1. Why don't vou write so.ne more about what happened to vou
at the banquet®
- Did people b vou later®
- What did your girlfniend sav to you*®

2. Something else. Typically capital letters are neeced only at
the begmning of a sentence o1 with pro; 1 nouns (actual
names of things, like Robert or St Louis) Go back through
your paper and add capital letters where you need them and
remove them elsewhere

When I ask students what the difference 15 between my response
and theirs. they always 1ecognize that 1 responded furst to the con-
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tent of the paper, specifying what I liked about it or what I em-
pathized with. They also note that I made a comment anned at help-
ing the student to expand the content. In addution, thet notice that
chose only one so-called mechanical 1ssue, in this case a relatnely
simple one of capitalization Through their obseryations and our
further discussion, students come to recognize that attacking an-
other student’s writing or pointing out more errors than another
student can handle only u "ibits the .. .cess of working together to
improve their writing. 1 emphasize that they do need to be honest,
but there is no reason that they can’t be honest in a caning, helpful
fashion. I suggest they give feedback in much the same way they
hope to receive it. Finally, I tell them it s best to idenufy something
positive about the paper before moving on to 1ems oi 1ssues that
may need to be resolved during revision

Gr  ad Rules

At this point in the demonstration, I discuss some of the ground
rules for working 1. small groups. I tell them that they must deade
as individuals or as a group if they want their papers read silently o1
aloud. I don't care which option they choose. It's up to them to de-
cide how they want tu share their writing with other group mem-
bers.

I recommend to thent that reading their own paper out loud, or
having someone else do so, is a useful strategy. At every stumb'ng
point during the 1eading, they should make a notation in the ext
(or in a copy of the text). The cause of the stumble may be 4 simple
problem, such as poor handwriting, but there may also be a problem
with the wording of the text or perhaps 4 left-out word. Whatever
the cause, places where the reading doesn’t progress smoothly
should be carefully examined later. I also tell students that as their
papers are read aloud, group members are forced to pay atiention
to the larger rhetorical ssues in the paper. Since they don’t have the
actual text in front of them, the members can’t be distracted by sur-
face or proofreading issues. Also, while listening. group members
have the freedom to write questions they have ohout the paper with-
out mterrupting the reading. These questions can be discussed later
with the whole group and may lead to specific suggestions for evi-
sion.

I do tell student: that they can have their papers read sileitly, but
that this approach can be time-consuming and can weaken the quali-
ty of the ‘eedback gnen. For example, if every student reads each
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other’s paper in a round-robin manner, by the time all of the papers
have been read, even if the size of a group is only three members,
the immediacy of what each student 1emembers from the first paper
may be lost. I recommend to them that if they want their papers to
be read silently, they should bring at least two photocopies with
ther: so thai the papers can be dealt with one at a time.

Role Playing

After this brief Jiscussion of options for sharing their papers, I ask
iiiree or four students whom I have talked to ahead of time (se they
will be at ease) te come up to the front of the room and form a circle
with their chairs. I tell the rest of the class to watch as we participate
in a inock revision group. I play the role of the writer of the follow-
ing paper, entitled “Whar Cheerleading Means to Me.” I try to get
into the role of the real author and read the essay as [ think she
would have read it.

What Cheerleadmg Means 1o Me

Ever since | can remember, I've always wanted to be a
cheerleader. When 1 went to my fust game, I was very im-
pressed by the cheerleaders. They put spint and exctement in
the air, and made the crowd come alive.

In the spring of my seventh grade year I tried out. Luckily
for me my best friends sister was a cheerleader. She took some
ume to help us learn the cheers and jumps that were required 1
did not thmk I bad a chance of making 1. but my high hopes
did not let me down. Malung 1t was one of the happiest days of
my life.

I believe cheericading has helped me to becoine a more re-
sponsible and understanding person. I have been a cheerleader
for the past five years, and was chosen varsity captain my semor
year. Being chosen as captain was indeed rhe highest honor, 1
could have ever dreamed of and because I was the leader I ured
my hardest to set the goal of perfecuon for myself, my squad,
and my school.

One mcident that happened my senior year, I beleve shows
now important cheerleaders are in promotmg spirit for the ath-
letic teams. Our football team had lost the past three games.
Spirit and enthusiasm was at a very low level. Some of the stu-
dents didn'’t even bother to attend the games. Seeing how low
the moral of the school was becommg, the cheerleaders made
posters advertising the games, sponsored pep 1allies and dances
We tried 1o show the football team the whole school was belind
theu ind knowing this, encovraged the team to try barder, Our
season ended very successfully.

[ hasve learned that cheerleading 1s so much more than just
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wearing a uniform and screaming. I believe a cheerleader
should have three important qualities. .esponsibihity, leader ship,
and personality.

Of course, students enjoy my reading of the essay, since I don't
look anything like a cheerleader, male or female. When I'm finished
reading the essay, still in character, I ask the groun what they think.
They usually sta.t by saying something positive, and then 1 roceed to
make some pertinent, us.¢ ' comments. I resist everything they say,
no m: - how a~curate. Ac'er I've done this for a minute or two, 1
ask the  yup men.bers how they are feeling. They say they’re about
to give up because 1 won't listen to what they have to say. Their ob-
servations ailow me to reinforce the importance of us.ening to what
others say when receiving feedback. The students see that if they be-
come defensive, the quality of the feedback will d*minish. The tend-
ency to become defensive is a common one for all of us. I tell them
that when my wife reads something I've written, if I'm not careful,
we getinto » fight, which is really wasted effort. If I can keep my
mouth shut and listen, however, in a short time I usually realize that
what my wife is saying is right. Besides, no matter what I think, I
have to respect what my audience, my readers, tell me. L en >urage
my students to do the same.

Before moving on to the next part of the demonstre i, I ask the
whale class to examine the essay on cheerleading. We very quickly
agree that this writer has just skimmed the surface of the subject and
has given us a rather flat picture of cheerleading. As a result, this
essay could have been written by azy high school cheericader in the
United States. We all agree that obviously cheerleading is important
to this wiiter, but she doesn't give us sufficient detail to enter into
her experience. I point ouc how important it would have been for
this writer to hear the kind of things we are saying. Specific sug-
gestions from her peers could have helped her to move her essay in
a more productive direction during revision.

Providing Feedback

Though mos: students leain rather quickly how to talk appropriately
about a piece of writing, I suggest to them that as wziters and re-
sponders to writing, we need to be sure that we 1ecene and give two
specific kinds ot feedback, reader-based and criterion-based (Elbew
1981). Criterion-based feedback is the kind we usually associate with
what a teacher looks for in a piece of writing; i.e., how the writing
stands up against a set of criteria, such as focus, . ragraph develop-
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nilent, sentence structure, agreement, etc. Reader-based feedback is a
report on what is happening to readers, moment by moment, as they
read a piece cf writing; £.g., “My mind was wandering when you
started, but when you got to the d~- iption of what it was that was
making the terror rise in you, you g:«bbed my attention immediate-
ly.” I encourage students to start with reader-based feedback be-
cause reader reaction is critical to the success of the paper. Subse-
quent criterion-based feedback then becomes more meaningfut since
audience response, on closer exaniination, is frequc affected or
controlled by criterion-based factors.

Initially, my students usually have tiouble giving both kinds of
feedback. Therefore, before we move on to the next portion of the
demonstration, I pass out a handout called a Group Response
Guide, and we discuss it. I give my students these guides the first
few times they work in pee: revision groups. Each Group Response
Guide is sim;lar to the one below. Each contains five or six questions,
mostly readei-based, though I do indude some criterion-basec ques-
tions. If the group is working smoothly, I tell them not to worry
about answering all the questions on the handout. I use different
questions on each guide, though the questions generally address
similar issues. (The questions in the folloning guide were developed
at Virginia Tech by Lou Middleman.)

Group Response Guide 1

Respond either orally or n wniting (preferably both) to the
following questions as they apply to each paper:

I. What things do vou like best about the piece, and why are

they good?

. Is there anything that doesn’t seem appropriately addressed

to the intended audience? What, and why not?

3. 1s there anything that makes you say “So what>” or “Spec-
1fy!"? If 50, put these words i the margins where you think
they will be helpful.

4 In the margm, write “Say more,” “Expand,” "More details,”
or something like this at pomts where you us a reader need
additional information in order to partiapate mote fully in
the event or the idea presented.

-

5. Underlme words that are used impropetly and phrases that
don’t seem to “make Englhish.” Place question marks above
them

6. How close to being ready to be turned m to a stranger {01
evaiuauon is this piece?

Circle one number. not «eady 1 234 56 7 8 9 10 ready.

1.
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After we have examined and discussed the items on the sample
Group Response Guide, 1 give my sturdents 4 copy of a student essay
that is relative'y strong but still has problems that they can easily
identify. I again assume the role of the writer of the essar and this
time I+ ave more rationally. The students in the demonstration
group take their work seriously and try to z1.e me useful feedback
on what I supposedly have written. After this demonstration we dis-
cuss, as a class, what happened during the group session, incuding
which behaviors were useful and wi.ich ones could have been or
should have been avoided. After this discussion, 1 give my students a
hardout based on Ken Macrorie’s “Reminders for Circlers” from
Wniting to Be Read. (Bob Boynton of Boynton/Cook Publishers kindly
granted me peimission to use this material.) This handout lists ten
things for them to keep in mind while they are working in groups,
such as their responsibility to give feedback, the need to avoid be-
coming defensive, the importance of dealing primarily w.th large
issues, th need to focus on the writing in front of them instead of
going off on a tangent, ete. I tell them to consider these items care-
fully and to think about each one in light of what they have observed
during this demonstration session. I remind them that during the
next class they will be working in peer revision groups foi the first
time, and that I want them to be prepared to use this time wisely.

Monitoring Student Progress

When students come to class for their first peer revision session, 1
usually take a few minutes to answer any questions they have about
what they are supposed to do. I then divide the class iito groups of
three or four students and teil them to begin sharing their papers
with each other. There are advantages and disadvantages in always
having students work either in the same groups or in different ones.
Some teachers carefully consider who will work with whom. It's up
to you to decide how to handle group assignments. I preier 1o
choose the groups randomly at first and then make adjustments as
necessary after students have worked together a while.

While the students are engaged in their group work, I wander
around the room, constantly observing what is happening and listen-
ing to what is being said. When a group is in ti ouble or when they've
reached a dead end for some reason, I intervene and give them
some suggestions to get them working again. If I hear a student
make a particularly cogent 1emark about another student's paper—
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the kind of comment that can help them significantly revise their
papers—I praise the person who mad. the comment and suggest
that the writer might want to pay attention to what has just been
said. After students have more exrperience, 1 occasionaily join vari-
ous groups as an active participant. I don’t do this initially because
my presence tends to inhibit interactioni amung students. However,
after they are comfortable with the group situation and have gained
confidence in giving and receiving feedback, they aciaally like and
request my participation from time to time. As I work with these
groups, I try to provide a positive model of hoa a person goes about
giving useful feedback to writers about something they've written.

Follow-up Demonstrations

At the next dass meeting after the first group session, I ask students
to do a five-minute nonstop writing in which they tell me what
worked or didn't work in their group I collect these papers, read
them, and give a summary of what was said the next day in class. 1
also give students some suggestions abour  at they can do to over-
ome difficulties they had. On the day befuic they are scheduled to
work in groups aga'n, I remind them of problems they had last time
and, if necessary, demonstrate in some fashion how these problems
can be overcome. 1 continue this follow-up procedure all year long,
and a' a result, my peer revision groups never deteriorate too far
into something unproductive befvre I am able to get things going in
the right direction again.

Conclusion

Getting students tv work productively in peer 1evision groups is .ot
an impossible task. If teachers show students what an effecuve revi-
sion group looks like, constandy monitor student progress as they
learn how to engage in such collaboration, and follow up on any
problem areas they or their students identify, there is no reason that
peer revision can’t become an integral part of every writing class-
roon, no matter what the level.
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Marie Foley
University of California, Santa Barbara

Most instructors have encountered students for whom revision
amounts to changing a word here and there, deleting an occasional
wordy phrase, and checking cursorily for spelling errors. Their
essays are usually drafted during an “all-mighte:,” and the revising,
such as it is, takes place minutes before the final typing. By the time
these students enroll in college composition, their well-entrenched
revising habits need drastic revision. One could teach revision
straightforwardly to the class, but in my opinion the best approach is
to have students critique each other’s rough drafts ia response
groups. Nnt only qo such groups allow students to practice revising
skills tha. will transfer to their own writing, but, as instructors who
use them know, the group interaction can transform a class—
generating a supportive environment and raising the class’s overall
level of achievement. To my mind, nothing works as well to create a
sense in the classroom that writing matters,

Students with poorly developed revising strategies, howeve -, can-
not critique each cther's work effectively. For response groups to
work, students need training in how to revise and how to critique si-
multaneously. © er the years, I have tried a variety of training ap-
proaches, but none has etfected the degree of change I wanted.
What students need is a fundamental attitude change, because the
gap be'ween the way the, revise and the way we expect them to re-
vise 1t enormous. In her artide comparing the revision strategies of
students and of experienced writers, Nancy Sonrmers (1980) d-cu-
ments this gap. The students she interviewed describe their revising
as “marking out words and putting different ones in" and “cleaning
up the paper,” while the professicnals speak of “finding the argu-
ment,” “tadng apart what I have written,” and “ask[ing] major theo-
retical Juestions” (pp. 381,84). A teaching technique is needed that
bridges this gap, that 1adically transforms students’ atttudes toward
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revision and at the sanie time tiains them to respond effectively in
groups.

Donaid Muiray's (1978) proposal that ti..e revising process be
treated as a4 two-stage process—interndl revision and external revi-
sion—suggested to me a possible answer. In his words, internal revi-
ston is the stage at which writers “discover and deveiop what they
have to say”, later, during external revision, they “pay attention to
the comventions of form and language, mechanics and style” (p. 91).
Though such a division surely oversimplifies the wniting process, it
raises a possibility. why not establish two kinds of response groups
analogous to internal and external 1evision? For each essay assigned,
students would particpat2 in two different groups, the first to pose
“major theoreucal questions” and the second to focus on stylistic
concerns. The approach would automatically delay the polishing
stage and force students to revise in the root sense of the word—to
“re-see.”

These two-stage response groups have proven highly successful in
all levels of writing courses, from remedial to advan.ed. I call the
two groups “work-in-progress groups” and “editing groups.”

Work-in-Progress Sessions

At work-in-progress sessions, students divide int, groups of three to
read each other’s rough drafts and respond to them verbally and in
writing. As with all group actinaties, it 1s vital to conduct 2 modeling
session beforehand. 1 pass around copies of a rough draft from a
previous course and invite each student to suggest one question to
pose to the writer or one picce of advice to irprove the essay. Out
of this discussion, we establish some ground rules. such as to empha-
size the positive, to be spedific, and not to nitpick I enforce one
other rule striccly—thiere must be no, absolutely no, discussion of
grammar, spelling, o1 word choice. Rathet, the students are to think
globally about the rough draft, to ask thiemsclves big questions: is
the essay comvindng? Does it need more information or detail? Is it
fresh and surprising, or a 1ehash of the obvious? Does the writer’s
purpose seem dear and consistent? Does the essay unfold 'igically,
or does it meander?

It is at this modeling session that I troduce the question that hes
behind all others—*So what?” This quesuon hits home in a way that
perplexed me at first, but I have come to see that it verbalizes the
letdown students have felt but never dared adimt after reading an
essay. “So what-" implies that readers expect to feel something and
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to learn from what they read. they want to care about it. The ques-
tion implies that writing is an act of commumication beiween writer
and reader, a transaction in which the writer imphatly agrees to
make the reading worthwhile. For students who have primarily been
writing to complete the assignment, bent mainly on rcaching that
five-hundred-word limit, “So what?” introduces a new perspective—
that writing matters. Of course, I recommend that in their groups
the students use a more polite phrasing, such as “Why did you de-
cide to write on this topic?” But the brasher version becomes a
handy catchphrase in the class, a kind of inside joke that helps trans-
form the class into a community.

If. as Murray and countless other writers have reminded us, writ-
ing is a process of discovery, it doesn’t necessarily I.  »w that writers
¢an spot their own discoveries. Often what 1s truly tiesh, surprising,
or intriguing remains untapped until another reader sees it. In their
work-in-progress groups, studerts can be trained to discover what 1
valuable in earh other’s work. To explain what I mean by discovering,
I usually present the class wiih several especially dull, very rough
drafts from former students and challenge them to find something
of worth, whether it's just the introduction or even the topic choice.
To their amazement, they are able to discover potential in even the
most unpromising essay. One student praises the detail in a para-
graph, another points out good nsights in the conclusion, and soon
they have put together an essay that excites them. This warm-up
reduces their fear of facing someone’s hopeless or uninspired essay
and not knowing any way to respond except to mumble “real inter-
esting essay.” Students learn that if they read with the expectation of
finding something of value, they will find it.

The process of discovering and of posing global questions usually
requires the discarding of large chunks of a rough draft. Instructors
should be forewarned that students’ resistancc to large-scale discard-
ing is extraordinary! And no wonder, when for years they'e re-
garded their first draft as a closed piece of writing—the:r final
thinking on the topic. Old habits die hard, and mstructors have to
persist; 1t takes several group sessions before students feel comfort-
able suggesting drastic 1evisions to each other. 1t helps to remind
students often not to fall in love with their first drafts.

Editing Groups

In the second kind of response group, students work as real editors
do in preparing a piece of writing for publication (in ths case, pub-
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lication .neans submission to the instructor). I schedule the editing
groups two class meetigs after the work-in-progress groups so that
students have at least four days to 1evise their rough drafts and 1
have an intenvening dass period for wnting instruction. In the edit-

ing groups, students focus especially on the paragraph and the sen- ]
tence and put into practice our dass work on cohesion, style, and

diction. Tney spot where r1elationships need clarification and ideas

need amplification, where the wniting 1s too obvious or dull or un- {
derstated. Again, I discourage mere correcting, on the premise that
spelling and grammadr arc the writer's responsibility (although gen-
eral warnings may be given, such as to check for fragments). Also, 1
alert students that should the essay need major rethinking, they may
return to tne kind of global questions they posed in the work-in-
progress groups.

Editing groups could consist of .0 or three students, with each
student editing one or two essays, but I have evolved a more inten-
sive and collaborative system. I divide the class inte five groups, each
of which edits one essay. Thus, five students’ essays are edited dur-
ing the class period (allowing about forty minutes for the editing),
with e.eryone having at least one opportunity to be edited during
the term. Initially, I ailow students to form their own groups, butif 1
notice cliques beginning to form, I set up the groups myself so as to
create new interactions.

In each editing group, the “presenter” reads his or her essay
aloud while the editors follow along on photocopies. Oral reading,
so vital to the polishing process, 1s one reason that I prefer the large
editing groups to one-on-one editing, the noise of five sir.ultaneous
readings is tolerable, but twelve or more would be cacophonous
Reading aloud permits the editors to digest the text more slowly
and, more importantly, to autend tov the sounds and thythms of the
prose. They discover how much the ear picks up what the eye mss-
es. The editors respond in writing on their copies, and then whoever
finishes first begins discussing his or her responses with the present-
er. Gradually all five editors join the discussion, which often be-
comes quite animated as they compare their responses Since the ed-
iting day is also the due date for the essays, all students turn in their
essays except the presenters, who receive an extended due date for
another revision. Thus, the 1ev ard for being subject o editing scru-
tiny is the chance to turn 1n a better essay and get a higher grade.

1
Although only the five presenters receive the iinmediate grade
benefit, all students in fact benefit, ot only through the reinforce-
O
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ment of class exercises but more subtly in what they discover about
closure. As students spot more and more possibihtes tor improving
an essay, they are less ready to call their own work fimshed. If their
classmate’s essay—already a second or third draft—still has room for
improvement, so must theirs. And though thev don't in fact rexise
each essay to perfection, they are at least aware of its incom-
pleteness. They begin to experience what Valéry said about writing
poetry—that a piece of writing is never finished, it is just aban-
doned.

Conclusion

The mam benefit of using two-stage response groups is that they
break up the revision process, foraing students to take more time
and invest more care in revision. These group sessions consume a lot
of class time, in effect, they make revision the focus of the course.
Students come to realize that revision is what writing 15 all about. In-
stead of writing a single draft at the last minute and hurriedly cor-
recting it, they produce a quich first draft in which they let their
ideas flow, regarding this draft as raw materiai to be shaped. As one
student put it, “I just try to throw together my ideas so J can see
what sort of direction to take.” And another: “After I write my first
draft, I take a step back. What am 1 really trying to say? I look for
problems in flow, structure, style, and logic. Then 1 write a secord
draft that is very differcnt from the first.” As these end-of-term com-
ments indicate, students eventually internalize the global questions
they have posed in the work-in-progress groups. They begin to
sound like Sommers's experienced adult writers, ashing themselves
major questions and re visioning their own work, even before sub-
mitting it to their peers.

Let me repeat that this turnaround tokes time, the first group ses-
sions seldom produce dramatic changes because resistance to change
is strong. Even with the carefully planned modeling sessions de-
signed to encit the responses I'm looking for, I often don't se new
attitudes unul midierm, and for some students not until the end of
the term. But it is graufying to see the changes take place, to watch
students grow through these response groups imto more mature,
self-confident writers and editors, and o watch the dass develop a
mutual trust that allows them o Locome a supportive writing com-
munity.
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18 Project Write Start:
Elementary and Secondary
Writing Partners

Kirsten Barfod Levinsohn and john Kendall
Rutgers Preparatory School
Somerset, New Jersey

A pair of long legs scrunch under a primary school desk and pro-
vide just enough room for a pair of much shorter legs to dangle
freely. Beiween the two bodies lie a few pieces of paper, the focus of
their attention. Alex, the younger student, is animatediy talking and
gesticulating as Linda, his older partner, listens with serious consid-
eration and, at times, amusement. She responds w her younger
partner’s ideas by sifting through ambiguities, encouraging depth,
or laughing heartily. After further discussion, Linda begins to write
down their collective ideas, stopping occasionally to ask Alex a ques-
tion or to clarify a point. The talking and writing flow.

About twenty minutes later, after editing their collaboratie ef-
fort, Linda and Alex proudly read their story to the hushed room.
Responding to the applause of their dassmates, they display broac
smiles simultaneously. A few other pairs of writers share their sto-
ries, until the clock signals the end of the period. After bidding
farewell to his partner, Alex approaches his second-grade teacher
still clutching his story and implores, “Can we please do that again?”

Project Write Siart began as a single joint writing experience be-
tween John Kendall’s eleventh/twelfth-grade writing class anc
Kirsten Levinsohn’s second-grade class, but quickly grew into a se-
ries of flesh-and-blood coliaborations as the year progressed. The
enthusiasm and creative prose generated from our first meeting
convinced us to continue with the paired writings. By the end of the
academic year, with half a dozen correspondences and four in-class
visits, the two classes had yielded a tremendous array of verbal ac-
tivity and had demonstrated improved abilities and confidence as
well.

This project began with the celebration of Children’s Book Week
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in November by Kiisten's Lower School* students. After the second
graders read and discussed stories, created and “pubhshed” ther
own prose, and wrote to their favorite authors, john was invited to
talk to them about his experiences as a published children’s author.

When planning the details of the visit. however, we realized that
tremendous potential for a writing project existed m the combined
efforts of John's expository writing class and Kirstes's second grad-
ers. Thus, as an additional spur to literary activity, we planned to
have the Upper School and Lower School students meet and work in
pairs to compose a story.

Prior to the meeting, each second grader planned and drew a
three-segmernted picture outline of the story. The [irst drawing illus-
trated the character’s problem, the second picture demonstrated the
character’s attempt to solve the problem, and the third frame
showed whether the solution worked. Armed with these pictorial
outlines, the second graders invited the Upper School students to
their room. The older students then acted as scribes, taking down
what the young authors dictated, as facilitators, encouraging clear
and thoughtful responses, and as light-handed editors, fleshing out
an occasional wobbly thought.

The mutual excitement and ambitious responses delighted us. Al-
though we circled among the writers, braced for numerous cries for
help, the students barely requested our services. Afterward, the
teenage scribes neatly recopied the stories for homework, while their
Lower School collaborators illustrated the stories and bound the text
into 4 book. Feeling like budding Maxwell Perkinses, we displayed
the finished works in the Upper School aud Lower School libraries,
belire installing them as part of Kirsten’s permanent classroom li-
brary.

Fncouraged by the success of the fall collaborative writing experi-
ence, we planned other paired writing adventuies. Alttough John
had a new writing class in the second semester, Kirsten's seasoned
veterans eagerly volunteered to break in the green recruits. Pro-
vided with a chance to start from scratch, we expanded the writing
partnerships over several months with both long-distance and in-
class writing.

To emphasize the fading are of letter writing, we began the class
interaction with a pen pal assignment. Since we had found that the
older students provided considerable motnvation for the younget
students, Johns advanced expository writing class introduced them-

*Lower Schoul and Upper Schuol i fer 1o disisions of Rutgers Preparatory School
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selves via letters first. These were one page letters telling where the
teenagers lived, what they did in their free rime, and how they saw
life as sixteen-year-olds. We used individual file folders with both
students’ names on them as permanent “envelopes” to ensure inde-
pendence from the group and to initiate partnerships between the
pairs of writers. Lower Schoolers began to embellish their folders
with drawings and docdles, and soon the teenagers began te -raw in
response, many of them requesting crayons or markers from John
to compensate for being “underprivileged” Upper Schoolers armed
only with pencils and bailpoints.

The second graders eagerly and impatiently awaited their pen
pals’ letters. They loved the persoral attention from the older stu-
dents; many would strut around the room with their prized letters,
boasting of the letters’ length, a particularly fine picture, or one of
the accomplishments of their pen pals. Their letters of response
ofter: imitated the letters they had received, with similar syntax,
form, or expressions of speech. In many cases, apparently wishing to
show the importance of their own statements and to demonstrate
their growing writing skills, the seven year-olds matched the length
of their pen pals’ letters.

Since storytelling worked well in the fall, we repeated a variation
of that assignment for the first in-class meeting of this group of
partners. This time, each student prepared for the joint meeting by
writing a story’s beginning, which introduced the characters, estab-
lished the setting, and described the problem to be solved. Although
Kirsten’s second graders welcomed their heretofore unseen pen pals
into their classroom with excited and nervous anticipation, friendly
chatter soon ensued.

After reading their story introductions to each other, the pen pals
switched them with each other. Each student then wrote the middle
of his or her partner’s story, elaborating on the dimensiozs of tne
problem described in the introduction and creaung a way ior the
character to solve that problem. With muck bantering back and
forth, and a couple of fudge cookies for sustenance, the stories
began to develop interesting twists and subplots that their onigina-
tors never expected. The partners then returned the story's new
middle to the surprised, delighted, and, at times, perplexed original
storytellers. These writers then wrote the ending to the stoiies they
began, and we concluded our first spring visit with the oral sharing
of the pairs’ mutual creativity. Kirsten added the recopied, illus-
trated, and bound drafts of these three-part stories to her classroom
library.
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Following two more exchanges of pen pal letters, we began an-
other, more ambitious writing adventure, the creation of an
“omegabet” (as opposed to an alphabet). We had already rejected
several topics because of unsuitability. Through an “alphabet/
vmegabet” project, the students would examine the Lasic units of
written language and experniment with the very abstract ideas behind
the twenty-six letters.

First, each class read Rudyard Kipling's “How the Alphabet Was
Made,” a fictinnalized account of how a caieperson invented the al-
phabet, and Dr. Seuss’s On Beyond Zebra, a model for our own ef-
forts.

Second, as a prewriting word-play activity, Kirsten gave her kids a
vertical strip of the alphabet and asked them to write one or two
words that began with each letter of the alphabet (e.g., “angry
aardvarks,” “bouncing balls”). Their Upper School pen pals then
had to complete the phrases using an inverted alphabet (ie., A
matched Z, B matched Y, and so on, as in “Angry aardvarks are
zealous,” “Bouncing balls are never yellow,” etc.). We then taped the
written phrases to construction paper, attached them to fishing line,
and hung the alphabet mobiles from john's classroom ceiling in time
for the next visit of Lower Schoolers.

The omegabet arose from each second grader coining a new let-
ter, drawing it, and inventing a new word or words that used the
new letter, just as Dr. Seuss does in his story. The Upper Schoolers
helped the second graders compose a story involving the new letters
and words. For example, Aparna made the letter “ahik” and with
her teenage partner, Robert, composed the following explanation:

This letter stands for Miss A/Khookia doodle. 1t's
the ancestor of archeopteroy (a dinosuar) Tt makes a
chicken noise. She has a very long tail. And a very
A short beak. Her feathers are purple and piuk. She
has turquoise wings. And the left of her bodv 1s red.
She likes to fly . . She drinks fruit punch. She ..as 3
children: Mary, Carol and George.

Michael created the letter “eeck™ and with his Upper School part-
ner, Joe, explained its origin:

An ceck stands for a dust storm m Antartica. This
dust storm kills all the penguins whether good or
bad. It covers sixteen miles at a ume. The 2eck turns

% the penguins into carrots, not fancy carrots but
orange ones. Eskimos. who would disappear 1f
caught in the storm, come and eat all the carrots that
used to be penguins
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We assembled vur fifteen newly invented letters, coniplete with sto-
ries and pictures, and provided all thirty partners and the two school
libraries with our own version of On Beyond Zebra.

Originally, we had planned to end Project Wiite Start with the
creation of the omegabet. Howeser, both dlasses had enjoved the ex-
changes immensely, and they pleaded for one more visit. Although
only two weeks of school re.uained, we couldn’t 1esist then enthusi-
asm and used one Upper Schooler’s suggestion of a cartoou stiip
collaboration. We photocopied several pages of small stick {igures in
various action poses from a how-to-draw book. Each partner selected
four or five figures before the paired \isit, and was required to use
at ieast one of their figures in the joint cartoon strip. We then re-
joined forces a final time, provided blank “storyboards,” and the fif-
*een pairs of partners went to work o create cartoon narratives.
Their humorous efforts were shared, photocopied  nd displayed on
a bulletin board; this allowed students and visitors alike the oppor-
tunity for a good chuckle.

Throughout our many paired writing a.tinities, the enthusiasm
on both sides of the campus always ran high as a result of careful
planning and the very nature of cooperatne learning. We always
spent considerable time beforehand constructing activities that
would challenge both the Lower Schoolers and, m a differe i way,
the Upper Scheolers. Kirsten would frequently “prewrite” with her
kids through reading stories, discussing ideas, and assigning related
literary activities. John would explain to his students the ovcrall in-
terit of an activity but would often ust. the spontaneity of the class
meeting and the intensity of completing the. collective assignment
within the class period to kindie interes. and to provide challenge.
We met for forty minutes, which included brief introductions or ex-
planations, a sizable block of time for co osing, and then a ten-
minute cookie break and oral sharing of u.. fruits of the students’
literary lators. John's kids would then recopy the work more legibly,
while Kirsten's students would illustrate the stortes or make book
covers for them.

Along with preparation, the other important contribution to the
success of our writing collaborations stemmeud from the intrinsic
benefit of student-to-student motivation, mspiation, and creation.
Kirsten's second graders were thiilled to see their own ideas take
such form and length. For so long «hewr imagmations had been held
m check by their slower and less advanced fine motor skills. A« then
age, these students’ ideas had always blazed ahead of their strug-
gling pencils on paper. Now then more expetienced “chauffeurs”
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enabled them to translate their mental words into physical words
faster and more effectively. The second graders were delighted to
see their ideas being accepted so readily by then older partners and

ere intrigued to see how those same ideas were slightly remodeled
and polished to make for a more cogent and smoother story. With
their partners, they added descriptors, crossed out irrelevant details,
and, at times, struggled to find the right language to create the de-
sired effect.

Shifted into the role of primary literacy experts, John's students
also enjoyed and learned from the experience. The unfolding stories
and their younger partners’ intensity often amused tl.em. But the
effort of rewording without interfering, guiding without inhibiting,
and teaching without preaching provided a unique challenge. For
most students, this was their first teaching experience. Many found
that they had to resist the temptation to completely overhaul their
partners’ stories or, at the other extreme, to igr ‘re the ambiguities
and the inconsistencies because the literary faults were too hard to
explain. Often the older students’ faces betrayed therr difficulties in
figuring out how to fadilitate the mutual reworking of the pieces
The uplifted, eager, and trusting faces of their partners helped
them to make that pedagogical plunge. Moreover, these attempts at
guiding the wniting of their younger partners increased the teen-
agers’ own metacognitive awdreness of what constitutes good prose.

In addition, many of the teens realized the mixed blessings of
adulthood through their return to an elementary classrooni. They
loved the nostalgic regression into childhood. they argued intensely
about moraing snack, demanded wide-hned paper <. d fat pencils
for recording, and lobbied against censor Lip from the adult teach-
ers Indeed, many tried on the shoes of censorship themselves for
the first time as they tried to wean their partners fiom preoccupa-
tion with Rambo, killer 10bots, and maniacal monsters (with only
minimal success).

Perhaps in nine or ten years, it will be Alex’s turn to scrunch long
legs under a desk in the Lower School, and he will collaborate with a
pen pal yet to be born. Some of his classmates will remember the ex-
perience permanently, espedially with a thick file folder of letters
and several class projects to rermind them. Just as Linda's class may
become more sophisticated editors and moie sensitive adults
throngh the experience, we hope that Alex will still be as excited
about writing as he wa. after the first collabor ation.

g
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19 A Lesson in Rhetoric:
Writing and Performing
TV Commercials

G. Douglas Meyers
University of Texas at El Paso

There i1s no doubt that the television commercial has changed—and
will contir:ue to change—the way we fit into the world. The average
youngster between the ages of five and eighteen, according to Neil
Postman (1987), sees approximately one thousand television com-
mercials each week. We can safely assume then, that our students
are well acquainted with this ubiquitous genre. While most English
teachers lament the disproportionately large amount of time that
students stay fixed in front of the tube, we are also growing in-
creasingly interested in making connections between the TV “curric-
ulum” and some of our own teaching goals.

There are many ways to exploit television advertising to improve
students’ abilities as critical thinkers, speakers, listeners, 1eaders, and
writers. A definite correspondence exists, for instance, vetween TV
commercials and any other piece of intentional communication that
uses language. Much contemporary theory emphasizes the rhetorical
nature of all communication—that it occurs for specific purposes, in
speciiic contextr, with specific audiences and writers/speakers en-
gaged—and many parallels can be drawn between tze rhetoric of
the TV commercial and the rhetoric of writing. Particularly when
students lack a sense of purpose, or audience, or understanding of
occasion in their writing and therefore grind out arhetorical “Eng-
fish,” the TV commercial makes a provocative pedagogical tool. And
hecause most students are already accustomed to responding pub-
licly and collectively to the electronic media, TV commercals are a
“natural” for group work.

The cooperative learning activity described here is predicated
upon several commonsense teaching principles: (1) that students can
take responsibility for their own learning when engaged as active
learners in smali groups, (2) that the most effecuve learning takes
place when we build on what we can already do well in order to de-
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velop new competenaies and to raise consciousness, and (3) that
teachers can best facilitate learing by articulating objectives specify-
ing definite tasks and outcomes. This activity is also integrative—-
bridging gaps between speaking and writing, skills and imagina-
tion—and by introducing dramauc activities into the English class-
room, it encourages learning that is creative and entertaining.

Implementation and Marerials

By calling off numbers around the room, students are randomly as-
signed to work in a group with three other classmates. This proce-
dure mixes students by varying levels :f abiliry and achievement,
sex, and ethnic background, an arrangement that creates a “we're all
m this together” camaraderie promoting the exchange of different
rleas.

The instructor gives the following directions:

Each group will choose one card from each of these three differ-
ent stacks of index cards. Using the informauon on your three
cards, your group will work together to write a script for a TV
commercial to advertise a product to be bought as a present for
a certain type of person for a speafic gift-gning occasion You
will be able to use the rest of today’s class to work on yout
script—to figure out what your product 1s and how you nught
advertise 1t for your specific audience and occasion It might be
wise to have a recorder for each group so you don’t Jose track of
your 1deas. Tomorrow, each group will act out their commel cial
at the front of the classroom. If you want to use an} props, you
can bring them 1 then Your finished commercial should last
approximately one minute, and every member of your group
should somehow be nivolhed in its presentation

Each group chooses one card (folded, to prevent reading before
choosing) from each of the following sets of cards (which the in-
structor has prepared ahead of time):

Hypothetical Product Names. These names are invented with a con-
notative potential in mind, so that students can create whatever
product seems appropnate for the sound and look of the word. One
of the first major rhetorical decisions that students must make, in
fact, is at the level of word choice and style: what product could this
particular name represent appropratelyr Some of the Hypothetical
Product Name cards I have used include “Sparkum,” “9.5,"
“McNamara's,” “Onadi,” “Ravot,” “Le Jon.” “Mafana,” “Termo,”
“dan-dan’s,” “Fancredible,” and “ZYX.”

Gift Reaiprents. These cards idenufy the secondary audiences
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whom students must implicitly addiess in their commeraals—the
people for whom the gift is intended. The primary audience to
whom students are marketing their product is net the recipients
themselves but people who buy gifts for the recipients. Students are
thus presented with a rather challenging rhetorical problem, that of
accommodating hierarchical audiences. They must biainstorm about
who these people “re and what kinds of commerdials might win
them over, inventorying the emotions and characters of their audi-
ences and identifying the kinds of appeals and lines of argument
that might persuade them—the stuff of Aristolelean rhetoric. Some
of the Gift Recipient cards I have used incluz: Mother, Father,
Broth-r Sister, Daughter, Son, Grandfather, Grandmother, Grand-
daughter, Grandson, Boyfriend, Girltriend, Boss, Graduate, Teach-
er, and Self.

Occasions for Gift Gruing. These cards suggest a context for the gift-
giving occasion, the cluster of connotations and denctations associ-
ated with a parucular celebrated day. Students must explore the
nuances of this specific occasion, since one main purpose of this as-
signment is to create just the right pitch for the right people at the
-ight time. Some of the Occasion cards I have used include Birth-
day, V'alentine’s Day, Mother's Day, Father's Day, Anniversary,
Fourth of July, Christmas, Hanukkah, Halloween, Graduation, Re-
tirement, Moving, and “Just Becausz.”

Procedure

Having selected their cards, students work together to generate
fresh material for their commerdial. This activity emphasizes the cre-
ativity and serious playfulness that characterize successful in-
ventional strategies. By discouraging the application of rigid rules
(something that often disables poor composers), the conunercial-
composing colloquy promotes flexibility and the exploration of
many rhetorical choices: together, students discover and create con-
tent, arrangement, and style, as well as voice, tone, and point of
view. They come to understand the constraints of the rhetorical
problem they are grappling with and the imphcations of the choices
they make in sohing that problem. They imaginatively and ani-
matedly improvis:, trying out different solutions. At +.ne minute the
product is defined as such-and-such, and the next minute it is some-
thing quite different, . a second, a certain adyertising appeal is
thought to be effective, and a moment later 1t is rejected for its lack
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of suitability for the occasion. Because this is a group actity. the de-
cisions are reasoned decisions—ones that engage students in stating
and defending their opinions about different rhetorical matters.

The variety of specific rhetoricai problems is large, for students in
each group are involved in developing a unique communicdtion. Yet
all groups must focus on the same variables. content (the product),
purpose (to sell), audience, and occasion. The group attempting to
develop a commercial aimed at persuading people to give “Spar-
kum” to Grandma for her birthday is trying to accomplish some-
thing identical to, yet different from, the group writing the commer-
cial aimed at getting viewers to buy their boytriends “Onadi” for the
Fourth of July or their sisters “9.5” for Valentines’s Day. Even when
students get a seemingly nonsensical combination of cards, (for ex-
ample, giving “Ravot” to Grandpa on Graduation Day or giving
“ZYX" to Teacher upon Retirement), the activity works well because
of the incongruities the students must consciously address in design-
ing their commercials.

Sharing and Responding

Invariably, each group has great fun hamnng it up in front of their
dlassmates, performing their onginal TV comnsercial. Usually all
cast members are motivated enough to know their lines by heart,
and often props are brought in to make the sixty-second spot vis-
ually appealing.

Immediately after each commeraial is presented, all members of
the class (incuding the instructor) write several sentences of feed-
back to give to the group members at the end of the class period,
commenting on the commercial and making special note of the suc-
cess with which it made the invented product attractive to its
intended audience for the intended occasion. Once all the commer-
cials have been acted out, a large class discussion ensues, highlight-
ing the importance of audience, purpose, and occasion for any com-
munication. Students now have much to say abou. these elements of
thetori, thanks to both the new msight and the increased availabili-
ty of prior knowledge that this exercise makes possible.

Depending on other course objectives, this activity can be used as
« springboard for further group exploiation of the connections be-
tween nonprint media and written composition. For example. in-
structors might want to address such topics as the types of reasoning
and organizational patterns in visual and verbal forms of composi-
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tion, the “grammar” of the electronic media versus the grammar of
language, and ‘erbal transitions versus visual transitions. Having en-
acted an amateur commercial, students may be assigned to anaiyse
professional advertisements, examining how they use different ty pes
of claims, warrants, and evidence. Time might also be devoted to
studying how the scripts could be revised into effecuve pieces of ex-
pository prose. :

Regardless of what follows this cooperative learning project, my
experience tells me that this activity, by itself, delivers important
lessons in rhetoric to students. It helps to sensitize them to issues of
audience, purpose, and occasion; it emphasizes the power of using
language economically (the commerdials last for only one minute), it
refines their ability t¢ make defensible rhetorical choices; and it en-
courages them to talk to and to listen to one another. It may even
prepaie them to deal more critically with the more than fifty thou-
sand commeraals they will view during the coming year.
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20 The Sound of Music: A
Harmonious Meeting of Minds

Virgimia McCormick
Allen High School
Allentown, Pennsylvania

Dust as we are, the immortal spirit grows

Like harmony 1n music; there is a dark
Inscrutable workmanship that reconciles
Discordant elements, makes them cling together
In one socicety,

Wordsworth, Tke Prelude, Book 1,1 340ff.

Rogers and Hammerstein's The Sound of Music begins with the famil-
iar words “The hills are alive with the sound of music. . . ." And alive
with sound is just what a classroom is when a teacher undertakes
group projects. Many teachers are reluctant to attempt group work
because of the potential resulting chaos. But dissonance cau be
turned into harmony.

What evokes more dread in the hearts of English teachers every-
where than having to teach—not assign, but teach—the research
paper? Couple that monumental task with the additional require-
ment of teaching it to the average-ability eleventh-grade stuuent,
and most English teachers query with a faint-of-heart "Who, me?"
Always the optimist, I decided that since the paper had 10 be taught,
I must find some palatable way of iiotiv sting a class of thirty-two
girls and three boys—few, if any, of whom were planning to attend
college. How could T convince them that they must write a research
paper as a part of the requirernent for junior-year English? While 1
could simply announce, “Do 1t or fail,” 1 chose not to because I want-
ed them to understand the process, and I wanted therr research to
become a worthwhile learning expenience. After ruminaung about
the dilemma ror some time, I decided upon a solution I hoped
would be challenging and instructive. combine group work with 1e-
search.
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Some tme ago I was enchanted by the idea of Steve Allen’s televi-
sion program “Meeung of Minds.” For those unfamiliar with the
program, Steve Allen created 10und-table discussions to which he in-
vited notible guests. Michelangelo, Socrates, L.eonardo DaVinag,
Catherine *'1e Great, Voltaire, Thomas Paine. William Blake, Emily
Dickinson, Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Oliver Cromwell, the Emi-
press Theodora, Atula the Hun. and Bertrand Russell. A discussion
would feature three to four guests, each of whom was introduced in-
dividually. Diaiogue progressed between the moderator and one
guest. the two guests, and so forth. until each of the chairs was vc-
cupied. At this point, some lively discussion ensued, featuring philo-
sophical o1 moral questions indicative of or reflective of each guest’s
era and culture. Some bickering. some applause. some guffaws
would occur, but what prevailed for the viewer was a new perspec-
tive of time and space.

Before I informed my students about the impending research
paper requirements, I let them view an episode of “Meeting of
Minds.” They became so fascinated with Catherine the Great's ro-
mantc escapades and Oliver Cromwell's rage over hus musical intro-
duction (“God Save the King”) that they were eager to find out how
this program related to English class.

Next, I enticed the class with a little theatricality. When they en-
tered the classroom the nexi day, they found sealed 9" X 12" manila
emelopes labeled “MISSION: POSSIBLE" on their desks. They
were cautioned not to open them. As the bell for dass rang, I played
a recording of the theme song from the TV show “Mission. Impossi-
ble.” Sufficiently intnigued, the students opened their packets. Each
packet contained information about research skills: tune lines, proce-
dures, footnote an.! biblivgraphy guidelines, notetaking informa-
uon, and general format rules, as well as mstructions for selecting
one of thirty famous people After I reviewed procedures and con-
tents of the packet, [ inited students to form groups and choose the
name of a famous person from the list of thirty.* I explained that
cach group would explore one famous person’s life and umes. Sec-
ondly, the completed papers would be culled, and from them would
come 4 script for our own version of “Mecting of Minds.” Excite-
ment {lashed through the room. Students then grouped themselves
and each group chose a person to mvestigate From the hist of thirty

*I would be happy 1 share these matenais with anvone who would ke to have
them Write me at Allen High School, 17t and Tarne Sticets, Allentown, PA 18104
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famous men and women, the groups chose Pocahontas. Shirley
Temple, Helen Keller, Laura Ingalls Wilder. and Linda Ronstadt.
Next I asked each group to complete a survey Jetailing the names
of the group members. the name of the chosen famous person, and
other critical information. For this survey, each group member se-
lected an area of interest to investigate so that he or she could
become familiar with the person’. life and times. The areas of inves-
tigation included aurobiographical biographical mformation, histor-
ical/polttical events. medical ‘entifictechnolcgical advances, socio-
economic climate, artistic/cultural endeavors. and current events
pertinent to each person and time period being investigated.

Research

“rudents began researching their topics und persons and soon had
accumulated bibliography cards and note cards. After I checked
both types of cards to make sure students were on the right track. 1
suggested that each group brainstorm in aider to deude hvw to ex-
plain the person’s life and times in the most reasonable and effiuent
mannei. After students had devised a simple outline, 1 suggested
that they divide 1t into sections and that each person mn the group
take a section. Now they had a real challenge. Because most students
chose to develop their papers chronologically rather than 1s nar-
rative (the two forms of biography and autobiography we had
learned about earlier in the year), they could not use just the note
cards each one had fillec out. They needed other informauon In
other words, each student was dependent upon the others in his or
her group for careful notetaking. If johnny didn't take good notes
about the historical events during Helen Keller's ifetime, Suzy
would have to backtrack and investigate agam. Because students
didn’t want to let down their fellow group members, they took copi-
ous and thorough notes. They actually spent hours after schoel and
on Saturdays at the public library working out kinks in their chro-
nology. The collaborative effort was thorough. and the group mem-
bers worked together to produce a whole and harmonious paper. As
each group wrote its paper. members challenged. encouraged,
chided. and cooperated with one another on such academic matters
as choice of transitional phrases, legibility of woik, herence of
writing. word choice, and appropriateness of material. *» a result of
the collaboratine eftort. I 1eceived five excellent rescarch papers.

Q 13,‘
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Students had evidenced nuinerous skills, induding funcuonmg at all
levels of Bloom’s taxonomy.

Preparing for the Program

Next, five students volunteered to be scriptwriters. Their task was to
take the five papers and, after reading them, determine what was
important and what was extraneous. They had to synthesize the in-
formation and produce a script that showed each famous person’s
character, but they aiso had to decide upon what current issues to
discuss at the roundtable. Although only five students actually wrote
the seript, they had plenty of advice—and criticism—{rom the rest of
the class. One day I walked into class to hear Frank dedlare, “How
could you possibly forget to discuss the impact 1V has had on divi-
lization? Where would Shirley Temple be without itz And who ever
heard of Laura Ingalls Wilder before she got her oan TV show?”

In the meantime, other groups of students organized other facets
of the production. One group fashioned costumes; another learned
about videotaping, another deaded upon and found theme music
for each character; another found props, located a stage, and
checked on lighting, and the last group became actors and actresses.

Finally the script was written and duplicated, and the actors and
actresses learned their parts. Interestmgly, the writers allowed no
one but the teacher and the actors and actresses to see the script be-
fore the production. They wanted everyone to be surprised.

The Great Minds Meet

On the day of the taping, the dass assemnbled in the home economics
living room, which had been transformed with caneras, lights,
props, and music. The theme music began, and the announcer an-
nounced the program and guests. The host walked onto the set and
made a few introductory remarks. Then he introduced a six-year-
old Shirley Temple, who sxapped in, curls bobbing, skirt bouncing,
licking a giant lollipop, to the tune of “Baby, Take a Bow.” After
some preliminary discussion with Shitley about her career as a child
star, the host introduced Pocahontas, who arrived to the beat of
tom-tom.. When Pocahontas’s early life had been explored suffi-
dently, the host introduced Helen Keller and Annie Sullivan.
students from the Helen Keller group had recognized that they
had an additiondl problem. Since Helen Keller was blind, deaf, and
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mute, how could a panel communicate with her? They wanted
Helen to participate in the discussion, bu: they knew that the audi-
ence’s willing suspension of disbelief would be stretched to its linmts
if Helen were able to see, hear, and speak. Therefore, this group
added Annie Sullivan, who spoke in a charming Irish brogue and in-
terpreted for Helen, the panel, and the audience. The students who
portrayed Helen and Annie were so concerned with authenticity that
they had gone to the local Assouation for the Blind and learned
some simple sign language. Appropriately enough, the music se-
lected for Helen and Annie’s entrance was “I Can See Cleariy Now.”

Next we met Linda Ronstadt, who was dressed in the latest fash-
ion and entered to one of her bit songs, “Party Girl.” After some
preliminary biographical information, Linda questioned Shirley
‘Temple about her show business career.

What a perfect cue for Laura Ingalls Wilder! Although Laura was
never in show busit ss, her writing of the Little House books en-
abled the creation of the popular TV show “Little House on the
Prairie.” Therefore, what better musical introduction could she have
than the theme from the show based on her writing? The moderator
questioned Laura briefly about her family, her schooling, and the
hardships her family endured as pioneers on the frontier.

The subject of hardships produced a lively discussion among the
group. The questions of Indian cruelty and cruelty to Indians arose
and produced a number of insights about early pioneer Iife. The
discussion then proceeded to societal views of handicaps. When
Pocahontas indicated that a child with handicaps such as Helen Kel-
ler’s would be isolated from the tribe and left somewhere to die. an
irate Annie Sullivan pounded her clenched fist on the table and de-
manded an explanation Pocahontas responded, saying that it was a
tenet of her tribe’s religion to cast aside anyone who could not take
care of him- or herself. In addiuon, she said, the Creator did ot ex-
pect anyone who was not perfect physically to live. This discussion
continued with vehement arguments for some titne as cach member
of the panel contributed her outrage about treatment or mistreat-
ment of others, not o1." the handicapped. Before anyone realized it,
the cameraman was signaling that the allotted time was nearly over.

Interestingly enough, one of the most positive contributions of
the project for the class was that the young lady who portrayed
Laura Ingalls Wilder was learning-disabled with a severe memory
problem. Earlier in the year, class members had little to do with her,
but as she undertook the part of Laura. her group and ther the en-
tire class became very supportive. While she did have some ditticulty
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remembering her hines, she wucceeded in her art as Lamna and won
the respect and admuration of he: dassmates

Playing to a Wider Audience

The culmination of this experience was the viewing of the video-
taped progran. on the last day of school. A nnumber of guests were
invited to the presentation. One of the most surprising outcomes of
this project was that on the day ¢ * he viewing, teachers from all
over the school, from a variety of disaplines, stopped by or called
and asked when 1t was being shown. Apparently, the stud-nts were
so enthusiastic, even the normally reucent ones, that they told any-
one within earshot about their productuon. As a 1esult. the screening
had a large and varied audience.

What impressed most of the aduits was the wholehearted involve-
ment of the class during the viewing. Students antidipat d ceidin
parts of the script. They were eager to see Annie pound the table in
disbelief about the treatment of the handicapped, and they were
genuinely enthusiac  and suppertive of the student who played
Laura when she rer .embered her lines. The camaraderie exhibited
throughout this venture into group research surpasses any I have
exper zaced during my teaching career.

That was the fir t year's effort. Over the past four years, wc've
had visits from Albert Schweitzew, P. T. Barnum, Jim Thorpe, Llea-
nor Roosevelt, Marie Antoinette (kids seem to like the chailenge of
dealing with the beheading of the grande dame), Gandhi, Galileo,
Dolley Madison, Jacqueline Kennedy Onassis, Charlie Chapiin, Babe
Ruth, Michelangelo, and Rasputin. We've had a great timc and
learned . lot. We've learned to respect indnidual rights, to work to-
gether, and to research complex topics. We've managed to be cre-
aiive, to work the school's videotape equipment, and to tind solu-
dons to seemingly isurmountable problems. M.ooc of all, however,
weve found that we can still be individuals a1 work as a cohesive
group to produce research papers and a videotape of our efforts

E.aluation

Evaluation is always « difficult task for o teacher, and group work
compournds that difficulty at Jeast tenfold. After numerous attempts
at grading this project, Idevised the folle iy system. kach student
e graded indnadually on bibliography cards and note cards. After
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that, the group is graded on a pomnt systeni for completion of each
task. Quality does not seem tc be a problem. Because of students’
desire to nave an A paper, each group member cticizes the rough
draft of the paper and makes suggestions and 1mp1ovements. 1 give
students a checklist to verify specific elements before they submt
their papers for grading.

In addition, as a check on shared responsibility I ask each student
to keep and submit a process journal. From time to ume, I collect
and check journals to determine whether the group is working well
together or whether someone is having a particular problem.

Throughout the group process, students are responsible to one
another for finding accurate information. They must take good
notes, and they must share tasks and be responsible workers. Ulu-
mately, the project emphasizes each student’ talents 1ather than his
or her shortcomings. Better yet, it helps students analyze, synthesize,
and evaluate what is important and what isn't. Many tmes I've over-
heard one student challenge . nother with “But [famous person’s
name] would nev.r say that!”

Obviously students obtained information in their quest. Further-
more, they had to use comprehension skills in order to apply the n-
formation. In addition. students had to analyze and select spectfic
portions of information to write their research papeis. They then
had to evaluate that information and synthesize 1t nto « form other
than the original text. Beyond that, the class had to use the same
skills on a higher level of abstraction in orde1 to produce a script
and carry out their chore.

Conclusion

Group work 1s not neat and tidy m practice o3 n gradimg, 1 ideas or
in noise level. It 1s usually chaotic and dissonant. Ann Berthoff
(1981) encourages teachers to tolerate chaos when she 54y,

Now. chaos 1s scary the meanings that can emerge trom n,
which can be discerned taking shape within 1, can be discovered
only if students who are learning to write can learn to tolerate
ambigui Itis 1o our teacheily advantage that the imnd doesn’t
ik~ chaos. on the other hand, we have to be aleit 1o the fact that
meanings can be arrned at oo quickly, the possbility of other
meanings being too abruptly foreclosed. What we must reqlize
ourselves and mdake dramaucally evident to our students 1s what
I A. Richards means when he cails ambiguities “the hinges of
thought ™ (pp. 70- 71)
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Yes, group work 1s chaotic and dissonant, but it fosters thinking
and imagination. It helps us to “Linge” things together, to make as-
sociations and connect ons. Certairly the dusiy immortal spirits
we've conjured up in our research project help us to begin “a dark /
Inscrutable workmanship that reconciles / Discordant elements,
makes them cling together / In one society” to produce a harmo-
niov, “Meeting of Minds.” No ma.ter how harmonious or dissonart
the groups of students involved in this project become, I will never
forget the warning 1 overheard a senior give an incoming junios.
“Every time you hear the sound of music in her class, look out! It
means trouble, and boy, does it mean work!”
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S. Phyllis M. Taufen. SNJM
Gonzaga University

Seven, come eleven—throw the dice! No. not dlassroom gambling
but cooperative learning with a six-sided box. This activity chal-
lenges high school seniors as well as grade school learners—pushing
all to <ee beyond the obvious. Built on individual and group plan-
ning, writing, and publishing, “Six Sides™ encourages cooperative
learning, fosters creativity, and spotlights both the individual and
the group. A quick look at the what. the how, and the why of the ac-
uvity will clarify this cooperative venture.

WHAT? Boxes displaying sorative writing efforts are the
final products of this group endeavor. “oxes—colorful ang creative,
piled on library shelves, hanging as mobiles, stacked on activity
tables, and handled daily. Boxes—uritten and designed by student
groups. Boxes-—describing, narrating. analyzing, briaging rogether
skills, cooperadon, and learning.

HOW? Divide the class into groups of six students. Caoose ordi-
nary, familiar topics for student collaboration. pearcat utter sand-
wiches, jogging shoes, locker keys, T-shirts, ice cieam o res. Then
direct the groups to select one object and imagine what it could be,
what it could do, what caused it, who needs it, and v hat muakes 1t «.
‘They poke it, stretch it. cuddle it, lister: to 1t, fizkt for it. Together,
they brainstorm, hsting facts and fantasies.

With this prewriting exercise finished, indi iduals throw the dice,
rofling unul everyone has a different number. QNE means describe
the object; TWO, tell a story about the object. THREE. comparc or
contrast it; FOUR., find its causes (or effects): FIVE, dassifyv or di-
vide it; and SIX, argue for it

With the luck of the throw, students wite onc hundred words or
more on ther object using the brainstorning hist and the designated
form. description, narration. comparison. contiast. causeseffect, <las-
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sification, or atgument. Working indinvidually, they prepare their
first drafts.

Returning to the grour and working in twos or thiees, the stu-
dents rewrite and edit. When ready for the final diaft, the group ap-
proves all six sclections ¢nd decides on the format for publication.
hand-printed in pencil, pen, or colored pens, calligraphy, word-
processed copy; or whatever.

A shoe box makes a sturdy base for the polished product. Throw
away the lid and cut the box i half, crosswise. Shove the two ends
together, turning the first end upside down to fit inside the second.
Tape. Cut paper to {it the sides, transcribe the six short selections
into the desived format, and paste the selections onto the box. (If
shoe boxes are scaice, gather graham cracker boxes or ask the ath-
letic department for volieyball cartons.) When finished, the cubes
are piesented to the class, critiqued, displayed on shelves and tables,
hung from lights, and enjoyed for weeks on end.

Who ran resist picking up the “Six Sides of an Ice Cieam Cone”
and reading one auther’s classification section.

Ice cream cones can be dassified in several wavs. When 1t
comes to size, you can order one scoop, two, or even thiee if vou
can keep them piled atop your cone Size can be more than
three scoops if you want, but take vour dog or httle brother
along to eat what hits the sidewalk.

Also, cones can be dassified according to color, and thev van
from pecan peach to black hcorice. In between vou have a 1an-
bow of red raspberry, orange sheibet, vellow lemon. gieen
pistachio, fresh blueberry, or purple blackberry.

Look out, however, for an 1ce cream cone 1s also dangerous
and falls into the annoying, embarrassing, o1 painful class It can
run through vour fingets, down vour arm. and make vou stichy
all afternoon It can be embarrassing and dribose down vour
new shirt or stacks and then plop on the car seat. Worst of all. if
eaten too fast, an 1ce cream cone ¢an oom 10 a spot above vour
nght eye and gine vou a jabbing headache

So beware of these facts nexi tme vou sav, “Lets go get an
e cream cone

Or who can pick  » the cube giving six aspects of a locker kev and
i ?
read only once the compansor/contrast side printed there.

Adocker Key can be compared to many things In e, 1t
smaller than most car keys, a aredit card, and a halt-caten choco-
late chip cookie 1tis, however, bigger than a dimc. most buttons
(except some designer ones). and a hife saver

14;
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When 1t comes to hardness, alocker kev beats a plastic spoon,
cardboard, or even mv fried hamburgers Put up agamnst aro-
mas, 1t loses all contests with cut grass, summer rans, opening a
new can of coffee o1 mv mom’s perfume !t wins, though, with
negaine smells like coored hiver. the garbage can. and mv lunch
from last month 1n the bottom of mv locker.

In usefulness, however, myv locker kev beats most entiies It
can safely hide my posters. last vear's suence project, gvm shoes,
tardy slips I haven't taken home, and the latest note from vou-
know-who. Part of mv life s seaet and safe because of this umy
key. -

And finally, WHY? Cooperative learning flourishes with “Six
Sides.” Working together to see the many facets of an object sets a
common goal and directs the process, g1 ing +pac: and time for fre-
quent interacticn and learn.ug. Brainstorming and sharing ideas en-
ergizes everyone and gives even the weaker student a good list for
starters. Rewriting and editing together in small groups provides
mutual support and enables students to utlize key skills. Because the
box requires six sides, individual contitbutions are impoitant and
are kept mtaci—not discarded or swallowed up in a group summ iry.
And when someone -» needed to make ..e box, choose the colors, or
create that spedial touch cooperation and le irning continue.

Finally, building the box demands the skills, discipline, generosity,
and growth mherent n cooperative learning. Seeing ideas in three
dimensions—to be touched, turned, and enjoyed—madkes importaat
both the product and the process. the indnidual and the group.

Teachers adept at presenung material, forming groups, and mon-
toring progress will find “Six Sides” adaptable and suited to mar.y
age levels. However, one problem spairking heated debates and yet
to be resolved remains. “Who gets to take the box home®” Mavt «
throwing dice again is the only solution!
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The Twenty-One Balloons is a fantasy that has appeal for teachers and
students alike For teachers, especially toward the end of the school
year, the book’s major characier 1s an inspiration. After forty years
as an arithmetic teacher, Professor William Waterman Sherman
makes plans to spend a year traveling in a balloon. “In this giant
balloon he thought he could float around for a whole year, out of
touch with the earth, with nobody to bother him and leaving his des-
tination to the winds” (p. 5).

At Shoreham-Wading River Middle School, the book seived as a
springboard for an integrated unit of study on world cultures and
geography. This unit also included lessons on letter and report writ-
ing, notetaking, and preparing bibliogiaphies, as well as science
lessons on water desalinization and the principles insolved 1n balloon
travel. The students enjoyed the story, worked together on thenr
various p.cjects, and prepared with their parents an mternational
festival.

The Twenty-One Ballvons, published in 1947 and available in paper-
back, was a Newbery Award winner and is but one of Willlam Pene
Du Bois’s books. Since, as Flannery O’Connor said, a good story re-
sists paraphrase, the gist of the story 1s provided:

In 1883, Professor Sherman leaves San Francisco m the Globe. A
sea gull punctures the balloon, and the professor 1s 1escued by one
of the residents on thc rumbling Pacific island of Krakatoa, located
between Java and Sumatra. The island 15 filled witl, diamond mines,
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and the twenty families who have been selecte d o live there are the
richest in the world

The families are named after letters of the alphabet, and each
family has four members; for example, Mr. A, Mrs. A, and a boy
and a girl named A-1 and A-2. The island 15 governed by a Gourmet
Constitution, and the inhabitants follow « Restaurant Calendar.
There are twenty days to a month. Each day of the month, one fami-
ly 1s responsible for preparing meals for the other residents. E 1ch
family has adopted the ways of a country that begins with therr let-
ter Therr homes are restaurants designed in the architectural style
of the particular country. and they serve the food of that countrs.

The As run an American restaurant and serve onh real Ameii-
can cooking You are now eating at the B's This 1s a Briush
chop house. The C.’s run a Chinese restaurant he D.'s run a
Dutch restaurant, the E.'s an Egypuan restaurant. . . (p 38)

The residents have designed many wonderful invenuons, mdud-
ing a craft lifted by twenty balioons that is to be used should the vol-
cano erupt This is just what happens, and everyone boards the
craft. Most of the inhabitants drop to safety over India. Left alore,
Professor Sherman ditches the craft just off the coast of England.
fifteen days after he left San Francisco.

Professor Sherman is rescued and suddenly becomes a worldwide
celebrity. Everyone wonders how he could have made the trip
such a short time. The bock actually begins with Professor Sher-
man’s account of his journey before the members of the Western
American Explorers’ Club.

As some may know, the volcano on Krakatoa did erupt m 1883,
and was heard three thousand miles away. Over one hundred thou-
sand people died from the udal waves. PBS's “Nature” has had a
special on Krakatoa, and scientists have been interested in how the
island became inhabited after the explosion

In New York State, where sixth graders study world geography
and history, the possibilities for using this book in a core o1 inte-
grated curriculum are enormous, and over the past three vears we
haie developed a number of cooperative learning activities that n-
volve small-group presentations, team teaching, and parents.

The unit s cesigned to last anywhere from six to nine weeks. Be-
fore the unit begins we look at the district’s curticula to see how the
various content goals and language arts objectives can be Incorporat-
ed There are three basic components to this unit. The first compo-
nent imvolves listening comprehens.on and notetaking activities two
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or three times a week The second and thud components are proj-
ects in which students focus on research skills and €XposItory wiit-
ing The projects imolve small-group work sessions several tmes a
week The listening comprehension and notetaking activities and the
projects are run ¢oncurrently because as students 1ead e bovk they
develop ideas for different projects. For the sake of comemence m
exposition, however, the three strands will be discussed separarels in
the following sections.

Listening Comprehension and Notetaking

The Zirst four chapters of The Tuenty-One Balloons are read to the
students using a Directed Listening-Thinking Actnity (DL-TA) for-
mat (Stauffer 1975). Prior to each reading session, the teacher marks
appropriate stopping points where the students wil! be asked to
make predictions about what they think will happen next. At each
stopping point, students’ predictions aie recorded on the board or
on an overhead-projector transparency. As the reading progresses,
the accuracy of th~ predictions is tested.

In addivon to the DL-TA, students take notes while they hsien,
and the notes are shared at the end of each session. During the first
~everal sessions, the teacher melds the students’ notes and asks one
student to serve as a secretary The se retary organizes the notes
{tom the board and reproduces them m time for the next class At
the next class. students review the notes and check them for ac-
curacy before the reading begins.

After the teacher hus modeled the DL-T A and notetaking proce-
dures for a few weeks. both activities are turned over to pairs of stu-
dents Usually, students choose their own partners, so there are two
pawrs of students responsible for snaring esch chapter with the class.
Each team does either the DL-TA or the notetaking activity with one
of the latter six chapters of The Twenty-Gne Balloons. In a class of
twenty-four students. each student can be mvolved in one of the ac-
tivities In larger classes, groups of three have worked together suc-
cessfully. The advantages of working in pairs, however, are obvious.
‘The students help each other through a careful reading of the test,
and in the DL-TA they support cach other i danfving the inferen-
tial-type questions they ask the class.

I'he pairs doing the DL-TAs will need dapproximately three
twenty-mmute perods to read each of the siv chapters to the (lass.
The following instiuctuons are ginven to these students, who are given
aweek to prepare their presentations.
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}. Read the chapter together and find good stopping points.
These are places where you can ask the class what they think
will happen next.

2. Write questions for each stopping point.

3. Decide what parts each of vou will read, and practice your
reading.

4. Meet with me to discuss your work.

%

5. Make your presentation.

6. Meet witn me for an evaluation.

Students are evaluated on how weil-organized they were, the
quality of their stopping points, their tact and politeness, and the de-
gree of probing—that 1s, the degree to which they followed up on
student predictions. (A similar procedure can ve used to teach re-
quited basal stories. See Bear and Invernizz 1984 for more details
on organizing and evaluating studeni-directed reading groups.)

The instructions for tae teams of notetakers are quitc simple.

1. Read the chapter together and hst the important pomts in an
outline form.

2. Meet with me to share your notes.

3. Lead the class in a notetaking session following each dav’s read-
ing.

4. Revise your notes to take into account additions suggested by
the class.

-

5. Duplicate and distribute the notes before the next session.

6. Meet with me for an evaluation

The teams are evaluated on the basis of the accuracy, darity, and
organization of their notes, their willingness to mcorporate other
students’ suggestions, and thei, promptness in disaributing the
notes,

The First Round of Projects

As the reader may recall, the book begins with Professor Sherman's
lecture to the Explorers Club about his trip. He goes on at some
length describing his craft and his preparation for the trip. In addi-
tion, some of the most famous balloonists create fantastic exhibitions
in his honor. In the course of discussing the fust four chapters, stu-
dents often raise factual-type questions such as the following.

-y
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How wide is the United States?

How long does it take to travel across country by train®
How many miles per day can a balloon travel

Who was president of the United States m 18837

What is ballast?

How can salt water be turned into drinking water?

Where is Krakatoa?

Quite informally, the teacher asks students to find answers to these
questions and to report back to the class the next day.

After these first few questions are answered, work groups are cre-
ated to research broader topics. Usually there are three or four
groups studymg volcanoes and three groups studying balloon travel.
Occasionally theie is a group of students interested n inventions,
these students read some of Du Bois's other works and study Rube
Goldberg inventions. All of the groups woik together, meet on a
vegular basis to do library research, write reports, and make group
presentations. The teacher circulates among the groups and offers
assistance as it is needed. Working together in groups is 4 new expe-
rience for many students, and we see this first 1ound of projects as
helpful in building a cooperative spirit in our class. Two to three
weeks are allowed for preparation and presentations. Since students
»re required o develop bibliographies, the teacher presents separate
lessons on how to do so.

Presentations are evaluated by the entire class. At fi:st, the evalua-
tiont simnply consist of students saying what they liked about a pre-
sentation. This remains the first step, but gradually, as a level of
trust is developed, the presenters are asked to reflect on how they
could have improved their presentation, and then their dassmates
make suggestions. Without fail, other groups pick up on these sug-
gestions. Occasionally, since personal letter writimg 1s also part of the
sixth-grade curriculum, students have been asked to wite letters to
the groups that commented on their presentations.

The Second Round of Projects

The students’ DL-TA presentations and notetaking presentations
take the class to the point in The Twenty-One Balloons where the
Gourmet Consutution is described. When students are asked what
the next round of projeats should be, without fail they suggest that

O
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each student should choose a letter of the alphabet and then re-
search that country. Students work in pairs and drav. a letter out of
a hat. Wher: the unit 15 teani-taught, the alphabet 15 divided n half
and students clioose a letter.

Our study of world geogiaphy is now under way. As a dass, we
brainstorm on each letter and suggest possibilities for the pairs to
consider. Here some guidance 1s necessarv. Unlike Du Bois, we do
not allow A to represent the United States. It is not unusual for stu-
dents to confuse states with countries last year a student suggested
Kansas for the letter C). Pamrs settle on a country and place a flag on
their country on the world map. Typrcally, each pair is responsible
for creating a travel brochure for their country. Students contact
local travel agencies for brochures. (We've learned to call the agen-
cies in advance of tlic assignment to warn them of the upcoming del-
uge. In some instances, as in the case of Lebanon, travel agencies are
unable to offer much assistance.) After a lesson o how to write a
business letter, students write therr country’s embassy in New York
for more information.

Finally, an international lunch is scheduled. Each pair brings a
dish, and parents are invited to join the classes in the cafeteria fer an
international feast. Students wear native dress, and each pair is
given a moment i front of the group to introduce their country and
dish. This year, a local restaurant donated some extra food, paper
goods, and a tank of helium for a balloon launch. Students attachcd
letters to their balloons asking anyone who found the balloons to
write back and let us know where and when the balloons were re-
trieved. A strong southwesterly wind took several balloons twenty
miles to Connecticut in just forty-five minutes. In other years, the
ballooms have gotten only as far as the local elementary school. On
the average, six out of fortv balloons are retrieved.

Conclusion

Group work is an important part of this unit of study At the begin-
ning, groups were mformal and establishied for short duranors. In
previous grades, students nmav not have had opportunities to work
together, and 1t may 1equite a few assignments before they take
therr work sertously. Groups become productive when the students
sec that they are in charge, that their peers will look to them for ad-
vice, and that they are 1espousible for leadmg the rest of the dass.
We prefer to teach with a “hitde t' and not a “big t7, we prefer not

1o tell our students what to do, but rather to fadilitate then learnmg.
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23 Scriptwriting in Small Groups

Carole Cox
Louisiana State University

Overheard as three third-grade boys brainstormed rleas for a script
for a videotape production:

We can do anything we want with this video machme. Like God-
zilla’s fire. Like on that Dr. Pepper commeraal and he was burn-
g everything up and they gave him a Dr Pepper. Fire all over
the place. Maybe another planet. We need to make muscles and
buildings and a httle cable car that flies And like this could be a
ume capsuie. We need popsicle sticks. And a trap for Godzlla's
feet. No trap! Godalla’s trying to save us from creatures from
space. We need to make a background. You know how back-
grounds move and they change things electronically? And I could
get my hamster o talk and Godzlla corid save him! Yeah!

Students like these, who create original scripts i small groups for
a drama or media production about school subjects, events, liter-
ature, or just something they hike (such as Godzilla), have a unique
opportunity to use language and learn cooperatively. One appruach
to scriptwriting 1n small groups that I have found effective from pri-
mary through middle school begins with a general topic selected b,
the whole class. The topic 1s then discussed, debated, elaborated on,
organized, explained, written about in separate parts in small
groups, and finally put together for production by the whole class.
The real payoff in cooperative learming is in the class’s communica-
tion of their original ideas to an audience. These ideas have been re-
vised and refinzd through small-group interaction, as the siudents
literally acted on what they knew and brought their words and ideas
m the script to life by performing or producing their own play or
media production.

The Scriptwriting Process

1. Selecting a toprc. Students are constantly in the process of gener-
ating topics that can be written about, diamatized, or produced 1n
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media form. Examples indude books that are read aloud ) the
whole class, sodal studies or saence study, current events, popular
films, other media events, and learning the use of a new mediuim.
The suggestion to dramatize, film, or videotape these topics may
come from the teacher after observing students spontaneously ak-
ing on characters. playing roles together, and creating their own im-
provised drama.

2. Extending the response to the toprc through talking and writing.
Jounger children can dictate a group story that can be recorded as a
language experience, or they can wrice their own stories or tell them
to you. Older students mav note "deas and extend these through
personal writing.

3. Sharng stories. Atsome point. hildren may want to share what
they have written with you, with the other memi .s of a small
gioup, or with the whole class. These sharings can become a focal
point for discussing and extending ideas into scriptable form.

1. Forming groups. Atter sharmg, students will h.e reasons to be-
come connected 1 small groups and will suggest their own ¢ombina-
tons. I have always found 1t more effective to let common interests,
ideas, or images {such s Godzilla) override more tadi 1al bases
for torming groups such as ability or compaubility.

5. Bramnstormng ideas. After grouping, allow a penod for small-
group discussions of the focal idea first then periodic discussions
with the whole class to point out a general direcuon for the script to
follow.

6. Blocking the script. One way to orgamize ideas ariong the whole
class 1 to 1 sssify them under the following ty pes of "eadings on the
board « un a large wall chart or overhead projec or: Story Idea,
Svnopsis, Plot, Setiing, Characters, Actuon, Fyv »nts, Seyence

7. Recording results. One student can record the group > ideas for
each heading. The group can then put the ideas on 2 lletn board
for the whole dass to use ¢ a framework for future discussions and
wriing. Studen.s can make notes and shate ideas on this public
draft.

A

8. Drwiding the sequence of eventstactions mto numbered acts. * shift in
groups may take place here according to thar evolving mteiests and
ability to work together cooperatively and producively. At this point

tey are in charge and will deade these things themselves if the saipt
is developing well and still holding their interest.

o L} .
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9. Wrting acts m small groups and oddmg dialogue This stage will
cever an extended petiod of tme until each group has a working
draft they can share. Many skills can be mtroduced or reinforced
here. such as ordering and sequendang events and actions, writing
dialogue, using quotation marks. wrting nariation and noting stage
directions or shooting notes.

10. Coming together as a whole class to share written acts Discuss prog-
ress here, as well as transitions betveen acts (This can be done pe-
rnodically during the w.rnng period.)

VL. Revise the acts in small groups. The groups can begin to work

with others to create transitions between acts: that is. {rom Act 1 to
Act 2, Act 2 to Act 3. etc.

12, Reviewmg and revising the script as group. Copres of the working
scripts should be avarible so that all can read and respond to themn
during periods of wriung. All of the acts can be kept in a single
folder so that students will have access to them as they get new ideas.

E3. Synthesizing the final scropt. One working script will finally
emerge, but changes will naturally occur as you begin to mount the
play or media producuon. In the end. the sctaptas a blueprint for
the play or media production, not the production itself

Integrating the Curriculum: The Tale of an Unfair E.ection

A play composed by a fourth- and fifth-grade combination class
working in small groups was a natural outgrowth of a variety of n-
terests that were orgarized, danfied. and communicated to others
through Aramatization. The subject 15 an example of how natural 1t
I1s to integrate the curriculum through writing and drama

I had read aloud a book written by 1, {ather, Gordon D Shar-
refls, who 1s primanly a writer of adult historical novels of the West,
but who has also written mauy historical novels o1 povels with a
Western setting for childien and voung adults (Lox 1956, The stu-
dents were excited about The Mysteny of the Haunted Mine and espe-
aally liked the threo mam characters, often speculating that the gl
in the story was really me Inouced that Bey were spontaneously
plavine » Lang Gary, Tuck, and Sue. and 1 a%0 so:mew hat uncom-
foriably reahzed that See began to mantfest mannerisms 1 knew
were my own These characters also began to appear in the students’
writing, and it scemed onhy natural at this pont to swggest saipe-
writing m order 1o oiganize these improvisational ¢b . sheches

7 b
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we needed a setting, a plot, and a lot of action.

The students were doing one Elementary Science Studies unit
called “Where is the Moon Tonight*" and another umt called “Buds
and Twigs.” As a result, the play’s setting became another planet
peopled by two races: the Plant People and the H .manoids. The
confhct in the play came from another topical interest—a soaal stud-
ies unit on elections during a presidential election year. The play
began to take form when the students titled w The Tale of an Unfan
Election and went through the steps of scriptwriting in small groups
already described.

Here is the plot of The Tale of an Unfawr Election written as promo-
tional publicity for the play:

into dramatic form. We began, then, witls three moin characters. But

An election takes plece on the planet Zot The election has been
rigged by the Humanoid presidential caudidate, Taylor. The
Humanoids are imaders from ady: 7 planet and have enslaved
the native Plant People. Trailing Arbutus, the other presidenual
candidate, sends his vice-presidential candidate, Leat, to earth
for help to restore free elections for Plants and Humanoids
alike.

Leaf meets the Metzenberg children, Gary, Tuck. and Sue, who
take him to thewr father, a famous space scientist who 1s going on
a scentific expedition to Zot. He takes Leaf along and promises
to help The children stowaway on the sy weship U.S.S. Moon-
beam and join their father for many adventures on Zot.

|

l

|

|

|

|

This play was performed in the 1ound on the floor of the gym.
The audience sat in a circle of chairs around the action. Spaces were
left at intervals in the drde for entrances and exats, and the children
watted behind screens outside the arde. To create an effect of deep
space, the room was dark except for spotlights on the action. Audi-

' ens : imolvement was invited during scenes with politcal rallies and

' revolt: the audience became part of the crowd and the drama itself.

[

|

!

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

|

'FThe Individual and the Sma'l Group: “Jan Andrews is Trailing Ar-

butus!”

While The Tale of an Unfan Election was considered a success lor
everyone, one student m particulai appeared to benefit. Jan was the
shyest child in the dass and often struggled to look people in the eve
when she spoke. She was «.50 large for her age, a prouierr that com-
pounded her shivness and her desire to remam unnoticed. I never
asked Jan to speak or share, and she never voluntee. ed.
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Jan had become extremely mmolved with her small group, how-
ever, and when we cast the play with volunteers, Jan asked to play
the impertant role of the presidential candidate of the Plant People,
Trailing Arbutus. I thin*: we were all surprised and not at all pre-
pared for the transformation that took place when Jan donnea the
imperial-looking robes of the leader of the Plant People, a long and
flowing hooded affair covered with plastic leaves attached with « -fe-
ty pins. She suddenly stood straighter, to the full advantage of her
larger size. And as she gripped her robe and swished it about for
emphasis, a voice emerged from inside the hood that none of us had
ever heard before. T: was similar to the voice of the quiet and very
dignified young Jan, but it had a new edge of authority and volume.
As they would say in the movies, “Jan Andrews s Trailing Arbutus!”

Jan outdid herself in this role and came to relish all drama-related
experiences. The other children recognized her special talent and
the transformation that took place when she worked on a script or
put on a costume. For Jan, composing a play in the relative safety of
a small group and then acting on it in the relatve safety of a char-
acter consttuted the special way that she found her own voice—one
that was barely audivle during whole-dlass actities but 1ang forth
strong and dear when she created o1 plaved a role.

Other Dramatic Modes an¢ Organizational Patterns for Small-
Group Scriptwriting

Inadduition to scriptwriting for plays, there are sex cral other ways
students may practice cooperative learning i small groups and per-
haps find the best mode of expression for their own voices. Film-
making is almost always a collaboratine effort of many mdividuals,
and students who make films invariably work m small groups. Kin-
dergartners can create draw-on films in which they work together to
produce a segment of film that eventually becomes a part of a com-
plete film for the whole class. First and s¢ ond graders can use a
Super 8 camera to plan and animate parts ol a film produced by the
whole class. By third and fourth grade, students can effectinely work
in small groups to produce short films of their own (Cox 1985). And
by middle school, students can make individual films (altho sh my
experience has been that students prefer 1o work m smail gioups,
especially those groups formed partly for socal 1easons). Even with
individual filmmaking, however, the students will heip each other
during prodncuon of the films, with cach sci ving as director/pro-
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ducer for his or her own film and as cameraperson/animator.’techni-
cian/actor, etc. for the others’ films (Cox 1984).

Video productiors are less time-consuming than filmmaking since
students may plan, script. film, and see the results of their work im-
mediately. These productions are most effectively done in small
groups since the medium lends itself to stringing many vignettes to-
gether in a television commeraal, a news program, or 4 documen-
tary. The portability of the equipment also facilitates this kind of
production. The three third-grade boys described at the beginning
of this paper eventually dii producce a script featuring Godaila as a
main character. Their piece was combined with other vignettes to
produce a TV commercial.

Other dramatic modes that lend themselves to students working
cooperatively in small scriptwritng groups indude readers theatre,
puppetry, and the adaptation of literature to play production (Sloyer
1982).

What is most important in the end is not that a play or film or
videotape is produced. 1t is that students like Jan Andrews find and
use their own voices ** ough scriptwriting and performing as they
! instorm, share. wrie, revise. and finally act on their own ideas in
the ferule and relatively safe environment of a smeli group of other
students v'ho are also seeking to find and use thcir own vouces.
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