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 INTRODUCTION 
 
To teach is to change.  Or at least to try to.  Most of us who do this kind of work for a living would 

assent to that generalization.  We want to make a difference.  But what kind of difference, what kind of 

change? And, more specifically, who is supposed to be changed, in what ways, and how much, through our 

work in the classroom? 

- Paul Kameen, Writing/Teaching1 

 

 

Welcome to the Composition Program in the English Department at Marshall 

University! This sourcebook is designed to be an interactive tool designed to sponsor 

your ideas about how to best engage your students to meet the program’s learning 

outcomes.   The practices you will ask of your students – rhetorical thinking, invention, 

research, reflection, peer response, and revision – are the types of work you will do as 

you read this sourcebook and attend the summer teaching workshop. Like writing, 

teaching is a process that can be inquired into and reflected on, examined and revised.  

Before you delve further into the sourcebook material, consider your own experiences, 

assumptions and questions about writing and the teaching of writing that you bring to 

this moment. 

 

Self-Inventory 

 

 What formative experiences have you had as a writer?  

 

 What is your own writing process?  

 

 What formative experiences have you had as a teacher or in a position of 
leadership? 

 

 

LEARNING OUTCOMES  
 

The Composition Committee believes teaching is an intellectual activity that draws on 

individual teachers’ strengths to facilitate student learning.  Therefore, we don’t 

advocate one approach to teaching composition; instead, we value the idea that multiple 

approaches can guide students to reach the same learning outcomes. Rather than giving 

you a syllabus and mandating the use of one textbook, the Composition Program asks 

you to draw on your own theories of teaching and writing and combine them with the 

program’s learning outcomes to select a book or books and develop your composition 

course.  Each composition course at Marshall University shares a common set of 

                                                 
1 Kameen, Paul.  Writing/Teaching: Essays Toward a Rhetoric of Pedagogy.  Pittsburgh: University of      

Pittsburgh Press, 2000. 
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learning outcomes broadly conceived in order to accommodate various pedagogical 

approaches.   

 

English 099 
 

Students who take ENG 099 will focus closely on their writing as they develop skills in 

grammar, usage, mechanics, and sentence and paragraph structure.  Students who 

successfully complete and receive credit (CR/NC grades) for ENG 099 will then go 

directly into ENG 101.  (ACT Verbal 17 or below; SAT Verbal below 450). 

 

Students in ENG 099 will: 

 

1. Learn about the writing process – prewriting, drafting, revising, and proofreading 

 

2. Learn about sentence variety, writing both simple and complex sentences 

 

3. Write topic sentences appropriate for development into a paragraph 

 

4. Recognize and avoid sentence fragments, run-ons, and ineffective word choices 

 

5. Develop an idea with relevant details into a cohesive paragraph 

 

6. Recognize and apply methods of paragraph organization, including the use of 

transitional phrases or words 

 

7. Understand and correctly apply punctuation 
 

8. Use their knowledge of sentences and paragraphs to compose a thesis-driven 

essay 

 

English 101 
 

Students who take ENG 101 will focus on more complex writing tasks and will be 

introduced to rhetorical concepts to help frame their writing process, revision and 

reflection activities, and critical reading and writing skills. (ACT Verbal 18-27; SAT 

Verbal 450-630) 

 

Students in ENG 101 will: 

 

1. Gain extended practice with composing processes (including invention, drafting, 

revision, and editing) and use writing as a means of critically thinking, making 

meaning, and generating knowledge.  Students will produce at least 3-4 polished 

formal writing projects, in addition to a series of shorter writing assignments 

leading or connected to the larger writing projects.  By the end of the semester, 
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students will have generated the equivalent of a minimum of 20 typed, double-

spaced pages. 

 

2. Consider how they use language to act upon an audience, developing a working 

knowledge of rhetorical concepts such as purpose and context that they will 

apply to the production, revision, proofreading, and editing of their own writing. 

 

3. Use composing technologies to create and analyze texts. 

 

4. Inquire into and reflect on the development of their writing and learning, in 

order to think critically and objectively about their writing, internalize and clarify 

their own composing processes, and as a means of self-assessment. 

 

5. Explore multiple strategies for constructively responding to peers’ writing, and 

will apply their knowledge of rhetorical concepts such as audience, purpose, and 

context to their peers’ writing. 
 

6. Read and analyze texts using rhetorical concepts of audience, purpose, context, 

and learn to build knowledge about topics through dialogue with their peers and 

through writing. 

 

7. Learn how to position themselves within a public debate or conversation, 

considering how language acts upon them as readers. 

 

8. Be introduced to the ethics of writing, and will begin learning how to use 

conventions for citation and formatting. 

 

English 101A 
 

ENG 101A is the equivalent of ENG 101 with a focus on addressing the needs of 

student writers whose first language is not English. 

 

English 201 
 
The Composition Committee has converted ENG 102 into a 200-level composition 

course that launches this fall (2012).  All incoming freshmen in fall semester 2011 will 

take ENG 101 and will wait until the fall or spring semester of their sophomore year to 

take ENG 201. Students will be enrolled in sections of ENG 201 in groups based on the 

college housing their major.   

 

Students in ENG 201 will: 

 
1. Produce at least three polished formal writing projects, one of which will be a 

longer, sustained research project that is connected to an idea within their major 
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discipline. In addition, students will produce shorter writing pieces leading or 

connected to their formal writing projects.  By the end of the semester, students 

will have produced the equivalent of twenty-five typed, double-spaced pages. 

 

2. Formulate solid research questions exploring ideas and current conversations in 

their academic disciplines, and will work with their questions in shorter pieces 

and in multiple genres, and exploring one question in a longer, sustained 

research project. 

 

3. Position themselves within public conversations, composing a logical argument 

supported by research, and attending to issues of audience, purpose and 

rhetorical context as they draft, revise, proofread and edit their research 

projects. 

 

4. Work with different texts as researchers, developing an ability to effectively 

mine for information and use research sources, including online sources. 
 

5. Recognize how and when to use quotation, summary, and paraphrase, and will 

examine the ethics of research and writing as they learn and use conventions for 

citation and formatting. 

 

6. Learn critical reading strategies as they engage with more difficult and dense 

reading material and recognize the different stakeholders in an argument. 

 

7. Inquire into and reflect on the development of their research and writing in 

order to think critically and objectively about their work, internalize and clarify 

their own research and writing processes, and as a means of self-assessment. 

 

8. Understand the importance of grammar, mechanics and careful proofreading, and 

will recognize their own strengths as writers as well as acknowledge and attend 

to their weaknesses and patterns of error. 

 

9. Explore the stylistic conventions and rhetorical patterns of their disciplines 

through reading and writing, and will begin to recognize academic writing as it is 

situated within their disciplines. 

 

 

COMPOSITION AND MARSHALL’S CORE CURRICULUM 
 

In fall 2010, Marshall launched its new core curriculum.  The curriculum focuses on 

seven core domains: ethical, social and historical thinking; scientific thinking; aesthetic 

and artistic thinking; information and technical literacy; oral, written, and visual 

communication; multicultural and international thinking; and mathematical and abstract 

thinking.  At the center of the seven domains is an emphasis on critical thinking. 
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The composition program supports the work students are doing in their core classes by 

offering meaningful opportunities in which students learn about and practice writing, but 

equally important, become invested in and assume ownership over their writing.   

 

 

THIS SOURCEBOOK 
 

In the pages that follow, you will be asked to reflect on your own experiences as a 

reader and writer, as well as the strengths and ideas you bring to teaching.  The 

activities and assignments you will read about are only a small sampling of ideas and 

possibilities.  We anticipate you will have many generative and exciting ideas of your 

own, and our hope is that you will contribute your classroom ideas to the composition 

teaching community at Marshall.  This sourcebook is meant to be a living document that 

is continually added to, revised, and enriched by the perspectives of the teachers that 
make up our program.  We’re glad you have chosen to join us, and hope your teaching 

life at Marshall is rewarding.  
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WRITING 
 
The act of writing generates ideas. This is different from the way we often think of writers -- as getting 

ideas fixed in their heads before they write them down. The notion that writing is a medium for thought 

is important in several ways. It suggests a number of important uses for writing: to solve problems, to 

identify issues, to construct questions, to reconsider something one had already figured out, to try out a 

half-baked idea. This insight that writing is a tool for thinking helps us to understand the process of 

drafting and revision as one of exploration and discovery… 

-National Council of Teachers of English, “NCTE Beliefs about the Teaching of Writing”2 

 

 

A foundational idea in composition studies is that writing is more than merely 

demonstrating or showing one’s knowledge on the page.  Writing is also a means of 

inquiry, of developing one’s understanding about a topic, of critically examining and 

possibly re-thinking one’s perspectives, and of exploring complex ideas.  Therefore, 

writing is a critical tool for learning.  The production of a text is connected to a writer’s 

goals, needs, and purposes, as well as a consideration of his or her audience and the 

rhetorical context in which s/he is writing. 

 

The writing assignments that follow are primarily geared toward teaching ENG 101, but 

they can be adapted to fit the learning outcomes of any of our composition courses.  

For additional writing assignments and activities, visit our Composition Program’s 

website at http://mucompositionprogram.wordpress.com/.  

 

 

Self-Inventory 
 

 As you think about your own experiences as a writer and learner, what kinds of 

writing do you most value? 

 

 What practices and activities support your writing across purposes, audiences, 
and contexts?  

 

 How do you go about developing a meaningful question or topic to explore as a 

writer? 

 

 How will you structure and sequence writing projects in your class? Will you 
provide prompts or will students’ topics for writing emerge organically from 

various in- or out-of-class writing they do? 

 

                                                 
2
 National Council of Teachers of English.  <http://www.ncte.org/positions/statements/writingbeliefs> 

http://mucompositionprogram.wordpress.com/
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 How will students’ writing be connected to the assigned reading and other 

features of the course? 

 

 

INVENTION ACTIVITIES  
 

Whether you decide to use writing prompts from the textbook you are using, develop 

your own prompts, or leave writing project assignments open-ended, invention activities 

can help sponsor your students’ writing.  These activities lead students to discover 

topics and/or questions about their topics that motivate them to become more invested 

in and excited about what they are writing.   

 

Life Line 
 

This activity engages students in drawing and listing as brainstorming strategies, and can 

be focused in different ways: to explore life history, literacy and learning history, or 

important events, places, people, and issues in the writer’s life.  You might follow up this 

activity with a series of focused questions about one element of the writer’s time line as 

a way to move your students toward analysis and critical examination of their 

experiences and issues of importance to them. 

 

 

Life Line 

 

1. Draw a life line.  Mark off the important years or segments of your life.  On a 

piece of paper turned sideways, draw a horizontal line across the page.  This line 

symbolizes your lifetime.  Put your birth date at one end and the present year at 

the other.  Mark on this line the big events that had an impact on you and your 

life, such as elementary school, high school, university, moves, marriages, births, 

deaths, new jobs, etc. 

 

2. Note the people who were involved.  Look at your landmarks and the phases or 

“eras” of your life they indicate.  Think about the people who were important at 

various times: friends, family, colleagues, teachers, lovers, strangers who influenced 

your life, public figures, etc.  Layer the names of these people onto your life line. 

 

3. Think of the places involved.  Where did you meet these people; where did you 

see them? What places were important to you at various points in your life? What 

places do you associate with significant life moments? Layer these places onto your 

life line.  

 

4. Think about activities in which you have been involved or interested.  What 

books, music, films, television shows have been important to you? What have been 

your interests, hobbies, outlets? What activities have played a role in your 
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relationships, the places you frequent, etc.? Add this layer to your time line. 
 

5. What stories are connected with the events, people, interests, and places on your 

time line? Make some notes on your time line. 

 

6. What objects remind you of the events, people, interests, and places on your time 

line? Make some notes on your time line. 

 

7. What ideas, issues, or questions are connected to the people, places, events, or 

activities you’ve layered onto your time line? Make some notes on your time line. 

 

Using your Life Line: 

 

Now pick the event, person, place, idea, object that seems most alive to you now, the 

one that intrigues you most, the one you are most interested in critically examining and 

understanding.  Often it’s most interesting to write about something you haven’t yet fully 

understood but which writing about will help illuminate. 

 

Give yourself fifteen minutes to do some freewriting.  Don’t judge or edit your ideas as 

you write.  You might describe a place or person, tell about an event and its significance, 

tell a story connected with a person or an object, use an object as a metaphor for 

something in your life, or examine an idea or question important to you.   

 

When you are done writing, read what you have written.  Underline the important or 

interesting aspects and keep writing from there. 

 

 

 

Loop Writing 
 

Loop writing helps writers engage with a topic from a number of perspectives.  This 

activity can also help students who are stalled with their writing to generate new 

material and find new possibilities for their writing.  Loop writing emphasizes the idea 

that writing is a tool for discovery. 

 

 

Loop Writing 

 

This technique is called “loop writing” because you begin by focusing on a subject and 

then “loop” away from it.  In order for the process to work, you need to trust that the 

separate parts will contribute to your inquiry and your finished product.  Work through 
each step individually.  You can spend as much time as you want on each step, or you 

might allot a time for each step. 
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1. Choose a topic that interests you.  Or make a list of five things – questions, 
stories, recent encounters, hopes, or concerns – that are on your mind.  Choose 

one to write about. 

 

2. Write about your first thoughts, prejudices, and preconceptions about the topic.  

What comes to mind? It might be helpful to use narrative thinking, such as “When 

I think about this topic, I…”  Write about what you already know and believe 

about this topic. 

 

3. Write about moments and stories.  Describe in detail a place, event, or moment 

that comes to mind.  Try to be as specific as possible.  Focusing on just one place, 

event, or moment is a useful way to generate concrete details and descriptions. 

 

4. Write a portrait or series of short portraits.  Who are significant people 

associated with your topic? Or what person comes immediately to mind, for 

whatever reason, when you think of this topic? Describe the people or person in 

as much detail as possible. 

 

5. Write a dialogue.  What conversation about this topic comes to mind? If no actual 

conversation about this topic comes to mind, make one up between yourself and 

someone else. 

 

6. Write to someone who doesn’t understand your topic or who disagrees with 

your position.  Or write to anyone who comes to mind.  Or write as though it 

were ten or twenty years ago or ten or twenty years in the future.  

 

7. Make a list of lies and sayings related to your topic.  Lies are statements you might 

make but may not necessarily believe (“I don’t mind losing.”  “It’s no big deal.”).  

Sayings are common expressions or truisms that you may or may not believe (“No 

pain, no gain.” “The grass is always greener on the other side.”) 

 
When you have finished the loop writing, set it aside for a while if possible.  Come back 

to it and reread it, asking yourself, “What does this have to do with my topic?” Look for 

connections.  Ask others to read and find connections.  Consider how the loop activity 

could be shaped into a sustained piece of writing.  What will you keep? Reject? Add?  
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WRITING PROJECTS 
 

As mentioned in the introduction, the learning outcomes for the composition courses at 

Marshall are intentionally broad enough to allow for teacher independence in creating 

syllabi, choosing texts, and crafting writing assignments for students.  The composition 

program values teacher autonomy while simultaneously valuing student ownership over 

writing.  Therefore, one of your goals as a teacher should be to develop and/or provide 

writing project assignments that are personally and intellectually engaging for your 

students.  The assignment examples that follow later in this section are meant to give 

you a small glimpse into the different types of projects you might have students do.   

 

Intellectual Autobiography 

 

This inquiry-based project asks students to draw on and interrogate their own 

experiences as learners.  Students can have conversations in common about the broad 

topic of their lives as learners, but are given a variety of ways they might approach the 

creation of their writing projects.  

 

 

Intellectual Autobiography 

 

For this project, you will choose a key event or series of connected events from your learning 

timeline to analyze.  Examine how that event or those moments have helped shape you into the 

intellectual you are today.  Some ways you might approach this project, include, but are not 

limited to: 
 

 exploring an important moment in your life or a series of events that lead you to some 

assertion or conclusion about your current sense of self as a learner 
 

 examining an artifact that leads you to analyze various aspects of your history as a learner 

and your current intellectual life  
 

 examining a key moment in your learning life that was important to your personal 

development, and helped you to see yourself, others, or a particular topic in new ways, 

showing how that moment informs your current intellectual life 
 

 exploring the way a particular person has enabled, supported, taught, or modeled learning 

for you and the ways his/her influence has shaped your current intellectual life 
 

 considering the context of a community to which you belong, and analyzing how a 

particular practice, problem, or process within this community has shaped your literacy 

practices 
 

You obviously can’t write your entire intellectual life story in four to five pages.  Therefore, you 

must select what is most important for your chosen purpose and the audience you are addressing 

as a writer. Your project is not bound to one form or genre; you are welcome to experiment 

with genre(s).   
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Questions to Consider 
 

You don’t need to answer all the following questions in your project.  They are more like 

touchstones to help you think about moving beyond telling a story to telling and analyzing or 

reflecting on it. 
 

 What values and assumptions concerning learning can you identify in your project? 

 What beliefs or assumptions about literacy, culture, education, being, underlie the 

promotion of your literacy practices? 

 What broader implications might your piece have for supporting and developing learning 

in others, or for public or educational policy and practices?  

 

 

Op/Ed Project 
 

The op/ed project is one way to make concrete the concept of audience for students.  It 

also introduces students to the ethics of writing, showing how writers always have an 

ethical responsibility to their audiences, even if they aren’t writing in an academic 

community.  Finally, it helps complicate students’ notions of what research is, taking 

them beyond the idea of note cards and showing that research is something that 

happens beyond academic realms. 

 

 

What Is Your Opinion? 

 

An op/ed is the sort of piece that traditionally appears in newspapers opposite the editorial 

page; you might call them “opinion columns.”  These can easily be found on the Internet from 

first-rank national newspapers like the New York Times or the Washington Post as well as in local 

publications like Herald Dispatch. 

 

The op/ed is concise and direct, and addresses a general rather than an academic audience.  This 

assignment asks you to write persuasively and use researched material, just as an academic essay 

does.  But there the similarity ends.  Listed below are some ways the op/ed and academic essay 

differ. 

 

                                 Academic essay            Op/ed 

 

Audience  academic community   publication’s readers 

Speaker  you as member of above  you as authority on subject 

Purpose  to demonstrate your authority  to make something happen 

Subject  of academic interest   of community interest 

Voice              academic, formal   personal but informed 

Research             always     usually 

MLA/APA              yes     no 

Length  8-25 pages, varies   500-1000 words, varies 
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Your audience won’t listen to you if you don’t have reliable evidence to back up what you say.  

This is true in both academic writing and in the op/ed.  You have a responsibility to your 

readers, your subject, and yourself to be accurate and informative. 

 

The op/ed doesn’t use MLA or APA citations.  Instead, you’ll use signal words and phrases to 

introduce what you learned through your research and focus that information toward achieving 

your purpose for writing.  Remember to include the name and the source in the sentence; this 

will help to establish your authority. 

 

Your Assignment 

Choose an issue that matters to you, something you want to advocate for.  Write an op/ed of 

approximately 500-1000 words, consulting 3+ sources to inform your own opinion and ideas.  

Attach a rationale, a rhetorical statement, and an annotated bibliography. The rationale, 

rhetorical statement, and annotated bibliography are tools to help you focus your writing and 

validate your evidence.   

 

Rationale 

Your rationale should talk about what effects you were trying to achieve, what strategies you 

used to achieve them, and how successful you think you were.  In the rationale, you’ll discuss 

exactly how the person you are as the writer (your speaking persona) appeals to your intended 

audience (i.e. If someone wrote about the increasing congestion along the Wasatch front, she 

might situate herself as a writer by indicating that she is someone who refuses to buy an SUV, 

who drives a hybrid car and bikes and walks whenever possible).  In drafting your rationale, you 

might think about how clear your thesis is (focus, purpose), writing voice or persona and tone, 

the researched information you use and whether it really supports you, word choice, sentence 

length, whether you have wasted words, whether you sound like you know what you’re talking 

about (authority, conviction), and logic. 

 

Rhetorical Statement 

This statement is a sentence or two (or three) that states the subject, purpose, audience, and 

speaker for the piece you’re writing.  Try to be as specific as possible.  Your audience is not just 

Parthenon readers, for example, but Parthenon readers who are nontraditional students with 

children. 

 

Who you are as the writer also matters, since all of us play many roles.  For instance, are you 

writing as a mother? A member of the Marshall University community? Someone who’s tried to 

balance returning to school with having a family and has learned some valuable lessons? Your 

role as speaker depends on the subject you write about and the audience you are addressing. 

 

Your subject may appear self-evident to you, but it may not be quite as clear to readers.  Stating 

your purpose clearly and succinctly in the rhetorical statement may help you hone your op/ed.  

Often when we feel strongly about an issue and have a great deal to say about it, we find it 

difficult to present a coherent, focused picture to someone who may be unfamiliar with the 

subject or disagree with us about it.  The rhetorical statement can help you narrow your range 

for this short piece of writing. 

 

Annotated Bibliography  

An annotated bibliography is a list of documents consulted for or quoted in what you’re writing.  
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It includes two different types of information: 

 

1. A citation for the source.  This part will be exactly like what would be included on a 

traditional works cited page. 

 

2. Annotation for the source: a brief descriptive and evaluative paragraph (about 100-150) 

words about the source.  Its purpose is to inform the reader of the relevance, accuracy, 

and quality of the source.  First, summarize the source in a sentence or two.  Then, 

evaluate the source.  Is the source reliable? Why? Would you consult it again? Why or 

why not? Is it easy to use? The annotation demonstrates your authority, clarity of 

thought, and point of view. 

 

 

 

This I Believe 
 

This writing project assignment asks students to engage in an ongoing international 

public conversation.  It’s a good exercise in writing a short and tightly focused piece.  

The assignment also asks them to interrogate what may be a guiding principle in their 

lives but which they have not thought about in depth nor thought about communicating 

to others.  The assignment language is borrowed directly from <thisibelieve.org>.  Prior 

to writing their own essays, students might engage in class conversations about selected 

“This I Believe” essays, write a rhetorical analysis of one or more published “This I 

Believe” essays, or conduct research and an examination of the cultural context in 

which we are writing now (e.g. why might writing these belief statements be an 

important rhetorical move in our current political and cultural climate?).  

 

 

This I Believe 
 

For thousands of years communities of faith have identified themselves with short, 

carefully worded statements of belief, or creeds. Even today, when someone claims to 

follow a set of beliefs or principles, we often identify these as a credo, literally Latin for “I 

believe.” In the history of religion, creeds have both united and divided believers through 

statements that sometimes differed only by a few words. Muslims have gathered daily to 

confess, “There is no God but God and Muhammad is his prophet” even as Jews have 

repeated, “Hear, O Israel: The Lord our God is one Lord.” The Christian creeds 

followed, teaching the mystery of “one God” in three persons before Protestant 

reformers questioned all human creeds, turning to “scripture alone” as the last word. 

 

In the 1950s, journalist Edward R. Murrow hosted a weekly radio series inviting listeners 

“to write about the core beliefs that guide your daily life.” At a time of political and 

cultural anxiety, the show asked Nobel laureates and everyday citizens to articulate their 

personal articles of faith even as it called them to listen carefully to the beliefs of others. 

In 2005 This I Believe was revived for NPR as a way “to encourage people to begin the . . . 
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difficult task of developing respect for beliefs different from their own.” Tens of thousands 
of Americans have written in to join Colin Powell, Gloria Steinem, and Tony Hawk in 

returning the dialogue of beliefs to American broadcasting. Your 

essay should attempt to add your voice to this discussion. 

 

Assignment 

For this essay you will write a 3–4 page personal essay describing an idea or principle you 

believe in.  For this exercise to be meaningful, you must make it wholly your 

own. This short statement isn’t all you believe; it’s simply a way to introduce others to 

some things you value. In spite of the name, your belief need not be religious or 

even public. You may decide to focus on commitments to family, service, political action, 

or the arts. As you look for a focus, try to choose concrete language and to find 

something that helps others understand your past, present, and future choices. 

 

 

Multi-genre Writing Project 
 

Multi-genre writing projects give students an opportunity to think in layered, critical 

ways about the conventions of different genres while presenting their ideas in a creative 

format.  In a first-year writing class, multi-genre projects often work best toward the 

end of the semester after students have a richer understanding of rhetorical concepts.  

At that point, teachers have ideally established good rapport with their students, which 

makes students more willing to engage in what may first feel like a daunting task.   

 

Some teachers provide students with a prompt with a question to explore through their 

multi-genre project, while others have students work through an invention activity 

designed to lead students to choose their own topics to present in a multi-genre format.  

Multi-genre research projects are also another possibility.   

 

One way to introduce students to the multi-genre project is to get them thinking in 

depth about genre.  The activity below is one way to sponsor their thinking. 

 

 

Multi-genre Introduction Activity 

 

1. With your small group, consider the excerpt from The Sibley Field Guide to Birds 

of Eastern North America, and work through the following questions. 
 

 What genre of writing is this? How can you tell?  

 What type of information does the genre contain? Exclude?  

 Describe the language in the genre. Is it easy to understand? Is it technical? 

What are the sentences like? What does the writing look like on the page?  

 Are there any unusual design elements? Use of pictures or graphics?  

 Is all the writing together and working in the same way, or does some 
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writing fulfill different functions?  

 Is there anything the piece does that might be unusual in another genre?  

 Who would you expect to read this genre? How can you tell?  

 Why has the author written this piece? (Why would you write this piece?) 

 

2. As a group, spend some time discussing how you might use the information 

about the genre generated in your discussion to write a field guide entry. 

 
3. Finally, work together using the questions as a guide to write a field guide entry 

about another genre (see example). 
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Following the introduction activity, you might have a class brainstorming session.  Ask 

students to think of as many genres as they can.  Here is what one group of students 

came up with: 

  
e-mail    crosswords   rosters 

warning labels   texting    movie posters  

advertisements   class handouts   credits 

video games    syllabi    coupons 

nutrition facts   notes from class   obituaries 

food boxes and cans   notes passed   will 

menus    letters    tombstone 

directional signs   disclaimers   speeches 

logos    postcards   outlines 

t-shirts/clothing   greeting cards   coasters 

fortune cookies   bumper stickers   facebook page 

sweepstakes entry   zoo signs   decals 

recipes    museum signs   resumes 

field guides    IMing    petitions 

maps    picket signs   reading responses 

trail guides    bank statements   contracts 

lottery tickets   CD jackets   surveys 

newspapers    invitations   quizzes 

magazines    liner notes   tests 

comics    milk cartons   radio announcements 

tabloids    grocery list   collage 

instruction manuals   road signs   timelines 

textbooks    phone book   essays 

op/eds    want ads    academic journals 

graffiti    comic books   calendars 

religious fanatic signs   names    planners 

pamphlets    certificates   freewrites 

poems    chalk/whiteboards  writer’s notes 

waivers    power point   abstracts 

novels    writing utensils   lab reports 

biographies    chants/cheers   evaluations 

short stories    tattoos    trail guides 

web sites    blurbs    campaign signs 

choose your own adventure  proposals   medicine bottles 

spam    memos    lists 

journals and diaries   post-its    epics 

bills     blogs    cereal boxes 

licenses    magnets    screenplays 

bathroom stalls   subtitles    citations 

street names    dictionary   propaganda 

maps    encyclopedia   appliances 

photo captions   thesaurus   puzzles 

fliers    book jackets   yearbook 

mad libs    board games   phone book 

dirty vehicles    monologue   scripts  

myspace    license plates   banners  

billboards    name tags   blimps   

dialogue    interview   criticisms 
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Multi-Genre Writing Project 

 

Rather than writing a traditional linear paper, you will compose a multi-genre project.  

Your project will be a series of genres that share a central idea and purpose.  Multi-genre 

writing calls on you to think rhetorically and creatively about the genres you’re using, and 

the way you are layering them to build on a central idea.  While it is different than a 

traditional paper, it still shares the same element of being focused around a central idea; 

in other words, your project has a thesis.   In addition to composing your five genres, you 

will write an introduction for the project and endnotes for each genre.   

 

BOTTOM-LINE REQUIREMENTS 

 

Employ at least five genres for your project 

You might think of a genre as a category of writing.  This research project is a series of 

genres that share a theme, thesis, or purpose.  All five genres in your piece must be your 

own original work.  This means that downloading a poem off the internet that you didn’t 

write does not count as one of your five genres.  If you choose, you certainly may include 

additional genres (created by you or someone else) that enhance your project, but at 

least five must be your own, created by you.  These must be five different genres—don’t 

turn in more than one of the same genre. 

 

Use at least two text-heavy genres (equivalent of one full page) 

In other words, your project can’t consist of a bumper sticker, a fortune cookie, a photo 

caption, a post-it note, and a warning label.  

 

Supply writing around the genres 

In addition to your four genres, you must write an endnote for each genre and an 

introduction for the entire project.   

 

Each endnote should be about a half a page (typed, double-spaced).  You can intersperse 
these throughout the project, following each genre with an endnote, or you can put all 

endnotes at the end.  The endnote, in essay format, should offer a rationale for why you 

chose to present the information in this way, and how the genre is building on your 

thesis. 

 

The introduction should be at least one page, and will analyze how the genres work 

together as a whole to represent your chosen topic and your thesis about that topic. The 

introduction is meant to give readers background about your project, and provide them 

an overview for how they should read it, since it is a different reading experience than 

reading a more traditional paper.  Here you’ll explain anything you think the reader 

should know about your central idea and your project.  It will help orient your readers 

and supply information that will help build meaning the further they read.   

 



20 | P a g e  

 

Things to consider: 

 How is the project organized? 

 Do you need to draw attention to any part of the project? 

 What does a reader of your piece need to know before beginning? 
 

Structure  

Consider how you are organizing your project.  One way you might think of each genre is 

like a paragraph or two within a traditional paper.  How does each genre build on the 

ideas in the thesis and/or in the genres that came before it?  

 

Coherence  

One strategy for achieving a sense of coherence is the use of a repetend.  A repetend is 

something added to your multi-genre project that repeats or continues. The repetend 

helps create unity among the various genre pieces and gives the writer an editorial voice 

that the reader can relate to. Because multi-genre projects are unique and non-linear, 

they call on the reader to employ new reading strategies.  If you provide your reader with 

recurring images or phrases, or a running commentary or narrative, you will help your 

reader better understand your central theme. This is similar to weaving your thesis 

throughout a traditional essay paper.   

 

Think about your topic.  What is the strongest image associated with that topic?  What 

words could powerfully express that image?  You could use those words to help you 

decide what should be emphasized and repeated throughout your web.  You might want 

to just start writing.  After you begin to read through your writing, circle or highlight 

language and images that might be useful to repeat. You are not required to include a 

repetend in your project; however, it might be a useful rhetorical strategy. 

 

 

Visual Essay 

 

The project that follows is adapted from an assignment presented in Writing New Media.3  

The goal of the project is to get students to reflect on the entire range of their literacies 

(both visual and print) and to represent that information in a visual essay.  As part of the 

smaller assignments leading up to this project, teachers can guide students to more 

examine the rhetorical forms they encounter regularly but may not yet have considered 

critically.  Students are working with the rhetorical concepts outlined in the learning 

outcomes, and are working with both written and visual composition.  

 

 

 

                                                 
3
 Wysocki, Anne Frances, Johndan Johnson-Eilola, Cynthia L. Selfe, and Geoffrey Sirc.  Writing New  

Media: Theory and Applications for Expanding the Teaching of Composition.  Logan, Utah: Utah State  

University Press, 2004. 
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Visual Essay 

 

For this project, you will compose a visual essay that both represents and reflects on: the 

range of different literacy practices, values, and understandings you have developed over 

your lifetime; who sponsored these literacies (e.g. teachers, friends, parents, co-workers, 

etc.); and your feelings about these literacies and the role they play in your life. 

 

We will think of literacy broadly for our purposes, recognizing that literacy happens in 

social and rhetorical contexts.  Thus, you might include activities such as reading and 

writing in print contexts (reading books and comics, writing stories and plays, etc.), on 

computers (websites, reading gaming situations, writing in chat rooms, posting status 

updates on Facebook), on television (reading the “text” of television programs or 

movies), in church, at home, and in school. 

 

Your visual essay should: 

 

 Demonstrate overall coherence (elements of the visual essay should be linked by 

color, shape, theme, arrangement, etc.). 
 

 Identify 2-4 major points as particularly important, using strategies such as size, 

color, contrast, and placement to make these points stand out. 

 

 Use some pattern of organization to help viewers comprehend it. You might 

arrange elements along a timeline, thematically, use a metaphor that represents 

your literate life, or make a distinction between digital literacies and print literacies 
(if one exists). 

 

 Address an audience of your choice and have a purpose for addressing that 

audience about the development of your literacy practices. 

 

 Include at least 15 images in your visual essay, and document the source of each 

image used. 
 

Your essay can take any number of forms.  You might create your own literacy path; a 

diagram of development with images of your literacy activities; a scrapbook with 

“snapshots” of your literacy development; a map of your literacy landscape; a literacy 

game board; or a literacy web. 

 

Compose your essay on a Web page (a free and user-friendly site you might use is 

pbworks.com) or on a posterboard.  Along with your visual essay, you will submit all in-

class writing we have done, as well as a revised statement of purpose. 
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CREATING A STORIFY: COMPOSING WITH NEW MEDIA 

 

What is Storify? 

 

According to storify.com’s “About Us” section, Storify “helps its users tell stories by 

curating social media.” What that means is that Storify provides a platform for organizing, 

synthesizing, and interpreting social media, which is particularly important in today’s 

world of media saturation.  

 
Why Storify? 

 

Although you are not required to use Storify, I do think it one of the more interesting 

sites available to help students compose with new media without getting bogged down by 

the technology itself. The interface is user-friendly, and the most difficult aspect of 

composing a Storify is finding legitimate and relevant information to tell a story and to 

inform an audience—a writer’s conundrum when composing in any form.  

 

What Does My Storify Need to Accomplish? 

 

As with the other writing you have completed this semester, the main purpose of your 

Storify is to inform readers about a topic of interest to you and your chosen audience. 

Your Storify should therefore begin with a good research question (Is Formal Education 

Getting in the Way of Real Learning? What Do Creative Writing Students Need to Know 

Before Applying to an MFA Program? What are the Implications of the Stop Internet 

Piracy Act (SOPA)?), and then proceed to collect information to help answer that 

question. You may ultimately make an argument, but your writing should have a balanced 

tone that is mainly geared toward informing yourself and an audience. 

 

How Do I Get Started? 

 

Make a list of interests, topics you are curious about, and/or topics you’ve heard about 

but have not had time to investigate. I think the most interesting projects will come from 

students who explore a topic with which they are unfamiliar. Use your Storify to learn 

something new and to share that knowledge with others. I also think it’s best to focus on 

a current event so that you can collect media as stories unfold to the public. 

 

NOTE: You should probably connect to Storify using your Facebook or Twitter  

account. If you’re not a Twitter follower, I actually recommend getting an account and  

following organizations that are related to your topic. That way, you can check your  
Twitter account periodically to see what new information has been shared and link  

that information directly to your Storify. 
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As you begin putting together your Storify, the easiest starting point is to collect as much 
relevant media as possible. Storify gives you a variety of options: Twitter, Facebook, 

YouTube, Tumblr, Google, among others. You can also add your own pictures from 

Instagram, Photobucket, or any other site that generates a link to your own images.  

 

 

 

Designing Effective Writing Assignments4 

MAKE THE PRESENTATION OF YOUR ASSIGNMENTS INFORMATIVE 

 Your writing project assignment sheets are a rhetorical document.  You have an 

audience (your students) and purpose (conveying information and criteria).  You 

could even use assignments as moments to model rhetorical concepts for your 

students, talking with them about how you crafted the assignment sheet with 

your audience and purpose in mind. 

 Strike a balance with the length of your assignment description.  You don’t want 

one or two cryptic lines, nor do you want to give students a tome of 

overwhelming proportions. 

 Try to be as clear and specific in your description as you can.  Compositionist 

Linda Flower says most assignments are written so ambiguously that they can 

wind up looking like Rorschach blots. 

 Think about the implications of particular words in your description. For 

example, are you asking students to explore, discuss, summarize, or analyze 

material?  

 Craft assignments that have options or are in some way open-ended. This allows 

students to draw on their own strengths, interests, and learning styles, taking 
ownership over their writing. 

DEVELOP ASSIGNMENTS THAT SERVE A VARIETY OF PURPOSES  

 Use the assignment to teach and meet goals and issues that are driving your 

course and to develop a deeper understanding of course concepts.  

 Explain how the assignment is connected with writing issues that you want to get 

across.  What are you teaching students to do as writers with the assignment?  

                                                 
4
 Adapted from: <http://writing.umn.edu/tww/assignments/designing.html> 
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 Make the assignment encourage student learning in some way. By doing this, you 

also reduce the possibility of plagiarism.  

HELP STUDENTS FULLY UNDERSTAND YOUR ASSIGNMENTS  

 Specify the criteria you will use in evaluating your students’ writing. Try to 

connect activities that lead up to the assignment with the criteria you will use to 

grade it.   

 Give students ample opportunities to ask questions.  After students have had a 

chance to read over the assignment sheet again at home, have them write down 

any questions they still have (or create a discussion thread on Blackboard where 

they continually post questions).   

Having them write about their questions or concerns is often a good idea.  First-

year students sometimes hesitate to ask questions, and if you haven’t probed, it’s 

not unheard of to discover the day before the draft is due that your class has 

been having a collective meltdown unbeknownst to you.   

MAKE SCHEDULING & SEQUENCING OF ASSIGNMENTS SUPPORT YOUR GOALS  

 Have a clear rationale for how you sequence your assignments. Does the order 

reflect an increasing difficulty in tasks? Does one assignment build on the skills 

developed in the preceding one?  

For example, the first-year writing course at University of Texas-Austin focuses 
on an analysis of controversies.  For the first writing project, students describe a 

controversy and map out the various positions of stakeholders.  In the second 

writing project, students look more closely to analyze one position within a 

controversy.  For their final writing project, students advocate a position within 

the controversy they have been studying, moving from the description and 

analysis they engaged in with their first two projects to making an argument 

themselves. 

 As you schedule and sequence, remember the real-world contexts in which 

students live. The best writing assignment might not come with great results if 

due the day after a big football game.  
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REVISION  
 
[The idea that] revision begins with a sense of dissonance, of something that hasn’t or won’t adapt – is an 

insight we can extend by claiming that this dissonance isn’t necessarily a problem to be corrected, an 

unruly sentence to be excised.  Instead, this dissonance may be the start of a productive struggle that can 

lead to a change of direction, a change of thesis, a real re-visioning of a text, its meanings and intentions. 

- Nancy Welch, Getting Restless5 

 

 

Revision is an important part of the composition class, as it asks writers to critically 

reflect on their work, re-see and re-think their texts, and explore the meanings and 

implications of their ideas.  As students step back and inquire into their writing from a 

variety of perspectives and at different places in the writing process, they learn more 

about their own meaning-making processes.  Revision also helps students explore what’s 

unstated or missing in their drafts, and the ideas that haven’t yet been closely examined; 

reorganize, focus, and clarify as well as further develop their drafts; and shape and 
organize textual elements in ways that help them achieve their rhetorical aims. 

 

 

Self-Inventory 

 
 What kinds of revision most support your own writing processes? 

 

 What kinds of revision do you think would be most helpful for your students? 
How will you define for students what revision is and what kind of revision you 

expect them to do? 

 

 How much class time for teaching revision strategies do you think will support 

the kinds of revision you want to sponsor?  

 

 How will students reflect on their revision processes? How will you sponsor 
their thinking about how to analyze and assess their revisions over time? 

 

REVISION ACTIVITIES 

 
Included here are a variety of activities that are useful for various stages of the revision 

process.  They can be used on nearly any text a student might craft for your course – 

argumentative, analytical, expository, and personal essays, as well as research projects, 

editorials, web pages, and multimedia projects. 

                                                 
5 Welch, Nancy.  Getting Restless: Rethinking Revision in Writing Instruction.  Portsmouth, NH:  

Boynton/Cook Publishers, 1997. 
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Questions as Knives 

 
This activity is useful for helping students refine their thesis statements in order to move 

beyond the vague and obvious to something crisper and more interesting. 

 

 

QUESTIONS AS KNIVES 

 

Imagine your initial idea is a whole onion.  Both onions and ideas have layers. To get 

closer to the heart of an idea, you want to cut through the obvious outer layers to find 
what is less obvious, more specific, and possibly more interesting.  Using questions as 

knives can help you write your way toward a more specific and intriguing focus. 
 

1. Start by writing down your central idea or thesis. 

 

The university should do more for English language learners. 

 

2. Move toward being more specific by exploring the following questions in writing: 

 Why? 

 Where? 
 

3. Using the writing you have generated, rewrite your thesis statement. 

 

The university should do more for second language speakers because the city’s immigrant 

population is growing. 

 

4. Work towards even more specificity by exploring the following questions in 

writing:  

 

 When? 

 Who?  

 What? 

 

Because planners predict an influx of Bosnian, Hispanic, and Lithuanian immigrants in the next 

five years, the university should do more to develop English as Second Language programs. 

 

5. Center your project on your new and more specific idea. 

 
Adapted from: Ballenger, Bruce.  The Curious Writer.  4th ed.  New York: Longman, 2011. 

 

 
 

 

 



27 | P a g e  

 

Hot Spotting 

 

This revision activity guides students to see that writing is not simply a matter of putting 

down what a writer already knows; it is also a generative activity, illustrating that writers 

make discoveries and learn through writing.  In addition, hot spotting demonstrates that 

revision can be exploratory, providing the writer with intellectual work that doesn’t 

necessarily transfer “as is” to the piece of writing. 

 

 

HOT SPOTTING 

 

1. Choose a draft you need to develop further. 

 

2. Reread the draft, marking (underline, highlight, star, etc.) places where you think 

your writing is working.  This might be a sentence that expresses a thought-

provoking idea, a strong or startling image, a central tension, or a place that could 

be explored in more detail.  These places are the “hot spots” of your draft. 

 

3. Copy one of these hot spots onto the top of a clean page, and put your draft 

aside.   

 

4. Begin writing, using the hot spot as a new first sentence (or paragraph).  Write for 

fifteen to twenty minutes, or however long you need to develop your ideas.  

Don’t worry if you “lose” your original idea.  You might be in the process of 

finding a better one. 

 

5. Repeat the process as often as feels right. 

 

6. Put your writing project back together.  You might want to just add the new 

writing into the piece or substitute it for something you can now delete.  You 

might even take out large sections of the original writing and reorganize the rest 
around your new writing.  Consider how your overall conception of the draft 

changes with the new material. 

 

7. Write some notes to yourself for what you want to do with your project the next 

time you work on it.  What do you have to change about the text to include the 

new writing?  

 

8. Reflect on your revision process.  Questions to consider: What did you learn 

about your topic/your text from this process? Did you pursue a tangential idea? 

Deepen or extend an original idea? Change your perspective on the topic? Realize 

that you are really interested in another topic altogether? 
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Rhetorical Equation 

 

The rhetorical equation activity works well on a revision of an early draft after issues of 

genre, audience, and purpose have been covered in class.  The “equation” asks students 

to take rough ideas generated through freewriting or material in a first draft and to 

consider how those ideas can be shaped to best reach the writer’s chosen audience.  

Rhetorical equations can also be used for an invention activity, but work best if students 

already have ideas they want to write about. 

 

 

RHETORICAL EQUATION 

 

Equation:  

 

1. As a _________________, I am concerned about/interested in __(topic)__. 

 

AND/OR 

 

After experiencing/learning about _________________, I am concerned 

about/interested in __(topic)__. 

 

2. Thus, I could write a/an __(genre)__ to __(audience)__ in order to 

__(purpose)__. 

 

Example:  

 

Exploring Possibilities: 

 

1. Create several such two-part sentences for the draft you’re thinking about or 

currently working on.   

 
2. After coming up with several possibilities, choose the one you’re most 

interested in pursuing and explore it further in writing. 

 

3. Write that sentence at the top of a clean page and freewrite for fifteen minutes 

about how you can build your writing project or shape and revise the draft you 

have to meet the aims and goals you’ve outlined in the equation. 
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What’s Your Point? 

 

This activity asks students to generate more specifics about their projects that may not 

yet be in their drafts.  It guides them to dig more deeply into their topic, to find what’s 

interesting and insightful.  It can also push them toward a sharper, more intriguing thesis 

statement, or sometimes even help them realize they don’t yet have a workable thesis. 

 

 

WHAT’S YOUR POINT? 

 

1. Reread your project quickly. Once you’ve finished reading, minimize the document 

so it’s no longer visible. 

 

2. Begin a five-minute freewrite. Tell yourself the story of your thinking about the 

piece. When you first started writing it, what did you think you were writing 

about, and then what, and then what, and then, and then... Try to focus on your 

ideas about what you were trying to say and how it evolved.  

 

3. Begin another five-minute freewrite. This time focus on scenes, case studies, 

moments, people, conversations, observations, ideas, etc. that stand out for you as 

you think about the project. Many of these may not yet be in the project. Be 

specific. Plunge into your experience with and/or knowledge about your topic.  

 

4. Finally, write the following two words: So what? Compose a two or three 

sentence answer to that question as it applies to the draft. Take your time writing 

this. 

 

5. Rebuild your project around your answer to the So what? question, from 

beginning to end. Are the specifics you generated in step #3 developed sufficiently 

in the draft? Does all the information in your project relate to what you're trying 

to say in some way?  
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Radical Revision 
 

Radical revision asks students to engage with their writing in a spirit of inquiry. It also 

guides them to think rhetorically about their writing, as they can compare their original 

and revised drafts to see what effects changes might have on readers. 

 

 

RADICAL REVISION 

 

Voice/Tone Changes 

What would happen to your paper if you changed from first person to third person?  
What would happen if you wrote on the same topic from another point of view?  What if 

you inserted a commentary voice or another type of voice—perhaps in italics, or in 

parenthetical asides, using the “comment” feature in Word?  What changes if you shift 

from a serious tone to a comic tone (or vice versa)?    

 

Syntax Changes   

What would happen to your paper if you tried to alternate sentence length in planned 

patterns?  Why or where might you add rhythmic repetitions or parallelism? When might 

you consider using double columns to highlight double voice or double perspective?  If 

there is a writer or piece of writing that you admire, could you try to imitate the syntax?  

For example, think of the distinctive patterns in MLK’s “I Have a Dream” speech or in 

Rod Serling’s “Twilight Zone” introduction.  

 

Genre Changes 

What would happen to your paper if you shifted from nonfiction prose to a story, a 

letter, a poem, an ad campaign, a fable, a sermon, a journal, a recipe, a cartoon, a memo, a 

newsletter, a website, or some other (radically different) genre, or some blurring of 

genres? In what other ways can you alter genre? For what purpose? 

 

Audience Changes 

What would happen to your paper if you addressed a radically different audience?  You 

might change from adult to child audience, from a neutral reader to a hostile reader, from 

a professional audience to a family or friend as reader.   In what other ways can you alter 

audience?  For what purpose?   

 

Typography/Physical Layout Changes 

What would happen to your paper if you tried a radically new layout?  What do you 

emphasize if you use different fonts for different speakers or perspectives?  What happens 

if you compress or increase size?  What changes if you use a newsletter or newspaper 

layout instead of essay style?  
 
Adapted from: “Hint Sheet L” in Bishop, Wendy, Ed.  The Subject is Writing.  2nd ed.  Portsmouth, NH:  

Boynton/Cook, 1999. 
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Cumulative and Periodic Sentences 
 

This playful sentence activity is useful in early drafting stages when students are working 

toward more complicated ideas and/or an analysis of their ideas.   

 

 

CUMULATIVE AND PERIODIC SENTENCES 

 

The cumulative sentence is constructed by adding modifying phrases after the subject, 

verb, and/or object.  One can do so almost indefinitely.  Consider, for example, the 

following sentence: 
 

I went to the mall, looking for the jeans I had to have, the jeans from Seven, the expensive ones, 

the best pants in town, my first real effort at becoming cool, an impossible feat, sadly designed to 

undo me. 

 

This is a mixed cumulative sentence in that some of its phrases modify the base clause, 

which is called coordinate modification, and some of its phrases modify the previous 

phrase, which is called subordinate modification.  It’s not exactly a good sentence, but it is 

moving toward more complicated ideas.  Working with a cumulative sentence can help a 

writer discover new interpretations of his or her subject. 

 

Consider this example, beginning with a simple evaluative sentence: 

 

Britney Spears is the ideal American girl. 

 

After brainstorming phrases that come to mind when reading the above sentence, it might 

be formed into a coherent sentence which creates tensions and highlights contradictions: 

 

Britney Spears is the ideal American girl—the blonde, pretty one, with the cheerleader smile, 

dancing like a stripper, singing like a choirgirl, who only cries at home, in her palatial white 

bedroom, mourning her virginity, mourning what it cost her to perform for us. 

 

By flipping the sentence and using a periodic structure in which the main clause comes at 

the end of the sentence, you can create a structure that builds more drama into the 

sentence and demands a stronger conclusion: 

 

The blonde, pretty one, with the cheerleader smile, dancing like a stripper, singing like a choirgirl, 

who only cries at home, in her palatial white bedroom, mourning her virginity mourning what it 

cost her to perform for us—if Britney Spears is the ideal American girl, the American girl is a 

study in contrasts. 
 

Read through your project seeking places where you might extend your analysis. Practice 

using cumulative and periodic sentence structure to add complications to your paper. 
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Interpretive Paraphrase 
 

Taken from Ann Berthoff’s Forming, Thinking, Writing6, interpretive paraphrase helps 

students read and think critically about a text – whether their own, a peer’s, or a 

published text.  Because naming is conceptually important – and different words with 

their connotations change meaning (subtly or radically), Berthoff believes that all 

paraphrasing is interpretive.  This revision technique asks students to consider the ways 

their word choices shape their texts.  It can be useful to have students do this with an 

assigned course reading prior to having them try this technique on their own writing 

projects. 

 
 

INTERPRETIVE PARAPHRASE 

 

1. Look over your draft (or a text by another writer).  Find a few paragraphs or a 

large portion of writing that needs clarifying, that doesn’t satisfy you, or that 

readers have had problems with. 

 

2. Rewrite that chunk of text using different words, without looking at the original 

(especially if it’s your own draft), saying as precisely as you can “what it means.” It 

may be equally long or even longer than the original. 
 

3. Ask yourself the following questions: 

- How does it change the meaning if I put it this way? 

- What have I learned from this new way of writing about my topic that I didn’t 
include before? 

- How can I expand my draft to accommodate this way of seeing my subject? 

- What does the interpretive paraphrase reveal about the hierarchy of ideas 
(which ideas are most important, next most important, and so on)? 

- What is the controlling metaphor or principal argument? 

- What links the ideas together? 

 

 

 

Glossing 
 

Glossing is another strategy from Ann Berthoff that helps students read and think 

critically about texts.  Glossing can function as a reverse outline that allows students to 

track dominant themes and ideas in early drafts.  This activity helps writers see 

organizational, stylistic, and other choices that they or other writers make as they write.  

Glossing also helps writers gain distance from the conceptual organization and structure 

of their own writing. 

                                                 
6
 Berthoff, Ann E.  Forming, Thinking, Writing: The Composing Imagination.  Portsmouth, NH:  

Boynton/Cook Publishers, 1989. 
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GLOSSING 

 

Glossing asks you to read carefully and to make detailed summaries of important ideas 

using different words.  It’s another pause in the writing process wherein you ask: “What 

have I said?” and “What does it mean?” It can also help you see and assess the structure 

of your text. 

 

1. If you’re glossing your own writing project, title the draft if you haven’t already.  

Or you might think of two or three different titles.  Composing a title guides you 

to see your text globally, and helps you summarize the meaning of the whole draft. 

 

2. Read the title and the first sentence or two.  In the margins of your draft or the 

reading, write some notes to yourself about what you as a reader would expect 

the text to be about.  Based on those first two or three sentences, what do you 

predict will come next? 

 

3. Go through the draft slowly, glossing each paragraph on a clean sheet of paper.  In 

the margins, write a paraphrase (the same idea in different words) for each 

paragraph or chunk of text where you think a natural break occurs.  Concentrate 

on what the draft is actually saying, not what you meant or wanted it to say.  A 

paraphrase as part of the glossing activity is a direction-finder, a summary, another 

way of saying something.   

 

4. Write a phrase or sentence on how each paragraph or chunk of text functions 

rhetorically within the entire text.  In other words, what does this paragraph or 

chunk DO for the entire text? 

 

5. Once you have finished with the above steps, look at what you’ve got in terms of 

arrangement or organization.  What is happening to the development of ideas? Do 

ideas develop in a logical way? Are there other ways to organize the piece that 
would be more effective? If you’ve glossed your own writing, are there possible 

directions for this draft to take, places where it isn’t accomplishing what you had 

hoped? Experiment with rearranging the glosses into different outlines. 

 

6. Consider this: What difference does it make to the meaning of the text and to 

potential readers if you arrange ideas differently? How does it change the 

conceptual framework of your project? 

 

7. Write a revision plan based on what you’ve learned through the glossing activity. 
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Peter Elbow’s Cut and Paste 
 

Peter Elbow suggests that a writer’s “revising tool is not a touch-up brush, to start with 

anyway, but a chain saw” (146).  Cut and paste guides students to think about what they 

are really trying to accomplish in their writing projects, even if they think they’ve already 

made such decisions.  This revision activity helps students see revision as a playful and 

exploratory activity, one that involves digging more deeply to re-think or extend one’s 

thinking on a topic. 

 

 

CUT AND PASTE 
 

1. Print a copy of your draft, and get a pen or highlighter, scissors, and paste or tape.  

You’ll also need some space to spread out. 

 

2. Go through your draft and highlight exceptional lines.  Get a sense of what is 

really working in your draft, and what you know you want to keep. 

 

3. Begin to cut.  Form three piles: Definite, Maybe, and Toss.  You may end up 

cutting a single sentence, a single word, or an entire paragraph.  The key is to save 

only the parts of your essay that you think are working well and get rid of 

everything else. 

 

4. Play with your project, moving things around to try and re-see and re-think your 

organization, focus, etc.  

 

5. Put your project back together.  You can paste the pieces to another sheet of 

paper or tape the pieces together.  Leave gaps if you know you need to write 

some more to connect this new arrangement of your thinking. 

 

6. Read through the new version of your project.  Reflect on the changes you’ve 

made.  How is your piece better? What new issues or problems have arisen? 

What happened to your project when you saved only the best parts and cut out 

the rest? What is your plan to finish your project? 

 
Adapted from: Elbow, Peter.  Writing with Power: Techniques for Mastering the Writing Process. New York:        

Oxford UP, 1981. 
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EDITING 
 

We can most effectively teach sentence revision and editing through a writing process approach, with 

emphasis on learning to revise and to edit choice pieces for some kind of public sharing or publication, but 

we need to respond to each writer as an individual with different writing needs. 

- Constance Weaver, Teaching Grammar in Context7 

 

 

Turning their eyes to smaller units of their texts helps students understand how 

paragraphs, transitions, introductions, conclusions, and other individual parts of the text 

are important to the message and structure of the whole text.  Ideally, such focus will 

help students become more conscious of the choices they make as writers, better 

enabling them to be more effective in communicating with their chosen audiences.   

 

As writers write, especially when sentences are coming fast and they are in the throes 

of the process, they rely on the way their minds organize information and memories, 

using certain terms that carry meaning for them.  Grammatical correctness and language 

usage are not in the foreground.  However, once a writer has moved beyond initial 

drafting stages, through checking the language s/he has used, s/he can make the focus 

and even the organization of a text much clearer. 

 

When you address conventions of grammar in student writing, distinguish between 

intermittent slips and patterns of error.  An intermittent slip might be a typo, whereas a 

pattern of error indicates a student’s lack of command or understanding of a 

grammatical or mechanical concept.  Risk-taking and error are essential to growth. 

Approaching editing as an inquiry practice doesn’t simply ask students to read for error; 

it also asks them to develop an awareness of how sentence-level decisions can affect 

their audience’s experience of their texts. 

 

 

Self-Inventory 

 
 How did you learn to identify patterns of error in your own writing? How will 

you help your students identify patterns of error in their writing? 

 

 How do you know when your own writing is ready for the editing stage? 

 

 What is your editing process like? 
 

 

                                                 
7
 Weaver, Constance. Teaching Grammar in Context.  Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann, 1996. 



36 | P a g e  

 

ACTIVITIES  
 

The Graveyard 
 

This activity calls attention to different rules of punctuation, including sentence 

boundaries; introductory, dependent, and independent clauses; comma usage for 
coordinating conjunctions, dialogue, and asides.  Students will quickly recognize how 

confusing a text can be without punctuation.  After working through the excerpt as a 

class, discussion might emphasize the rhetorical importance of punctuation and how 

sentence length, dialogue, and word choice affect the reader as significantly as other 

rhetorical choices.  The included activity is an excerpt from a student paper taken from 

Constance Weaver’s Teaching Grammar in Context. 

 

 

The Graveyard, Part I 

 

“oh shit NOT AGAIN” the words barely had time to flit through my mind before the 

raft capsized for a second time throwing me unceremoniously  into the raging water the 

raft had been swept over a modest waterfall landing off-balance in a hole I gulped air in 

the split second before a huge wall of water swamped me the Indians Graveyard had me 

in its grip 
 early in the summer it had seemed like a great idea to sign up for a whitewater 

rafting trip in Costa Rica Rollie had been wanting to go there there were 500 exciting 

miles of whitewater he told me and I was game despite our little adventure in the 

Nantahala at high flood stage the previous summer true we had to sign up for the 

advanced kayak and rafter’s trip because I couldn’t go any other time but we cheerfully 

sent in our $1000 deposit to the Nantahala Outdoor Center 

 I wasn’t really scared until one June day when I actually drove to the Nantahala 

Outdoor Center in North Carolina conveniently arriving after a full day’s drive across 

the state just too late for the last rafting trip oh well I said to myself I can look at the 

rafting gear to see if there’s anything we need for the Costa Rica trip the friendly 

salesgirl was eager to help me when I mentioned that we’d signed up for an Adventure 

trip in Costa Rica “I’d like to go there” she exclaimed she showed me a book on Costa 

Rican rivers that I bought to take home to Rollie and she offered to show me a video on 

whitewatering in Costa Rica as soon as some guys were finished looking at the rafting 

on the Colorado 

 well I’m not sure I should ever have watched that video the most frightening part 

was a long rapids on a river called the General I’ve repressed the rapids exact name but 

it was something like Hell’s Run and believe me that’s what it looked like I watched 

horrified as a raft tackled the rapid only to be buried among the waves could the raft 

still be there somewhere invisible as wave after wave crashed over it more to the point 

could the rafters still be in the raft all I could think of was how would they ever get you 

back into the raft if you got thrown out 
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The Graveyard, Part II 

 

          then flying home from North Carolina I read parts of the book on Costa Rican 

rivers that too was a mistake the authors talked about flash floods in the rainy season 

describing an incident when a film crew was making a commercial Marlboro I think with 

an actor who’d never been rafting but who looked the role of macho man standing on a 

raft firmly anchored in the middle of a rapid unfortunately the film crew didn’t count on 

a five foot wall of water that suddenly attacked from behind the raft broke loose 

carrying the actor downstream at incredible speed a kayaker followed to rescue him but 

for a while it looked as if they both were goners this the book said was the kind of thing 

that could happen on Costa Rican rivers in the rainy season of course that’s when our 

trip was scheduled 

 so on the third day of our trip I shouldn’t have been surprised that the flooding 

Pacuare rose while we slept beside it for the night its muddy waters picking up speed as 

it swelled its banks nor should I have been surprised I suppose that we were now “going 

swimming” for the second time 

 but this time was worse than the first the wall of water momentarily crushed me 

pushing me toward the bottom of the river I surfaced quickly grateful that this time I 

had not come up under the raft thank God but then another wave engulfed me driving 

me deeper this time much deeper into blackness I dared not open my eyes don’t panic I 

thought don’t panic don’t panic keep holding your breath where oh where is the surface 

and sunshine and AIR surely this way is UP fleetingly I remembered what Rollie kept 

telling himself when he was submerged in the Nantahala I can’t send HIM home alone 

either I thought gotta hang on gotta wait ‘till I surface to breathe then with a thwack I 

hit the surface the surface of the raft that is the underneath surface safe and not safe my 

protesting lungs ready to betray me I worked my way to the edge of the raft and 

popped out from under gasping for air 

 I’m not sure now which raft it was the passenger raft or the oar rig that carried 

our gear but no one hauled me in Eileen paddled over with her kayak telling me to hang 

onto the rope on the back not the kayak itself but the rope then I realized why no one 
was bothering to get me out of the river they still hadn’t located Rollie Eileen was 

focusing on her watch grimly counting the seconds he’d been underwater too long but 

just then he surfaced thank God someone hauled him into the oar rig nearly scraping off 

his swim trunks in the process if anyone noticed no one cared Eileen ferried me to the 

passenger raft dipping her paddle with sure skilled strokes keeping us from continuing 

downstream one of the guides Miti I think reached for me urging me to hoist myself 

over the side I couldn’t the rush of fear had left me absolutely limp my arms and legs 

useless once hauled in for the longest time I lay in the raft like an overturned turtle flat 

on my back simply breathing I knew Rollie was safe but I didn’t know until our group 

stopped downstream for lunch how much deeper he had been pushed by the second 

wave how much closer he’d come to succumbing to the dark waters of the Indians’ 

Graveyard it was nearly his graveyard too 
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Playing with Language 
 

Playing with language is an activity that pushes students to think critically about their 

word choices, to avoid clichés, and to take a more creative approach to expressing their 

ideas.   
 

 

Playing with Language 

Look for dull word combinations in your writing, such as “grave responsibility,” “definite 

contrast,” “grim tragedy,” “bitter truth.”  Play with them until you come up with new 

combinations or twists that you think work.  For example, rather than the cliché “Love is 

a many splendored thing,” you might come up with “Love is a many-splintered thing.”  

Work on making your language fresh. 

 

Examine your writing for places where you might make the usual unusual, perhaps by 

changing word order to add clarity or force to your statements. For example, the normal 

order: He was a lost man.  The unusual order: He was a man lost.  The key is to vary the 

normal pattern sparingly.  If you continually scramble word order, you will create 

confusion rather than surprising your readers. 

 

 

 

Sentence Structure 
 

This activity asks students to hone their skills in sentence construction by identifying 

their sentence structure patterns as writers and playing with their sentences to see how 

sentence patterns can affect the way their writing reads.   
 

 

Sentence Structure 

Go through a couple paragraphs of your draft and figure out how your sentences are put 

together by finding the subject and verb of each sentence. Many times we start sentences 

with the same word over and over (like “I” or “You” or “He/She”) and the verb 

immediately follows. Once you figure out what your particular patterns are, try varying 

your sentence patterns.  For example, short, quick sentences might be good in a piece 

that has a fast-paced or suspenseful feel. Long, intricate sentences may work well for an 

in-depth reflection. If each sentence has the same subject/verb structure, it might not be 

clear which sentence carries the most meaning in the paragraph or which ideas are 

subordinate to or embedded within an idea.  

 

 

 

 

 



39 | P a g e  

 

 

Tightening 
 

Tightening asks students to be attentive to the way they may be employing unnecessary 

repetition or filler in their writing. 
 

 

Tightening 

Compositionist Ken Macrorie says: “Don’t repeat words or ideas unless they strengthen 

what you want to say” (36).8  For example, saying “Mr. Jones is a man that…” is 

redundant, since Mr. Jones indicates that Jones is male.  Look for places where you might 

want to tighten sentences to pack more punch.  Compare the following sentences.  

 

Original: A quick temper is one of the things that gets me into quite a lot of trouble.   

Tightened: My temper gets me into trouble. 

 

Go through your own writing and highlight or circle repeated words that aren’t doing 

necessary work. 

 

 

Verbs 
 

Similar to other activities in this section, this activity pushes students to examine their 

verb choices to see how verbs can make one’s writing more interesting and fresh. 
 

 

Verbs 

Read through your draft and circle all the verbs. Yes—all the verbs! You may find that 

you repeat one verb several times (like “is” or “said” or “seemed”). Using a thesaurus, 

dictionary, or another author’s style/vocabulary, try to find stronger, more diverse verbs 

to use. 

 

Another way to revise for verb usage is to look for passive voice – a “to be” verb plus 

another verb (e.g. “the mountains were covered with snow”). If it is appropriate, switch 

to active voice (“snow covered the mountains”). Not only have you made the sentence 

stronger and clearer, but you have also used one word instead of two to convey an 

action. 

 

Once you get comfortable with re-thinking your verbs, you can even try out some 

interesting verb possibilities. For example, maybe “He walked away sadly” just doesn’t 

say what you wish it did. So, you play with nouns and verbs and come up with “He 
grumbled away.” 

                                                 
8
 Macrorie, Ken.  Telling Writing.  4th ed.  Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers, 1985. 
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Grammar and Punctuation  
 

The activity below is quite basic; however, it’s a really good way for students to focus in 

on a single grammatical or punctuation issue in their writing.  One way to make this 

activity more fun is to have students read each other’s writing with an issue in mind.  

They can focus on one peer draft at a time, opening it up for discussion among their 

small group as they examine issues in the draft.  

 

 

Reading for Grammar and Punctuation Issues 

One way to make sure you catch most of the comma issues in your paper is to look at 

every comma you use. Read your essay just for commas. Every time you see one, stop 

and make sure you’ve used it specifically and in accordance with the punctuation rules 

you’re following. This is time-consuming, but it also works. 

 

You can do this for any punctuation and even for point of view and tense. Read for 

semicolons or apostrophes or colons. Read looking for “you” (if your paper is supposed 

to be in first person “I”) and change the “you” to first person. Read and stop on every 

verb to see if they are all in the tense you have chosen for your paper. When doing this 

kind of editing/revising work, you can do several readings of your essay with a different 

reading purpose each time. 
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READING 
 
Reading does not consist merely of decoding the written word or language; rather, it is preceded by and 

intertwined with knowledge of the world.  Language and reality are dynamically interconnected.  The 

understanding attained by critical reading of a text implies perceiving the relationship between text and 

context.  

- Paulo Freire, “The Importance of the Act of Reading”9 

 

 

Reading plays an important role in the writing course.  As students read and engage 

published texts, they develop habits of mind they can use as they revise and reflect on 

their own writing as well as respond to their peers’ writing.  Assigned readings and class 

activities can illustrate how reading and writing are intertwined practices that guide 

writers to examine, revise, and reinterpret their experiences and interactions with the 

world.  Reading can be used in the writing classroom in a variety of ways:   

 

Invention: Students can read published writing to consider topics, genres, and rhetorical 

strategies for their own writing.   

 

Reflection: Students can develop critical awareness about language use, including issues of 

ethical representation, ethos, pathos, and research methodology. 

 

Rhetorical Analysis: Students can analyze the rhetorical moves a writer makes as s/he 

engages in public conversations, negotiates rhetorical contexts for his/her ideas, and 

follow through on his/her purpose for writing. 

 

Research: Reading is a means of collecting information, perspectives, and ideas about the 

writer’s subject matter.  Student reading is driven by student research. 

 

 

Self-Inventory 

 

 What kinds of reading support your own writing and thinking? Do you look for 
rhetorical models? To start a discussion on a particular topic? Challenge your 

reading and inquiry processes? Invite you to consider multiple points of view? 

Give you ideas or topics for writing?  

 

 What kinds of texts and reading practices do you think will best support 

students’ writing? 

 

                                                 
9
 Freire, Paulo and Donaldo Macedo.  Literacy: Reading the Word and the World.  Westport, CT:  

Bergin & Garvey, 1987. 
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 What will you do to help make visible the connections between students’ course 

reading and writing? How will the outside texts and reading strategies you model 

inform the way your students think about writing? 

 
 

CHOOSING TEXTS FOR YOUR COMPOSITION CLASS 
 

Student writing is the heart of composition courses.  Since students are expected to 

spend ample time outside of class writing and revising drafts, you’ll want to consider a 

reasonable amount of reading to assign.  In weeks when there are heavy writing and 

peer response demands, adjust your reading assignments accordingly.     

 

Regardless of which text you decide to use, the key is ensuring that the text(s) you 

choose support students’ development as writers and helps you guide your students to 
meet the learning outcomes for the course.  In addition, when you are selecting texts, 

think about what you want or need from a text in connection with your pedagogical 

approach.  Some instructors like the structure a textbook provides, while others prefer 

to create their own sense of structure.   

 

Do you want a writing guide where students read about rhetorical concepts, to be 

followed by class discussion of the concepts as they apply to students’ own writing 

projects? Do you want a textbook that has activities and readings that lead up to a 

writing project prompt in the textbook? Do you want to teach students about 

rhetorical concepts through mini-lessons during class, and use readings as rhetorical 

models in connection with writing project prompts you have created yourself?  These 

are questions to consider as you decide what types of texts will best support the way 

you teach. 

 

ACTIVITIES  

 
Responses and Response Journals 
 

Reading responses are a good place for students to practice writing as they analyze 

issues that arise in the texts they are assigned.  Responses create a dialogue between 

students in the class, students and writers, and students and teacher.  They can also be a 

forum for students to reflect on rhetorical elements in a piece of writing that they can 

then apply to their own writing.  Response can also serve as springboards for students’ 

larger writing projects in the course.  Some instructors use specific prompts to guide 

students’ reflection about readings, while others prefer more open-ended prompts such 

as the prompts that follow.  
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General Prompts for Sponsoring Students’ Reading Responses 

 

1. Extend one of the writer’s ideas. 

 

2. Explore an idea implied by the text but not directly stated by the writer. 

 

3. Put one of the writer’s ideas in conversation with your own prior knowledge and 

experiences. 

 

4. Apply the reading to various contexts.  For example, how does this connect to your 

first-year seminar or psychology or science class? 

 

5. Critique an idea in the text, using specific examples to back up what you’re saying. 

 

6. Put the text in conversation with another piece you’re familiar with (this could 

include film, music, art, etc.). 

 

7. Freewrite for five minutes after reading each page. This gives you a record of your 

evolving response to a text, your immediate reaction and thinking. For instance, 

“When I read this, I think of…and then I think of…” Use the ideas in your freewrite 

and turn them into a more polished response. 

 

8. Examine passages that make you feel excluded – either because the language is 

difficult to comprehend or the ideas are new or the writer is assuming the reader 

has knowledge of ideas or theories that are unfamiliar to you? 

 

9. Identify a significant passage in the text and explain what makes it so important, or 

how it applies to the work of the course. 

 

10. Question what else you would want to know, what was not clear, or what we 
should do now based on the writer’s argument.  

 
 

Digging into a Text 
 

This assignment asks students to look at the multiple layers of response they can have 

to a text, providing them with broad questions they can use when they are not sure 

how to approach a moment of textual interpretation. 
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Digging into a Text 

 

Explore your personal, intellectual, and writer reactions to the text.   

 

1. Personal reaction 

 How does this text connect to or remind you of anything in your own 

experiences or observations? Be specific. 

 

2. Intellectual Reaction 

 What ideas come to mind as you read this text?  

 

 What questions does this text raise about the self, people, the state of the 

world, etc.?  

 

 What does this text ask of you as a reader? 
 

3. Writer Reaction 

 What do you notice about the way this text is written?  

 

 What choices has the writer made in terms of details, introductory or 
concluding paragraphs, organization, voice, developing a point, making an 

argument, etc.?  

 

 What appeals or does not appeal to you about the writer’s style? 

 

 

 

Focused Reading 
 

This activity asks students to slow down and pay particular attention to see how a small 

part of a text contributes to the overall text.  It also encourages them to examine how 

smaller units such as phrases and words are purposefully chosen by writers. 

 

 

Focused Reading 

 

1. Collecting 

In this phase, you are working with what is right in front of you, literally.  You’re not 

trying to analyze, interpret, or make judgment in any way.  Make a list of words, phrases, 

images, or moments in the text that stand out to you.  Circle several items from your 

collecting list for the next step. 
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2. Responding 

Use one of your circled items to begin the process of interpretation.  Remember, you’re 

not working to interpret the entire text or come up with a solid conclusion.  You’re 

working with a part of the text to see how it contributes to your understanding of the 

whole text.  Try writing this way: When I first think of ___________ (circled item), I 

think ____________.  And then I think _______________....and then 

______________.  Keep going until the writing stalls.  Once the writing has stalled, try 

this with another of your circled items. 

 

3. So What? 

Look at the writing you’ve just done.  In one-sentence for each of the circled items and 

your interpretive writing, answer the question So what? In other words, why is this 

section of the text important?  

 

4. Interpreting 

Based on what you’ve written up to this point, compose a paragraph about your findings.  

What initial insights can you offer? Does your examination of this one part of the text 

help you understand the whole text better? How did your examination help you think 

more critically about what the writer was conveying through his/her piece? 

 

 

 

Reading for Rhetorical Analysis  

 

Reading for rhetorical analysis encourages students to closely examine the choices a 

writer has made.  Through this activity, students develop rhetorical thinking skills they 

can apply to their own writing, thereby learning that writing is a social act.  

 

 

Reading for Rhetorical Analysis 

 

1. What is the purpose (or purposes) of the text? What is it attempting to do or 

accomplish? (Invite, teach, inform, persuade, entertain, call to action, encourage 

introspection, etc.) 

 

2. Who is the audience for this text – generally and/or specifically?  

 

3. Who is the writer of the text? 

 

4. What does the writer of the text assume about the audience and how do you 

know?  
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5. How does the audience influence the rhetorical choices the writer makes? What is 

the relationship between writer and audience? Where do you see these influences 

in the text most prominently? 

 

6. What is the point of view of the text? What persona, manner, and tone does it 

project and use to bring the audience to its point of view? Where and how does 

the writer establish authority in relation to the audience? 

 

7. What do you know or what can you learn about this text by examining the 

context in which it occurs – physically, historically, socially, and geographically? 

Why was it created? In what other forums might similar texts be found?  Why? 

 

 

 

Evaluating Sources  
 

As students are learning about how to establish their authority with their audiences as 

writers, it can be productive to examine how other writers make the same 

considerations.  This activity directs students to carefully consider the relationship 

between a researcher and his/her audience, and helps them learn why evaluating the 

sources one uses is critical. 

 

 

Evaluating Sources 
 

Consider how a writer establishes his/her authority through the incorporation of other sources.  

Start by making a list of people and texts the writer cites, noting how they are described in the 

piece.  For example, a list for Lisa Delpit’s essay “The Silenced Dialogue” would include the 

following: 

 

 A black male graduate student and special education teacher (comment) 

 A black female teacher in a diverse urban school (comment) 

 A black woman principal and graduate student (comment) 

 Delpit’s critics: teachers – not named (comment) 

 John Gwaltney – anthropologist (book) 

 Michael Apple – critical theorist (book) 

 Shirley Brice Heath – researcher (book) 

 Michelle Foster – researcher (dissertation) 

 Snow et al. – researchers (language study) 
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Once your list is complete, ask yourself: Why these people and texts? Are they appropriate to the 

writer’s rhetorical context – her purpose(s) and audience(s)? Generate a short rationale for each 

person/text cited or for groups of people/texts.  For instance, Delpit cites established researchers 

in linguistics and anthropology because her readers – teachers and researchers themselves – are 

likely to respect their authority, and may even have first-hand awareness of the research.    

 

1. Examine a text that draws on multiple sources.   

2. Choose two of the texts cited in the text to examine.  These could be articles, research 

studies, census data, etc.  Try to choose shorter texts – not whole books. 

3. Now, evaluate the authority of each source.   

 Who conducted and supported the research? If it is a study, who funded it? 

(What can you learn about the sponsoring organization?) If it is a scholarly 

argument, who wrote it? What does/do the writer/writers have at stake? Are 

they authorities? Are they reliable? 

 Where did the research appear? Is the forum or the publication associated with 

trustworthy information? Does it have mechanisms for assuring quality research? 

 Does the research support the writer’s use of it in the piece you began 

examining? Does the text say what the writer says it does? Is anything taken out 

of context? Is the text relevant to the topic the writer is examining? 

 
Adapted from: Gallagher, Chris.  2003 University of Nebraska-Lincoln Pedagogy Conference Presentation. 
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PEER RESPONSE  
 
As they grow, writers still need opportunities to talk about what they are writing about, to rehearse the 

language of their upcoming texts and run ideas by trusted colleagues before taking the risk of committing 

words to paper. After making a draft, it is often helpful for writers to discuss with peers what they have 

done, partly in order to get ideas from their peers, partly to see what they, the writers, say when they try 

to explain their thinking. 

- National Council of Teachers of English, “NCTE Beliefs about the Teaching of Writing”10 

 

Because writing is a social and rhetorical activity, response beyond a teacher’s feedback 

is especially important to student writers.  Peer response can provide emotional and 

social motivation for writers to continue writing; understanding of how readers are 

reading their writing and an audience beyond the teacher; and opportunities for writers 

to develop and share writing and revision strategies. 

 

How teachers employ peer response in their composition courses varies.  Some 

teachers incorporate peer response sessions on a weekly basis, having students work in 

class, while others have students engage in overnight peer response using letters or 

Blackboard.  You might create small groups for students to work in, you might allow 

students to self-select, or you might take a whole class approach to response sessions. 

 

Whichever approach you take, it’s worth remembering that many students haven’t had 

opportunities to discuss their writing outside of school, and even if they had, their 

discussions may have been evaluative instead of exploratory.  Thus, you’ll want to 

consider how to structure and articulate how peer response will be used in your class 

and support ongoing student reflection about how the peer response format is 
functioning. 

 

 

Self-Inventory 

 

 What kinds of response are most helpful to you as a writer? Rhetorical readings? 
Inquiry into certain sections of your work? Suggestions of alternate techniques 

and strategies? 

 

 What forms of peer response do you think will best support your students as 

writers? How often do you imagine peer response would be helpful? 

 

                                                 
10

 National Council of Teachers of English.  “NCTE Beliefs about the Teaching of Writing.”   

< http://www.ncte.org/positions/statements/writingbeliefs> 
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 How will students learn what kinds of conversations, questions, and feedback are 

helpful? For example, will you practice the same reading and response strategies 

on other texts (e.g. assigned readings)? 

 

 How will students be held accountable for their participation in peer response 

groups? 

 

 How will students know what to do with the peer responses they receive? 

 

 

SMALL GROUP PEER RESPONSE 
 

To introduce small group peer response, explain to students that one goal is for the 

group to provide each writer with response that keeps them writing and helps them 

improve their work.  Be specific in your explanation and connect response goals to the 

work of the course.  One way to model response procedures is by bringing in a draft of 

your own writing, reading it aloud, and then asking students for response.  At that point, 

you can also model your reflections as a writer: “Okay, from what you’ve told me, I’ve 

learned X about how my piece works, and am likely to go home and try Y as I revise.”  

Or you can have students reflect with you.  “So based on what she told me, it seems 

like it might be a good idea to…What do you think?”  

 

WHOLE CLASS PEER RESPONSE 
 

In whole class response, the entire class responds to a handful of students’ texts during 

one class session.  Whole class workshops can be effective in giving students the 

opportunity to see how others respond to writing, and also provides a shared class 

experience to discuss helpful and not-so-helpful feedback.   

 

At the beginning of the semester, have students sign up for the date they want their 

writing project workshopped by the class.  On response days, students can either bring 

copies for the entire class (if not in a computer classroom), or can ensure that drafts 

have been posted to Blackboard in time for class.  The student whose essay is on the 

table can take charge of the discussion, explaining his or her goals for the piece and 

soliciting particular kinds of feedback.  The teacher plays the timekeeper in whole class 

peer response, can point out interesting workshop moments, and can also comment 

with the rest of the class.  

 

ACTIVITIES AND ASSIGNMENTS 
 
In-Class Peer Response 
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If you want students to take a more structured approach to peer response, you can 

provide students with a guide to focus their in-class peer responses on particular 

writing-related issues.  One example of a peer response guide follows. 

 

 

In-Class Peer Response 

 

Writer’s name: 

 

Peer respondent’s name: 

 

Respond in writing to the questions below, and be prepared to discuss your response 

with the writer.  Your answers should be specific and thorough. 

 
MAIN IDEA AND PURPOSE   

  

 Is the writer’s purpose for his/her piece clear? Why or why not? 

 

 Does the writer use his/her writing to explore ideas and gain insight? Why or why 
not? 

 

SUPPORT AND DEVELOPMENT 

 

 Where do you need more evidence or explanation? What do you need to know?  

 

 Is there anything that the writer might need to cut because it isn’t doing useful 
work for the piece, doesn’t connect to the writer’s purpose, etc.? 

 

ORGANIZATION AND COHERENCE 

 

 Is the project well-organized or does it need some work on a structural level? 

Offer suggestions. 

 

 Are transitions between paragraphs smooth, or are there places where the writer 
needs to work on transitions? Point to places where the writer may need to do 

some transitional work. 

 

RESPOND TO WRITER’S NOTE 

 

 In a short paragraph, let the writer know what's working well and why and offer 

specific suggestions based on the feedback s/he has asked for in his/her writer’s 

note.   
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Overnight Peer Response 
 

Having students take home peer drafts allows them to devote more time to each 

other’s writing than they are able to in class.  Exchanging projects with someone who 

they have not worked with before gives them fresh sets of eyes on their projects. 

 

 

Overnight Peer Response 

 

Read your peer’s project and writer’s note carefully.  Write a letter to the writer, 

answering questions posed in the writer’s note, explaining your own responses to the 
text, and answering most, if not all, the questions below.  

 

Purpose: What is the main argument of the text? What does this text ask you to do, 

either explicitly or implicitly? How effectively do you think the text does what it sets out 

to do? What other purposes can you imagine for this topic? 

 

Audience: Who is the reader for this project? How is the reader invoked? Language use? 

Pronouns? (Are you the “you” in the piece? Who is excluded through “they”? Who might 

be offended by this piece?) Is the audience appropriately chosen for the topic? How might 

the writer work on clarifying his/her sense of audience in the text? What other audiences 

can you imagine for this topic? 

 

Context:  What is the occasion of the piece? (Does the piece have a sense of why the 

writer felt motivated to write the piece?) Where can you imagine reading this text? What 

conversations in the world does the text draw on? Where might this text circulate? What 

conversations are not part of this text yet, but would be appropriate for this text? 

 

Logos: What is the claim of the argument? How does the argument work? What 

assumptions and basic premises do you have to believe in order for the argument to 

work? Is the argument logical, or does the project contain logical fallacies? What evidence 

or logic does the writer need to add in order for the argument to be convincing? 

 

Ethos: Does the character of the speaker of the piece appear to be ethical and fair? What 

do you wish you knew about the speaker? Does the speaker seem to be taking other 

points of view into account or does s/he have blind spots? Does the voice and tone of the 

piece work with the subject matter, purpose, audience, and context as stated in the 

writer’s note? 

 

Pathos: Does the emotion present in the piece support the argument and/or character of 

the speaker or does it seem out of place? Does the piece affect you emotionally, and if so, 

how? To whom might the appeal to emotion be effective? 
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So What?: Does the piece answer the “So what?” question? What’s missing in this piece, 
if anything? 

 

 

General Strategies for Peer Response 

 

You might have a class discussion about peer response, asking students to generate 

ideas about the kinds of responses they find valuable as writers and to consider what 

has made peer response productive or useless in the past.  Or you might provide them 

with examples of ways they can respond to each other’s writing.  Keep in mind that 

when you respond to student writing, you are also modeling concepts applicable to peer 

response. 

 

Types of responses writers want to hear: 

 

 Summarizing/Saying Back – Here is what I see this saying… 

 Glossing – Here is a word or phrase that condenses this paragraph or section as I 

understand it… 

 Responding – As I read this paragraph, I… 

 Pointing – What seems most important here is… What seems to be missing here is… 

 Extending – You could also apply this to… What would happen if you… 

 Encouraging – This works well for me because… 

 Suggesting – If I were you, I might add… You could move that paragraph… 

 Soliciting – Could you say more here about…? 

 Connecting – In my experience, this… That’s like what x says… I saw some research 

on this… 

 Evaluating – This opening is focused and well-developed… 

 Counterarguing – Another way to look at this is… 

 Questioning – Why do you say… 
 

Responses writers want to hear only on mostly “finished” pieces: 

 

 Editing – You need a comma here… 

 

Responses writers don’t want to hear: 

 

 “I like it.” (nice but useless) 

 “I hate it.” (insulting and useless) 

 “It’s ok.”  (boring and useless) 

 “I wouldn’t change a thing.” (boring and useless) 

 “How can you actually believe that crap?” (insulting, boring, and useless) 

 “This has nothing to do with your project, but this reminds me of when I…” 
(insulting, boring, useless, and annoying) 
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REFLECTION  
 
…[T]hrough reflection, students learn to know their work, to like it, to critique it, to revise it, to start 

anew. 

-Kathleen Blake Yancey, Reflection in the Writing Classroom11 

 

 

Reflection is a tool that helps student writers come to deeper understandings of their 

learning processes and of how their writing works.  Writers need regular and ongoing 

opportunities to reflect on their work, because it allows them to assess their writing 

and thereby develop habits of mind they can apply to other rhetorical contexts they will 

encounter beyond your class.  As students cultivate critical awareness about their 

writing processes and practices, they can begin to consider how they can best tap into 

their strengths in future writing scenarios as well as how they can better negotiate their 

weaknesses. 

 

In addition to its usefulness to students, reflection is also an invaluable tool for you as a 

teacher.  By reading your students’ reflections on their writing, you gain a better 

understanding of how they are processing the work of the course, and see areas where 

you might need to make adjustments to accommodate student needs and interests. 

 

 

Self-Inventory 

 

 What experiences of reflection on your processes as a writer, reader, or learner 

– or on drafts-in-process – have been most meaningful for you? 

 

 How can you imagine integrating reflection within the course structure? What 
reflection strategies would best serve your students’ writing processes? 

 

 What purposes and forms of reflection can you imagine being beneficial for your 

students and/or providing you, as teacher, with useful information about 

students’ learning and progress in the course? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
11 Yancey, Kathleen Blake.  Reflection in the Writing Classroom.  Logan, UT: Utah State University Press,  

1998. 
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ASSIGNMENTS 
 

Writer’s Note 
 

A writer’s note serves to guide readers (peers and you) as they respond to a draft.  It 

also guides students to focus on the rhetorical choices they are making as writers.   
 

 

Writer’s Note 

A writer’s note should include: 

 

 Where you are in the writing process (e.g. 1st draft, 3rd draft, editing stage, etc.) 

 

 Your assessment of your project  

 

 Specific concerns you have and/or areas where you want to direct your reader’s 
attention 

 

 Anything else you feel is important for readers to know 

 

Questions to consider as you write your note: 

 

 What is the purpose of your project? How would you answer the “So what?” 
question in relation to your project? 

 

 Who is your audience and what concerns do you have about are meeting the 

needs of your chosen audience? 

 

 What do you need from your readers; what will be helpful to you as a writer? 

 
Writer’s notes are the way you as the writer get to focus the kind of response your 

project receives.  Using writer’s notes means knowing where you are with a piece and 

what goals you have for it.  As you become more accustomed to thinking about your 

writing in this way, writer’s notes become more effective reflection and response tools. 

 

 

 

Statement of Purpose 
 

For each major writing project, some teachers have students compose a statement of 

purpose.  The statement of purpose is a way for students to begin mapping out their 

ideas for their projects ahead of time, asking them to critically think about the choices 

they might make as writers and to consider their goals for their writing projects.  It also 
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gives you a sense of what your students are aiming for, so you can provide the most 

useful feedback to help them shape the projects they’re envisioning. 

 

 

STATEMENT OF PURPOSE 

 

The statement of purpose should address the following: 

 

1. Sense of purpose  

 What is your motivation as a writer? 

 What do you hope your audience will do or feel or think after they have read 

your project?  

 What would be the best possible outcome? What would be the worst possible 
outcome? 

 What is your purpose for your writing project? Are you writing to inform, 

persuade, teach, entertain? 

 

2. Audience  

 Who is your audience? 

 What are the characteristics of your audience? 

 Why have you chosen to address this particular audience? 

 

3. Strategies 

 Based on your purpose and your audience, what rhetorical strategies might 

you use? 

 

4. “So what?” 

 Compose several sentences in response to this question as you think about 

your writing project.  In other words, what is important about what you are 

communicating? 

 
Adapted from: Wysocki, Anne Frances and Dennis Lynch.  Compose Design Advocate.  New York:  

 Pearson Education, Inc. 2007. 

 

 

Revision Plan 
 

After each response session – either peer group or whole class workshop – some 

teachers ask students to sketch out revision plans for further work on their drafts.  This 

reflection provides students with an opportunity to assess where they are with their 

work, summarize ideas they’ve gathered from the peer response session, and make 
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concrete plans for what they need to do with their drafts once they are working on 

their own outside of class. 

 

 

Revision Plan 

 

In your revision plan, please consider the following questions: 

 

1. What has been effective or ineffective in your writing process so far? What might 

you need to do differently? 

 

2. What were the responses of your group members to your draft? What did they 

say that confirmed your sense of your draft? What contradicted or expanded your 

sense of your draft? Were there differences among your responders? How might 

those differences help you? What decisions do they require you to make? 

 

3. What ideas did you get from reading and/or hearing others’ drafts? Can you use 

those ideas for this draft? 

 

4. What questions or concerns do you have about your writing now? 

 

5. What concrete plans do you have for expansion, revision, refocusing? 

 

6. What will be your process for undertaking work on this draft? When do you plan 

to begin? What time have you set aside to do this? 

 

 

Course Narratives 
 

Course narratives are usually assigned in conjunction with midterm and/or final 

portfolios or with the completion of a significant writing project.  Narratives give 

students a space to synthesize different aspects of the course and to reflect on how and 

what they have learned.  These narratives typically ask students to consider their 

reading and writing processes, peer response sessions, and their overall sense of the 

intellectual work they have done in the course.   

 

 

Course Narrative 

 

Your assessment of your course work should respond to the following questions: 

 
1. What are your strengths as a writer? What are some things that you wish you 

could do better as a writer? Document passages or examples from your texts to 

support your claims. 
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2. What is the one area that you have most improved on in your writing in this class? 

What strategies enabled you to make that improvement? 

 

3. Of the projects you’ve written, which do you consider most effective and why? 

What criteria are you using to make this decision? 

 

4. What have you learned about or built upon existing knowledge regarding writing 

this semester (e.g. invention, revision, style, audience, etc.)? What writing issues 

would you like to continue examining or learning about during the remainder of 

the semester? 

 

5. What is your assessment of the responses you’ve received to your writing? How 

have you used these responses in your revision process?  
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ASSESSMENT AND EVALUATION 
 
Assessment can and should go on throughout the learning period – in forms other than grading.  Students 

conditioned by grades often focus on the evaluation of writing much more than the process of writing, on 

what they learn by writing, or on the critical-thinking goals that our assignments try to build.  It takes 

sustained or conscientious effort to move students’ attention away from the grading and toward the 

writing/thinking process. 

-Nedra Reynolds, Portfolio Teaching12 

 
Teacher response indicates to students what is important in the course.  How teachers 

respond to their students and to student writing is interconnected with the practices of 

the course such as reading, peer response, and revision.  Though some teachers think of 

response as grading or evaluation, it’s important to assess and communicate information 

to students about their progress throughout a course. 

 

Since the composition program emphasizes drafting and revision as ways to shape a 

piece of writing for audience and purpose, collecting and responding to drafts-in-process 

is important.  You are strongly encouraged to collect student writing early in the 

semester (no later than week three) to facilitate the conversation with students about 

their writing as soon as possible. 

 

As you plan your course, consider how often you’ll collect and respond to drafts, as 

well as what moments of evaluation will most support the goals of your course. 

 

 

Self-Inventory 

 

 What kinds of feedback are most helpful to your writing and revision processes? 
 

 What kinds of feedback help you identify particular audiences and purposes for 

your writing and help you craft your writing accordingly? 

 

 What kinds of teacher response promote your development as a writer and 

learner? 

 

 What moments of evaluation best support your writing and learning? 

 

 

 

                                                 
12

 Reynolds, Nedra.  Portfolio Teaching: A Guide for Instructors.  Boston: Bedford/St. Martin’s, 2000.   
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ASSESSMENT 
 

The type of response most useful to your students will depend on what kind of writing 

they are doing, where they are in the process, and the goals for their writing (course or 

individual student).  In the early stages, response might include assisting with 

brainstorming or suggesting topics for exploration.  After a first draft, response might 

include guidance on how to develop ideas, critically reflect on existing material, or 

identifying main ideas.  You might encourage students to think more deeply about issues 

of audience, purpose, genre, and organization.  In later drafting stages, feedback might 

focus on word choice and style, pointing out error patterns, and offering suggestions for 

proofreading.  Feedback can be shared through written response (handwritten 

comments or short letters), conferencing, and whole class workshop.   

 

Responding to Drafts 
 

Responding to your students’ writing is one means by which you establish a student-

teacher relationship.  Some questions to consider as you focus your responses to 

student writing: 

 

 What kind of readerly stance is most reflected in your response? Editor? 

Interested reader? Evaluator? Experienced writer? 

 

 What are the writer’s goals for his/her draft? How does your response balance 
the writer’s goals with your goals for student learning (i.e. offering suggestions 

but not co-opting the draft or overwhelming the student)? 

 

 How does your response reflect the goals of the assignment? 

 

 How does your response help the student to see and think about the rhetorical 
choices s/he has made? 

 

 Does your response send the student back to his or her draft with concrete 

ideas or strategies? 

 

 How would you characterize the tone of your response? 
 

Conferencing 
 

Writing conferences give you an opportunity to discuss a student’s writing one-on-one.   

Conferences typically last about fifteen minutes.  Some teachers read the student’s work 

before the conference, while others read during the conference.  Early in the semester, 

conferences are a useful way of building relationships with your students as you get to 

know your students’ writing.  A conference at midterm might serve to discuss both a 

student’s writing as well as his/her progress in the course.  Toward the end of a 
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semester, a conference about the student’s portfolio (if you are running a portfolio-

based course) can be useful.   

 

First-year students may not be accustomed to the idea of conferencing with their 

teachers; therefore, it’s a good idea to explain ahead of time the purpose of the 

conference.  Some teachers like to provide students with questions to think about prior 

to the conference, while others prefer to let the conference conversation emerge 

organically. 

 

Suggestions for Conferences    

 

1. You won’t be able to address every problem in a text during a fifteen-minute 

conference.  Set priorities based on where the student is in the writing process 

or what the purpose of the conference is. 

 

2. A conference is usually most successful when a writer discovers for him or 
herself how to improve a text.  Your role as a teacher is to ask questions, offer 

honest responses, and to encourage your student.  Resist the impulse to 

prescribe solutions to the student’s writing “problems.” 

 

3. Avoid jotting down notes for the writer or imposing ideas on his/her text.  The 

pen should be in the writer’s hand.  Your voice is not the voice of the text 

writer, but a voice of response. 

 

4. Don’t put pressure on yourself to know every answer to a writer’s question.  

You can model what it means to engage in scholarly work by looking up 

questions in handbooks, on the internet, or by asking other colleagues.   

 

5. While conferencing, give the student and his/her writing your full attention. 

 

 

EVALUATION 
 

Evaluation involves making and articulating a judgment about student progress and 

performance.  While assessment occurs throughout the course, evaluation occurs when 

a writing project is assigned a letter grade or a “grade-so-far” or when a portfolio is 

graded at the end of the semester.   

 

Portfolios are a frequently used means of evaluating student writers.  A portfolio is a 

collective body of a student’s writing over the course of a semester.  Rather than 

assigning individual grades to student writing projects, the portfolio allows a teacher to 

evaluate the growth of students as writers over time.  The portfolio also gives students 

a moment to showcase their abilities as writers within varied rhetorical contexts.   
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There are different types of portfolios teachers use.  In a comprehensive portfolio, the 

student includes all writing – including brainstorming, notes, drafts, and final versions of 

each project.  The project portfolio consists of all writing that contributed to the 

development of a particular writing project.  Representative portfolios ask students to 

submit pieces selected on the basis of some articulated criteria.   

 

In terms of assigning portfolio grades, some teachers assign points to different sections 

of the portfolio, while others provide a holistic grade.  Many teachers like to have a 

lower-stakes moment of evaluation (one that represents a minimal percentage of the 

final course grade, or is not factored into the final course grade at all, but represents a 

“grade-thus-far”).  Below are a few questions you might consider if you are interested in 

using a portfolio system in your composition courses: 

 

 What purpose will the portfolio serve? What will it enable your students to do 
that they couldn’t otherwise do as well? 

 

 How much and what kind of writing will be included? 

 

 What kinds of observations can you make about student work if they include all 
material? Representative material? Only their “best” work? 

 

 What choices will students have to make in compiling their portfolio? How 

might these choices help them enact what they have learned about audience, 

purpose, and context? 

 

 Will students have the opportunity to share their portfolios with their peers 
prior to submitting them for evaluation? 

 

 How will the portfolio be evaluated? What criteria will you develop for 

evaluating portfolios for both instructional and grading purposes? 

 

Rubrics 

 

Regardless of whether or not you use a portfolio-based system or assign grades to 

individual assignments, students need to develop the ability to assess their writing and 

need to know the terms by which their writing is going to be evaluated.  You should 

have language in your course syllabus about how work will be graded, and students 
should have access to the rubrics you are using for each writing project (if grading 

individually) or for the portfolio well in advance of due dates.  Students’ grades should 

not be a mystery to them.  On the three pages that follow, you can see an example of 

an assignment and its accompanying rubric that David Hatfield used in his first-year 

writing classes.   Note how Hatfield lists the criteria with which the essay will be 

evaluated on the writing project prompt itself and how this language is also used on the 

rubric.   
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 Teacher’s Assessment:  Essay 3 

 

 

Writer’s Name _________________________________________ 

 

Accurately summarizes in the introduction The Dumbest Generation’s overall thesis for someone 

who has not read the book, including the observations and predictions in chapter 6 
 

  5 4 3 2 1 
 

Clearly identifies in the introduction your own response to the book and the extent to which 

you agree or disagree or Bauerlein (your own thesis) 
 

  5 4 3 2 1 
 

Looks back by exploring the extent to which your thinking about Bauerlein’s thesis has evolved 

in a way that clearly shows you have thought through these issues and shares clearly your own 

thinking about them 
 

  5 4 3 2 1 
 

Looks forward by explaining for the reader your response to the issues raised in chapter 6 

about your generation’s future and the broader implications in a way that clearly shows you 

have thought through these issues and shares clearly your own thinking about them 
  

  5 4 3 2 1 
 

Develops your essay by moving from general statements and assertions to specific reasoning and 

examples 
  

  5 4 3 2 1 
 

Uses clear, logical, and explicit reasoning while avoiding common fallacies and weak arguments 
 

  5 4 3 2 1 
 

Uses coherent paragraphs with topic sentences and transitions to help the reader follow the 

writer’s thinking/argument 
 

  5 4 3 2 1 
 

Explicitly describes in the conclusion the extent to which The Dumbest Generation has influenced 

you, using specific examples and reasoning 
 

  5 4 3 2 1 

 

Avoids grammatical and mechanical errors that distract the reader 
 

  5 4 3 2 1 
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Collaboratively Created Rubrics 
 

Some teachers like to create grading rubrics with their students.  One advantage of this 

approach is that it becomes a moment wherein students are encouraged to deeply 

reflect on and dialogue about the work they have been doing.  A typical approach for 

collaboratively creating a grading rubric involves providing the students with questions 

for small group discussion, and then coming together for a large group discussion.  The 

teacher then synthesizes what everyone has agreed on, and brings a draft of the rubric 

to the next class for approval.  Of course the teacher has the power to veto 

unreasonable requests – e.g. “We don’t want to be graded on editing.” 

 

 

Brainstorming Rubric Criteria 

 

To begin considering the criteria for a grading rubric, consider the work we have done in 

class this semester as well as course documents.   

 

1. What have we read? 

  

 What concepts have the readings focused on? 

 In what ways have the readings asked you to think about writing? 

 

2. What kinds of in-class activities have we done? 

 

3. What have the assignments (writing projects and smaller assignments such as 

statements of purpose, short visual argument, rhetorical analysis, etc.) asked of 

you as writers? 

 

 What is being emphasized and valued in the writing projects? 

 What do you think is important about the writing you are doing and have 

done? 

 

4. What are the learning outcomes on the course syllabus? How do you see those 

reflected in the work you have done? 

 

 

On the page that follows is a portfolio rubric one class came up with in conversation 

with their teacher. 
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COURSE PLANNING AND SYLLABUS 
 
I [have] learned that my gift as a teacher is the ability to dance with my students, to co-create with them a 

context in which all of us teach and learn. 

- Parker Palmer, The Courage to Teach13 

 

 

Now that you have read through the other sections of this sourcebook, you have 

hopefully started reflecting on your own writing process and brainstorming ideas for 

projects, readings, and class activities.  Don’t despair if planning your course feels 

overwhelming.  The Coordinator of Composition and others will be working with you 

during the fall teaching workshop.  You are also encouraged to contact the Coordinator 

of Composition at any time to set up a meeting and discuss your ideas as you are 

planning your courses. 

 

As the Composition Committee emphasizes, there are different ways of approaching 

the teaching of composition and different ways of organizing a course.  For example, 

some teachers organize their classes around a workshop model, where student writing 

is the primary text of the course and the main work of each class is reading and 

responding to each other’s writing.  Other teachers might center their course around a 

theme, building a set of 3-4 framing questions around that theme that students explore 

through reading and writing, such as “Place and Community” or “Literacy” or “Current 

Conversations in the Field of Science.”  Such themes are ways to focus class discussions, 

analyze course readings and student writing, and design writing project prompts.   

 

Whichever model you choose, it is most important that the model is grounded in 

guiding students to meet the learning outcomes for the course(s) you are teaching.  In 

developing your course, you are bringing together your own knowledge and beliefs 

about writing, teaching writing, and student learning along with a department’s 

curriculum.  Rather than developing a course that is a hodge-podge of various practices 

and experiences, your goal is to develop a course with thoughtful underpinnings that will 

serve your students’ interests and needs.  

 

Acts of reflection are central to your work as a teacher, which is why we have posed 

questions to you throughout this sourcebook.  Reflecting while developing your course 

can help you create a well-considered course that will be a fulfilling learning experience 

for both you and your students. 

 

When planning a course, a good place to start is with your knowledge and beliefs about 

the subject you will be teaching, and how your knowledge and beliefs intersect with the 

departmental learning outcomes and/or where they might cause some tension for you. 

 

                                                 
13 Palmer, Parker. The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a Teacher’s Life.  San Francisco:  

Jossey-Bass Inc., Publishers, 1998. 
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Self-Inventory 

 

 What do you know and believe about writing? Where did you get that 
knowledge and those beliefs? 

 

 What do you know or believe about teaching writing? Where did you get 

those knowledge and beliefs? (Here you might extend some of your thinking 

from the writing you did earlier in the introduction to the sourcebook.) 

 

 What are your goals for this course? What do you want students to know? 
What do you want students to be able to do? 

 

 Which learning outcomes resonate most with you? Why? 

 

 Which learning outcomes still pose problems for you or cause concern? 
Why? 

 

In addition to thinking about how you want to teach, it’s also important to consider 

your students’ goals, backgrounds, and knowledge they bring to the classroom. 

 

 What assumptions about your students do you currently have?  

 

 What opportunities will you create for learning about their needs, abilities, goals, 
and interests? 

 

 What do you know or believe about learning? What structures or course 

routines will best support your students’ development and goals as readers and 

writers? 

 

 

COURSE PLANNING 
 

There are multiple ways of thinking about connecting daily activities and homework to 

your larger course goals.  Then explore the following questions to begin mapping out 

how you might connect those learning outcomes to what you will have students do 

both in and out of class. 

 

 Start with the learning outcomes for the course.  How will you assess 

whether students have achieved these outcomes? What will you have to 

teach them to enable their success? 
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 What activities will be part of the class and how often and when will these 

take place? Possibilities might include group work, response sessions, class 

discussions, in-class writing, student presentations or class facilitations, and 

conferences. 
 

 What kinds of written work will students do and how often will this work be 

due? What projects might you assign? Will students be working on one 

project at a time or multiple projects at once? 

 

 What reading will students do? How much and how often? How will it be 

connected to the goals and practices of the course? 
 

 How and where will you explain the assignments/work you will require – in 

the syllabus, in handouts, on MU Online? 

 

 Will your weeks have a pattern or will you plan on a day-to-day basis? Will 

you build in room for catch-up days or the unexpected? 

 

 If you are a graduate student, how will you balance deadlines in classes you’re 

teaching with deadlines in classes you’re taking? 

 

 How many hours of work will you expect students to do outside of class? 

 

 

THE SYLLABUS AS RHETORICAL DOCUMENT 

 
Similar to the work you are asking your students to do, the syllabus is rhetorical.  Your 

syllabus has an audience, purpose, style, and uses language in certain ways.  The syllabus 

will be used by you and your students, and will also be seen by the Department Chair 

(Dr. Jane Hill) and the Coordinator of Composition (Dr. Kelli Prejean).  In addition, you 

are required to post your syllabus on MU Bert, which is accessible to members in higher 

administration.  The purpose of your syllabus is to explain the goals of the class, the 

work expected to meet those goals, your course policies, and a course schedule.   

 

The syllabus is the “map” for the class and should include information students need to 

know to work effectively and succeed in your class.  In essence, the syllabus functions as 

a contract between teacher and students.  It can also serve as a touchstone as you have 

students return to the goals and objectives throughout the semester.   

 

Every syllabus should include the following: 

 

 Course information: course name, section number, days and times the course 

meets, class location 
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 Instructor contact information: office, office hours, phone, and email 

 

 Course description from the catalog, including credit hours, prerequisites, and 
co-requisites  

 

 Required texts and materials 

 

 Course student learning outcomes and assessment measures 
 

 Course requirements and grading 

 

 Attendance policy 
 

 Course outline with due dates for major projects 

 

You can find a syllabus template through the Office of Assessment and Program 

Review’s website:  http://www.marshall.edu/assessment/assessment_forms.htm 

 

In terms of a course outline, some teachers put each day’s activity on the schedule.  

Other teachers prefer a looser structure where the work of each class day emerges 

organically, though students have been well-informed about the balance of the workload 

and the due dates for major projects.  It’s also a good idea to include the following 

statement with your schedule: “I reserve the right to alter the course schedule should 

the need arise.  However, you will always be informed in advance of any schedule 
changes.” 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

http://www.marshall.edu/assessment/assessment_forms.htm
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POLICIES AND RESOURCES 
 
"The time has come," the Walrus said, 

"To talk of many things: 

Of shoes--and ships--and sealing-wax-- 

Of cabbages--and kings-- 

And why the sea is boiling hot-- 

And whether pigs have wings."  

– Lewis Carroll, “The Walrus and the Carpenter” 

 

 

POLICIES 
 

General University Policies 

 

The Division of Academic Affairs has created a website with all Marshall University 

academic policies, including plagiarism, excused absences, inclement weather, and sexual 

harassment policies. Please include this link on your syllabus and in your MUOnline 

course template as well as review these policies with students: 

http://www.marshall.edu/wpmu/academic-affairs/policies/.  

 

Your Attendance  
 

You are expected to meet your class for every class session, except for cancellations 

due to student-teacher conferences, illness, or emergency.  No more than two weeks of 

class should be cancelled to conference with your students (four class sessions for TR 

classes, and six class sessions for MWF classes).   

 

If you are ill or have an emergency, contact the department as soon as possible.  Send 

an email to Sara Green and Cheryl Sharp and copy Dr. Hill.  Include the date you will be 

absent, and the times and locations where your classes meet.  Do not put signs up 

yourself or ask colleagues to put signs up for you.  Absence reports must go through 

the main office so we can inform students who may come by the office to ask about 

class.  If you teach an 8 a.m. class, contact the office before your class starts.  If you have 

to cancel a class that meets at 4:30 or later, please inform the main office before 4:30.   

 

Office Hours 
 

You are required to keep six office hours per week, and a minimum of three of those 

hours should be held in your office or somewhere on campus, so students can contact 

you face-to-face.  If you choose, the other half of your office hours can be electronic.  

Make sure you communicate to students how your office hours work.  For example, if 

you choose to hold electronic office hours, will you hold them asynchronously or 

synchronously? How will students know how to reach you?  

 

http://www.marshall.edu/wpmu/academic-affairs/policies/
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Unless there is an emergency or you are ill, it is critical to keep your office hours.  It’s 

often a big step for first-year students to come visit you in your office, so it’s 

understandably frustrating when they come by during your scheduled hours and you are 

not there. 

 

Syllabi 
 

Syllabi should be submitted electronically to Kelli Prejean by the end of the first week of 

classes: kelli.prejean@marshall.edu.   In addition, you are required to post your syllabi 

on MU Bert: https://mubert.marshall.edu/. 

 

Grades and Record Keeping  
 

It is imperative that grades are submitted by specified due dates.  Even if you submit 

your midterm D/F grade reports electronically, you are still required to sign and submit 

to the registrar’s office the hard copy reports you receive.  The composition program’s 

policy is that you should have a substantive portion of student grades calculated at 

midterm.  In other words, students need to have at least one major graded assignment 

returned to them.  If you are using a portfolio system in your class and don’t grade 

portfolios until the end of the semester, students should still have access to the grading 

rubric you are using and you should assign a “grade” to a final-for-now draft of a major 

project so students know where they stand.  In short, by midterm, students need to 

have received some kind of feedback of a consequential nature so they can determine 

what they need to do to improve in the course or if dropping the course is their best 

option.  

 

All final course grades must be submitted by university deadlines.  You will receive email 

reminders about deadlines.  You are required to post final grades electronically through 

MyMU:  https://mulm4pd.marshall.edu/cp/home/displaylogin. 

 

You must also submit to the main office a thorough record of student attendance (if you 

have an attendance policy) and grades before you leave for semester break.  You can 

keep a handwritten record or use Blackboard’s grade section, whichever you prefer. 

 

Book Orders 
 

You will receive an email usually around mid-semester requesting your book order for 

the following semester. Book orders should be submitted to the MU Bookstore by the 

deadline specified, ideally through the eFollett.com textbook adoption site: 

https://adoptions.efollett.com/OnlineAdoptionsWeb/onlineAdoptions.html?storeNumbe

r=419&langId=en_US. The Coordinator of Composition can also help you with any 

textbook questions or needs. 

 

 

 

mailto:kelli.prejean@marshall.edu
https://mubert.marshall.edu/
https://mulm4pd.marshall.edu/cp/home/displaylogin
https://adoptions.efollett.com/OnlineAdoptionsWeb/onlineAdoptions.html?storeNumber=419&langId=en_US
https://adoptions.efollett.com/OnlineAdoptionsWeb/onlineAdoptions.html?storeNumber=419&langId=en_US
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Social Networking Sites 
 

Many of us are members of social networking sites (Facebook, MySpace, etc.).  

Remember that those sites are, to a certain extent, public.  You are connected with 

Marshall University, so please maintain appropriate tone and diction.  Finally, it is 

unacceptable under any circumstances to publicly post student work without student 

permission, and student work should never be posted on social networking sites to be 

ridiculed. 

 

Copying 

 

The composition program strives to be as eco-friendly as possible. The work study 

students can scan and make .pdf files of any readings you need for class, and you can 

post readings in MUOnline.  Please give the work study students at least 24 hours to 

complete scanning.  (You are also welcome to use the department scanners, available in 

the main office and the department library.) Scanning and copying requests should be 

placed in writing using the blue “Faculty Work Request” form in the copy room. This 

form should be filled out and given to Sara Green, who will coordinate requests as 

necessary. 

 

If you have substantial amounts of text that need to be copied for students, you should 

compile a course pack through the bookstore or use Prime Copy Plus on 4th Avenue, 

where students can pay for copied material.     

 

While students should always be given hard copies of the course syllabus and any major 

assignment sheets, other handouts can be posted in MUOnline.  In the event that you 
do need to make copies, you can access the copier machine in the main department 

office by using the last four digits of your 901 number.  With adequate lead time, the 

work studies can also do copying for you.  

 

Plagiarism 

 

Plagiarism is an unfortunate issue that we sometimes face as composition instructors.  

Keep in mind that it isn’t always a malicious act on the part of our students.  Plagiarism 

sometimes occurs because students are confused, they don’t understand the concept of 

citation, or because they are afraid of failure.  Anger and disappointment are common 

emotions a teacher might feel in a situation where a student has plagiarized.  Since the 

stakes are high for both teacher and student, it’s important to approach the issue in a 

level-headed, professional manner.   

 

If you suspect plagiarism, do some research before confronting a student.  You might 

simply ask the student for previous drafts or research notes, or Google a unique phrase 

from the student’s project.  If your research doesn’t confirm or alleviate your concerns, 

ask the student to meet one-on-one with you.  Unless you have concrete evidence that 
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the student has plagiarized, do not make an accusation.  Instead, describe why you think 

the writing is not representative of the student’s work or ask your student to discuss 

particular passages within his or her text.  Often, students will confess immediately 

when they cannot explain particular words or concepts within the text.   

 

If after conferencing with your student you lack evidence that s/he has plagiarized, then 

you don’t know the student has cheated.  What you do know is that you are looking at 

a text that has inconsistencies in voice, content, connections to course goals, and/or 

doesn’t intersect with the student’s purpose for writing.  In that case, you may want to 

offer the student revision strategies that address what is problematic about his/her text.   

 

Finally, remember that not all cases of plagiarism are the same.  Identifying one 

unacknowledged sentence from an encyclopedia in a first-year student’s draft calls for a 

different response than discovering a student has downloaded an entire essay from the 

internet and submitted it as if it were his or her work.    

 
If you conclude that a student has plagiarized a written assignment, you are responsible 

for filing an academic dishonesty report, which can be filled out here: 

http://www.marshall.edu/academic-affairs/forms/AcademicDishonestyForm052011.pdf.   

 

 

Classroom Strategies to Limit Plagiarism 

 

1. Include a definition of plagiarism and the university’s policy on academic dishonesty 

on your syllabus.  (This statement is required by department policy.  No 

administrative intervention can support disputes regarding plagiarism if the 

statement is not on the syllabus.) 
 

2. Take time early in the semester to discuss the range of acts that constitute 

plagiarism, and why co-opting someone’s work is such a serious offense.  Avoid 

addressing the topic in such a way that you appear not to trust students.  Instead, 

help your students understand plagiarism in connection with larger course goals – 

learning how to build on others’ ideas, defining compelling purposes for one’s 

intellectual work, establishing one’s credibility with one’s audience, and taking 

one’s writing/work seriously. 
 

3. Teach students how to integrate others’ voices/ideas into their own writing and 

how to cite sources properly.  Provide low stakes opportunities for them to 

practice incorporating others’ work into their writing. 
 

4. Respond to students’ efforts at such work by having them hand in prior drafts 

and/or research notes with their most recent drafts.  Collecting their work in this 

fashion is not about checking for cheating; it’s to read the most recent draft with 

an eye toward how students are revising and/or working with source material so 

that you can help them learn how to do this work well. 

http://www.marshall.edu/academic-affairs/forms/AcademicDishonestyForm052011.pdf
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5. Adapt any prompts you borrow from other teachers or use from books so that 

your assignment and sequence of activities leading up to the assignment directly 

reflect the concerns, vocabulary, course readings, and style of development that is 

particular to your course. 
 

6. Read and respond to students’ writing throughout the drafting process.  Get to 

know your students’ written voices and the projects they are developing. 

 

 

 

RESOURCES 
 

Coordinator of Composition 
 

Dr. Kelli Prejean, Coordinator of Composition, is happy to talk about teaching as well as 

about ways the composition program can better support you in your work as a teacher.  

Each semester, she will send out an email with her office hours.  In addition, you are 

always welcome to make an appointment or to send her an email.  Her office is in the 

main department office suites in Corbly Hall 341.  She is easily reached by email: 

kelli.prejean@marshall.edu or phone: 696-4015. You should also bookmark the 

Composition Program website-- http://mucompositionprogram.wordpress.com/ --and 

join the MU Composition Program Facebook group if you are interested in using this 

medium for teaching-related discussions.  

 

Professional Staff 
 

We have two department administrative staff members, Sara Green and Cheryl Sharp, 

along with several work study students available to help you.  Sara schedules meetings 

with Dr. Hill (department chair), helps with the ordering of textbooks and desk copies, 

oversees student evaluations of teaching, helps with copying and scanning requests, and 

manages supply needs.  Cheryl handles departmental budget and travel paperwork as 

well as manages all personnel and payroll responsibilities for the department. Please 

keep Sara’s and Cheryl’s specific roles in mind when approaching them with certain 

requests and please treat all staff with respect and courtesy. 

 

Center for Teaching and Learning 
 

The Center for Teaching and Learning at Marshall University provides various forms of 

support for faculty.  The Center includes: the Faculty Development Office, the Office of 

Assessment and Program Review, the Writing across the Curriculum Program, and the 

Service Learning Program.  For more information on each of these units, you can go to 

the Center’s website: http://www.marshall.edu/catl/. In addition to offering different 

workshops, the Center for Teaching and Learning also provides class visits and class 

digital recordings for those who want formative feedback on their teaching. 

mailto:kelli.prejean@marshall.edu
http://mucompositionprogram.wordpress.com/
http://www.marshall.edu/catl/
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MUOnline 
 

You have access to MU Online for each section you are assigned to teach.  Go to: 

http://www.marshall.edu/muonline/ and log in using your 901 number and your initial 

password, which is your birthdate (mm/dd/yy).  To set your course up, click on the 

course name.  The system will then prompt you to indicate which course tools you 

want to use.  Following your selection, you can access tutorials on how to use 

MUOnline to maximize the effectiveness of course design and pedagogy. You may also 

make an appointment with the MUOnline Design Center by calling (304) 696 – 7117.   

http://www.marshall.edu/muonline/

