Chapter Three:  Prewriting    Script for Button 1:  Educators

Talking Head:  The teachers you are about to see understand that students, in order to develop as writers, need time for prewriting.  They know that students need writing-to-learn activities that encourage them to think deeply and develop their ideas throughout the year.  They show students how to examine models, they model for their students how a writer thinks, and they make time for students to discuss their ideas with others.   

Meredith Schroeder, 1-2 Primary Teacher 

(.If we just finished a unit on energy, open up your learning log and I will tell them, “Empty out your brains!  Tell me everything that you have learned about light today.  And in the learning logs, I’m not so concerned with the format—there’s a lot of—from the younger kids—pictures and labeling.  The older kids do a lot more with writing and it’s interesting to see how they will organize their information—some that will make lists.  Some that will make tables—charts. . . 
Amy Grimm, Intermediate Teacher
       My students collect ideas for their writing pieces in a variety of ways.  Most of the time they are prompted with opportunities to gather their ideas—models that we use in class.  For example, with the persuasive letter they are working on right now, I just asked them to think about things they would like to see changed.  So by looking at models and looking at the world they have around them and applying ideas that they’d like to see be changes, they collect in their writer’s notebook.  It would be the same thing if they were collecting for a personal piece of writing.  I’d ask them to draw in times in their life, events, things that happened and collect those and write about them.  We’ll spend five or six days just collecting as many ideas as they can think about that would be possibilities that they can write that specific genre.  I think that is really, really important because a lot of times your best idea as a writer is not your first one.  So by allowing them that time to collect and looking at models and looking at the work of other writers then they are able to kind of really draw in from past experience and from the work around them and come up with what is going to be best for them as a writer—what they are going to be the most passionate about. 
Elizabeth Dinkins, Middle School Language Arts Teacher (T.J. Middle School, Dinkins interview tape)
Writing for your kids is the only way to model how a writer thinks.  And you have to do what you are asking them to do.  If you want them to produce something, in the long run, whatever the genre is, or you want them to explore an idea, the word prewriting mean nothing to a student.  Showing them how to prewrite making a list and showing them all the venues and showing them that there’s no right way to do it—that helps them.  That helps them a lot—and showing them what’s hard for you.  You know, if I have an idea that I have to express and I’ve got it—I’ve got to explain it more and I’m not sure how, I’ll put it up there on the overhead and go with it.  Show them my mistakes as much—it helps them see how a brain works.  Teachers like to talk a lot about read alouds and think alouds in reading comprehension.  Write aloud—think aloud is just as important as anything else.  It can be scary for teachers, I think.  You know, they don’t want to do it because they don’t feel comfortable as writers.  It’s fun, too.  It keeps the class interesting. 

Jennifer Andes, Kindergarten Teacher 

As we move into a writing lesson, it’s important for me to model—to model my own writing.  We—they will actually watch me think of what I want to write about.  I might name for them several things that have happened to me in just the last day.  Maybe I went to the grocery or I picked my daughter up from track practice or I walked the dog.  Or I woke up and had no milk in the refrigerator.  So they will actually listen to me think of different ideas, so when they go to their seat and they’re trying to think of something to write about, that they can, too, see how simple it is to use just their every day activities to write about.  
Gaye Foster, High School Science Teacher

When giving students an opportunity to write about a particular topic in a particular genre, I have to talk about my classroom and classroom management because it is not just a stop, drop, and write.  It is something that is a process over a long period of time.  We may start with our research in October just reading about it for a long period of time.  We’ll make a connection to our textbook at some point and this will go on for quite a bit of time even up to like the rough draft—sometimes even the final draft.  We are still reading and gathering information.  The strong connection between reading for science and writing for science is so there that is makes it easier for the students to want to do more research and be really involved.  As for as motivation, it helps the students to become more motivated in their topic and, not to brag, but every student turned in a piece of writing—every student that I have—all 90 turned in a piece of writing based on some research they had done on the topic that they chose.  
Bryan Crandall, High School English Teacher 
One of the things that I’ve been able to mentor and help nurture in my practice was having students design a research project at the beginning of their senior year and carrying it through to a culminating project by the end of the year.  As a result of that, all of the writing that they do becomes very real world.  They have to write letters to people in the community to request information.  They have to write interview questions for people that they want to learn more information from.  They have to write a research paper about the subject they are invested in and they get the background for the project that they do.  And the projects vary and the research papers vary, but the very real practical step-by-step approach that over in the senior year creates a really neat portfolio of non-fiction writing for them. . . 
Vanessa Hahn, Middle School Social Studies Teacher 

When we first start choosing our topics, what I do is I put poster boards with different questions about issues that are affecting our nation around the classroom and we spend a day with the students just walking around to each poster board.  And we have post-it notes up there and they are able to write out their answer or their opinion of the topic and post it up there and move on to the next one, read other people’s opinions, respond to them through the post-it notes.  Once they have chosen a topic—I actually have them choose three—and we come in to do some research and I make sure that they can have at least three facts to back up those opinions—three topics and three facts to back up those opinions.  If you can’t find any type of supporting facts for your opinion, then I say we shouldn’t do that.  And usually that helps them narrow it down because whereas there may be an issue that they really want to write about when they come in here and start doing some research they’re realizing that they’re not finding a whole lot of information, then they have two other topics that they have to choose from there to do the research on

As you have seen and heard, teachers who “teach the writer” understand that in order to develop independent writing skills, students need to internalize the strategies writers use before they draft.  

