Writing Prompts                                                                                        Terry Beck, English Dept., UW-L


Creating Writing Situations/Writing Prompts
Creating clear situations for writing is fundamental to helping students become successful writers.  The process is simple, provided that you include, in the writing situations/assignments you create, the basic elements of any rhetorical situation.

Rhetorical acts—whether they occur in speech or in writing—have five basic elements: 

· the subject of the writing, 

· its purpose, 

· the audience addressed, 

· the persona presented, 

· the genre employed, and 

· the act’s multiple contexts.  

 Here’s a visual image to help you and your students to remember & think about rhetoric:
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The very first thing to think about in designing a writing prompt is the GENRE—and the first genre consideration is the general category.  There are only three:

· Transactional/Public—all genres that do “the communication work of the world”: business reports, scientific papers, feature articles, news stories, grant proposals, memos & letters, academic papers, etc.  The writer is trying to make a transaction with a specific audience.

· Exploratory/Private—all genres in which a writer is exploring ideas and feelings and actions to develop her own understanding:  journal & diary entries, shopping & “To Do” lists, mind maps & concept maps, reading & lecture notes, text messaging (& some e-mail) etc.  The primary audience is the writer herself (or very close associates who share needs, knowledge, & attitudes and know context, purpose, persona so well the writer can ignore them).

· Poetic—all the genres in which the craft and art of the writing are as important as the subject & purpose:  poetry, short stories, novels, play & film scripts, song lyrics, etc.


The evaluation of each type of writing should be quite different:

· Transactional writing—or public writing—should be evaluated by whether it is likely to achieve its purpose with its intended audience.  Thus, organization, ideas, persona (including the “voice), sentence structure & fluency, formatting & conventions are all important.

· Exploratory writing—or private writing—should be evaluated according to whether it helps the writer understand and develop his ideas, feelings, and purposes.  Thus, organization, ideas, voice (or persona), sentence structure & fluency, formatting & mechanics are irrelevant.  

The only criterion is that the writer is meaningfully engaged with the assigned focus and with her thoughts (& feelings?) about it.

· Poetic writing should be evaluated by its artistic qualities.  Thus, organization, ideas, voice (or persona), sentence structure & fluency, formatting & mechanics may be important, but audience impact, originality, and artistic unity are the dominant criteria.  However, poetic writing may also be private writing, and evaluated accordingly.  (Many academic disciplines may choose to ignore poetic writing, although an fictional narrative or even rap lyrics may be engaging for students—and may also be treated, for evaluative purposes, more like exploratory writing.) 
Constructing Writing Prompts
The primary goals should be to create writing (or speaking) activities in which students

· have an appropriate balance—within a prompt and/or spread across several writing prompts—between Comfort & Challenge, Choice & Control, 
· explore different types of writing:  especially transactional/public and exploratory/private (and poetic when appropriate), 

· understand and embrace the subject & the purpose of each act,

· imagine and want to interact with the audience, 

· are engaged (from one assignment to the next) in creating various personas (from fictional to real, from serious to sarcastic—and everything in between),

· can learn about the conventions, possibilities, and constraints of the genre,

· understand and develop fluency with various conventions & formatting.

Steps to constructing & delivering a meaningful writing prompt

1. Decide on a context in which you want students to write (a context related to something they are currently studying?  a context dealing with current issues in the school or classroom?  a context of current political, social, or environmental issues?  a context of the student’s developmental issues?)  There must be a meaningful context in which to write.

2. Decide whether the writing is to be transactional, exploratory, or poetic,
3. Decide which aspects the student’s rhetorical act will be the choice of the writer and which will be under your control (For control, you may place constraints or give options.) 

· Persona 
· Audience
· Genre 
· Subject 
· Purpose
4. Put all these elements of the prompt into clear prose (as a transactional document to give to the students) and include the required format (e.g., “typed, double spaced” or “handwriting is acceptable”), all due dates (e.g., a proposal due date, a plan due date, a rough draft due date, a peer review due date, a final copy due date), and evaluation criteria (a common departmental rubric, for example).  The fundamental idea is to give the student all the information s/he needs to be successful.
5. Talk through the prompt with the students, asking them to imagine choices & to state their understanding of the constraints or options.  Discover & clarify confusions.  Have them discuss their ideas & plans with each other: help them construct strong projects. 

Sample Writing Prompts:

1. Write a journal (or diary) entry about the greatest difficulty facing you in this course.  Spend at least 20 minutes freewriting.  You won’t have to let anyone else read the entry, but you will discuss what you wrote with three classmates.  Evaluated by good faith effort.

2. Write a business letter to a company of your choice expressing concern about some company policy.  Present your concern through a problem/solution analysis, recommending and arguing the case for a specific solution.  You may choose your persona:  you could be just you, or you could be an officer or a worker in the company (but be very specific about your position).  A fictional company and situation are O.K. but must be grounded in real situations.  Research notes, a proposal, and a plan are due February 14th.  Once they are approved, the rough draft is due one week later and the final draft (typed, double spaced) is due a week after that.  The transactional evaluation rubric, supplied in the course pack, will be used for evaluation.

3. Write a poem of at least 12 lines about something you love.  Make some of the lines rhyme.  Then write another poem following the same form (same number of lines, same rhyme-scheme) about something you hate.  We’ll submit the poems (if you agree) to The Steam Ticket.  Otherwise, evaluation is by good faith effort.

4. Discover an interesting event that took place locally in the 19th century.  Research the event however you can (through newspaper and historical archives, through interviews with elderly people, through the Internet, etc.).  Then write a scholarly paper describing and analyzing the event, making sense of it in at least 5 different contexts or perspectives.  A proposal and a plan are due February 26th.  Once they are approved, the rough draft is due three weeks later and the final draft (typed, double spaced, using APA documentation) is due a week after that.  Pretend this is written for [specify an appropriate journal].  The following traits will be assessed: structure, development (both narrative and analytical), prose style, rhetorical strategies, correctness & format.
5. Write a letter to an distant relative—someone you know, or someone you make up.  Tell him or her about something you did or saw this summer:  something that was very moving and important to you.  Describe and make sense of it in detail—so that he (or she) will understand what kind of person you are, so s/he’ll know what’s important to you, what your values are.  This will be assessed primarily for organization and development of ideas, although your rhetoric, prose style, and correctness will also be considered, since this is a public/transactional letter. 
6. Choose a color—say, orange.  Then take a 15 minute walk, noticing everything that is orange.  Then spend 15 minutes (or longer) writing in your journal or diary about what you saw and felt and thought (particularly contexts or perspectives you discover).  Write so that other people can read your entry, but extensive editing is not necessary.  Evaluated by good faith effort, considering particularly the number, quality, & integration of contexts/perspectives developed.  [Note: other natural features could be substituted for “color.”]
7. Choose someone you know who is an interesting character.  Collect all the information you can about the person and then write a “character portrait,” full of vivid stories, that could be published in [specify a magazine or journal students will be familiar with].  You may or may not want to include yourself in the essay.  [Specify due dates, format, and evaluation according to contexts and purposes of the assignment.  Notice that the focus could be a significant figure in the discipline, with a list of possible options supplied.]

8. Choose a concept that is of central importance to the first 7 weeks of the syllabus.  Explain and analyze it, illustrating your discussion with events or situations from everyday life.  You must also choose your audience, purpose, genre, and persona—provided that they are public and that I approve your proposal, which is due March 1st.  Documentation is required but should be in a format appropriate to the audience, publication, and genre.  A polished draft is due March 27th and a final draft April 3rd.  The following traits will be assessed: structure, development (both descriptive and analytical), prose style, rhetorical strategies, correctness & format. 
Writing Prompt Outline: 

Context(s):__________________________________________________________________

Subject: _____________________________________________________________________

Purpose: ____________________________________________________________________

Audience:___________________________________________________________________

Persona: ____________________________________________________________________

Genre: ______________________________________________________________________

Format: _____________________________________________________________________

Due Dates: __________________________________________________________________

Evaluation Criteria:__________________________________________________________


The craft—and the art—of writing (or speaking) lies in understanding the options and constraints of all five elements, planning appropriate strategies, and executing them so seamlessly that your audience embraces your purpose.





Remember:  the craft—and the art—of helping students learn to write well lies in creating, for them, clear, well developed situations that balance


Comfort & Challenge,


Choice & Control,


Correctness & Creativity,


the Personal & the Public,


Social Activity & Solitude.                             {modified from Peg Finders]





Exploratory writing is also known as writing-to-learn.





Many faculty make the mistake of assuming all assignments should be transactional, when, in fact, it is much better to make most assignments exploratory.  Why?  Because exploratory assignments can/should be low-stakes—allowing the student to build understandings and skills before displaying their understanding and skills in a transactional piece.  AND because exploratory assignments are much, much quicker to evaluate, allowing you to demand much more writing from students.
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