Managing the Paper Load                                                                             Terry Beck, English Dept.

Students Should Work on their Writing—Not You

   To develop their capacity to write, a student—like anyone attempting to develop a complex human capacity:  a musician, an athlete, an artist or craftworker—needs to spend a great deal of time in structured practice.  Structured practice consists of performing thoughtfully sequenced activities (which are informed by a clearly structured conceptual framework) while getting and using feedback to advance one’s levels of understanding and skill.  
The teacher’s job is to

· provide the conceptual framework,    
· design and sequence learning activities,

· establish a feedback system.

The student’s job is to
· build a complex conceptual understanding,

· mindfully engage the activities,
· access and use feedback to

· build understanding and skills,

· record and reflect on her development, in order to 

· deepen understanding and make skills integrated and intuitive, eventually
· assuming responsibility for the continuity and development of the practice.

The conceptual framework
   For writing, the conceptual framework includes not only the concepts and theories that structure the discipline but also the genres writers in your field commonly use:  scholarly genres (research reports, reviews, synthesis essays, etc.), professional genres (grant proposals, reports, memos, critiques and assessments, etc.), and genres for lay audiences (reviews, editorials, news articles, profiles, etc.).  Genres hold possibilities—and constraints—for

· styles of argument/reasoning (what counts as evidence?  what types of reasoning are most common?  most suspect?)

· rhetorical moves (e.g., the “turnabout” pattern—“Many practitioners believe X [followed by extended explanation of that perspective], however, Y provides a better understanding”—is commonly used in the humanities, but very infrequently used in math)  
· appropriate tone and persona (whether conversational qualities are acceptable, how the writer’s credibility is established)
· formatting (headings, documentation style, etc.)

Activity design & sequence
   This is the key:  setting up activities so that the students’ understanding and skills build progressively.  

· Work with one genre at a time.
· Use models—professional, top quality models but also skillful student-written models.
· Create separate components (for complex genres) before creating the whole.
· Give numerous exploratory exercises building to a full polished/transactional effort.
· Follow “Mastery Learning” approaches—creating numerous possibilities for understandings, skills, techniques to be reviewed and assessed before a “final” assessment is given.
Feedback 
· Establish expectations, ground rules, and criteria for success.  Demand mindful engagement.
· Distinguish feedback from assessment, giving feedback while work is in progress, assessment when it is complete.
· Create rubrics, abbreviations or symbols, macros, grade formulas to speed up your response time.

· Structure feedback into classroom activities—coming from multiple sources, not only from you.  
· Guide students to access and use feedback independently.  (Music teachers don’t listen to and give feedback to students’ practice sessions.)
· Structure and require reflection on activities 
· Require students to keep records of their reflections & progress, including grades given.
“It’s not teaching that causes learning.  It’s the attempts by the learner to perform that causes learning, dependent upon the quality of the feedback and opportunities to use it. 


Feedback is not telling someone what you liked or didn’t like about her performance.  Feedback is value-neutral.  It describes what you did or did not do towards accomplishing a goal.” --Grant Wiggins











