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Without communication, there can be no community.

—Mortimer Adler, How to Speak, How to Listen
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This is a book by teachers, for teachers—and those who lead them. Taken
together, the three of us have 70-plus years of teaching experience, primarily in public middle and high school classrooms. Our teaching has
taken place in five states in widely varied classroom settings, so our collective experience covers a lot of literal and figurative territory. The one thing
we all have in common as a result of that experience, however, is a belief
in and dedication to classroom discourse and writing as ways of thinking
deeply about a subject. In fact, we know from experience and research that
a discourse community engaged in speaking, listening, and writing is the
one sure way to teach the concepts that are the foundation of any subject. The approach to teaching writing we present in this book is built on a
specific form of discourse: the Paideia seminar, a prewriting experience to
inspire you as a teacher of writing and to help you inspire your students to
write with confidence and competence.
Two of us share a common experience with writing. We were taught
to write in school by the old-fashioned method, and we suspect that many
of you share that experience. In elementary school, we learned to read
simple texts and suffered through rudimentary instruction in spelling,
punctuation, and grammar. Grammar and punctuation practice grew in
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complexity as the grades passed by. Some of us stood in class and recited
verb tenses by rote; some of us went to the board to diagram sentences. We
learned not to split infinitives or begin a sentence with a conjunction. We
even learned that subjects and verbs should agree—though about what we
weren’t certain.
Then one fateful day, a teacher slipped silently up behind us and
yelled, “Write!” Somehow, each of us, struggling alone at a cold, hard
school desk, was supposed to call all those words, punctuation marks,
and grammatical constructions to order. We struggled to keep up with the
waves of writing assignments to follow, and the red ink flowed freely from
the teachers’ pens onto our nascent efforts to compose.
What we also have in common is that while we had standard writing instruction, we had almost no instruction in how to participate in a
focused, structured conversation. Although we all took part in what passed
for traditional classroom discussion—in which the teacher drilled the class
with closed questions and deemed which answers were correct—we never
participated in what has come to be called Socratic or Paideia seminars.
In other words, we were taught to write but not very well, and we weren’t
taught to speak and listen at all.
However, one of us did experience writing as discourse and learned
that speaking with and listening to others before and during writing helped
her develop an internal discourse throughout the writing process that she
uses to this day.
As teachers, what we know now is also different from what we knew
then. We know now that writing the way writers do is quite different from
the grammar, punctuation, spelling, and yelling method. We also know
that formal classroom discussion can teach students to think deeply about
the curriculum. Finally, we are discovering that when we combine the
two—formal discussion and the writing process—even reluctant writers
can produce work of consistently high quality.
In particular, experience has taught us that the best way to empower
less confident readers and writers is to give them something to think
about, particularly the ideas and information presented in demanding
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texts. When students are faced with such texts (whether visual, print, or
auditory), they have the opportunity to participate in active classroom discussions that motivate them and build their knowledge. As they hear a
text discussed—and occasionally participate verbally—they are gleaning
insights into the text as well as the language with which to express those
ideas. If they then capture some of those ideas and some of that language
on paper immediately following the seminar, they have the raw material
with which to jump-start the writing process. Students who used to produce a few sketchy sentences in response to an essay prompt now have
the capacity to put a lot more material on paper, material that can then be
molded and reshaped into a much more complete piece of writing.
Although we reference the Common Core State Standards for
English Language Arts, the principles and practices we advocate in this
book apply to any curriculum that engages students in writing extended
expository compositions grounded in texts of all types in grades 4–12.
The underlying principles of instruction do not change throughout the
grades, although the practices for teaching writing may vary in length and
complexity as expectations for elaboration change. By the end of grade
4, students should be able to write multiple paragraphs in a focused and
well-structured composition. By the end of 12th grade, students should
have so internalized the practices, processes, and thinking that go into
writing a composition that they are able to manage college assignments
largely on their own.
Another important theme in this book is the role of discourse and
writing in the core subjects. Whether you teach English, history or social
studies, science, or math, writing instruction follows similar processes,
although instruction should adjust for each discipline’s contexts. When a
school faculty teaches writing across the curriculum, teachers learn from
each other as they share the hard work of crafting assignments, delivering instruction, and scoring student work. We have observed the same
dynamic one coach described when he told us how he is learning that more
ideas are emerging as teachers work together and how he enjoys working
with students in other classes. In an e-mail to us, he said, “Kids rolled
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up their sleeves and worked on the writing assignment tied to a Florida
Learning State Standard.”
This book, then, is our gift to you—those who have struggled with
us to teach struggling readers and reluctant writers of any age how to
confront complex and demanding text. We have not provided you with
a canned script, because we have too much respect for your own experience and insight. We have not written a workbook, because we trust you to
study and apply the Discourse and Writing Cycle, reflect on the examples,
and continue improving your own practice. You can neither learn these
skills by rote nor teach them that way.
Instead, we have attempted to provide you with a trustworthy
approach for teaching writing by involving students in a variety of texts
and engaging in speaking and listening across all subjects—with a consistent focus on both discourse and writing as thinking. We do not elaborate on specific instructional methods, but we do focus on setting the stage
for instruction that includes writing and discourse processes. The goal
is to help you train your students to speak and write in language that is
increasingly clear, coherent, and sophisticated—because their thinking is
increasingly clear, coherent, and sophisticated. In this way, we hope that
together we can produce a next generation of students (and teachers) for
whom both conversation and writing are less painful and more rewarding.
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In Part 1 you will find two chapters to help you understand the power of teaching students to think critically
by assigning them high-quality assignments involving
reading, seminar discussion, and writing. We discuss
the importance of pairing discourse with writing and
provide a guide for designing writing assignments that
require both rigorous literacy skills and content mastery.

© 2016 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781743302873 • 114010

5

Ed
uc
at
io
n

1

ow

Why Pair Discourse
with Writing?

nl

Nothing is to remain undiscussed. Everybody is to speak
his mind. No proposition is to be left unexamined.
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—Robert Maynard Hutchins, The Great Conversation
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When classroom talk becomes an integral part of writing instruction,
students benefit immeasurably. Their thinking and communication skills
grow as part of a single process that connects speaking and listening
with writing. The approach to teaching writing we describe in this book
involves using a specific kind of discourse strategy, the Paideia seminar,
in partnership with a traditional writing process. We call this method the
Discourse and Writing Cycle (DWC). We also employ other discussion
methods and “talk/write” activities to develop and support student thinking throughout the writing process.
Although our focus is primarily on writing, the DWC also provides
opportunities to teach students reading comprehension and vocabulary
building strategies as they prepare to discuss and write about a rigorous
text. Our instructional approach derives from the understanding that
reading is not only a skill but also an intellectual practice in which students engage in thinking about a text and using the full range of literacy
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practices: reading, writing, speaking and listening, and thinking. However, successfully conducting structured classroom discussions requires
sufficiently investing in all students’ speaking and listening skills. We use
the term discourse to refer to a specific kind of structured talk that takes its
cue from a text and the ideas and values in it. Sometimes this discourse
takes the form of a discussion, conversation, or dialogue, and we may use
these terms if the context fits. However, under the umbrella of discourse,
students also use speaking and listening skills to exchange ideas. Discourse
in a classroom occurs when a teacher provides a setting for interactions
between and among peers that foster understanding.
To teach writing well also requires a significant investment of
time because of the complexity of the writing process and the thinking
it inspires. And yet, both 21st century skills inventories in general and
the Common Core State Standards in particular are calling for a renewed
commitment to teaching the full range of communication skills—including speaking and listening as well as writing—not just in English language
arts classes but across the curriculum. In part, this book is a reply to that
call. But more importantly, it is a handbook for teachers who honor all
three communication skills as forms of critical thinking. The principles
and practices we discuss in this book apply to writing instruction at any
grade from upper elementary through high school, or roughly grades
4–12. The last section specifically addresses appropriate assignments for
elementary, middle, and high school students.
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READING, DISCUSSING, AND
WRITING ABOUT COMPLEX TEXTS
One of the most important of the principles of DWC is the use of texts to
provide the content for writing and to inspire the thinking that goes into
writing. In this book, we make the “text” in all its various forms the focus
of writing because texts engage students in the ideas and thinking central
to the academic community and described in the Common Core English
language arts standards. The high-quality texts that lend themselves to
speaking, listening, and writing include print, visual, and auditory works
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that engage students in rich ideas or important information. We view
speaking and listening skills as necessary for exploring thinking before,
during, and even after students read and write. Structured discussions
allow students to consider their and others’ thoughts, make errors, and
revise, in ways no other communication skills can. We forget that fluency
in the spoken and written word is merely the outward sign of fluency in
thought—and that we can’t learn to think clearly without learning to
speak, listen, and write well.
In an Educational Leadership article titled “Thinking Is Literacy,
Literacy Thinking,” we argued that
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To teach thinking consistently . . . we should treat it as a fundamental literacy skill, whether the language in question is algebra
or English. There is no question that reading, writing, speaking,
and listening are interconnected skills that develop synergistically. They are also the key to teaching thinking. The more fluent
students become as readers, writers, speakers, and listeners,
the clearer, more coherent, and more flexible their thinking will
become. (Roberts & Billings, 2008, p. 33)
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The profound connection between literacy and critical thinking
helps clarify why both classroom discourse and writing should be consistently taught and practiced in school—and why that practice should take
place in every subject area. This argument builds on the current focus
on “disciplinary literacy” by asking teachers to teach a range of literacy
skills—reading, speaking and listening, writing, and thinking—in addition
to their subject area content. Advocates of disciplinary literacy are clear
that if teachers want their students to think deeply about the curriculum
—whether in math, science, history, or literature classes—then they must
teach them to discuss the curriculum and write about it in ways consistent with each field of study. We are proposing that content area teachers
teach speaking, listening, and writing skills (though not the mechanics of
writing) in conjunction with subject area content, that is, that they help
students become literate within their discipline.
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