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I

Chapter

3

The Writing
Process
and
Cooperative Learning
The writing process is cyclical. Around a hub
of rewriting, revision and conferring revolve
prewriting, writing, proofreading, editing
and publishing like spokes of a wheel. See
illustration on page 13.

Prewriting
Before writing, writers plan, visualise, predict and incubate. A writer might daydream,
think, talk, draw, chart, outline, make notes,
create word webs or jot down important
phrases and words. Although these activities are defined as prewriting, writers may
revert to the incubation stage at any time
during writing. In the setting of a cooperative learning classroom, prewriting activities
include work by individuals, pairs, teams
and the whole class.
Many cooperative learn• 4-S Brainstorming
ing structures are suited
to prewriting, including
• Formations
Corners, Folded Val• Inside-Outside Circle
ue Line, Formations,
• Roundrobin
Round-robin, Team
• Team Discussion
Interview, Brainstorming, Team Discussion,
• Team Interview
Think-Pair-Share and
• Think-Pair-Share
Inside-Outside Circle.
Pre-writing activities
will be more successful if

concrete experiences are provided involving the whole child in seeing, touching and
smelling. If you're writing a poem about a
tree, go outside and have a tree experience.
If you're writing a report on lady bugs, go
outside and chase some in the garden. Want
to do a lesson on writing directions? Bring
in some ingredients and make a cake. Then
have kids write those directions. Get real;
get the kids involved. Use structures such
as Think-Pair-Share, Inside-Outside Circle,
Team Brainstorming or Write-What-I-Act
to generate language, vocabulary, concepts
and ideas.
With older children who are more comfortable with abstractions, guided imagery
and visualisation (an Imagine-Pair-Share
or Imagine-Write-Pair-Share) will set the
prewriting scene. The BLM Project Wild
materials have some nice guided imagery
experiences or you can just make up your
own:
It's St Patrick's Day and you are
tiny as a toadstool. Approaching
through the grass, you spy a leprechaun. Take a look at him. How is
he dressed? What does he say?...
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Books and stories read aloud by the teacher
are another form of prewriting. Stop reading
in mid-chapter or mid-dialogueue and tell
the students, “Write what comes next”.
Professional writers advise neophyte writers to “write what you know”. Experience,
concepts and language naming the concepts
need to be built up by the teacher during
prewriting so that the students “know” and,
therefore, can write. Building a language and
concept base while prewriting can require
half (or more) of the total lesson time.

Designed into Cooperative Learning are
powerful structures for the accomplishment of the core
activity of writ- The best stories are not
ing: conferring written — they're rewritten.
and rewriting.
Students have opportunities for reaction
and response to their writing. The free play
of ideas and the opportunity to exchange
thoughts is crucial in helping children view
writing as a process rather than a product.
Peers emerge as an interactive audience
whose questions, concerns and comments
offer direction to the writer.

Writing
During the writing stage, writers strive to
record the content of their ideas. Some
writers, especially children, write quickly
without paying much attention to the clarity of their thinking. Until we teach them
otherwise, children often consider this first
dash at a piece of writing to be the finished
product. Effective writers return to their
first draft to consider improvement and
clarification.

Conferring/Rewriting
Conferring about content, rewriting and
revising the first draft — or the second
or the third draft — are at the core of the
writing process. Opal Wheeler, a journalist
and teacher, taught me, “The best stories
are not written — they’re rewritten”. After
Opal passed away, her school named a new
library in her honour. Her picture hangs
in the hall. Somewhere, perhaps carved in
the stone above her portrait, it should say,
“The best stories are not written — they’re
rewritten”. Her message is still true. Share
her dictum with young writers today and
you give them a powerful key. It’s the key to
the door of effective written communication. Thanks, Opal.

8

During the conferring/rewriting stage
children need opportunities to discover
whether their writing makes sense, whether it accomplished what they hoped. Using
peer and teacher conferences, students can
obtain the needed feedback. It is important
to focus on content, not mechanics, during the rewriting stage. The real miracle
of cooperative learning in the writing
process is in the many ways it nurtures the
feedback stage of conferring on content.
Structures such as Pairs Confer, Teams
Confer, Roundtable, Roundrobin, Corners,
Inside-Outside Circle or Numbered Heads
Apart lend themselves perfectly to writing
conferences.
Again, I emphasise working on the sense of
the piece, the content, during the conferring/rewriting stage. Polishing the content
for effective and understandable communication is what rewriting is all about. The
time for correcting spelling and mechanics
does not arrive until the content is ready
for publication. Students often think that
looking through a piece of writing for misspelled words and needed punctuation is
rewriting. It is not. Rewriting is a revision of
wording: word choice, transition, sentence
structure and paragraph placement.
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It will help students revise if the teacher
does not require a story to be recopied during revision. Two ways to achieve this are
writing all rough drafts double spaced, or
using only one side of the paper so writers
can add, or cut and paste.

Teacher-Student Conferencing
Teachers, as well as peers, engage in conferences on content. Nancie Atwell (1987) who
writes prolifically on using the writing process in classrooms, looks at content in her
classroom by refusing to touch the student’s
draft, instead looking at faces as students
read to her. This holds at bay the English
teacher with the slashing red pen who sees
only errors. Atwell conducts frequent, brief
conferences with students. She initiates the
conference with a simple, “How’s it coming?” and reserves her suggestions for the
areas of concern to the students.
Questions and comments during the conferring/rewriting stage should be planned to
elicit thinking in the writer about what they
need to do next to make the writing better.
Graves (1991) also researched and refined
the teacher-student writing conference. He
describes it as a brief discussion covering
the history of the piece (“Where did this
idea come from? Have you tried anything
like this before?”), the current status of the
piece (“How’s it going? Any problems?”)
and future plans for the piece (“What will
you do next? Who will
• Corners
read this?”).
• Inside-Outside Circle
• Numbered Heads
Peer Conferencing
Part of our role as teach• Pairs Confer
ers is to help children
• Roundrobin
learn to respond in
• Roundtable
helpful ways during
• Teams Confer
peer conferences. Give
students gambits and
Conferencing
peer response forms

Teaching Positive
Peer Conferencing
1. Use Gambits.
2. Use Peer Response Forms.
3. Use modelling and reinforcement.
for responding to classmates’ writing. See
the Peer Conference Gambit Cards, page
14, and Peer Conference Response Form,
page 15.
Gambits are sentence openers, which help
students learn to speak with each other
in a positive way. Sometimes children are
well versed in name calling, insults and put
downs, but have no experience delivering
positive feedback. You may want to refer to
Kagan (1992). He details several structures
that help promote positive communication
patterns.
Gambits are included on the rough draft
worksheet for every lesson in the book as
a reminder to both students and teachers
that meeting a writer’s minimum daily
requirement need for positive feedback
promotes growth. Teach the use of gambits
and response forms as part of the week’s
work in the area of social skills.
The teacher can model positive conferencing with a student during a whole class
discussion. Sitting in front of the class,
one author reads their story to the teacher
as classmates listen. The teacher then uses
modelling to demonstrate effective responses to the writing.
The Peer Response Forms, the Gambit
Cards and teacher modelling will quickly
bring the students to a level of productive
conferencing in small groups. Even first
and second years can be trusted to make
productive suggestions during conferences

Structures
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on content with this type of guidance.
Another form of modelling is for the teacher
to write WITH the students, and model
revisions of their own writing. Spill some
of your own blood. Your open admission
of imperfection, and your willingness to
manipulate the words, will help kids see
what revision is really about.
Teachers and peers need to be reminded
that it is the writer’s decision whether to
act on suggestions made during conferences on content. William Zinsser (1988)
speaks of the transaction between writer
and teacher as “sacramental”. He reminds
us that dealing with students’ writing is not
just dealing with words, but with the person
who wrote the words. For that reason, the
author is always the final judge of the writing: what words to choose and what to do
with the words.

Editing/Proofreading
Once the author feels that the words tell the
reader what the writer wants to say in the
clearest way possible, the writer moves into
the editing phase of the writing process.
Peers can provide excellent proofreading
and editing help for each other. Peer editing should be used before teacher editing.
Depending on the student’s plans for
publication, the teacher may choose not to
enter the editing process at all. Proofreading and editing with Pairs Confer, Teams
Confer, One Stray, Three Stay, Experts Edit
or Corners provide students opportunities
to master the mechanics by using them on
real work.
When the teacher edits, they might mark
only those matters of concern identified
by the student. Let the student ask for the
type of help wanted. Many early writers
may want help with quotation marks or
indenting.

10

“But…what about gram- • Corners
mar, mechanics and spell• Experts Edit
ing?” you ask. Evidence
shows that teaching gram- • One Stray
mar and mechanics in • Pairs Confer
isolation does not produce • Roundtable Edit
good writing. Children
• Teams Confer
who produce genuine writEditing/Proofreading
ing, not worksheet writing, learn grammar and
Structures
mechanics because they
carry important weight.
That weight is the burden, and the joy, of
communicating well.
Spelling ability grows through the same sort
of organic process that produces students
fluent in grammar and mechanics. That
means that teachers in the early years can feel
comfortable allowing invented spellings.
Part of the editing process could be for a
student to underline words that they think
are misspelled in every piece of writing. It’s
powerful when a student recognises that a
word is spelled incorrectly. Help the child
learn the word then, when it’s needed.
As an adult I have learned the “grammar
and mechanics” of several word processing
programs. I began with a program for the
Commodore, then I learned AppleWorks,
then MacWrite and now I am using Pages.
When I sat down at the computer to begin
learning each of these programs, I had
not read the manual from cover to cover
and mastered every skill needed to write
with the new program. I had the words. I
could get the words on the screen, just as a
child is able to get words on paper. When
I needed the mechanics (How do I change
the tabs? How do I turn off the underlining?) I turned to the manual and learned
the one piece of information I needed at the
moment. And I remembered it, because I
chose to learn it.
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If we teach children to use quotation marks
when they say to us,“How do I make it show
who’s talking?” they will remember, too,
because they want to know. Rather than
learning skills in isolation, students learn
mechanics in the context of their struggle
to create meaning on the page.
Some teachers choose to have brief lessons
on topics related to the writing in progress
at the beginning of each class. In that case,
the teacher can edit for the one or two skills
that they are currently teaching. A chart of
editing marks is on page 17.

Writing to Learn vs. Reading to Learn
What do you have to say?
Be active. Do it.
Student chooses the words.
Productive. Output.

What did they have to say?
Sit still. Pay attention.
Teacher chooses the words.
Consumptive. Input.

Publishing
When the writing is ready to be published it
might take many forms: notes pinned to the
bulletin board, letters mailed to the Prime
Minister, illustrated stories displayed in the
hallways, books bound in protective covers
or essays handed in at the conclusion of a
unit in Social Studies. Celebrate the growth
and success of students as writers in many
ways during the school year. An Author’s
Party or the ceremonial placing of a student
written book in the school library are two
of many ways to celebrate publication.

Adventure: Writing
Writing is a complex adventure. The writer
may be startled to discover that they know
and understand things never before articulated. The act of writing clarifies and
deepens thinking. Many of us, when faced
with an essay question on a test, have felt
the awful sensation, “I don’t know that”.
But as we begin to write we realise we do
know it — perhaps more than we thought
we knew — perhaps with connections we
didn’t realise we had made. Writing to learn
is a trend in education today acknowledging the connections between writing and
thinking, writing and learning.

In or Out?
We learn more from output than we learn
from input. Teachers, authors of the phrase,
“You never really know a subject until you
teach it”, know this at a subconscious level.
If we think about it consciously, as it applies
to students and learning, we realise that
students learn to write by writing, not by
hearing about writing or practising on the
subskills of writing.
“Teachers have discovered”, according to
Peter Elbow (1990), “that writing is more
useful than reading as the entrance into
literacy”. Writing to learn is powerful for
some of the same reasons cooperative
learning is powerful. Consider this: Most
successful writing programs view writing as
a social act. Students talk about story ideas.
Students give and receive feedback during
all stages of writing. Cooperative Learning
provides the atmosphere in which children
can safely test their ideas, find their voices
as writers and be heard.
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Chapter

14

Compare and Contrast

Bicycles &
Boomerangs
Lesson-at-a-Glance
Years

Academic Skills

3-6

• Indenting Paragraphs
• Developing a Main Idea Sentence
• Using Supporting Details
• Taking Notes

Materials

Strand

• 1 large piece white project paper per team
• Carbon Paper

Lesson Overview
This lesson treats the concepts of comparison and contrast as two separate ideas. Each
is written about in its own paragraph, with
a main idea sentence. Circles and rectangles
are used to distinguish likeness and difference in a word web, to help children separate
the two concepts into paragraphs.

Lesson Sequence
Prew

•

rite

Generate comparisons using
Roundtable
Roundtable Word Web
Word Web

• Team Discussion
• Teams Consult
• Carbon Sharing

• Rotating Feedback
• Partners

Structures

Using one sheet of project
paper per team, have the
students create a word
web comparing and contrasting eagles and canaries. Students pass the
paper around the table
to each team member in

Time
2 - 3 lessons

Functional

turn until the team has generated at least
three ways in which eagles and canaries
are alike, and three ways in which they are
different. Let them represent “alike” and
“different” using circles to show similarities
and squares to show differences. A team
might create a web such as the one on the
following page.

te
Wri

Write collaboratively using
Team Discussion
Teammates agree on a main idea sentence
for a paragraph comparing eagles with
canaries. Have the team recorder frame
three circled ideas from the word web as
three detail sentences showing similarities
between eagles and canaries.
To complete the second paragraph, repeat
the process of writing a main idea sentence
and three detail sentences contrasting the
two birds.
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Eagle is large/
Canary is small

Can fly

Eagles screech/
Canaries sing

fe
Con

Lay eggs

EAGLES/
CANARIES
Warmblooded

Eagle eats meat/
Canary eats seeds

Feathers

Eagle is brown/
Canary is yellow

lish
Pub

r

Confer on content using
Teams Consult

Display paragraphs using
Rotating Feedback

Teams share their paragraphs with the
team next to them, using a Team Reader.
Teams then assist each other with suggestions regarding clarity, the use of complete
sentences or other areas needing improvement.

Post the finished paragraphs on the blackboard or the bulletin board. A feedback
sheet is posted under each composition.
Allow teams to tour the room, reading the
paragraphs of other teams. Praise, comments, congratulations and suggestions are
written on the feedback sheets.

Allow time for revision and for teams to
produce a clean copy and a carbon copy.

f/Ed
Proo

it

Lesson Extension

Proofreading exchange using
Carbon Sharing

Individual Assessment

The carbon copy is given to another team.
Each team works to detect errors in spelling
or mechanics. Resource materials (the dictionary, the English Handbook) may be used
freely. Proofreading and editing suggestions
are marked on the carbon copy, which is
then returned to the original team.
Allow time for each team to make corrections and to rewrite as necessary.
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Assign individuals another two-paragraph
compare and contrast composition on ideas
such as: jet fighters/bullfrogs; Eddie Murphy/Donald Duck; Judy Blume/Stephen
King; my allowance/Disneyland; a book/a
hot fudge sundae. Have each individual
turn in evidence of prewriting, rewriting
or revising, and editing. The paragraphs
are published by handing them in to the
teacher.
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Collaborate on a report using
Partners
Use Partners to compare and contrast. The
material provided here for Partners gives
the students additional experience writing
in collaboration with another student. The
Partners design is extremely powerful for
two reasons. It motivates learning more effectively than any teaching method I have
experienced. It creates a sense of positive interdependence among teammates because
each student has a unique contribution to
make to the learning goal.
The steps of Partners
can be found in Chapter 5. Partners can be
used with any content.
Located in this chapter
Partners
is information needed
to use Partners to create a brief collaborative research report
about echidnas and hedgehogs with the
compare and contrast process described
in the lesson.

Powerful Motivator
Positive Interdependence

Form partners within teams. Topic 1 partners sit on one side of the room; Topic 2
partners on the other. Distribute copies of
the reference materials on to the Topic 1
partner, to the other.

Students work to master their material,
consulting with same-topic partners. They
plan a teaching strategy for sharing their
information with their team partner. They
may take notes, prepare visuals, draw diagrams or use any method they prefer to
teach their subject.
Partners reunite and share their information. Have them create a partner word
web based on what they have learned from
each other about hedgehogs and echidnas.
Using the word web, partner groups write
paragraphs comparing and contrasting the
two animals.
Partner groups confer, revise and edit with
the assistance of their teammates. Prewriting, first drafts and final drafts should all
be handed in or displayed in another Gallery Tour.

References
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Worksheet:
Collaborate on a Report using Partners
Topic One Partner

Echidnas
An echidna is a spiny, nocturnal marsupial that is native only to Australia
and parts of New Guinea. The echidna lays eggs rather than giving birth
to live young. This makes it one of only two existing monotremes, along
with the platypus.
This also means that echidnas only give birth to one baby, called a ‘puggle’,
at a time. The puggle hatches ten days after the egg is laid. It then lives
inside its mother’s pouch for forty-five to fifty days.
Australian Echidnas generally eat ants and termites. They usually feed by
tearing open logs or anthills and forcing in their long, sticky tongue. An
echidna has no teeth. It chews by grinding its food between its long tongue
and the bottom of its mouth. Echidnas have a long, narrow snout, and
short, strong legs which they use to dig their burrows.
Echidnas have been recorded to live up to sixteen years, while ten years
is fairly common. For their size, this is a very long life. Echidnas are very
shy animals that usually avoid human company. In fact they often avoid
the company of other echidnas, too. While an echidna may look a bit like
a hedgehog, or did to early settlers, they are actually not related.
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Topic Two Partner

Hedgehogs
Hedgehogs are also spiny, nocturnal mammals. They give birth to live
young, normally between 4-6 babies at a time. Hedgehogs are native to
Europe, Asia and Africa. They were introduced to New Zealand. There
are many different types of hedgehogs in different parts of the world.
Some are smaller like the echidna, while others grow quite big.
The hedgehog is mainly an insectivore, but it eats a lot more than that.
Some hedgehogs eat snails, frogs and toads, snakes, bird eggs, carrion,
mushrooms, grass roots, berries, melons and watermelons. They will
also eat cheese and dairy products if they find any, but this is not a good
idea – hedgehogs are lactose intolerant and these will make them sick.
Echidnas probably aren’t lactose intolerant, but don’t eat dairy products
anyway.
In some parts of the world people keep hedgehogs as pets. They get
along well with other animals, like dogs, and if they don’t they can always roll into a spiky ball that nothing could bite.
In the wild, hedgehogs burrow, and sleep either in dens they dig themselves or under leaves and plants. All hedgehogs can hibernate in winter
if it is cold enough, but they don’t have to.
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