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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this quahtative study was to examine and describe 

complex academic tasks undertaken by adolescents and the classroom 

conditions supporting them. The setting for this study was one southwestern 

university's Summer Institute for Writing and Thinking Across the 

Curriculum. With students and teachers working in collaboration, the 

Institute intended to provide high school students with opportunities to utilize 

the writing process as a tool for thinking and as a means to increase their 

writing proficiency. Teaching writing in classroom settings has been found to 

be particularly challenging, and further, sometimes the complexity of writing 

tasks have been sacrificed for the sake of maintaining classroom order. The 

Institute seemed a hkely environment for engaging in complex cognitive 

processing and thus for examining complex tasks and noting the conditions 

that supported them. Participant observation and interviews were the data 

collection methods employed. 
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Results of the study indicated that students engaged in complex 

cognitive processing, gained more control over their writing and thinking 

processes, and produced a variety of complex individual and group products. 

The Institute assessment, consisting of writing samples obtained on the first 

and last days of the three-week Institute, demonstrated growth in writing 

proficiency for 74% of the students. 

The features that supported the successful accomphshment of complex 

academic work included (a) well-designed, open-ended assignments that were 

scaffolded within and across tasks, (b) collaboration of students and teachers 

in small writing groups, (c) establishment and nurturance of writing 

communities, (d) the sharing of leadership, (e) availability of multiple 

resources, (f) instructional strategies that protected a non-threatening, non-

judgmental environment, and (g) instructional strategies that fostered complex 

thinking and problem solving. The writing community played a key role in 

fostering complex cognitive processing, maintaining order, and connecting 

students to their academic work. 
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Chapter 1 

The Problem 

The purpose of this quahtative study was to examine and describe 

complex academic tasks undertaken by adolescents and the classroom 

conditions supporting them. The setting for this study was one southwestern 

university's Summer Institute for Writing and Thinking Across the 

Curriculum. The setting was selected because of the Institute's intentions to 

(1) provide high school students with opportunities to utilize the writing 

process as a tool for thinking and as a means to increase their writing 

proficiency, and (2) offer secondary school teachers the occasion to work 

collaboratively with students using these writing techniques to construct 

group products, and to gain practical and theoretical understanding of how 

writing fosters learning. In order to attain these goals, students and the 

teachers must engage in complex cognitive processing. Based on these 

expectations for students and teachers, the Institute seemed a likely 

environment for examining complex tasks and the conditions that support 

their accompUshment. 

At a time when information production is growing exponentially, 

students are faced with the tasks of coping intelligently with vast amounts of 

information and conamunicating effectively their understanding and use of that 

knowledge. Writing provides students with the means for both thinking 
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critically and communicating powerfiilly about information available to them. 

Romano (1987) claims that writing prepares students to learn, personalizes 

students' learning, encourages exploration of ideas, and fosters intellectual 

independence and creativity. Lindemann (1987) argues that writing is a 

uniquely human ability that enables students to"... relate ideas, solve 

problems, make sense of their experiences, and manipulate a complex symbol 

system to communicate their thoughts in many voices. The uniquely human 

ability to use language, to create meaning, enables [them] to share 

experiences and transfer knowledge" (p. 7). 

Writing plays an enormously important role in academic development, 

yet its mastery by students in American schools does not seem to match that 

importance. A series of writing studies conducted by the National 

Assessment of Educational Progress (1990/1) reported that America's 

students continue to communicate poorly. Essentially, the recent findings, 

which were based upon actual samples of students' writing, demonstrated that 

the work lacked focus, content (particularly subject matter content), and 

evidence of revision. "Careful, analytical writing seems virtually absent fi-om 

the schools," concluded PhyUis W. Aldrich, a member of the National 

Assessment Governing Board (reported in the Arizona Dailv Star, 1992). 

Results of a survey included in the study indicated that students spend only 

ten to twenty minutes a week on writing instruction and that teachers rarely 

employ instructional strategies supported by recent research in composition. 

These findings, coupled with the knowledge that writing is a powerfiil 

tool for dunking and communicating, present a strong argument for improving 

writing instruction in American classrooms and for investigating what makes 
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good writing instruction difficult to achieve in classroom settings. 

Considering the complexity of the composing task, the array of related 

instructional practices, and the wide variety of topics in composition research 

(ScardamaUa & Bereiter, 1986), many possible avenues for investigation 

exist. One branch of research, stemming from classroom management 

studies, sheds some Ught on problems related to writing instruction in 

classrooms. 

In the late 1960s, qualitative studies by Jackson (1968) and Smith and 

Geoffrey (1968) turned attention to the context and social organization of 

classrooms and the ways these interact with teaching. Researchers began 

describing classroom environments (Doyle, 1977 & 1980), examining the 

relationship of management and instruction (Kounin & Gump, 1974), looking 

at time-on-task (Berliner, 1979), and studying the nature of classroom tasks 

as the unit of instruction (Doyle, 1986b). Results of these studies suggest 

that the level of student engagement in learning activities relates to good 

classroom management, a social and contextual issue (Doyle, 1986b). As a 

result of intensive classroom observations, other investigators point out 

various productive and non-productive features of classroom management and 

extend the work by focusing on academic tasks (Carter & Doyle, 1982; 

Doyle & Carter, 1984; Doyle, 1986b). One important conclusion reached 

through this line of research is that "the nature of academic work influences 

the probability of student cooperation and involvement in a lesson and thus 

the complexity of the teacher's management task" (Doyle, 1986b, p. 407). 

For example, investigators (Carter & Doyle, 1982; Doyle & Carter, 

1984) observed that while students were completing lower level cognitive 
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work, usually routine and algorithmic in nature, classroom activity flowed 

smoothly and order was maintained. However, the demands of high level 

cognitive work, distinguished by ambiguity, "the extent to which a precise 

and predictable formula for generating a product can be defined" (Doyle & 

Carter, 1984, p. 131), and risk, "the stringency of the evaluation criteria and 

the likelihood that these criteria can be met on a given occasion" (Doyle & 

Carter, 1984, p. 131), produced tension and anxiety that, in turn, created 

classroom disorder. The uncertainty of high-level cognitive work potentially 

threatens students' grades and strains their self-worth. These researchers 

discovered that students dealt with demands of high-level work by negotiating 

with teachers to reduce ambiguity and risk. This process often interrupted the 

flow of classroom work and provided opportunities for disruptions. To regain 

order, teachers often reduced the complexity of work. Students' comfort level 

returned with the lower level, more routine assignments. Over time, teachers 

learned to refi"ain from assigning complex tasks (Doyle, 1986a; Doyle, 

1986b). 

Writing instruction is particularly vulnerable to the negotiation process. 

Complex writing tasks, requiring students to manipulate information and 

transform knowledge to generate something new, are highly risky and 

ambiguous (Doyle, 1986a; Doyle, 1986b). 

Studies of classroom writing tasks, reported by Carter and Doyle 

(1982) and Doyle and Carter (1984), (1) provide examples of the tension 

existing in maintaining student engagement in high-level cognitive work and 

maintaining classroom order, (2) illuminate the nature of the negotiation 

process initiated by students, and (3) illustrate the impact of that negotiation 
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on student writing. The junior high school EngUsh teacher observed by these 

researchers designed major writing assignments requiring original 

composition, fostering creativity, and promoting self-direction. In response to 

students' questions, students' requests for provisional feedback on early 

products, and the concomitant "slowing down" of the work environment, the 

teacher continued providing increased specificity, making suggestions, easing 

the weight or worth of products, and narrowing boundaries or expectations of 

assignments. This negotiation process resulted in a reduction of the 

complexity of written products in favor of maintaining an orderly flow of 

work. In this case, classroom conditions surrounding high-level cognitive 

work produced an environment conducive to negotiating out the complexity 

of the writing work that students completed (Carter & Doyle, 1982; Doyle & 

Carter, 1984). 

As a seasoned teacher and graduate student, I have had the opportunity 

to read, revisit, and reflect upon the work on academic task (Carter & Doyle, 

1982; Doyle & Carter, 1984). I reacted strongly to the work as well as to the 

studies that were the foundation for his findings. My response has included 

skepticism, acceptance and an intense need to discover practice that 

encourages complexity in student thinking, proficient writing and good 

classroom order. 

Initially, I fought the idea that teachers might sacrifice engaging 

students in complex thinking tasks for the sake of classroom order. I 

considered my own practice with middle school students. I thought my 

students thrived on complex, open-ended tasks and I beUeved my students 

worked in an orderly way. Providing this learning environment was important 
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and I worked at it by learning how and discussing the methods with 

respected colleagues. And yet, I readily recognized the considerable and 

sometimes seemingly overwhelming challenges and demands that all teachers 

face daily as we teach: working through the curriculum, motivating and 

inspiring students to push to the edge of their ability while guarding against 

frustrating students so much that they feel incompetent or give up completely. 

I realized that the teacher in the study was attempting to get students to trust 

her, feel more secure, and engage more willingly in work when she provided 

further specificity for their writing assignments and awarded bonus points for 

various reasons along with the work students completed. While I understand 

that the results of these practices gave mixed messages to students about the 

worth of their work and ultimately reduced the complexity of their work, I 

also have experienced first hand how the demands and the complexity of 

teachers' work tempt us to fall into a similar pitfalls with comparable results. 

While initially I did not want to believe these practices were very 

common, with observation and discussion over time, I realized that the 

teaching practices found in the study probably reflected practice in many 

classrooms. My concern about this situation - the possibility of sacrificing 

complexity for the sake of classroom order - motivated this quahtative study 

of complex tasks, their description, and the conditions of their support. I 

really wanted to discover practice that promoted excellence in writing 

instruction, students' engagement in complex processes, and completion of 

complex products, while good classroom order was maintained. I believed 

that documenting this practice would help teachers understand how to 

implement teaching strategies consistent with their intentions to challenge 
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students in an intellectually stimulating and emotionally secure way, while 

maintaining a classroom environment supporting these intentions. 

Purpose of the Study 

The specific purpose of this investigation then was to discover and 

describe how teachers can promote task complexity while maintaining an 

orderly flow of classroom work during writing instruction, thus providing 

improved learning opportunities for their students to personalize and 

generalize their knowledge through their written products. 

Rationale for the Study 

One of the most important skills students learn in school is writing, for 

it provides them with a powerful tool for thinking and communicating. But 

writing can only be a powerful tool for learning if students are required to 

manipulate information and to personalize their knowledge through reasoning 

and problem solving. However, tension created in the management of high-

level cognitive work and classroom order often results in a maintenance of 

order at the expense of the complexity of work through die negotiation 

process initiated by students, as outlined above (Carter and Doyle 1982; 

Doyle and Carter, 1984). This negotiation very likely negatively influences 

both quahty and quantity of classroom writing instruction, as well as the 

quality of students' written products. 

Assuming that a teacher's intention is to foster analytical reasoning and 

intellectual independence, this question then arises. How can a teacher 

maintain both complexity of thinking and the orderly flow of work during 
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writing instruction? This question and the author's mindflihiess (as a middle 

school writing teacher) of the powerful and possibly negative influence of 

negotiation upon instruction and classroom learning opportunities through 

writing, sparked initial interest in this investigation. 

For several years a southwestern university has ofifered a Summer 

Institute for Writing and Thinking Across the Curriculum for local minority 

high school students and secondary school teachers. This particular Institute, 

developed and implemented by the university's Writing Skills Improvement 

Program, has enjoyed a positive instructional reputation by both students and 

teachers in regional secondary schools. My assumptions are that this 

reputation is based on excellence in using the writing process as a tool for 

thinking, and that participants are therefore successfully engaged in complex 

academic tasks. 

During the Institute students and teachers participate in collaborative 

writing groups through which they share curriculum experiences and mutually 

construct products. The Institute provides a context for both exemplary 

writing instruction and intense student-teacher interaction. In addition, the 

Institute provides the setting for exploring task complexity, the character of 

probable negotiation, and the interrelationship of the two during writing 

instruction. 
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Questions Guiding the Investigation 

The following questions guided the investigation; 

1. What are the features of mutually shared curriculum and group generated 

products as teachers and students work together in collaborative writing 

groups? 

2. What is the nature of writing instruction in a context in which students and 

teachers work collaboratively in writing groups as participants in an Institute 

specifically designed for improvement in writing and thinking? How does 

this fit with recent research on instructional practices in composition? 

3. What is the evidence that this process leads to complex products and 

student growth in writing? 

4. How do the Institute's contextual features influence accomplishment of 

academic tasks and instructional processes? 

Definition of Terms 

Academic task. Academic task is a term specifically used by Doyle 

(1986b) to describe school work and includes the features of a product to be 

achieved, the problem, the resources available, die cognitive strategies 

needed, and the value of the work. 

Classroom Management. Classroom management "refers to the 

actions and strategies teachers use to solve the problem of order in 

classrooms" (Doyle, 1986b, p. 397). For the purposes of this study, it refers 

to methods and procedures that teachers use to keep students involved in the 

academic work. 
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Collaborative Learning. Collaborative learning is an instructional 

approach by which students are assembled into small groups for the purpose 

of working together to complete various tasks. It is based on the assumption 

that learning is social and interactive. As an instructional method, it is "a 

form of indirect teaching in which the teacher sets the problem and organizes 

students to work it out collaboratively" (Bruffee, 1984, p. 637). 

Collaborative Writing Groups. Collaborative writing groups are 

usually established in writing classes engaging in methods stemming from the 

writing process theories and the workshop approach. Their purpose is to 

establish a format by which students can share their writing and then give and 

get meaningful feedback for their efforts (Brown, Mittan & Roen, 1990). 

Negotiation. Negotiation is a process through which people work 

toward agreement from disparate points of view. Specific to this study, it 

refers to the process by which students and teachers bargain to estabUsh the 

requirements of class work. 

Thinking. Frank Smith discusses thinking in its broadest meaning -

"sense making" (1990). Lauren Resnick (1987) states that thinking is very 

difficult to define, but that it encompasses a grouping of elaborative mental 

strategies "requiring nuanced judgment and analysis of complex situations 

according to multiple criteria.... The thinker's task is to construct meaning 

and impose structure on situations" (p. 44). 
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Organization of Remaining Chapters 

Chapter 2 presents a review of Uterature relating to academic task and 

its components, research in the areas of composition, writing as a process, 

and writing as thinking across the curriculum. Chapter 3 presents a general 

description of participants and the Institute, including writing groups, tutoring 

sessions, and seminar sessions. In addition, chapter 3 describes and provides 

justification for the research methods used in this study. Chapter 4 contains a 

specific description of the Institute and the participants of this study; the 

analysis of data pertinent to the components of academic task, using the 

writing process as a tool for thinking, and the conditions that support complex 

academic work; and the findings related to the aforementioned. Chapter 5 

provides a summary of findings and their impUcations for classroom practice, 

as well as recommendations for fiirther research. 
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Chapter 2 

Review of the Literature 

Several theoretical perspectives undergird this investigation of 

academic tasks, their description, and the classroom conditions that supported 

them in a setting in which students and teachers shared curriculum and 

mutually constructed products in collaborative writing groups. The first and 

most fundamental is Doyle's (1986a; 1986b; 1986c) notion of academic task, 

a useful tool for examining the way content is represented to students by 

teachers, and the foundation for illuminating the role of negotiation in the 

enactment of that content. Doyle's work subsequently leads to reviewing 

strands of literature related to the various features of academic task. They are 

organized logically fi"om the components of task and include: (a) cognitive 

processes and problem solving, (b) ambiguity in problem solving situations, 

(c) risk, motivation, and the role emotions play in learning, and (d) learning 

environments. These perspectives support and extend an understanding of 

ideas associated with academic work (Doyle, 1986a, 1986b; 1986c), and link 

with composing as one form of complex academic work and problem solving. 

Another theoretical perspective, based on the instructional focus of the 

Summer Institute for Writing and Thinking across the Curriculum, pertains to 

composition. Topics included in this review are the process approach to ^ 

writing instruction, its relationship to complex cognitive processing and 
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classroom learning environments, its use as a tool for learning, as well as the 

role and method of evaluating student work from a process perspective. 

Academic Task 

Academic task, constructed within a curriculum, organizes student 

thinking by delineating goals and guiding information processing (Doyle & 

Carter, 1984). Doyle (1986c) defines academic task in the following way: 

"The concept of'task'... calls attention to four key aspects of the school-

work students do in classrooms: a goal state or end product to be achieved, a 

problem space or a set of conditions and resources available to accomplish 

the task, the cognitive operations involved in assembling and using resources 

to reach the goal state, and the importance of the work to be done" (p. 366). 

Central to the notion of academic task are the cognitive processes in 

which students engage as they complete academic work. Tasks that primarily 

tQvolve memory, formulae, and search and match skills are usually considered 

lower-level cognitive skills. Higher-level cognitive skills require students to 

interpret, apply, and gather information and resources from multiple sources 

as they develop a product. For students to communicate effectively, they 

must be able to employ complex cognitive processes. Cognitive processing is 

a topic garnering wide-spread attention by cognitive psychologists and 

educators during the past fifteen years. Exploring this recent Uterature sheds 

light on the significance of choosing composition, a means of cognitive 

processing, as the focus for this investigation on academic task. 

Most theorists agree to the importance of fostering thinking in students 

as a means for life-long learning. Taking a broad perspective of thinking. 
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Presseisen (1992) states that "thinking is generally assumed to be a cognitive 

process or set of processes, mental acts by which long-term knowledge is 

acquired and remembered" (p. 3). She emphasizes that current conceptions 

stress "building connections, having insights, and grasping intuitions,"... and 

include "processes or operations that are emergent over the long haul and 

require active, repeated interactions among the learner, the content, and the 

various learning experiences in school" (p.3). In the introduction to Teaching 

for Thinking. Walberg (1992) asserts that complex thinking plays an 

important role in deciding what and how to learn, as well as retaining and 

applying that knowledge as needed in the future. 

These notions on cognitive processes readily link with both 

Lindemann's (1991) and Romano's (1987) aforementioned assertions about 

the functions of writing, and substantiate the view that composing involves 

complex cognitive processing requiring and encouraging creation of meaning, 

exploration and communication of ideas, use of problem-solving strategies, 

and intellectual independence and creativity. Writing, then, is complex 

academic work diat serves as both a tool for and a product of student 

cognitive processes. 

Complex thinking, task, the language arts, and their interrelationship 

receive attention from Marzano (1991) in Cultivating Thinking in English and 

the Language Arts. He states that "the leamer must engage content in 

meaningfiil, complex, long-term tasks, which are the defining characteristics 

of tasks that truly develop knowledge in the leamer" (p. 46). A student's 

direct undertaking of a learning experience and the concomitant drive to 

contend with that experience is an important cognitive process related to 
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motivation (Presseisen, 1992). Presseisen (1992) suggests that learning is 

more apt to occur when learners are curious about the work, when the tasks 

are personally relevant, and when the problems to be solved are perceived to 

apply in some way to the real world of the student. 

Meaningful tasks are those that fit with a learner's personal goal or 

need and over which the learner feels some degree of control. In practical 

ways, this control includes both pacing as well as opportunities to select or 

construct tasks that will contribute to knowledge development. Students' 

control over pacing and content ultimately increases motivation (Marzano, 

1991). Cognitively complex tasks, according to Marzano (1991), are those 

performed in a conscious, nonroutine basis. Long-term tasks are those that 

require more than one class period for completion. For practical reasons 

related to the time limits of most classes, the length of tasks could probably 

be no longer than a quarter or semester. 

Marzano (1991) suggests that four types of tasks fit his criteria for 

knowledge development and have application in the language arts. They are 

oral inquiry (following the Socratic method), scientific inquiry, investigative 

research, and invention. Invention is devising something novel. Composing 

by its very nature is a form of invention. Engaging students in the 

writing/composing process, therefore, provides students with opportunities to 

develop their complex cognitive processes because composing involves a 

creative, nonroutine endeavor, personal response, choice, writer control, 

reflection and effort over time. 

Doyle (1986a; 1986b) claims that the complexity of academic work 

accomplished in classrooms influences the ease or difficulty of teachers' 
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classroom management tasks. Doyle and Carter (1984) observed that while 

students were completing lower-level cognitive work, classroom activity 

proceeded in an orderly fashion. However, demanding, high-level cognitive 

work, characterized by ambiguity ("extent to which a precise and predictable 

formula for generating a product can be defined," p. 131) and risk 

("stringency of the evaluation criteria and the likelihood that these criteria can 

be met on a given occasion," p. 131) produced anxiety and often interrupted 

the steady course of classroom work. The way students have dealt with the 

exigency of high-level cognitive work was negotiating with teachers to 

decrease ambiguity and risk. While this reduction in ambiguity and risk 

usually restored order, it also diminished the complexity of the work. 

Resnick's (1987) discussion of cognition portrays thinking as difficult 

to define precisely, yet describes thinking as possessing certain 

characteristics. Thinking is nonalgorithmic, complex, effortful, uncertain, and 

self-regulating. Further, it entails imposing meaning, making nuanced 

judgment, applying multiple criteria, and accepting the possibility of many 

solutions. She emphasizes that these attributes of thinking can be cultivated 

as part of students' learning experiences in school. In fact, composing is an 

exemplary means of cultivating thinking since composing and thinking have 

these characteristics in common. 

However, the one high-level cognitive task Doyle (1986a; 1986b; 

1986c) finds particularly vuherable to this negotiation is composing since it 

requires students to gather information firom various sources and to transform 

that knowledge into a written form or product for a particular purpose and 

audience. Classroom management problems can therefore arise when 
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students are required to engage in those risky, uncertain writing tasks. To 

keep classroom management problems at bay, teachers often resort to rote, 

predictable forms of work (Doyle, 1986a; 1986b 1986c), less effective means 

of teaching writing and of promoting learning. Yet, the very tasks that 

promote transformation and application of knowledge, complex cognitive 

processing, and the disposition toward life-long learning are the ones 

requiring highly skillful orchestration by teachers. They are the tasks that 

teachers find the most difficult and perplexing to manage (Doyle, 1986a; 

1986b; 1986c). 

Doyle's (1986a; 1986b; 1986c) conclusion leads to the very question 

that prompted this investigation: How can teachers improve the quality of 

academic work, writing in particular, while lessening student anxiety and 

maintaining good classroom management? A review of what the other 

theorists say about the important concepts of ambiguity and risk, and their 

connection to motivation and emotions in learning, further advances an 

understanding of their interplay in the writing process. 

As students become involved in the writing process, they find or 

encounter numerous perplexing and somewhat amorphous problems to work 

through and various decisions to make: How to (a) relate ideas, (b) make 

sense of their experiences, and (c) communicate their thoughts and 

experiences in several voices and many genre. Writing assignments that 

require students to perform these cognitive processes promote higher order 

thinking. This study explores the complexity of students' composing tasks. A 

helpfiil method for examining the cognitive level of academic work, 

particularly problem solving, such as that involved in composing, was 
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developed by Getzels and Csikszentmihalyi (1967), and extended by Maker 

(1986) and Schiever (1991). The variation in problem situations is grounded 

on whether problem, method, and solution are known or unknown by 

presenter and solver in the beginning. In a very general sense, problems with 

the most "up-front" specificity usually require only lower order thinking. 

Solving problems with increasingly less specificity requires increasingly more 

complex cognitive processes. 

Schiever (1991, p. 40) categorizes by type in the following figure 

(reprinted by permission of the author): 

Figure 1. Types of problem situations based on the information known by the 
involved parties at the outset. 

PROBLEM METHOD SOLUTION 
TYPE Presenter Solver Presenter Solver Presenter Solver 
I K K K K K U 
n K K K U K U 
in K K R U R U 
IV K K U U U U 
V u U u U U U 

K = Known U = Unknown R = Range 

The kinds of thinking students do to solve problems vary with type 

(Schiever, 1991). Memorization or apphcation of formulae is sufficient to 

solve types I and H. However, types m and IV require students to use far 

more complex cognitive strategies, such as drawing conclusions, evaluating 

according to criteria, making decisions, generalizing, and generating new 

information or products (Schiever, 1991). This framework, explicating types 
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of problem situations, provides a useful tool for examining types of problems 

students are given and the types of solutions that are expected by teachers 

and produced by students. Using this structure, one can determine how much 

specificity is provided while students are working and how that influences the 

complexity of the thinking students do. 

How do I know what I think until I see what I say? These words of E. 

M. Forester connect the issue of ambiguity to composing. Composing, like 

thinking, is uncertain. Many writers face that uncertainty as they generate 

ideas, begin drafting a piece, and especially as they rewrite. Lindemann 

(1987) sheds Ught on this: "The changes we make in a draft are fairly simple; 

we add, delete, substitute, or rearrange material. But each adjustment 

requires judgment, making choices about what to keep and what to discard. 

We must decide, first of all, whether what we've written suits us, represents 

what we honestly want to say; then we've got to determine if a reader can 

make sense of it" (p. 172). She further acknowledges that many writers find 

rewriting disagreeable because upsetting emotional baggage accompanies the 

process as writers face their perceived inadequacies. The emotional 

component creates great tension, which in turn can have various 

consequences. 

Marzano (1991) contends that learning transpires in a mental 

environment consisting of the learner's attitudes, beliefs, and perceptions, 

which in turn influence the leamer's commitment to work as well as the 

learner's success. These attitudes and beliefs are directly related to the value 

of the work and student's perceptions about his or her ability. Covington 

(1984) provides a theoretical perspective on this interaction. His work on 
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achievement motivation sheds hght on ambiguity and the emotional and 

intellectual risk associated with academic work, as well. 

Self-worth theory, as exphcated by Covington (1984), emphasizes that 

ability perception, not efifort, is the primary activator of students' achievement 

behavior. Although American students perceive ability as the main cause of 

success and self-esteem, successes that are easily achieved do not offer 

grounds for much pride in achievement. It becomes important then for 

teachers to offer challenging opportunities for learning so that students 

maintain their pride and interest, yet avoid offering opportunities for learning 

that are so difficult that students are in danger of failing and thereby losing 

their self-esteem. Complicating this issue further is the finding that teachers 

(in contrast to students) value student efifort far more highly than student 

ability (Covington, 1984). 

Covington (1984) suggests that when they sense a risk of failure, 

students engage in self-protective strategies, behaviors that are manifested in 

the learning process. Some of these failure-avoiding strategies "work 

primarily by shifting the presumed cause of failure fi^om personal, internal 

(abihty) factors to external causes beyond the individual's control or 

responsibihty" (Covington, 1984, p. 12). These include setting unrealistically 

high achievement goals, giving very little efifort (in direct contrast to what 

teachers value), procrastinating, and ofifering excuses. "The temporary rehef 

afforded by these failure-avoiding tactics is illusory, since their repeated use 

will finally destroy the will to learn. This self-defeating process [eventually] 

involves a shift fi"om being failure avoiding to becoming failure accepting" 

(Covington, 1984, p. 12). 
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Hart's (1983) assertions in Human Brain and Human Learning sheds 

Ught on the relationship of risk and cognition. He states that (a) on-going 

learning is powerfully guided by prior knowledge and biases; (b) biases are 

key to change; and (c) the biases most amenable to change are those linked to 

the emotions of hope, expectation, threat or fear. While risk is individually 

perceived and voluntarily chosen, threat is the perception of immediate and 

externally imposed danger or harm. "Under threat... the cerebrum ceases to 

operate" (Hart, 1983, p. 109). Since language, and therefore academic and 

vocational learning, occurs almost completely in the neocortex/cerebrum, 

"absence of threat is utterly essential to effective instruction" (Hart, 1983, p. 

109). 

Hart (1983) considers the traditional classroom fraught with potential 

threat. He gives the following possibilities: Grading policies, punishment, as 

well as authoritarian, judgmental teachers who have the power to cause a loss 

of status for students through rejection, ridicule, forced public performance, 

and pubhc failure. 

Covington's analysis of classroom learning dynamics suggests that "the 

most important task facing the teacher is to instruct students in ways that keep 

a growing preoccupation with abiUty from interfering with students' 

willingness to learn" (Covington, 1984, p. 16). To accomphsh that 

instructional goal, Covington recommends (a) structuring non-competitive 

environments, (b) employing strategies that promote success (e.g. cooperative 

learning opportunities), (c) providing multiple occasions for mastering 

content, (d) teaching leaming-to-Ieam strategies, and (e) teaching complex 

problem-solving skills. 
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Marzano (1991) suggests structuring the learning environment in ways 

that invite students to examine their attitudes and beliefs. Using journal 

writing as a means for self-discovery and reframing the mental context is one 

such way. Another suggestion Marzano (1991) makes for structuring the 

environment is providing students with many kinds of resources so that they 

perceive that they have the power and control to succeed. 

Robert Sylwester (1995) has developed practical classroom 

applications of recent brain research. His ideas support the aforementioned 

suggestions offered by both Covington (1984) and Marzano (1991). Most 

notable of his recommendations are those relating to emotions. He advocates 

inclusion of emotions ~ their acknowledgment and acceptance ~ by providing 

learning activities that include a positive emotional context (e.g. simulations, 

role-playing, games), provide social interaction, foster positive problem 

solving strategies, and promote students' increasing self-control. 

The Institute, which provided a collaborative context, was the setting 

for investigating and describing complex composing tasks and the classroom 

instructional environment that supported their accomplishment. Doyle's 

(1986a; 1986b; 1986c) work on academic task provides the framework for 

this investigation. Features of the Institute under study are; (a) the 

assignments given to the writing groups, (b) the suggested goals or products 

groups were expected to accomplish, (c) the cognitive operations and 

processes required for production, (d) the conditions and resources 

accompanying the problems, and (e) the value or worth of the work as 

perceived by the participants. Since the Institute provided instruction in 

composing and using the writing process as a tool for thinking, the following 



3 3  

comprises a review of recent research on relevant instructional practices and 

their connection to academic task and cognitive processing. 

Process Approach to Writing 

One assumption underlying this investigation is that composing is a 

process. Serious attention to the writing process began with Janet Emig's 

(1971) work. The Composing Process of Twelfth Graders. Emig studied and 

described the composing processes of students as they were writing and 

talking aloud about their thinking in progress and in reflection. Her work 

gave rise to a strand of research which refined her methods and started the 

writing process movement (Newkirk, 1991). The notions of (a) free writing 

to generate ideas and insights (Elbow, 1973), (b) student-chosen topics 

(Murray, 1968), (c) student sharing and response strategies (Elbow, 1973; 

Moffett, 1968; Macrorie, 1968), and (d) one-to-one writing conferences 

(Garrison, 1974; CamiceUi, 1980; Murray, 1968) emerged from this focus of 

research. 

In concert with this writing process focus in the 1970s, James Gray 

started the Bay Area Writing Project, from which the National Writing 

Project (NWP) developed. The NWP shifted attention from student behavior 

to the knowledge that comes from teacher practice. The influence of the 

NWP rests in its generation and dissemination of effective instructional 

practices for a process approach to monitoring and mentoring writing 

(Newkirk, 1991). 
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Zemelman and Daniels (1988) contend that from this shift to a process 

paradigm come a set of methods and principles to guide instruction. They 

are: 

1. Teachers value students'present language proficiency and convey positive 

expectations for student growth. 

2. Students write regularly and meaningfully. 

3. Students are instructed in the recursive process of writing, then learn and 

practice the various phases. 

4. Students write with real, personally relevant purposes in mind. 

5. Students are encouraged to write for a wide range of audiences. 

6. Students are provided rich reading experiences, including the work of their 

teachers and peers, as well as published works. 

7. Students are provided exposure to a variety of models of writing, and 

writers at work on pieces in progress. 

8. Student are given opportunities for learning that include collaborative 

activities, prewriting, and guidance through revision. 

9. Students and teachers confer one-to-one on works in progress. 

10.Teachers establish inquiry-based classrooms that immerse students in rich 

experiences and social interaction, which then become the focus for their 

writing 

11. Students learn through sentence-combining strategies, rather than through 

instruction in grammar. 

12. Students receive instruction in mechanics of writing in the context of their 

own compositions. 
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13.Great attention is given to the content of student work, while the focus on 

surface errors receives moderate attention and relates to patterns of errors. 

14.Students' work is evaluated cumulatively, with stress placed on revision. 

Teachers' comments are positive and constructive. 

15.Teachers emphasize that writing is a powerful tool for learning. 

Classroom environments that attend to these principles are providing a 

foundation from which soUd writing instruction can occur. 

Lindemann (1987) delineated the following broad components of the 

writing process: (1) prewriting, which includes planning, generating and 

organizing ideas, and deciding strategy; (2) writing, which is drafting; and (3) 

rewriting, which includes revising and editing. These complex stages are 

recursive and interactive, eventually leading to some kind of public sharing of 

the product. Other writers (Calkins, 1986; Romano, 1987; Weaver, 1990; 

Wolfe, 1986) have identified composing as a process having essentially 

similar components, but not necessarily the same names. Lindemann (1987) 

emphasizes the importance of this assumption: "Good writing instruction 

supports writing-as-process and directs attention not only to what students 

write but also to how they manage prewriting, writing, and rewriting. To 

teach well, we must concern ourselves with both the product and the process 

which generated it" (p. 30). 

Prewriting, drafting, and rewriting are recursive and interactive; they 

require a student to review and reconsider his/her intended meaning and its 

relationship to purpose and audience. The thinking required during the 

student's management of these stages constitutes metacognitive processing. 

Metacognition, the learner's thinking about his/her own thinking and the 
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consequence of that thinking, allows the learner to take responsibility for 

"managing the processes of understanding of a particular content, how it is 

organized, and what significance it has for resolving specific, real problems" 

(Presseisen, p. 4). 

Engaging in this process creates considerable tension for students 

because of its complexity, ambiguity, and potential emotional threat. For 

teachers assisting students through this process the stress is equally great if 

they rely on traditional classroom management strategies. This is the point at 

which students negotiate with teachers to reduce their tension (Doyle, 1986a; 

1986b). Accomplished teachers, however, have discovered instructional 

strategies and procedures for assisting students through this complex process. 

Establishing peer response groups in the composing classroom is a 

method of helping students through various stages of their writing (Atwell, 

1987; Kirby, Liner & Vinz, 1988). In these small groups, a student reads 

his/her work aloud to get feedback from peers, who in turn reflect the 

meaning they make from the writer's work (Elbow, 1973). Writers need to 

understand how their words are experienced in the minds of others and decide 

how that meets the writer's intended meaning. "To improve your writing you 

don't need advice about what changes to make; you don't need theories of 

what is good and bad writing. You need people's minds while they read your 

words" (Elbow, 1973, p. 77). This very carefiilly teacher-orchestrated 

activity for students serves two instructional purposes: (a) to listen and 

respond to other students' work, and (b) to receive feedback from peers to 

shape their own pieces of writing. Writing response groups provide the 

structure through which students learn to think about the intended meaning. 
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purpose, and audience for their work (Atwell, 1987). Writing response 

groups also provide a structure for students to grapple with the complexity of 

their work and to continue the problem solving that is a part of this work 

without worrying about the risk of poor grades and possible failure. 

Langer and Applebee (1987) propose a model of a process approach to 

writing instruction that rests on a carefully orchestrated support system. 

Tasks are carefully designed so that the accomplishment of one provides the 

support for the next, more complex task. This model maintains that 

instruction is contextually embedded; attends to the day-to-day practice, as 

well as knowledge of psychology and language learning; and emphasizes that 

students are active participants in interpreting and reinterpreting knowledge. 

The basic principle of their model is for teachers to provide carefully 

structured guidance through successively more complex tasks, so that 

students gain control and internalize their learning. The model developed by 

Langer and Applebee (1987) proposes five components: (a) ownership, which 

means that students must comprehend the reason for what they trying to 

accomplish and further that they must understand the relationship among 

activities; (b) appropriateness, which alludes to designing of instructional 

activities which are initially suitable to students' language competence, but 

which also gradually become more complex; (c) support, which refers to 

guidance given to students as they move firom structured tasks, to more 

complex tasks, to use of strategies in other situations; (d) collaboration, 

which refers to teachers taking on a non-judgmental role to assist students 

with new learning; and (e) internalization, which means that students make 

new learning their own. 
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In process-oriented writing, assessment, unlike the anxiety-producing, 

negotiation-triggering "graded" writing assignment, is treated as integral to 

the process (Lindemann, 1987; Schwartz, 1991; Weaver, 1990; Wolfe, 1986), 

and consists of two distinct elements: evaluation and grading. "Evaluating is 

defined as the process of seeking and receiving responses to one's writing for 

the purpose of revising" (Wolfe, 1986, p. 2). This definition supports a 

collaborative, recursive effort by multiple participants, including but not 

limited to writer, peers, family, and teachers. Grading, usually die 

responsibility of teachers in school settings, is judging a piece ready for 

publication. By the time students' work is released, it is usually the result of 

several revisits through various cycles of the composing process, and it has 

received numerous readings, feedback, and revision. Presumably, the work is 

ready forjudging and receiving a grade (Wolfe, 1986). The focus is on the 

recursive process as well as the product, and evaluation, then, is incorporated 

as an instructional strategy. 

In this view of composing as a recursive process, writers generally, but 

not exclusively, focus on meaning in the early stages; as pieces take shape, 

expressing messages with definite purposes for specific audiences, writers 

attend to composing features and mechanics respectively. Wolfe's (1986) 

work suggests a priority approach to evaluation to accompany this process. 

As such, the first and most important set of concerns relates to the features 

that define the task: topic, purpose, audience, point of view, mode, and flavor; 

the second set of features involves composing: coherence, organization, unity, 

and emphasis; the third set refers to editing elements: spelling, diction, 

punctuation, capital letters, abbreviations, syntax, and usage. These 
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somewhat, but certainly not exclusively, hierarchical features highlight the 

critical importance of meaning in the overall effect of written work. 

From a process-oriented perspective, as writers engage in the 

composing process, they participate in on-going evaluation of their work 

themselves, as well as with peers and teachers. Evaluation plays a natural 

and significant instructional role as students work through and revisit each 

phase (Moxley, 1989; Schwartz, 1991; Wolfe, 1986). As teachers respond to 

student writing, they assume many roles: (1) listener/leamer, (2) 

adult/protector, (3) encourager/guide, (4) coach, (5) expert, (6) editor, and (7) 

judge (Zemehnan & Daniels, 1988). For example, teachers are 

listeners/learners when they ask students about their ideas in discussions and 

prewriting activities. By providing students with a safe classroom 

environment in which to write, teachers are adult/protectors. Using 

brainstorming and questioning strategies to foster thinking and growth in 

skills, teachers act as encouragers, guides, and coaches. While at times 

teachers function as experts, editors, and judges, these roles are purposely 

played down in process writing, so that students continue to evaluate and 

revise their own work. 

Teachers' careful modeUng of the first four roles listed above helps 

students learn ways to think about and respond to their own and others' work 

appropriately, thus becoming independent learners (Lindemann, 1987; Wolfe, 

1986; Zemehnan & Daniels, 1988). As students read peers' work for main 

points and supporting details, they learn to analyze and synthesize their own 

ideas. Strategies for encouraging, questioning, guiding, and coaching 

students through the writing process, then, are of paramount importance 
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(Moxley, 1989). Through these strategies teachers foster improved 

communication and intellectual independence in their students. 

Summary of Related Literature 

Doyle's work (1986a; 1986b; 1986c) on academic task, particularly his 

conclusion that in classroom settings the complexity of academic work 

frequently gets sacrificed in order for teachers to maintain order, provided the 

impetus for this study of tasks which utilized the writing process as a tool for 

thinking and which were carried out collaboratively by students and teachers. 

Collectively, the hterature review provides the foundation for several notions 

fimdamental to this study. First, writing, a tool for thinking, is a complex 

cognitive task, particularly vulnerable to the possibility of the negotiating out 

of the complexity, because the outcome is uncertain and personally risky, 

which in turn, engenders a high level of anxiety in students, unsettling 

students' feelings of self-worth and producing disequilibrium in classroom 

processes. Second, writing is a recursive process, requiring students to revisit 

their work in progress repeatedly to attend to its purpose, message, and 

audience, necessitating multiple opportunities for instructional support 

throughout the process. Third, prewriting strategies, sharing and response 

techniques, collaboration, and community building are some of the 

instructional strategies which foster complex thinking in students as well as 

provide sustained support for students as they engage composing tasks, 

ambiguous and risky academic work. 

Discovering how teachers designed complex tasks and incorporated 

these supportive instructional strategies in practice, then, was the intent of 
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this study of the development of writers during the Summer Institute for 

Writing and Thinking Across the Curriculum. Employing qualitative research 

methods provided a way to examine these classroom processes in this 

particular setting. An overview of the histitute and its participants, as well as 

the specific procedures used in this study are delineated next in chapter 3. 
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Chapter 3 

Research Procedures 

This study entailed the investigation of academic tasks, their 

description, and the classroom conditions that supported their 

accomphshment. Specifically, the academic tasks involved using the writing 

process as a tool for thinking and were completed by both students and 

teachers working in collaboration. The setting for this investigation involved 

a Summer Institute for Writing and Thinking Across the Curriculum. Because 

of the Institute's highly social, collaborative context for composing and the 

process focus, as well as the character of the research questions for this 

investigation, qualitative research methods, (including participant observation, 

interviews, and document analysis) were required. 

The purpose of this chapter is to (a) present a general description of the 

Institute, its daily events and activities, and its participants, (b) provide a 

general discussion of qualitative research theory, (c) describe the 

methodology of qualitative research and the way it was applied, (d) discuss 

the suitability of quahtative methods for this study, (e) present pertinent 

issues related to quahtative research and what was done about them, (f) 

describe data gathering and reporting techniques and their specific 

application, and (g) describe qualitative data analysis and provide various 

examples from this study. 
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The Institute 

As part of a major effort to recruit and retain minority students, a large 

southwestern university offers a three-week Summer Institute for Writing and 

Thinking Across the Curriculum for local minority high school students and 

their teachers. The purpose of the Institute is two-fold: to raise the level of 

students' writing proficiency, and provide teachers of diverse content areas 

with the opportunity to learn and practice a variety of instructional methods 

employing the writing process as a tool for thinking. 

The Summer Institute provided the setting for this field study, 

investigating the academic task complexity (Doyle, 1986a; 1986b) of the 

writing process as a tool for learning as teachers and students worked on 

mutually constructed products. Participating classroom teachers performed 

multiple roles, as peer writers, graduate students, teachers, and colleagues. 

For the purposes of this study, the term student refers to the adolescent 

participants of the Institute, and the term teacher refers to the adults whose 

primary role outside of the Institute is recognized as teacher, but whose roles 

during the Institute are understood to include peer writer, teacher and student. 

The Institute provided a unique situation for observing and 

understanding the complexity of academic work, the conditions that support 

it, and the concomitant responses of both students and teachers for several 

reasons: 

1. The focus of the Institute involved composing, a complex cognitive task 

subject to high ambiguity and risk. 
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2. The Institute included students, teachers, tutors and a professor, so the 

design and accomphshment of academic work were captured from several 

perspectives, particularly as some participants functioned in multiple roles. 

3. The Institute involved mutually shared curriculum, a situation which might 

alter the manner in which participants carry out the negotiation process that 

can accompany the performance of academic work in classrooms. 

4. The Institute was an intense process for at least five hours a day for three 

weeks, a schedule which eliminated many of the usual constraints existing in 

schools. 

Entrance requirements for both students and teachers included 

completing an apphcation, providing a statement of explanation of interest in 

attending the Institute, and a letter of recommendation. Minority students as 

well as some other students demonstrating financial need were given 

scholarships. Most had the opportunity to earn a half credit of high school 

English. Teachers, some of whom were offered scholarships, enrolled in a 

three-credit graduate seminar in Enghsh, called "Seminar in Writing Across 

the Curriculum." 

The Institute featured several components. During the morning 

sessions students, teachers and tutors worked together in large and small 

groups as peer writers, product creators, presenters and audience. In the 

afternoons, students attended writing workshops and tutorials conducted by 

four tutors, while teachers attended a graduate seminar on the Teaching of 

English, taught by a professor of Enghsh (Rhetoric and Composition). Prior 

to the start of the Institute, teachers were required to attend a full-day 

orientation facilitated by the lead tutor. In addition, all participants as well as 
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students' families, attended a kick-ofif breakfast, a closing ceremony, and 

spring reunion. 

Participants included thirty-five high school students, ten teachers, one 

professor of English (Rhetoric and Composition), and four Writing Skills 

Improvement Program tutors, one of whom served as leader of the Institute. 

Additionally, the Institute was administered by the Director and Assistant 

Director of the Writing Skills Improvement Program. 

Participants were divided into eight smaller writing groups. Two 

groups consisted of four students and two teachers each; two consisted of five 

students and one teacher each; one consisted of five students, one tutor and 

one teacher; and three other groups consisted of four students, one teacher, 

and one tutor each. 

The morning sessions followed a similar format most days. Each 

morning students, teachers, and tutors met as a large group, at which time the 

Institute leader started daily activities with about thirty to sixty minutes of 

writing, employing a variety of prewriting activities. He encouraged, but did 

not pressure, participants to read some of their responses to the group. He 

followed with a project assignment, requiring the use of the individual 

material produced firom prewriting prompts. Participants then worked in their 

small writing groups for at least an hour, sharing their individual responses, 

and eventually reworking them into some sort of group product related to the 

project assignment. Finally, each group presented their group product to the 

larger group before breaking for lunch. 

During the afternoons, students were split into two groups. On two 

afternoons a week, one group of students attended a two-hour writing 
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workshop, facilitated by the lead tutor, while the other students attended one-

to-one tutorial sessions with one of the tutors. On the other two days the 

groups switched activities sessions. During the afternoons the teachers 

attended a graduate seminar in the teaching of writing. These groups were 

conducted in a variety of buildings across the university campus. 

The high school students attended private and pubUc high schools 

throughout the county, although most were located within a 10-mile radius of 

the university. A couple of students lived and attended school in distant 

parts of the state and were housed in university dorms for the three weeks. 

The students had completed one to three years of high school, although one 

student had just completed middle school. Of the thirty-five students, fourteen 

were males and twenty-one were females. 

The teachers had a wide range of teaching experience, from a semester 

to more than twent>'-five years. The educational background encompassed a 

spectrum extending fi-om one teacher with a doctoral degree, two doctoral 

students, a couple of teachers with master's degrees to two students for whom 

this was a first graduate course. All had some local teaching experience and 

all had some experience teaching writing. They ranged in age from mid-

twenty to mid-fifly. Two of the ten were males. 

The four tutors worked for the Writing Skills Improvement Program. 

Two of them were writers as well as tutors. The other two tutors had 

secondary school experience. All of the tutors had previously participated in 

the Institute. 
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Qualitative Research 

The design of this study was based on qualitative research 

methodology, whose conceptual precepts were originally established in the 

social sciences and more recently employed in education (Erickson, 1986) as 

researchers directed their focus on teaching in classroom environments. 

Doyle's (1986a; 1986b; 1986c) work on academic task, linking both cognitive 

and social aspects of learning, represents a shift in focus in educational 

research. Early studies in the process-product tradition directed attention to 

objective, simple causal relationships for achievement outcomes, while 

overlooking contextual features of classrooms (Shuhnan, 1986). However, in 

later studies, researchers' attention turned to unique and continuously evolving 

social interaction and contextual features of classrooms. Specifically, 

researchers noted that (1) student and teacher interaction was multi

directional, (2) teaching and learning are complex, interactional processes, (3) 

classrooms are noticeably influenced by the institutions in which they are 

nested, and (4) the thoughts, beliefs, attitudes, and perceptions of teachers 

and students greatly influence interaction in classrooms (Hamilton, 1983). 

This change in focus highlighted both human thought processes and 

participants as important sources of data; further, it created need for a 

somewhat different approach to research methodology (Shuhnan, 1986), and 

prompted the subsequent use of quahtative methods to examine what was 

taking place in classrooms (Shuhnan, 1986). 

Ethnography, fi-om which quahtative methods derive, means studying, 

recording and portraying the way of life of a specific group of people 

(Wolcott, 1988). Spradley (1980) defines ethnography as "the work of 
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describing a culture. The central aim is to understand another way of life 

from the native point of view" (p. 3). While intentions, motives, attitudes, 

and beliefs drive human behavior (Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983), the 

meanings attached to behavior and events are very frequentiy tacit and 

indirectly communicated (Spradley, 1980). "People make constant use of 

these complex meaning systems to organize their behavior, to understand 

themselves and others, and to make sense out of the world in which they live. 

These systems of meaning constitute their culture" (Spradley, 1980, p. 5). 

Through both description and explanation, ethnographic or qualitative 

methods, then, provide the means for uncovering the complex meanings of 

human social behavior in a particular situation or culture. In this case, 

schools comprise cultural settings in which educational experiences take 

place. 

Erickson (1986) points out that three assumptions about the 

educational process foster use of qualitative methods; (a) Classrooms are 

socially and culturally influenced learning environments; (b) Teaching is only 

one of several factors influencing that environment; and (c) Participants' 

perspectives and the meanings they create are integral to the educational 

process. These assumptions prompt researchers to examine what is 

happening in a particular social environment and what meaning participants 

make out of their experiences in that environment. 

Erickson (1986) argues that studying teaching by careful and thorough 

examination and comparison of specific cases enhances our understanding of 

teaching through the development of concrete universals, rather than the 

abstract, less useful universals developed through the process-product 
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tradition of research. "A central task for interpretive, participant-

observational research on teaching is to enable researchers and practitioners 

to become much more specific in their understanding of the inherent variation 

from classroom to classroom. This means building better theory about social 

and cognitive organization of particular forms of classroom life as immediate 

environments for student learning" (Erickson, 1986, p. 133). 

Maintaining a more global perspective, Spradley (1980) contends that 

studying lives of people in particular situations provides an opportunity to see 

multiple realities, to gain a better understanding of humankind, and to rethink 

culture-bound ideas. 

"From an interpretative point of view, teacher effectiveness is a matter 

of the nature of the social organization of classroom hfe - what we have 

called the enacted curriculum - whose construction is largely, but not 

exclusively, the responsibility of the teacher as instructional leader. This is a 

matter of local meaning and local politics, of teaching as rhetoric 

(persuasion), and of student assent as the grounds of legitimacy for such 

persuasion and leadership by a teacher" (Erickson, 1986, p. 133). 

Methods 

The two most frequentiy employed and important data collection 

techniques of quaUtative research methods are participant observation and in-

depth interviews. Both techniques provide the researcher with the 

opportunity to enter the culture under study, find out what meanings the 

participants make of their environment, focus on the insiders' point of view. 
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and thus obtain a more comprehensive picture of the people and their 

situation (Stainback & Stainback, 1988). 

Participant observation is a data-gathering technique in which the 

researcher enters the environment under study to observe, to listen, and 

carefully record in detail what happens and what is said as die participants go 

about their daily lives. The goal is to understand as an insider (Jorgensen, 

1989). The degree of participation can vary along a continuum from 

nonparticipation to complete participation. The observer-only approach may 

not yield a complete understanding. However, although the complete 

participant has the opportunity to understand as an insider, she may find it 

difficult to maintain the questioning, reflective mind necessary to conduct 

research. The goals of the study determine the degree of participation 

(Stainback and Stainback, 1988). 

In this study, the author participated fully in the Institute in the roles 

intended by its creators - as a writing group participant and as a reflecting-

leaming teacher. (Because of this complete participation and the character of 

this study, I choose to use the first person rather than the third person where 

appropriate throughout this discussion and in the remaining chapters.) In 

these two roles, I know what it meant to be an insider because I was 

completely immersed in the work I was expected to do. 

I came to understand the perspectives of the high school students, by 

engaging in moderate to active participation in the writing groups as a peer. 

While my participation in the writing groups was complete as a writer in that 

I also grappled with the group tasks, their solutions, and subsequent 

presentations, I also believe that my participation was moderate in the sense 
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that I cannot truly respond as a peer to high school students by virtue of my 

education, my experience and my skill as an academic writer. Since I was 

attending a seminar in my roles as teacher and student while the high school 

students participated in group and individual lessons with tutors, I never had 

the opportunity to participate and/or observe this aspect of the Institute and 

therefore gained an understanding of its transactions only through interviews 

and artifacts. 

Gaining access is a critically important procedure for conducting an 

investigation as a participant observer (Spradley, 1980). I gained access to 

the Summer Institute for Writing and Thinking Across the Curriculum through 

telephone inquiry, the Institute's application procedure, and submission of a 

research proposal to the director and assistant director of the Writing Skills 

Improvement Program under whose auspices the Institute falls, the director of 

the Institute, and the professor conducting the concomitant graduate seminar 

in the Teaching of English. I was selected for participation in the Institute, 

and subsequently received approval for my study from all of them with the 

stipulations that (a) in my role as participant I engage fully so that I, along 

with all the participants, develop a sense of community, an essential 

ingredient of successful writing groups, (b) in my role as researcher I engage 

informally and unobtrusively, and (c) I wait until the third day of the Institute 

to discuss the study with students and ask for their voluntary involvement. I 

attended the Institute, participating fully in the morning groups as a teacher, 

but far more importantly, as a fellow writer with students in collaborative 

writing groups. Attendance included taking for credit the afternoon seminar 

for teachers. 
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In a mandatory pre-session for teachers and tutors, I presented a brief 

overview of the study and explained that in addition to my participation, I 

wanted to interview both tutors and teachers and wanted to copy the 

interactive learning logs (a requirement of the seminar), as part of my data 

collection. The following day, I distributed letters restating my intentions and 

requesting volunteers. Overall, I interviewed five teachers, one tutor, the lead 

teacher/tutor, and the professor who facilitated the afternoon seminar for 

teachers. 

On the third day of the Institute, I explained my study to the student 

participants, emphasizing that I was particularly interested in their response to 

this experience. I distributed a follow-up letter to parents asking for 

permission to interview students. Six students volunteered and participated in 

interviews. Of those, I chose four sets of student interviews. One student 

was dropped from the study because she did not complete a second interview. 

Another student's interviews were excluded based on his short (two-year) 

residency in the United States, his attendance at four different schools in that 

time, and our mutual difficulty in conmiunication from our inexperience with 

the other's language. 

The purpose of conducting interviews is to augment and clarify 

information gained through participant observation, by encouraging 

participants to discuss topics of their own interest as well as those topics 

related to the research. Interviews can vary from highly structured to 

informal. Highly structured interviews are somewhat similar to 

questionnaires, while semi-structured interviews are comprised of questions 

that elicit information about the participant's background and serve the 
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purpose of putting the participant at ease. Informal interviews are best used 

for extracting information revealing participants' thinking and the shared 

values of the group under study (Fetterman, 1989). Stainback and Stainback 

(1988) suggest informal interviews, minimally structured for the sake of 

flexibility, as well as user-friendly and non-judgmental for the comfort of the 

participant. 

Interview questions vary with purpose. Open-ended questions ehcit a 

broad range of information and permit participants to interpret as tiiey wish. 

Specific questions probe for details, getting insider's descriptions of the 

cultural elements under study and their perspectives on the structures of 

power. Closed-ended questions can confirm perspectives and interpretations 

(Fetterman, 1989). 

Initially, through the interactive interview process, then, germane 

questions and information emerge and the interviewer permits informants to 

shape the direction of the conversations. "The flmdamental principle of 

qualitative interviewing is to provide a framework within which respondents 

can express their own understandings in their own terms" (Patton, 1980, p. 

205). As information emerges, the interviewer uses probing questions to 

ferret out details and closed-ended questions to verify interpretations. 

In gathering data for this study I used an informal interview approach. 

Putting participants at ease and allowing for flexibility were very important to 

the tone of the Institute. Because participants' interpretations were a key 

feature of the study, the interviews consisted of primarily open-ended and 

probing questions. The interviews were scheduled at the convenience of the 

participants, usually occurring in the morning prior to the day's activities, at 



54 

lunch, and/or later in the day after the afternoon activities. They usually 

occurred in empty classrooms, offices, and quiet comers of the student union. 

Interviews varied in length from 30 to 60 minutes depending on the amount of 

information participants provided. 

Overall, through these procedures I collected several sets of data: (a) 

my daily class notes, including handouts and field observations of relevant 

events; (b) transcripts of two audio-taped, semi-stmctured interviews of four 

students, five teachers, two tutors, one of whom was the lead tutor, and the 

other of whom attended the same writing group as I; (c) interactive learning 

logs (Harte, Short, & Burke, 1988), a requirement of the graduate seminar, 

kept by the aforementioned five teachers and me; (d) six circulating journals, 

consisting of entries made by the morning participants (approximately two 

entries per participant); (e) the final project evaluation report submitted by the 

assistant director of the Writing Skills Improvement Program; and (f) a 

booklet consisting of at least one each of the two polished pieces of writing 

required of each participant of the Institute. Which data answered which 

questions of the study is set forth in Figure 2. 

Figure 2. Data sets used to answer the specific questions of the study. 
Data Question 1 Question 2 Question 3 Question 4 

Field/class notes ^ ^ 
Interviews V V V V 
Learning logs a/ V V V 
Circulating journals V V V V 
Evaluation report V V V 
Booklet of writings V V V V 
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Suitability of Methods to the Study 

An important aspect of research is to use methods that are consistent 

with the focus of the study. Bogdan and Biklen (1992) discuss five features 

of quahtative research: (a) it is conducted in natural settings, (b) the data 

gathered are descriptive and anecdotal, (c) the focus concentrates on process 

rather than just outcomes and products, (d) the data are analyzed inductively 

and inferences are made as the particulars are interconnected, and (e) the 

meaning that the participants make is the essential ingredient. 

This study employed qualitative methods for several reasons. First, the 

data were gathered during a course for high school students and secondary 

school teachers as it took place in its university classroom setting. The events 

as they unfolded were not affected by the research. The data gathered consist 

of (a) transcripts of interviews, (b) field notes descriptive of impressions, 

conversations, people, activities and events, (c) circulating and often 

interactive journals, (d) teachers' learning logs, (e) report of the results of the 

Institute fi^om the leaders, and (f) writing samples from a collection of pieces 

generated as a result of the Institute. Second, the focus related to several 

processes, namely the writing process, the teaching process, the 

thinking/problem-solving process, and the negotiation process, complex 

interactions requiring description rather than measurement. Finally, meaning 

was drawn from the participants' point of view. One of the most important 

goals of this study is to gain an understanding of participants' reactions to the 

experiences. This information was available only through observation and 

recording. 
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Issues Related to Qualitative Research 

During the 1980s theorists argued in the literature about the usefulness 

and merits of qualitative research methods as compared to the long 

estabhshed quantitative research tradition. By 1990, Eisner and Peshkin 

reported that the debate yielded to dialogue and then more wide-spread 

acceptance of qualitative methods in the research community. This section 

presents some of the concerns related to quahtative methods and how they 

can be ameliorated. 

Validity is one issue of concern for the interpretive perspective (Rist, 

1977). When using quantitative methods, validity verifies that a particular 

cause results in a certain effect and stands as one of the benchmarks of sound 

research. However, in discussing validity as it relates to qualitative methods, 

Erickson (1986) states that "the researcher's aim is not proof, in the causal 

sense, but the demonstration of plausibility .... The aim is to persuade the 

audience that an adequate evidentiary warrant exists for the assertions made, 

the patterns of generalization within the data set are indeed as they say they 

are" (p. 149). 

While providing for validity is important when using quantitative 

research methods, assuring plausibility is vital in using qualitative research 

because plausibility contributes to the soundness of the work. This cogency 

is substantiated by the following various means; 

First, the collection of data in several forms contributes to credibihty or 

validity (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992; Erickson, 1986; Evertson & Green, 1986; 

Kirk & Miller, 1986; Rist, 1977). For example, taped interviews, field notes, 

and documents comprise a variety of data. Data for this study included field 
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notes, interview transcripts, group products, a final evaluation report, and a 

variety of writing samples. 

Second, appropriate sampling methods increase the validity of a study 

(Evertson & Green, 1986). Gathering multiple perspectives and doing so in a 

systematic fashion is another method of providing validity (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 1992; Erickson, 1986; Evertson & Green, 1986; Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 1983; Rist, 1977). In this study, I interviewed several students and 

teachers, one tutor, a project leader and the professor teaching the graduate 

seminar. I developed a series of very general, open-ended questions before 

the interviews, and then encouraged further elaboration as needed. The 

circulating journals, in which teachers, students and tutors wrote two or three 

times during the Institute, provided additional perspectives. Furthermore, I 

actively participated in the Institute as a teacher desiring to improve my 

practice, and as a graduate student taking the seminar for credit. 

Finally, triangulation, a useful way of analyzing multiple perspectives, 

is a systematic procedure that contributes to the credibility of interpretive 

research (Evertson & Green, 1986; Hammersley & Atkinson, 1983). 

"Triangulation ... is a means of exploring convergence of perception and 

analysis approaches. In addition, this approach permits exploration of 

differences in perception and/or description obtained from each perspective" 

(Evertson & Green, 1986, p. 200). In this study triangulation occurred in 

several ways. I interviewed many participants, usually in two sessions, one 

during the early part of the Institute and the second much closer to the end. 

Information from the first interview and the early part of the Institute was 

cross-checked during the second. Some information was verified by other 
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informants as well as by other sources and types of data; field notes, 

circulating journals, class notes, and participants' products. One colleague, 

who attended the Institute but who did not contribute specific pieces of data 

to this study, served as a sounding board and reality consultant for my ideas, 

interpretations and conclusions. Through these ways, then, I verified my 

conclusions. 

In the continual quest for quahty control and rigor in conducting 

interpretive research, Fetterman (1989) acknowledges that researchers have 

biases about various elements under study, and advises researchers to make 

their biases explicit, thus minimizing contamination of data and their analyses. 

As a middle school teacher, I have grappled with the ideas presented in 

Doyle's (1986a; 1986b; 1986c) conception of academic task. I believe I have 

seen evidence that some teachers do sacrifice engaging students in 

composing, complex cognitive work, for the sake of order in classrooms. 

However, I also believe that students can produce the complex work which is 

good writing and do so in an orderly way. I also believe that tlie Summer 

Institute for Writing and Thinking Across the Curriculum, by its long-standing 

reputation of excellence and its expert and committed teachers, served as one 

of several suitable venues for uncovering that process. 

Data Analvsis 

"Data analysis is the process of systematically searching and arranging 

the interview transcripts, field notes, and other materials that you accumulate 

to increase your own understanding of them and to enable you to present 

what you have discovered to others. Analysis involves working with data. 
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organizing them, breaking them into manageable units, synthesizing them, 

searching for patterns, discovering what is important and what is to be 

learned, and deciding what you will tell others. For most, the end products of 

research are books, papers, presentations, or plans for action. Data analysis 

moves you from the rambhng pages of description to those products" 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992, p. 153). 

The analytic process calls for a series of decisions made by the 

researcher from the moment of entry into the field and until the final product 

is completed. The researcher's decisions are based on interpretation of events 

as they unfold and reflection occurring during the process of data collection 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992). For this smdy, I reshaped and refocused interview 

questions as a result of the Institute's structure and daily events. As a 

complete participant, I naturally talked about our experiences, trying to make 

sense of them for myself and then determining what they meant to others. As 

a part of the seminar requirements, we completed daily lear^iing logs. I 

included my reflections as student, teacher, and researcher. I constructed 

preliminary visual organizers for some data as they were collected. Through 

these means, I kept the analysis on-going while I was continuing to gather 

data. 

After the Institute ended and all of the data were assembled, they were 

analyzed in several ways. Initially, data were searched to obtain details for 

fleshing out descriptions of the Institute, its purpose, history, setting, the daily 

routines, and special events, as well as the participants, their backgrounds, 

educational experiences, goals, and reasons for partaking in the Institute. 

This description (set forth in chapter 4) provides the context of this study. 
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Next, data were analyzed to "identify and label a phenomenon in terms 

of its basic components" (Jorgensen, 1989, p. 108). For example, I coded 

data according to components of academic task as delineated by Doyle 

(1986; 1986b; 1986c). In this case I listed the writing group assignments, 

their suggested goal or product, their accompanying conditions and available 

resources, the cognitive strategies required, and the value attributed by 

participants. Additionally, I coded data according to features of the writing 

process (Lindemann, 1987). Specifically, I searched for and labeled evidence 

of prewriting, drafting, getting and giving feedback, revising, and pubhc 

sharing. Finally, I coded data pertaining to the many roles that teachers 

assumed as they responded to students' writing. I looked for examples of 

teacher as: (1) listener/learner, (2) adult/protector, (3) encourager/guide, (4) 

coach, (5) expert, (6) editor, and (7) judge (Zemelman & Daniels, 1988). 

The third form of analysis consisted of "looking for patterns and 

relationships among facts" (Jorgensen, 1989, p. 108). Spradley's (1979; 

1980) work on domain and theme analysis provide useful strategies. 

Spradley (1980) states that cultural meanings transpire in social situations or 

relationships (domain). He further suggests that these meanings can be 

expressed in a rather small number of universal semantic relationships. These 

relationships serve as an organizing tool for data analysis. The following 

provides a samphng of relationships and specific examples of how I 

employed this technique in this study: 

1. The statement — Asking questions about an assignment is a way to reduce 

ambiguity - fits the means-end relationship. 
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2. The statement — Sharing your writing with others is a type of risk — fits 

the strict inclusion relationship. 

3. The statement - Giving feedback during the sharing of writing is a reason 

for centering (finding the central focus) - fits the rationale relationship. 

Theme analysis consists of searching through the many relationships 

gleaned fi-om domain analysis to determine the patterns among them and then 

to formulate broad principles of cultural meaning for the situation under study 

(Spradley, 1980). Spradley (1980) suggests some universal themes as a 

springboard fo' analysis. In this study an example of a preliminary working 

theme is that community serves as an instructional strategy and a management 

technique. 

A fourth type of analysis consisted of "comparing and contrasting" 

(Jorgensen, 1989, p. 109). Examples that fit this strategy were comparisons 

to determine the fidelity between intentions and outcomes of the Institute, and 

to determine changes in written products over the course of the Institute to 

assess growth. 

Summary 

The purpose of this study, to investigate complex academic tasks and 

the conditions that supported them, directed the use of qualitative methods. 

Through participant observation I examined the process in which students 

engaged to complete tasks and described the products of those tasks; and 

through interviews I uncovered the perspectives of the various participants 

regarding the collaborative context. The analysis included a description of 

the participants, the context, the tasks, and the support system that fostered 
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their completion. Further analysis provided an understanding of the patterns 

and themes related to task accomphshment and the context in which that 

happened. A detailed description of the Institute, including its participants, 

events, activities, tasks, and products, as well as the results of the analysis are 

presented next in chapter 4. 
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Chapter 4 

Findings 

This study involved the examination of academic tasks, their 

description, and the classroom conditions that supported their 

accomplishment. Specifically, the academic tasks under consideration 

involved the writing process used as a tool for thinking and carried out by 

both students and teachers working in collaboration. The setting for this 

investigation was a Summer Institute for Writing and Thinking Across the 

Curriculum. The purpose of this chapter is to present the findings pertaining 

to the following: (a) the context, including a description of the Institute, its 

events, activities, and routines; (b) the participants; (c) the specific 

contributors to the study; (d) a description of the writing assignments; (e) a 

description of the products; (f) the analysis of the tasks; (g) the analysis of the 

writing instruction; (h) evaluation and the role of the teacher; and (i) 

assessment of student writing competence. 

As mentioned in chapter 3, the Institute consisted of a variety of 

sessions, activities, and participants. The findings mainly, although not 

exclusively, pertain to the sessions which focused on students, tutors, and 

teachers working together as peer writers. The afternoon seminar for 

teachers supported and provided the theoretical and practical foundation for 

the work of the Institute. The afternoon workshops and individual tutoring 

sessions helped students with their personal writing. While these afternoon 
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sessions were important aspects of the Institute, none of these afternoon 

sessions are included in great detail in the initial report of the findings. This 

account pertains to the description of academic tasks as they occurred in the 

morning peer writing sessions in which students, teachers, and tutors worked 

together. 

Context 

Description of the Institute 

During the summer a southwestern university has offered two writing 

institutes designed for teachers interested in learning more about the writing 

process. One was especially designed for secondary teachers and minority 

students. The Summer Institute for Writing was described in the university's 

Summer Schedule of Classes: 
The Writing Skills Improvement Program will be offering a 
three-week Summer Institute for Writing Across the Curriculum 
for 45 ninth, tenth, and eleventh grade minority students and 15 
secondary school teachers during the summer. The institute is 
fi-ee for the minority students chosen to attend. Students will 
learn to write in a variety of styles and for different audiences 
and purposes, attend writing workshops, and receive individual 
tutoring. Teachers will work in a shared curriculum with 
students in the mornings and attend a three-credit graduate 
course in writing across the curriculum in the afternoons. 

The brochure stated two goals: 
1. To raise the level of writing proficiency and facility of 45 selected 9, 10, 

and 11th grade minority and economically disadvantaged students. 
2. To familiarize 15 middle and secondary school teachers of diverse content 

areas with utilizing the writing process as a tool of thinking. 
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The brochure mentioned the several benefits for teachers. The Institute 

was an opportunity to: 
1. Gain practical and theoretical understanding of how writing accelerates 

learning in all content areas, 
2. Develop skill and proficiency in writing, 
3. Gain understanding of ways in which writing improves maintenance of 

skills in all subjects, 
4. Use instructional techniques for encouraging and evaluating student 

writing across the curriculum without increasing paper load, 
5. Develop special strategies for tapping minority student potential. 

Events and activities. The daily events and activities set the stage for 

the Institute, prepared teachers and tutors, and guided the writing groups in 

which students and teachers worked together. Figure 3 provides an overview 

of the daily activities and events comprising and maintaining the peer writing 

groups. Their specific descriptions follow. 

Figure 3. Schedule of activities for the Summer Institute. 
Day Activity 
Friday Pre-session for teachers to practice writing strategies students will 

learn in afternoon workshops. 
Saturday Kick-OfiF Breakfast for all participants and students' famihes. 
Week 1 
Monday Separate sessions in which students provide a writing sample 

used as a pre-test, and adults discuss procedures and strategies 
for morning sessions. 

Tuesday Auto-biographical writing and initial introductions. 
Wednesday Alphabet riddles and group identity. 
Thursday Observation and report of human behavior. 
Friday Defining and defending meanings of abstract concept. 
Week 2 
Monday Movie script, including character descriptions and detailed plot. 
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Tuesday Rewriting Little Red Riding Hood from a different point of view 
and in a different format. 

Wednesday Album cover and promotional campaign for a musician based on 
a live performance. 

Thursday Interpretation and presentation of quotations. 
Friday Time capsule. 
Week 3 
Monday Response to the Salem Witch Trials, based on several sources of 

information. 
Tuesday Re-creation of Salem Witch Trials in format and point of view. 
Wednesday Loop writing; sharing and responding to personal writing in small 

groups. 
Thursday Separate sessions in which students provide a writing sample 

used as a post-test, and adults engage in processing discussion of 
morning sessions and course evaluation. 

Friday a.m. Sharing of finished pieces of personal writing in large groups. 
Friday p.m. Closing reception for participants and students' families. 
Spring Reception celebrating the pubhcation of participants' personal 

writing. 

The Kick-Off breakfast occurred on the Saturday before the official 

beginning of the Institute. Held in a dining room in the student union, it was 

attended by students; their families; tutors; the Institute Director; Deanna, the 

assistant director of the Writing Skills Improvement Program; Nicholas, the 

professor teaching the seminar, and the teachers. Several notable people from 

the community, as well as the Director of the Writing Skills Improvement 

Program and Nicholas, welcomed the participants and spoke to the group 

about the importance of writing. Students received a dictionary. 

The preliminary workshop for teachers occurred on the Friday before 

we started working with the students. After the teachers and the tutors 

introduced themselves, Joseph talked about the philosophy, activities, 

requirements, and procedures of the Institute. Some of the thoughts he shared 
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included the following; (a) We are all writers struggling to make and convey 

meaning; (b) On-going improvement is usually possible, regardless of a 

writer's skill; (c) Students and teachers forming a community of writers is 

important to participants having a successful experience; (d) Community 

requires a different power structure, one in which all members of the group 

share leadership and reporting; (e) Including everyone's work in the 

completed group piece is important; and (f) Sharing writing causes feelings of 

vuhierability. Providing an emotionally safe, non-threatening environment for 

students is critical because students need the low-key atmosphere to grow in 

confidence and be willing to take intellectual risks. He reminded us that we 

were expected to submit two pieces of polished writing for publication by the 

final day of the Institute. 

After this discussion, we practiced many of the writing and responding 

techniques that Joseph subsequently taught students in the afternoon 

workshops. Using writing to solve a variety of problems, writing a personal 

piece about something important to us, modeled on the poem "Buenos Aires" 

by Jorge Luis Borges, and responding to our writing with pointing and 

centering comprised the activities. 

The closing reception took place on the final afternoon of the Institute 

in the student union, where refreshments were served to participants and 

students' families. Several students prepared short comments on their 

reactions to the Institute, what they had learned, and on the people and 

features of the Institute that helped them the most. All the participants 

received certificates and the students received another book, a thesaurus. 
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Finally, the participants gathered again in the Spring at the student 

union. The occasion celebrated the community we had formed, as well as our 

collection of polished pieces of writing, which had been bound into a book 

and given to each of us. 

Institute routine. From Tuesday of the first week through Tuesday of 

the third week, the participants met as a large group. The morning usually 

started with a discussion of a quote about writing that Joseph, the lead 

teacher, had written on the board. Then Joseph introduced a prewriting 

activity, which he called fire drills. He initiated a writing prompt by saying a 

series of words, one at a time, and each of us, including Joseph, wrote 

whatever came to mind, much like we'd write a shopping list. The purpose of 

this strategy was to trigger thoughts, phrases, images, memories, and ideas 

floating in the brain and to get them down on paper quickly and informally. 

He suggested that we write the given word repeatedly when notiiing else 

would come to mind. After approximately thirty minutes of writing, Joseph 

asked for volunteers to share all or any part of what we had written. Then 

Joseph announced an assignment which built on the material generated during 

the prewriting activity and which required collaboration in small group 

sessions. The manner in which he presented the "assignment" was that of an 

interesting challenge. 

The small groups met for at least an hour. First, we shared what we 

had written during the earUer session and gave each other non-judgmental 

feedback. Joseph encouraged us to use two of Peter Elbow's (1973) response 

techniques, pointing and centering. In both cases, the writer reads his/her 

own work while the responder listens actively. In pointing, the responder 
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"points" out the most memorable images and phrases, the parts of the piece 

that really stick in the mind, using writer's own words. Pointing is a user-

friendly, non-threatening form of feedback, useful at all stages of the writing 

process. For the second reading, hsteners consider and then express the gist 

or "central" message of the piece. Centering is reflective of the piece as a 

whole; it gets at the message or patterns of the piece and works well as a 

piece of work is beginning to take shape or form. Joseph indicated that these 

two techniques work very well together when the author reads the work 

twice, once for pointing and the second time for centering. 

After sharing and responding, we began working on the assignment for 

the day. We discussed ideas and looked for ways each person's work could 

be incorporated into the final product. Usually the material and ideas that 

came from the sharing and responding provided plenty to use as a basis for a 

product. Then we worked on revisions and made decisions on who would 

present what, sharing as much of the load as possible. 

Finally, we reconvened as a large group. As a daily culminating event, 

each group presented their work to the remaining audience. This usually 

lasted about forty-five minutes. 

Partjcipants 

On the first Tuesday all participants received a handout on which the 

participants were Usted togedier in the small writing groups. Deanna, the 

assistant director of the Writing Skills Improvement Program determined the 

groupings based on her knowledge of the participants through the 

introductory socializing at the Kick-Off Breakfast, their applications, and 
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writing samples. Her goal was to include a mixture of grade levels, gender, 

personalities, and range of skills. The following is a facsimile of the original 

chart with changes to protect the identity of the participants. I used initials to 

designate the names of the participants of the Institute who did not contribute 

specifically to the study and I used names of my own devising for the 

participants who agreed to contribute specifically to the study. 

Figure 4. Institute participants as they were grouped for the morning 
sessions. 

A B 
Veronica (Teacher/researcher) 
Jane (Tutor) 
MC 
Juan 
Sahuarita 
NR 

TB 
CD 
WH 
QH 
Delia 

Maria Elena (Teacher/reality consultant) 

C D 
Joel (Teacher) UE (Teacher) 

LI (Tutor) 
BD 
DF 
NM 
SV 

UD 
BH 
LK 
NP 
IX 

E F 
Marissa (Teacher) 
Marleen (Teacher) 

QE (Tutor) 
Kristine (Teacher) 
LD 
TE 
FH 
BN 
lU 

NB 
UI 
TL 
SP 
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G H 

BE 
KI 
HW 
FX 

Eve (Teacher) 
OU (Teacher) 

CE (Teacher) 
Joseph (Lead Tutor) 
Miguel 
NO 
DI 
KQ 

Contributors to the Study 

Tutors. Joseph, the lead tutor, has an extensive background in teaching 

writing at the high school and community college levels. One of the original 

fellows of the New Jersey Writing Project, for several years he has been 

employed as a tutor by the university's Writing Skills Improvement Program. 

He has been a part of the Summer Institute since its inception eight years ago 

and has been iastrumental in its development and planning from the 

beginning. In discussing his role, Joseph said. 

My role is to initiate the writing, set the guidelines for 
sharing the writing, and encouraging participation at the various 
levels of sharing the writing in the large group. I try to keep 
things focused as much as possible on what I think are the tasks 
at hand, try to keep discussions from diverging too far away 
from what I think are the main points, the main concerns, and 
making sure everybody is living up to the standards of the 
community we try to form. I break down the many barriers of 
authority. I'm the one in charge, yet I try to recede into the 
group, the community as a whole, as much as possible. I 
develop that real special relationship that small writing and 
sharing groups seem to encourage. I try to downplay my 
authority role, Uke we asked the teachers and tutors to do in the 
morning sessions. That's probably the most difficult thing about 
what I do. It's a fine line between being the teacher and the 
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authority figure in charge, and being a writer who is strugghng to 
make meaning. 

In elaborating on why he thought he thought playing down authority 

was so important, Joseph remarked, 

I don't think writing is a skill that you ever master. I don't 
think anybody is an authority on writing, because everybody 
struggles with it, and everybody knows that writing can be 
difiScult and is difficult. It's one of those skills that we all need 
to work on.... It makes people more comfortable not to have this 
authority figure dominating and making all the choices. It brings 
out a lot more of those students who are really shy and fearful of 
communicating honestly and openly with adults. The writing 
and sharing the writing helps do that, and the dynamic of the 
process helps break down barriers between people. I think the 
breaking down the barrier between the adult and the teenage 
student again helps to bring people out. One of the main goals 
of the Institute really is [for people] to express themselves in lots 
of different settings, and that includes speaking in front of sixty 
people, which they all end up doing at some point. Even the real 
shy ones have their moment. Writing is just one form of 
expression connected to all other forms of expression through 
language, including talking. If you are writing for a real wide 
demanding audience, you feel pressured differently than if you 
were writing a letter to your friend.... It expands your range as 
someone who can communicate through language, whether it's 
writing or speaking. [Another goal is] for everyone to gain in 
self confidence when it comes to expressing themselves in 
writing as well as speaking. This is not an explicit goal of the 
Institute, but I think the fact that we have primarily minority 
students, it's like we're passing on a means of power, a means for 
them to have impact. Writing... helps you in almost any career 
area; people who advance are the ones who write.... The first 
week is really intended to get the small groups real close and 
comfortable. 
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Jane earned a master's degree in teaching Enghsh as a second language 

and has had experience teaching ESL to grade school children. She has been 

pursuing a master's degree in social work through another university. At the 

Writing Skills Improvement Program, she is a full-time stafif tutor with 

benefits. As a condition of receiving benefits, she must choose to work in 

one of the summer programs. Her duties for the Institute include participating 

in the same writing that everyone does, becoming a member of the 

community of writers, modeling through participation, modeling democratic 

participation needed in the small groups, becoming a leader in the small 

groups when she needs to, and tutoring students in the afternoons. Jane 

explained her role in the morning sessions in the following: 

We do the same sort of writing that everyone else at the 
Institute does. We become part of what they call the community 
of writers. So to some extent, I guess we're modeling, but we're 
also participating. We are co-leaders in a small group, and again 
I would say to some extent, we're modeling the kind of 
democratic participation that we're trying to get going in the 
small groups.... We're being leaders in the small groups; if 
things start to falter then we know that we can move in and 
provide direction. If there are discipline problems, we ~ as well 
as Joseph ~ are responsible for taking the initiative to seeing 
what we can do to clear those up. Occasionally that happens. 

Her afternoon tutoring means working with students for six thirty 

minute sessions during the three weeks of the Institute. During these sessions 

she assists students with finding and developiag ideas for their personal 

writing, with giving feedback on their pieces as they're developing them, and 

then with polishing pieces for publication. She said. 
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I'm working with twelve or thirteen [students] one-to-one 
for half an hour, and during that time for the most part we're 
working on the students' pieces. For the first couple of days of 
tutoring there's not a whole lot to do. We're just trying to get 
comfortable ~ form a working relationship with each other. I 
Uke to try to get a sense of what are their interests, what are 
maybe some major events in their lives. If they've moved firom a 
different country, that is a way for me to start looking for fertile 
possibihties of things they might write about if they get stuck. 
We only meet with them six times, and so six half hours usually 
go very fast. Mostly we work with helping them get an idea if 
they're stuck for a piece. Sometimes I'll share some of my 
writing to make them more comfortable about sharing theirs. 
Sometimes 111 do it to just get a dialogue going: "This is what 
I'm thinking about writing. I'm having a Uttle trouble here. What 
do you think?" They also see that I'm writing, and it reminds 
them that it's time to do some writing, to start thinking ahead. 
So I help them find ideas. 

I help them. I give them feedback on their pieces as 
they're developing them ~ if organization is a problem, if they 
need help with the conclusion or introduction. We talk about 
poetry if they think that they would like to try poems, but they've 
never written poetry. Then finally, my job is to help polish the 
piece. Help is not the right word as far as grammar and 
punctuation. If there are problems, we will take care of those.... 
But the reality is there's not going to be time to do that. So I will 
work on their paper with them watching. I'll answer questions, 
or talk about what I'm doing as far as correcting punctuation and 
grammar. But I do the polishing part. 

Teachers. Joel had earned a bachelor's degree in English about five 

years prior to the Institute and was just completing a master's program. In 

between he has had a variety of teaching experience: substituting in the 
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elementary and middle school in Spain, tutoring, and teaching English as a 

second language locally. He considers himself a writer, has kept a journal 

since was fifteen, and appeared to be jotting down words in his notebook all 

the time. Joel wants to become a novelist. 

He decided to participate in the Institute because he wanted to get 

exposure to secondary students. "I'm not getting a secondary certificate, but 

I'm interested in a secondary school abroad possibly,... because I like 

working with high school students a lot." Joel also told me that he wanted to 

learn these strategies as a way of improving his teaching of writing, and he 

thought it would offer him a different approach to his own writing as a 

member of a community of writers. "It's a round-about way of getting 

experience and more tools.... I've been writing about how my intuition has 

carried me through quite a bit, and how undependable it is, and how it's much 

better to understand, to know why and how, and to be able to take something 

apart and understand how it works rather than just doing it." 

Kristine is a teacher, who earned a bachelor's degree in Elementary 

Education about a decade before she enrolled in this Institute. Her teaching 

experience includes a year of fourth grade, a variety of long-term substituting 

at the secondary level, tutoring adult students with disabilities, and most 

recently long-term substituting as a middle school language arts teacher. She 

had just signed a contract to assume the same position as a regular teacher. 

She participated in the Institute because she needed more academic credit in 

English as a condition of her employment. When we talked, she told me, "I 

think I need enough reassurance that I can just have the kids write, write, 

write, and it's going to be okay. So it's more a reassurance and confidence 
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builder that what I feel comfortable teaching is really right or okay.... The 

kinds of things I wanted to focus on in the classroom, I need validated." 

In her learning log, Kristine wrote about what she hoped to accomplish 

during the Institute: 
In the next three weeks I hope to gain confidence in my 

approach to teaching.... I feel a need to combine and sohdify the 
approaches I've see and make them my own. I feel a need to 
develop my own comfort zone (technique).... 

I'm quite concerned regarding ASAP testing, because I 
feel the students I've been working with will have an extremely 
hard time doing well on these. In the next three weeks I would 
like to learn how to successfully prepare the kids for these 
tests.... I know there's a change of process that will have to take 
place in all aspects of teaching, but I would like to prepare 
myself so I know I'm working closer to my potential as far as 
effectiveness in the classroom. 

When I think of the next three weeks, I look at it as a 
confidence builder for myself, as well as time spent to make me 
better equipped to deal with problems/issues ... [of] today's 
student writers. I am, in all honesty, alarmed at the lack of 
writing skills seen in classrooms. 

Marleen attended college in New York and graduated with a degree in 

English in Secondary Education. Her student teaching provided her with botli 

middle and high school experience. She moved immediately to the southwest 

and landed a six-week summer school job teaching ninth grade English in a 

border town. Then for the two years leading up to the Institute she has been 

employed as the only English teacher at a rural high school. Her graduate 

education consisted of completing the course requirements for state 

certification and one other course. As a novice teacher, she was expected to 
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write the English curriculum for her high school. In the first interview she 

said, "So far there hasn't been a lot of writing, just because I haven't had the 

background in it. I really didn't like that at all. That's why I took this class 

this summer, so I could leam a lot more abut writing to bring it into my 

classroom.... I like the idea of working with students, I think that's very 

important.... I wanted to leam some personal things about writing to help me 

with my own writing." 

In her learning log for class, Marleen wrote about what she wanted to 

accomplish: 
I hope to get some ideas to bring back to my classroom 

about writing and learning. I would like it fim to write so 
students won't see writing as such a nasty task, but something 
they can use to their advantage. 

I want to leam how writing can be used in areas other 
than English, so I can tell the other teachers at school. I think 
it's important students know writing isn't always just an English 
assignment. 

I want to leam something about myself as a writer so I can 
enjoy writing more. A lot of times I look at writing as a huge 
task. I want it to be more fim. 

I think through this class I'll leam a lot of strategies to 
teach and leam and that will hopefiilly make me more excited 
about going back to school in August. I hope I leam some 
things that I can't wait to try on my students. 

I also think it will be nice to make some fiiends and talk 
to other Enghsh and any other kind of teachers. I feel better 
when I hear other teachers feeling the way I feel toward school, 
students, and ourselves. 

I also would like to leam some skills and strategies about 
thinking across the curriculum. I want to know what that 
means.... 
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I would like to use more writing in my classroom and I 
hope to leam some ideas about how to do that in creative ways. 
This class seems very laid back. It cuts down on tension and 
apprehension about writing, so I can get to it instead of worrying 
about it. I want to be this way with my students. 

Marissa, a teacher whose first language was Spanish, considered 

English her stronger language. Her first teaching experience occurred at the 

university working with professors and other personnel who wanted to 

improve their Spanish. She spent a year overseas teaching children receiving 

home schooling. When she retumed, she completed a master's degree in 

Teaching English as a Second Language. During that time she worked as a 

graduate assistant in the Spanish department and as an instructor in Spanish at 

a nearby community college. For the semester prior to the Institute, she was 

employed as to teach English as a second language at a local high school. 

Marissa said, "I think my greatest motivation [to take this Institute] was that I 

saw a population of students whose first language is not English. They're 

very under confident in their speaking, their reading, and their writing. I was 

a reading and writing teacher in my classroom. I concentrated a lot on 

reading because I just felt more comfortable with it. I did some things in 

writing, but not as much as I thought I could do, and I saw that I was really 

doing them a disadvantage. If they wanted to go on to the university or get 

beyond high school, they were going to need to be proficient at both reading 

and writing. I wanted more input, more ideas, to be around people who work 

with students in writing, and get plugged into it, so that when I go back next 

year, I can start doing something with it right at the beginning, working with 
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students, taking away their fears, and helping them to get better at it. That's 

why I'm here." 

Eve spent twenty years teaching in two different high schools, teaching 

EngUsh, journalism, French, and a constitution course. She earned a 

bachelor's degree in poUtical science and French and had a secondary 

teaching certificate. Then she became a consultant, hired by business 

executives who were wanted their employees to become better writers. She 

talked of her reasons, "I decided to go into consulting because I figured that I 

could get folks when they were really motivated to write on the job. As it 

turned out they were not a whole lot more motivated than the students were." 

Not satisfied with the living she was making as businesses were downsizing. 

Eve chose to give up the consulting, continue teaching at the community 

college and the university, and complete her doctoral studies in writing with a 

minor in Literature. 

In her learning log for the afternoon seminar. Eve listed what she 

wanted to get out of the Institute: 
1. I need to have a full bag of tricks to share with content area 

teachers. 
2. I'm also looking forward to hearing (reading) good 

explanations for why writing is an excellent learning tool. 
3. What I hope to do is help young, pre-professionals discover 

what their ethical standards are that they may use these 
standards as guides for deciding the difficult questions that 
will face them in their working lives. 

Students. Juan, a personable young man, had just completed his 

sophomore year at a local fine arts magnet high school. He also served as a 

D.J. at the school dances. He considered himself bilingual and mentioned 
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that Spanish and Enghsh were both spoken at home. He said school is 

"mostly fim." He took Advanced Placement Enghsh this past year and 

indicated that the focus was on hterature rather than writing. He really 

wanted to attend this university to study law or business. 

He had heard about the Institute from his freshman English teacher, 

who told him that the cost was $176, but that minorities attended for free. 

She wrote his recommendation and encouraged him to apply. He said that he 

was thinking, "Gosh, I'm going to be saving some money and I'm going to be 

learning something, too." 

This summer, then, was his second summer at the Institute. When I 

asked him why he decided to attend again, he said, "Because it was really fun 

and I get half of an Enghsh credit. Since I went last year and I'm going this 

year, I might not have to take English my senior year; or if I do, I'm going to 

get an endorsement or something like that, because I'm going to have five 

English credits." 

I asked him to talk some more on what was so much fim that he 

decided to return. This is what he said: 

The Institute is fim because you meet a lot of people that you 
don't know. You make new fiiends, have new experiences, and 
it's fim expressing yourself. What I hke to do the most is just 
say what's on my mind and just write it. It's not always good, 
but sometimes every once in a while I get something that's either 
really fimny or really interesting, and that's what I hke most. I 
like having attention a lot. 
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Delia had finished her sophomore year at a local south side high 

school. Her journalism teacher told her about the Institute and asked her if 

she would like to apply for it. She said that she would like to attend and 

added, "That's really good because I hke writing and everything, but I still 

need more skill." Delia grew up speaking both Spanish and English at home, 

but says she writes in Enghsh. She said, "I like being at school. It's neat 

because I get to meet new people, and although it doesn't really seem like it, I 

do like learning.... When my teachers ask a question to the whole class, I like 

answering because I like to show everyone else that I know what's going 

on.... [One of my classmates] wouldn't pay attention in class. My teacher 

would ask me to help her, and every time I would help her, her grade would 

go higher and higher, and that would really make me happy." Delia discussed 

her active involvement with her joumalism class, her membership in 

M.E.S.A. (a program promoting Mathematics, Engineering, Science 

Achievement), and community service. Delia had been writing about an hour 

a day in her diary when she was not in school. She told me she had thought 

about going to the local university, and she wanted to write children's books 

"because of the girl Kathy. She was very interesting, you know. I like to 

observe her as a child and the silly things she does. But then in other ways, 

she was — six year olds can be really smart, know everything! She was like 

that sometimes, and that is what caught my eye, and I was thinking of writing 

children's books." 

Sahuarita had just finished her freshman year at a midtown high school. 

In describing school, she said, "It's fun. High school is different. You just 

meet so many people that it's a neat experience." She preferred clubs that 
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accomplish things, and she participated in track, a sport that she viewed as 

the least competitive. 

She had heard about the Institute &st from her eighth grade language 

arts teacher who had been a participant, enjoyed it, and suggested that she 

attend. Then her advisor for M.E.S.A., (a program fostering Mathematics, 

Engineering, and Science Achievement) gave her a brochure for the Institute. 

She applied and her biology and English teachers wrote letters of support. 

She said, "I was just coming to write. During the summer, if I'm just at home, 

I'm not going to write, because I'll be watching TV. I won't get around to it. 

But if I'm here, then I will." Yet, she mentioned that she kept a journal in 

which she wrote every night, and that she had been v/riting a book, which she 

was determined to finish by the time she graduated from high school. She 

definitely expected to go to college. She was thinking about psychiatry, 

social work, or another of the helping professions. 

Miguel, a particularly quiet student, attended a high school in the 

southeastern part of the city. He hadjust finished the tenth grade. Miguel 

received a brochure in the mail, and his mother encouraged him to participate 

in the Institute. He stated he wanted help with English. He said, "I just 

wanted to not forget stuff, because in the summer you forget a lot of things. 

So I'll be ready during school; I'll be more prepared than other students." 

When asked about his reaction to writing, "I Uke writing; it's better than doing 

math work.... You can use your imagination. It's not [always] the same 

thing; numbers is numbers." 
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Writing Assignments 

During three weeks of morning sessions the collaborative writing 

groups completed ten assignments. They are presented in chronological order 

and begin with Tuesday of the first week, the first morning in which students 

and teachers actually worked together. 

The first assignment dealt with introductions. Joseph started the 

prewriting with a fire drill, using birthday, family, and autobiography as 

trigger words. He continued with a "favorite and least favorite things" 

prompt. He asked us to hst at least three of our favorite and least favorite 

foods, music, sports, pets, books, television programs, places for relaxing, 

colors, apphances, movies, and so on. The small group assignment was to 

interview another person fi^om our small group, compose a biographical 

sketch, and then introduce this person to the large group. This provided the 

participants with the opportunity to get acquainted with each other. 

The second activity consisted of establishing a small group identity. 

Joseph began with a writing prompt, asking us to choose a letter of the 

alphabet and then quickly list nouns beginning with that letter, then verbs, 

adjectives, and adverbs. Then he read riddles and asked us to guess the 

answers. From this we developed our own riddles, the answer for which was 

our chosen letter of the alphabet. Our small group assignment started with 

the reading of our riddles to the others in our small group and asking them to 

guess the letter. After all the letters were revealed, we were instructed to use 

those letters to create a name for our group derived fi-om those letters, 

develop a riddle to present to the large group to guess our name, and develop 
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a motto that represents our group. After the presentations to the total group, 

we were identified by our group names. 

The third assignment consisted of observing and reporting on human 

behavior after establishing a purpose and setting. Joseph started with the 

following fire drill words; Disneyland, conflict, and cooperation. Then he 

asked us to think back to the Kick-off Breakfast attended by all the 

participants and the students' famihes. He asked us to write about it as we 

thought about the following: 

1. Describe the setting. What characteristics of the setting influence 

behavior? 

2. What kinds of individual and group behavior do you observe? What roles 

do people appear to be playing? What seems to motivate their behavior? 

3. What could be done to the setting to make it better for people? 

Our assignment, after sharing our observations in the small groups, was to 

choose a place on campus, observe with a pre-determined purpose in mind, 

take notes, discuss our findings in our small group, and report our 

observations to the large group. 

The fourth assignment involved developing a definition for a very 

abstract concept and being prepared to argue its merits. For the prewriting 

prompt, Joseph assigned each of the eight groups one of these eight words: 

ambition, harmony, justice, leadership, loyalty, poverty, prejudice, and pride. 

We wrote about all the possibilities for the word: what it is, what it is not, 

where it might be found, how it is achieved, how we recognize it, examples of 

it, people who practice it, and so on. After sharing our ideas in our small 

groups, we developed a comprehensive definition of the word to present to 
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the large group, prepared to defend our definition, and prepared to answer 

questions about it. 

The fifth assignment involved writing one of several scenes to a movie 

script. QE, one of the tutors, developed this activity. He started with a fire 

drill writing prompt, using woman, actress, and Madonna for the words. 

Then he gave us a skeletal outline of a movie script, sort of an action/romance 

plot, starring Chnt Eastwood, Tom Cruise, and Madonna. Before breaking 

into groups, we wrote character, setting, and action descriptions for the scene 

designated for our group, following QE's instructions to use concrete, specific 

details. In the small groups, we pulled together our work to construct a scene 

which we later presented to the entire group. 

Assignment six entailed a rewrite of Little Red Riding Hood fi-om a 

different point of view and in a different format. Jane, one of the tutors and a 

participant in this study, presented this activity. She began by asking us to 

see, hear, feel, and think about Thanksgiving dinner from a particular point of 

view, namely mother, father, turkey, or family pet, and write about it. Then 

she read "Little Red Riding Hood." For the next writing prompt, she invited 

us to rewrite this tale from the perspective one of the other characters, 

including physical, emotional, and motivational details. In our small groups, 

then, we prepared a presentation from a different point of view and in a 

different format. 

On the following day for assignment seven, LI, also a tutor, invited us 

to create an album cover and promotional campaign for a local musician. The 

fire drill words were persuade, commercial, Niki, and Michael Jordan. Then 

she presented these two prompts: 
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1. The last time I purchased 

2. The last time I tried to persuade 

I did so because 

(person) to 

(action) I (strategy). 

Then we Ustened to a live performance by musician Rich Liberty and began 

writing our sensory and metaphorical (if the music is an animal, country, 

food, type of weather, what would it be?) reaction to his music. Our small 

group activity was to produce an album cover and advertisement campaign 

for Rich Liberty. LI asked us to be mindful of (a) a target audience by age, 

gender, location, economics, and so on, and how to approach them, (b) 

carefully chosen words and images, and (b) counter arguments. We had 

scissors, glue, paper, and an assortment of magazines to use for this project. 

The eighth assignment consisted of responding to, interpreting, and 

presenting famous quotes whose author and context were unknown to most of 

us. Joseph began with the reading of quotes and requesting that we write 

about what we think the statement means, who might have written the words, 

and what might have prompted them. One example is the following statement 

of Tom Clancy: "There is nothing realer than a dream." Another is Niehls 

Bohr's comment: "Your theory is crazy, but not crazy enough to be true." 

After discussing our interpretations, Joseph then gave each group two quotes, 

one serious and the other humorous. In the small groups, we had to figure out 

what they might mean, who said them, and under what circumstances. Then 

we developed a novel way to present them to the large group. 

The time capsule was the ninth assignment. The fire drill words were 

pollution. Star Wars, and hope/esperanza. Then Joseph asked us to list what 

we thought were human successes and human failures. He further requested 
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that we choose one of those items and respond to it in a letter to a six-year-

old child. Finally, he asked us to think of five items that we would want to 

leave for a future generation in a time capsule expected to be uncovered in 

about thirty years. In the small groups we came to agreement about the items 

for the capsule and included a message explaining their value and our 

decision to include them. 

Assignment ten, the Salem Witch Trials, spanned most of two 

mornings. Joseph began this activity by reading aloud a piece called "What 

were they like?" by Denise Levertov. This piece is about Viet Nam and its 

people after the War. After a short discussion, we read two informational 

articles about the Salem Witch Trials. Joseph asked us to think about this 

information in a creative way, rather than in an analytical or critical way, 

using the question and answer format of the Levertov piece, and begin writing 

about it. Our small group assignment was to collaborate on a presentation 

that represents our response to the articles on the Salem Witch Trials. 

The final writing exercise, called loop writing, was an individual 

writing experience meant for a personal piece rather than for group 

presentation. Loop writing (Elbow, 1981) is an extensive, semi-structured 

prewriting technique used to generate material for many kinds of writing, but 

especially required essays on topics chosen by someone other than the writer. 

It consists of several steps from which the writer may choose, as needed. 

Briefly, the steps include the following: (a) first thoughts, (b) prejudices, (c) 

instant version, (d) dialogues, (e) narrative thinking, (f) stories, (g) scenes, (h) 

portraits, (i) varying the audience, (j) varying the writer, (k) varying the time, 

(1) errors in thinking, (m) lies, and (n) revisiting the goal and closing the loop. 
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Elbow (1981) suggests the use of loop writing if the writer needs to breath 

life into conceptual writing or feels unconnected to the topic. 

For the loop writing at the Institute, Joseph asked us to write a 

definition of each of the trigger words, then provide examples for each, and 

finally, discuss advantages and disadvantages related to these examples. 

Competition, accident, and tradition were the trigger words. Then he asked 

us to choose one of the words and write a personal narrative about the ideas 

in our prewriting on the word. Next, we wrote a portrait related to the 

narrative, a scene, then a dialogue, and finally wrote to connect all of these 

aspects together. 

The final group work that teachers, tutors, and students completed 

together was the reading and sharing of our personal pieces of writing. The 

purpose of this session was to provide non-judgmental feedback for the 

required pieces that we were going to publish in an Institute book of writings. 

We were instructed to use the pointing and centering response techniques, 

and to provide other constructive feedback for any needed revision. 

Products 

The important results of these assignments were the products generated 

by these peer writing groups. Following are descriptions of a sampling of the 

presentations for each assignment. 

The introductions proved to be rather standard fare. One person 

introduced another until everyone was presented to the group. Each consisted 

of a very short, one minute in length, biographical sketch based on 

information gleaned fi-om the prewriting and small group "getting to know 
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you" interviews and discussions. One of the journals entries gave some first 

impressions: 
Today we did writing about ourselves. Lists of likes, 

loves, favorites and then lists of things we hate, can definitely do 
without.... A short autobiography.... We broke into our small 
groups.... It's gonna be a good one. We just talked, read our 
pieces. Then back to the large group to introduce each other. I 
really like to hear about who people are, what they like, what 
they hope. Just a few words start filling in the blanks behind 
who those faces are. "She hates rap, rap, rap." "She's most 
afi-aid of Dan Quayle becoming president." ... "I call her Ms. 
Renaissance." "She was bom at 5:59 a.m. on May 15, and now 
she wakes up every day at exactly 5:59 a.m." "He went to 
Rutgers on a football scholarship." "Her best memory was her 
first kiss." "He was bom in Viet Nam." "If you think of messing 
with her main man, forget it, 'cause she's jealous." ... I like the 
introductions. 

Developing a group identity - name, motto, and presentation riddle -

produced quite an array of hght-hearted names. In my group the six letters 

assembled fi"om the individual riddles were D, E, M, M, M, and R. We 

played with various combinations of the letters and settled on the "Triple M 

Reds." Our motto was "most marvelous, magical rhymers demonstrating 

expertise. From this, we developed a rhyming word clue for each of those six 

words for the large group to guess. For example, for the final word, we said, 

"And the next word is our last; it has to do with our past. We've shown our 

knowledge with ease, so you can see our expertise." While this activity might 

seem fiivolous to some, it served an important fimction as a way for small 

groups to start bonding and working together on some easy decision making 

in a non-threatening environment. These first two assignments were intended 
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to promote community-building through a sharing of personal knowledge and 

values and through establishment of a group personality. 

The third assignment, observing and reporting on human behavior 

occurred on the day of an eclipse of the sun. Observing people at the 

planetariimi on campus was irresistible to many of the groups. One group 

managed to get television coverage and reported on that. Juan, a member of 

my group, wanted to get into the planetarium without waiting in line. He 

latched on to a group of youngsters and pretended to be one of their 

chaperones. So he provided the "inside scoop" on what was happening inside 

the planetarium, while the remainder of my group observed and reported on 

the variety of homemade viewing devices and the flmny things people were 

doing with them while waiting for die ecUpse. LI, a tutor, read a poem she 

had written as a result of her observation. 

Defining the abstract concept resulted in comprehensive definitions and 

numerous examples. The Triple M Reds presented the following definition 

for harmony: 
Achieving harmony is an on-going process, not a 

permanent state; it's working toward balance, love, peace, 
constructive functioning, composure, wholeness, agreement, and 
happiness. There is no perfect harmony; it is always fleeting; 
therefore we must always work to create a sense of harmony by 
accepting differences, negotiating, resolving conflicts, forgiving, 
attempting to preserve integrity, cooperating, and understanding. 
Harmony can be achieved on many levels: personal, social, 
artistic, global, and environmental. Harmony is not a place; it's a 
direction. 
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Another group set forth this definition of leadership; "Leadership is the 

ability to guide, to organize, to make decisions, to influence others toward 

common goals. Quality of leadership is dependent on the attributes of the 

leader and the response of the followers." 

This writing topic and the subsequent results seemed to be a turning 

point in the quality of the work and the group interaction. The words 

provoked lively discussions. During the presentations, people in the audience 

had opportunities to ask questions and comment on the definitions. After the 

definition of prejudice was read aloud, student TE and teacher UE engaged in 

a heated debate about some of the issues related to prejudice, and others 

joined in. The debate was thoughtfiil, based on sound reasoning, and 

respectfiil. Students seemed confident and comfortable enough to argue for 

their views. The entire group seemed to be involved at a much deeper level 

than in previous discussions. 

Creating the movie script generated an opportunity to describe 

characters, settings, and action with specific details. Some of those 

descriptions included: "Stetson hat, mahogany brown hair, sweet songbird 

club, cash drain, boa constrictor skin shoes, ostrich feathers, the Don Johnson 

look, and Ustening to the music of Garth Brooks." The various scenes really 

did not connect very well since each of them was completed by a different 

group, and each group took plenty of latitude in following the sketchy plot. 

Yet each group produced a self-contained, action-packed scene fiill of 

descriptive details. 

Rewriting Little Red Riding Hood motivated a high level of descriptive 

writing as well. Descriptions of the huntsman included: "tall, husky, broad-
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shouldered; straight, jet-black hair; denim overalls with a red and black plaid 

flannel shirt; clean cut; bearded; coonskin hat; lousy shot; trusty Swiss army 

knife; and sends chill down the spine." The assignment also provided an 

opportunity to write dialogue for characters playing very different roles. 

Presentations took the form of trials, talk show interviews, news stories, and 

tabloid articles. 

The results of the album cover and the promotional campaign were 

mixed. All the groups made album covers and provided reasons for their 

designs. Freedom was the recurring theme to the album designs. However, 

the promotional campaign was barely mentioned in the presentations. 

For the interpretation of the two quotes, most groups presented a 

narrative interpretation of the statements, furnished a guess about the author, 

and provided a rationale for both of these. The Triple M Reds, however, took 

an entirely different, and somewhat playful approach. This group wrote a 

call-in talk radio show script. Capitalizing on his skills as a D.J. for high 

school dances, Juan played psychologist Dr. Juan, and Jane and I provided 

musical accompaniment as the "do-wah" twins. The remaining students 

played the callers. One sad young man called in to emote about his failed 

romance and his feehngs of betrayal. He declared that the lesson he had 

learned was never to date again. Dr. Juan reassured him and responded with: 

We should be careful to get out of an experience only the 
wisdom that is in it — and stop there; lest we be like the cat that 
sits down on a hot stove-hd. She will never sit down on a hot 
stove-lid again — and that is well; but also she will never sit 
down on a cold one any more. 
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The final caller was a very worried mother of a high school student. Mom 

was concerned about her daughter who was listening to heavy metal music all 

the time. Mom had heard that this was extremely dangerous because the 

music is harmful emotionally and can lead to severe depression. Once again 

Dr. Juan reassured this parent and retorted: 

You want to know the real (teenage/young adult) suicide 
statistics? They've gone down since 1977. This leads us to an 
inescapable conclusion. Disco killed more people than heavy 
metal will. 

Prewriting activities connected to the time capsule ehcited very serious 

responses fi"om many of the participants, especially as they wrote about 

human successes and failures to a six year old child. Liberty or the lack of it, 

the Bill of Rights, books, unsafe drinking water, and violence comprised 

some of the ideas mentioned in the sharing of our prewriting. The time 

capsule presentations included such items as clean water, music, art, various 

kinds of technology, as well as objects of great importance to teenagers. One 

group left some treasures and a message to future students of the 45th 

Summer Institute for Writing and Thinking Across the Curriculum. The 

memorabilia included admit slips, [a writing tool for learning consisting of a 

brief written response or question turned in at the beginning of class and read 

anonymously to the class (Gere, 1985)], and a book of our pubhshed writings, 

with the message, "Write on!" 

The final small group presentation was based on the Salem Witch 

Trials. The presentations were cohesive and elaborate. A few groups 

brought music, costumes, and props to enhance their performances. One 
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group presented a retrial of the accused. Another group wrote and presented 

a piece about the people of Salem during the 1690s and in a form very similar 

to the Levertov piece. Group C played the parts of a Native American tribe 

meeting to discuss and make sense of the trials and resultant hangings they 

had witnessed in Salem during the 1690s. The Triple M Reds wrote 

individual pieces manifesting the reflections of several of the trial participants 

as they react to events fifteen years later. NR, as a juror, wrote about the 

wrong decision of 1692 and the subsequent public apology made in 1696. 

Juan took the role of the executioner, explaining his change in thinking, his 

sorrow for his part in the deaths, and his present bid for elected ofiHce. I 

wrote as an angry Rebecca Black, the mother of Rachel Black who was 

executed for witchcraft. I wrote about my feelings of betrayal by those who 

lied during the trial, of fear of being shunned by the church elders, of sorrow 

at losing my only child, and of disappointment for having no possibility of 

grandchildren. 

Analysis 

Analysis of Tasks 

I analyzed these writing group assignments using Doyle's (1986a; 

1986b; 1986c) four features of academic task: goal, problem space, thinking, 

and accountability. First, the goal state for each was a written product, 

agreed upon by members of the small group, to be presented in some fashion 

to the entire group. In some cases, an accompanying rationale or defense was 

expected as well. 

The second feature, the problem space or set of conditions and 

resources available to accomplish tasks, included the following: (a) 
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circumstances, readings, performances, and materials mentioned in 

descriptions listed above, (b) the wry challenge included in the way Joseph 

presented the assignment, (c) individual experiences and impressions brought 

to light and developed as a result of prewriting activities, (d) ideas and 

suggestions generated through collaboration in writing groups, (e) the 

stipulation that some part of everyone's ideas be incorporated into the 

product, and (f) approximately an hour's time. Of these, the most productive 

of material from which to write were the prewriting exercises and the small 

group collaboration. In almost every case, the prewriting consisted of several 

steps, each of which generated in succession more thoughtful and usable 

material based initially on participants' personal experiences and then guided 

toward more abstract ideas. These exercises provided an abundance of ideas 

from which to write. Working in groups and sharing personal ideas and 

impressions generated even more material from which to work. The carefully 

crafted prewriting experiences and the discussions resulting from the format 

of the small groups ultimately worked so that members became resources for 

each other in generating and clarifying ideas. 

The third feature of academic task (Doyle, 1986a; 1986b; 1986c) 

relates to the thinking students do as they complete assignments. In the case 

of these assignments, participants engaged in higher-level cognitive 

operations to prepare their presentations. We drew from educational and 

social experiences and appUed that knowledge in novel ways. We were given 

a variety of materials from which to develop an original product, a situation 

requiring synthesis. For example, for the promotional, we listened to a 

performance by the musician, asked questions of him, and had available 
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magazines to use for creating an album cover. The album cover was a 

synthesis of these various sources of information. One of the students wrote 

a journal entry which told of an insight gained: "I realized that a lot of 

commercials try to persuade you to buy their products." 

For the activity based on the Salem Witch Trials, we read related 

informational articles and a poem about the Viet Nam War, the end product 

again requiring interpretation and synthesis of materials. In addition, the 

collaboration and rewriting necessary for developing a written product 

required on-going evaluation of the appropriateness of the work in progress. 

Participants, in developing a written piece and presentation, applied and 

analyzed prior and new knowledge, synthesized all the various contributions 

of the group, and evaluated the piece's merits and coherence continuously. 

Further, the very process of collaboration required negotiation, problem 

solving, persuasion, and decision making in order to come to consensus 

regarding the final product. 

The fourth feature of academic task is accountability or the importance 

of the work students are expected to do. In the Institute, high school students 

can earn one-half credit in EngUsh. Students are not given a grade on the 

work completed in the writing groups. The importance of the work is 

developed through community-building and public performance. A very 

gentle, low key spirit seemed to develop over time because students wanted 

their work to be well received by their peers. 

Ambiguitv and risk. Closely tied to accountabihty in Doyle's (1986a; 

1986b) notion of academic task are ambiguity and risk. Tasks developed for 

the Institute were ambiguous in nature. Some aspects of the problem space 
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and conditions were left open to interpretation and the tasks required no "one 

right answer" but rather a creative or novel response. Participants relied on 

their small groups for clarification and interpretation. Examining the problem 

situations of these tasks by using the system originally developed by Getzels 

and Csikszentmihalyi (1967) and extended by Maker (1986) and Schiever 

(1991) is useful. The categories are related to whether problem, method, and 

solution are known or unknown by the presenter and solver at the onset. All 

the tasks described fall into type IV (out of the five possible types), because 

the problem is known by both the presenter and the solver, but the method 

and solution are unknown to both presenter and solver. These tasks, then, are 

highly ambiguous, and require complex cognitive strategies: making 

decisions, evaluating with criteria in mind, generating new information, and 

creating original products. 

Another way of viewing the ambiguity of these tasks relates to the level 

of abstraction, the amount of structure, and the degree of suitability to the 

language competence of students. Langer and Applebee (1987) are 

proponents of starting instruction with structured, less abstract tasks 

congruent with students' language proficiency. As students are successfiil, 

teachers can guide them through tasks that are increasingly more complex, 

more abstract, and less structured. Joseph designed the Institute tasks in just 

that way. Each assignment relied on prewriting based on students' personal 

experiences; then generally moved to experiences outside of themselves; and 

finally to an open-ended, increasingly more abstract assignment. In addition, 

each assignment became a little less structured, required increasingly more 

specialized forms of writing, was based on experiences a little farther 
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removed from student's experiences, and offered more freedom in developing 

a product. For example, the first assignment, the introductions, dealt entirely 

with individuals' experiences. The sixth assignment concerned Little Red 

Riding Hood, a story most people remember from childhood, but it is not 

nearly so personal. The writing task became more complex because students 

were expected to develop a product that considered another point of view and 

a different format. The last was the activity based on the Salem Witch Trials, 

a complex subject far removed from students' experiences. This assignment 

was very loosely structured and had few guidelines about the presentations. 

These assignments were carefully structured so that the competence gained 

from the early successes provided the skill for the more difficult tasks later 

on. Further, the initial tasks demanded little interpretation of information, 

whereas the final task required much interpretation. The collaborative 

context provided students with additional support as they worked their way 

through more difficult content, which in turn, prepared them to begin 

managing composing on their own. According to the model espoused by 

Langer and Applebee (1987), then, the design of these tasks attends to 

writing as process, as well as to the management of that process. 

The risky part of these tasks was not based on whether and how 

students were graded, but rather the risk was based on peer and public 

approval or disapproval: whether students could come up with some ideas 

acceptable to peers in small writing groups and whether the group project was 

acceptable to the entire group during public performance. When I first 

interviewed Sahuarita, she told me, "I like doing all of the writing that we do. 

I don't really like reading to everybody." When I asked her why she didn't. 
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she elaborated, "Because usually after I write something and I read over it, I 

don't like it. So I don't want to read it to everybody else. I think they're not 

going to like it either." 

However, risk was reduced by use of prewriting activities and 

collaboration, both of which helped participants generate many useful ideas 

without reducing the complexity of the tasks. Students working in 

collaboration in supportive and non-competitive environments and using both 

leaming-to-leam and problem-solving skills are engaging in learning 

opportunities that promote high self-esteem (Covington, 1984), reduce 

personal risk, yet foster complex cognitive engagement. 

To some degree, another aspect of both ambiguity and risk related to 

how well participants carried out the shared leadership responsibilities, a 

condition or norm established by Joseph for our small group work. Many 

students and teachers were not used to working in peer writing groups and 

were not exactly sure how to work this way - an ambiguous situation. 

Sahuarita stated, "I don't like leading; I lead only if I have to!" 

In a discussion that resulted from my interview with Jane, we 

discovered our mutual concern about getting MC, Sahuarita, and NR, the 

three quiet students more involved in our group work, and doing so without 

becoming authority figures, without exerting pressure, and without squelching 

Juan's natural ebullience. As we discussed this dilemma, we started searching 

for ways we could work through the problem. Jane said, "I liked what Maria 

Elena said about perhaps enlisting Juan, just taking him aside and saying, 

'We've got some quiet people [in our group], what would be some ways that 
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you might be able to help us get them to do more talking?' That's one 

possibility." 

The discussion continued as we talked about how difficult initially it is 

for both students and teachers to respond to changing roles, a completely 

different aspect of uncertainty and risk. Jane explained, "There will be times 

when I'll just let it be uncomfortable [in order to] have other people come 

forward. But sometimes I can't stand this [discomfort], everybody is looking 

at me to come up with something. Other times I will be very aware of the 

deadline. You've got to be in there at a certain time with some sort of 

product. Sometimes, I recognize that I'm throwing a little more out there — 

more than I want to - just to keep things rolling so that we do have 

something to go back to the group with." 

Analysis of Writing Instruction 

The morning writing groups fit well with Lindemann's (1987) 

description of a process approach to writing. The first component is 

prewriting, which encompasses planning, generating and organizing ideas and 

workable strategies. As set forth in the task descriptions earlier in this 

chapter, Joseph started the morning sessions using a variety of prewriting 

strategies, including the "fire drill" words, related writing prompts, and loop 

writing. After participants read aloud some of their written responses, 

Joseph gave an assignment and suggested everyone write a first draft, the 

second component of the process, before we split into our writing groups. 

The initial writing prompts, as evident from the descriptions, tap personal 

and/or prior knowledge and experiences, giving everyone the opportunity to 
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generate ideas. The following prompts usually relate more directly to the 

assignment, but are often based on what has been generated earher. The 

prewriting, then, is carefully crafted to provide students with an abundance of 

ideas from which to begin drafting, the second component of the writing 

process. 

In our small groups we shared our work and responded to it using die 

two non-evaluative techniques (Elbow, 1973) called pointing and centering. 

These strategies require the Ustener to (a) repeat back to the writer, who is 

reading his/her o^vn work, the memorable images and feehngs, using the 

writer's own words, and to (b) state the gist, or main idea, of the piece. One 

purpose is to help the writer understand the impact of his/her words and the 

message of the piece. Sharing and responding in this manner provided 

another catalyst for deeper thinking about the assigmnent and possible 

products. Then the discussing, negotiating, problem solving, revising, 

rewriting, and reevaluating, all part of the third component of the writing 

process, continued until we developed a product, the fourth component, and a 

presentation strategy. Finally, we reconvened in the complete group for a 

public sharing of our work, the final part of the writing process. 

Another avenue for analyzing the fit of the Institute's writing instruction 

with the instructional methods espoused by the proponents of writing as 

process is based on fifteen essential conditions and practices associated with 

the writing process and outlined by Zemelman and Daniels (1988). Listed 

here are those that the data support as relevant to large and small group 

activities. The fifteen are not necessarily listed separately; several were 

combined. 
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1. Teachers appreciate and capitalize on the Unguistic competence that 

students bring with them and demonstrate positive expectations for their 

growth in writing. In the brochure, the first goal of the Institute is to improve 

writing proficiency. Joseph acknowledged his appreciation of a variety of 

language competence when he stated, "Even though there are real big 

differences in terms of age, and experience between teachers and students, 

the kinds of activities ... [are] intended to engage anyone really at whatever 

their skill, their experience of life level, so they can accomplish the individual 

and group task together." Joseph attended to this notion by drawing upon 

students' prior knowledge in the prewriting exercises. Using the response 

techniques of pointing and centering shows appreciation because they 

highlight what is powerful and memorable in the writer's work. 

2. Writers practice their craft regularly in meaningful ways. This was 

fostered by the encouragement of three hours of writing each day on 

assignments that elicited complex thinking. 

3. Writers employ all phases of the writing process. The evidence of such 

writing practices being fostered in the Institute is demonstrated above in the 

analysis based on Lindemann's (1987) work. These phases of the writing 

process were particularly evident in the small groups as we revisited and 

revised our work to construct our group presentation. 

4. Students draw upon their personal knowledge and experiences for real 

and personally meaningfiil purposes. Because the assignments were open-

ended and novel products were encouraged, and because the required 

personal pieces were based on student choice, the Institute did offer all 
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participants the opportunity to write for real and personally meaningful 

purposes from within their own experience. 

5. Students write for a wide audience, rather than only for teachers (a 

common practice in schools). While the group pieces were intended only for 

Institute participants as audience, the personal pieces demonstrated students' 

writing for a much wider audience. They included letters to a loved one, 

informational articles for the newspaper, family stories for family and 

possibly future generations, and writing for ourselves to make sense of life's 

experiences. For example, Delia mentioned that she was working on her 

resume in her tutoring sessions because she was preparing a job application. 

6. Students have exposure to a broad sampling of literature. Joseph 

provided participants with articles, quotes, and poetry to read in preparation 

for writing. In our large and small groups we read our own work and listened 

to the work of peers. These experiences honored the practice of reading the 

work of the writing community and the pubhshed work of others. 

7. Students are exposed to many types or models of writing and works in 

progress. The very set up of the large and small collaborative groups and the 

prewriting provided students with exposure to various models of writing as 

well as works in progress by classmates and adults. The book of our personal 

writings provided evidence of that exposure as well. 

8. Students are given opportunities to learn to write in various ways. The 

group assignments, the prewriting, and the sharing and responding strategies 

demonstrated providing students with varied learning experiences through 

collaboration, generating ideas, and guidance in revising. 
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9. Students have opportunities for one-to-one assistance with their 

writing. The tutoring gave students two half-hour sessions per week of one-

to-one writing conferences through which they had opportunities to work on 

the substance and organization of their personal writing, receive help with 

revision, and get contextual instruction in usage and mechanics, if needed. 

The tone of these sessions was non-judgmental. 

10. Students have exposure to writing to learn strategies. Emphasizing and 

demonstrating how writing is a powerful tool for writing occurred throughout 

the Institute. Joseph talked about this goal in his first interview when he said, 

"A really important goal is to show [students] that writing does not have to be 

writing that is going to be judged or evaluated, that writing is a tool. It's real 

practical; it doesn't cost anything, yet it really does help you learn about 

subjects, the world out there, and the world inside of yourself ~ a very 

powerful and political tool. Using writing as a means for solving a variety of 

problems happened as part of the pre-session for teachers and the workshops 

for students. In addition, Joseph provided writing assignments that helped 

participants make better sense of historical events. Joseph said that he 

wanted students, "to think in terms of history not as a sterile collection of 

facts and information, but as humans in very turbulent times responding in 

ways that we might not understand, but maybe can understand if we write 

about it." 

The above provides a sampling of the ways that the Institute addressed 

instruction in the writing process. Three practices discussed by Zemehnan 

and Daniels (1988) did not apply to this setting. They addressed an inquiry-

based classroom, sentence-combining, and marking errors. 
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Role of the Teacher 

The process-approach to writing instruction encourages teachers to 

undertake a variety of roles, most of them very different from the teacher as 

authority figure. An analysis of the teachers' instructional roles in the Institute 

provides additional information about how well the instructional strategies 

were consistent with good writing instruction. Zemehnan and Daniels (1988) 

set forth the seven roles of (1) listener/learner, (2) adult/protector, (3) 

encourager/guide, (4) coach, (5) expert, (6) editor, and (7) judge, all of which 

are addressed here. 

From the beginning, Joseph's message about all of us struggling to 

make meaning and improve our writing set the tone for the entire Institute. 

He emphasized collaboration and constructive feedback and downplayed 

teacher as expert, editor, and judge. Joseph said in the first interview, 

I don't think anybody is an authority on writing, because 
everybody struggles with it.... It makes people more comfortable 
not to have this authority figure dominating and making all the 
choices. It brings out a lot more of those students who are really 
shy and fearful of communicating honestly and openly with 
adults. 

Joseph emphasized his views on minimizing the perception of teacher 

authority when he explained that this summer's Institute reflected a change 

that he had initiated the previous summer during the seventh Institute. He 

said. 

Last year was the first where I was a member of a small 
group. In the past I would be floating from group to group, 
sitting in and trying to help the work of the small groups. 
Sometimes a teacher or a tutor would ask me to sit in; other 
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times I would just sit in unamiounced. I was like the outsider at 
that point; it kept me more separate from this community of so-
called equals. So I'm finding that it's a lot easier for me to be a 
member of the community when I'm in a small group, and I 
enjoy it a lot more. I get sustained feedback on my own writing 
that way, and develop that real special relationship that small 
writing and sharing groups seem to encourage. 

I felt like I wasn't equal enough in the eyes of the students, 
but the teachers, too.... I wasn't in a group so ... I would drop 
into a group. I could immediately tell they were a little 
uncomfortable, and I'd have to work hard to be a part of that 
group for that day, and then it was artificial. It wasn't like I was 
really a member of that group and I wasn't. So I try to downplay 
my authority role like we asked the teachers and tutors to do in 
the morning sessions.... 

Joseph's message was reiterated often during the first few days of the 

Institute. He said it and modeled it during the pre-session for teachers, and 

encouraged us to discuss ways we could foster an appropriate environment. 

He said it and modeled it again as we began our collaboration with students. 

Eve explained it this way: 

I think Joseph's prepping us early on with the real 
positives of what this can do, telling us that this is what you'll 
see developing in kids,... giving us a lot of fertilizer in the 
beginning to let this community grow, and encouraging us not to 
take the ball, not to take over. I thought it was remarkable that 
... a couple of folks got really worried when they saw their tutor 
partner beginning to assume too much responsibihty for what's 
happening in the group, because they had obviously incorporated 
the philosophy of community and collaborative learning and 
wanted to carry it out. So I think that the preliminary work that 
Joseph did, probably got us in the right frame of mind to do that 
with the kids. 
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Teacher as listener/learner occurred continuously, first as Joseph asked 

everyone to share his/her work during the prewriting exercises, then as he 

encouraged listening by modeling use of the sharing and response techniques 

for collaborative work in the small groups, and yet again as he modeled 

appropriate audience behavior during the presentations. Joel said in his 

interview, "the audience is a group of peers.... I think it needs to be made 

very clear to writing students that their audience is their group of peers, and 

that group of peers is basically represented by the class." In these events, 

then, the teachers acted as listeners as well as learners of what students had to 

express. Teachers modeled the learner role by trying to improve their own 

writing, seeking feedback fi-om all the participants, and attending the 

afternoon seminars. 

Joseph's message about establishing a writing community put the adults 

in the role of protectors. His message established the ground rules for our 

collaboration. Part of our mission was to help students feel emotionally safe 

in the large and small groups. The sharing and responding techniques 

provided writers with useful information needed for thoughtful revisions and 

product construction in a non-threatening way. We promoted a safe 

environment by valuing students' work, by sharing the responsibility, and by 

including students' decisions and writing in the presentations. As part of the 

Institute evaluation, students were asked about the most important thing they 

had learned. One student wrote, "To write what you feel and don't be afi^aid 

to share." 
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The teacher role in the small writing community included encouraging 

and guiding student work so that the group completed the task. That 

happened in a variety of ways. 

Marleen said. 
Sometimes I feel like I have to prod the students in the 

group because they're uncomfortable coming out and talking to 
us teachers on the same level, even calling us by our first names. 
Sometimes I feel that I have to put them at ease and bring them 
out a little bit in a teacher way, but also I have to sit back, not 
say anything, and make them do it. 

Marleen participated in the same group as Marissa, one of the teachers. 

Marissa talked about her role, as well. She said, 

I saw myself in the morning as a participant and the 
helper, knowing that I was ateady performing teaching duties 
and I was among students. I needed to be an encourager, in the 
sense of getting the other students to participate, getting them to 
take leadership roles within the group, of fading back and being 
so forceful in my own ideas, and allowing the other students' 
ideas come to the surface, to be tossed around by the group. I 
also appreciated their viewpoints when I shared. I wanted to get 
the feedback of people younger than myself to see how what I 
wrote affected them and their thoughts and their feelings, how 
they felt about a piece. I felt very much not a leader but a 
participant ~ one of the group with a special role of not letting 
the knowledge that I had overtake, where I become the focus 
instead of just one of the group. 

Eve explained her perceptions of the teachers' role in the small writing 

groups in the following: 

I sometimes get the feeling that we're supernumerary. The 
directors of the workshop are having to train us as much as the 
students. We're just faster and a little more diligent learners. 
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But I think we need to keep our role in that mode and not sUp 
into teacher mode and take over the activities. I think one of the 
things that we're learning is how to experience these things 
through the students' eyes. And so I know in our group, OU [the 
other teacher in my small group and I] have made a real effort to 
be just one of the kids, to share with the students the way they 
share with us. So consequently our kids haven't always 
performed their top-notch, but I think they all participated and 
feel like they run the group. I think that's kind of the point. 

From these excerpts, it's possible to understand that in their roles as 

guide, encourager, and coach, teachers handled leadership of the small 

groups in a variety of ways. Joseph stated. 

In my group we rotated leadership and it worked out 
pretty well, because the students in my group were strong and 
maybe quiet. Miguel was a little quiet, but he was not really 
afraid to take the role of leader, in fact he was real comfortable 
with it by the end of the third week. 

Kristine explained the leadership in her group in this way: 

In our group it was whoever felt like doing it that day. 
However, we had to have everybody do it once the first time 
around, and then the second time around. It was not structured, 
it was whoever felt like it, except for we had to have everybody 
lead twice. Not established, just there. 

Joel discussed how he handled leadership in his group. He said, 

I took my task as a colleague pretty literally.... I really 
avoided the leadership position as much as possible. I think by 
virtue of the fact that I was older, had a bit more of an overview, 
maybe was a little quicker with some ideas, I found myself in 
that position quite a bit, but I really didn't consider myself 
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responsible for the group.... I am not their teacher. I'm a 
teacher, but not their teacher. They were my teachers, too. 

I asked Marissa how she and Marleen went about working out the 

group leadership situation, and she rephed. 

At the beginning that first day Marleen and I made sure 
that the students understood that we were doing [the leadership] 
just for that day, that tomorrow and the next day, it was going to 
be their turn, and then the next day allowing someone else to 
take a turn, saying "OK, you saw how we led the group 
yesterday, now you start out. What are we going to do?" 

Then also whenever I saw a student floundering, give a 
suggestion, like "You might want to write this down," or tried to 
see that I gave an input but then ... I stayed quiet. But in the 
sense that I'm a participant, I just want to hear what this other 
person has to say because I noticed that they were too quiet or 
she hadn't shared something. So that's how Marleen and I did it. 
We noticed that the students were constantly looking at us for 
direction and leadership that first week. So the next week 
Michelle and I talked after class that we were dominating our 
group, that we needed to hold back. She felt the same way. We 
changed our behavior in the group, we settled back and let the 
students take over. There's one student who is definitely a 
leader. He's the one who is saying, "Well, what do you have to 
say?" and "What do you think?" and trying to get the quiet ones 
out. And I think that works in a group any way. There's 
definitely going to be one person, there's always somebody who 
comes out as a leader. It just happens, it's the natural way of 
groups. It just made it hard for us that we're teachers, because I 
think a teacher does that naturally. It's just second nature, so I 
had to fight not doing that. In the afternoons I felt like I was 
among peers, I felt that it was a time to learn about learning, 
looking behind the stage at what was going on in the mornings 
and also to be exposed to more ideas. I really appreciated what 
peers shared. I think that was the most valuable thing for me. 
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It's made me braver in sharing when I hear other people share. 
When I write by myself, I feel my writing to be very inferior, 
and not quite good enough for sharing. But when other people 
are brave enough to share, I think, "Well, you know, I may as 
well share also." 

These teachers' statements indicate that they perceived their task as one 

of encouraging students to continue their participation, helping them 

understand how valuable their ideas are, and collaborating with them on a 

mutual product with which they could all be satisfied. Further, these 

statements confirm that the task had both high ambiguity — they didn't always 

know exactly how to go about it or how well they were succeeding — and 

high risk ~ they were concemed about the possibility of (a) unwittingly 

playing a discouraging role, and (b) failure and disappointment should that 

have happened. While on one hand, teachers tried to step out of the role of 

teacher as leader and expert, students may not have perceived it so, or may 

have resisted that because it meant that they had to step into a different role. 

I asked students for their reactions to working with teachers in the 

small writing groups. Deha said, "That's neat, because ... it's not formal, you 

can talk to them like a fiiend...." 

Juan said, "I think it's awesome.... I felt really good because ... you 

ahready went to college and I'm taking a class that you're taking.... It makes 

me feel more intellectual." 

Assessment of Student Competence 

The Writing Skills Improvement Program provided an evaluation of the 

Summer Institute for Writing and Thinking Across the Curriculum (1991) to 

its granting agency. The section of interest to this study is the report on the 
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pre- and post-testing of students' writing competence. Students provided a 

forty minute writing sample on the first and last days of the Institute. They 

were hohstically scored by staff not involved in the program. Each theme 

was read by two raters; each student received a combined score for both their 

pre- and post-test; then, each combined score was designated a letter rating. 

The following is taken directly from the Evaluation of the Summer Institute 

for Writing and Thinking Across the Curriculum (1991, p. 2; reprinted by 

permission of the author): 

The results of pre- and post-testing are documented [by the Writing 

Skills Improvement Program] in Tables A and B below: 

Table A Grade Distribution 
Pre-test Grades Post-test Grades 

A = 0 
B = 7 
C = 24 
D = 3 
F = 0 

Total 34 

A = 8 
B = 20 
C = 6 
D = 0 
F = 0 

Total 34 

Table B 
Same Grade One Grade Gain Two Grade Gain 

Grade Gain Analysis 
Three grade Gain 

D to A = 1 A = 0 
B = 4 
C = 4 

Total 8 

B t o A  =  3  C t o A  =  4  
C t o B  =  1 6  
D t o C  =  2  

Total 21 Total 4 Total 

As shown by Table A, after pre-testing it was determined 
that students had a bottom-heavy grade distribution. Seventy-
nine percent (27) of the students had C's or below. Only 21% 
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(7) of the students achieved B's or higher after pre-testing. 
However, after post-testing only 18% (6) of the students had C's 
and 82% (28) had B's or better. The grade distribution at the 
end of the Institute was top-heavy. 

As shown by Table B, 24% (8) of the students maintained 
their beginning grades by the end of the Institute. More 
impressive were the 62% (21) of the students who gained one 
grade, and the 12% (4) of the students who gained two grades 
over their beginning scores by the termination of the Institute. 
Considering the relatively short duration of the Institute, these 
gains underline the exceptional effectiveness of the Sunmier 
Institute for Writing. 

In addition to the aforementioned assessment, participants were 

required to submit two polished pieces of writing. These pieces were not 

graded. The goal of sharing and responding was improvement in the content 

of those pieces, not judgment of the work or grading of the work. By using 

the pointing and centering techniques for sharing and responding, teachers 

assumed the roles of hstener/leamer, encourager/guide, and coach. By 

providing a non-threatening environment for students, teachers flmctioned as 

adult/protector, and avoided the role of judge altogether. Students received 

help with the polishing of their two pieces in the context of the pieces during 

their tutoring sessions. 

While students attending the Institute did not receive "grades" for their 

work, their work was recursively and non-judgmentally evaluated for the 

purposes of revising and refining in the small groups. The work was 

important to students based on the (a) on-going feedback given by their peers, 

(b) realization that their opinions and perceptions are valued, (c) invitation to 
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make their own choices about topic, genre, and audience, and (d) norms 

established through the writing community. 

I asked teachers about what kind of growth they saw in the students. 

Marissa talked about one student in the following: 

Today, SP shared an experience from the loop writing that 
we did. The experience was about an accident. After he did all 
the [steps] that we had talked about ~ the narrative, description, 
dialogue, the closing loop, he went back and evaluated what the 
incident had taught him. He pulled it all together and came up 
with ... something that he had learned. He had seen himself as 
this kind of person who was led along by the group and got into 
an accident because of it, and [then] becoming a person who 
would not be easily taken in by his peers in that situation 
because he realized the consequences of it. I saw a lot of 
thinking in that. I saw a lot of evaluation,... synthesizing,... 
bringing it all together and evaluating the situation, evaluating 
himself. So a lot of process there from SP who had not 
produced that kind of writing the whole time we've been in 
groups. I was very amazed. I was really pleased by what the 
Institute had helped him accomphsh. Obviously he was very 
pleased, too, because he was so eager to share it, he's not usually 
like that in the group. 

Results 

Academic Task Revisited 

Academic task (Doyle, 1986a; 1986b; 1986c) is a useful tool for 

examining the manner in which content is represented to students. This 

notion includes a problem with accompanying conditions, a product, the 

cognitive processes required, and the importance of the work to be done. 
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When I interviewed students, I asked them to describe the work they 

had completed during the year before the Institute. Their comments illustrate 

their perceptions of their school work and hint at how their teachers may have 

managed complex academic work in classrooms. Juan described his Enghsh 

class in the following: 

If I work hard enough at [school] I can do it easily, I can 
get good grades.... [In English] we did a few essays; we didn't 
do that much writing.... [In writing essays when] I have a lot of 
things to say, that's really fim. But then, there's a lot of times 
where I don't have a lot of material to write about, so I hate 
that.... I hate that assignment because I don't have any material, 
I don't know what to do, I don't know what to write, and I'm put 
into a situation where I can't do anything. [I have material for 
writing an essay when] we have class discussions,... [the 
teacher] asks a lot of questions, and she interacts with the 
students.... 

I didn't put a lot of effort into [English] class.... I would 
just do it so I wouldn't get an F. So [for] that oral report... I just 
browsed through the book, got a few main points and then 
mostly BS through the whole report. And then I just said a lot of 
stuff like this is what happened, this is how it happened. I 
remembered a certain line that I read, and I said, "I remember 
Black Boy said this and then he said that." That's mainly what 
the whole book was about, and since I BS so much, I just talked 
so much. Because I talk a lot, since I talk so much my teacher 
would [say], "How interesting. I see you have a different point 
of view in all of this. It would be, "Yeah, that's me!" She would 
give me a B or something like that. That's mostly it. 

If I... do an essay, it's evaluated a lot on spelling,... 
paragraph structure, punctuation; because I have run-on 
sentences,... she would always be cutting down my sentences. 
Contents [were] not [counted] that much, but... if you got your 
point across, she gave you a good grade, and that was it.... [Her 
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comments about errors] were pretty obvious;... just stupid 
mistakes, mistakes I wouldn't have done if I would have reread it 
once or twice and rewritten it.... [An assignment I didn't feel 
like doing] looked like a weak assignment. It had no beginning, 
no point, and no end.... What I remembered about Julius Caesar 
is that he got killed. So I would just write all kinds of stuff. 
"Well, yeah, Julius Caesar was a very good book, this and that. 
Then JuUus Caesar got killed; then I really enjoyed this book." 
And that's it. So why would you give that assignment? I don't 
think so! 

Delia, who wrote for the school newspaper, revealed the following 

about two of her classes: 

In English we had to do a lot of essays.... One thing that I 
really liked the most was ... to pick a book, read it, and do 
different things with it,... like to act it out. The book that I 
picked out was The Diary of Anne Frank, so I had to act out in 
front of the class, and tell them all about my life [in Anne's 
words].... I guess the main reason I really liked it was because 
everyone was supposed to dress up.... People said that I looked 
like Anne Frank.... For extra credit we would read a book, and 
tell about it in different sections. That was 75 points extra 
credit. So that was neat because I get to tell my teacher so he 
would know that I read tiie book.... We mostly had quizzes, and 
we really didn't have tests. We read that book To Kill a 
Mockingbird. Every time we would read a chapter... he would 
give us a quiz on it. "Who was Scout? Who did this? Why did 
he do that? What about Jim?" [we just answered with] about a 
sentence.... They were graded on originaUty,... on neatness, and 
how well you got the information.... He would put a lot of 
marks.... If we forget a period or something, he'll just circle at 
the end of the sentence with a red thing. Then he will leave a lot 
of good comments, or "It's really good except you need to watch 
out for your punctuation," or something like that.... They were 
really helpful because they would remind me that I have to keep 
watching out for my punctuation, because every time I forget it 
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gets worse.... I enjoy [English] a lot, because all my friends 
were there.... My teacher was really nice; in some points he 
would make us work hard and do good, and at other points, we 
would slack off, play around, and that's the way I like it... not 
always doing work the whole hour, or not always slacking off 
the whole hour. 

My [joumahsm] teacher was really nice. At the beginning 
of the school year, I wouldn't do my articles on time.... So she 
would go all the way to my house and pick up the story.... The 
main thing that really helped me was my teacher; she would 
always comment, "You're a great writer." ... She would never 
tell [us] anything negative. 

Sahuarita, who mentioned that she really enjoys writing, described her 

classroom experiences this way: 

We get a lot of homework, but half the teachers don't care 
if you turn it in.... I like thinking about questions; if you just 
looked it up in the book, you're not going to remember it, and 
that doesn't help you on the test. But if you have to think about 
it, then you will remember.... The teacher didn't check the 
[math] papers, he just made sure that we did the homework. So 
I never knew in fact if I did them right or wrong.... [Writing out 
how we got our solutions] helped because the teacher would 
have us asking questions ... about the homework, if we didn't 
understand anything. So I would always be the first one to 
speak up. (giggling) But it helped.... [My history teacher] 
never gave us the homework back. The last couple months of 
school, he gave us back a few of our tests. And mine never had 
any marks on it, just A, and then "good job" and that was it.... 
He would make us do vocabulary words, hke you do in the sixth 
grade, hke you have those spelling books.... Then he would just 
sit there and talk the whole day.... We read Romeo and Juliet 
and Westside Story.... We should have been reading something 
that would have been useful.... He would have us read a page 
and then evaluate ourselves on how we did.... "Did you use 



118 

enough expression, did you pause at the commas, did you wait a 
little while after each period.... He was pretty tough for every 
Uttle mistake. If you put an I instead of E or something, he 
would mark it wrong. If you had two or three of these, your 
grade would go down [a whole letter].... 

[My best assignment] was a problem [in genetics]. We 
had to figure out what [characteristics] each of [three 
generations] would be.... I Uked [the genetics problem], it was a 
neat challenge.... Give us something that we don't know, not 
something that we know.... I've done more writing in my other 
classes than in English. 

Miguel, who seemed very quiet, spoke only briefly about his school 

experiences. He told me about his English classes, 

I think they've been pretty good.... the teacher my 
freshman year taught us logic.... We learned different ways to 
write and to write plays.... My sophomore teacher ... taught me 
a lot about essays.... It helps to do a lot of writing... We had to 
write different things,... either take a spelling test or vocabulary 
test. Then we work together in groups, or go to the library and 
look up research, and just basically write up these for the ... 
unit. In two or three weeks we'd hand in five projects, either 
poems, science fiction, an essay, or maybe a cartoon.... He'd 
circle [mistakes] and put the right word. Before the end of the 
year, we'd have to rewrite all those words ten times, twenty 
times.... [The assignment that I liked the best was] a science 
fiction unit.... We can do it independently.... It was just fun 
because of the different choices that he gave us to do ... writing 
an essay on Stephen King, or on what the end of the world 
would be like, write a story on if there was only one plant left 
here,... draw cartoons, or write poems.... When you're getting a 
grade, you try to make the things to satisfy the teacher.... That's 
important! 
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These comments reveal the kinds of work or work situations that 

students found motivating. They appreciated interactive and social 

environments, choices, interesting challenges or problems to solve, alternate 

ways of demonstrating knowledge, and work for which they have been 

properly prepared and that they perceived as relevant to their lives. These 

characteristics fit closely with what Marzano (1991) contends are the 

characteristics of tasks that develop knowledge in students. 

On the other hand, some of the comments indicated that students did 

not understand the purpose of their work, did not get adequate or appropriate 

feedback, and completed some work only to satisfy the requirements of the 

teacher and/or to get a desired grade. In some cases, students felt that their 

work had little value besides fulfilling a requirement. 

Clearly some of the tasks students described called for little more than 

memorization, if that, hi fact, Sahuarita was indignant about having to do 

work that she perceived as a repeat of work she had mastered at least three 

years earlier. Some of the students' examples indicate that it's quite likely that 

classroom work has been made more routine and perhaps less challenging. 

Students often mentioned their teachers' attention to surface details, rather 

than the quality of the content. Only Miguel spoke of actual writing 

instruction. Students' discussion of their school work seems consistent with 

what was found in the classroom studies that provided the foundation for 

Doyle's (1986a; 1986b) conclusions about the complexity of academic work 

in classrooms necessary to lead to growth in writing proficiency. 

However, that is not the case for the work of the Institute. First, the 

described tasks required complex cognitive processing and resulted in 
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complex products. Second, the Institute assessment, consisting of student 

writing samples obtained on the first and last days of the Institute, 

demonstrated growth in writing proficiency for 74% of the students, while the 

remaining students maintained their entry level proficiency. 

While not all of the comments students wrote in the journals were 

positive, overall, students seemed to understand what was getting in the way 

of a completely positive experience. The following provides an example of 

one such journal entry: 

The Institute is nearing the end. It's been fun. I think I've 
learned a lot of new things. I've learned to get deeper into my 
writing, dig for something special, give that extra kick in a story 
or whatever. I wish my English classes were like this, sort of 
laid back, yet you're always pushing yourself to write better.... 
This last week has been boring, zzzzz, but then again I can 
blame myself for that. Without getting enough sleep during the 
weekend and school nights, I come to the small groups as a drag. 

The success of this experience for students leads to the question, 

"What are the conditions that support this complex academic work?" The 

remainder of this chapter is devoted to a discussion of those conditions, 

which include (a) well-designed tasks, (b) instructional strategies that foster 

complex thinking and problem-solving, while easing the discomfort brought 

about by uncertain, risky tasks, and (c) the estabUshment of management 

strategies that are consistent with good writing instruction. 
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Task Design 

The data reveal that Joseph very carefully designed these tasks so that 

students gradually coped with complexity in at least two ways: within tasks 

and across tasks. First, the prewriting, which included brainstorming as a 

result of "trigger" words, and then a more focused free writing, led students to 

the writing challenge of the day. The prewriting moved students in a step-by-

step fashion within each task from their personal knowledge and experiences 

to more abstract applications of that knowledge. Each part of the activity 

served as a resource for the next step. Second, these tasks, over time, 

engaged students in increasingly more difficult tasks, demanding the 

incorporation of increasingly more sophisticated writing skills and 

increasingly more complex problem-solving. Again, each day's product 

served as a resource for the next day's task. Finally, the presentations 

provided a myriad of possibilities for future products and presentations. 

The group assignments were open-ended and allowed for a variety of 

choices in content and format. While initially this ambiguity may be 

problematic for some students, in this collaborative context and because of 

the careful preparation within each task, students seemed willing to embrace 

the challenge. In this situation, the uncertainty was welcomed as challenging 

because of the freedom involved and the trust estabhshed in the writing 

community. The issue is whether a student is writing for a judge, teacher 

requirement, or for an audience with a known value system, one developed 

collaboratively in the pointing process. In one of the circulating journals a 

student wrote. 
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In the small groups you get to hear some great minds 
speaking about what they feel. This institute is fun because it's 
not like school where you write to satisfy the teacher to get a 
good grade. Here you write a lot about what you feel. The 
environment was a little stiff in the beginning but around the 
second day things started getting looser. 

Another student wrote. 

The writing we're doing in class really makes you think. 
You have to pay attention and concentrate. I really enjoyed 
going to the workshop and writing what was on my mind 
without anybody knowing it was me who thought it. 

Yet another participant expressed it this way: "The writing that 

we're doing is just so awesome. I mean it really gives you freedom to express 

your individual thoughts and opinions. Very cool!" 

The tasks were engaging, fun, and at times, very thought-provoking. A 

sampling of journal entries provides students' reactions and confirms this 

point; 

A student from the Most Majestic Lions wrote, "It's really a lot of fun 

to guess other teams' names. I'm not an American, so I certainly can't figure 

some riddles out. It takes time and practice." 

"The large group met again to present all of the scripts. The scenes 

were all original, creative, and humorous," wrote another student. 

"The point of view thing was fun. There [were] many flmny statements 

in the Red Riding Hood exercise. The warm-up was kind of weird. I like the 

fire drills much better. I think the David Letterman act and the woman of the 

week act were the two flmniest." 
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"We had our first 'visitor.' It was a blast. Mr. Rich Liberty came and 

let us sample his music." 

"This last Friday seemed to be really cool. I don't remember the quote, 

but we talked about perception. It's fimny how everyone brings different 

views, some off the wall, others very logical. The day dealt with images, 

definitions, and a narrative. Some images were nifty, like poverty and 

prejudice." 

"One person wanted Red Riding Hood to be a perfect granddaughter, 

the rest of us saw evil in her soul.... We returned to class and spent an 

entertaining forty-five minutes with the presentations. I particularly liked the 

David Letterman scenario, a very clever idea." 

"Today has been a pretty interesting day.... In our group we had the 

word prejudice, yes the never ending subject, but for once the conversation 

was neither negative or positive, only open-mindedness." 

Resources 

During the Institute, participants had the opportunity to draw upon 

many resources. The collaborative features of large and small groups 

provided students with a variety of human resources, fi^om which they had 

intellectual and emotional support to help them with ideas, risk taking, writing 

strategies, useful feedback, and group performances. It was a resource that 

served many purposes: eased the tension and discomfort that students may 

have felt and made the work seem do-able. 

This collaboration which included students and teachers working 

together, was another kind of resource. The teachers were nourishing and 
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protecting in a non-threatening learning environment, modeling appropriate 

writing and problem solving strategies, honoring students' work, and 

establishing trust for the writing community. 

The writing techniques introduced at the Institute provided a 

comforting structure for moving gently toward complexity. The extended and 

multi-layered prewriting was the springboard for generating ideas, sharing 

them and subsequently building upon them, so that students had a wealth of 

material from which to write. Giving and getting feedback, using pointing 

and centering, honoring a piece of writing by focusing attention on its 

powerful parts and its message are techniques that empower students to be 

very effective in the way they assisted each other. The following journal 

entry portrays one participant's view: 

"Our fire drill was fun. Hard to write on, I thought, but the feedback 

was dynamite!... I guess we're all different. I think it's pretty neat we can 

unite in our uniqueness." 

Importance of Tasks 

The importance of the work to be done was evident in many ways. 

Writing was celebrated with the families of the students at a kick-off 

breakfast, during which several people from the community gave motivational 

talks, and students received a reference book. Everyone looked forward to 

the daily presentations as respectful hsteners. On the morning of the last day, 

we assembled in our large group and read our polished pieces aloud. On the 

last afternoon of the Institute, writing was again celebrated at a closing 

reception for students and their families. Some students prepared short 
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presentations highlighting their special experiences during the Institute. In the 

spring, we had a reunion at which time we were presented with a book of 

participants' polished pieces and the ever fashionable T-shirt advertising our 

participation in the Summer Institute for Writing and Thinking Across the 

Curriculum. The message throughout the three weeks was, "Writing is 

important!" 

The Writing Community 

From the very beginning Joseph talked about establishing community. 

He set the norms for this community through example, brainstorming 

strategies, and discussion. While all the participants recognized his role as 

lead tutor, Joseph played down the authority role and established a student-

centered community. He was sensitive to the needs of the quiet and sensitive 

students and seemed to understand how to work with them. His gentle, 

caring manner guided us through die experience. He worked diligently to (a) 

estabhsh collaboration in which smdents and teachers worked as peers, (b) 

foster a comfortable, non-threatening environment, and (c) develop a task 

environment in which students are gradually increasing their ability to engage 

in complex cognitive processing and to gain control over their composing 

tasks. 

As an important part of that task environment, Joseph developed two 

writing assignments that assisted in the building of the writing community. 

The first was the introduction activity and the second was the activity to 

develop a team name that came from our alphabet riddles. From these group 

identities, the small writing communities created their own spirit. 
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The Social Aspects 

At the beginning of the Institute, Joseph set norms for a very social 

community through conversation, sharing and feedback, and informal 

questioning. While his easy-going manner made his management of the 

situation seem casual, Joseph very carefully estabhshed routines and 

procedures that allowed for orderly interaction and encouraged students to 

use their social nature for learning. One student characteristic that some 

teachers might find difficult to manage in classrooms, Joseph used to 

advantage by incorporating the socializing into the learning process. The 

collaborative context provided students with many opportunities to learn from 

teachers and peer modeling, to actively interact with the content, and to work 

in a supportive enough environment to continue working. This practice is 

well supported in the literature on writing response groups (Atwell, 1987; 

Kirby, Elbow, 1973; Liner & Vinz, 1988) as a method of assisting students 

through the writing process. Encouraging social interaction among students 

embeds their learning in a positive emotional context and invites them to 

accept the power and control to succeed (Covington, 1984; Marzano, 1991; 

Sylwester, 1995). 

Summarv of Findings bv Question 

Question 1. What were the features of mutually shared curriculum and 

group generated products as teachers and students worked together in 

collaborative writing groups? 

The writing group activities included a series of well-designed, open-

ended, scaffolded daily assignments, usually begun by extensive individual 
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prewriting and the sharing of those ideas, followed by a small group 

assignment which developed out of the prewriting and included some part of 

everyone's work, and then completed by a presentation of a product to the 

large group. The highly varied products required transformation of 

knowledge, complex thinking, problem solving, and decision making. 

Teachers and students worked together as peer writers, shared leadership of 

the groups, and provided each other with valuable sharing of ideas and 

positive and helpful feedback on their work. 

Question 2. What was the nature of writing instruction in a context in 

which students and teachers worked collaboratively in writing groups as 

participants in an Institute specifically designed for improvement in writing 

and thinking? How does this fit with recent research on instructional 

practices in composition? 

Writing instruction included (a) individual and collaborative writing 

experiences, based on open-ended, engaging, scaffolded assignments, 

drawing fi-om the writers' personal experiences and leading the thinking 

toward more universal concepts, (b) using helpful sharing and feedback 

techniques, (c) engaging students in gradually more sophisticated writing 

techniques, (d) applying a recursive writing process approach, (e) establishing 

and nourishing a community of writers, and (f) fostering a non-threatening, 

non-judgmental environment. These instructional practices dovetail quite 

well with exemplary practices established in the recent literature on the 

writing process. 
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Question 3. What was the evidence that this process led to complex 

products and student growth in writing? 

The small group products presented each day and the pohshed pieces 

of writing provided evidence that students expressed knowledge in novel 

ways, synthesized the contributions of many into a suitable presentation, and 

engaged in problem solving and decision making. Participants' testimonials 

provided further substantiation that students engaged in complex thinking in 

the ways that they shared their work, provided useful feedback, and improved 

their communication skills. Finally, the histitute assessment, consisting of 

student writing samples obtained on the first and last days of the Institute, 

demonstrated growth in writing proficiency for 74% of the students. 

Question 4. How did the histitute's contextual features influence 

accomphshment of academic tasks and instructional processes? 

The features that supported the successful accomplishment of complex 

academic work included (a) well-designed, open-ended assignments that were 

scaffolded within and across tasks, (b) collaboration of students and teachers 

in small writing groups, (c) establishment and nurturance of writing 

communities, (d) the sharing of leadership, (e) availability of multiple 

resources, (f) instructional strategies that protect a non-threatening, non-

judgmental environment, and (g) instructional strategies that foster complex 

thinking and problem solving. The writing community played a key role in 

fostering complex cognitive processing, maintaining order, and connecting 

students to their academic work. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusions and Recommendations 

The purpose of this quahtative study was to investigate and describe 

complex writing tasks undertaken successfully by adolescents and the 

classroom conditions supporting them. This was an attempt to discover the 

context and the tasks that would encourage students to engage in complex 

cognitive processing resulting in a gain in knowledge, i.e. writing skills and 

metacognitive skills, and that teachers can reasonably manage in classroom 

settings. 

The impetus for this study came from the studies reported by Carter & 

Doyle (1982) and Doyle & Carter (1984), who observed that teachers found 

maintaining both the complexity of academic work and classroom order 

particularly challenging, and that cognitive complexity was sometimes 

sacrificed in favor of maintaining order. Additional incentive stemmed from 

the conclusion that writing seems particularly susceptible to this possibility by 

its inherent complexity as well as the tension it creates in classrooms. 

Exploring ways to design writing tasks that are cognitively complex and 

reasonably manageable for students and teachers could yield usefiil 

knowledge. 
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Qualitative methods were employed for this investigation. Through 

participant observation and interviews of students, teachers, and tutors, the 

intentions, interactions, and perspectives of the participants were examined. 

A southwestern university's Summer Institute for Writing and Thinking 

Across the Curriculum was chosen as the setting because of its intentions to 

offer high school students instruction in using the writing process as a tool for 

learning, its collaborative context, and its long-standing successful reputation 

in the local school community, and therefore a likely environment in which to 

examine complex academic tasks. 

Summarv of the Findings 

Tasks 

As mentioned previously, the assessment administered to students at 

the beginning and end of the Institute (a period of three weeks) indicated that 

74% of the students demonstrated growth in their writing samples. 

Specifically, 21 students improved one grade, 4 students increased two 

grades, and one student gained three grades over his/her beginning score. 

Joseph verified that all students turned in at least one pohshed piece of 

writing, and that only two or three students did not turn in both polished 

pieces of writing. Overall, then, students were involved in and fulfilled the 

requirements of the Institute. Moreover, the students demonstrated 

impressive growth in their writing proficiency and increased control over the 

writing process in three weeks. As a result of describing and analyzing the 

tasks participants were expected to accompUsh during the Institute, some 

general statements about the tasks that fostered that growth can be made. 
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The open-ended tasks required transformation of knowledge in the 

completion of products. Students appUed their personal knowledge in novel 

ways and engaged in problem solving in reaching consensus about their small 

group presentations. Students engaged in complex cognitive processes. 

The tasks were very carefully designed. First, they were scaffolded 

within and across tasks. Within the individual task, students were gradually 

guided to move from their personal knowledge in a step by step fashion 

toward higher levels of abstraction. Each step of the task served as the 

prerequisite for the next step. Each completed task provided the knowledge 

or skills to tackle the next more complex and abstract task, ultimately leading 

students to grapple with broad ideas and issues. The design of the tasks 

enabled students to complete increasingly more complex products and to gain 

control over their learning. The task design is consistent with the scaffolding 

component espoused by Langer and Applebee (1987). 

Students had many resources available to them. First, they engaged in 

multi-layered, open-ended prewriting activities, which honored and also 

capitalized on their personal experiences, but then moved students to varied 

and more imaginative ways of viewing those experiences. The extensive 

prewriting usually produced an abundance of material and assisted students 

with ideas from which to write. Second, teachers modeled writing by 

participating in the writing tasks with students. Next, students learned to use 

sharing and response techniques which provided additional guidance. 

Fourth, students and teachers actually collaborated in the completion of the 

tasks, which means they shared responsibility and had available their 

collective variety of skills. Fifth, ample time (a three-hour block) was given 
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for the assignment, preparation and completion of the tasks. Finally, the 

public presentations served as a resource for future endeavors. All of these 

resources encouraged students to continue working and stay engaged in 

complex tasks. 

The importance of the work arose from a known community or peer 

audience, the presentations, the reading of pohshed pieces, and celebrations. 

An additional source of importance came from the fact that students had 

choices about their products, which kept them connected to the tasks, rather 

than following someone else's predetermined requirements, a situation that 

might easily be perceived by students as a break in their connection to school 

work. These factors assisted students in staying connected to and 

internalizing their learning. 

Commum'tv 

Regarding the conditions that supported these complex academic tasks, 

the establishment of the writing community was key. It was accomplished 

purposefully and carefully through modeling, discussion, brainstorming, 

writing assignments and changing teachers' roles. The community served 

several important functions. 

Community established a structure enabling students to develop the 

trust needed to be willing to take intellectual risks. It was a forum through 

which writers assisted each other with the recursive stages of the writing 

process. Students used sharing and responding techniques that fostered 

complex thinking as well as revision of work with attention to message, 
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audience, tone and purpose. Community served as an instructional strategy 

for managing complex academic work. 

Community established a context in which students were able to get 

some of their social needs met. The students that were interviewed 

mentioned how important they viewed having and being with friends is to 

their school experience. The community formed during the Institute 

capitalized on the students' need for social relationships, the social nature of 

language and learning (Langer & Applebee, 1987; Marzano, 1991), and 

served as a motivational strategy for students to stay connected and assist 

each other in taking control of their learning. 

Community created a caring, non-threatening environment in which 

student work was valued and students felt safe enough to handle the 

emotional tension inherent in the composing process. Students were willing 

to work through the process because they were invested in the community 

and the norms established through the community. 

Community created a context in which teachers and students shared 

responsibility for learning. Teachers assumed roles in which they played 

down their authority role and became Usteners, learners, encouragers, 

coaches, and guides, in the context of what Langer and Applebee (1987) call 

supportive dialogue. Sharing the responsibility changes the character of the 

learning environment significantly and appears to change teachers' 

management tasks as well. "Instruction [takes] place in a context where 

student as well as teacher has an active role to play in the writing activity. 

Room must be allowed for a shared exchange of ideas between teacher and 

student and an underlying understanding about their roles and goals ~ who 
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needs the help, who gives the help, and what is needed, and why. When 

instruction is approached this way, student and teacher roles necessarily 

change and, along with them, the nature of lessons and learning.... The 

teacher retains the role of planner and initiator of classroom activities. 

However, the activities planned need to provide scope for the students to 

develop their own purposes rather than simply providing responses to fit into 

the teacher's predetermined fi-amework" (Langer & Applebee, 1987, p. 145). 

One very important way teachers changed roles was writing along with 

students. Marissa spoke about her response to this change: 

I saw Joseph writing ordinary stuff and it wasn't any 
different fi"om what the students were writing, and it gave me 
courage to share what I was writing. He'd share his and I'd say, 
"Oh, O.K., I can share mine." And I think it did the same thing 
for the students, where they weren't so afraid. The teacher is not 
the evaluator, not a judge. It's just someone writing along with 
them. Although Joseph had the authority to say, O.K., Let's go 
on," he was very encouraging in that. I think it's difficult to see 
how good he is at it, because he is so good. He just does it 
naturally. "O.K., thank you for reading that. That's nice." It 
takes a real good, solid foundation in your beliefs about sharing 
and writing to [be] that kind of person guiding you through it. 

This study pointed out how important supporting students is, especially 

as they face difficult work. Establishing a strong community spirit helped 

students cope with their feelings of vuhierabihty. Teachers demonstrated 

their willingness to be vulnerable by sharing their own writing. The 

imphcation, then, is that teachers' writing with their students is a very 

powerful tool for modeling and managing complex academic work. 
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This task structure and the functions served by the community made 

negotiating out the complexity of academic work unnecessary. Students were 

well supported in the environment in myriad ways and learned to work with 

the uncertainty in the context of challenge. Casting the learning environment 

in hght of Covington's (1984) work on achievement motivation, students did 

not seem to sense a risk of failure. Thus, they did not engage in the usual 

failure avoiding strategies that some of them alluded to in their interviews. In 

fact, the instructional strategies employed during the Institute are the very 

ones Covington (1984) recommends: fostering success, encouraging 

collaboration, offering many opportunities to master content, teaching 

leaming-to-leam strategies, and teaching problem solving strategies. 

Implications 

Students interviewed for this study provided some anecdotes about the 

way they and their teachers handled the accomplishment of academic work in 

their schools. Students hinted at the lack of challenge and complexity, the 

rote nature of some of the work, and the ways they had learned to skirt some 

of the requirements. In this sense, the results of this study substantiate the 

conclusions about academic tasks (Carter & Doyle, 1982; Doyle & Carter, 

1984) in classroom settings reached nearly fifteen years earlier. The 

students' comments demonstrate again the need for discovering methods to 

ameliorate this situation. 

This investigation confirmed that complex academic work was 

achieved in a particular context when attention was given to both the design 
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of tasks and the conditions that support them. Several implications for 

instruction came to light as a result of this conclusion. 

One important implication pertains to the design of the tasks. Tasks 

that are carefully scaffolded provide students with the necessary preparation 

to accomplish more difScult tasks. In writing instruction, extensive and well-

structured prewriting activities assist students in bringing to mind plenty of 

ideas from which to work. Gradually coping with increasing complexity 

eased students' concerns. Juan presented this suggestion for teachers: "Give 

your students a chance to free write. Then try out the fire drills, giving 

students certain words about a certain subject,... to free write to get them 

thinking about it, and then give them the hard stuff, like the essay. Give us 

free writing that's not graded. Do the pointing and centering. Then work 

yourself up to a perfect essay." 

Another implication for educators is that the management situations 

that come into play can be handled without necessarily diminishing the 

thinking that students do. Marleen said this about using admit slips, a 

writing-to-leam strategy, with her students, "I can see, especially witli the 

admit slips, [they're] going to help discipline problems, because when do 

people act out? When they are confused, when they don't know what's going 

on.... If they are already telling you that, then they are not going to take it out 

in other ways. So I think [they] would help in a disciplinary way in the 

classroom." 

A third implication drawn from the study's results is that some 

instructional strategies function as management strategies, as well. Students 

can be taught to take on tasks which help them take increased control of their 
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learning. Kristine's comment supports this notion. She said, "I feel 

extremely good about the small groups.... The students took over the 

leadership and did so without being asked, which was real positive to see. 

And critiquing today was beyond my farthest dreams, as far as ideally 

commenting and reacting." 

Marleen concurred with Kristine. "They are being kind of a teacher 

with their peers. It helps them with self-esteem." 

Juan stated his reaction to sharing leadership in the small groups, "I 

liked that very well. What I liked is that we were asked to do the work and 

we did it. You do it because you want to do it... self discipline." 

Reflections 

I decided to conduct this investigation of academic tasks (Carter & 

Doyle, 1982; Doyle & Carter, 1984) after frequently revisiting the conclusion 

reached by investigators ahnost fifteen years ago, that teachers reduce the 

complexity of academic work as they cope with the demands of managing 

such work in classroom settings. My experience and that of my colleagues 

helped me appreciate how difficult managing complex cognitive work is. At 

the same time, I was compelled to study complex cognitive tasks, describe 

them, and discover the conditions that supported their accompUshment. 

The results of my investigation provided evidence that managing 

complex cognitive work is possible. Carefully designing tasks so that they 

are scaffolded within and across tasks and providing students with multiple 

resources and appropriate preparation help students cope well with increasing 

complexity. Providing a collaborative context, changing the role of teachers, 
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and establishing community norais fosters a strong community spirit and 

supports the accomplishment of complex academic work. Community 

building is a powerful strategy for instruction and management, and provides 

a safe environment in which students can estabhsh and maintain their 

connection to complex academic work and its accomplishment. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Several issues emerged as a result of this investigation. These issues 

suggest avenues for further investigation. Most are concerned with classroom 

practices, and whether the teaching practices of the Institute can be 

dupUcated in classrooms in the context of schools with similar favorable 

results. Kristine related her resolve to implement the strategies but also her 

concerns: 

"I think I'm going to really stress the importance of writing and model 

the writing. So hopefully it will just be reflected in my approach the first 

couple of days. I'm not really sure what I'm going to do if it doesn't really 

work. I don't want to back down from it." 

Among the issues that arose out of this study are those that related to 

the context of the school. They are discussed briefly, as follows: 

1. The context for this investigation had a vastly different student to teacher 

ratio from those existing in the pubhc schools. While the public schools 

will undoubtedly never have a ratio similar to that of the Institute, one 

wonders just what ratios would work, or whether a "jump-start" situation 

with a number of adults at first would prove beneficial. 
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2. Students participating in the Institute may or may not have been 

representative of the local school population, particularly since they were 

motivated to apply to attend the Institute. 

3. Students could petition for credit but did not receive grades as a result of 

their participation in the Institute. The public school culture is tied into 

grades. One wonders how much and in what ways the "grades" issue 

impacts the learning students did at the Institute or do in school. 

4. The schedule of the Institute provided a three hour block of time, while 

classes are rarely longer than an hour in the schools. The study did not 

address the momentum that may have occurred over the three hours at the 

Institute. 

5. For the duration of the Institute, the community norms existed fairly well 

isolated from the university community, whereas in schools the classroom 

norms are influenced greatly by the school culture. 

6. The Institute's practices were based on the notion that learning is social; 

This may or may not be radically different from practices established in 

schools. 

7. In the pubhc schools students and teachers experience mandated 

assessment that does not necessarily match instructional methods 

espoused by the Institute. One question this brings up is how much impact 

that has on implementing these methods in schools. 

8. The history estabhshed with school populations in the same feeder 

patterns probably was not operating in this context, but might be a 

management consideration in schools. 
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All of the teachers attending this Institute were language arts teachers, 

although it was planned for teachers from other disciplines, as well. The 

focus was using the writing process as a tool for learning. It would be helpful 

to get an understanding of the perceptions and reactions of teachers from 

other disciplines. 

Another issue this study did not address is of what value the Institute 

was as a professional development opportunity for teachers. The Institute 

provided an unique situation for teachers to practice implementing the 

strategies with groups of students. It would be useful to know how likely 

teachers are to implement these methods in the classes they teach as a result 

of having participated in this experience. 

Marissa expressed great resolve to implement in her classroom what 

she learned at the Institute. She said, 

I think those who have been teaching have some sort of 
idea of what is really reality in the classroom, and ... what they 
can handle. I see here that it's almost hke appetizers in a 
restaurant. They don't give you a whole lot of them, but you get 
an idea of what this is going to taste hke, and that, and how this 
works and how that works.... They don't give you the whole [of] 
what to do in the classroom, which is really what I wanted,... 
but I think the appetizers gave me enough of an idea of what I 
can do, of what I'm able to accompUsh there, with any amount of 
students. The activities we're doing you can do with whatever, 
however many students you have in the classroom. It's very 
practical,... it's workable and we can see it working. 
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Very useful information might be gleaned by following up on teachers 

who participated in the Institute to get an understanding of what the 

experience of their implementation has been. 

Summary 

This investigation revealed methods for designing tasks and for 

restructuring classroom learning environments, so that students completed 

complex academic work. While the context for the study varied in 

important ways from pubhc school classrooms, the investigation produced 

useful information for classroom practices. 
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APPENDIX A 

PARENT PERMISSION LETTER 

Dear Parent, 

I am participating in the Summer Institute for Writing and Thinking Across the 
Curriculum as a middle school teacher for Tucson Unified School District. In addition, I 
am also collecting data for my dissertation as part of my doctoral work in Teaching and 
Teaching Education at the University of Arizona. I am investigating the notion of 
academic task as it occurs in the composing process, using the Institute as the setting. I 
am particularly interested in multiple points of view, which the Institute provides. As part 
of my investigation I would like to interview several students twice during the Institute. 
Each student interview will take approximately 30 minutes. Interview questions relate to 
school experiences, reactions to writing tasks, and experiences during the Institute. 

Please be assured that names and schools will not be identified in the written document. 
Privacy and confidentiality will be maintained. 

I hope you will permit your son/daughter to participate in this analysis of academic task. 
You may let me know of your interest in having your student considered for possible 
interview by returning the form attached below. 

Sincerely, 

Veronica M. Blake 
Graduate Student 

I give permission for my son/daughter to be interviewed 
by U of A graduate student Veronica Blake twice during the Summer Institute for Writing 
and Thinking Across the Curriculum. 

signature 

date 

Student's grade level in September, 1991 

School 
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APPENDIX B 

COLLEAGUE PERMISSION LETTER 
Dear Colleague, 

As I mentioned in class on Friday, July 5, 1991, in addition to participating in the Summer 
Institute for Writing and Thinking Across the Curriculum as a middle school teacher for 
Tucson Unified School District, I am also collecting data for my dissertation as part of my 
doctoral work in Teaching and Teaching Education. I am investigating the notion of 
academic task as it occurs in the composing process, using the Institute as the setting. 1 
am particularly interested in multiple points of view, which the Institute provides. As part 
of my investigation I would like to interview tutors, teachers, students, and University 
facilitators this week and again at the end of the Institute. Each interview will take 
approximately 45 to 60 minutes. Interview questions relate to school experiences, 
reactions to writing tasks, your experiences teaching writing, and your experiences during 
the Institute. If possible, I am interested in making copies of teacher learning logs as an 
additional source of data. 

Please be assured that your name and your school aflBliation will not be identified in the 
written document. Privacy and confidentiality will be maintained. 

I hope you will feel comfortable contributing your perspective to this analysis of academic 
task. You may let me know of your interest in participating by returning the form 
attached below. 

Sincerely, 

Veronica M. Blake 
Graduate student 

I am interested in participating in the study of academic task during the Summer Institute 
on Writing and Thinking Across the Curriculum, and agree to be interviewed twice by 
graduate student Veronica M. Blake. 

signature 

date 
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INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 

Participant Role First Interview Second Interview 

Nicholas Professor July 9 August 21 

Joseph Lead Tutor July 8 September 6 

Jane Tutor July 12 July 23 

Joel Teacher July 12 August 11 

Kristine Teacher July 11 July 25 

Marleen Teacher July 15 July 24 

Marissa Teacher July 10 July 24 

Eve Teacher July 12 July 24 

Juan Student July 17 July 26 

Delia Student July 19 July 25 

Sahuarita Student July 19 July 25 

Miguel Student July 16 July 23 
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APPENDIX D 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR STUDENTS 

First Interview 

1. Please tell me about yourself, your age, school, classes you are taking in 

school, what you like to do in addition to classes, and your goals after high 

school. 

2. How did you happen to come to the Institute? What do you hope to get 

out of it? 

3. What's school like for you? Why? 

4. Please describe some of the writing assignments that you get in school? 

How are they evaluated and graded? Which work best for you? Which 

don't? Why? 

5. What kind of personal writing do you do? 
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Second Interview 

1. Please describe what this Institute experience has been like for you? What 

was most helpful? What did you like the most? Why? 

2. What is your description and response to the small group? Please explain 

how the leadership worked out in your group. How did it go for you? 

How did you react to presenting so frequently? 

3. What's your reaction to being in a writing community with teachers? 

Why? 

4. Please describe your two polished pieces. 

5. What changes do you see in your writing? 

6. What's your reaction to non-graded assignments? Why? What changes 

has it made in your participation? 

7. What changes would you want your high school teachers to make, based 

on what happened here? Why? 
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INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR TEACHERS 

First Interview 

1. What is your educational background, teaching experience, and career 

goals? 

2. How did you get involved in this Institute? What are your expectations 

3. Please tell me about your own personal writing? 

4. What were your school experiences with writing? 

5. Please give me a sense of how you approach writing and grading with 

your students? How did you come to this approach? 
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Second Interview 

1. What is your overall reaction to the Institute? What worked? What 

didn't? Why? 

2. What do you plan on using in your own teaching situation? Why? 

3. How has the Institute met and not met your expectations? Why? 

4. How does what you experienced here fit with your prior knowledge and 

experience about teaching writing? Why? 

5. What do you think your tasks were as a participant in the morning groups? 

In what ways did the format facilitate that? 

6. Please describe the thinking you saw students doing. Please give 

examples. 

7. What kinds of changes did you see your students making? Please give 

examples. 

8. What were the most and least successful assignments? Why? 

9. How did the leadership work out in your group? How were decisions 

made? 

10. What changes would you make? Why? 
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APPENDIX F 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR LEAD TUTOR 

First Interview 

1. Will you please describe your role? 

2. What goals do you have for the participants? 

3. Will you please describe the daily activities/tasks and your guidehnes for 

accomphshing them? 

4. What kind of thinking do you want participants to do? 

5. How do you handle the assessment given that you are creating a non-

judgmental environment and are not grading assignments? 

6. What exactly is the shared curriculum? 

7. Please describe the small groups in which students and teachers 

collaborate? How do decide on grouping? 

Second Interview 

1. Please tell me how you think the Institute went this summer? Why? 

2. How satisfied were you with the presentations? Why? 

3. How well do you think the sharing of leadership went in the groups? 

Examples of what went well and what didn't? 

4. Please describe how things went for the participants? What special stories 

are there of any students? Greatest changes? Why? 

5. How many students completed two required polished pieces of writing? 

6. Will you talk about what you saw happening in terms of community 

building? 
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APPENDIX G 

INTERVIEW QUESTIONS FOR TUTOR 

First Interview 

1. Please tell me about your work for the Writing Skills Improvement 

Program and how you became involved in this work? 

2. What is your educational background and teaching experience? 

3. What specific work do you do for the Institute? 

4. How did you go about designing the small group task you led? 

5. Please tell me about your own personal writing? 

6. How has the Institute been beneficial for students and teachers in the past? 

7. What are your strategies for building a comfortable environment for 

students in the small groups? 

Second Interview 

1. What is your sense of how the work and the group process went in our 

group? 

2. What responses fi"om our group counted as really good work in your 

mind? Which were just ordinary? Why? 

3. What kinds of problems have occurred at the Institute that are 

troublesome? Why? 

4. Please discuss the shared leadership issue. Ours was different fi-om 

others. How to you account for that? How successfiil do you think it 

was? Why? 

5. What suggestions do you have for doing anything differently? Why? 
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-ABOUT THE INSTITUTE s> 
The Writing Skills Improvement Program 

ol the University ol Arizona is ollering Itio 
Summer Inslitute For Writing and Thinking 
Across the Curriculum This Institute has 
two goals: 

(1) To raise the level ol writing protlciency 
and facility ol 45 selected 9,10, and 11 th 
grade minority and economically 
disadvantaged students 

(2) To ramiliarize 15 middle and secondary 
school teachers o( diverse content areas 
with utilizing the writing process as a tool ol 
thinking, ell I 

HOW THE INSTITUTE WORKS 
The Institute will serve both students and 

teachers: 
MORNINQS 

9 - 1 2  Sludenit and teachers 
work together as writers, 
thinkers, and peer editors 

12 - 1 Lunch 

LOGISTICS 

1 - 3 
Sludtnts 

Attend writing 
workshops IS> 
tutorials 

AFTERNOONS 
1 - 2:30 
Teachers 

Take English 597, 
"Seminar in 
Writing Across 
the Curriculum," 
3 credit/graduate 
course 

BENEFITS FOR TEACHERS 
AN OPPORTUNITY TO: 
• Gain practical and theoretical under

standing ol how writing accelerates 
learning In all content areas 

• Develop skill & proficiency In writing 
• Gain understanding of ways In which 

writing improves maintenance of 
skills in all subjects. 

• Use instructional techniques for 
encouraging and evaluating student 
writing across the curriculum without 
increasing paper load 

• Develop special strategies tor 
lapping minority student potential 

PLACE; The University of Arizona 

DATE; July B • July 26, 1991 

TIME; Dailv, Monday - Friday 
9am - 12 noon 

and 
1 p m - 2 30 p m 

UNITS: 3 credit hours 
75 contact hours 

COST; $77 00 per credit * $16 50 
Student Fee = $247 50 

INFORMATION ABOUT ENGLISH 597 
• English 597, "Seminar in Writing 

Across the Curriculum," counts toward 
the B A., M.Ed, M A in ESL, the 
ESL endorsement, the Ph.D. in 
English and English Education, and a 
variety ot other graduate programs 

• Focus - applying current composition 
theories & practices to the teaching ol 
writing to secondary students in all 
subject areas 

• Topics for the course Include using 
writing as a tool for learning in all 
subject areas, designing prewriting 
and revising strategies in all subject 
areas, responding to students' writing, 
developing students' thinking skills, 
tapping minority students' potential, 
and handling the paper load 

oar 3> 
COURSE REQUIREMENTS 

• Required text available 
• Learning log 
• No midterm or final examination 

Note: 
This Institute is a recommended 
complement to SAWP 

Any teacher interested in gaining practical 
as well as theoretical knowledge ol how 
writing accelerates learning In all subject 
areas may apply 

WHAT IS THE PROCEDURE FOR APPLVINO 
Send the following materials by May SI' 
|1) An application 
(2) At least one letter of recommendation 

from an administrator or department 
head In your school 

(3) A statement ot your reason lor 
wishing to attend the Inslitute 

Note: II you have not been admitted to the 
graduate college of the University of Arizona, 
you must get admitted t>efore you can register. 
Admission Is not automatic with acceptance 

_ JrJJL'iM.'E?!' !y!S L 

N«mo 

Home Address 

Cily, Slaie. Zip 

Homo Phonii 

School 

School Address 

School Phone 
SubjecUs) ar>d.'o> grades laiight 

O PiMM rM»fV0 M ap0ce for m* •! the Kickoff 
Wortishopon July 4-S, 1991 (Note atlerMianc* al lh« 
Kichott is mandaiofy) 

• Pl«aM reMfw a apace fof me al Ihe onentatKm 
breaktait on SaWn^y, Juty 6. Y99) 

(Details about the KlckoH Woihshnp arx) onenlatton 
bteaktn&i IMIII be furnished upon acceptance lo the 
Inslilule) 

Send lo 
Dr Donna Rabuch, Astisiant Otrector 
Writing Skills Improvemenl Program 
University ol Amona 
1?0> flast Helen Street 
Tucson, AZ BS719 
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APPENDIX I 

INSTITUTE EVALUATION FOR SUMMER 1991 

Name of effort; Writing Skills Improvement Program's 
Summer Institute for Writing and Thinking 

Across the Curriculum 
(July 8 - July 26th 1991) 

1) State the qoal(s) (objective, purpose) of your effort: 

The Summer Institute has a dual purpose; (a) to raise the level 
of writing and thinking proficiency and facility of 30-40 selected 9th, 
10th, and 11th grade minority and economically disadvantaged students 
from high schools in southern Arizona, primarily Tucson, and (b) to 
familiarize 10-15 teachers with using the writing process as a tool of 
thinking and thereby improve the quality of their instruction. 

Benefits for students include an opportunity to (a) develop positive 
attitudes toward writing, (b) develop skills in writing, (c) increase 
writing output, (d) gain an understanding of the composing process, (e) 
apply what they learn about writing to organizing and cultivating thought 
in other content areas, (f) share unique aspects of their culture ver
bally, (g) improve academic performance and, thus, (h) gain self-confi
dence. 

Benefits for teachers include an opportunity to (a) gain practical 
as well as theoretical understanding of the composing process, (b) develop 
skills in writing (c) increase writing output, (d) examine the humanis
tic aspects of writing, (e) develop strategies for improving students' 
writing, and (f) return to the classroom able to teach writing as an 
instmment of critical thinking, logical argument, and clear expression. 

Public benefits; (a) We hope to ultimately improve minority and 
economically disadvantaged students' access to higher education by making 
them feel comfortable with the writing process and the kinds of critical 
thinking which the college curriculum requires. Through early stimulus, 
we hope to attract a population of students who might otherwise reject 
the option of pursuing higher education because of what they perceive 
of as their intellectual shortcomings. (b) We hope to reestablish a more 
ambitious idea of literacy by helping teachers improve their teaching 
of writing and reasoning and, thus, bridge the gap students often feel 
between what is required in high school and college writing. 

2) State how you measured your outcome(s) (describe what you measured) : 

Pre-and post-testing were conducted on the student participants on 
the first and last days of the Summer Institute. Students were admin
istered a writing sample within a forty minute time period. These writing 
samples were then graded by staff not involved in the program according 
to a holistic scoring scale. Scores ranged from unacceptable (1) to 
exceptional (6). Two raters rated each theme. The two scores were then 
combined and were given a letter grade according to the following scale: 

Combined Score 

A = 10, 11, 12 
B = 8, 9 
C = 6, 7 
D = 4, 5 
F = 2, 3 

Students were assigned a combined score for both their pre- and post-test 
themes. 
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EVALUATION FOR SUMMER 1991 
• P^e 2 

3) Report the results of this evaluation: 

The results of pre- auid post-testing are documented in Tables A 
and B below: 

Table A GRADE DISTRIBUTION 

Pre-test Grades 

A = 0 

B = 7 

C = 24 

D = 3 

F = 0 

Post-test Grades 

A 

B 

C 

D 

F 

Total 34 Total 

8 

20 

6 

0 

0 

34 

Table B GRADE GAIN ANALYSIS 

Same Grade 

A = 0 

B = 4 

C = 4 

Total 8 

One Grade Gain 

B to A = 3 

C  t o  B  = 1 6  

D to C = 2 

Total 21 

Two Grace Gain Three Grade Gain 

C t o A = 4  D t o A = l  

Total Total 

As shown by Table A, after pre-testing it was determined that students 
had a bottom-heavy grade distribution. Seventy-nine per cent (27) of 
the students had C's or below. Only 21% (7) of the students achieved 
B's or higher after pre-testing. However, after, post-testing only 18% 
(6) of the students had C's and 82% (28) had B's or better. The grade 
distribution at the end of the Institute was top-heavy. 

As shown by Table B, 24% (8) of the students maintained their begin
ning grades by the end of the Institute. More impressive were the 62% 
(21) of the students who gained one grade, and the 12% (4) of the students 
who gained two grades over their beginning scores by the termination of 
the Institute. Furthermore, 3% (1) of the students gained three grades 
from the beginning of the Institute. Considering the relatively short 
duration of the Institute, these gains underline the exceptional effectiv-
ness of the Summer Institute for Writing. 

4) Describe your plans in using your evaluation findings in refining 
your effort (a reasonable response is "no change" if you feel satisfied 
with your program results): 

No change 
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EVI^UATION FOR SUMMER 1991 
Page 3 

5) Summarize the Student Feedback questions: (32 students total) 

Item # Yes somewhat somewhat no 
positive positive negative negative 

27 (87%) 4 (13%) 

26 (84%) 5 (16%) 

21 (68%) 10 (32%) 

27 (87%) 4 (13%) 

financial aid 16 (52%) 6 financial aid 16 (52%) 
academic skills 9 (29%) academic skills 18 (58%) 
career counseling 9 (29%) career counseling 12 (39%) 
counseling 6 (19%) counseling 3 (10%) 
social 6 (19%) social 5 (16%) 
recreational 11 (35%) recreational 6 (19%) 
advising 3 (10%) advising 7 (23%) 

other (specify-tutors) 3 (10%) 

6) Further comments, results, sugcestions 

See WSIP 1991 Summer Institute Student and Teacher Evaluations enclosed 
with this report for summary of participants' responses to specific 
questions about the program. 
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Summer Institute Student Evaluation 

Please the answer whicii best fits the stataaent 

1. I ttoight that canbining students, teachers, and tutors as a cuiuiunity of 
vodters was 

70% 24% 6% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Excellent Very Gaod Gocc Averace Pocr 

2 .  1  thought the larce group activities viere 
27% 49% * 24% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Erccellent Very Gccd Gxxi Averace Poor 

3. I tlXMgfat tte group activities were 
40% 30% 30% -
1 2 3 4 5 

Excellent Very Gsod Coed Averace Pocr 

4. I thou^t the tutoring sessions v«re 
49% 39% 12% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Efcellent Very Gzcd Gxd Average Pocr 

5. I thought the writing workshccs (cn MDn. s Weds, or Tues. s Thurs.) v,Hr£ 
42%' 49% *9% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Ebtcellent Very Good Good Averace Poor 

6. I thought the circulating jcumals were 
30% 24% 40% 6% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Sccellent Very Gaod Gccd Averace Pocr 

7. I thoucht having 2 recuirsd pieces of writing was 
30%' 40%* 30% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Eiccsllent Very Good Gocd A^'eraca Peer 

8. I thou^t the Institute teacher, Jdin Rafcudc, 'w3s 
61% 33% 6% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Excellent Very Good Good Averace Poor 

9. Overall, I thought the Institute wss 
76% 18% 6% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Excellent Very Gocd Gccd Averace Poor 

10. favorite thing about the Institr-rte wss 

"Large group writing" 

"Small group sharing" 

"Meeting new friends" 

"My tutor. She helped me a lot" 

"The workshops" 
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11- The nest imporant thine t learaed afacut writing >iss 

"To think creatively" 

"That writing really is think-iny" 

"That detail is everything" 

"To write what vou feel ant! hg gharc" 

12. I think the Institats vaulc. be better if 

"It was longer - 6 week^" 

"I liked it as it was" 

"It's great as it IF;" 

15- The Ir.sti.tute w£s en ex=erinienr. Did it vzzk fcr ycu? Wrr/Avhy a:z7 

" I t  worked for ne. I V/ill c o  to srhool npyt ypar a hp^^-gr vr-i^P-r" 

"It made me feel better about myself and my writ-iny" 
"I feel more confident to write about what I feel ar.d think, the 
things that are important to me" 

"It taught me many great thincs that I have yet to learn anywhprp el se" 

14. Other concrents 

"The Institute was really well planned" 

"I enjoyed spending time on the U of A campus" 

"It was well thought-out and the activities were fun" 

"Thankr. - I found some talents I never knew I had" 
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10 responses total 

Tfearfgr Institute Evaluation 

Please circle tiK answer which best fits the statanenc 

I thought that oonfcining students, teacijers, and tutors as a ccrnunity of writers 
was 

100% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Esccellent Very Gxid Good Average Poor 

I thouchc the large groun activities v«re 
80%' 20% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Eccellent Very Good Good Average Poor 

I thouoht the small group activities vrere 
70%* 30% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Excelier.t Very Good Good Average Poor 

I thcucht the oraduate sendnar was 
100% 

1 2 3 4 5 
Exceiler.t Very Good Good Average Poor 

I thoucht the serninar teacher, Duane Soen, was 
100% 

1  2 - 3 4  5  
Exceiler.t Very QDCC Good Average Poor 

I thought the learning loc recuired in the seminar was 
70% 30% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Esccellent Very Good Good Average Poor 

I thoucht the circulating joximals vere 
30% 60% 10% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Excellent Very Good Good Average Boor 

I thought having 2 required pieces of writing was 
70% 30% 
1 2 3 4 5 • 

Excellent Very Good Good Average Poor 

I thought the Institute teacher, John Babuck, was 
100% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Erxeller.t Very Good Good Average Poor 

O/erall, I thoucht the Institute was 
100% 
1 2 3 4 5 

Excellent Very Good Gocd Average Poor 
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-1991 Summer Institute Student Feedback (31 students total) 

Student Feedback 

1. Did this program provide ttie services you needed? 
Kyes 27 (87%) 
f somewhat 4 (13%) 
0 very little 
D no 

2. How would you descnTse your experience with this program? 
5 very positive 26 (84%) 
^ somewhat positive 5 (16%) 
[] somewhat negative 
Q negative 

3. How would you describe the usefulness of this program? 
5 very useful 21 (68%) 
5 somewhat useful 10 (32%) 
[] not very useful 
D not useful at all 

4. Would you recommend this program to others? 
Qcyes, delinltely 27 (87%) 
QC probably 4 (13%) 
Q probably not 
[] definitely not 

Why or why not? 

5. What services do you feel are needed on this campus? 
H financial aid 16 (52%) 
0 academic skills 9 (29%) 
H career counseling 9 (29%) 
0 counseling 6 (19%) 
H social 6 (19%) 
B recreational 11 (35%) 
K advising 3 (10%) 
[] other (specify) 

6. What services are the most important to you? 
fi financial aid 16 (52%) 

academic skills 18 (58%) 
5 career counseling 12 (39%) 
^ counseling 3 (10%) 
5 social 5 (16%) 
§ recreational 6 (19%) 
g advising 7 (23%) 
g other (specify) 3 (10%) Tutors 
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