Witing Across the Curriculum

Conposition classes often focus on two types of discourse<exposition and what is
frequently identified as creative witing. Exposition generally refers to the
witing of essays and eventually research papers. Creative witing usually
refers to conposing literary genres<poetry, short stories, dramas, and even
novel s. Sonetinmes we al so ask students to wite literary reviews and anal yses.

VWil e practicing these discourse nodes may hel p students discover literary

tal ents and devel op skills necessary for sone acadenmic witing, the range is
limted. Experts in conmposition instruction have been urging teachers to expand
t hese boundaries to include many nore di scourse forns. The busi ness world has

al so added its voice to this call for expansion so as to better prepare students
for the kinds of witing tasks they will face as adults. They may need to know
how to wite a classified ad, a contract, a neno, and/or a letter of conplaint.
They may need to know how to wite directions for using equi pnent or products or
how to wite conputer software nanuals. They nmay need to know how to take

m nutes at a neeting and prepare a formal business report or even a grant
proposal . They may need to know how to sunmmarize material so it will fit on one
page to be FAXed. They nmay need to know how to wite a recipe to share with
friends. They nay need to know how to maintain anthropol ogical field notes and
how to present an analysis of survey data. They nmay even need to know how to
conpose greeting card nessages, picture captions, journalistic articles, or
programs for dramatic, nusical, or religious events. This list could go on and
on.

The problem of course, is that there is not enough tine to teach all of the
possi bl e di scourse nodes. Certainly the English teacher al one cannot begin to
engage students in all the possible forms of witten comrunication. Furthernore,
the English teacher is a specialist. The conposition teacher knows sone things
about literary and academc witing, but he/she probably does not have the
experti se necessary for teaching the forms which are specific to other subject
areas. What kinds of witing do mathenatici ans do? How i s each organi zed? Upon
what criteria are they judged? What kinds of witing do historians do? How are
these different fromthe kinds witten by other social scientists? Wat is a
political tract? How do you know one when you see it? What do Suprene Court
decisions ook like in print? How is the Congressional Record organi zed and what
does it include? Those who shoul d be best prepared to teach students to wite
soci al studies, math, science, home economni cs, business, and so on are those who
teach those subject areas.

Wil e this conclusion seens logical, two factors make inplenentation difficult.
First, few subject area teachers have actually studied the discourse fornms in
their owmn fields. Yes, they have studied the content, but they may never have

| ooked at how the material is presented. Mst of us have studied the Declaration
of | ndependence, but how nany social studies teachers have ever exanined it as
an exanple of how a political declaration is structured? How nany have ever
tried to conpose such a declaration? Wiile English teachers and to sone extent
busi ness teachers have anal yzed di scourse forms, few other teachers in other
subj ect areas have done so. Furthernore, unless these teachers have had sone
continued contacts with their fields outside the classroom their know edge of
subj ect-specific fornms nmay be limted. For exanmple, if a science teacher has
never participated in a research programor wrked in a comrercial |aboratory,
he/ she may have little knowl edge of the real world witing associated with the
subject matter. O course, as long as Anmerican education focuses on what
students know rather than what they can do, teachers of other subjects have



little inclination to encourage students to engage in historical, scientific, or
even vocational witing. Thus, the systemitself tends to discourage witing
across the curriculum However, if performance assessment becones a reality,
this situation will change.

The second probl em nmay be an even nore serious stunbling block, but it is one we
as teachers of writing nustrecognize as our own creation. Many teachers, even
some who teach conposing, consider thenselves to be inconpetent witers. They
feel as if they have nothing to teach students about witing because they

consi der thenselves unable to wite well. In general, this self-assessnent is
the result of their own school experiences with witing. Further, their
reluctance to teach witing my well hinge on their belief that the way they
were taught (or not taught) to wite is the nethod which is still being used.
Since they did not learn to wite well thensel ves, how could they possibly teach
ot hers?

Further discussion with these people often reveals these nisconceptions about
what we nean when we say that all teachers should teach witing. A few wll

admt that they truly dislike witing and feel unable to wite well. However,
nost will object on the basis of the following: an inability to use mechanics
and spell accurately and/or an inability to conpose literary witing and ne
conmon school forns or exposition. And no matter now they feel about thensel ves
as witers, they are likely to resist teaching witing on the basis that they do
not want to grade all those compositions, especially when multiple choice tests,
whi ch are nmuch easier to grade, readily tell them whether or not students have
conpr ehended the nateri al

VWhet her or not we convince other teachers to teach witing as a part of their
curriculum we need to |l et them know about the changes that are taking place in
the conposing curriculumand the alteration in methods. W need their support
and their understanding. If they assunme that we are teaching witing the sane
way they were taught, they may end up working agai nst us wi thout even know ng
it. Therefore, we have a responsibility to informthem and keep t hem abreast of
what we are doing. Sone may even find this new approach so appealing that they
want to try it just because it nmakes sense to them and seens much | ess

t hr eat eni ng.

O her teachers may need to be convinced that they should incorporate nore
witing into their classroons. However, to convince themwe have to consider
what is apt to persuade them Better witing is probably not a goal which is
high on their priority list<nice, but not essential in their classes. Besides,
they may still consider teaching witing to be the English teachers territory,
not theirs.

The appeal that is nost likely to work is the one which states that students
will learn material in nore depth and retain it longer if they wite about it.
We aren't really asking teachers in other subject areas to teach witing.

Rat her, we are asking themto use witing as a tool for learning subject matter.
Students should not be just learning to wite, but witing to | earn. Further
teachers of other subjects need to know that this |earning generally occurs
while the witing is being done. Since evaluation after the action of witing
will be of Iimted benefit, much of the witing that students do in order to

| earn content need not be graded.

What exanpl es of such non-graded witing-to-learn can be given to illustrate the
i dea? One of the easiest ways to incorporate witing into any subject area is
through a journal or learning |og. Students could be required to spend the | ast



5 m nutes of each period summarizing the class session. Sonetinmes students coul d
be required to respond to their textbook readings at the start of each class. A
few of these could be shared in order to initiate discussion. In a science

cl ass, students could record in journals their predictions of what will occur
when an experinment is performed and why. Then these predictions can be judged
agai nst what actually happened and, if needed, an explanation given in witing
about why the previous reasoning was faulty. In physical education, students
could keep progress journals in which they self-evaluate their growh in skil
devel opnent each day.

Journal work can beconme burdensone, however, so the teacher may want to consider
sone other options. At the start of the class, each student could subnit a
witten question. The teacher could quickly glance over these and try to build
in the answers during the lecture or discussion. Student-witten questions could
be used as the basis for a small group discussion or reviewing for a test.

This is only a limted sanpling of the kinds of tasks which would enhance the

| earning of subject matter while increasing minimally, if at all, the teacher's
paper |oad. Further, if students find that these tasks produce their own rewards
in the formof increased understanding and better test scores, they nay do the
tasks even if they are not required.

The goal of these activities is to encourage students to |learn through witing.
Most of these tasks are short but purposeful fromthe student's point of view
Oten, pieces of limted | ength demand nmuch thought. The inmportant point here is
the frequency of witing. If students wote nore often and used witing in ways
that they see as beneficial, conposing |onger pieces mght be | ess |aborious.
Further, these pieces serve their own ends. They should not be graded. That is
not to say that | onger papers should be avoided or that papers should not be
graded. Ways do exist to nake |onger papers better. Rarely are adults asked to
conpose essays and articles about unfamiliar subjects. W wite about subjects
we know wel |l and those we care about. Students, however, nust often wite about
subj ects they understand only vaguely if at all. In many instances, students
fear witing because the task is little nore than a test. Longer papers are a
doubl e-barrel ed threat. Not only nust students try to prove that they have a
sati sfactory grasp of the topic but they nmust denonstrate their know edge
through a nmediumw th which they are not fully confortable. They are not sure of
the subject matter and they aren't sure of themselves as witers.

I mproving witing nmeans hel ping students feel nore confident about both subject
matter and witing. During one English course for college freshnen, students
sel ected a subject of personal interest and pursued that single subject through
the witing of at |east three papers<an interior nonol ogue, an interview, and a
menoi r. They explored the subject from several different perspectives. However,
by continuing to use the sane subject matter for three papers, they were able to
focus nore attention on witing effectively which, of course, was the goal of
the course. Wiile this is not a perfect nodel for freshmen conposition courses,
it illustrates the point about hel ping students feel nore secure when they
wite. Another approach is to have students conplete sone prelimnary but short
witings prior to conmposing a | onger paper. Yet another idea is to provide
opportunities for students to share ideas orally and question each other prior
to and/or during the conposition

Longer pieces of witing could be used in a variety of ways. For exanple,
students coul d be assigned various parts of chapters to summarize. Wen it is
time to discuss the chapter, students could share the sunmaries and revi se
according to student reconmmendations until all the najor points have been



i ncl uded. These could then be duplicated for all students to review prior to a
test.

In general, when students wite in other subject areas, they do so in isolation
as if sharing witing is akin to cheating on a test. Wen adults wite, they
often verbalize their ideas to others before they begin to conmpose, often even
before they consider witing. As they put the work together, they often continue
to share their thoughts or even their rough drafts. It is comon to share the
nearly final draft with soneone el se for some editorial coment. Students,
however, may not consider such sharing as appropriate. |Indeed, they may fee
unconfortabl e sharing their ideas anong their peers. However, the classroom
setting can make such conversation legitimte. The hope, of course, is that if
students become nmore confortable expressing thenselves in a literate nanner

i nside the classroomwalls, they will beconme better able to do so in their daily
lives. Instead of requiring that each student wite a paper, the task could be
assigned to a small group that nust coll aboratively produce one paper

Many teachers in other subject areas do require students to conplete research
papers. O ten, however, the only people who see the results are the witer and
the teacher. Ot her students never have a chance to | earn about those topics.
Research papers coul d be exchanged and assi gned as reading and the major points
reported to the class by the reader. O perhaps the project could be redesigned
so that students create scripted multi-media productions which are presented to
cl assmates rather than submitting traditional papers.

One additional point needs to be addressed here. Wenever, educators begin to
di scuss witing across the curriculum many will imediately think of essay
exanms as a method of incorporating more witing into other subject areas.
Witing essays can enhance thinking about the topic. However, essay exans tend
to encourage witers to nenory dunp and to ignore the witing processes which
produce the nost effective witing. Furthernore, essay tests are difficult to
grade objectively. What is of even deeper concern is that these exans pl ace
witing in a very unfavorable light. If exanms are the only tinme when students
are asked to wite extended prose, they will associate witing with testing.
Witing will be seen as sonething which is of little personal value in terns of
| earning, but of great value to the teacher as a neans of validating know edge.
Therefore, essay tests should be used sparingly and should not be the only kind
of witing students do in other subject areas.

If we expect students to wite nore effectively, then we nust provide the

i nstruction which is necessary. Each discipline has its own particul ar
requirenents, formats, and expectations. An explication of a poemis not the
same as a laboratory report in science. A business letter and a nenp are al so
different. Literary reviews are distinct fromreports of historical research. No
Engl i sh departnent can possibly teach students all of the nyriad forns of
witing. Few English instructors are truly confortable witing in these

speci alized forns thenmsel ves. This is one major reason that witing nust be
taught across the curriculum If we want students to becone literate, then we
nmust acknowl edge that there are different kinds of witing associated with
various disciplines. True literacy nmeans being able to cope with these

di fferences, both as readers and as witers.

Students need to wite and they need to wite nore than just answers to
guestions at the ends of chapters. They need opportunities to explore the
various di scourse nodes which are subject-specific. Al so, they need to use
witing regularly to stinulate and i nmprove their own | earning. This kind of
writing cannot be done in the English classroom However, conposition teachers



can be very hel pful in recomendi ng ways in which teachers in other subject
areas can use witing as a teaching-learning tool w thout negating the conposing
i nstruction which occurs in the English classroom I|f done properly, the use of
witing in other subject areas can actually lighten those teachers' burdens by
enhanci ng the effectiveness of their instruction.
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