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Writing Instruction
S. W. Freedman

Since the 1970s ideas about teaching writing have
undergone a revolution in the English-speaking world.
with the emphasis shifting from what writers write to
how they write. from their products to their processes.
Under the older “product’ focus. teachers normally
concentrated their energies on writing comments on
students’ finished pieces. with the expectation that
students would improve their writing by reading those
comments. With a ‘process’ focus. teachers are
expected to understand how writers think and then
use that knowledge to lead writers through an elub-
orate and recursive process that involves thinking
through idcas. putting words on paper. revising, and
solving any problems that arise along the way. Rather
than focusing attention on the final version. teachers
with a process orientation provide ongoing assistance.
The assumption is that the teacher’s help will allow
students to write better picces than they could if they
wrote ilone and that as time goes on students will
come to need less help on writing tasks of comparable
difficulty.

1. Some Problems with a Process Approach

In spite of the widespread emphasis on process
approaches, they are being interpreted in widely vary-
ing ways in the schools. First of all. the meaning of
teaching writing as a process has not always been
interprcted as the recursive. problem-solving process
that researchers defined. Instead. many have seen the
process as a set of fixed and rigid steps and stages. for
example. ‘“Monday we brainstorm: Tuesday we write:
and Wednesday we revise.’

~ The second problem with process approaches
involves the perspective itself. Teachers need to attend

to more than students’ cognitive processes: they need
to focus attention on products. and help students with
the mechunics of spelling. punctuation. and written
syntax. They also must understand the social networks
that best support students’ learning. cspecially the
peer natworks. Finally. they must create classrooms
that are flexible enough to allow students a variety of
developmental paths.

Process and product are best viewed as dialectic,
with process conceptualized to include both social and
cognitive processes.

2. Classroom Organization—Communities of Writers

Classrooms organized to meet the varving social and
cognitive needs of ditferent students as they compose
are not traditional classrooms dominated by teacher-
talk: rather they are places where students. through
their talk and actions. reveal their nceds to their tea-
chers and their peers. A workshop approach. with
much attention to encouraging student talk and build-
ing trust and community. allows teachers to organize
the ongoing and flexible help writers need. In work-
shop classrooms. many different activities can occur
at the sume time. with much collaborative activity
amongstudents and between the teacher and students.
In what Dyson (1989: 272) calls a “literary collective.’
‘peer talk interwoven with the children’s activity may
invest writing with powerful meanings. as written
messages begin to figure into children’s reactions to
and relationships with cach other.”

3. Multiple Literacies, Purposes, and Audiences

Literacy is a plural concept. People write for many
purposes (to think through a difficult concept. to
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remember a grocery list. to display knowledge. to
apply for a job. to catertain others) and for many
audiences (teachers, employers, the selt. the general
public. specialist groups). It takes different skills to
write for different purposes and audiences: the good
story writer may not be competent at completing a
job application.

Most school writing is for a limited purpose and
audience: to display knowledge for the teacher who
plays the role of examiner. Although this is an impor-
tant audience and purpose (especially in the school
context). if schools are to create a highly literate citi-
zenry, students need experience with a wider repertoire
of literacies. Such exposure demands expanded lit-
eracy opportunities in school. Students, then. need to
write for many purposes and audiences that stretch
beyond the classroom. For example, where writing
is well taught. students enter writing contests, create
booklets for students who are new to their school,
share their experiences with students from another
community or country. write letters to the editor of a
local newspaper, and so on.

4. Connecting Writing Instruction with the Language
Processes of Reading, Talking, and Listening

Writing is part of a web of language processes. As
students develop expertise in one process. they draw
on their competencies in others. For writing, students
may need to talk out their ideas before writing them
down or to talk about difficult concepts they have
tried to express. They may also rely on their ideas of
how written language differs from oral language. ideas
that come not only from their past experiences with
talk and writing but also from their experience with
reading and with listening to text read aloud. To capi-
talize on students’ broader language knowledge. tea-
chers can purposefully integrate writing with other
language activities.
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5. Writing To Learn N

When students are asked to write in history, science,
or mathematics classes. they often write only for a
test or to re-present material they have already been
taught. However. writing can also be used in the sub-
jectdisciplines to help students explore ideas and think
deeply about what they are learning. Such writing
can help students integrate new ideas with what they
already know and make the new ideas their own.
Writing to learn can range from informal learning logs
or exploratory pieces to formal essays.

6. Computers and Word Processing

Computers offer writers exciting new tools that can
support their composing and that are beginning to
redefine what composing is. Word-processing pro-
grams make revising and creating text easier. With
the advent of hypermedia computer programs, it is
possible to integrate print. drawing, and sound and
to create compositions of a type unknown before.
Undoubtedly, as computers become increasingly
accessible, they will shape not only instruction in writ-
ing but the nature of writing itself.

See also: Writing in School.
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