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Demonstrations of Approaches to Teaching Writing

What is the difference between sharing a “lesson” or “assignment” and demonstrating an approach to teaching writing?  Think of the saying about giving a person a fish versus teaching a person to fish?  An approach makes explicit the foundation of an assignment, allowing participants to “fish” for themselves.  A discrete lesson helps for a day (or an hour!) while a valuable approach to teaching writing can be used repeatedly.

In the demonstration at our Pre-Institute Dinner, Esther explained that her students’ lack of motivation to write personal narratives prompted an inquiry into other people who’ve written about their lives—remember the Women of Tenderloin reference and the “Third Culture Kids” video? Some inquiry is into our practice via analysis of student work. Other inquiry is into the practice of writers or into people more generally.  By wondering about how to support her kids as narrative writers, she stumbled across the idea of focus on PLACE. She drew from her contentions of what writers do. She referred to authors who have helped her form her beliefs. She used place as a springboard to elicit narrative writing. After we brainstormed places important to our own lives, we honed in on one moment in a meaningful setting to write a story. 

It is the contentions that set an approach apart from a single lesson.  If we agree with Esther’s beliefs, we can use that approach to improve other lessons across the curriculum or units of study in our classrooms.  For instance, we might ask students to wonder about a place in history or another culture, a setting in a novel, or a habitat in science. They can turn to using place in other writing just as she used setting in the personal narrative. 

If Esther were to use this process to further her inquiry, she might collect student work and compare narratives from past years. She could also ask her students to write reflectively on what it was like to write about place.

The seven parts of a demonstration (in no particular order) are:

1. Your contentions about the teaching of writing

2. The related reading that supports the approach

3. The standards that the approach supports

4. The discussion of the approach (including student examples when possible)

5. Participation of other fellows in applying the model

6. Sharing out of the activity

7. Reflection by other fellows about using the activity themselves

Demonstrations and Coaching

Someone from the UIWP staff will be your coach for your demonstration.  Your coach is your friend!  You don’t have to show off to your coach—it’s fine to say, “I’m clueless.  Can you give me some ideas?”  Your coach will ask you lots of questions to help you focus and develop your demonstration.

You will meet with your coach several times before you present and at least once after you present—to de-brief the experience.  You will receive four letters from the response groups after your teaching demonstration.  Your coach will be interested in what struck you about the letters. And the coach will help you compile these into the critical analysis piece that goes in your final portfolio. To see the reflection piece Esther wrote about her demonstration in 2010, go to the UIWP website www.uiwp.uiuc.edu  Click on Summer Institute 2010, scroll down to “Digital Portfolios,” Esther Im, Demonstration.
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