Thinking About Writing

When writing Challenge Statements:

1.  Choose a concept that’s worth wrestling with:

· Common misconceptions

· Concepts critical to understanding

· Concepts with real-world application

2.  Make the statement fairly simple and uncomplicated, but make sure it contains enough ambiguity to push student thinking.

3.  You can ask students to contrast ideas with a Friendly talk structure:
Jess and her friend Sarah were carving their names into a tree with an iron nail and talking. 

Jess commented, “This tree is so big, I bet it is way denser than this little nail.  If they were the same size, then the nail would be more dense, but the tree is so much heavier, so it must be more dense”

Sarah responded, “No, the nail is just small. The nail is more dense no matter how big it is.” 

4.  Include instructions that allow students to take a position and ask for evidence.  WE use these instructions with adults:

Please consider the statement above.  You might agree, disagree, or be somewhat in between.  Write a response explaining your thinking about the concept.    Please limit your technical vocabulary.  If you need to use scientific terms be sure to explain what you mean.

5.  Consider not grading challenge statements if used as formative assessment.  If you do grade, you can use a rubric.  Here is ours (we tailor it to each challenge statement):
5
Good argument, sophisticated reasoning

4
Correct explanation, missing some insights

3
Partially correct understanding with some incorrect arguments or conclusions, or missing a key piece

2
Attempt at explanation, significant incorrect argument or conclusion

1
Reasons without explanation, blank, or "I don't know"

Communication Triangle

1.  First decide what you want your students to do:

· Take a stance, and give arguments with evidence

· Describe or explain a concept in detail

· Synthesize information from different sources.

2.  Establish the communication triangle:

· What role are the students playing?  They are typically some kind of expert.  

· Who is the audience?  It can be a formal audience or an informal audience.

· What is the format?  Think about using forms that it would be helpful for students to know about.

3. Examples of Communication triangle:

· A biologist in charge of managing an endangered species writes a recommendation to the Department of Fish and Wildlife.

· A genetic counselor writes a pamphlet for prospective parents

· The energy advisor to the President writes a position paper.

· An expert witness in a trial writes a summary for the lawyer who hired her.

· An older child writes a letter to a cousin answering a question.

4.  Provide the students with guidance on what the final product should include.  It it’s a pamphlet, go over the parts of a pamphlet.

5.  Write a rubric for the assignment that includes descriptions of what a high quality paper looks like.  Distribute the rubric to the students WITH the prompt.

6.  Design appropriate pre-writing activities.

· Will students discuss the prompt in class?

· Will you have a graphic organizer?

· Will you use any sentence starters, cloze sentences, or paragraph organizers?
7.  Think about ways to allow revision.
