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Overview
Somewhat similar to the “Reading Wars,” which in early reading development pits a stress on phonics learning against “reading for meaning,” or learning to read based on desire to make meaning of words, we have two camps in teaching writing.  One stresses idea development; the other stresses format.
Earlier, before the writing process ideas were developed, based on the thinking of Don Murray’s A Writer Teaches Writing (1968), writing was not a separate area of study.  In the 1960’s and earlier, literary analysis and reading were the main focus of English classes.  Writing wasn’t taught as a separate area of understanding.  Reading and literary analysis were the main focus of English teaching.  Writing assignments were based on the reading. Teachers “corrected” student essays – marking them up in red ink – and returned them to students with a grade.  Under this system, writing was formulaic; writing was a product, not a process.  Introduction, body and conclusion were stressed.  When a student had some good ideas, this was noted, and improved the grade, but not taught for or developed.  Mechanics errors were marked in red.

Some teachers developed an elaborate system of hieroglyphics-like special markings to show a student where he or she had erred in spelling, punctuation, sentencing, word choice or grammar.  This made it easier for the teacher to mark errors.  I suspect less easier for the student to decipher what the error was, if one tried.  Always the emphasis was on “correctness.”  Always (and still today) teachers bemoaned that students didn’t know correctness.  Little did we understand that correctness best comes later, with pride in making the final piece of writing “correct” in conventions when one feels invested in what one has written, and also when one focuses less on intent in writing, as an editing step.
Murray’s book exploded the field of teaching writing.  The work of Peter Elbow (1981), Don Graves (1983), Nancy Atwell (1987) and others studied and carved out a new way of developing students’ writing ability.  These texts promoted a whole new way of thinking about teaching writing, by writing.  Referred to as “landmark,” and “paradigm-shifting,” these books and this new approach took hold with many teachers, promoted largely through the National Writing Project, in which teachers studied writing in summer institutes, but these new ideas were reviled by others.  
University professors lost their jobs when daring to move away from the traditional means of teaching writing based on text study to a new view of developing writing ability.  Nancy Atwell moved to a new school that would welcome her revolutionary ideas.  Teachers in the 1980’s were told not to use these writing process ideas.  In not a new or unique pattern in school change, many resisted the newer ideas in part because they were not educated in the new model.

Against views of the many critics, eventually, over time, the teaching of writing using the writing process emerged as a separate field.  As with any new revolutionary idea in education – Standards, state assessments – there were initial new enthusiastic, die-hard converts and many strove to hold on to tradition.  Some sat and waited out the change. The writing wars caused some friendship break-ups as teachers chose sides.  Some department heads asked teachers to not use the writing process in their classes.  Over time, as with state standards, process writing gradually became accepted and guided teachers’ work in schools.  
This new understanding of how to teach writing stressed students beginning with ideas rather than a formula, stressed simply writing initially, then capturing ideas and shaping them into a final piece.  Editing – correcting spelling and punctuation – was the final step.  Correctness was individualized and taught in context.  The beloved Warriner’s grammar book, used for decades, an excellent, well organized, clear teaching text with little transfer to writing, could now be used as a reference book for students.  Or discarded.   This was anathema to many teachers, and represented a personal affront.  Change is hard.  Change in thinking in a different way from how one was taught and has practiced is harder.  Implementation is the hardest.
An analogy used in coaching student writing development in this new wave of teaching writing that swept the country was that of an athletic coach.  The coach doesn’t develop a basketball player’s skill by throwing the ball himself.  The coach has a strong understanding of how to throw the ball, but knows he’s counting on the player to develop this ability.  The coach can’t play the game himself.  The goal is to develop the ability with the student.  The coach brings this skill out by watching what the young person does, and pointing out ways to develop this more fully.  The coach asks the player to throw the ball, observes, and then coaches the skills and understanding to help the player improve.  The coach will focus on skills instruction as needed, to perfect areas of need.  But it’s up to the player to develop these skills and ability.  
Motivation is in practice for a competitive game, but also in satisfaction with improvement and developing the ability, out of love of the work.  Always the coach counsels the player.  Eventually these skills become internalized so that the player can play on his or her own with skill, understanding, and intuition.  It’s through practice, constant repetition, and individualized coaching as well as team coaching as needed that the player learns to become proficient, even excellent.  

But in sports, as in writing, practice alone, by oneself, isn’t sufficient.  Interestingly, with many students, young people are avid followers and players of a sport from their early years.  As young children, individual, self-motivated competitive practice engages children to play a culturally promoted game. The individual strikes out to win, to make that shot.  He or she often practices alone.  For transference to team sports in school these students must learn team work, trusting another to be successful.  This is a hard skill to learn.  In writing too, making the writing public, trusting others’ comments, enhances the work.  Writing was once private in school, turned in to the teacher, graded, and returned.  Now we share writing more, and students learn from shared writing.
What is now called “process writing,” based on work on the writing process, gradually became the preferred manner of teaching writing.  Students write; the teacher helps to develop the student’s writing.  The student is prepared with developing ideas or generating a prompt to write. The teacher analyzes writing to find general points of areas that need to be developed, and works in individual conferencing with students to draw out their ideas.  A carefully developed rubric geared to the assignment guides development of the final product.  When the teacher sees common areas of writing skill that need to be developed, whole group instruction and practice is used.  But the emphasis is on initial idea development, commonly now termed “first drafts.”  
Idea Development

As we walked through elementary classrooms in what are now called “learning walks,” to assess programs, we observed that many teachers across the schools asked students to write about being a scarecrow.  It was Halloween time and elementary teachers are wonderful about seizing a holiday and capitalizing on children’s enthusiasm for any holiday.  But, “Be a scarecrow?”  How could a child know what that’s about?
Literacy specialist Lucy Calkins has popularized the concept that a child, as with a writer of any age, writes best when he or she writes about what the writer knows about and cares about.  

Even scarier, as I observed one teacher in her writing work with first grade students, each child had a notebook in which he or she wrote.  Written on the front of the notebook was the word “Journal.”  But as each student came up to show the teacher his or her work, the teacher only circled the “conventions” – the spelling and punctuation errors.  Certainly young writers must know correctness.  Every writer must spell and use punctuation correctly, so that the reader is not distracted.  But the term “journal” is now understood to be personal writing or free writing or thoughts on a topic.  One teacher sighed as she said, “I have so many journals to grade.”  Journals are intended to develop the habit of writing, to write about ideas, to express thoughts in writing.  This is a key area of writing development from the writing process.

A journal, in the language of the writing process, is intended have the focus not writing for correct spelling, but primarily to get ideas out.    Younger children are encouraged to use invented spelling in order to use bigger words that the child may not yet know how to spell correctly.  They can learn the correct spelling later.  
A second grade special needs child may not be able to write well when given the second grade writing prompt.  But when the teacher probes interests and ideas, the teacher finds an area the child is very excited about.  Ideas pour out.  These ideas then can be shaped into a final draft.  A middle school teacher generates interest in a topic through broad discussion, then first asks the students to “write from the heart” about the topic.  Then the teacher provides the students with a rubric and asks the students to shape their writing to conform more with the rubric guidelines, to better shape the writing.  
When I was teaching, we discussed ideas from whole class readings, had lively, engaging discussions, I delineated varied ideas generated, and then asked the students to write on the topic.  Teaching in long block classes, my students would immediately turn from the discussion to their writing, eager to express one’s own opinion on the topic.  Then the school bell would ring for the regular school schedule.  Students would leave the classroom at the bell, and return upon the second bell, sit down and continue with their writing.  There was no need to herd the students back into the classroom; they returned on their own, to continue with their writing.  Wonderful writing emerged.  These were students who till then had not been writers.  Generating ideas feeds one’s own thoughts for writing.
As an example of the trial and error we use in developing our teaching, a habit I adopted from reading students’ papers – as an attempt to make the paper reading more appealing for me -- was that I would look for writing that was especially interesting in ideas or in how an idea was expressed.  This made the writing assessment more fun for me as the reader, to see what students were saying, and how they were expressing it.  Then I would read the best writing papers aloud in the class.  I used different students’ writing at different times.  The students listened attentatively to hearing their peers’ work read.  They learned good ideas and good expression from hearing their peers’ expression.  Ideas were novel, coming from the student’s heart.  Hearing good personalized ideas and expression motivated the students to express their own ideas well.  They were competing to have their writing read in class.  This helped to bring up the level of writing.  More struggling writers were hearing good models.  Students learned to love writing, as a means to express themselves.  Writing was based on ideas, not formulaic.  Ideas came first.  But these students wanted their writing to be well done also, and correct, so that their ideas were especially well expressed and valued.
The Common Core Writing Standards encourage this idea development and self-expression.  Writing Standard Nine uses ideas from readings to write with “analysis and reflection” – reading sparks thinking.  Teaching this through discussion of readings in class is traditional, good reading and writing teaching.

Writing Standard 9. Draw evidence from literary or informational texts to 
                                     support analysis, reflection, and research.
In reading discussions and writing work, students learn to shape their writing into the introduction, body, and conclusion through hearing the effectiveness of this through expression of ideas.  Not from imposing a forced format within which to write.  Not from assigning a product.  A short essay could be effective.  A lengthier essay could be effective.  Length and simple format aren’t the focus.  
Return to Formula

As teachers have tried to second guess today’s state assessment results, teachers with good intentions ask students to “fill the page” on state tests, when they see that their students’ writing work correlates with assessment score on length. We’re short-changing students when we make such shortcuts to improve test scores.
The Comeback of the Five Paragraph Essay
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During the days of the “writing process” period of the 1980’s, the “five paragraph essay” was derided.  Teacher converts to the writing process understood the cartoons and jokes, that this was a formula that didn’t develop or center on idea expression, that this format as a goal in writing doesn’t develop and in fact often squelches ideas.  This emphasis on developing writing changed with state assessments with simple rubrics that stressed the formula of the form of the writing.                The Five Paragraph Theme, Boynton, 1985
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For our earlier state assessments that required a formulaic writing, some teachers quickly picked up the “Hamburger” format – fine for more struggling students, death to idea development.  
The Oreo cookie graphic also is popular, with the cookie top and bottom denoting the introduction and conclusion, the same statement.  The middle is the body of the writing piece.  Again, this has great appeal and is a clear graphic for more struggling writers.  But real writing isn’t a formula.  It’s developing ideas in writing.
 With formulaic writing seeming to be required in state tests, teachers learned to return to the old model in conformity with the format focus rather than the focus on idea development and expression.  The “five paragraph essay” returned to classrooms. 
The Hamburger Writing Format
Widely used to teach writing under earlier state assessments 

This graphic template is helpful for our most struggling writers, 

but can inhibit good ideas with better writers.
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