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Welcome!
My name is Mary Goldschmidt, and as the new Director of the Writing Program, I’m looking forward to meeting you all in person soon.  In the meantime, I wanted to introduce myself by way of this bulletin.  Every other week this Fall, I’ll be sending out via email this short publication with practical suggestions, concrete examples, and ideas to spark our thinking about how to develop students’ proficiency in academic writing.  Each issue will feature a quotation, some comments, and examples of assignments or other strategies that illustrate that week’s topic.  I invite everyone to submit assignments or suggestions. 
Please also know that I am available for you to do any of the following:

· Provide ideas for write-to-learn assignments which help your students grapple with the course content without turning you into a composition instructor or grammar czar.
· Help you design a writing-intensive project that immerses students in your discipline.
· Give you feedback on a particular assignment so that you are asking students to do what you actually want them to do, and so that you get writing you want to read.
· Provide tips on giving more effective feedback to student writing so that students can learn to revise constructively.

In addition, I’ll be working closely with the Writer’s Place, and Diane Gruenberg and I can work with you on a custom-designed class visit from her tutors.

I am happy to meet with faculty one-on-one or in small groups.  Please don’t hesitate to contact me at ext. 2864 or at goldschm@tcnj.edu. 
This Week’s Topic:  What is Academic Writing?

“[E]xpert academic writers are driven by their engagement with questions or problems and by their need to see their writing as a contribution to an ongoing conversation.”  
– John Bean

In Engaging Ideas:  The Professor’s Guide to Integrating Writing, Critical Thinking and Active Learning in the Classroom (Jossey-Bass, 2001), John Bean describes three kinds of problem papers common for students not yet conversant in academic writing.  He then suggests a major source of the problems, offers an alternative, and the rest of his excellent book (which I will be plumbing for ideas throughout the semester) is a hands-on guide for transforming the way we think about “writing intensive” courses.

1. The “and then” paper is “a chronological narrative in which the writer tells what happens between time point A and time point B without focus, selection, pacing, or tension. . . . A typical example is writing a summary instead of an argument when asked to review an article or producing a straight chronological narrative instead of a causal analysis when asked to write about an interpretive problem in history” (20).

2. The “all about” paper “tries to say a little bit of everything about a topic.  When well written, such papers may seem organized hierarchically . . . but the categories do not function as reasons in support of a thesis” (22). 

3. The “dump writing” paper “has no discernible structure.  It reveals a student overwhelmed with information and uncertain what to do with it” (23).

All three kinds of writing, according to Bean, “reveal a retreat, in some manner, from the kind of reasoned analysis and argumentation that we value in academic writing” (24). 

Bean narrows in on an important contributing factor:  a positivist model of the writing process which assumes that writers first choose a topic, then narrow it, then make an outline, then write a draft, and finally revise and edit.  In contrast, Bean reminds us of what we know to be true about our own academic writing:  “For example, few scholars report starting an article by choosing a topic and then narrowing it.  Rather, academic writers report being gradually drawn into a conversation about a question that does not yet seem resolved” (30).

The process then goes more like this:  perception of a problem, doubt about a theory, or puzzlement over unexplained data;  further exploration through research of various kinds, informal tentative writing, intense focus, and periods of incubation;  then there is the first attempt to “get ideas down on paper in preliminary form” (31).  It is at this point that real revision takes place: 

Many writers report dismantling their first drafts and starting afresh, often discovering their true thesis at the conclusion of their first draft.  At this point, writers often make new outlines; they begin considering audience; they clarify their rhetorical purpose; they try to make the essay work for readers.  Several drafts are often necessary as writer-based prose is gradually converted to reader-based prose. (31)
Finally, there is editing, and even here the recursive nature of writing can require re-thinking of substantive parts of the essay.  

Bean suggests several broad ways to begin transforming the way we teach so that we are “teaching thinking through teaching revision.”  Here are 4 of his 15 recommendations (quoted directly from pp. 33-34):

· Profess the “new rhetorical” or problem-driven model of the writing process. Instead of asking students to choose “topics” and narrow them, encourage students to pose questions or problems and explore them.  Show how inquiry and writing are related.
· Give problem-focused writing assignments.  Students are most apt to revise when their essays must be thesis-governed responses to genuine problems.

· Incorporate nongraded exploratory writing into your courses.  . . . Exploratory writing gives students the space, incentive, and tools for more elaborated and complex thinking.
· Hold writing conferences, especially for students who are having difficulty with the assignment.  Traditionally . . . [we] spend more time writing comments on finished products than holding conferences earlier in the writing process.  As a general rule, time spent “correcting” finished products is not as valuable as time spent in conference with students at the rough draft stages.
Next Issue (September 6):  Concrete examples of nongraded exploratory writing & thesis-based assignments to develop critical thinking.
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