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"Does spelling count?" 'Are you going to take off points if I don't use transitions?" "Why am I being punished for not writing well?"

Do any of these questions sound familiar? For the past six years, I have been bombarded with similar queries from my students each time I assigned a written task. And like a seasoned politician, I avoided answering the question by posing one of my own: "What do you think?" This was a convenient way to skirt an issue that had troubled me as well. As a social studies teacher, I considered the content part of the curriculum easy. The state-generated requirements were precise, down to the dates, individuals, and events that students should know before they leave at the end of the term. The skills, however, were the gray area--so broad and general that they were open to a variety of interpretations and to subjectivity. What does it mean for students to demonstrate effective writing strategies? What are effective writing strategies, and how much should they be worth in terms of grading? If a student has mastered the content, how much should I deduct from the grade for grammatical mistakes? Knowing that my own thinking on the subject was cloudy, I set out to learn more about the writing process and about how I could incorporate effective writing strategies into my classroom.

First Stop: English Class

My first stop was the English teacher on my academic team, whom I relied heavily on to show me the ropes in teaching writing. We decided to have a joint class writing assignment: I supplied the content during my class time while she focused on the writing process during her class time. This approach seemed to give us the best of both worlds. In my classroom, the students had forty-five minutes each day to focus on research and to determine the facts to be incorporated into their work. In the English teacher's classroom, the students had the same amount of time to focus on the mechanics, organization, and style of their papers.

Although the end products were exemplary, the overall effort was a failure. I had not gained any new insights into the writing process. All I did was pass the buck to the English teacher when it came to writing instruction. My grading rubric placed no emphasis on writing because I thought that the grade the students received in English class was sufficient. I also did a disservice to my students. My actions suggested to my students that writing was not important in the social studies classroom.

Targeted Writing Skills

Although my first effort to improve my students' writing skills was unsuccessful, it forced me to go back to the drawing board and to reexamine my own teaching methods. My students provided me with a guide. I noticed that all of the papers that they turned in for English class had a notation in the upper left-hand corner with the letters TWS and three specific items listed next to the letters: clearly stated thesis, use of transitions, and correct use of punctuation. Not wanting to appear ignorant in front of my students, I asked the English teacher later what it all meant. She told me that the TWS stood for Targeted Writing Skills. These were specific objectives in a particular composition that she would evaluate. Instead of grading for everything, she picked three items for the students to focus on in their papers. In class, the teacher described each of the components and how to use them. TWS helped the students apply what they learned to their own writing. Once students mastered the skills, the teacher would replace them with three new ones. The students were still accountable for the already-mastered skills, but on subsequent papers they would add other sets of TWS to their knowledge base.

The TWS concept was a revelation to me. I would not have to worry about trying to find every little mistake in my students' writing. Instead, I could focus on specific elements that they knew I would evaluate ahead of time. The next year, I taught the same essay, but this time I used the TWS method. Instead of making the paper a joint enterprise with the English teacher, I assigned the paper exclusively as a social studies class assignment. The success or failure of the assignment depended on me.

I started by choosing the three TWS strategies I wished to focus on, trying to balance the skills between style, content, and mechanics: a clearly stated thesis, sentence variety, and complete sentences (no run-ons or comma splices). Overall, the assignment was a great success. Both the students and their parents knew what was expected from the beginning of the assignment. I could satisfy my content requirement as well as work on writing skills in the classroom. Grading the assignments was easier because I did not have to spend an inordinate amount of time looking for every little mistake in their papers.

Levels of Writing

Buoyed by this success, I wanted my students to complete another major writing assignment in the second semester. This time, I chose three new TWS strategies: sufficient facts and details to support the thesis, use of transitions, and correct use of punctuation. I would evaluate the students on these objectives, but I would also hold them accountable for the prior TWS strategies that they had mastered.

Unlike my previous effort, this one was a complete failure. I was horrified by the students' choices for supporting facts and details. The facts that they listed had no connection to their theses. In analyzing their papers, I could see where the trouble was: Most students failed to develop a deafly stated thesis and, therefore, were unable to find the facts and details needed to support it.

Once again, I had to go back to the drawing board. I was doing an adequate job introducing the skills, but I was not giving my students sufficient practice to master them. One essay a semester was not going to cut it. Instead, I needed to incorporate more writing assignments into the class. But how was I going to find the time to do more classroom writing without sacrificing the content that I was required to teach?

Once again, I turned to the English teacher, who immediately diagnosed my problem and offered some valuable suggestions. I was focusing on doing too many structured writing assignments, which took so much class time that I could only do a couple each year. She suggested instead that I incorporate some smaller writing tasks along the way. A writing system, referred to as Levels of Writing, (developed from the work of Gary Chadwell) was the answer to my problem. The system describes five different levels of writing, ranging from Level One (no right or wrong answer) to Level Five (publishable quality). I began by using Level One as a way to determine my students' prior knowledge on a topic that we were to study. At the beginning of our unit on the Civil War, I asked my students to create a list of the ten things that they knew about the Civil War and to underline the three things that they felt were most important. This allowed students an initial reflection on the material that we were going to cover. From their responses, I knew the direction to take in teaching about the Civil War.

As we went further into the specifics of the unit, I relied on other levels of writing. Level Two worked well to determine what concepts my students understood from prior lessons or to check for understanding on reading assignments. For example, I might ask, On the basis of last night's reading assignment, why was it important for Union troops to control the flow of goods over the Rio Grande boundary? For Level Three assignments, TWS would also come into play. These assignments are timed and require writing only one drag. On a test, for example, I asked my students to imagine that they were the son or daughter of a Confederate soldier and to write a letter to their father describing their life at home and the sacrifices they make. Level Three assignments allow students to work on their writing skills without sacrificing large amounts of time.

Level Four papers are similar to Level Three but require two or more drags so that students also work on revising and editing. Because these assignments are more time-consuming, I found that I could only assign four each year. As for Level Five writing, I have reserved these for student submissions to newspapers or essay contests.

New Skills

Targeted Writing Skills and Levels of Writing have allowed me to effectively incorporate more writing into social studies without sacrificing content and precious class time. Over time, my students have improved their thought processes and writing abilities. Each day, I continue to see additional benefits. TWS can be tailored to meet the needs of any student, from special education to talented and gifted. It is an easy and efficient way to differentiate the wide spectrum of ability levels of students who walk into my classroom. This year, I worked with an English as a Second Language (ESL) student on specific writing problems without holding back the rest of the class. At the same time, my gifted students were challenged by the writing objectives that I chose specifically for them. And let us not forget the "average" student who was challenged by these techniques as well.

Although my specialty may be social studies, i can never lose sight of the fact that I am a teacher first and foremost. My responsibility is to ensure that students apply the life skills necessary to succeed, and one of the most crucial skills is writing.

Levels of Writing

REQUIREMENTS                      EXAMPLE

Level 1-Thinking Phase

* No specific correct answer      Brainstorming, free writing,

* Minimum line requirement        outlining, clustering, webbing,

                                  journal writing, idea generating

Level 2--Answering Phase

* Definite, correct answer        Reader response, answers to specific

* Evaluation of student           questions over reading

  understanding

* Minimum line requirement

Level 3--Creating Phase

* Expanded version of a           Narrative, descriptive, informative,

  Level 1 Writing                 classificatory, and persuasive

                                  essays; poems

* Only one draft                  creative writing

* Correct use of TWS

* Oral reading by self/peers

* Revisions done on the draft

Level 4--Improving Phase

* Correct use of assigned TWS     Two or more drafts, revising and

* Directed content requirements   polishing a Level 3 work

* Extensive self and peer

  editing

* Numerous revisions and

  corrections

Level 5--Perfecting Phase

* Correct in content,             Flawless, publishable version of a

  grammar, usage, and             Level 4 work

  mechanics

* Highest quality

* A major project worthy of

  publication outside the

  classroom

Five Levels of Writing

Level One: Capture Ideas Writing that has no fight or wrong answers Credit given for length and completion

Level Two: Answer Correctly Writing that makes a point * Graded for correctness of information

Level Three: Review for TWS Single draft writing * Reviewed and read aloud by the writer Graded for content and TWS

Level Four: Reviewed by Peers Writing that has been reviewed by another Writing that has been through two or more revised and edited drafts Graded for content and TWS

Level Five: Publish Writing that is publishable and can go outside the classroom Writing that consists of multiple revised and edited drafts Graded for all preceding TWS

