Some Prewriting Strategies Used in NJWPT

Adapted from Acts of Teaching by Carroll and Wilson

Free writing – writing freely about whatever comes to mind without regard to mechanics. Use this technique in 10-15 minute increments. This technique is very adaptable and can be used as a reading writing connection response, response to discussion or response to a picture or artwork.

Wet-Ink Writing – Nonstop writing in short (2-3 minutes) bursts of time. The goal is to generate as many ideas as possible “without lifting your pen”. The key is speed and not lifting the hand from the paper. The purpose of this technique, like free writing, is to increase fluency.

Trigger Words- This is a combination of free writing and free association. The goal is to jog the memory with certain strong words and to see how many associations or interesting angles the writer’s mind finds. The teacher calls out a word and everyone writes as quickly as possible. The students can write words, phrases, and sentences. 

Free Association- This activity is designed to get students thinking. Set up two words with spaces between them and try to fill in the blanks with words that make sense with each word. (The Wheel of Fortune has a version of this called Before and After) The more spaces between words, the more difficult the challenge and the more associations that can be made.

Old______shop

Old furniture shop

Sentence Stubs- Open ended sentence fragments meant to be finished to spark interest.

Today I thought….

If I won the lottery I would first…

My most important possession is….

Journal Writing-
These can also be called daybooks, logs, learning logs, and writer’s notebooks where students can collect ideas and respond to various prompts. This collection of ideas can then become a resource for topics and pieces of writing

Brainstorming – Is a collaborative pre-writing activity where a large or small group generates a large number of ideas.

Listing- The trick is to generate not just one list but several. Use one list to generate later lists to help to narrow or fine tune a topic. Start with very broad topics then narrow as more ideas are generated to come up with specific topics for writing. Give each list a specific title. 

Quicklist- This strategy, developed by Paula Brock and discussed in more depth in her book Nudges, is a great strategy for helping students find wonderful topics. This prewriting technique takes a little time, but it is well worth the wealth of ideas it creates. Divide a notebook paper into 3 columns. The first is along the red Margin line on the left. Then divide the rest of the paper in half. 

Step One:

At the top of the narrow left margin, start by entitling it NAMES. Students write first names, given names and nicknames for 

1. Themselves and all family members

2. Grandparents and great grandparents.

3. Aunts, uncles cousins (both sides and steps)

4. Dogs, cats other pets

5. Vehicles “blue 97 Mustang”

6. Hobbies, clubs, activities

7. Favorite colors

8. Favorite foods

9. Two or three best friends


Step Two:
Title the second column DESCRIPTIONS. Try to fill in as many specific descriptions as possible—just jotting notes. Ask questions like “What epitomizes your grandpa to you?” Try to make descriptions as specific as possible.  Is he “Mr. Fix it”, “ The best storyteller in Texas”?? Does your grandma have a special talent or something that separates her from other people (example- does she talk too fast, or is she afraid of thunderstorms?)  List quickly. Skip those that stump you, but come back to them if you can.


Step Three: (probably the next day)

Define “anecdote”—title column 3. Have students jot down an anecdote that relates to the people and descriptions. 

Reporter’s Formula- Use the standard journalistic approach to gathering information  (who? What? Where? When? Why? How?) To help students get information to adequately represent a topic. 

Looping- This strategy developed by Peter Elbow can help students to focus a very broad topic. Students begin by writing for 5- 10 minutes about a broad topic like “food.” They reread what they wrote and look for the “center of gravity” or as we say in Texas the “jist” of what they were trying to say. They then circle or highlight the sentence which contains the center of gravity; then rewrite that sentence to begin the second “loop”. After writing for another 5-7 minutes, they repeat the same procedure at least twice more. Hopefully, at the end of the activity, they will have produced a more narrowed and focused view of the topic than when they began writing.

Blueprinting- Draw a floor plan of a house where you currently live or a place you know and are familiar with. Label each room what you call it. Then list specific people, places and events that happened in each room. After generating several events from each room, circle ones you might like to explore in more depth later.
Drawing- draw a reaction or a response to a story, poem or film. Encourage students to use color, shape and size to demonstrate understanding. Then have them write about what they have drawn. This affords a great opportunity to foster metaphorical thinking.

Dialogue

Use  “conversation” to generate ideas. This is great to use with literature. Have students create a conversation with a character or with the author of a piece asking about motivation or reasons for action. With teenagers, use dialogue as a tool for decision making by creating a scenario and exploring reasons why or why not to do something. For example, have a conversation with your best friend as to why or why not to skip 4th period, or break curfew or disobey parents…

Cubing- Designed by Cowan and Cowan, this strategy also encourages students to quickly look at a topic from a variety of perspectives. This activity works well with things. Students use the six sides of cube to represent each area. Each side of the cube is labeled with a different perspective: describe, associate, apply, analyze, compare and contrast and argue for or against. Use this technique with a piece of candy—dum dum suckers, caramels, M&M’s…
Hexagonal Writing- This prewriting technique is specifically used with literature. It combines concepts of cubing with a higher attention to Blooms Taxonomy. Using one piece of literature, students will write with a different analytical focus for each side of the hexagon. Each level relates to a different level of Blooms Taxonomy.

1. Knowledge—literal level, plot summary

2. Comprehension- personal allusions

3. Application- Theme (social/universal)

4. Analysis- analyze literary devices

5. Synthesis- Literary allusions

6. Judgment- Evaluation

Webbing- This is one of the most popular prewriting activities and can help students develop support for varied ideas and concepts.

Writing Roulette

This is a favorite of students. Students sit in groups of 4- 6 and start a story. They write for 2 or 3 minutes then pass papers to the left. Each student in the group adds to the story. With older students you might ask each person to add a specific literary element during his or her turn. The original author usually writes both the beginning and the end, but there is no one right or wrong way to do this activity. You might want to lay some ground rules about appropriateness with upper elementary and Jr. High kids for areas such as cursing, blood and gore, sexual innuendo…etc.

Classical Invention- This is an adaptation of the principles found in Aristotle’s Art of  Rhetoric.   By examining a topic from a variety of perspectives, understanding of a topic is clearer and well rounded. Aristotle’s principles are: Definition, Comparison, Relationship, Circumstance and Testimony.

The Pentad- Based on Kenneth Burke’s Grammar of Motives, students are encouraged to view a piece of literature as drama with actors, acts, scenes, purpose and agency. 

