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UNIT TITLE:
Methods of Invention in Writing: Brainstorming

OBJECTIVES:
1. High school English Language Arts students will understand the purpose and benefit of pre-writing, so that when given a writing assignment, they will use at least one pre-writing strategy to generate ideas.

2. High school English Language Arts students will demonstrate ability to brainstorm, so that when told to write an issue paper, they will brainstorm to discover a topic, several categories, supporting details and anecdotes.

3. High school English Language Arts students will understand the uses of brainstorming, so that when told to write an issue paper, they will brainstorm to determine what they already know and what they need to know about their chosen topic.

4. High school English Language Arts students will understand that writing is a recursive process, so that after brainstorming, they will organize the ideas they have generated, then brainstorm further to fill in the gaps and determine voice and tone.

5. High school English Language Arts students will understand how to write with an audience in mind, so that when told to write an issue paper, they will determine an appropriate, real-world audience and write the paper in a voice and tone appropriate to that audience.

6. High school English Language Arts students will understand how to write persuasively, so that when told to write an issue paper, they will choose persuasive arguments that support their position based on logic, emotional appeal, or other rhetorical methods appropriate to their intended audience.

TEKS Standards (English I):

§110.42(b).  Knowledge and skills.

(1)  Writing/purposes. The student writes in a variety of forms, including business, personal, literary, and persuasive texts, for various audiences and purposes. The student is expected to:

(A)  write in a variety of forms using effective word choice, structure, and sentence forms with emphasis on organizing logical arguments with clearly related definitions, theses, and evidence; write persuasively; write to report and describe; and write poems, plays, and stories;

(B)  write in a voice and style appropriate to audience and purpose;


.   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .

(2)  Writing/writing processes. The student uses recursive writing processes when appropriate. The student is expected to:

(A)  use prewriting strategies to generate ideas, develop voice, and plan;


.   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .   .

(4)  Writing/inquiry/research. The student uses writing as a tool for learning. The student is expected to:

(A)  use writing to formulate questions, refine topics, and clarify ideas;

(B)  use writing to discover, organize, and support what is known and what needs to be learned about a topic
RATIONALE:


Pre-writing is an extremely important part of the writing process.  Many inexperienced writers share the following misconceptions about writing:

· They think they aren’t capable of producing ideas and writing about them;

· They are afraid of writing down anything that is “dumb” or “wrong”;

· They are often unwilling or unused to taking intellectual risks in writing; and

· They may think a writer is supposed to sit down and write the paper from beginning to end, with no errors and without stopping.

These fears, together with the common tendency to self-edit too early in the writing process, can overwhelm the young writer.  The best remedy for all these ills is a healthy pre-writing process.

Pre-writing, or invention, is essentially the process of generating ideas.  It should be done freely and creatively without the pressure of being correct or “getting it right.”  Because of this, many teachers and researchers agree that pre-writing should never be graded, except perhaps for participation or length.  Ideas should be generated quickly, in great volume, and with zero criticism.  Refining ideas and editing the written work will come later.

There are many pre-writing techniques, but we will begin with brainstorming.  With brainstorming, as with most other pre-writing methods, what is important is quantity of ideas, not quality.  The student who masters brainstorming will make great improvements in his or her writing fluency and ability to attack a problem from many angles.  

In this particular lesson, students will first brainstorm to discover an issue or problem that they care about and for which they already have a base of knowledge.  This might include issues dealing with school (dress code, behavior in class, no pass/no play), music, TV, movies, family, romantic relationships, and so forth.  This will help them concentrate on learning the brainstorming technique itself without having to worry about researching an unfamiliar topic.  It will also help students build confidence in their own abilities, as they discover that they do indeed have things to say and positions to defend.  They will also be better motivated to participate when the topic interests them.

After the topic is chosen, the students will brainstorm to discover various points, supporting details, and anecdotes regarding the topic.  The idea is to generate more ideas than they need so that redundant or ineffective points can be later culled, still leaving sufficient information to build a good paper.  

The benefits of this process are easily underestimated by people who either have no experience with them or who are fortunate enough to have internalized the process so that they are capable of writing a “finished” paper from start to finish.  However, even experienced writers can benefit from the process when they suffer from writer’s block or when they wish to take their writing to a higher level.  Later lessons will show students that writing is a recursive process in which pre-writing may be revisited at any stage.

CONTENT:
· What is pre-writing?

· Preview of several pre-writing strategies

· Focus, in this lesson, on brainstorming

· Brainstorm as a class, then individually

PROCEDURE:
· Activate students’ prior knowledge:

· Have you ever written a paper or essay?

· How did you go about it?

· How do you feel about writing?

· Do you know what pre-writing is?  Have you ever used pre-writing strategies?  If so, please share those experiences.

· Explain common difficulties in writing, especially in regard to generating ideas.

· Explain why you don’t just write a paper start-to-finish.

· Explain why it is best not to focus on correctness until the end of the writing process.

· Stifles idea generation

· Revisions will change things around anyways

· Wait till you have all the ideas in place and more or less the way you want them before you begin polishing.

· Explain the philosophy behind pre-writing.

· Overcome writer’s block

· Generate lots of ideas

· Think outside the box

· Attack a problem or idea from many angles

· No criticism – only encouragement

· There are no “dumb” ideas – what sounds “dumb” now might turn out to be a brilliant idea later

· Explain that there are many pre-writing techniques and outline some of the most common ones

· Brainstorming

· Freewriting

· Journalist’s questions

· Heuristics/matrices

· Focusing today on brainstorming – demonstrate on the board

· Topic: Why I Deserve a Raise in My Allowance – letter to parents

· Demonstrate some brainstorming, then invite students to give input

· Next, invite students to volunteer their own ideas for a topic suitable for an issue paper.  Pick a topic and brainstorm as a class until plenty of ideas have been generated.  Then ask students to identify what they think the main points are, list those, and pull out the supporting details from what was brainstormed.  Then, if necessary, brainstorm some more to fill in the gaps.

· If there is enough time remaining in class, ask students to repeat the process individually with a new topic of their choosing.

MATERIALS:
· Chalkboard or whiteboard

· Paper and pens for students

ASSESSMENT:

This activity will be graded on participation only, because research shows it is counterproductive to grade pre-writing.  Each student should offer a minimum of two ideas when we brainstorm as a class.  Students will refrain from criticizing each others’ ideas and will contribute to a positive, constructive atmosphere.  When each student brainstorms individually, he or she will demonstrate an understanding of the technique and will generate at least four points and/or supporting details or anecdotes supporting their position. 

FIELD REPORT


I ran into a number of logistical problems when I set out to teach this lesson.  I felt a bit cursed, actually.  I had originally arranged to teach a small group of kids from the youth group on Wednesday evening before church.  However, when I arrived, I found out that some kind of upheaval was going on with the youth group.  Therefore, only two students showed up, and they were very late.  Then the furniture in the classroom had been moved around since Sunday, so we had to use additional precious time moving it out of the way.  Once we finally got started, we were interrupted twice.


With all these challenges, I felt very flustered and didn’t teach nearly as well as I would have liked.  The lesson I take away from this is that I should ensure an uninterrupted time and place for future sessions.  Also, since these students are volunteering to let me teach them, they seem to feel free to show up late.  Two things are important regarding this issue: I need to make it clear to them that they must show up on time, even though it is voluntary, and I also need to make sure not to hold the session before church, in case they’re late anyways and we need to go over.


Aside from the logistical difficulties, I think the lesson went reasonably well.  The topic – pre-writing – is entirely appropriate to young writers, for the reasons enumerated in the rationale.  Not only should this lesson be taught again, but I plan to involve my students in frequent invention exercises.  They will write every single day in my class, whether it is a journal entry, a group exercise, or some kind of pre-writing activity.  I also think the lesson was sequenced well.  I began by discovering what my students already knew about pre-writing and learning when they had used brainstorming in the past.  We then had a short discussion in which the students created their own explanation for why pre-writing is important.  I think this was very valuable because the students will have a better grasp and ownership of a concept they have figured out on their own.  We practiced brainstorming as a class, and then the students chose topics of their own and brainstormed individually.  As a sequence, this worked well because I first gave them reasons why the lesson was important and useful for them, then used scaffolding as we brainstormed together, then turned them loose to practice the technique on their own.


The objectives were appropriate, although some of them were not immediately applicable to this particular session but rather to later sessions in this unit.  My teaching went right along with the lesson plan, even though I had to leave out some details due to time constraints.  The procedures and assessments were consistent with the objectives insofar as this session was intended as an introduction to the unit as a whole.  Later sessions in the unit would fulfill the objectives more completely.


I think the procedures were extremely effective; in fact, they were relatively easy to modify according to the unforeseen interruptions and shortened time.  I think this will be important for me to consider in the future, as I may have interruptions for fire drills, sick students, or other unanticipated events.


I definitely think the learning environment could have been improved, as I stated in the second paragraph, above.  Next time I will ensure that everything is in place ahead of time and that there will be no interruptions.  I also think I could conduct the class better if I were not stressed out by the problems we had in this session.  Overall, however, I think this lesson went well, and I am looking forward to our next, and hopefully better, session.

