
Strategies for Informal Writing 

The 5 minutes it takes to do an informal writing strategy often produces a more focused, richer 10 minute discussion than 15 minutes of hesitant or reluctant participation. These strategies are helpful in fostering the engaged learning that is a fundamental part of the new Core Curriculum.

1. Focused Freewriting:  
Pose a question for students to write about.  The object is to get as many thoughts as possible down on the page, even if they are not directly relevant.  This kind of writing is a rehearsal that allows the writer to build on the initial responses.  (Organization, revision, and proofreading issues are ignored.)


2. Think/Pair/Share:
Pose a question; have students individually write their responses; discuss their responses with a partner – modify or come to consensus if you so direct; share a few responses with the whole group.  This kind of writing engages everyone in cognitive activity, and provides students with a restricted and safe forum in which to try out their ideas.


3. 3 or 4 Cs:
After reading the text or an article, underline a few things that are Clear and Central, a few things that are Confusing, and a few things that are Cool.  Sample phrases are then read aloud in class, with or without response (depending on whether this is an warm-up exercise or a discussion piece).


4. Concept Mapping/Word Speak:
List 5 or 6 key concepts (or terminology) in your discipline for students to brainstorm for associations, to diagram relationships between, to classify into meaningful groups, to rank order, to …

Example:
sacred texts

world view

self
 

nature


“Ultimate Holy”
society

5. Text Maps:
Students incorporate information from a class, the text, or a paper into a visual map or icon.  The underlying “picture” may be a road with the main path (idea) and the detours; a tree (with topics that branch in different directions); an abstract design showing the connections between various topics; or a picture related to the main idea.


6. Point of View:
This variation of Focused Freewrite challenges students to adopt a persona and write from one or more perspectives.  Such role-playing enlarges thinking and often leads to deeper insight into texts, issue, and concepts.


7. Teach a concept: (to peer or younger sibling)
Translate the binomial theorem into language your 5th grade sibling can understand.
Explain the principle of supply and demand to a sectionmate who was absent.


8. Summarize:
Summarize a book, article, or topic on one side of a 3×5 index card.


9. Blobs:
This “warm-up” activity activates visual thinking and instigates discussion at the analysis and evaluation level of thinking.  There is no right answer, but students’ choices offer both insight into their own thinking and a springboard for discussion.







Example (asked in quick succession)
Q #1: 
In your opinion, are the points made by the author best represented by A or B?
Q #2:
When you were reading this text, did you feel like A or B?
Q #3:
Which represents you when you are energized?
Q #4:
Which represents you when you are exhausted?


10. Dialectical Notebook:
This approach allows students to hear another voice, and amend or refine their thinking.  “First read a text, then
 Column #1:
list quotes that strike you
 Column #2:
freewrite your response to one or more quotes – “expand”
 Column #3:
have your partner read your Column 1 and 2 and write a response in this
 
column…amend, qualify, affirm, rephrase, expand, refute, amplify, question…etc.
 Column #4:  in the light of these comments, freewrite your revised thoughts…
  
remaining questions…bottom line essentials, etc.  Reflect on the thinking process.”


11. Write a Postcard:
Write a postcard to the author of an article or text on one side of a 3×5 index card.  Draw the picture for the postcard on the other side.


12. Email the Author:
Compose an email to the author, or a question that can be sent as part of a class email.  Then send it.  (This can be very nice for getting specific questions answered that the class and Instructor are otherwise unable to understand.)


13. Brainwriting: (allows students to piggyback on others’ ideas)
•  Group students in trios.  
•  As individuals, students list data.  (Examples:  uses of ENERGY in the home.)  
•  Pass papers to the right, add more data, repeat again.  
•  After the “round robin” is completed, the trio looks at all the data generated and ranks
    it, or categorizes it into meaningful groups, or…


14. Class-Generated Questions:
Students get into groups and together come up with a question or set of questions.    Questions can run the gamut from data questions (What does this word mean?) to thought-provoking (How would the author respond to this other situation?).  The questions are written on a piece of paper and put on desks or the wall, and then everyone walks around and answers as many of the questions as they can, using their own ideas or expanding upon previous answers.  Answers can be written directly on the paper or written onto post-its and stuck onto the paper.
Variation:  Groups generate 3-5 questions, which are then passed to another group.  The new group picks 1-2 of the questions to respond to.
  

15. Class Minutes:
Rotating schedule of writers.  The first 10 minutes of class time is for reading/correcting minutes for content.


16. Finish the Sentence:
“Arachnids are creatures that…”   “Piaget is a theorist who…”


17. Process Writing:
After completing a series of writing exercise, a paper, etc., students reflect on their experiences.  


18. Several Strategies on One Topic:
With complicated ideas or difficult text, several assignments could be combined over several days to approach the topic from many angles:
Example:
•  Read the following article as homework (e.g. a math article)
•  Summarize it on a postcard and read aloud in class
•  Do “Class-Generated Questions”
•  Read the article again and come to class with another (technical) question.
•  The teacher answers the questions as “homework”
•  Read the article again and do an assignment based on the main topic (e.g. “Look at the main
 
result on page 5.  What does this say if 
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•  After that assignment is returned, do some “Process Writing” on the entire experience.


19. Exit Passes:
Students use the last 3-5 minutes of class to write a response and hand it in to the Instructor.  The following prompts work well:
•  “I now understand…but I am still confused about…”
•  Summary of today’s class OR “The two most interesting points I heard are…”
•  The one-minute paper (a mini-essay that requires application, evaluation, speculation)
•  Speculation:  what comes next?
•  3-2-1:  3 important ideas I learned; 2 connections to other course material; 
   1 thing I think I am confused about.

Remember:  You are not teaching writing; you are using writing as a tool to teach thinking.  If good writing results, it is a desirable outcome, but not an immediate goal.
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