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Introduction 

Inexperienced writers—a category into which all but the most precocious secondary and college 

students fall—do not understand that what they think of as “writing an essay” is really a process 

involving a lot of “rewriting” when done successfully.  They have probably developed this bias from an 

educational system that emphasizes standardized tests and essay exams for which, beyond jotting down 

some notes for a rough outline, they basically submit a first draft as a finished product.  As we prepare 

students for success in college and beyond, we need to encourage them to recognize and un-learn the 

habits they developed when they were preparing for the Regents and other state tests. 

For this Collaborative Curriculum Review Project, we focused on revision as a “bottleneck,” or, 

according to the theorization of J.A. Anderson (1996), the point at which “the learning of a significant 

number of students is interrupted” according to the model established by David Pace and Joan 

Middendorf in their Decoding the Disciplines model (4). We chose this particular point of the writing 

process because students’ so-called “final drafts” so frequently fail to meet our expectations–

expectations based upon our knowledge of our students’ potential.  Given this discrepancy between 

student potential and student output, we suspect that students often do not revise at all, or they don’t 

revise effectively.  

Students’ failure to revise can be attributed to a variety of factors: either they do not write early 

enough in advance to have time to revise and edit, they cannot recognize errors explicitly enough to 

then know how to fix them, or they bring in drafts that are so undeveloped that they cannot get quality 

feedback on their writing from peers or the instructor. Additionally, they may not be emotionally 
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invested in what they are writing, or they may feel disconnected from their ideas and not realize that 

these ideas matter and need to be clarified and revised. In short, we want to hear what they have to say, 

but they might not buy into the idea that their voices matter. 

A source of frustration for instructors at the secondary and college levels is that students hand 

in assignments riddled with errors: everything from sloppy formatting to typos to sentences and 

paragraphs that just don’t make sense. While errors at the deeper conceptual level are most 

problematic, “cosmetic” errors matter too because they affect readers’ comprehension of the writer’s 

ideas and speak to the writer’s credibility as a scholar.  Instructors usually provide a variety of supports 

to guide students in the revision process: editing checklists, detailed prompts, step-by-step guidance, 

and direct instruction. However, even with all of these scaffolds in place, we feel as though they often 

go unused. As instructors, we need to carve out effective strategies to compete with the standardized 

tests that primarily evaluate students’ first drafts as final drafts. Given our classrooms’ limited resources 

and time constraints, our study seeks to discern effective ways instructors can structure the writing 

process for students to inspire them to spend more time revising. 

During the course of our work together, and in concentrating specifically on determining why 

students do not appear to revise essays before they submit them, we came upon three major reasons:  

 

1. Students struggle to manage their busy calendars in such a way that they allot themselves 

enough time for revision. They might not even know that they need to schedule time for 

revision. 

2. Students do not adequately identify “errors” in their drafts–from formatting mistakes, to 

standard English grammatical structures, to whether or not they have communicated their 

meaning effectively 

3. Students do not sufficiently buy in to the idea that their voice is worth hearing, that what they 

say matters, and that what they write is important to their overall lives. 

 

Throughout the course of this paper, we will indicate the ways in which we approached our classrooms 

experimentally this year. Each of us is grateful that our students allowed us to “experiment” on them in 

our quest to encourage them to spend more time working through their writing process.  

Format of this document: 

 In this paper, Dr. Nysenholc and Dr. Milsom follow the operations outlined in Pace and 

Middendorf’s Decoding the Disciplines model, established by the Indiana University Faculty Learning 

Community (2004). Before proceeding with our account of the process, we offer a brief summary of our 

own classrooms and professional duties as a high school and college instructor (respectively). In each 

section that follows thereafter,  we will begin with a brief summary of each mental operation outlined 

by the Decoding the Disciplines process and follow with our respective accounts of what we uncovered 

through the process.  

Judith Nysenholc: 

Since I’m serving in multiple capacities at HERO High School and at Hostos, I approached this 

project from multiple points of view: first of all, as an ESL high school teacher who co-wrote the English 
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curriculum when HERO High School was founded in 2013; secondly, as the English co-chair who is 

responsible for normalizing rigorous pedagogical practice across all 9th grade English classes; thirdly, as a 

co-teacher who collaborates with the main teachers (Mia Gorla and Cameron Yeates) to plan curriculum 

and activities in their English classes; fourthly, as the 9th grade team leader, who has elected to focus on 

writing instruction by disseminating The Writing Revolution (also known as the Hochman method) 

across content areas; and finally, as an English professor who has been teaching college writing courses 

for over 20 years, most recently an English 110 course for HERO students. 

H.E.R.O. High (the Health Education and Research Occupations High School) is an Early College 

and Career High School serving a diverse student population in grades 9-14 and partnering with 

Montefiore Hospital and Hostos Community College. Through our program, students obtain an 

Associate degree in nursing or community health, a CTE high school diploma, and supported entry to a 

career in health care or a four-year college program.  The writing-intensive English curriculum is 

designed to prepare students to succeed in English 110 before they graduate high school.  Our 9th 

graders write 5 papers a year: a personal narrative, a central idea analysis on a contemporary novel, a 

research paper and action plan on a chronic illness, an argumentative paper on Macbeth, and a 

reflective narrative on an interview (inspired by Art Spiegelman’s MAUS).  In 10th and 11th grades, they 

develop stamina and independence as readers and writers. 

 

 

Alexandra Milsom: 

I serve as an Assistant Professor of English at Hostos Community College, one of the smallest 

schools in the City University of New York. (Statistics about the school can be found here 

http://www.hostos.cuny.edu/Hostos/media/Office-of-the-President/Institutional-Research-

Assessment/Profile-thru-S16.pdf_.) Though I’ve spent about ten years in higher education, I also came 

to this project having taught English for four years at a large Bronx high school. These two different 

teaching experiences, which I share with Dr. Nysenholc, provide me with a range of strategies: indeed 

we would both agree that high school instructors train to develop a wider range of strategies than 

professors in our field, namely because the training one receives as a Ph.D. student in English largely 

centers around scholarly research in a narrow field while training as a secondary educator is focused 

around adolescent student needs and development. I would argue that the latter training would suit the 

college professor as much as it suits the secondary educator, and that higher educational pedagogy 

suffers largely as a result of the mismatch between our training as scholars and our day-to-day work as 

educators. 

During the 2017-2018 school year, I taught the full range of our English department’s offerings, 

including our two developmental courses (English 93 and English 101) which meet twice a week for 

three hours per session, and our two first-year English writing and literature courses (English 110 and 

English 111). (For thorough descriptions of each course, you can visit our English Department’s Teaching 

and Learning Commons here: http://commons.hostos.cuny.edu/englishcommons/). All classes have 

approximately 24-27 students enrolled. Typical rates of attrition in each class leave us with 

approximately 20 active students by the fifth week of the semester. 

Departmental regulations, as structured and developed by organizing committees of professors, 

require similar outcomes for each class’s curriculum. In our 15-week semesters, students at each course 

http://www.hostos.cuny.edu/Hostos/media/Office-of-the-President/Institutional-Research-Assessment/Profile-thru-S16.pdf_
http://www.hostos.cuny.edu/Hostos/media/Office-of-the-President/Institutional-Research-Assessment/Profile-thru-S16.pdf_
http://commons.hostos.cuny.edu/englishcommons/


Milsom & Nysenholc 4 
 

level typically write three formal essays (of 750-1000 words set in MLA format with bibliographical 

citations) and one or two in-class essays. The final exams are standardized throughout the course-levels: 

students are given a reading two weeks in advance of the exam date, a New York Times-level article for 

students in the non-fiction classes (English 101 and 110) or a short story or poem for students in the 

literary class (English 111). The final is an in-class essay. The in-class essays do not provide students with 

the opportunity to revise, but many professors require students to submit drafts for their formal papers.  

Given the volume of grading and the number of students each professor has in any semester 

(often from 90-125), most professors do not have enough time to provide deep feedback on each 

assignment, nor on the various components of the writing processes. Given these limitations on 

instructors’ time, it is common to encourage students to make use of Hostos’ robust Writing Center 

(information about which is available at this link: https://hostos.mywconline.com/). This invaluable (and 

free) resource pairs peer-tutors and professors with students for 45-minute appointments. Students can 

visit the center every day, if they choose, and work with tutors at any stage in their writing process. 

There is also a computer lab available in the writing center for students to use for extra help with 

technological difficulties related to assignments. (According to my survey, described at length in Step 6 

below, only 30.8% of my students made use of the Writing Center this semester, though 48.7% have 

used it in the past.) 

During the course of teaching my Spring 2018 semester, while working simultaneously through 

this Decoding the Disciplines process with Dr. Nysenholc, I also distributed a lengthy survey (available 

here: https://goo.gl/forms/W5qPzxBf0p6ZZ05E2) to determine students’ basic attitudes about the 

writing process.  

Step 1. What is the bottleneck to learning in this class? 

We reflected upon our own experiences in the classroom and shared a great deal of frustration 

regarding the often “sloppy” and “underwhelming” essays that students would turn in on (or after) the 

due date. English instructors tend to bemoan this apparent “lack of care” in student writing because we 

spend so much of our time outside of the classroom grading essays. We feel as if we spend so much of 

our time in the classroom trying to preempt the very errors we see reproduced over and over again in 

final drafts.  

Our goal should be for students to feel genuine pride in their submitted work.  To reach that 

goal, we need give them enough time to develop pieces of writing they care about and to embed a 

clearly delineated process in our curriculum.  The challenge is to make this process (and the product) 

meaningful for students, to make them understand that writing is a process of discovery, and to create 

an incentive so that students feel that they are communicating something, that they are writing for an 

authentic audience, not simply for their teacher. 

Nysenholc: 

Some of the students’ misconceptions about writing may contribute to their lack of revision.  To 

unearth and question the students’ assumptions about revision, I devised a pre-assessment that leads 

https://hostos.mywconline.com/
https://goo.gl/forms/W5qPzxBf0p6ZZ05E2
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students to recognize that even expert writers revise and seek peer feedback before submitting their 

writing (see Exhibit A).1 

 

Milsom: 

I suspect that a lot of my students procrastinate from beginning the writing process, or fail to 

give themselves adequate time to write multiple drafts, because they misunderstand both the essay 

prompt(s) and the essay requirements (formatting, length, citations, etc.). To preempt this from 

happening, I began the semester with several lessons on annotating reading  assignments (see Exhibit 1) 

so that when I distributed the first essay prompt (see Exhibit 2), I could do a guided-annotation with 

them. This activity would ensure that students’ questions about the assignment would be clarified 

before they began their writing processes.  

 

  

Step 2.  How does an expert do these things? 

 We reflected together on our own processes as writers. Having both been students ourselves for 

many, many of our adolescent and adult years (we both have written dissertations for our Ph.D. in 

English) and worked on innumerable papers of our own, we listed ways in which we prepare for our own 

writing projects. Some of these strategies include:  

 

● Freewriting in journals 

● Making lists of ideas 

● Brainstorming using webs 

● Writing low-stakes drafts 

● Spending time away from those drafts 

● Returning to drafts to read them anew 

● Reverse outlining drafts to discern structure 

● Rewriting entire essays 

● Deleting entire essays 

 

 We then created a list to compare what we believe students do during the writing process and 

what “expert” writers do: 

 

Typical student errors on assignment What the expert does to avoid errors 

                                                
1 For the sake of organization, Dr. Nysenholc’s attached exhibits will be referred to with letters and Dr. 
Milsom’s will be referred to using numbers. 
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● Under-developed and/or confusing 
ideas 

● Recognize that writing takes time and is 
complex. 

● Take the time to write and revise; follow the 
steps of the writing process by revisiting the 
draft over and over again (not produce one 
draft in one sitting) 

● Be open to new ideas (“sparks”) 
● Look into what others have written about the 

topic 

● Disorganized paragraphs ● Reread one’s writing (multiple times); put 
oneself in the audience’s place; visualize 
one’s audience 

● Do a reverse outline of the essay/piece to see 
what logic is being produced - then reorder it 
if doing so will make more sense 

● Obscure sentences ● Read one’s writing out loud 
● Have a peer re-read it aloud to you 

● Errors in Standard English 
conventions 

● Use the spell-check 
● Spend time familiarizing oneself with 

conventions via extensive reading and 
engaging with language 

● Procrastination, lack of time, 
competing priorities 

● Instructors do this too (ahem) 
● Familiarize oneself with one’s own writing 

process needs (Do I spend more time 
brainstorming? Do I need to revise drafts 
repeatedly? Do I need to spend more time 
proofreading?) 

● Use calendars and similar tools to plan out 
adequate time for different parts of the 
writing process (a great tool here: 
http://www.lib.csufresno.edu/tools/arc/ ) 

● Choose projects that are meaningful so that 
the motivation to do well is intrinsically 
created 

 

 

Finally, we developed a “rubric” of the competencies we expected to work through. (see Nysenholc’s 

Exhibit B). 

 

Nysenholc: 

I have always taught writing as a non-linear process, but until I participated in this CCRP project, 

I had never deliberately unpacked my own writing process.  Although I attended a useful training by The 

http://www.lib.csufresno.edu/tools/arc/
http://www.lib.csufresno.edu/tools/arc/
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Writing Revolution last summer and started infusing some of their strategies into our HERO High 

curriculum across content classes, my work on this project forced me to identify the various mental 

moves and practical steps that I automatically take as an experienced writer, and to create activities 

based on these invisible strategies in order to turn novice writers into expert writers and prepare 

students for college-level writing. 

 

Milsom: 

My own writing process differs significantly from that which is often taught explicitly in the 

secondary and college classroom. I noticed, for instance, that the Hostos Writing Center offered multiple 

“Writing Strategy” workshops this year on topics such as “thesis writing” and “outlining.” Personally, I 

have grown to believe very strongly that deciding on an argument in advance of writing an essay is often 

to work at cross purposes: my experience has taught me that the act of writing itself produces 

arguments and ideas. The formulaic structure we try to encode in our students’ minds often obscures 

the organic nature of writing itself: I never figure out my actual argument until I have written a great 

deal first. Along similar lines, outlining has never been an effective strategy for me to use in planning 

both short and long works. Instead, the act of writing itself helps me understand what overall structure 

best suits my work’s argument. For this reason, I practice a lot of “reverse outlining” wherein after I’ve 

written a draft, I create an outline of what I have already written. From that outline, I can find ways of 

structuring the argument or reorganizing the paragraphs in order to present the evidence in the most 

logical fashion. 

My personal writing strategies are more time-consuming than the ones presented by the 

traditional brainstorm--outline--write--revise model, but they were developed over the course of two 

decades of academic writing. What this teaches me is that in order for our students to develop as 

writers, they need to learn about different strategies and have adequate time and low-stakes 

opportunities to try them out. It is unfortunate that the brevity of semesters, the requirements imposed 

on course syllabi, and country-wide emphasis on standardized testing fly in the face of this sort of 

approach to writing.  

  

Step 3. How can these tasks be explicitly modeled? 

         The various strategies used by expert writers to revise can be modeled by the use of analogies 

or teacher/student exemplars.  To impress upon students the importance of revising in an academic 

setting, we came up with a clothing analogy: we choose an outfit based on the occasion for which we 

get dressed.  If we stay home, we wear sweats; if we go to an interview, we dress up professionally.  

Before leaving, we check how we look in the mirror and see ourselves in the way that others would see 

us.  Submitting writing for a class is similar to dressing up professionally.  We make sure that our writing 

makes sense to our readers and that it looks polished and professional. (See Exhibit C) 

         Another analogy we introduced was that of the map: as writers organize their paragraphs, they 

are leading their reader by the hand and using signals like topic sentences or transitions to orient the 

reader through their line of thought. (See Exhibit E) 
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Activity 
# 

Typical student errors on 
assignment 

Modeling lessons 

1 Development of purpose for 
writing 

“Writing takes time + Paragraph bodybuilding” 
(Exhibit D) 

2 Disorganized paragraphs “Organizing meaningful and cohesive paragraphs” (map 
analogy) (Exhibit E) 

3 Obscure sentences “Before turning in, reread out loud” (in the lesson on 
Paragraph bodybuilding) (Exhibit D) 

4 Errors in Standard English 
conventions 

“Conventions of academic writing” (Exhibit 3) 

5 Procrastination, lack of time, 
competing priorities 

“Managing time” (Exhibit 4) 

6 Anticipating how a professor 
will read and assess one’s 
work 

“Reading an essay like a professor” (Exhibit 5) 

  

 

Nysenholc: 

          In addition to using analogies, the instructor can model organizing paragraphs and revising 

student or teacher exemplars.  For instance, Mia Gorla and I have used a document camera to model 

peer review, to edit and to proofread drafts. 

To help students reflect about some of these errors and to internalize some of these expert 

moves, I designed activities on the writing process and paragraph building (Exhibits D and E).  These 

were created for an argumentative essay on social justice issues written in the 11th grade English class I 

currently co-teach with Cameron Yeates, but they could be used at any point of the writing process in 

any high school or college English classes.  The “Paragraph Bodybuilding” activity reviews the elements 

of a strong paragraph that had been introduced in previous units, using strategies from The Writing 

Revolution.   

Milsom: 

I designed the fourth and fifth activities listed above for my 110 English class as a way to scaffold 

for their first essay assignment. My English classes all worked on the sixth activity in advance of the 

essay’s due date as a way to demystify the assessment process for students.  
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My most surprising “modeling” activity came about as a spontaneous activity during a class 

period when students were on class laptops working on their own drafts for the first essay assignment. 

One student asked me if I had written a version of the essay assignment. I said no, to which she replied, 

“Well could you write one so we can see you write it?” I didn’t actually understand if she meant to write 

it right there on the spot, but I opened a Google document (which was projected onto the screen at the 

front of the classroom). Students watched enraptured as I quickly typed out a proper heading in MLA 

style and quickly put in a placeholder title for the essay. Students could be heard muttering “wow she 

does that so fast,” and “I need to copy this.” As I began to type an introduction, I vocalized my thoughts 

and deleted my first and second attempts at an intro sentence. Finally I just typed “[INTRO SENTENCE 

GOES HERE]” in brackets and moved onto the second sentence, announcing I’d come back to it later. A 

student quipped, “I never do that. I just stay stuck,” to which another replied, “me too.”  

A couple of students pulled out their smartphones and recorded my writing process. I asked 

them why they did this, and they responded that watching it would be helpful to them later. I wrote out 

two paragraphs. I could not believe how engaged and focused the students were while watching me 

“live-type” an essay. They all agreed that it was helpful to them to see me stumbling through sentences, 

and they marveled at “how fast” I could type. I reassured them that I have been writing and teaching 

writing for a long time. They also enjoyed seeing me make mistakes.  

As a consequence of this activity, largely inspired by my engagement with the Decoding the 

Disciplines process, I am incorporating “live-typing” into all of my courses. While I recognize that 

providing students with a model-essay gives students a valuable resource upon which to base their own 

drafts, the live-modeling itself gives students insights into my own thoughts, expectations, and 

insecurities as I write. While it is somewhat intimidating to lay myself bare in front of a group of 

students in this fashion, it also helps to establish a convivial classroom environment in which I show that 

vulnerability and experimentation are valuable scholarly virtues. 

 

Step 4. How will students practice these skills and get 

feedback? 

The revision process itself is an exercise in feedback. Our assignments listed in part three build 

in feedback mechanisms and train students to identify what parts of their writing merit revision. In this 

part of the Decoding the Disciplines sequence, we focus specifically on the practice of refining students’ 

ability to identify what merits revision and then change it in such a way that they are communicating 

their ideas and evidence with more clarity.  

Nysenholc: 

         Students have the opportunity to practice revising, editing and proofreading skills repeatedly 

along the Bloom’s taxonomy continuum.  The following sequence is a mixture of activities developed for 

a variety of assignments: an argumentative essay on Macbeth; a paper in which students transpose an 

interview into a reflective narrative (the culminating assignment for the MAUS unit); and an analytical 

paper on The Tempest. 
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1.              REMEMBERING: Students were to match strategies that can be used to expand and revise 

sentences with examples of those strategies.  The writing strategies in this activity (using subordinating 

and coordinating conjunctions to combine sentences; adding details—who, what, when, how, why—

transitions, and appositives; replacing boring words with interesting words) are inspired by The Writing 

Revolution and were introduced last semester in several content classes.  The rationale for focusing on 

these particular strategies is that they are particularly useful to develop students’ facility with written 

discourse since they tend to occur more frequently in writing than in spoken language.  [Exhibit F, 

“Warm up”] 

2.              ANALYZING: Given an expertly written summary of Macbeth, students identified what 

strategies were used by the writer to expand and revise sentences. [Exhibit F, “Macbeth summary” – 2nd 

part] 

3.              ANALYZING/EVALUATING: Given drafts of topic sentences for a specific paragraph, students 

read them out loud to determine which ones were worth keeping. [Exhibit G, “Are these sentences gold 

or garbage?”] 

4.              ANALYZING/EVALUATING: Students were given drafts of body paragraphs from an analytical 

paper and read them out loud to evaluate if the evidence was presented effectively (with minimum 3 

legible sentences for each piece of evidence: context to introduce the quote, a relevant quote and 

analysis of the quote).  In addition, students practiced editing a peer’s interview narrative. [Exhibit H, 

“Revising paragraphs”]; [Exhibit C, “Revising and editing an interview narrative”] 

5.              CREATING/EVALUATING: Peer review.  In pairs, students evaluated drafts of their interview 

narrative; using the rubric, they took on the role of the teacher to make suggestions for revising and 

proofreading. [Exhibit I, “Peer review protocol and rubric”] 

  

For the 9th grade interview narrative, I decided to embed revision in the unit plan and make it the 

central focus of instruction, so that students would have ample opportunities to manage their time in 

order to revise their draft.  For this assignment, the final grade was essentially determined based on 

revision and completion of the final draft.   [Exhibit J, “Revision rubric”] 

 

Milsom: 

 I have experimented with various forms of “feedback” mechanisms during the course of this 

semester, trying to determine which sorts of “feedback” lead to more productive revision processes. 

Here are the various ways I have sought to motivate students to spend more time identifying errors and 

revising to make their ideas clearer: 

 

1. Detailed log for students to use to track their progress and what they “have to work on” for all 

their essays for the semester [Exhibit 6, “What do I have to Work on?”] 

2. Detailed rubrics attached to final versions of papers with checklists of specific errors and short 

written comments from me [Exhibit 2, “Essay #1”] 

3. Slightly less detailed rubrics attached to final versions of papers with longer written comments 

from me [Exhibit 7, “Short Essay Rubric”] 

4. Evaluation Checklist provided for peer-review in class [Exhibit 8, “Peer-Evaluation Checklist”] 
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5. Packet of handouts I wrote that include sentence starters, active and analytical verbs, MLA 

formatting guidelines, and a sample student essay  

6. A robust revision assignment for students to do after receiving their grade on their first essay 

assignment [Exhibit 9, “Essay 1 Revision Assignment”] 

Step 5. What will motivate the students? 

 According to Pace and Middendorf, “It is not sufficient to assume that the structures of learning 

created by this process will automatically motivate students” (8). As English instructors, we are 

fortunate to have some easy strategies we can employ, such as choosing high-interest texts, creating 

public venues for student expression, and crafting assignments for students to address issues that 

address them directly. As mentioned above, we also compete with the often oppressive demands of 

institutional testing. It becomes thus our challenge to work within the parameters set by exam 

schedules and university requirements to build curricula that motivate and inspire our students.   

Nysenholc: 

Students are motivated by completing authentic tasks (e.g. a research paper on a chronic illness 

of their choice and an action plan on prevention or management of the illness, presented to 

professionals in the healthcare field).  Another source of motivation stems from completing assignments 

that have personal relevance (e.g. a narrative in which they tell a story that happened to them; or the 

interview narrative modeled after MAUS).  They are also motivated by reading engaging texts on which 

they develop and argue their own interpretation (e.g. a central idea paper on Salvage the Bones, or an 

argumentative paper on who is responsible for Macbeth’s tragedy). 

Once students start working on their assignment, another motivating factor can be the very fact 

of receiving feedback on their drafts.  While students type their papers into Google docs, instructors can 

provide feedback in real time and act as a concrete audience that shows a genuine interest in their 

ideas.  Peer review can be motivating in a similar way as students may wish to “make a solid impression” 

on fellow students. 

 

Milsom: 

 I arranged my curriculum in English 101 and 110 courses around three units—sexism, racism, 

and homophobia—that I knew could draw visceral reactions from students. I selected texts—We Should 

All Be Feminists (Chimamanda N’Gozi Adichie), Between the World and Me (Ta-Nehisi Coates), and We 

Came All the Way from Cuba So You Could Dress Like This? (Achy Obejas), respectively—that 

represented the various ethnicities, socio-economic statuses, and sexual-orientations recognizable to 

my diverse array of students.  

 To heighten the stakes of their major essay assignments, I experimented with a few ways of 

making their writing public. For their first major essay assignment, related to Adichie’s book on 

feminism, I asked students to answer the question posed by the book’s title (Exhibit 2, “Should we all be 

feminists?”) and then had them choose a family member or friend to whom they would read the essay 

aloud. Some recorded their interlocutors’ responses and sent those responses back to me for extra 



Milsom & Nysenholc 12 
 

credit. For their third formal essay assignment, I had students take part in a school-wide essay 

competition hosted by Hostos’ Center for Teaching and Learning (http://commons.hostos.cuny.edu/ctl/) 

in which they were asked to write about “how it feels to move between identities and cultures” (see 

Exhibit 10). (According to the judges of the competition, nearly 90% of the entries came from students in 

my classes!)  

  

Step 6. How well are students mastering these learning 

tasks? 

 As mentioned earlier, becoming familiar with one’s own writing process and becoming 

proficient at recognizing one’s own mistakes requires years of practice and a great deal of commitment. 

For our students to succeed eventually as scholars at the college level, they need to “buy in” to the idea 

that it requires them to spend more time writing, evaluating, and then rewriting their assignments. As 

instructors, we have to teach students how to plan their time more effectively, give them opportunities 

and systems for evaluating their writing, and create assignments that rouse interest and engagement.  

 Both of us created surveys to distribute to our students near the end of our respective 

semesters which allowed students to reflect on their own writing processes and approaches to revision: 

 

● Dr. Nysenholc and Mia Gorla’s survey & results: https://goo.gl/forms/xA3MCktUAFmXK9Yz2 (36 

respondents of 53 polled) 

● Dr. Milsom’s survey & results: https://goo.gl/forms/ecTj91TFxdwqBJLw1 (39 respondents of 70 

polled) 

 

Students’ honest responses confirm our suspicions that students do not spend a great deal of 

time managing their schedules (only 11.1% of Dr. Nysenholc’s students update their planners “at least 

once a week” and only 74.4% of Dr. Milsom’s do–though it was a requirement of the course). However, 

most students claim they are spending time revising the first drafts of their assignments: none of Dr. 

Nysenholc’s students turn in a first draft without revising it (!) and only 10.3% of Dr. Milsom’s students 

“never” revise their first draft before turning it in.  

The very fact of completing the survey, however, seems to have triggered an awareness in 

students about the importance of the writing and revision process.  In response to the question “What 

might make you an even better writer next year?” a significant number of 9th graders mentioned 

seeking feedback from various readers before submitting their work, taking the revision process 

seriously, or starting working on the assignment earlier.  This increased awareness is probably an 

essential step in internalizing the expert writing moves that we are attempting to teach them.    

Conclusion 

 

In our surveys, one finding, above all, stands out as an indication that emphasizing the revision 

process may have made a difference in the success of our writing courses. Over 90% of Dr. Nysenholc’s 

https://goo.gl/forms/xA3MCktUAFmXK9Yz2
https://goo.gl/forms/ecTj91TFxdwqBJLw1
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students and nearly 80% of Dr. Milsom’s students “usually feel proud” of the essays they turn in. In 

students’ responses to “What do you think has caused you to improve the MOST this year?” and “What 

is the best writing advice you ever got from anyone?,” over half mention revision or editing.  These 

results indicate that investing effort in and structuring lessons around the writing process itself might be 

a way in which to change student attitudes about writing in the academic setting. In both of our courses, 

over 90% of students claim to “feel like [they] have improved” in writing this year in school, an 

indication that they are leaving the 2017-2018 year feeling positive about themselves as writers.  

Our schools are located in the South Bronx, which is, according to the U.S. Census, the poorest 

district in the United States (U.S. Census, 2017). Given the fact that so many of our students face the 

direst hardships imaginable, the fact that so many of them might leave the semester feeling positively 

about their ability to use their voices to communicate authentically gives us hope. In a 1979 interview, 

James Baldwin described the “role of the black American writer” in a time when the “morality of the 

world in which we were born has failed,” stating:  

You write in order to change the world, knowing perfectly well that you probably can’t, but also 

knowing that literature is indispensable to the world. The world changes according to the way 

people see it, and if you alter, even but a millimeter, the way people look at reality, then you 

can change it. 

By paying attention to how we orient students to the writing process, by expanding the amount of time 

students have to rewrite and reconsider their ideas along the way, and by preparing writing activities 

that are valuable and relevant to the students’ personal lives, we hope to facilitate that “but a 

millimeter” of a shift.  

Works Cited: 
Pace, David and Joan Middendorf. Decoding the Disciplines: Helping Students Learn  

Disciplinary Ways of Thinking. Wiley, 2004.  

“Quick Facts: Bronx Borough, Bronx County, NY.” U.S. Census Bureau, 1 July 2017,  

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/bronxcountybronxboroughnewyork/PST045217. 

Accessed 24 May 2018.  

Romano, John. “James Baldwin Writing and Talking.” New York Times, 23 Sept. 1979,  

http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/south-bronx-poorest-district-nation-u-s-census-

bureau-finds-38-live-poverty-line-article-1.438344. Accessed 22 May 2018. 

Sisk, Richard. “South Bronx is Poorest District in nation, U.S. Census Bureau Finds: 38% Live  

Below Poverty Line.” New York Daily News, 29 September 2010, 

http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/south-bronx-poorest-district-nation-u-s-census-

bureau-finds-38-live-poverty-line-article-1.438344. Accessed 27 May 2018.  

https://www.census.gov/quickfacts/fact/table/bronxcountybronxboroughnewyork/PST045217
http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/south-bronx-poorest-district-nation-u-s-census-bureau-finds-38-live-poverty-line-article-1.438344
http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/south-bronx-poorest-district-nation-u-s-census-bureau-finds-38-live-poverty-line-article-1.438344
http://www.nydailynews.com/new-york/south-bronx-poorest-district-nation-u-s-census-bureau-finds-38-live-poverty-line-article-1.438344
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NYSENHOLC EXHIBITS: 
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Exhibit A – Pre-assessment  

True or false? 

 

What is your opinion on these statements?  Explain your thinking. 

 

1. _________  Some people are born good writers. 

 

Why? _______________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

2. _________  Professional writers can produce a final draft without having to revise, edit or 

proofread it. 

 

Why? _______________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

3. _________  It takes hard work to revise, edit and proofread a piece of writing, even for 

good writers. 

 

Why? _______________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

4. _________  Revising, editing and proofreading are not important when only a teacher will 

read your paper. 

 

Why? _______________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

5. _________  Professional writers don’t write in isolation and show their work to other 

readers before publishing it. 

 

Why? _______________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 
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Exhibit B – Decoding Expert Thinking Rubric 

Competencies  Unacceptable 

(bottlenecks) 

Developing 

(in-between 

performance) 

Proficient/Distinguished 

(expert practice) 

1. Development and 

clarity of ideas 

The ideas are so 

under-developed 

and unclear that the 

reader cannot 

follow the writer’s 

line of thought. 

Some ideas have 

been thought 

through, but are 

not completely 

developed and 

remain somewhat 

unclear. 

Ideas are fully developed and 

completely clear.  

2. Paragraph 

organization 

Paragraphs are 

jumbled. There may 

be no clear 

paragraphs. 

Some paragraphs 

revolve around a 

clear main 

point.  There is an 

attempt at ordering 

the sentences in a 

logical sequence. 

Paragraphs are centered around a 

main point and all sentences clearly 

connect to that main point, while 

also building on each 

other.  Transitions are used to create 

cohesion. 

3. Sentence clarity Most sentences 

make no sense. 

Some sentences are 

still unclear. 

All sentences are perfectly clear. 

4. Meeting 

conventions of 

academic standard 

English (or 

whatever 

conventional 

register is 

appropriate for the 

essay to 

communicate 

meaningfully with 

audience) 

Grammatical, 

spelling, and 

punctuation errors 

completely distract 

from 

communicating the 

meaning. 

The paper has been 

proofread but still 

contains errors that 

interfere with 

legibility. 

The style and presentation of the 

paper supports and even affirms the 

meaning.  

5. Managing time 

adequately to 

succeed at full 

potential 

The paper has been 

done quickly (if at 

all) and 

inadequately. It 

does not represent 

one’s best work. 

There is some 

evidence of 

revision and 

editing; perhaps 

there are two 

drafts. There is 

evidence that more 

could have been 

done on the 

assignment.  

Essay is drafted well enough in 

advance so that revisions are 

thorough and meaningful.  

6. Anticipating how 

a professor will read 

and assess one’s 

work 

Doesn’t know what 

professor “wants” 

(i.e. confused about 

audience; Doesn’t 

know how to parse 

Some formatting 

requirements are 

ignored. Citations 

are incorrect or 

missing. Some 

Student demonstrates familiarity 

with the conventions of college 

writing, MLA formatting, and 

manages to answer the question 

posed by the prompt. Student 
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an assignment to 

figure out 

expectations 

attempt made to 

address prompt. 

includes all required information in 

the essay and even goes beyond the 

prescriptions of the assignment – 

adding imagination and ingenuity to 

the essay. 
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Exhibit C – Clothing analogy (Revising an interview narrative – 9th grade English) 

 

 

 

 

 

PROOFREADING PRACTICE 

 

Starting this summer, some of you will be taking college classes.  When you turn in work for a college 

class, you should ensure that it presents well.  Consider this analogy: when you stay home with friends 

or family, you can wear comfortable clothes like sweats and a T-shirt and nobody will bat an eye; but if 

you go out for a job interview, you are expected to dress up in a professional outfit.  Submitting a paper 

in an academic context is like going for an interview.  You want to make a solid impression on your 

professor!  Before you turn it in, look at it through your reader’s eyes, as if you were checking your outfit 

in a mirror before stepping out the door.  And even if you don’t take college classes right away, you 

should still turn in a polished paper to your English teacher! 

 

For practice, read this student’s paper out loud and use the checklist to edit and proofread it.  

 

 In order to proofread a paper, reread it out loud from top to bottom.   

 Rewrite any sentence that doesn’t sound quite right. 

 Run the spell check. 

 Check that each sentence ends with a period and starts with a capital letter. 

 Capitalize “I” and all proper names. 

 Add a space after all punctuation marks. 

 Use an apostrophe for the possessive (e.g. my father’s story).  
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Exhibit D – “Writing takes time + Paragraph bodybuilding” (Addressing under-developed ideas) – 11th 

grade English (Social Justice argumentative research paper) 

 

Warm up : WRITING TAKES TIME 

 

Compare these 2 representations of the Writing  

Process.   

 

1. Write down 3 differences you notice between the 2 images. 
- 

- 

- 

 

2. Which image is more realistic in representing your own writing process?  Why? 

 

 

 

Image #1        Image #2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Writing Process is not linear!  Even professional writers take the time to write and 
revise.  They revisit their drafts multiple times, stay open to new ideas, and look into what 
others have said about their topic. They show their work to others and learn from their 
readers’ feedback before revising some more.   

 
 Read the instructor’s feedback you received on your Social Justice research paper. 

 
1. What was successful in your paper? 

 

2. List 2 things that you could improve on for your next paper? 
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PARAGRAPH BODYBUILDING 

 

Build Strong Body Paragraphs! 
 

Add muscle mass to your ideas... 

 

 

 

1. A WEAK BODY PARAGRAPH 
 

 

From a paper on vegetarianism 

 

Killing animals for food is cruel.  Animals can feel pain and have social connections like 

humans.  “In the United States about 35 million cows, 115 million pigs, and 9 billion birds are 

killed for food each year” (Kolbert).  These animals should not have to die just because people 

feel like eating meat even if they really don’t need to. 

 

Works Cited 

 

Kolbert, Elizabeth. "Should You Eat Meat?" The New Yorker, Nov. 9, 2009. 

 

 

 What makes this a weak paragraph? (Check all that apply) 
 

 Missing topic sentence (claim) 
 The evidence doesn’t support the topic sentence 
 Missing sentence to introduce the quote with context 
 Missing sentence that explains how the quote supports the topic sentence 
 Missing concluding sentence to tie the paragraph together 
 Missing transitions between sentences 

 

 A weak paragraph is not very convincing! 

 

 

******************************************************************************************* 

 

2. A STRONGER BODY PARAGRAPH 
 

A strong paragraph presents a clear point and seeks to convince the audience of the validity of 

its argument. 
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 In the following paragraph, number all the elements of a strong paragraph.  
 

1. Topic sentence (claim) 
2. Textual evidence that supports the topic sentence 
3. Sentence that introduces the quote with context 
4. Sentence that explains how the quote supports the topic sentence 
5. Concluding sentence that ties the paragraph together 
6. Transitions between sentences 

 
 

A vegetarian diet is beneficial for your health.  Research has shown that eating a plant-based 

diet has many advantages and keeps your body healthy.  According to the United States 

Department of Agriculture, meat is not an essential part of a healthy diet.  In fact, a vegetarian 

diet provides all necessary proteins, vitamins, fats, and minerals (American Dietetic 

Association).  In addition, being vegetarian protects you against a variety of chronic diseases 

like heart disease by lowering your blood pressure and your cholesterol.  A study of 76,000 

people showed that “vegetarians had 24% lower mortality from heart disease than meat eaters” 

(Key).  This means that fewer vegetarians die from heart disease than non-vegetarians.  In 

conclusion, people who think that they need to eat meat to maintain their health 

should be aware that they may actually shorten their own lives by continuing to eat 

meat. 

 

Works Cited 

 

American Dietetic Association, "Position of the American Dietetic Association: Vegetarian 

Diets," Journal of the American Dietetic Association, May 27, 2009. 

 

Key, Timothy J. et al., "Mortality in Vegetarians and Nonvegetarians: Detailed Findings from a 

Collaborative Analysis of 5 Prospective Studies," American Journal of Clinical Nutrition, 1999. 

 

United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), "Nutrition and Your Health: Dietary Guidelines 

for Americans," www.cnpp.usda.gov, 1995.  

 

******************************************************************************************* 
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3. REVISE YOUR OWN PARAGRAPH 
 

Select 1 weaker paragraph from your Social Justice research paper and strengthen it by 

revising it below. 

 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

____________________________________________________________________________ 

 

 

******************************************************************************************* 

 

4. BEFORE TURNING IN, REREAD OUT LOUD! 
 

Reading your writing out loud (to yourself or to a peer) is an excellent way to check that your 

ideas are clear and convincing.  It is useful for writers to put themselves in their audience’s 

place to spot any unclear passages in their writing.  It might even be helpful to imagine that you 

are actually talking to your audience.  

 

So, remember, BEFORE TURNING IN, REREAD OUT LOUD! 
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Exhibit E - “Organizing meaningful and cohesive paragraphs” (Addressing disorganized paragraphs – 11th grade social 

justice issue paper) 

 

DEVELOP MEANINGFUL AND COHESIVE PARAGRAPHS 

 

 

 

 
 

From Gerald Graff and Cathy Birkenstein, They Say/I Say: The Moves that Matter in 

Academic Writing  

 

This is a draft paragraph from an argumentative essay 

about the use of standardized testing in education.  

Notice the “hit-and-run quotes”! 

 

Some people argue that students should take yearly tests 

to assess whether they are progressing in their learning.  

“Standardized tests are reliable and objective measures of 

student achievement. Multiple-choice tests, in particular, 

are graded by machine and therefore are not subject to 

human subjectivity or bias.” (Procon.org)  These tests 

provide a clear picture of what students know.  “75% of 

parents say standardized tests ‘are a solid measure of 

their children's abilities’ and 69% say the tests ‘are a good 

measure of the schools' quality.’” (Procon.org)  Most 

parents like standardized tests. 

  

Works Cited 

 

“Is the Use of Standardized Tests Improving Education in 

America?”  Procon.org.  1/31/2017 

 

 

This is the revised paragraph.  As you read it, 

annotate.  What differences do you notice?  

How do the revisions make the paragraph 

clearer and more cohesive? 

 

Some people argue that American students should 

take yearly tests to assess whether they are 

progressing in their learning.  There are many 

reasons why people support the use of 

standardized test According to Richard Phelps, an 

economist who studied the costs and benefits of 

educational testing, “Standardized tests are 

reliable and objective measures of student 

achievement. Multiple-choice tests, in particular, 

are graded by machine and therefore are not 

subject to human subjectivity or bias.”  In his 

opinion, the fact that all students take the same 

multiple-choice tests ensures that these tests 

provide a clear and accurate picture of what 

students know.  In addition, a majority of parents 

support the use of these standardized tests.  A 

2013 poll found that “75% of parents say 

standardized tests ‘are a solid measure of their 

children's abilities’ and 69% say the tests ‘are a 

good measure of the schools' quality.’” (Elliott)  

Most parents like standardized tests because it 

gives them some indication of what and how much 

their children are learning in school.  For these 

reasons, people defend standardized tests as a 

valuable tool to assess students’ progress. 

 

Works Cited 

 

Elliott, Philip & Jennifer Agiesta. "AP-NORC Poll: 

Parents Back High-Stakes Testing," Associated 

Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research 

website. Aug. 17, 2013. 

 

Phelps, Richard, PhD. "Estimating the Costs and 

Benefits of Educational Testing Programs,” 

www.education-consumers.com, Feb. 2002.s in 

education.  
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As you build your paragraphs, imagine leading your readers by the hand and directing them 

through your line of thought.  Use signals as if they were road signs.   

 

Those signals are: 

- a topic sentence that previews the main point and gives a sense of direction to the 
paragraph 

- sentences that introduce the quotes or other evidence 
- sentences that analyze the evidence and connect it to the claim of the paragraph 
- transitions between the various parts of the paragraph (to show how these parts are 

connected to each other) 
- a concluding sentence that ties the whole paragraph together 
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Exhibit F – Practicing editing simple sentences into more complex sentences (9th grade Macbeth unit) 

 

REVIEW: Macbeth Summary  +  Sentence expansion and revision 

 

WARM UP 

 

Match the following strategies that writers can use to revise and expand sentences with examples for each: 

Writing Strategies      Examples

1. Subordinating conjunctions  _________ 
2. Coordinating conjunctions   _________ 
3. Appositives   _________ 
4. Transitions   _________ 
5. Details   _________ 
6. Replacing boring words with more 

interesting vocabulary   _________ 
a. meanwhile, finally, also, nevertheless 
b. who, what, when, how, why 
c. but, yet, and, or 
d. while, though, when, before 
e. , Duncan’s son, 
f. trio (instead of three), encounter (instead of 

meet
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************************************************************************************ 

PRACTICE 

 

Read the following summary of Shakespeare’s play Macbeth and identify at least 2 examples for each 

strategy used by this writer to expand sentences.  Underline the example and write down which 

strategy was used. 

 

a. Subordinating conjunctions   ☐example 1   ☐example 2 

b. Coordinating conjunctions   ☐example 1   ☐example 2 

c. Appositives   ☐example 1   ☐example 2 

d. Transitions   ☐example 1   ☐example 2 

e. Details (who, what, when, how, why)   ☐example 1   ☐example 2 

f. Replacing boring words with more interesting vocabulary   ☐example 1   ☐example 2 

 

 

The play begins with the brief appearance of a trio of witches and then moves to a military camp, 

where the Scottish King Duncan hears the news that his generals, Macbeth and Banquo, have defeated 

two separate invading armies—one from Ireland, led by the rebel Macdonwald, and one from Norway.  

Following their battle with these enemy forces, Macbeth and Banquo encounter the witches as they 

cross a heath.  The witches prophesy that Macbeth will be made thane of Cawdor and eventually King of 

Scotland.  They also prophesy that Macbeth’s companion, Banquo, will beget a line of kings, although 

Banquo will never be king himself.  The witches vanish, and Macbeth and Banquo treat their prophecies 

skeptically until some of King Duncan’s men come to thank the two generals for their victories in battle 

and to tell Macbeth that he has indeed been named thane of Cawdor.  The previous thane betrayed 

Scotland by fighting for the Norwegians and Duncan has condemned him to death.  Macbeth is intrigued 

by the possibility that the remainder of the witches’ prophecy—that he will be crowned king—might be 

true, but he is uncertain what to expect.  He visits King Duncan, who crowns his son Malcolm Prince of 

Cumberland and who invites himself at Inverness, Macbeth’s castle, that night.  Macbeth writes ahead 

to his wife, Lady Macbeth, telling her all that has happened. 
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Lady Macbeth suffers none of her husband’s uncertainty.  She desires the kingship for him and 

wants him to murder Duncan in order to obtain it.  When Macbeth arrives at Inverness, she overrides all 

of her husband’s objections and persuades him to kill the king that very night.  He and Lady Macbeth 

plan to get Duncan’s two chamberlains drunk so they will black out; the next morning they will blame 

the murder on the chamberlains, who will be defenseless, as they will remember nothing.  While 

Duncan is asleep, Macbeth stabs him, despite his doubts and a number of supernatural portents, 

including a vision of a bloody dagger.  After the murder, Lady Macbeth brings the daggers back to the 

scene of the crime and smears the chamberlains with blood to make them appear guilty.  When 

Duncan’s death is discovered the next morning, Macbeth kills the chamberlains.  Duncan’s sons Malcolm 

and Donalbain flee to England and Ireland, respectively, fearing that whoever killed Duncan desires their 

demise as well. 

Macbeth is crowned king.  But fearful of the witches’ prophecy that Banquo’s heirs will seize the 

throne, Macbeth hires a group of murderers to kill Banquo and his son Fleance.  They ambush Banquo 

on his way to a royal banquet, but they fail to kill Fleance, who escapes into the night.  Macbeth 

becomes furious: as long as Fleance is alive, he fears that his power remains insecure.  At the feast that 

night, Macbeth hallucinates Banquo’s ghost.  When he sees the ghost, Macbeth raves fearfully, startling 

his guests.  Lady Macbeth tries to reassure the noblemen that Macbeth has always suffered from this 

condition, but Macbeth’s kingship incites increasing resistance from his nobles and subjects.  Frightened, 

Macbeth goes to visit the witches in their cavern.  There, they show him a sequence of apparitions who 

present him with further prophecies: he must beware of Macduff, a Scottish nobleman who opposed 

Macbeth’s accession to the throne; he cannot be harmed by any man born of woman; and he will not be 

vanquished until Birnam Wood comes to Dunsinane Castle.  Macbeth is relieved and feels secure, 

because he knows that all men are born of women and that forests cannot move.  When he learns that 
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Macduff has fled to England to join Malcolm, Macbeth orders that Macduff’s castle be seized and, most 

cruelly, that Lady Macduff and her children be murdered. 

When news of his family’s execution reaches Macduff in England, he is stricken with grief and vows 

revenge.  Malcolm, Duncan’s son, has succeeded in raising an army in England, and Macduff joins him as 

he rides to Scotland to challenge Macbeth’s forces.  The invasion has the support of the Scottish nobles, 

who are appalled and frightened by Macbeth’s tyrannical and murderous behavior.  Lady Macbeth, 

meanwhile, becomes plagued with fits of sleepwalking in which she bemoans what she believes to be 

bloodstains on her hands.  Before Macbeth’s opponents arrive, Macbeth receives news that she has 

killed herself, causing him to sink into a deep and pessimistic despair.  Nevertheless, he awaits the 

English and fortifies Dunsinane, to which he seems to have withdrawn in order to defend himself, 

certain that the witches’ prophecies guarantee his invincibility.  He is struck numb with fear, however, 

when he learns that the English army is advancing on Dunsinane shielded with boughs cut from Birnam 

Wood.  Birnam Wood is indeed coming to Dunsinane, fulfilling half of the witches’ prophecy. 

In the battle, Macbeth fights violently, but the English forces gradually overwhelm his army and 

castle.  On the battlefield, Macbeth encounters the vengeful Macduff, who declares that he was not “of 

woman born” but was instead “untimely ripped” from his mother’s womb (i.e. born by cesarean 

section).  Though he realizes that he is doomed, Macbeth continues to fight until Macduff kills and 

beheads him.  Malcolm, now the King of Scotland, declares his benevolent intentions for the country 

and invites all to see him crowned at Scone. 
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Exhibit G – Evaluating topic sentences (9th grade Macbeth paper) 

 

 

“Gold or garbage?”   

Which sentences are worth keeping? 

 

Writers often read their work out loud to determine whether their sentences make sense.  They often 

rewrite a sentence multiple times until it is perfectly legible. 

Read the following topic sentences out loud and decide which ones are confusing and should be 

discarded, and which ones are worth keeping.  If you have to reread a sentence 2 or 3 times before 

getting it, it is probably “garbage”! 

 

 Topic sentences 
Gold or 

garbage? 

1 

The person that drives Macbeth’s pursuit for the crown is the witches and 

their prophecy because of the witches telling him that he will be king in the 

future that made him want to go after the crown. 

 

2 
Macbeth’s pursuit for the crown is driven by the three witches and their 

prophecy.  
 

3 
One reason why the witches are responsible for Macbeth’s tragedy because 

they told him the prophecy when weren’t supposed. 
 

4 
Macbeth already knows what he is going to become but the witches weren’t 

clear with their prophecy to tell him how he would become all of these things. 
 

 

5 

 

The witches are responsible for Macbeth’s tragedy because it is after he hears 

their prophecy that he first starts thinking about killing the king.  

 

 

Then choose a topic sentence from your own paper, read it out loud and decide whether it is confusing 

or perfectly legible. 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

 

Gold or garbage?  ___________________________ 
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Exhibit H – Evaluating and revising student paragraphs (11th grade analysis of The Tempest) 

 

REVISING BODY PARAGRAPHS 

 

Revise these drafts of body paragraphs to turn them into “perfect paragraphs.”   

Make sure they all 

 have a topic sentence, i.e. a sentence that introduces the claim (the main point) of the 

paragraph 

 introduce the quote with context to briefly explain where the quote is taking place in the 

plot and who is speaking 

 include a quote that is not excessively long and select only the essential part of the quote 

to make a point 

 analyze the quote to avoid a “hit-and-run quote” by explaining how the quote supports 

the claim of the paragraph 

 use transitions to show how the pieces of evidence connect with each other 

 end with a concluding sentence that ties the whole paragraph together 

 

Paragraph #1 

In Act I, Scene 2, Prospero and Caliban are having a conversation between them. Prospero 

quotes, “For this, be sure, tonight thou shalt have cramps, Side-stitches that shall pen thy 

breath up. Urchins shall vast of night that they may work all exercise on thee. Thou shalt be 

pinched as thick as honeycomb, each pinch more stinging than bees that made ’em.” (p. 37, 

l. 389-394).  This quote explains what kind of person Prospero really is. He uses threats to 

intimidate people and shows how cruel he can be. Another quote that shows Prospero 

controlling people just by threatening them is when he is having a conversation with Ariel. 

“Prospero: If thou more murmur’st, I will rend an oak and peg thee in his knotty entrails till 

thou hast howled away twelve winters. Ariel: Pardon, master. I will be correspondent to 

command and do my spriting gently.  Prospero: Do so, and after two days I will discharge 

thee. Ariel: That’s my noble master. What shall I do? Say, what? What shall I do?” (p. 33, l. 
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349-358). This quote conveys how Prospero controls Ariel by threatening to put him back to 

his normal state of being locked up and expects obedience. 

 

Paragraph #2 

 

Caliban puts Prospero’s power in danger by cursing at him, so Prospero physically 

punishes him. For example, “ I must eat my dinner. This island’s mine by Sycorax, my 

mother, Which thou tak’st from me. When thou cam’st first, Thou strok’st me and made 

much of me, wouldst give me water with berries in’t and teach me how to name the 

bigger light and how the less, that burn by day and night. And then I loved thee, and 

showed thee all the qualities o’ th’ isle, the fresh springs, brine pits, barren place and 

fertile. Cursed be I that did so! All the charms of Sycorax, toads, beetles, bats, light on 

you, for I am all the subjects that you have, Which first was mine own king; and here you 

sty me in this rock, whiles you do keep from me the rest o’ th’ island.” Then Prospero 

answered with “ Thou most lying slave, whom stripes may move, not kindness, I have 

used thee, filth as thou art, with humane care, and lodged thee in mine own cell, till 

thou didst seek to violate the honor of my child.” Caliban responded with “O ho, O ho! 

Would’t had been done! Thou didst prevent me. I had peopled else this isle with 

Calibans” (Act 1, sc. 2 , p. 37). So Prospero was convincing himself that Caliban raped 

Miranda just so that he could have power over him and take the island away from him. 

Paragraph #3 

 

Miranda is Prospero’s daughter, whom he brought with him to the island. Miranda 

doesn’t have any power at all but Prospero has absolute power over her and he controls 

her with it and makes her do things he wants. When Prospero tells Miranda something, 
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she always believes him because she doesn’t know anything about real life because she 

has never been out of the Island. In the play says “There was no harm, I’m telling you. 

Everything I’ve done has been for you, my dear daughter. You don’t know what you are, 

since you don’t know who I am or where I come from, or that I’m better than merely 

Prospero your humble father who lives in a poor little shack.” Prospero is basically 

telling Miranda that she doesn’t know anything and she doesn’t even know where she 

came from and what he is doing is for her and has always been for her. Prospero 

manipulates Miranda so he could do anything and make Miranda do what he wants her 

do. 
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Exhibit I – Interview Narrative Peer Review (9th grade) 

 

Interview Narrative Peer Review Protocol 
 

STEP 1: The writer reads his/her paper out loud. 

 

STEP 2: The reader reads the narrative and makes annotations. 
 Revision suggestions 

 Details to add 
 Reflections to add 
 Reorganization suggestions (moving order of paragraphs) 

 Proofreading corrections 
 Spelling mistakes 
 Punctuation marks 
 Capitalization 
 Grammar mistakes 

 

STEP 3: Grade the narrative using the rubric 

 For each category, read the descriptions and decide which level the paper falls under 
 Circle your choices for each category on the rubric 

 

STEP 4: Write your feedback! 

 

Dear ___________________________________, 

 

Thank you for letting me read and peer review your Interview Narrative 1st draft! Some things I think you 

did well in your Narrative were ____________________________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ . Some 

things you can work on improving for your final draft are __________________________ 

______________________________________________________________________________ 

_____________________________________________________________________________ . 

      Sincerely, 

      __________________________________________ 
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Narrative Interview Rubric: PEER REVIEW 

 

Reviewer Name: _____________________      Author Name: ________________________ 

 

 LEVEL 1 - Emerging  

(14) 

LEVEL 2 - Approaching 

(15-19) 

LEVEL 3 - Meeting 

(20-23) 

LEVEL 4 - Exceeding 

(24-25) 

Grade 

Purpose & 

Focus 

(25 points) 

● Narrative is not 

based on an 

interview 

subject/ 

contains too 

many inserted 

ideas. 
● Narrative does 

not include a 

title. 

 

● Narrative is based 

on an interview 

subject, but it may 

still be unfocused 

in parts. 
● Narrative may or 

may not include a 

title. 

 

● Narrative is 

based on an 

interview 

subject and is 

focused/ tells a 

complete story. 
● Narrative may 

or may not 

include a title. 

● Narrative is based 

on an interview 

subject and has a 

clear focus on a 

snapshot event 
● The title is pointed 

and creative. 
 

 

Details 

(25 points) 
● The story lacks 

details, 

reflections, and 

many of the 

5W’s. 

● The story contains 

some details, 

reflections, and 

some of the 5W’s. 
 

● The story 

contains several 

well-selected 

details, 

reflections, and 

the 5W’s. 

● The story is 

descriptive details, 

thoughtful 

reflections, and all 

of the 5W’s. 

 

Organizati

on 

(25 points) 

● Narrative is still 

in interview 

mode/ 

paragraphs are 

unorganized. 
● There are no 

topic sentences. 

● Story is out of 

chronological 

order 

● Narrative is a 

page or less. 

● Narrative is still in 

interview mode/ 

paragraphs are 

unorganized. 
● Some paragraphs 

begin with topic 

sentences.  

● Story is somewhat 

in chronological 

order 

● Narrative is under 

2 pages. 

● Narrative is 

complete. 
● Most paragraphs 

start with a clear 

topic sentence.  
● Story is mostly 

in chronological 

order 

● Narrative is at 

least 2 pages. 
 

● Narrative is 

complete with well-

developed 

paragraphs. 
● Each paragraph 

starts with a clear 

topic sentence. 

● Story is told 

entirely in 

chronological order 

● Narrative is 2 pages 

or longer. 

 

Writing 

Process 

(25 

points) 

● Student did not 

complete an 

interview draft. 
● Student did not 

write a 

reflection on the 

interview 

process. 

● Many errors 

suggest student 

did not 

proofread. 

● Student may not 

have submitted an 

interview draft, but 

it was 

late/incomplete. 
● Student wrote an 

incomplete 

reflection on the 

interview process. 

● Few errors suggest 

student did some 

proofreading.  

● Student 

completed an 

interview draft 

and turned it in 

on time. 
● Student wrote a 

reflection on the 

interview 

process. 

● Minor errors 

suggest student 

did some 

proofreading. 

● Student completed 

an interview draft 

with at least 10 

questions and 

turned it in on time. 

● Student wrote a 

detailed, thoughtful 

reflection on the 

interview process. 

● Complete lack of 

errors suggest 

student thoroughly 

proofread. 
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Comments: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Extra Credit: 

❏ COMIC STRIP 

❏ Interview transcription 

❏ Translations 

❏ Extra Pages (2+) 

❏ Interviewee Description 

 

 

 

 

 

 

FINAL SCORE: 
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Exhibit J – Revision rubric – 9th grade interview narrative 

 

REVISION RUBRIC   (Interview narrative and reflection) 

 

REVISING/ 
EDITING SKILLS 

4 - “Killing It” 

EXCEEDING 
EXPECTATIONS 

3 - “I got this!” 

MEETING 
EXPECTATIONS 

2 - “Almost 

there…”  

APPROACHING 
EXPECTATIONS 

1 - “Needs 

assistance” 

ATTEMPTING TO 
MEET 
EXPECTATIONS 

COMPLETION 

(50%) 

The paper is 
complete, with an 
introduction, 
conclusion and a 
creative title. 

The paper is 
complete, with 
an introduction 
and conclusion. 

The paper is 
mostly complete 
and only misses a 
conclusion 
paragraph. 

Less than half the 
paper was typed 
and submitted.  
The paper may 
only contain an 
introduction, or 1-
2 body 
paragraphs. 

REVISION 
PROCESS (20%) 
 

The revisions that the 

paper has undergone 

over the writing 

process have greatly 

strengthened it.   It 

was peer reviewed at 

least once, and the 

final draft is 

significantly different 

from the first draft. 

Most of the 

revisions have 

improved the 

paper. It was 

peer reviewed, 

and the writer 

implemented 

some critical 

changes. 

 

The paper was 

only minimally 

revised.  It was 

peer reviewed, 

but the changes 

did not 

significantly 

improve it. 

The paper was not 

revised.  It did not 

go through the 

peer review 

process. 

COHESION 
(10%) 

The text strategically 
uses words, phrases, 
and clauses as well as 
varied transitions 
syntax to link the 
major sections of the 
text.  

The text uses 

words, phrases, 

and clauses as 

well as varied 

transitions syntax 

to link the major 

sections of the 

text.    

The text contains 
limited words, 
phrases, and 
clauses and 
transitions to link 
the major sections 
of the text.  

The text contains 
few, if any, words, 
phrases, and 
clauses and 
transitions to link 
the major sections 
of the text.  

CLARITY OF 
EXPRESSION 
(10%) 

The text presents an 
engaging, formal and 
objective tone. The 
text intentionally 
uses standard English 

The text presents 
a formal tone. 
The text 
demonstrates 
standard English 

The text illustrates 
a limited 
awareness of 
formal tone. The 
text demonstrates 

The text illustrates 
a limited 
awareness of or 
inconsistent tone. 
The text 
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conventions of usage 
and mechanics.* 

conventions of 
usage and 
mechanics.* 

some accuracy in 
standard English 
conventions of 
usage and 
mechanics.* 

demonstrates 
inaccuracy in 
standard English 
conventions of 
usage and 
mechanics.* 

PRESENTATION 
(10%) 

The paper includes 
all presentation 
elements of an 
academic paper:  

 a heading 
with the 
student’s 
name, the 
teacher’s 
name, the 
class name, 
the date  

 12 pt. Times 
New Roman 
font 

 double-
spaced 

 1” margins 

The paper is 
missing 1 
presentation 
element of an 
academic paper. 

The paper is 
missing 2 
presentation 
elements of an 
academic paper. 

The paper is 
missing more than 
2 presentation 
elements of an 
academic paper. 

 

* CONVENTIONS CHECKLIST 

 

 In order to proofread your paper, reread it out loud from top to bottom.   

 Rewrite any sentence that doesn’t sound quite right. 

 Run the spell check. 

 Check that each sentence ends with a period and starts with a capital letter. 

 Capitalize “I” and all proper names. 

 Add a space after all punctuation marks. 

 Use an apostrophe for the possessive (e.g. my father’s story).  
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MILSOM EXHIBITS:  
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Exhibit 1 – Reading & Annotation 

Reading & Annotation: 

 Circle & look up any words, concepts, events, or people you do not know. Write 

down what they are in the margins.  

 Highlight or underline main points in the margins to remind yourself about what 

you read when you look back at the materials.  

 Use a “?” in the margin when you do not understand something. Please bring up 

questions in class! 

 Write a summary at the end of each reading or chapter. 

 Write a question that begins with “how” or “why” that might provoke an interesting 

discussion in class about the reading! 

 Did you read something funny or particularly moving? Highlight it and mark it with 

a heart  or a star  or smiley face  . 

Practice: 

Beyonce and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie Make 

Feminism Go Viral 
By Emmanuel Hapsis DECEMBER 16, 2013 

From https://ww2.kqed.org/pop/2013/12/16/beyonce-and-chimamanda-ngozi-adichie-make-feminism-go-
viral/  

Despite her celebrated status within the writing community (honors include 
a MacArthur Fellowship and being one of The New Yorker‘s “20 Under 40”), most 
people hadn’t heard of Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie until Beyoncé surprised the 
world with her visual album last week. A snippet of “We should all be feminists,” 
Adichie’s TED talk on feminism, was sampled on a song called “Flawless” in an 
attempt to finally pin down the definition of feminism. You might not think that 
this is necessary, or maybe you even believe that Beyoncé isn’t one to be lecturing 
about the topic, but, despite the tireless work of everyone from Gloria Steinem to 
Tavi Gevinson, there is still some confusion surrounding the term. 

“We teach girls to shrink themselves, to make themselves smaller. We say to girls: ‘You can have 
ambition but not too much. You should aim to be successful but not too successful. Otherwise you will 
threaten the man.’ 

Because I am female, I am expected to aspire to marriage. I am expected to make my life choices 
always keeping in mind that marriage is the most important. Now marriage can be a source of joy and 
love and mutual support, but why do we teach girls to aspire to marriage and we don’t teach boys the 
same? 

We raise girls to see each other as competitors, not for jobs or for accomplishments, which I 
think can be a good thing, but for the attention of men. We teach girls that they cannot be sexual beings 
in the way that boys are. 

https://ww2.kqed.org/pop/author/ehapsis/
https://ww2.kqed.org/pop/2013/12/16/beyonce-and-chimamanda-ngozi-adichie-make-feminism-go-viral/
https://ww2.kqed.org/pop/2013/12/16/beyonce-and-chimamanda-ngozi-adichie-make-feminism-go-viral/
http://blogs.kqed.org/pop/2013/12/13/the-genius-behind-beyonces-surprise-game-changing-visual-album-self-titled/
http://blogs.kqed.org/pop/2013/12/13/the-genius-behind-beyonces-surprise-game-changing-visual-album-self-titled/
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hg3umXU_qWc
http://realcoloredgirls.wordpress.com/2013/12/15/the-problem-with-beyhive-bottom-bitch-feminism/
http://realcoloredgirls.wordpress.com/2013/12/15/the-problem-with-beyhive-bottom-bitch-feminism/
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Feminist: a person who believes in the social, political, and economic equality of the sexes.” — 
Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie 

When asked whether they are feminists, famous women too often distance themselves from the 
idea either because they think being a feminist somehow means they hate men (“I’m not a feminist. I hail 
men, I love men.” — Lady Gaga), or they think the term has a negative connotation (“I think when people 
hear feminist, it’s like, ‘Get out of my way, I don’t need anyone.’ I love that I’m being taken care of and I 
have a man that’s a leader.” — Kelly Clarkson), or they think being a feminist means you’re a negative 
whiner (“I think [considering myself a feminist] would isolate me. I think it’s important to do positive 
stuff. It’s more important to be asking than complaining.” —Bjork), or that it means you’re a lesbian (“For 
me, feminism is bra-burning lesbianism. It’s very unglamorous.” — Geri Halliwell a.k.a. Ginger Spice), or 
they suffer from cognitive dissonance (“I am not a feminist, but I do believe in the strength of women.” 
— Katy Perry, while accepting Billboard’s Woman of the Year award). The list sadly goes on. 

When misogyny is so deep-rooted that even women are led to believe that 
feminism is a dirty word, and when feats like the one Wendy Davis executed 
this summer are still necessary,  it becomes abundantly clear that the struggle 
for gender equality is far from over. Which is why the Adichie sample in 
“Flawless” is such an inspired Trojan horse move on Beyoncé’s part. A pop 
song is arguably the most viral form of communication that exists in our 
culture. By placing the actual definition of feminism in what is bound to be a 
hit song, Beyoncé guarantees that millions will not only hear it, but memorize 
it. The power of this, the youth of the world chanting the definition of a 
feminist, holds the potential for changing the world. Some might argue that 
pop music is hollow, worthless fluff, but Beyoncé with Adichie’s help is 
proving that pop music at its best can be a dialogue, a place of activism, a 
vehicle for change. Together, they’re proving that what’s more infectious than 
an earworm is an idea. 

SUMMARY:  

  

http://jezebel.com/5329960/lady-gaga-very-obsessed-with-monsters-and-playgirls-not-feminism
http://entertainment.time.com/2013/10/30/kelly-clarkson-not-a-feminist/?utm_source=All_The_Web&utm_medium=twitter&utm_campaign=Feed:+time/entertainment+%28TIME:+Entertainment%29&utm_term=Entertainment
http://herfiveradio.blogspot.com/2011/07/why-are-celebrities-so-reluctant-to.html
http://www.theguardian.com/world/2007/oct/24/gender.pop
http://www.theatlantic.com/sexes/archive/2012/12/katy-perrys-aversion-to-feminism-shows-feminism-is-still-radical/265951/
http://jezebel.com/the-many-misguided-reasons-famous-ladies-say-im-not-a-1456405014
http://www.rollingstone.com/politics/news/abortion-rights-under-fire-why-wendy-davis-filibuster-matters-20130626
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Exhibit 2 - Essay Prompt #1 

Essay #1: Should we all be feminists? 
10% of your grade 

Due: _________________ 

Topic: 

After reading Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie’s short book We Should All Be Feminists (2015), you 

will develop your own opinion on the topic of “feminism.”  

 

Adichie defines feminism, makes a claim about the fact that we should all be feminists, and then 

supports her claim with multiple examples. In this essay, you should state whether or not you 

agree with Adichie, define feminism using an authoritative source, and then support your claim. 

Like Adichie, you should come up with a few of your own examples from your experience and 

also imagine what you would say to support your claim if someone were to disagree with you.   

Requirements:  

 Use at least 2 quotations from Adichie’s book and cite them properly using parenthetical 

MLA citations.  

 Create an accurate MLA Bibliography. This goes at the end of your essay. 

 Write at least 750 words total (not including Bibliography): double-spaced with a 12-

point Times New Roman font.  

 Use a proper heading (MLA style). 

 Put the title in the center, under the heading. Make it interesting. 

 Do NOT press “enter” twice after each line. Learn how to “double space” properly. 

 Put your last name and the page # at the top right corner of every page (in the header). 

 Do not put weird spaces before commas or periods. 

 Always put one space after commas and periods. 

 Press “tab” (indent) at the beginning of paragraphs. 

 Write out contractions (Don’t → Do not; Can’t  can not; Wouldn’t  would not; etc.). 

 Do not PLAGIARIZE. 

 

HINT: Please look at the sample student essay to see how you should format the essay and cite the 

sources.  
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RUBRIC Category: Comments: 
20% Analysis: 

 How well do you demonstrate your 
understanding of the issues raised?  

 Do you go into depth about the issues 
and provide insightful explanations for 
your claims? 

 

20% Development: 
 In the body paragraphs of the essay, do 

you convince your reader using clear 
examples?  

 Do you incorporate evidence to help 
build your own ideas? 

 Do you introduce quotations in an 
elegant way? 

 

20% Structure: 
 Does your essay have an introduction 

that hooks the reader? 
 Does your essay have a thesis in the 

introduction?  
 Does it have body paragraphs?  
 Does it have a clear conclusion?   
 Does the essay use transition words and 

phrases to show logical connections 
between ideas? 

 

10% Sentences & Word Choice: 
 Do you vary your sentence structure?  
 Does the essay use vocabulary that is 

appropriate for the topic and the 
audience of the essay? 

 

10% Grammar, Usage, & Mechanics: 
You need to work on: 

 Subject/verb disagreement 
 Verb tense inconsistency (switching 

randomly between past and present 
tense) 

 Punctuation problems 
 Sentence fragments 
 Run-on sentences 
 Sentences that make no sense 
 Capitalization issues 
 Passive voice 
 Repetitive sentence structure 

 

20% Formatting, Proofreading, & Citation:  
 You follow instructions about 

formatting. 
 You proofread your paper so there are 

no typos, misspellings, or missing words. 
 You properly cite everything that you 

quote. 

 



 

 

Milsom & Nysenholc 44 

TOTAL: 
 
 
 
 

FINAL COMMENTS:  
 
 
 
MOST IMPORTANT THING TO WORK ON FOR NEXT TIME:  
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Exhibit 3 – “Conventions of Academic Writing” 

 

Competency Unacceptable 
(list bottlenecks 
below) 

Developing 
(in between 
performance) 

Proficient/Distinguished 
(list expert practice below) 

Meeting conventions 

of academic 

standard English (or 

whatever 

conventional register 

is appropriate for the 

essay to 

communicate 

meaningfully with 

audience) 

Grammatical, 

spelling, and 

punctuation errors 

completely distract 

from 

communicating the 

meaning. 

The paper has 

been proofread 

but still contains 

errors that 

interfere with 

legibility. 

The style and presentation 

of the paper supports and 

even affirms the meaning. 

 
 
The assignment below is designed to fit in as a scaffolding exercise to prepare students to 

write their first formal essay in class. The assignment encourages students to identify and 
switch between the different rhetorical registers that they use to communicate with different 
communities: peers, family members from different generations, and professors. The goal of this 
assignment is to elicit student reflections on how and when they switch registers when they 
communicate. Students will be directed to identify the different occasions when they switch 
registers and identify the different words and styles they use in those for those occasions.  
 
PROCEDURES: 

1. Students will quickly draft thesis statements based on the essay prompt. They will 
answer the question (based on a reading by Chimamanda Adichie) “Should we all be 
feminists?” 

2. Students will work in pairs to describe their essay assignment and thesis to three 
different audiences: a friend, a family member from a different generation 
(grandparent or kid), and then their professor (me). They will record their 
descriptions orally using snapchat or simply on a video. When possible, they can 
actually send that video to the intended audience.  

3. We will reunite as a class to discuss how the students changed their style and words 
(and even language!) for the respective audiences. We will discuss why we modulate 
our way of speaking and how we know what sorts of vocabulary to use in each case.  

 
Ultimately, I believe this exercise will convince students that they already know that there are 
forms of communication appropriate to different occasions and will empower them to feel 
confident in their own ability to meet the demands of formal written assignments in college.  It 
will be authentic in that I am having them (if possible) actually send their descriptions of their 
essays to the intended audiences. It will be interesting to hear if the recipients have any 
feedback for them! 
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Exhibit 4 – “Managing Time” 

 

Competency  Unacceptable 
(list bottlenecks 
below) 

Developing 
(in between 
performance) 

Proficient/Distinguished 
(list expert practice below) 

Managing time 

adequately to 

succeed at full 

potential 

The paper has 

been done quickly 

(if at all) and 

inadequately. It 

does not represent 

one’s best work. 

There is some 

evidence of revision 

and editing; perhaps 

there are two drafts. 

There is evidence that 

more could have been 

done on the 

assignment. 

Essay is drafted well enough 

in advance so that revisions 

are thorough and meaningful. 

 
 
The lesson described below is meant to be an in-class, small group exercise designed 
to encourage students to learn how to break down a large project into its component 
parts and then use their calendars to plan small deadlines in order to get that 
assignment done.  
 
As part of the requirements of the syllabus this semester, I am requiring that students 
maintain a calendar for all of their classes and will be “grading” it periodically in order to 
ensure that they are using it. I have modeled how to use a calendar and we have 
already done a number of brief activities to prepare to use it. (For instance, I gave them 
time in class to go through the syllabus and write down all of the future major 
assignment deadlines into the planner. Many of them had never done something like 
this before.) 
 
This particular assignment uses the analogy of a map: the starting point is reading the 
assignment and the end point is the moment of handing in the completed essay. In their 
groups, students try to imagine every single smaller activity that they need to complete 
in order to get the assignment accomplished, from scheduling time to do the readings 
required to actually creating and saving the document on their computers. After they 
brainstorm a list of steps, they then have to create a literal “map” with their group which 
they will present to the class. Students watch the other presentations, reconvene with 
their groups to discuss what they think they have left out or could take out of their own 
maps, and then they conclude the activity by writing down each step of the writing 
process on their calendars. 
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Exhibit 5 – “Reading an essay like a professor” 

 

Competencies: Unacceptable 
(list bottlenecks 
below) 

Developing 
(in between 
performance) 

Proficient/Distinguished 
(list expert practice below) 

Anticipating how a 

professor will read 

and assess one’s 

work 

Doesn’t know what 

professor “wants” (i.e. 

confused about 

audience; Doesn’t 

know how to parse an 

assignment to figure 

out expectations 

Some formatting 

requirements are 

ignored. Citations 

are incorrect or 

missing. Some 

attempt made to 

address prompt. 

Student demonstrates 

familiarity with the 

conventions of college 

writing, MLA formatting, and 

manages to answer the 

question posed by the 

prompt. Student includes all 

required information in the 

essay and even goes 

beyond the prescriptions of 

the assignment – adding 

imagination and ingenuity to 

the essay. 

 
 
The lesson described below is meant to be done in class, but can also be done as a 
take-home assignment. The instructor can guide the first part, depending upon students’ 
understanding of the instructions. By the end of the lesson, the students will be able to 
anticipate what their professors are going to do when grading their essays; in fact, the 
students will find out at the end that they will get the grade they themselves determined 
was appropriate.  
 
Activity 1: The students take out “Essay Assignment #1. The instructor passes out the 
“Essay #1 – Grading Activity” and they go over how the handout breaks down all of the 
requirements of the essay, from the prompt itself to the formatting guidelines and the 
rubric on the back. Then the students get a “Sample Student Essay,” which really is a 
copy of another student’s essay from another class. Using a marker, they go through 
the 25-points on the checklist and identify where the sample essay succeeds at fulfilling 
the requirements. We have a class-discussion about what grade that essay “should 
get.” (I had assessed it as a “B”).  
 
Activity 2: The students get a copy of their own essay that they had already submitted 
last week. It has not been graded by the professor. This will come as a surprise to the 
students! They will use their new assessment skills to identify what they got wrong and 
what they did well. They finally get to reflect on the assessment process and determine 
what grade they would give themselves.  
 
The most important part of this process is where the handout asks them to determine 

“THREE things that you think are the MOST important things to get right. Put a STAR next to 
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those items.” This is designed to encourage them to analyze why getting the right font is less 

important than actually answering the question in the prompt. The questions, however, ask the 

student to reflect on why it is important to get small things such as the heading and citations 

correct as these things establish credibility with the professor and eliminate distraction from the 

ideas.  

Students will gather at the end of the lesson to discuss this issue of “credibility” and to reflect 

upon how they will use what they learned in the lesson when they work on their next papers.  

Finally, the lesson will conclude when the students learn that the instructor plans to consult their 

own self-assessments when determining their grades. (I have found that I largely agree with 

their assessments; when I don’t it is because they are too harsh on themselves.) 
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Exhibit 6 – What do I have to work on? 

What do I have to work on? 
Your Task: Look through the comments on your essay to figure out your strengths, 

weaknesses, and questions for the professor. Keep track of each assignment using this table.  

 

According to my professor’s comments . . . 

Date & 

Assignment:  
. . . I have done a good job 

on:  

. . . I need to work on:  

 

Feb. 9, 2018 

Diagnostic 

Essay 

 
 

 

   

   

   

   

   

 

Questions I have for the professor: 
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Exhibit 7 – Short Essay Rubric 

 

 

Student Name:  

Grade:   

What to work on:  
 
 

What you did well:  
 
 

 

 

 

Exhibit 8 – Peer Evaluation Checklist 

 

Grading checklist: 

 THESIS: Is there an obvious and clear thesis statement in the first paragraph of the 

essay? 

 TOPIC: Does the essay explain the topic and address the prompt? 

 EVIDENCE: Does the essay use details from all three authors to support the thesis? 

 ANALYSIS: Does the essay explore the SIGNIFICANCE and EFFECTS of the authors’ 

words? 

 GRAMMAR & STYLE: Is the writing error-free enough to avoid confusing or 

distracting the reader?  
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Exhibit 9 – “Essay 1 Revision Assignment” 

Essay #1 - Revision Assignment 
100 points* 

* This is not a required assignment. You can do any or ALL of the parts of this listed below. Doing this 

assignment will not change your essay grade, but these points will be added on and will help your grade 

in the course overall. 

Part 1 (25 points): 

Choose 2 paragraphs from your essay and re-write them using ONLY verbs listed in the “Active and 

Analytical Verbs” handout available on the course website under “Writing Help.” Print out those two 

NEW paragraphs and circle every verb. (25 points) 

Part 2 (25 points): 

The requirements from the handout for “Essay #1: Should we all be feminists?” have been listed below. 

Go through the essay that the professor handed back to you (printed). Follow the instructions:  

 

Check here if… The essay . . .  

 1. Is double-spaced.  

 2. Is in Times New Roman 12-point font. 

 3. Has all 4 lines of a correct heading. 

 4. Has author’s last name + page # in top right header, also in 12-point 
Times New Roman font. 

 5. Has a bibliography on the last page. 

 6. Has a bibliography that is correctly formatted. 

 7. Has an INTERESTING, ORIGINAL title. 

 8. Has the title in the CENTER of the page. 

 9. Has a title that is NOT in bold or underlined or italics.  

 10. Has a title that does not have extra spaces above and below it. 

 11. Has no random spaces between paragraphs. 

 12. Spells the professor’s name correctly. 

 13. Spells the title of the book correctly. 

 14. Spells the author’s name correctly. 

 15. Italicizes the title of Adichie’s book – not in quotations or in bold. 

 16. Has an INDENT at the beginning of all paragraphs.  

 17. Uses the author’s full name the first time.  
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Instructions: 

1. Choose THREE things that you think are the MOST important things to get right in the list below. Put a 
STAR next to those items.  

2. Read through the essay and put a CHECK next to every item the essay gets right.  
3. On the essay, using a colorful marker or pen, label each item in the list below with the number. For 

example, for number 1, circle where the essay first is double-spaced.  
4. Answer the questions at the end of the list. 

 
 

Questions:  

1. How many things did your essay get “right”? ______ 
 

2. You “starred” three things that you thought were the “MOST important” to get right. 
Why are those three things more important than the other requirements?  
 
 
 

3. Some requirements are less important or even, you might think, “petty” or random. 
Why is it still somewhat important to get them right as well? (What message does it 
send to your professor if you get those wrong or don’t bother with them?) 
 
 
 
 

4. If you got some of the things listed above “wrong” or forgot them, why? How will you 
do better next time 
 
 

 18. Uses the author’s last name any other time.  

 19. Uses at LEAST two quotations from the book. (Label them 
“QUOTATION 1” and “QUOTATION 2.”)  

 20. Cites the quotations using the proper format. (Label the citations 
“CITATION 1” and “CITATION 2”.) 

 21. Has a sentence in the first paragraph that CLEARLY answers the 
question posed by the essay prompt. 

 22. Has a sentence that states CLEARLY whether or not you agree with 
Adichie. 

 23. Defines “feminism using an AUTHORITATIVE source” (either from a 
dictionary or from Adichie).  

 24. Has at least TWO “examples from your experience” (label each 
example with “EXAMPLE 1” and “EXAMPLE 2”).  

 25. Has a part where you “imagine what you would say to support your 
claim if someone were to disagree with you.”   
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5. What grade do you deserve on this paper? _______ 
 
Justify your assessment based upon what you consider to be important and what you 
got “right”:  

 
 

Part 3 (50 points): 

Are you convincing? Are you persuasive?  

1. Read your essay aloud to a friend or family member or acquaintance or random 

stranger. If you need to translate it so they can understand, that is totally fine.  

2. Take a video or audio recording of their response. (Make sure you get their permission!) 

If they prefer to respond in another language, that is totally fine.  

3. Email that response to Professor Milsom.  (I will not share these without permission!) 

4. Write one paragraph (5 sentences) about that person’s response. Who is it? Why did 

you choose that person? Describe what they said and how you felt when you read them 

this essay. Did you encounter any resistance from that person? Did you change his or 

her mind?  
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Exhibit 10 – Hostos Center for Teaching and Learning Essay Competition 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


