
Fishtank ELA Guiding Principle #4

Learning to write, writing to learn.
Writing and language skills are best taught in context, allowing students to

authentically analyze an author’s craft and structure, develop their own voice
as writers, and process the texts and ideas.

Key Reading

Excerpt 1: “A Powerful Tool, Writing Based on Knowledge and Understanding” by The
Vermont Writing Collaborative, American Educator Summer 2016

“We have found that the need to teach skills by embedding the learning in the deep
consideration of content is just as true for writing as for reading, perhaps even more so.
Students will not learn to write by being taught abstracted elements like “details” or
“voice.” Even if instruction is broken down into smaller components (“introduction” or
“transitions” or “show, not tell” craft lessons), students cannot and will not become
effective writers if this kind of instruction occurs in a fragmented or decontextualized
way. Writing absolutely needs these and others skills, but it is much more than a set of
separate skills.

Just as students will not learn to read capably across a wide range of texts and in a wide
range of situations if they are given only abstracted skill lessons without deep, coherent
content consideration, they will not learn how to write thoughtfully if they are taught only
discrete, abstracted skills in the absence of deep, coherent content knowledge. In our
experience, students need to be helped, over and over again, to experience what it is to
write thoughtfully, clearly, and with solid understanding.”

Excerpt 2: Reading Reconsidered: A Practical Guide to Rigorous Literacy Instruction, by
Colleen Driggs, Doug Lemov, and Erica Woolway, pg. 161

“Written responses are the way students demonstrate their depth of understanding. In
almost every college classroom --certainly in the humanities -- it is the format in which
mastery is finally expressed and in which ideas get the fullest credit. Even if you do “get
it,” if you can’t put it in writing, cogently and coherently, it simply doesn’t count as much.
…

But writing is not just a means of formalizing ideas, of locking them down with nuance
and precision in specific language and syntax. It is also a means of developing and
nurturing them from their first tiny roots, one of the primary ways thoughts are generated
in the first place. ...

In reading class, writing is not simply an end product, then; it is a tool for critical thinking.
Students need to be able to use writing to formulate and develop ideas. They need to
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practice thinking as they write, letting ideas emerge from provisional notions even if they
don’t know the full shape of them when they start.  …

Some of the synergies between reading and writing, then, are relatively straightforward:
both rely on facility with language and syntax for example. To write a sentence that
makes a nuanced comparison of complex ideas with precise word choice and adept
syntax is to prepare to read someone else’s sentence of a similar quality. If reading is the
process of deconstructing sentences -- sentences written with subtle and sophisticated
syntax to convey literary elements as mood, tone, and perspective -- then students who
are proficient at constructing such sentences are often best prepared to succeed at
reading them. And of course, when students write, especially if they examine choices
carefully and develop the range of grammatical or stylistic structures they can use, they
are most aware of the connection between stylistic choices and authorial intent. After all,
the authorial intent is their own.”

Related Teacher Tools
● Writing Teacher Tool
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