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A Tough Audience:  Writing Groups That Work With Special Populations

Introduction

	Teachers often struggle with how to make writing groups, also known as peer editing groups, work in their classrooms.  Often times, teachers feel that the writing groups become too social or off-task to be a productive part of the writing process.  They also wonder what expertise their novice writers can bring to each other.  When teachers feel that way, they sometimes increase their own role in commenting on student writing.  At times, teachers abandon peer editing groups entirely, stating that they take too much time.  This is especially true of teachers of special populations. 
It has been my experience that writing groups are the most important part of the writing process for reluctant writers and special populations, in part due to its authenticity. Real writers have writing groups and editors.  The classroom should mirror that real writing world.  When it does, the students feel like writers, they become writers.  They produce writing that is quality writing because they have an audience who cares:  their peers.  I have used the following lessons when teaching in a variety of alternative settings including a mental health facility for severely emotionally disturbed teens and a juvenile boys’ prison.
This presentation hopes to show teachers how to blend structure and freedom when setting up writing groups in their classrooms.  I hope to give teachers some tools to help make writing groups the best part of their writing curriculum.  In doing so, students become authentically involved in writing, become experts in different areas, revise and rewrite, and most importantly, want to write more.
 
Objectives

	The participants will:

· assess how writing groups have/have not worked for them and/or their students in the past
· investigate the components of a writing groups that work
· participate in writing exercises (quick focused freewrites)
· participate in set-up exercises (how to prepare students for workshop)
· share their writings with their peers and try out the writing group questions
· understand the theory behind writing groups
· hear what students have to say about writing groups
· discuss questions/answers about the writing group process

What are Writing Groups?  

Writing groups go by many different names.  I have heard them called response groups, peer editing groups, reading/writing groups, and other various names.  Whatever the name may be, writing groups are small student-run groups where feedback is exchanged.  The author of the piece ideally reads the piece aloud to the other members and then the members give the writer feedback on the piece.  Unfortunately, many teachers give up on this process too early.  Good writing groups don’t just happen. With careful structure and planning, they can be the most valuable part of the writing process for students and teachers alike.  Without them, the writing process often falls flat.  For reluctant or disadvantaged writers this can lead to totally shutting down and refusal to write/revise.
 Writing groups are an important part of the writing process because they are authentic:  real writers use writing groups.  They also exist in the “real” world in other areas:  peer reviews are common in many careers, as are issue teams, management teams, inner-office memos, science reviews, etc. All are forms of writing groups because all are forums for feedback.

Presentation Procedure 

1. I will ask the teachers to write about one or more of the following focused freewrite topics:  experience with writing groups (personal or professional), concerns about writing groups, and/or questions they have about using writing groups.
2. Next, I will ask for the teachers to share their stories in pairs. I will also list some of their questions on an overhead.
3. I will give an overview about what writing groups are supposed to be and why I use them. These reasons include the following: to motivate reluctant learners and to give them choices, to meet the needs of the variety of ability levels in my classroom (differentiation), to learn about my students, to provide the students with an authentic audience, and to help students produce quality writing.
4. I will give the teachers an overview of the components needed to prepare for good writing groups.  
5. The teachers will participate in three focused freewrites using pieces of literature as prompts (Linda Rief).  I will explain that they will be sharing one of these very rough writings with a partner soon.
6. I will explain what I mean by the “tough” audience:  my background.
7. I will explain the blocks activity (see handout) and how that gives them an overview of listening and commenting and the importance of questions.
8. The teachers will participate in a fishbowl activity (see handout) and recognize the importance of modeling group participation. 
9. I will ask the teachers respond to my writing using broad questions as an example of teacher modeling.
10. I will discuss the important point that “good writing groups don’t just happen” and then model again using my writing and a specific question.  We will discuss author ownership.
11. The teachers will participate in a peer group using a specific question (using one of their freewrites).
12. I will discuss how portfolios work and then intermix theory with the students’ examples and comments.
13. I will give out the handouts and open the floor for questions.

Writing Groups and Students

	The students in my classroom follow the same procedures as the ones shared with the teachers in this presentation.  However, good writing groups take practice.  With patience and perseverance, writing groups become the central focus of the writing process in my classroom.  After some success with the writing groups, my students assure me that “they don’t need me” and in fact “don’t want me” in their writing groups.  They would prefer to get their feedback from their peers, not their instructor.  This is when I know that writing groups are going well:  when the students take the ownership of them.
	The requirement for my students is that they take two pieces each quarter through the writing process, meaning that they have to take each piece to at least two writing groups for feedback and revise it at least two times.  My students usually exceed this requirement.  One piece of writing must be in the genre we are studying (for example, fiction) while the other piece is free-choice.  The freedom to choose along with the authentic audience of their peer groups helps my students to produce high quality writing.

Extensions/Adaptations

Some extensions/adaptations to this lesson that may be helpful are:
	
· Have students become an “expert” in a certain area.  Is one student especially great at helping to create titles?  Name that person title expert and have he or she be the resource for that needed service.  You could have each person have a different role. 
· Have a read-around where each student reads his or her golden line from his or her current piece of work.  The teacher may want to have the students type these up and put them on the wall (the golden lines can change throughout the year).  To promote the group’s importance, have members choose and read golden lines from each other’s works.
· Share the group process (its positive and negative interactions) with the therapists/counselors as a way into discussing issues with the students in group therapy.
· Publish the students’ works in a class anthology that is divided into sections.  Each section is another group’s work.
· Use peer writing groups in other disciplines.  Science lab reports need feedback as do research reports and creative works in social studies.  Have a peer group get together in math to discuss how to best work a problem or type of problem. There is strength in numbers!
· Work with a colleague in the history department, science department, math department, etc., and have a feedback day where your classes combine.  Perhaps there is a project two departments are working on together?
· If you are an elementary teacher, how can you use the idea of peer response groups in subject areas other than Language Arts?   How can the power of peers support your curriculum while developing your students’ social skills?  How can peer groups work across the disciplines?  
· Have students fill the walls with their specific writing questions.  Allow the students to “borrow” questions when they need help with their writing.  Soon, they will be coming up with their own.
· Encourage students to keep all drafts of writing and all of their peers’ responses in the students’ writers’ notebooks.  They are there as references for future writings.  Each student must revise two pieces per quarter for their portfolio grade.
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