
WRITING TO LEARN  

 
WORKSHOP HANDOUTS 

 
The following pages are copies of overhead projection transparencies 
used in workshops. Some speak for themselves, while others may be less 
clear to instructors who have not attended the workshop.  Toby 
Fulwiler, University of Vermont. Questions? Please e-mail me directly 
at <toby.fulwiler@uvm.edu>.    

 
1.  Graphic illustration of the two major roles played by writing in 
college and university settings.  Most instructors make assignments 
requiring only communicative writing, in one draft, neglecting to ask 
students to practice the more informal writing that helps writers figure 
out what they really want to say in the first place. 
 

    TO COMMUNICATE (to others) 
               clear 

              conventional 
            correct 

 
LANGUAGE 
  oral 
   written     

TO LEARN (for oneself) 
          exploratory 

digressive 
               personal 

                  



WRITING TO LEARN  

 
THE ROLES OF WRITING IN COLLEGE 

 
The more you write about something, the better you learn it.  

         
      

WRITING to Learn 
 

            Posing and solving problems (e.g. exercises) 
Thinking critically (e.g. reading responses) 

 
Understanding self & subjects (e.g. journals) 

               Focusing & figuring out (lists, clusters, sketches) 
 

       Recording observations (e.g. field notebooks) 
Taking notes & keeping records (e.g. class notebooks) 

 
 
WRITING to Communicate 

 
                Composing formal papers & reports  

                         Writing personal essays & memoirs  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



WRITING TO LEARN  

   
PRIVATE WRITING TO ONESELF 

 
PURPOSES 
 --to figure things out 
      --to think & speculate 
      --to pose & solve problems 
     --to reflect & imagine 

   --to record, document, & remember 
 
FORMS 
 --notes, sketches, & diagrams 
   --journals, notebooks, & diaries 
   --letters & e-mail to close friends 
   --early drafts of formal writing 
     --margin writing in texts 
 
FEATURES 
 --informal style (contractions, fragments) 
   --cross-outs & mistakes & corrections 

--first-person pronouns 
  --vague context 

        --language shortcuts (w/, etc.) 
       --more dashes than semi-colons 
 



WRITING TO LEARN  

 
WRITING-TO-LEARN ASSIGNMENTS 

 
Specific activities that need to count, but not be graded in a 
qualitative manner so that risk-taking is encouraged: students 
receive credit for simply doing the work. 
 
 
*FREEWRITING 
 --free, focused, loop, blind 
 
*INVENTION EXERCISES 
 --lists, outlines, clusters, 
       reporter's questions  
  
*JOURNALS 
 --lab & field notebooks, learning logs 
  commonplace books, workbooks, notebooks 
 
*LETTERS 
 --student/teacher, student/student, 
       paper, electronic, authentic/fictive 
 
*REVISING 
 --early drafts, focused drafts 



WRITING TO LEARN  

 
  

 
 
 
 



WRITING TO LEARN  

GUIDELINES FOR ASSIGNING JOURNALS 
 

Diary -----  Journal ------ Class Notebook 
   (I)   (I + subject) (subject-centered copy book) 

 
• Use in class 
• Ask good questions 
• Suggest ‘letter-writing voice’ 
• Keep one yourself 
• Write when students write 
• Share when students share 
• Explain form: date/day/time 
• Consider: bound, loose leaf, double-entry 
• Consider names: journal, daybook, workbook,  

lab or field notebook, commonplace book, log, learning log . . . 
 
 

GUIDELINES FOR ASSESSING JOURNALS 
 

• Treat as low-stakes writing  
• Consider student territory 
• Suggest informal style 
• Allow the right to be wrong 
• Read, don’t pry 
• Count, don’t grade 

Number of entries, pages, pounds, gimme-points, etc. 
• Look for quality markers 

Questions, first-person, conjecture, etc. 
• Respond with questions & kindness, pencil & post-it notes



WRITING TO LEARN  

Journal prompts from mathematics professor useful in any discipline. 
In my teaching poetry, for instance, I’ve asked students to “write about 
the lines you don’t understand” in a given poem, after which a 
profitable discussion has always ensued. 

     
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



WRITING TO LEARN  
 
Journal prompts assigned in Introductory Physics class of sixty students 
prior to lecture & discussed during weekly discussion section; note 
requirement to write in lay language to different audiences. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



WRITING TO LEARN  

Anonymous student question submitted to professor at end of large lecture 
class where student solves own problem, but apparently wants to thank 
professor for opportunity for doing so. The act of writing out problem seems 
to have triggered solution to problem. Aha! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



WRITING TO LEARN  

Instructor letter written back to class of twenty students who each wrote him 
a letter earlier handed in last class.  Weekly letter exchange between 
students and professor provides informal, non-judgmental communication 
about matters related to class and subject matter. In classes where letter 
assignments are used, sense of community develops rapidly. Paper letters 
more effective than electronic ones. Quantitative assessment.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



WRITING TO LEARN  

First page of published article describing in detail the use of letters to create 
a non-threatening, community-building assignment in one small class. 
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