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Foundation for Writing: Writing Instruction Courses
and Introductory, Writing-Embedded Courses

WID: 
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The Need for Scaffolding
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WID Courses:

¥ Are not Òwriting coursesÓ
¥ Draw on teachersÕ expertise as experts in (and

teachers of) their disciplines, not as editors, writing
instructors, grammar hawks, etc.

¥ Build on the foundation
¥ Acknowledge the highly developmental nature of

writing
¥ Focus on writing as a discipline-based activity (writing

in the field) or as a learning-based activity (writing to
engage in/learn content)
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Why a Scaffold?

Believe it or not, only some abilities
ÒtransferÓ

Writing must be an activity in all
contexts
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A “Simple” Task

Write a 75-word game summary of the
Cary Dolphins football games for
publication in the sports section of the
Cary News, a weekly newspaper home-
delivered to residents of Cary, North
Carolina.
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Some Constraints
¥ Genre: sports reporting
¥ Sub-genre: local kidsÕ sports
¥ Sub-sub genre: kidsÕ tackle football
¥ Context: local newspaper
¥ Scope: 75 words
¥ Audience: kids, friends, parents
¥ Requirements: cover many kids; avoid focusing

on the opposing team
¥ Deadline: 1 day from game
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Tackling Decisions
¥ Style?

¥ Content and coverage (accuracy; knowledge of
the game)?

¥ Organization?
¥ Bias or slant?

¥ Persona (who am ÒIÓ in the writing)?
¥ Audience: team coordinator? Cary News

editors? Readers of the paper? Kids?
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Am I a “Good Writer”? (It Depends.)

My Usual Context
[usually effective]

¥ Complex syntax
¥ Varied lexis
¥ Ideas packed into

modifying clauses
¥ Calls attention to

itself stylistically

My New Context
[initially ineffective]

¥ Way too long; too
many clauses

¥ Wrong words
¥ Too stuffy
¥ Calls too much

attention to itself
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IN THE 
Supreme Court of the United States 

_____
No. 07-290

 
DISTRICT OF COLUMBIA, et al., 

Petitioners, 
v. 

DICK ANTHONY HELLER,  
Respondent. 

 
On Writ of Certiorari to the 

United States Court of Appeals 
for the District of Columbia Circuit 

________ 
BRIEF FOR PROFESSORS OF LINGUISTICS 
AND ENGLISH DENNIS E. BARON, Ph.D., 

RICHARD W. BAILEY, Ph.D. AND 
JEFFREY P. KAPLAN, Ph.D. 

IN SUPPORT OF PETITIONERS 
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STATEMENT OF INTEREST

With the written consent of the parties, Dennis E. Baron, Ph.D., Richard W.
Bailey, Ph.D., and Jeffrey P. Kaplan, Ph.D., submit this brief as amici curiae
pursuant to Rule 37 of the Rules of the Supreme Court of the United States.

Amici curiae are scholars who teach, write and speak about English, linguistics
and the principles of grammar.  Dennis Baron is a Professor of English and
Linguistics at the University of Illinois.  Professor Baron has expertise in the
history of the English language and has written extensively about language and
grammar.  Richard W. Bailey is the Fred Newton Scott Collegiate Professor of
English Language and Literature at the University of Michigan.  [etc.]

Amici curiae file this brief on behalf of themselves as individuals, not as
representatives of institutions, in an effort to assist the Court in understanding
eighteenth century grammar and the historical meaning of the language used in
the Second Amendment.

SUMMARY OF ARGUMENT
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Innovation and
Creativity
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Writing as a 
medium for

knowledge-building,
exploration, 

understanding

INPUT

Writing as a test 
(of knowledge, 

skill, etc.)

OUTPUT

Triggers creativity in
assignment design:
mixed/blended genres,
imaginative, engaging
tasks

Triggers ÒstockÓ kinds of
academic assignments,
often stereotypical and
bland
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Imaginative, Case-Like
or Contextualized

Microthemes
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Microtheme: Organic Chemistry

Respond to the following letter:

Dear Organic Chemistry Student: I take an aspirin tablet daily, as I heard that it
has many beneficial health effects (such as reducing the risk of a stroke and/or
heart attack). I usually buy large supplies, since it is most cost effective.
However, I have noticed that even before the printed expiration date, the tablets
have an increasingly strong smell of vinegar. They cannot be contaminated
with vinegar because I store them in a medicine cabinet in my bathroom. Is the
smell an indication that the tablets have gone bad and should be discarded? I
also use Paracetamol® (not daily, only when I have a headache). I have not
noticed the same change in smell although these tablets are stored in the same
place as the aspirin. Should I switch to Parcetamol® or should I buy a different
brand of aspirin, probably one manufactured by a pharmaceutical company
with a recognizable name?

MedCurious�
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Provided-Data Microthemes
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Example: Zoology

Arrange the propositions below in a logical order, connect the
individual statements with appropriate transitions, and arrive at a
conclusion that is supported by your argument. Using all of the
points supplied below, write a 2-page microtheme on the
relationship between coral and zooxanthellae.

• Coral reefs are formed by scleractinian corals that typically occur in shallow (<60m)
water.

• Hermatypic corals contain photosynthetic algae (zooxanthellae) in  special membrane-
bound cavities inside the cells of the gastrodermis.

• Reef corals are limited to clear water because suspended  material interferes with the
transmission of light.

• Over two-thirds of the metabolic requirements of corals are provided by zooxanthellae.
[Etc.]
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Imaginative Dialogues and
Conversations
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Discuss characterization in King Lear
after reading up through Act II, Sc. 2
of the play.

Example: Introduction to Shakespeare
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Read through Act II, Sc. 2 of Lear. You’re
Cordelia. Letters play an important role in
King Lear. Write a letter to Lear explaining
your feelings at this point. Shakespearean
language optional.

Shakespeare: Way Better Example
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Read through Act II, Sc. 2 of Lear. The world of
Lear has one piece of modern technology: an
instant-messenger system. Compose the
transcript of an IM chat between Cordelia and
Lear, discussing your respective views.
Shakespearean language optional.

Variation on a Way Better Example
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Invented Dialogue

ThePrattler02:  Hey, are you Walter Ong, the Saint Louis
University professor who writes about literacy?

DontGongImOng:  Well, I!m dead, so I don!t teach there
anymore, but I bet I!m the person you!re thinking of.  Why
do you ask?

ThePrattler02:  I just Þnished reading your essay Writing Is a
Technology that Restructures Thought and I was hoping
we could discuss it for a bit.
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Invented Dialogue (cont’d)

DontGongImOng:  As long as it doesn!t take too
long, that would be Þne.  I!m meeting Plato later this
afternoon for golf.  That guy!s a lot more fun than
you might think.1
__________________________________________________

1Ong repeatedly refers to Plato!s Pheadrus and his Seventh Letter, in both of
which Plato seems to denounce writing as, among other things, a destroyer of
memory, inhuman, and unresponsive to criticism and debate.  The irony, as
Ong points out, is that the Òthought processesÓ that allowed Plato to criticize the
practice of writing could only have been possible due to the inßuence writing
had on his thinking.
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Debate on Propositions
Assignments
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Example: Political Science
Proposition: “The United States can and should use all
the means at its disposal to bring democracy to the
Middle East.”
Readings:

¥  Noah Feldman, After Jihad: America and the Struggle for
Islamic   Democracy (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux,
2003), pp. 189-209.
¥  Marina Ottaway, Thomas Carothers, Amy Hawthorne, and
Daniel Brumberg, ÒDemocratic Mirage in the Middle East,Ó
Carnegie Endowment Policy  7Brief No. 20 (October 2002).

http://sophia.smith.edu/~jhymans/UpdatedUSFPsyll112503.pdf

University of  Portland Writing-Embedded  Project

Lens Assignments
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Example: Upper-Level Literature

Groups of students are assigned a ÒlensÓ based on
critical interpretive theories they have been studying.
One group received a Freudian lens, one receives a
feminist lens, one receives a New Critical lens, and so
on. Each group applies their lens to an interpretation of
LessingÕs story ÒThrough the Tunnel.Ó In addition to a
collaboratively written report, they also present their
interpretation in a Òlit-critÓ battle (in the class) that serves
as a mock micro-conference emulating, on a tiny level,
what scholars do in the field (e.g., at conferences).
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Interest and
Engagement
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Biggs’ Levels of Thinking about Teaching

what the 
student

is

what the 
teacher

does

what the 
student
does
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Writing and Engagement
ÒThe relationship between the amount of writing for a
course and students' level of engagement--whether
engagement is measured by time spent on the course,
or the intellectual challenge it presents, or students'
self-reported level of interest in it--is stronger than any
relationship we found between student engagement
and any other course characteristic."
The Harvard Assessment Seminars, Second Report
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Entrance and Exit Slips
(Minute Papers)
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I think both the most gratifying and the most confusing points in the
lecture was about not being able to put non-constant values as the
indices of an array. I was the one that used a variable as the index
in the definition of an array in last week's programming assignment.
It compiled on my computer fine (in Dev-C++), then I switched to
Visual Studio and I got an error in exactly Dev-C++that spot. Then I
switched to a Linux machine and everything was okay again. I had a
feeling something was up. It's good to know there's a programming
"law" against defining a non-constant size of an array. But, why
would it compile sometimes? And why is it wrong to do?

http://www.cs.umass.edu/~smucker/teaching/lecture4-one-minute-answers.txt

Student Example: Computer Science
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Blogs, Wikis, and Dialogue Journals
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Example: Literacy in the U.S.

If a group of farmers are very successful and happy, yet
illiterate in writing, then writing is not important to them. It
would seem that there would be some pros for them to become
literate in writing, such as being able to create a higher level of
business, or perhaps a more modern way of technology to
incorporate into their success. They may, however, see it more
important to spend most time tending to their farm and crops
and feel that learning how to write would simply be wasting time
that could be spent in the fields. I think this ties into the
previous blog on the metaphor "literacy as a way of life." If
these farmers are successful and happy in their
accomplishments without written literacy, then they may not see
literacy as an important part of how they live.
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Example: Literacy in the U.S.

I would equate these farmers to the Athabaskan Alaskans. Literacy
would not be useless to either one of these groups. Literacy would have
opened up the Athabaskan people to ways in which other people across
the world live, work, play, think and believe, thereby changing and
advancing the way in which they live, work, play, think, and believe.
Becoming literate would help these farmers become even more
productive and successful than they already are. The knowledge that
they could acquire about farming from sources that would have been
previously closed to them could be value enough to become literate.

. . . What if though, these farmers felt they were successful enough?
Just like the Athabaskan people felt that opening themselves up to new
cultures meant that they might lose their own. Just because something
is available doesn't necessarily mean it is right for you . . . or these
farmers, or the Athabaskan people.
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Micropresentations
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Assignment: Students explore innovations in
genetics to inspire identity with the field and
extend the study of genetics. They make low-
stakes micropresentations (3-5 minutes; 3 PP
slides) sharing recent innovations and
explaining genetic processes briefly, and turn
in a brief (low-stakes) written report of their
informal research

EXAMPLE

A Genetics Example
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Collaboration
and Community
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ItÕs not my job.
     Why can Õt 

English
do it?!

     IÕm not such a 
good writer

myself.

    Why didn Õt they
get this in 

high school?

     No place to add
   this to my course.

Too much to
cover!

     But I teach  studio
arts!

     My classes are
too large.
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Possibilities for Collaboration

¥ ÒSaturationÓ: everyone participates

¥ Portfolios and e-folios

¥ Focus groups and learning communities

¥ Team teaching

¥ Department-wide curricular discussions

¥ Opportunities to share ideas (forums, brown
bag lunches, panels, Web portals,etc.)
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Articulation and Scaffolding
of Course Outcomes Across

Major

Course 1 outcomes

Course 2 outcomes

Course 3 outcomes

Course 3 outcomes

Outcomes for Major
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Articulation and
Scaffolding of Course

Assignments and
Projects Across Major

Course 1 assignments

Course 2 assignments

Course 3 assignments

Course 3 assignments

Outcomes for Major
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Articulation and
Scaffolding of Project

and Assignment
Outcomes Within Course

Assignment 1

Assignment 2

Assignment 3

Assignment 3

Course Outcomes
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Articulation Among Goals/Outcomes

Course Goals/Outcomes

Major/Program
Outcomes

Assignment Goals
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Outcomes, Latin American History

By the end of this course, you will be able to:
1. analyze and explain the impact of major historical forces

and events that shaped the region, with special attention
to human rights abuses and issues.

2. evaluate and critique primary and secondary historical
sources, including those on the Internet.

3. organize logical historical arguments, supported by
specific evidence.

4. write logical, interpretive historical essays phrased in
clear, logical, active-voice prose.

5. show evidence of growth in critical thinking (the higher
levels of BloomÕs taxonomy) and in cognitive level (based
on William G. PerryÕs model).
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Example: Latin American History

¥ Outcomes: 2, 3, 4 (evaluate historical sources, organize arguments,
practice writing clearly

¥ Method: TQ 11: ÒRevolution in Mexico.Ó Read documents 83 through
88. You are a New York Times reporter, sent to cover the unfolding
Mexican Revolution. Prepare your news story. Explain the revolution's
major causes, including the goals and complaints of several major
revolutionary leaders, as revealed in the documents. In your conclusion,
summarize the response of the Diaz regime to the criticism and attacks.
Who has more convincing arguments, Diaz or the revolutionaries?
Why?

  

University of  Portland Writing-Embedded  Project

Outcomes: PRSTM (PRT 266)

1. Ability to plan, organize, manage, and direct
recreational programs, areas, and facilities

2. Ability to apply an in-depth knowledge of leisure
philosophy to a variety of recreational settings

3. Ability to communicate proficiently in the kinds
of writing and speaking required of PRTSM
professionals
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Course Outcomes: PRT 266

4. Ability to work effectively in teams and with
individual clients

5. Ability to develop and utilize the personal
attributes that mark a successful PRTSM
professional

6. Ability to analyze, evaluate, think critically, and
problem solve
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PRT 266

¥ Sport manager interview (3)

¥ 5-minute sport manager profile (3, 5)

¥ Sport manager career essay (3, 6)

¥ Contemporary issues project in sport
management (3, 5, 6)
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Course Contribution to Program Goals
¥ Major  (3): Topics are fully and systematically explored and learned throughout the course in formal and

informal writing assignments and projects that determine over 50% of the studentÕs grade

¥ Moderate  (2):Topics are further developed and reinforced in informal and some formal assignments that
determine part (between 25% and 50% of the studentÕs grade

¥ Minor  (1): Topics are explored mostly in low-stakes writing and occasional brief formal assignments that
together determine between 10% and 25% of the studentÕs grade

22112121321233e

18111121321221d

24322132321212c

24331132121232b

23332132121122a

total
Bio
490

Bio
460

Bio
455

Bio
411

Bio
360

Bio
315

Bio
302

Bio
212

Bio
205

Bio
200

Bio
170

Bio
155Goal

Goal example: (a) Òbe able to identify and define a significant problem or topic in
biology and analyze and interpret data in a systematic manner.Ó
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Systemic Issues
¥ How can you encourage activity at multiple levels?
¥ What is the system of rewards for engagement?
¥ What methods are in place for sharing and collaboration?
¥ How can you ensure that the model of writing is not

regressive, test-driven, and only skills-focused?
¥ How can writing, as multiply conceived, become a ÒgivenÓ

in the teaching and curricular life of your campus?
¥ How can you find out if what youÕre doing is working?
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ÒBoth intrinsic motivation (wanting to do it)
and extrinsic motivation (having to do it) are
preferable to the state where one acts by
default, without having any goal to focus
attention.Ó

Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, Finding Flow


