A Writing lesson plan

PGDELT Gao Yufen
Background 

       I taught in Hebei University of Trade & Economy before I came to NIE for PGDELT course. My University is a third class one in China and the students it enrols in are not very competent in study. Their English is not good and most of them are of the lower intermediate level. My university provides them with only two years of formal English learning in their four-year university life. There are 17 weeks of teaching each term, and four English classes each week. Before they finish the study in the university they must pass the College English Test Band 4 for the non-English majors, otherwise, they will be deprived of the chance of graduation.
      The composition the students write in CET Band 4 is normally of genre Discussion. The students are asked to write a Discussion text of 120 to 150 words in 30 minutes. Their problems in writing are: (1) they cannot provide sufficient detail in a Discussion; (2) they cannot write a Discussion text with properly chosen information, i.e. they either concentrate on one side then there is neither time nor space to write the other side of the Discussion or simply have nothing to say about the other side. After having the writing class here almost a term, I get some ideas to teach my students to write a balanced Discussion text.

Overview of the lesson plan

       As the first step to writing a balanced Discussion I’ll teach my students to generate and select ideas for a Discussion. I will teach my students to write with process genre writing approach. During the 100-minute class, I aim to enable them to understand the purpose, structural and linguistic features of a Discussion. At first, I will inform them of the purpose of the class and give them a short Discussion text with some leading questions (appendix B) to read and discuss the questions among group members (I’ll divide them into 10 groups with 5 students in each). Later I’ll deconstruct the text with them so that the students can see clearly what are the main features (both in structure and in language) of a Discussion, who are likely to be the audience and what is the purpose of it. Then I will give them another one to read and deconstruct among the group to enhance learning. After that, I will give them a Discussion topic “ On TV” for the students to brainstorm with the prompts (Appendix D).  But before the brainstorming, I’ll ask my students to think about the possible audience. After the brainstorming the members of a group pool their ideas (get rid of the overlapped ones) and discuss them and send a representative to write their brainstorming result on the blackboard.  Then the whole class work together to select three strong points for each question. When time is up I ask my students to outline a Discussion with the chosen ideas after class as homework.
Discussion of lesson plan

1.Why I use process genre approach? 

      According to Halliday(Halliday, 1978; Halliday & Hassan, 1989; Hammond, Burns, Joyce, Brosnan, & Gerot, 1992), the forms of language are shaped by the features of the surrounding social context. He defined them as field (the activity going on), tenor (the relationship between participants) and mode (the channel of communication). These three elements together determine the register of language. Reflecting Halliday’s concern for linking form, function, and social context, Martin and some of his colleagues (Martin, Christie, & Rothery, 1987) define genres as staged, goal-oriented social processes, structural forms that cultures use in certain contexts to achieve various purposes. Genre approaches acknowledge that writing takes place in a social situation, and is a reflection of a particular purpose, and understand that learning can happen consciously through imitation and analysis. They regard writing as pre-dominantly linguistic and emphasize that writing varies with the social context in which it is produced. Genre approaches see writing as essentially concerned with knowledge of language, and as being tied closely to a social purpose, while the development of writing is largely viewed as the analysis and imitation of input in the form of texts provided by the teacher.
      However, Genre approaches undervalue the skills needed to produce a text and see learners as largely passive. While the process approaches understand the importance of the skills involved in writing, and recognize that what learners bring to the writing classroom contributes to the development of writing ability. In process approaches, the teacher primarily facilitates the learner’s writing and draw out the learner’s potential, and providing input or stimulus is considered to be less important. But process approaches often regard all writing as being produced by the same set of processes; they give insufficient importance to the kind of texts writers produce and why such texts are produced; and they offer learners insufficient input, particularly in terms of linguistic knowledge, to write successfully.
      Process approaches have a somewhat monolithic view of writing. They see writing primarily as the exercise of linguistic skills, and writing development as an unconscious process, which happens when teachers facilitate the exercise of writing skills.
      In light of both the advantages and disadvantages of the two kinds of approaches I choose the process genre approach to teach my students by combining and adapting them and take advantage of the two. Therefore my writing class can recognize that writing involves knowledge about language, knowledge of the context in which writing happens and especially the purpose for the writing, and skills in using language; writing development happens by drawing out my students’ potential and by providing input to which my students respond.
2. Explanation for each stage

      2.1 Why I first introduce genre Discussion and deconstruct a Discussion text?

      When we teach students to write in English, we should emphasize on teaching students the formal staged qualities of genre so that they can recognize these features in the texts that they read and use them in the texts that they write (Christie, 1991, 1992; Hagan et al., 1993; Hammond, 1987; LERN, 1990a, 1990b, 1990c, 1990d). Hammond asserts that part of genre-based instruction involves classroom Discussion of text structure, “ of how best to begin and end a text, of what to put in the middle, of how best to organize information.”  Similarly, Hagan et al. (Hagan et al. 1993) contend that “ it’s essential to make the structures and features of the text explicit. Mastery of text types does not develop naturally and we need to intervene by introducing models and analysing them.”
      If students are to write in a particular genre, they first need to become familiar with its purpose and the main features through immersion in the genre and the exploration of sample texts. Each genre has a distinctive set of stages that help it to achieve its purpose. The stages make up its schematic structure. Therefore I first introduce genre Discussion, the structural and linguistic features and the purpose of a Discussion to students by asking them to read the sample text and deconstruct it with me. Therefore my students understand that genre Discussion presents argument and point-of-view for both sides of a topical issue before stating one’s position; the purpose is to analyse an issue in some depth; Discussions do not immediately take a stance on an issue, but rather canvass various positions, reviewing the arguments and evidence for and against before making a considered judgement. They also learn that a written Discussion essay might be organized as follows:

Issue

Position A

  - points

  - evidence
- anticipation and rebuttal of opposing position

Position B

  - points

  - evidence
- anticipation and rebuttal of opposing position

Recommendation/argument for particular position

      By introducing the purpose, both the linguistic and structural features of genre Discussion, the teacher enables the students to recognize a Discussion.
      2.3 Students deconstruct a text

      After the teacher deconstructs a sample text, the students are able to recognize a Discussion. In the previous text (text in appendix B) the discourse organisers are presented: “ On the one hand…On the other hand…” and after summarising the opinion of the two sides the author draw the conclusion that “ A person in an urban area should not own a car”. But it is often the case that variety of ways of presenting two positions in relation to the issue are used or the positions are not clearly delineated and the Discussion may not finish with a definite recommendation or preferred position, and “sometimes it is important to provide much more background information on the issue before considering various positions (Derewianka, 1996).” Therefore in order to extend their comprehension of the genre Discussion and support their attempts to write I provide further practice.  I give them another Discussion text for them to deconstruct with their group members. By deconstructing a text themselves, they enhance their understanding of the purpose, the structural and linguistic features of the genre Discussion. Therefore they can imitate when they begin to write later.

      2.2 Generating ideas

      Since writing is primarily about organising information and communicating meanings, generating ideas is clearly a crucial part of the writing process. Because actually getting started is one of the most difficult and inhibiting steps in writing, idea generating is particularly important as an initiating process. For this reason, I provide my students with the activity of brainstorming because brainstorming is a widely used and an effective way of getting ideas flowing. These ideas may be ideas for actual content, or ideas for organising the content. Brainstorming involves thinking quickly and without inhibition so as to produce as many ideas as possible in a given area on a given topic and problem. It’s an especially fertile means of generating ideas, including unique or unorthodox ones, which can ultimately lead to an interesting piece of writing. In brainstorming ideas different types of memory will be tapped according to the purpose of the Discussion. In my lesson plan guided techniques are used in which arrange of prompts- questions-is provided to enable students to stimulate thinking, to draw on their own experience, to develop and shape their ideas and to discover ideas. The answers which the students produce are determined by the prompts. In fact, given the same set of questions, each student in the class will come up with different answers thus using questions as part of the writing process can stimulate a lot of valuable discussion and genuine communication among students.

      2.3 Selecting and rejecting ideas 

         Students frequently embark upon writing assignments with the fear that they haven’t enough ideas to write about. In fact, once they have set the generating process in motion, they are quite likely to find that the opposite is the case: there is too much information for the text they have in mind and some of it turns out to be superfluous to their purpose (White & Ardent, 1995). Selecting useful ideas and rejecting irrelevant ones is therefore an important part of the writing process. Besides, conveying a message through writing is essentially a matter of selecting information-both factual and linguistic. And since writers are communicating with readers who are distant both in time and space, the decision they take about what information to select is crucial to the success.

      In this activity, with the help of the teacher students work with a “bank” of ideas created in the previous brainstorming session, and the focus is on deciding which ideas will be included for the text to be written and which will be rejected.
      2.4 Homework

      The function of homework is to enhance the learning and prepare for the next learning step. Therefore for homework I ask my students to outline a Discussion with the chosen ideas so that in the next class of writing I will be able to use what my students have produced to teach them the next step of writing a Discussion.
      In fact I designed the lesson plan according to my students’ language level (lower intermediate) with the guidance of the synthesis approaches ― process genre approach. Writing is seen as a series of stages leading from a particular situation to a text, with the teacher facilitating students’ progress by enabling appropriate input of knowledge and skills. I’m sure after the 100-minute class my students are quite clear about the purpose, structural and linguistic features of genre Discussion and able to begin the first step of writing a Discussion― Generating, selecting and rejecting ideas.
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Appendix A

A Detailed Lesson Plan

Language focus: Information
Class: 2nd year non-English majors

Number of students: 50

Time: 100 minutes 
Objectives: After two periods of writing class, students are able to
1. Understand the purpose for which the genre of Discussion is used in the society
2. Familiarize themselves with the structural and linguistic features of Discussion
3. Generate and select ideas for a Discussion 
1* lesson steps 2* estimated time for each step 3* interaction: C=class, G=groups of five students, I=individual, T=teacher

	Stage one
	1*
	2*
	Teacher activities
	Students activities
	3*
	Purpose
	Material

	
	1
	5 minutes
	Teacher informs students of the general aim and objectives of the lesson 
	Students listen to the teacher
	T to S
	To enable students to find out the purpose, possible audience and features of a new genre, Discussion


	A Discussion text with a list of questions-

Appendix B 

Blackboard and chalks


	
	2
	15
minutes
	Teacher gives students a Discussion text with a list of questions (Appendix B) to read and discuss the questions in the group
	Read the text and discuss those questions with group members
	G
	
	

	
	3
	8 minutes
	Teacher calls on two group representatives to report their Discussions to the class.
	Listen to the two representa-

tives to present
	C
	
	

	
	4
	10 minutes
	Teacher deconstructs the Discussion text and highlight the features and purpose 
	Respond to the teacher
	T to C
	
	

	
	5
	5 minutes
	 Teacher summarises the basic features, purpose and structure
	Listen to the teacher
	T to C
	To enhance the learning 
	

	Stage two
	6
	15 minutes
	 Teacher hands out another Discussion text (appendix C) for students to deconstruct 
	Deconstruct the text
	G
	 To check how well the students understand the features of the genre 
	Appendix C

	
	7
	8 minutes
	 Teacher asks the 2 representatives from two groups to present their result(s) and give feedback
	Present or listen to the two representa-

tives
	I & C
	
	Blackboard and chalks

	Stage 3
	8
	8 minutes

minutes
	Teacher gives the topic “on TV” and some questions (appendix D) to students for brainstorming, but before doing that, asks them to think about who are the possible audience
	Each student thinks about the possible audience and then brainstorm under the guidance of the questions
	I
	Brainstorm the ideas for the Discussion
	Appendix D paper and pen

	
	9
	8 minutes
	Teacher asks students in the same group to pool their brainstorming result and discuss 
	Pool their ideas and discuss them
	I &G
	Put ideas together for next step –idea-selecting
	Paper and pen

	
	10
	8 minutes
	Teacher asks each group to send a representative to write down their ideas on the blackboard 
	Write down their ideas on the blackboard
	I&G
	Have lots of students’ ideas on the topic on the blackboard
	Blackboard and chalks

	
	11
	7
minutes
	Teacher works with students to select three strong ideas for each guiding question by asking questions: In view of my purpose, is there any particular important, significant or interesting idea which I need to get across?

Can I see how all my other ideas related to this key idea?


	Negotiate with teacher
	T & C
	Enable students to know how to select and reject ideas
	Paper and pen

	Home work
	3 minutes
	Ask students to outline a discussion with the ideas chosen after class


Appendix B

Owning a Car

      Should a person own a car? This is an important question. In a large urban area, there are some good reasons for owning a car. First, a car allows a person to move around freely. With a car, there is no need to check a bus schedule or wait for a train. Second, a car is a comfortable way to travel, spatially in the wintertime. In bad weather, the driver stays warm and dry, while the poor bus or train rider might have to stand in rain. Finally, a driver is usually safe in a car at night. The rider might need to walk down a dark street to get to a stop, or wait on a dark corner.

      There are, on the other hand, many good reasons against owning a car. First, it can be very expensive. The price of fuel continues to rise and car insurance can cost three or four hundred dollars a year. In addition, it is expensive to maintain and repair a car. A simple tune-up can cost 50 dollars. In an urban area, it might also be expensive to park the car. Second, owning a car can cause worry and stress. It is exhausting to drive in rush-hour traffic, or to drive around and around looking for a parking space. If you leave your car on the street, it might get stolen. That is something else to worry about. Finally, everyone needs to think about pollution and energy problems. Air pollution and noise pollution increase as more cars also burn more and more fuel. At present, drivers may have to wait in long lines at filling stations in order to buy a couple of gallons of gasoline.

      Should a person in an urban area own a car? In order to answer the question, a person must weigh both sides. On the one hand, there is freedom of movement, comfort, and safety. On the other hand, there is expense, worry, and concern for the quality of life. For many people in large cities, the reasons against owning a car outweigh the reasons for owning a car. Therefore, the answer is negative: A person in an urban area should not own a car.

Questions: 1. What is the purpose of this text? Is it to persuade, describe or entert

                  2. Who are the audience?

                  3. Can the text be divided into different parts? Can you describe the function of each part within the text as a whole?

                  4. Are all the parts compulsory? Can there be other stages that are not evident in the text?

    5.Can you identify some language features that characterise or define the text -type that you have? Which words in the text signal the different part of the text that you identified early

Appendix C

Keeping Dogs
      Dogs are very much in the news at the moment because of the frequent attacks on many people. Why is this happening?

      Dogs such as Rottweilers and Retrievers cause many of the attacks because of bad handling. That is why a fine must be made so that these attacks can be stopped. For some of the dogs that made these attacks, the only thing was for them to be putdown or euthanasia.

      There are many good reasons for keeping a dog. Firstly, they are lovable pets to keep and take care of. They are good if you like going for long walks everyday. Secondly, dogs can have great friendship with old and young people and they can make their owners very proud by doing and winning dog shows.

      There are also many reasons against keeping dogs. They make mess on streets and in parks where young children might be playing which could cause illness. Some dogs such as Rottweilers and Retrievers are big fierce dogs that attack people when they get bored.

      In conclusion, I think what should be done is that dogs like Rottweilers and Retrievers should be muzzled when out in public. And if they do attack, a heavy fine should be laid on to stop them. 

  
 

Appendix D

On TV

Questions: 

1. What are the advantages of watching TV?

     2. What are the disadvantages of watching TV?

                    3. What’s your opinion on watching TV? Why?
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