







Teaching Constructed Response

Constructed Responses, also known as In-class Essays or Writing on Demand, ask students to respond in sentence or paragraph form to a specific prompt.  We see them frequently in social studies and English classes; however, they are used across the curriculum, and most recently, they have appeared on the MCA Math and Reading tests.    To help our students become better at the process, I have devised the following principles and lessons.

Guiding Principles of Practicing the Constructed Response

1. Practice regularly versus in one big unit.

2. Limit your lesson and the amount of time (ie. Break the lessons down into  mini-lessons lasting no longer than 10-15 minutes.)

3. Each time you come back to a lesson, briefly review what has been covered.

4. Remind students that the process of writing a constructed response is important not only for their MCA testing, but many for essay tests they take in school, the SAT and anytime they are asked to write “on demand”.

Possible Mini-lessons

Lesson 1:

Reading the question.  Give students a sample of an MCA constructed response (or essay question from a test), and just simply ask them to read it.  Have them underline and circle key words.  Then on a half sheet of paper, ask them to write out, specifically what the question is asking in their own words.  

Lesson 2:  

Thinking through the problem or question.  Return to the problem given out in Lesson 1.  Review what had been covered before.  Have students re-read the problem, and ask them to either think through the problem aloud with a friend, or ask them to write out their thoughts as they go—using thought boxes here would help to facilitate this problem.

Lessons 3-6:

Scaffolding a problem or question for the students.  Hand out a question or problem, along with sentence starters or thought boxes to guide them through the steps.  You can give some information, but make them do parts of it. 

Lessons 7-10:  

Passing the responsibility over to the students.  As you practice these constructed responses, do less and less to scaffold the activities for them.   To mix things up, have easy, medium and difficult questions / problems and allow students to choose the level of difficulty they prefer.  Students generally choose the appropriate level to sufficiently challenge themselves. 

It has been extremely exciting to work with many of you on your Q Comp Goals this year for literacy.  I hope to continue the dialogue and be of help to you as you try out some new things in your classrooms this year.  


If you are looking for ideas, be sure to check out avreading.org.  I have posted old editions of the newsletter, and I have labeled them so that you can identify the general content of the newsletter by the title.  


As part of the Q Comp plan for literacy, we are asking that teachers not only apply at least 2 literacy strategies to their content area, but that they document their use of it by going to avreading.org/bb and posting a comment about how it worked.  


This is an important step for all of us.  For you, it is an important aspect of reflecting back on what went well with the unit and what could be improved.  In fact this often neglected practice of reflection is considered to be one of the most fundamentally important aspects of professional development.  After all, what good is trying something new or different in your classroom, if you can’t remember it in six months, or if you repeat the same mistakes next time through.


Posting your findings is also important as a community.  This bulletin board becomes a resource for others who are looking for how to operationalize the lessons or activities that we have been discussion.


And finally, the postings are important to me as a reading specialist.  It helps me to assess how I have been doing. 


Once again, the address is avreading.org/bb.  Click on Q Comp.  You should be able post a comment as a guest, so there is no need to register yourself or do anything beyond typing in a response.  You may want to do it in a word processor, spell check it, and save it, just in case something goes wrong in the submission step.  

















Silent Discussions work like this.   Hand students a piece of paper  set-up like the one you see to the right.  The student is responsible for writing in the top box.  You  give them a prompt.  “Based on today’s reading, what is one advantage to having the First Amendment”.  They write for 3 minutes.  Then they pass the paper down the line.  And you say, “Read the first person’s response, and then write one disadvantage that counters that advantage.”   You continue to do this 3-4 times, and eventually have the sheet returned to the original writer to read.  You can either give students structured prompts or open prompts.   An open prompt will simple ask them to “give a thought” or “ask a question.”  
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News


AVHS Book Club:  Our book for the month is Laura Halse Anderson’s Twisted.    Join us Wed., Oct. 10th in Room 132 at 2:30.  


.  


Posting:  Reminder that if you choose literacy as your goal, you must  post what you have done, in writing, at avreading.org/bb.  





Struggling Readers:  If you have a student in class who might be a good candidate for Reading Class, please forward his or her name to me.  















































“[Research] has indicated that moderate- to low-frequency words—precisely those words that differentiate individuals with low vocabulary sizes—appear much more often in common reading matter than in speech.”


--Stanovich and Ciunningham, 2004




















Silent Discussions
































