Writing as Discourse

Objective: Students will understand that the purpose of writing is to communicate an idea with another person.  They will understand that to do this effectively, many elements used in informal discourse must be applied.

Materials: dry erase board

Time: 30 to 45 minutes

Process:  

1. Ask students what some of the reasons are that we write.  You will get responses like, “For class assignments”, or “letter writing”. Write the responses on the board.  If they don’t offer them up, include other reasons, like, “to tell stories, to explain how to do something (directions, recipes), to explain how or why something happened (history, literature analysis).  There are many more, so feel free to use as many examples as necessary for the age group.  

2. Point out that in all of these types of writing, the purpose was to communicate some specific information from one person to another person who didn’t know much about that topic until they read about it.  

3. Explain that most of the oral communication between them and their teachers, parents, and friends, centers around the idea of offering up some new information, and then discussing it in more detail so that it can be clearly understood.  Use some of the following examples (you can read these aloud, role play with another teacher or teacher aide, or put them on handouts for the students to read as parts); 

Student:  
Mom, I got a C on my report.

Mom:

Why did you only get a C?

Student: 
Because I handed it in late.

At this point, take this discourse and summarize it into a statement;



I got a C on my report because it was late.  

Read or perform the next exchange;



Student 1: 
Did you hear? Sally is moving to Fairbanks.



Student 2: 
Really? Why?



Student 1: 
Because her dad got a new job there.

Summarize this discourse into the following statement;



Sally is moving to Fairbanks because her dad got a new job there.

Read or perform the next exchange;



Student:
Mr. Teacher, I won’t be here tomorrow.



Teacher:
Why?



Student:
We are going to Delta to see my brother’s basketball game.

Summarize the discourse in the following statement;



I won’t be in class because I am going to Delta.



OR


I won’t be in class because I am going to Delta to see my brother’s 

basketball game.

Now read or perform a few more of these types of exchanges and have the students try to summarize the discourse into a statement just as you have done. Make sure all of the summarized statements contain the word “because”.

Emphasize that in each of these exchanges, new information has been presented and explained.  Show that in each of the exchanges, if only one part had taken place it wouldn’t have been effective communication.  For example, would a student simply tell his mother he got a C and then walk away? Possibly, but more likely the mother would ask for some kind of explanation, so she asks “why” and expects an answer.  Would a student tell a friend that Sally is moving and leave it at that? No.  They include more information – that she is moving to Fairbanks.  This brings the other student to ask what is implied – “why?”.  The main idea to emphasize to your students is that effective discourse includes elements that explain the idea fully to the person you are communicating with.  

4. Look over all of the summarized statements you and the students have just done.  Introduce the idea that these are “Summary Statements”.  They each summarize a discourse. 

Assessment:

Students should be able to write a correct summary statement – one that effectively summarizes examples of discourse that you have given.  

*Practice this activity often.

