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Classroom Practice: Collaborative Writing

Description

The practice of collaborative writing has fairly recently (in comparison to other, more traditional
techniques) entered classrooms in response to the need of addressing the issues of structuring,
negotiating, and combining ideas in a written form. Though there are some scholars (Anne
Ruggles Gere) who argue that it had existed throughout the history of education, it was most
comprehensively treated, both in terms of theory and practice, in “Singular Texts/Plural Authors”
(1990, based on the1984 research), the seminal work of Lisa S. Ede and Andrea A. Lunsford. The
application of collaborative writing has since become so widespread that it now can be regarded
as a particular method but also as an underlying pedagogical principle.

The basic idea this practice rests upon is that all texts are in some way generated by groups of
people. Some of those people are traditionally acknowledged (author, source), some are merely
taken for granted (reader, society). In every classroom act of collaborative writing, whether it be
a single exercise or a semester long practice, the members of the text-generating group are
identified, their input is analyzed, valued and rehearsed. Through this process the text itself is
deconstructed, its formative elements are described, tested, and reinvented for the benefit of
students’ understanding of the meaning, importance and practice of writing.

In the most elementary application of collaboration in the writing process, students would be
required to jointly discuss a topic, plan out an outline, and contribute elements of text
(paragraphs, sentences, phrases, or words) to a collaborative piece, while at the same time
questioning their choices from multiple perspectives.

Here collaborative writing implies the immediacy of roles of both a writer and a reader (in
fact these roles become functionally interchangeable), communication is not postponed, thus
making students more aware of the relationship between the processes of text-creation and text-
consumption. In other words, students learn they are responsible for any given text both as
creators and as consumers. Individuality is, rather than being suppressed (as the critics of this
approach often argue), promoted through a dialogue, ideas are recognized as having a wider,
universal value exactly because they are formed by a group, a community.

This democratizing of knowledge and the emphasis on learner-responsibility are certainly
results of subscribing to creative writing as the general teaching principle. On the other hand, in
its more practical form, it can be an efficient exercise in use of conversational, analytical, and
organizational skills, while at the same time developing students’ writing in terms of structure,
voice, audience, clarity of expression, and continuation of dialogue within the academic
discourse.



Practical Application - Writing a Collaborative Argument Essay

This exercise would be organized over a series of classes (series of steps, or assignments), and
would revolve around a single topic, or an issue determined by the instructor.

a)

b)

b)

b)

Assignment No. 1

According to the parameters set by the instructor (type of source, length, broadness of
subject) each student would have to find a text (essay, article) that corresponds to the
particular topic. Each student would be required to read the text, and produce a written
summary, as well as to prepare a short presentation in which s/he would inform his/her
colleagues about the way his/her chosen text reflects the main topic.

In a class discussion students (guided by the instructor) would choose three texts that cover
the main topic to the fullest. It would be best if two of these texts would be in the most
extreme opposition to each other, with the third text positioned somewhere in between.

Assignment No. 2

All students would be required to read the three chosen texts and come up with at least three
questions that would have to be answered in regards to the main topic.

During a classroom discussion the questions would be analyzed, and those that the class
decides are the best would be grouped in a sequence that should resemble an outline of an
argument paper.

Assignment No. 3

Out of these questions each student would be assigned one to develop in a paragraph
corresponding to the place of that particular question in the overall essay outline. Students
would be encouraged to draw quotes from any of the texts that were considered in the class
(not just the selected three), and to produce a strong, polished paragraph.

All the paragraphs would be read in class and arranged into a single essay, or, depending on
the number of students and the length of their paragraphs, in multiple essays. These
composite essays would be discussed, students would offer suggestions how to improve them
etc.

Assignment No. 4

Each student would be required to revise and edit the same composite essay, now focusing on
issues of voice, flow, and coherence. Students would be allowed to modify this essay to fit their
own individual ideas, introduce new paragraphs, sources, or, in other words, to individualize the
collaborative text. They would also be expected to work on these, now individual, essays with
tutors, in order to receive a more objective feedback. The new, individualized essay would be
submitted as the final product of this particular project.

Ideally, through this exercise, students would develop practice in:

% researching a topic

% developing a thesis (and questions to support it)



X/
°

outlining

X/
°

constructing an efficient paragraph

X/
°

structuring a convincing argument

X/
°

critically reading both their own writing, but also the writing of others

X/
°

class discussion

X/
°

defining the audience

X/
°

use of voice

X/
°

revising and editing

X/
°

importance of listing sources (along with other sources students would be required
to mention their own classmates as co-authors)

This project should not take more than five weeks, and could take place in the first third of the
semester, in a class the objective of which would be that the students write further (one or two)
argument/research essays independently. By being engaged in collaborative work, students would
develop a clearer understanding of what is expected of them in terms of academic writing, but at
the same time would not feel the full pressure of constructing the very first essay themselves.

For this particular exercise, an online tool, such as Blackboard, would be extremely helpful,
although any type of an online forum could serve the purpose.

Additionally, by placing this exercise (or project) at the beginning of the writing course, the
instructor could avoid the use of the narrative essay which is traditionally employed to introduce
the students to the concept of college composition. Thus, at least in theory, this exercise would be
most applicable in schools/disciplines which insist more narrowly on developing analytical skills
and clarity of academic expression. One of the important gains of this project would be to show
students how, although they are writing a certain kind of essay with its determined rules, they still
develop their individual approaches — the physical evidence of this being the many different
essays reproduced out of one, collective, cooperative essay.
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