Theoretical Frameworks of Formula Writing


Writing a paper in school is often a required task for students at all grade levels. Typically, pupils are assigned a topic, or allowed to choose one, and instructed to write about their experience since every teacher knows that students should write about things they know. Often such essays are a disaster because both the student and teacher have only a vague idea of how to discuss writing from a structural viewpoint. Many teachers and most students ignore or fail to grasp the idea that writing about personal experience is only half of the equation for effective writing. Equally important is that the presentation of ideas must follow some structure or form. 


Without structure, writing is difficult to understand, and the message is likely to be lost. Teachers often criticize student essays as having good ideas that are poorly presented. When a teacher communicates this to the student, the criticism is often not accompanied by guidelines for clarifying the material. The student is left to discover the structure that will best communicate the idea in the essay, which can be very frustrating. Teachers need to teach their students how to write; writing is a skill. To do this effectively, the teacher can use Formula Writing to teach the process of writing.


Writing is for expression, but it is also an act of communication. If nothing is communicated to the reader, very little is accomplished. In fact, such an experience usually vexes the writer, destroys the joy of writing, and leads to loss of effort. Teachers may share this disappointment and reduce their efforts to teach the discouraged student, especially if they do not have a writing framework, such as Formula Writing, to present to the student. 


To express oneself and not be understood is a major cause of stress among students and teachers alike, which creates a sense of futility in the process. What’s the use of writing if no one can understand it? No one enjoys feeling inadequate. It is understandable that students are often reluctant to write, and teachers are often exhausted from teaching writing. With so much emphasis on proficiency tests, however, the consequences of this situation can be far-reaching and destructive for everyone. The structure of Formula Writing—a formula, a wheel with spokes, and a writing chart with guidelines—can help both the teacher and the student organize their writing. The formula provides a pattern for writing. The wheel with spokes—one set that asks students for logical examples, reasons, and facts, and a second set that asks students to add details—helps students express themselves clearly and logically. The writing chart allows students to know the expectations of the essay. Formula Writing takes complex issues and breaks them down to the basics.


If you were to enroll in a class designed to teach baseball and your teacher handed you a hat, bat, baseball, and glove and then told you to start playing ball, you would justifiably have some questions about the teacher’s ability. Yet, this is what is happening in classrooms across the country, where teachers are asked to teach writing but are not provided with the necessary structural components for teaching writing. Just as baseball has a structure, writing also has a structure. The structure of writing can be taught just as easily as the structure of baseball; presenting this structure is the writing teacher’s task. The student who learns Formula Writing techniques will become increasingly proficient in expressing and communicating ideas. The teacher, like a coach, will model step-by-step how to write. Modeling is a very important part of Formula Writing, and it has been proven to be an effective teaching technique (Bandura, 1969). Writing will become an exciting and enjoyable activity for the student. Although every baseball game has a winner and a loser, the outcome of the writing game is win-win. Happy students make for happy teachers.


The premise of this paper is that there is an underlying structure in most, if not all, fields of study. Teachers can become more effective through explicitly teaching the structure provided by Formula Writing. A math teacher knows there are theorems, laws, procedures, and rules to follow in solving math problems and explicitly teaches the structural components of math. Science teachers emphasize the scientific method, the generation of hypotheses, establishing cause-and-effect relationships, and other aspects that make up the structure of science. Music teachers stress the organization of music—the scales and the ways that tones can be combined. English teachers emphasize the structure of sentences, paragraphs, and essays, and often use examples from literature to teach writing. So it goes: just as there is a time for all things, there is a structure to all forms of knowledge. The structure of writing is as critical to understanding how to write as structure is for understanding other subjects. Formula Writing provides the structure for effective writing.


Bruner (1966) suggested that it is possible to begin teaching students advanced courses like physics, history, chemistry, and geometry at a very early age. His idea that “any subject can be taught to any student at any age in some intellectually honest form” is grounded in the belief that subject matter has an underlying structure, and that students learn and remember material better if this structure is learned early. Learning the structure of a subject prepares the foundation for lifelong learning. For Bruner, education is a matter of adding complexity, depth, and content to previously learned structures. This is what he means by the spiral curriculum, where courses are introduced into the curriculum in the early grades and future knowledge is built upon previously learned structures.


The spiral curriculum becomes a spiral lifelong learning project. Formula Writing can be taught to students at all age levels, from early elementary though college level. In one example, a student successfully used Formula Writing to write his pre-admission essay to medical school. In another, a second grade student wrote her first coherent essay. Formula Writing is for anyone at any level who needs to organize his or her writing.


As the structures of a subject area are learned, they become cognitive maps which serve as an internal scaffolding to which new material can be attached. Over the course of a person’s life, his cognitive maps broaden through experience and teaching, deepen through reflection and development, and are used through understanding and application. The process fosters building upon knowledge and comprehension, through the higher mental functions (Bloom, et al., 1957). By understanding the structure of a subject area, the chances for discovery learning are enhanced. Understanding knowledge structure enables a student to see relationships that might otherwise be missed. The overall process promotes creativity and exploration, because structure provides a solid base from which exploration can occur. This is the basis of Bruner’s view of discovery of learning, and his statement that discovery favors the well-prepared mind is worth remembering. Students who learn to write using Formula Writing are well prepared to move beyond the framework and formulas because they understand the structure of writing.


What is the best way to teach Formula Writing? Ausubel’s theory of advance organizers (Ausubel, 1960) seems appropriate, since Formula Writing is essentially an advance organizer for learning how to write. According to the theory, the teacher presents advance organizers before presenting the details of the course. This creates a framework for the oncoming content. In terms of writing courses, the content is defined by the writing topics. The framework allows the student to follow an internal cognitive map in developing ideas. The advance organizers in Formula Writing are graphic and are known as the wheel and spokes. In a Formula Writing classroom, before students are asked to write an essay, the wheel and spokes are presented and students are shown how to use them to develop their ideas. Once they have attached their ideas to these graphic organizers, they are ready to write their essay. Graphic organizers have been shown to be very effective tools for helping students master many different types of subjects (Marchand-Martella, 1998), and the process works very well in writing, as evidenced by the success of Formula Writing.


Formula Writing is an approach to writing that has a proven track record across grade levels as well as across subject areas. It has been tested and applied in a number of schools in a variety of situations, ranging from rural to urban schools, gifted to LD/Special Education students, and kindergarten through senior high school classes. Writing is thinking and organizing. Those students who use Formula Writing become excellent thinkers and writers. As a result of successful experiences in writing, there is a cascading psychological windfall of self-confidence and self-esteem. Teachers also experience a more positive classroom environment and are optimistic about their students’ performances. Teachers and administrators see higher test scores and often express their delight and approval. It makes good sense to use a Formula Writing approach in your classroom, both from a practical as well as a theoretical point of view. As David Hunt of the Ontario Institute for Studies in Education once said, “There’s nothing more practical than a good theory.” And Formula Writing is both.
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