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Agenda
• Looking beyond surface appearances 

• Getting at the principles behind our practices 

• Shifting responsibility for decision making 

• Developing conditional knowledge 

• Scaffolding rhetorical decision making 

• Eliminating obstacles



“Why are you making us do this? This is hard.” 

“It’s too early in the morning for this.” 

“It looks like a rainbow of mess.”


“I get stressed about it. I cry. Then I try to 
narrow things down.”

After…



Before…





Appearances Can Be Deceptive

“Completing teacher-generated step-by-step 
work is not learning; it masquerades as it” (Kittle 
and Gallagher xx).



John Warner argues that much of today’s 
writing instruction asks students to create 
“fakes designed to pass surface-level muster 
that are revealed as hollow facades when 
inspected more closely” (2018, 6). 



• What are we looking for? 

• What are we seeing?



Which of the following, if any, are 
signs that a scaffold is needed?

• Confusion 

• Silence 

• Frustration 

• Struggle 

• “How do I do this?” 

• Activity is taking longer 
than planned 

• Students are asking more 
questions than anticipated 

• Formative assessment 
shows gaps in 
understanding not easily 
overcome by extended 
practice and feedback



Reasons Why It’s Hard  
to Let Go of Control

• Discomfort with productive struggle or silence 

• Fear that students won’t “get it” 

• Fear of students going off-topic or wasting time 

• Pressure to address standards in a timely 
manner 

• Worry over classroom management or grading



• What rhetorical concepts and principles do 
we want students to understand? 

• What inquiry and writing processes are we 
trying to teach?

Scaffold the Process,  
Not the Product



Approaches to Scaffolding
PRODUCT-BASED:

• Focuses on the surface 
features of the product 

• Prioritizes form over principle 
or function 

• Trains students to replicate a 
predetermined form 

• Values efficiency and 
uniformity

PROCESS-BASED:

• Supports authentic inquiry

• Models the practices of 
experts 

• Guides students in making 
principled choices about 
process and product 

• Values autonomy and creative 
problem solving





Conditional Knowledge

In How People Learn: Brain, Mind, Experience, and 
School, the National Research Council (NRC) explains 
that experts’ knowledge “reflects contexts of 
applicability: that is, the knowledge is ‘conditionalized’ 
on a set of circumstances” (2000, 31)



Understanding Contexts of 
Applicability



Knowing What To Do When

Experts, the National Research Council notes, are “good 
at retrieving the knowledge that is relevant to a 
particular task” (2000, 43).



It Depends: Thinking Rhetorically about Writing



How do you know when.. This depends on… 
(What concepts, principles, or 
circumstances help you know what to do 
when?)

…to use a casual style of writing?

…to include citations for sources?

…to paraphrase instead of quote?

…to refute someone else’s claim?

…to include a personal story?

…to use passive voice?

…to use “I” in academic writing?



Please respond in the chat.
How do you know when.. This depends on… 

(What concepts, principles, or 
circumstances help you know 
what to do when?)

…to use a casual style of writing?
…to include citations for sources?

…to paraphrase instead of quote?

…to refute someone else’s claim?

…to include a personal story?
…to use passive voice?
…to use “I” in academic writing?



What writing advice were you 
given as a student?  

Please respond in the chat.



Conditionalizing Knowledge

• “Use big words.” 

• “Start with a story.” 

• “Use humor and emotion.” 

• “Include descriptive details.”



 “When I ask students what they’ve 
been told about writing, they can list rule 
after rule. When I ask where these rules 
come from, why these rules are rules, 

they shrug” (Warner 4).



Teaching Principles, Not Rules

• Writing is a social and rhetorical activity 

• Writing expresses and shares meaning to be 
reconstructed by the reader (Addler-Kassner 
and Wardle v-vi)



Aligning Purpose with Principle
 What’s the purpose of sentence templates?

• To make writing easier 

• To give students practice with academic language 

• To make sure students have met all the assignment requirements 

• To model expert thinking 

• To make essays easier to grade 

• To establish clear expectations for academic writing 

• To combine rigor with support



Beliefs and Practices



Activity
Take a look at following table and think about 
how often your students get to make their own 
decisions about these options. Choose the 
frequency rate that best describes your students’ 
experiences.



Genre Choices Structure Choices

genre or form text structure and organization 
(e.g., cause & effect, frame, etc.)

types of sentences beginnings/introductions

use or avoidance of 
figurative language inductive or deductive reasoning

formatting conventions transitions

documentation style (if 
required) twists or shifts

types of evidence/
examples use or avoidance of narrative

medium endings/conclusions

level of diction repetition











Developing Genre Awareness

A genre is a typified response to a 
“recurrent rhetorical situation” (Miller 155).



Scaffolding Genre Analysis

• What do you want to do? 

• What’s the best way to do that? Why? 

• What models can you study?



Genre Choice: Email
During these times it seems like our government won’t 
pay attention to the cost of college. I want to send a 
letter to Sacramento asking for student debt to be 
taken in consideration in California. I have yet to find 
a mentor text that satisfy the point I am trying to 
achieve. I’d organize the letter or email as formal as I 
can, making sure that there is absolutely no errors 
whatsoever. My language choice would be heavy, highly 
complex in order to persuade the reader the 
importance of the topic. 



Finding Mentor Texts
“Mentor texts enable independence as, over time, 
students are able to find and use the inspiration and craft 
elements found in the sentences and pages of their favorite 
writers” (Marchetti and O’Dell 3). 



Scaffolding Genre Analysis
Create a list of 4-6 titles of mentor texts that are examples 
of the genre you are analyzing. For each mentor text, place 
a check mark in the box for each genre feature that is a 
characteristic of that text.  

Mark all that apply. 





Scaffolding Genre Analysis

• Rhetorical and Literary Devices 

• Language Choices 

• Organization 

• Special Features 

• Context and Community 

• Medium



The Concepts  
Behind the Scaffolds

• Writing speaks to situations through recognizable 
forms 

• Genres are enacted by writers and readers 

• Writing is a way of enacting disciplinarity (Naming 
What We Know 2015, vi)



Teaching the Principles Behind 
the Process

•

Mentor 
Text

Style

Imitation





Descriptive Outlining







When a Scaffold Becomes a 
Roadblock









In my view, ________________________. First, ______ 
________________________. Another reason _______ 
______________________________________________. 
Additionally, ___________________________________. 
Although some people believe________________, the 
evidence shows ______________. That is why ______ 
_______________________________________________.



Scaffolding for Equity
• How do you know when students need 

sentence frames? 

• What other options do you have for modeling 
and analyzing disciplinary literacies? 

• What other language choices can students 
make when responding to intellectual 
conversations?



In the Foreword to Linguistic Justice, Geneva 
Smitherman writes, “We need a pedagogy that 
teaches us to explore why things are the way they 
are” (xv)—not one that unthinkingly perpetuates the 
status quo.





Before and After
NOVICE:

• Depends on rules and 
formulas 

• Substitutes easier tasks for 
more complex ones 

• Needs step-by-step 
instructions 

• Uses mimicry as a coping 
strategy

EXPERT:

• Draws on deep conditional 
and conceptual knowledge 
to respond to unfamiliar 
situations 

• Practices independent 
problem solving 

• Adapts and transforms 
learning for new purposes

Sources: See Meyer and Land; Hammond; Benner



Q & A





https://page.stenhouse.com/teaching_lit_rhetorically_pdfs
https://page.stenhouse.com/teaching_argument-pdf



The Takeaway

Effective scaffolds don’t substitute a simpler 
task for a more complex one; they support 
students in developing the procedural and 
conceptual knowledge that enables them to 
grapple with complexity.
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