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Steven Magness and Yolanda Venegas 
 
Discussion Questions/To Post: 
 
In Preparation for our class Tuesday: 
 
We will begin class next Tuesday with an activity that will ask you to begin thinking about the final 
essay for this class.  Please come to class with some ideas about your final paper topic including some 
key sources you already know you will use.  In other words, what conversation within Composition 
Studies will you be engaging and what is the position you are carving within that ongoing conversation? 
 
Please review Hillock's Chapter eight "Inventing Gateway Activities" as we will begin class with an 
activity based on this reading 
 
 
Possible Discussion Questions from the Reading 
 
 
1) What do people make of Hillock's beginning in the gateway activities chapter, his description of a 
class on the immigrant experience and how the teacher was able to get her students to step into the 
immigrant's shoes, to role play and imagine the thoughts and feeling of an immigrant coming into Ellis 
Island at turn-of-the-twentieth-century America.   
 
According to Hillocks, creative dramatic activities worked because all students wrote from the point of 
view of another person enduring the difficult circumstances of the immigrant experience in America, 
"Clearly the activity worked for these students" (Hillock's 149). 
 
The question is, given that, certain immigrant groups, such as the Irish came to American fleeing the 
great famine and maltreatment throughout Europe and essentially were to our industrial revolution what 
Mexicans are to California today, can student's really make the imaginative leap into the thoughts and 
feeling of the poverty-stricken Irish immigrants who came to America to bear the brunt of our industrial 
revolution ?  And if it is possible for students to make the leap, do we want them to? What is the 
purpose, why would we want them to?  Is this what our job as writing teachers is? 
 
 
2) Do you agree with Harris' view of revision as a critical practice that focuses on close readings of the 
text, on demystifying the actual working of academic discourse, on the function of language and the way 
it is used in academia to shape ideas?  And... for those of you who have read Bizzell and Bartholomae, 
are Harris' ideas about revision (and by implication his ideas about teaching writing) that different from 
the Freirian lefties he is trying to distance himself from? 
 
3) How would Sommers say one makes revision a personal vs. an academic process?  What is involved 
in that shift from personal to academic revision?  i.e. What happens between the drafts? Or more 
precisely, Sommers would say writing teachers should use revision to create opportunities for what to 
happen between the drafts?  How can revision be an opportunity to instead of accommodating the 
academy by writing in the voice of the Everystudent, students write essays that will change the 
academy? 
 



What does Sommers mean in this awesome quote "It is the thrill of the pull between someone else's 
authority and our own, between submission and independence that we must discover how to define 
ourselves"?   
 
4) According to Sommers' article "Across the Drafts," instructor's comments can have negative and 
positive effects on students and their writing, what are some examples of messages students carry across 
the drafts from positive/negative instructor comments? 
 
Q 1: Sommers stresses something we’ve all no doubt suffered: Regurgitation of old ideas that aren’t our 
own. What are some strategies for encouraging students to look beyond the markings of their writerly 
foreparents, to think in terms of ‘How can I improve upon this?’… and really truly create a new 
argument or interpretation? i.e. How do we get students thinking and arguing fresh? 

Q 2: Hillocks spends valuable time discussing the emptiness of instructor comments often written in the 
margins of student work (e.g. "write better paragraphs," "more development here," "establish a clearer 
objective," "avoid passive voice," "Unclear," on and on). These sort of comments "hide the complexity 
of the tasks they represent." Students cannot just sit down and write a better paragraph or clarify an 
objective on the spot... So, how can we as instructors do a better job at revealing the complexity of the 
task of Revision through feedback/instruction? 

Q 3: The more written feedback we give to students, the more invested we show ourselves as being, the 
more they might identify that we care about their writing. This might just encourage them enough to 
write and revise more regularly, with greater time afforded daily to writing. What are some ways of 
exhibiting personal investment in student writing through feedback? How do we show that we are in 
total support of their progress? 

Q 4: What can writing instructors do to get students going above and beyond using simple block 
quotations? How can we impart to the student that these quoted arguments are affected recycled ones 
and therefore mostly banal? What sort of writing activities/gateway strategies might you devise for 
students, to help them work ACTIVELY with established arguments in a way that reveals or engenders 
new argumentative material? 

Q 5: Harris believes that students will not move beyond passive spectation as writers and into active 
critical awareness unless they are shown how to dissect their own writing as critics would do. This 
suggests a student-work-intensive writing course: what sort of gateway activities might you suggest for 
students to revise their own work with a higher caliber attention to language as it is used in their 
arguments? What are the potential difficulties involved? Payoffs? 
 
Lesson Plan 
 
Part 1 Gateway Activity (10 minutes) 
 
Objective: To clearly define Hillocks' gateway activity idea and provide the class with a guided example 
in preparation for their research paper assignment due the following week.   
 
Rationale: To merge the idea of a gateway activity to practice.  The assumption is that students gain a 
clearer definition of the concept of a gateway activity by having the opportunity to participate in one 
designed to be relevant to their specific learning environment.   
 
Yolanda will begin by having students participate in a gateway activity.  As they come into class, student 
will be asked to take a piece of paper and answer the following writing prompts: 
 



1. Write the title of your tentative topic: What is the topic of your final essay?  What issue, problem, 
question, or intrigue will you grapple with in your final paper? 
 
2.  State why you choose it? 
 
3. Briefly list what you know about your topic already? 
 
4. Build a list of questions about your topic you'd love to know the answer to? 
 
5. What are some key sources you know you will use? In other words, what conversation in Composition 
Studies will you be entering and how will you position yourself in it? 
 
Student will then walk around the room and read each other's post-its.  They will do two things as they 
read their peer's post its:  a) Add a question they'd like answered about the topic and b) Check the one 
question on the list that you think is most interesting, that you like best.  Feel free to offer other useful 
suggestions about additional sources, ways to focus etc. 
 
Evaluation of Gateway Activity (5 minutes) 
 
What are the writing tasks involved in creating a RP and how did we scaffold them here? 
  
Hillocks suggests three ways to do this: 
 
1. Ask: Is it reasonable to assume the student writing a successful research proposal may begin this way 
2. Try it personally; try to generate a piece of writing yourself with this approach 
3. Try it on students; small group work 
 
Part 2 (15 minutes) 
 
Lesson Plan—Part 2: Revision Strategies 
 
Learning Objectives: Better understand the interconnectedness of ideas between Harris’s essay 
“Revision as Critical Practice,” and Sommers’s two essays “Between…” and “Across the Drafts.” I hope 
to show that the complementary teaching and revision techniques in each essay feed reciprocally into 
one another; that each writer’s own idea is part of a large and intricate pedagogical puzzle which is 
largely complete (but only abstractly) by the end of the readings. I really hope to show that revision, 
critical awareness, personal voice, and strong feedback from the instructor create a highly effective 
approach to teaching writing, one that may offer a valuable perspective to other 705 students. 
 
The texts I will cover in part two include Joe Harris’s essay, and both essays by Nancy Sommers. 
(Sections by Hillocks cover mostly just Gateway Activities.) 
 
Rationale for teaching methods: After having read through each essay several times, I’m convinced that 
I’ve developed an effective way of tying in all three texts so that a more unified, synergistic illustration 
of teaching practice will surface. Both Harris and Sommers introduce ideologies very closely related to 
one another, yet with all the overlapping tendencies, the bigger picture still only remains implicit. 
 
Other sources to consider include: 
Donald Murray’s The Craft of Revision (5th edition);  
and “The Nature of the Fun,” by David F. Wallace (an essay about the anxiety of revision that’s 
basically unforgettable). 
 



According to Harris… 
 
Teaching students about civics and current events, what is “right” or “wrong” with their society, doesn’t 
help them grow as active critical thinkers, it only asks them to choose, rather politically, between camps.  
 
But does critical awareness, an exacting ability that assesses the text to its sensory limits, empower the 
student of 2010? Or are there larger arguments to focus class time on today?  
 
Though he doesn’t come out and say it plainly, the role Harris and we all have in the classroom and 
when grading student work is rather large, as Sommers illustrates in “Across…”  
Giving students more language-centered constructive criticism is what they really need if they plan to 
move onward into more active critical roles. Otherwise the risk is too high that students, without the 
more advanced analytical training, will become passive spectators with little to offer; they will become 
(as Sommers in “Between…”) subordinate to the larger issues.  
 
Harris’s main focus is on how students can make strong use of the work of others to work critically with 
texts so they can then use similar methods to gain a clearer sense of what they’re trying to say in their 
own writing, to “reflect on their own plans and decisions in writing” (588). 
 
Critical revision can alter the thrust of the paper entirely, as we saw in both Esther’s and Creg’s 
academic essays. With keen, constructive critical feedback from peers and instructor, they were both 
encouraged to move forward with developing their own arguments, their own critical take, their own 
concerns and voice. As we saw with these two, exposure to the weaknesses in one’s argument can alter 
the writer’s relationships with the subject. The writer becomes the reader, confronting her/his own work, 
encouraged through confrontation to revise. Esther and Creg transitioned from passive summarizing to 
active engagement with the difficulties they were having in both essays. They came closer to Sommers’s 
idea of personal practice rather than academic. 
 
An important relationship Harris writes about is the student’s connection to her/his own argument. The 
gist is that when a writer discovers an argument that provides both difficulty and intellectual stimulation 
(something it’d likely take many critical and pensive hours to develop), then what they have is more than 
a single-essay discussion, more like a life-long critical philosophy, one that can change and fluctuate and 
sustain multiple arguments. 
 
Don’t decide what’s best for the students, and instead try to think along with them about their writing.  
 
 
 
According to Sommers, from “Between the Drafts”… 
“we lacked the freedom of our own authority.”  
 
Students very often find themselves subordinate to the influences of other academics’ work, other 
theories, other authorities.  
Finding the voice of your own authority is her central thesis here. 
 
1: Sommers stresses something we’ve all no doubt suffered: ventriloquizing ideas that aren’t our own. 
What are some strategies for encouraging students during the revision process to look beyond the 
markings of their writerly foreparents, to think in terms of ‘How can I improve upon this, revise this 
idea?’… and really truly create a new argument or interpretation? i.e. How do we get students thinking 
and arguing fresh? 
 
Revising a text will be very difficult unless there is a clear sense of the writer’s own voice behind it.  



 
How can we get students thinking more in terms of ‘How could this sound more like me? More like 
something I truly care about?’ 
 
By revising in an inherited academic voice, we’re setting ourselves apart from our own passionate 
convictions, much less even giving ourselves time to develop them. 
*This works well with Harris’s view that students working through successive drafts begin to see what it 
is they’re truly invested in. 
 
An effective critical analysis, in the way Harris envisions it, could actually illustrate for the writer 
(Sommers, pp. 29) how their secondary sources are or should be actually subordinate to their (the 
writer’s) own personal life, or the primary source of their authority.  
 
Sommers speaks about “drafts” in a more abstract, almost metaphorical way. 
 
 
 
According to Sommers, from “Across the Drafts”… 
 
Sommers’s “Across…” essay picks up where Joe Harris left off, by illustrating the importance of the 
instructor’s feedback, a subject largely underrated. 
 
Strong, quality feedback for student work requires a significant time investment. But how much is too 
much? Do we write a mini critical essay in response to each student essay?  
 
Vague, equivocal comments commit the same rhetorical crime students are so often penalized for: they 
assume the reader knows exactly what is meant or implied by what’s written. 
 
Appropriate feedback is all I can guess what Harris gave to his students, communicating actively and 
effectively with their ideas, encouraging progress, further activity.  
 
Only when a partnership through feedback is established does the student prosper in her/his writing. 
When teachers treat their students “as apprentice scholars, offering honest critiques paired with 
instruction,” then we help the student feel like a part of an academic community, a group of thinkers 
sorting out important ideas.   
 
As teachers we should look at quality comments as gateways to better, higher quality student writing and 
critical practice.  
 
 
Points for connecting between Sommers and Harris: 

• Strong feedback and written comments (Sommers) leads to higher quality student writing and 
critical awareness/practice (Harris). 

• Critical awareness on the instructor’s part (Harris) leads to stronger comments and feedback for 
students (Sommers). 

• Stronger critical awareness (Harris) for students can lead to better voice- and self-awareness, can 
give students a more confident sense of themselves as effective writers/thinkers 
(Harris/Sommers). 

• Stronger, critically aware comments and feedback (H/S) lead to stronger revision strategies for 
students. 

• Through sound feedback, we’re encouraging the students to progress with original ideas (S/H); 
we’re inviting them to situate themselves inside a larger critical argument (H). 



• Stronger feedback for students help them to create healthy, field-widening arguments, a reward 
for the instructors (H/S). 

 



English 705 
Gateway Activities and Revision Strategies Teaching Segment Reflection 

Yolanda Venegas 
 
 
 Steven and I spoke briefly after receiving the presentation assignment about what we would like 
to do.  We discovered that we were both familiar with and liked Murray's The Craft of Revision and 
decided that book would be a good outside source to introduce to our class.  Before parting, we decided I 
would focus work on the gateway activity part of the teaching segment and he would work on the 
revision segment.  The plan was to do the teaching segment together yet have one of us lead the design 
and plan for each of the segment topics.   
 After reviewing Hilllocks' definition of a gateway activity I decided to use an activity around 
getting ready to write the first draft of your research proposal that had worked very well in one of my 
writing workshops.  This activity seemed to fit all the criteria Hillocks uses to define a gateway activity 
and also provided a way to connect the teaching segment to the required work of English 705.  It was 
important to me that the pedagogical work we did in the teaching segment also helped my classmates 
with the required work of English 705.  In other words I wanted to connect the gateway activity segment 
in a way that made it immediately relevant to the work we were doing in 705.   
 Steven and I had a difficult time catching each other and it wasn't really until the day before that 
we both had a solid plan.  It was not a perfect plan, far from it, as we had not thought through how to 
bridge the gateway activity section with the revision section.  We meet before class the day of the 
teaching segment and talked about this and about how we would try to do the segment together.  Steven 
confessed he was nervous, in fact terrified, at which point I started thinking about how to have him do as 
much of it as possible.   
 I decided to take the class through a gateway activity and end with an evaluation based on 
Hillocks' ideas about evaluating gateway activities.  After completing the gateway activity I would ask 
the class what the writing tasks involved in creating a research proposal are and have them discuss if 
they thought we had prepared for them?  After that I would pose Hillocks' evaluation questions: Did we 
participate in the kinds of production tasks students will need to participate in when they are on their 
own writing a research proposal and is it reasonable to assume that a student writing a successful 
research proposal may begin this way?  I would also note that we had tried the activity personally and 
also included small group work as Hillocks suggests. 
 We arrived to class early and asked our classmates to start on the gateway activity as they walked 
in.  Most people were surprised to be asked to do something right as they walked in and most seemed not 
ready to think about their upcoming paper.  We were forcing them out of that bracket, which they might 
not have though about for another ten days or so.  Once Steven and I explained what they were to do, 
most people were happy to participate.  We had large post-it paper and colored markers to make it fun.  
The hardest part about doing this activity was time for it is really an activity that takes at least 40 
minutes, yet we only had 15.  At about 20 after, we asked students to start commenting/giving feedback 
on each others proposed paper topics for the next ten minutes.  Everyone seemed to be really engaged 
and I felt that I was interrupting a good thing, yet we had to stop.  I ended by reviewing what we had just 
done as a gateway activity and asked students if they thought we had covered the writing production 
tasks needed to develop a paper topic.   
 While I was asking these questions, Steven was on the board setting up his juxtaposition of 
Harris and Sommers.  He had already emailed discussion questions that prompted the interconnections 
between the two authors and their ideas about revision.  During his presentation, he reviewed each of 
these points in detail.  I had suggested to Steven, that he write his main points or a phrase on the board 
instead of reading his notes as a more effective oral presentation strategy and he followed this tip.  He 
wrote very brief notes on the board around the main points he would cover.  During his presentation, he 
spoke from those jottings and only briefly consulted his written out presentation script.  I really thought 
he did great.   



 In retrospect I really would have liked to have had more time to think through and bridge 
gateway activities and revision strategies.  I feel we could have done this much better.  In fact, Megan's 
idea of designing subsequent draft work as gateway activities is very good.  Perhaps if each of us had 
worked or lead work on both segments this would have encouraged the bridging we needed.   
 


