
Writing to Learn:
IDEAS EMERGING FROM THE MURK



Agenda

• Purpose 
• Introductions
• Free-write 
• Discussion
• Exploration of WTL activities
• Reporting out



“Putting an idea into written words is like defrosting 
the windshield: The idea, so vague out there in the 
murk, slowly begins to gather itself into a sensible 
shape.”

“Writing organizes and clarifies our thoughts. Writing is 
how we think our way into a subject and make it our own. 
Writing enables us to find out what we know—and what 
we don’t know—about whatever we’re trying to learn.”
William Knowlton Zinsser, 1988
Writing to Learn: How to Write--And Think--Clearly about Any Subject at All



Consider these questions as you free-write:

How have you experienced writing to learn as a learner?

How have you used writing to learn in your teaching?

What obstacles might prevent you from using WTL activities in your 
classroom?



Discussion

• Successful WTL activities?
• Unsuccessful?
• Obstacles?
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Appendix

(excerpt from an interview with a geography professor)
“When I have used [ideas from the workshop], I have found my courses, especially the larger 
enrollment courses, are less stiff, formal, and dependent on lectures. Especially the use of freewrites
has been a great help in stimulating discussion and class participation.”
(as cited in Young & Fulwiler, 1986, p. 245)


