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Teaching Teachers 


Robert W. Barnett 

Bringing Theory, Practice, and Reality Together in the Teacher
Training Classroom 

Earlier this year I attended a luncheon at the University of Michigan-Flint on the 
future of education in Michigan and had the pleasure of sharing a table with 

several teachers from the Flint public schools. Their visions for the future were 
especially interesting to me because many of their students who pursue college 
degrees will likely come to the University of Michigan-Flint. And some of them will 
study to become secondary and elementary educators. One high school English 

teacher pulled me aside and gave me a rather bold 
piece of advice for working with the latter group of 
students. She said, "You need to stop teaching so 
much theory and start giving these students 
something useful they can bring to the classroom 
when they become teachers." It may have been 
the tone ofhervoice. It may have been the mother
to-son manner in which she addressed me. What
ever the case, her comment has stuck with me as 
I continue to rethink how I teach research and 
theory, and perhaps more significantly, how I use 
the research paper in my classes. 

I believe that good classroom practice is in
formed by a solid understanding of theory and 
that we as educators have a responsibility to 
incorporate this concept into the training of our 
students. many of whom will eventually become 
teachers themselves. I also believe the traditional 
research paper assignment does little to help 
reach this goal. U's not enough to expose our 
students to research that reveals what teachers 
accomplish in the classroom. We also need to help 
them see the why behind the what. I have discov
ered over the years that an effective way to merge 
theory and practice in the classroom is to im
merse students in writing projects that allow 
them to bring the two together for themselves and 
to do so in a context which is real and meaningful. 

Take my upper division composition courses. 
I ask students to write a Theory Into Practice 
Paper (TIPP), a major project that explores both 

the philosophical and pedagogical aspects of a 
specific issue related to the teaching of writing. 
Through the examination and synthesis of a 
variety of voices-those of established theorists, 
practitioners at the secondary and post-second
ary levels, their peers, and their own-students 
can better make sense of the theory/practice 
connection. They also take some responsibility 
for their own learning by placing their issues in 
real environments. In fact, I encourage them to 
choose projects that can actually be implemented 
into their teaching repertOire. Many of the final 
products also make their way into the students' 
employment portfolios. which I believe helps dem
onstrate their ability to think like teachers, a 
definite asset in their future job searches. 

Christine, for example, wrote her project on 
the use of peer collaboration in the writing class
room and made it a part of her teaching portfolio. 
She interviewed for teaching positions the next 
semester and was hired by her first choice. Chris
tine discovered, as she later shared with me, that 
her interviewers were looking for a teacher with 
experience in using collaborative learning strate
gies. She confessed that "What I learned from that 
TIPP experience helped me talk my way right into 
a teaching job." 

Encouraged by Christine's success story, I 
decided to use the TIPP in my most recent writing 
course, Rhetoric and the Writing Process. de
signed for secondary education majors and En
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glish majors intending to pursue graduate stud
ies. The course is divided into two parts: seven 
weeks of composition theory and seven weeks of 
practical application. The TIPP worked especially 
well because I designed the class so that its 
sequence paralleled that of the theory into prac
tice project. 

Here's how the assignment unfolds. As the 
semester progresses. I ask students to begin think
ing about issues related to those discussed in class 
that they would like to pursue. For example. Mike 
proposed exploring meaning-making in the teach
ing of creative writing; Amy wanted to write about 
the use of journals and journal writing for grade 
schoolstudents; and Michelle expressed interest in 
maximizing the interaction that takes place in a 
writing classroom. Since the project actually be
gins at mid-semester, I frequently suggest ideas 
that surface in class discussion during the first 
seven weeks that would make good TIPP topics. 
Other students chose such topics as designing 
writingassignments for learningdisabled students, 
teaching style and voice, collaborative learning, 
writing and teaching across the curriculum, and 
computers in writing. 

Unlike the traditional research paper, the 
TIPP works to more thoroughly syntheSize stu
dents' research with their own ideas aboutwriting 
and teaching. The paper itself is created with 
three distinct sections: a two-page extended in
troduction; an extensive synthesis of theorists' 
Views on the topic with those of the writer; and a 
practical application section, where the writer 
creates a new unit, aSSignment, or other project 
to incorporate into a writing class. The very act of 
juggling class material, research. and original. 
creative ideas empowers students to think for 
themselves and to make informed choices about 
their writing and about their future teaching in 
ways that a traditional research paper cannot. I 
would like to look at each of these aspects that 
make up the TIPP, following several students' 
projects in order to provide insight into what the 
students actually learn along the way. 

The Introduction 
My experience with large paper projects has 

shown that students often struggle to clearly spell 

out their intentions in the introduction. The no
tion that the first short paragraph is sufficient 
space in which to set the stage for a twenty-page 
research paper has been ingrained in students' 
minds. As a result, they become adept at padding 
a six-line thesis statement with a few snazzy 
sentences that mayor may not relate to their 
topics. Or. and this happens much more fre
quently, I read the most wonderful, informative. 
paSSionate introductions-in the conclusions of 
papers. 

Itwas out ofthis very frustration that Icreated 
the protocol for the TIPP introduction, which 
allows students to think through their topics in 
somewhat ofan I -search manner. Take Michelle's 
paper on embracing interaction in the writing 
process. She begins by presenting a broad view of 
the topic and its educational importance in the 
academic as well as social arena. and then fun
nels her topic into a more specific focus. By the 
end of the introductory section, the reader has 
been given a wonderful context for understanding 
the topic. Michelle drives her point home with this 
final statement: 

Based on myfindings, it seems clear that the 
success oj a college writing course is not 
simply the predictable result ojgood instruc
tors teaching good students, but the product 
oj the interaction ojfive key classroom Jac
tors: the instructor, the individual student, 
the student group, the texts, and the writing 
assignments. 

By posing specific questions for my students 
to ponder, I am asking them to move beyond the 
simple sentence/sentence/thesis statement in
troduction. The questions help create a goal
specific context in which they can address not 
only the topiC. but secondary issues that are 
pertinent to it. The follOwing list gives students a 
good starting point: 

-Why is this topic important to the field of compo
sition? 

-Why is it important to you as a future teacher of 
writing? 

-What are the theoretical implications ofthe topic? 

-Whatgives this topic potential for becoming a part 
of your teaching? 

-How will this topic affect the teaching of writing? 
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-What impact will it have on students' learning 
processes? 

-What, specifically. do you intend to do? Why? How? 

The extended introduction liberates the writer 
from the micro-focus of a topic and allows her to 
more clearly and convincingly develop the ideas 
she will explore later in the paper. An interesting 
trend I see in TIPP introductions is that students 
begin with informative statements about their 
issue and then move quickly to an application/ 
'implication ofthat issue as it pertains to teaching 
and learning. The real surprise is that the voice 
almost always changes from informative to argu
mentative as the direction of the paper becomes 
more certain. For example. Amy wrote a TIPP 
entitled. "An examination of how journal writing 
increases confidence and self-esteem in children." 
In the opening paragraph she wrote that: 

Joumal writing can be a very useJul and 
successjiLl tool in making leaming Jun by 
teaching and showing children that they can 
not only write, but write interesting. Junny. 
and rehabilitating stories. which were all 
created by them. Through encouraging and 
allowing students to write, teachers and par
ents canJoster in children the belieJthat they 
can write, and write welL 

Not only do these comments provide an early 
focus for the paper, something not always present 
in the traditional introduction, but this studentties 
several factors into the issue as it unfolds: journal 
writing, children, teachers. parents, encourage
ment. and confidence. This melding ofinformation 
becomes significant in light of her comments that 
appear later in the introduction section: 

Writing injoumals can benefit children ojall 
ages, but I Jeel the early years oj education 
are the most influential and the best timeJor 
joumal writing to begin. Joumals have the 
power to get children to think, not with the aid 
ojtextbook exercises. but by using their own 
thoughts and ideas to find the answers. 
Joumals disrupt the tendency to confine stu
dents' creativity by alloWing them to write 
andcreate something unique to themselves.... 

The informative nature of the first excerpt 
creates a natural transition into the more specific 
details of the direction this paper will take. More 
important, perhaps, is that in addition to an 

emerging thesis, a clear voice has emerged. that 
often under-represented element ofgood writing. 

The Theory 
The approach to this section. as with the 

introduction. is one of search and synthesize. 
This time, however, students are asked to find out 
what others have to say about the topiC. to 
analyze those opinions, to compare them to each 
other. and. finally, to blend those views with their 
own argument. 

The difficulty students frequently encounter 
with the theoretical aspect of this assignment is 
that what they have to say about the topic be
comes overshadowed by the presentation of the 
outside sources. The focus becomes so centered 
on those voices that the writer's voice is no longer 
heard. One of my observations with research 
writing is that students are seldom given clear 
direction in terms of what to look for, how to 
dissect a source text. or how to incorporate infor
mation into their papers so that it supports what 
they have to say and not visa-versa. Michelle's 
theoretical discussion of the teacher's role in 
embracing interaction in the writing process is a 
good example. She writes that "Though Harvey 
Weiner notes that the instructor's lack of domi
nance during the class period tends to give the 
impression that he or she is idle, this conclUSion 
is far from accurate." Michelle goes on to use other 
sources to justify her claim. shOwing that she is 
clearly in control of her presentation. 

Throughout the drafting process ofthe theory 
section, I remind students to go back and review 
their introductions, because if they have con
structed these well, then the voice and argument 
they have created will help keep them in control 
of their own text. To help make the theory aspect 
ofthis project a bit easier to digest. I offer students 
the follOwing series of questions that help keep 
them focused as they incorporate sources into 
their writing: 

-What do theorists say about your topic? 


-Do they all agree on one approach? 


-What are the differences of opinion you notice in 

the literature? 

-What contributions have been made to the devel
opment of the topic? 
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-Are there areas ofthe topic not covered by theorists? 

-How do these theorists' views fit with your own? 

Each time I assign this project I add to the list 
of questions in such a way that it offers students 
a goal-specific approach to their research. an 
approach which values their voices as much as 
those of established theorists. Since they have 
been summarizing and analyzing readings all 
semester in class. students have had a good deal 
of practice pulling out significant ideas and con
cepts from composition articles. Combined with 
their interest in the topic. students often find the 
research for this section to be very valuable. 

The Practice 
In this final section of the paper, students 

create an actualwriting unit, assignment, project, 
which grows out of and is informed by the theory 
which they have researched and syntheSized. The 
practical application of the TIPP represents, for 
them. the most obvious departure from the tradi
tional research paper assignment. Based on what 
they have presented in their introductions and 
what they have learned through the review of the 
literature, students are given three tasks for this. 
the most important section of the paper. 

First. they need to offer a rationale for the 
inception of the activity and provide a detailed 
discussion explaining the significance of the as
Signment on the teaching and learning ofwriting. 
Second. I ask for a detailed, line-by-line explana
tion ofhow the project will be carried out. Since a 
lack of adequate detail can potentially derail an 
otherwise strong assignment. we spend several 
class periods crafting this portion ofthe activity. 
Third, students must provide a visual representa
tion of the project or assignment. relying heavily 
on their creativity in order to develop an effective, 
understandable supplement to their narrative 
explanation. Eliot's project from another class. 
Seminarin Collaborative Writing Theory and Prac
tice, is the best example I can think of. His topic 
was the noise factor in the campus Writing Cen
ter. Mter researching and analyzing the problems 
associated with the noise factor, Eliot concluded 
that we should reconfigure our Writing Center, 
with more space, to accommodate both open and 
private tutoring. Mter a discussion and rationale 

for the change, he drew a new floor plan for the 
Center. As the Center's Director, I saw the impor
tance of Eliot's project and I included his floor 
plan with a proposal for more Writing Center 
space, which is currently under consideration by 
the Dean of our college. 

The TIPP ends with a fmal discussion of the 
implications this project as a whole might have if 
introduced into a classroom. As with the previous 
sections of this project. I ask students to reflect on 
specific questions to help stimulate their thinking. 
The lists ofquestions I provide are essential to the 
success of the Theory into Practice Paper because 
students are still in the process of learning to ask 
themselves the critical questions that can help 
control the direction and ultimate outcome of their 
writing. Such prompts nudge them into this self
reflective, self-questioning process and gives them 
a model they can use as a starting point for 
directing the development of their own ideas: 

-What is the reasoning behind this aSSignment? 


-Why is this an effective aSSignment? 


-How will this assignment help students become 

better writers? 

-How will it help teachers become better teachers? 

-How will it fit into a larger unittsemester/ assign
ment? 

Summary 
When students are allowed to reflect. explore, 

synthesize. and question as they write. and if we 
can create writing aSSignments that allow them to 
do so. then they will see for themselves the signifi
cance of theory and practice in the teaching of 
writing. The Theory Into Practice Project effectively 
illustrates the importance of balancing composi
tion pedagogy and theory. a balance that will no 
doubt contribute to their development as future 
educators in our discipline. As Amy said at the end 
ofthe semester, "TIlis is the most relevant research 
paper I have ever written. I feel like I've created 
something I will actually use when I leave here!" 

About the Author 
Robert Barnett is Assistant Professor of En

glish at University of Michigan-Flint, where he 
also directs the University Writing Center. 
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