Quick Writes
Low stakes writing is not an activity in and of itself.  Rather it is a teacher mind set that allows students to practice writing in an atmosphere free from formal feedback (grades).  Low stakes writing can take many forms, but listed below are some practical ideas to consider when introducing a low stakes writing activity.

· Be strategic:  Know what brain network you are attempting to activate.  If you are trying to introduce vocabulary (recognition networks), showing pictures and graphics allows students to develop the vocabulary themselves.  If you are attempting to activate the strategic networks, creating prompts that involve the “how” of the topic are suggested.  Finally, to engage the affective networks asking for personal reactions to a prompt, or asking students to relate the prompt to personal experience is desirable.

· Include an activity that requires students to read aloud what they have written:  Many times students only recognize grammatical and spelling errors when they hear what they have written.  Having students digitally enter responses into e-reader is a good way to accomplish this.  In addition, including an activity that allows students to share what they have written in a non-threatening way builds a sense of ownership (affective network).

· Assess with caution:  Corrections and suggestions are appropriate on mid-stakes and high-stakes writing.  If you are going to collect the work, write comments about the student’s thinking, not the student’s writing.  Many teachers collect samples of low stakes writing to demonstrate growth.  Never utilize low stakes writing as an assessment of mastery.  Low stakes writing is not an assessment of the learning, it is the learning!
· Be ready to scaffold:  Not every student will make the connections that the low stakes writing is meant to activate.  For example, certain types of representational thinking (analogies, metaphors) are beyond the reach of some students.  Offering sample sentence starters and explicit questions helps these students.

· Make sure to participate:  Create your own low stakes writing sample and participate in the follow-up activity.  In addition to providing the students an opportunity to interact with exemplary work, it demonstrates that writing can stimulate the thinking process.

Resources:  Most teachers have no trouble developing low stakes writing activities.  If you come up empty, try Googling “Writing to Learn.”  For specific examples, go to http://wac.colostate.edu/intro/pop5.cfm 
