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Notes

1What Happens in English Class Shouldn’t Stay There

Chapter 1

WHAT HAPPENS IN ENGLISH 
CLASS SHOULDN’T STAY THERE

As students, we completed many teacher-assigned writing tasks intended to teach 
us to think and to share our thinking, often as arguments, debates, essays, stories, 
and poems. We were usually taught the nuances of each genre in the process of 
completing the assignment. To support us, our teachers shared with us model 
texts and posted sentence frames to illustrate examples of the desired language 
and format. Many of us learned to write these styles fairly well. Those of us who 
attended college were tasked with similar assignments, and we got even better 
at writing these genres. Then, off we went into the world of work, where we are 
sometimes asked to write within these same genres—probably not so many 
stories unless we chose film writing as a career, and we are seldom asked to write 
poems unless we are sending a greeting card to a friend or crafting a roast for a 
colleague.

Instead of the five-paragraph essay, what are folks writing at work, and how 
are preparatory writing courses and assignments preparing them to succeed? 
Wolsey and Lapp (2017) asked many professionals what they write at work. One 
reemerging theme from this study was that while the features and practices of 
writing required when working in various disciplines vary, all of the professionals 
who were interviewed noted how important it was for them to be able to 
communicate complex ideas specific to their fields with nonexperts, as well as 
other experts in their profession or discipline.

With this realization, we wondered what type of writing instruction 
should occur across disciplines in high school in order to prepare students for 
the unknown writing tasks that lay ahead of them. To be able to share some 
specific instructional practices, we began by asking additional professionals 
what type of writing they were required to do at work. We wanted to extend 
the insights provided from related work (Gallagher, 2011; Graham & Perin, 2007; 
Shanahan & Shanahan, 2008; Wolsey, Lapp, Grant, & Karkouti, 2019) with a 
view toward instruction that prepares students to flexibly use the knowledge 
they learn in school to craft their future workplace texts. We believe students 
should leave school with the realization that no matter what plans they have for 
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Notes

2 Preparing Students for Writing Beyond School

their futures, they will be asked every day to communicate their ideas and that 
doing so involves talking, reading, and writing. These literacies are authentic 
communication processes that are used by workers daily as they engage in the 
authentic tasks of their jobs. When students tell us that they don’t like to read 
or write, we must show them that liking to do so is not the crucial element, but 
being able to do so—and to do so well—is what will ensure their chances of 
workplace and societal success. To promote this understanding, we must teach 
students how to write real-world texts well by critiquing them and practicing 
how to craft them.

Therefore, the premise that foregrounds the instructional ideas shared in this 
text is that writing is likely to be a critical part of getting, keeping, and being 
promoted in most jobs. Or, as noted by Graham and Perin,

Writing well is not just an option for young people—it is a necessity. Along 
with reading comprehension, writing skill is a predictor of academic success 
and a basic requirement for participation in civic life and in the global 
economy. (2007, p. 3)

As their teachers, we must identify real-world writing purposes and then revamp 
our current instruction to illustrate that writing is a valued skill to learn and use 
throughout life.

Our goal is to share with you sample lessons, tools, and ideas to help you 
achieve this by illustrating that you can still use what you know about teaching 
language selection, tone, voice, audience, organization, and style. You simply need 
to add and teach using models illustrating that the form of presentation must 
change according to the job or identified personal task. We hope to expand your 
instructional finesse by illustrating how to take your students into various worlds of 
work, how to help them cull out the types of associated writing they may be asked 
to craft, and how to guide them to identify the types of writing they might need 
to do in their roles as fully functioning social participants. Your goal will be to both 
broaden their exposure and to deepen their insights through your questioning, 
modeling, and sharing of exemplars.

We’ve organized this text into six chapters. Each highlights an area to consider 
when writing any type of text. For example, we address identifying purpose, 
audience, tone across genres, and the power of reading while writing as a way 
to continually garner ideas to support your premise, position, explanation, or 
description. Before you begin reading each of these chapters, which we hope will 
support your instruction, we invite you to consider the following question: What 
kind of writing do people do beyond high school?
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3What Happens in English Class Shouldn’t Stay There

WHAT KIND OF WRITING DO WE DO BEYOND HIGH SCHOOL?

Like some of our earlier work (Wolsey, Lapp, Grant, & Karkouti, 2019), we again asked 
several young people just beginning their careers to share how they experience 
writing in their lives. We wanted to validate what other seasoned experts had 
previously told us (Wolsey et al., 2019). These additional conversations expanded 
our understandings because, in addition to sharing the demands of their current 
work-related writing practices, they identified differences between k–12 writing 
experiences and their post–high school writing needs. Their insights helped to 
advance our understandings of possible curricular expansions by expanding and 
refocusing our instructional ideas in ways we believe will strengthen the transition 
from high school to college or work. Here’s what these entry workers said.

“Writing plays a huge role in my life now. It’s very academic,” reported Marisela, 
who recently graduated from King High School. She’s navigating her freshman 
year at her local state college and is working a part-time job to help pay for books 
and other necessities. Both her school and her job require lots of writing—more 
than she ever expected. In her freshman biology class, Marisela has to read three 
books and two journal articles on the topic of the properties of carbon. Then, 
she is required to synthesize concepts across sources to come up with abstract-
style paragraphs that capture her understanding of carbon in general and more 
specifically shows her knowledge of hydrocarbon structures and functional groups. 
For this assignment, the five-paragraph essay doesn’t seem to work. She’s not sure 
what skills to draw on now. “This wasn’t covered in high school,” relayed Marisela. 
She was mostly required to write “beginning, middle, and end” essays, and while 
she was sometimes required to compare sources, she was never asked to synthesize 
genre types and multiple sources in each genre.

At work, Marisela is tasked with electronically ordering health supplies in her job 
as an assistant to the health specialist at the Community Action Partnership of her 
local town. She has to communicate with suppliers via email and then document 
her order requests in a spreadsheet form. Her supervisor tells her to be concise 
and accurate in her emails, then attach the order (see Figure 1.1). Marisela is glad 
that her boss has given her some direction, but she’s still unsure how to write a 
clear, to-the-point business email to a science supplier. She wants to get all of this 
right and be successful, but as any college freshman knows, the huge demands of 
writing in various ways can be overwhelming. Think about what Marisela is now 
being asked to do. Yes, it does seem familiar because she is being asked to address 
a specific audience and share very factual information using a concise style and 
tone. It sounds familiar to the high school curriculum, but Marisela doesn’t know 
how to transfer the knowledge she has to a new, unfamiliar task. Hold this thought 
as we view what Andrew, another young adult, said.
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Notes

4 Preparing Students for Writing Beyond School

Andrew graduated from college with an engineering degree and now is 
working for a Los Angeles telemedicine company as a software engineer. According 
to Andrew, his job requires that he communicate with sales colleagues and clients 
(audience) as he develops and delivers new platform features (genre). Andrew has 
kept in touch with friends by text and with professors by email to set up office 
hour visits, but writing to sales co-workers and clients (audience) is a whole new 
ballgame. “I’ve been racking my brain to get the (tone) right. Friendly? Serious? 
And what about length? Long and detailed? Short and sweet? How technical? It’s 
a struggle to know the best approach.” He’s the new kid and doesn’t want to mess 
this up (see Figure 1.2). Perhaps by reflecting and thinking about style and tone 
he will feel more secure with this workplace writing task. Here we see the need to 
reflect and expand what he learned in high school writing tasks.

Giselle also graduated with Marisela, but she’s going to become a climbing 
arborist. This entails climbing trees to prune, identifying trees, diagnosing tree 
diseases, and using dangerous equipment. She knows that she needs to find a 
school for this trade and then plans to get an apprenticeship. She’s spent a little 
bit of time learning about the trade from her neighbor, who has a tree pruning 
business. Giselle’s only concern is that her neighbor has said that she’ll have to learn 
about tree species and common diseases and treatments and will need to create 
labeled diagrams and diagnostic reports (genre), especially if she wants to get 
the “big jobs”. She hopes to learn this in trade school because high school didn’t 

Figure 1.1. Marisela’s email—MedReady text.
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Notes

5What Happens in English Class Shouldn’t Stay There

require these kinds of reports or the use of intricate labeled diagrams, but she has 
forgotten that they did teach her to do her research, to think about her message 
in relationship to her audience, to consider the appropriate genre, and to use the 
just-right language and style. If Giselle wants to eventually have her own business, 
she’ll have to become proficient at communicating with clients and documenting 
tree issues. Writing certainly is different in the work world. Or is it just an expansion 
and transfer of one’s existing school-developed base of knowledge?

HOW MIGHT WE APPROACH WRITING?

Mention the five-paragraph essay to any preteen or teen, and you might prompt a 
groan or a long, exasperated exhale of whistling air. Although the five-paragraph 
essay is a useful format for many circumstances of writing, it has been drilled into 
the minds of students sitting in English classrooms for decades and has been held 
up as the institutionalized way to effectively write in school. This is concerning 
because we know that writing beyond high school takes many forms, and we 
believe that the five-paragraph essay should be viewed as a base of practice 
for all the writing ahead of anyone in any future line of work. The format, voice, 
language, and style may need to be altered, but there must first be a foundation. 
Therefore, the real purpose of the five-paragraph essay is to lay the foundation 
for promoting a synthesis and sharing of ideas through various formats, styles, 

Figure 1.2. Andrew’s email.

Writing_Beyond_School_Ch01.indd   5 5/10/19   6:01 PM

©
20

19
 b

y 
Le

ar
ni

ng
 S

ci
en

ce
s 

In
te

rn
at

io
na

l. 
A

ll 
rig

ht
s 

re
se

rv
ed

.



Notes

6 Preparing Students for Writing Beyond School

and tones. As these new workers are realizing, being able to communicate on this 
global planet requires them to employ the right kind of writing style for the right 
setting, and that takes practice.

Because we realize this, we use the examples and discussion presented here to 
encourage an expansion of the writing curriculum to build from a school-learned 
base by including a thinking process that promotes one’s ability to think about the 
purpose of the writing task, its audience, the needed tone, and the appropriate 
form of writing that will work in a specific instance in college or in a workplace 
setting. Our school-learned skills are valuable, but our curriculum may need a bit 
of expanding to support students in thinking about what is the just-right writing 
for the specific task. Students need experience in transferring skills learned in 
the classroom to their future world spaces, whether as citizens expressing their 
political or social views to a congresswoman or man or as workers composing an 
informative email to new client on behalf of their firm.

The five-paragraph essay is designed to teach students to present a major 
point and then add three ideas of support with appropriate evidence within the 
context of about 500 words. Although the five-paragraph essay works well when 
sharing narrative, persuasive, and expository information and also teaches writers 
a structure to use to share information, it may not be the format for every situation 
and job need. As we illustrate, educators must and can go beyond five paragraphs 
and argument writing to support future writers in thinking about other forms and 
structures of relevant, meaningful ways to convey ideas and express thoughts. 
They lay the base in these familiar genres, but what they have taught about 
audience, tone, style, and structure must be transferred and expanded to new 
situations if workplace writing is to be met with success. We believe this transfer 
can be accomplished by considering situational writing tasks that prepare students 
for the writing tasks they may encounter after high school. Most students are not 
seeking careers as professional writers, so the significant goal of teaching writing 
should be to get students to share the ideas they have in an identified written form 
using the style, tone, and language that is appropriate for the situation. This begins 
by students identifying the task and the topic and then asking themselves a series 
of questions, such as the following (see Figure 1.3): What do I have to say about 
a topic? Do I need to read additional resources? Who is my audience? How much 
knowledge does my audience have on this topic? Then, at this point I can ask, What 
is the most appropriate structure and language to share the information?

Consider the email correspondences written by Marisela and Andrew (see 
Figures 1.1 and 1.2). Imagine if these two budding professionals had asked 
themselves questions such as these as a way to direct and situate their writing 
within the context of their work. Might they have thought more clearly about 
the issue or need they were trying to convey? Could they have considered the 
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7What Happens in English Class Shouldn’t Stay There

knowledge of their intended readers? Would they have provided background 
knowledge and a format that better led readers to consider their requests? We 
believe the answer to all those questions would be yes; however, we know that 
both Marisela and Andrew would have to draw on their background knowledge 
and, more than likely, would have to seek out models from others who are more 
expert in their fields. They would have to do their research.

Thomas Sticht looked at what he called functional context theory, a cognitive 
learning theory designed for supporting adults learning in business arenas and 
in the military (David, 2015). As recently as the 1970s, Sticht and his colleagues 
noted that “functional literacy can be defined in terms of the classes of tasks a 
person can perform and by the benefits he may obtain by performing the tasks” 
(Sticht, Caylor, Kern, & Fox, 1972, pp. 426–427). Functional literacy relates 
to a person’s environmental influences. Because learning is directly tied to a 
particular environment, instructional strategies must relate to a student’s personal 
experiences. What matters ultimately is that learning in the classroom can be 
transferred to the work environment. While much of Sticht’s work was focused on 
adult learning, we believe that secondary students can and should develop literacy 
competencies that can be transferred to any work, career, or post–high school 
environment. Because the particular future setting or situation in which students 
may find themselves is unknown, teachers must focus on instruction that guides 
students to utilize thinking skills that help learners to assess the situation, seek out 
models, notice style and language, consider needs, and collaborate with colleagues 
to reflect on literacy growth and needs. In essence, students need strategic practice 
to develop the cognitive skills that constitute situational literacy.

Figure 1.3. Questions to identify areas of need when writing for various situations.

Situational Writing Questions Answers to Questions Next Steps

What do I have to say about this topic?

Do I need to read additional resources?

Who is my audience?

How much knowledge does my audience have on this topic?

What will help my audience understand my purpose for writing?

What is the most appropriate structure to use for this audience?

What language should I use to communicate with this audience?
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8 Preparing Students for Writing Beyond School

The power of situational literacy is, as they say in the commercials, “priceless.” 
Being situationally literate means that you could learn to communicate in writing 
in most work or learning environments by observing, noting common practices, 
considering models, practicing, and revising. In short, you could transfer and extend 
what you learned at school. This is relevant in any new learning environment. It’s 
also advisable to ask those who have more experience in the culture of the career, 
job, or school setting for suggestions, advice, and edits to your written work. In 
addition, it’s noteworthy to consider the need to stay true to your own style. This is 
the art of communication. Within this text, we wish to convey both the art and the 
science of situational writing, which from our vantage point suggests that you can 
both write from your own personal position, using your own messages and means, 
and stay within the realm of the expectations of the career, job, or school situation. 
Some situations require extreme out-of-the-box thinking and corresponding 
language—for instance, when you are creating a script for a film—whereas other 
circumstances mandate a readable, user-friendly format, such as the inquiry email 
that Marisela needed to compose.

Situational writing involves writing for a particular audience; on a specific topic; 
using the appropriate format, style, tone, and language. It involves a broadening 
through reflective thinking of what was learned in the five-paragraph essay. We 
believe these next five chapters will support you in planning instruction to support 
this curricular expansion.

HOW DOES TEACHER REFLECTION PROPEL STUDENT LEARNING?

Teachers need to reflect on student learning (International Literacy Association, 
2018). In today’s academic classrooms, this is often referred to as formatively 
analyzing data, or just data analysis. To some, the term data analysis conjures up 
images of score sheets with numbers indicating high, medium, and low scores; 
however, most teachers know that reflecting on student learning when writing 
means keeping a watchful eye on all aspects of the process, from brainstorming, 
to questioning of models, to reflections on drafts. It’s a process that might look 
slightly different for each student because the learners have unique ways of 
growing. We will suggest ways to evaluate student progress, alongside ways to 
mediate learning. We will tap into what great classroom teachers know about 
teaching and learning so that situational writing becomes a needed expansion of 
a great writing program.

Hattie warned of “the reproduction of taught material in order to maximize 
achievement on assessments” (2008, p. 28). Educators must be strategic in order to 
move students through surface learning to deep and constructed learning. To focus 
on cognitive development in this arena of situational learning, we must provide 
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opportunities to learn that reflect the world’s possibilities for writing. We must pay 
attention to the process of composing when developing scaffolds for instruction. 
Paying attention to brainstorming, attentiveness to exemplars, and the draft–
revision process is key. The process warrants as much attention as the final product. 
It is the thinking about how to write and the reflection during the process that will 
allow teachers to notice instructional needs as well as growth in competency 
arenas. That’s where assessment, reflection, instructional planning, and possibly 
reteaching lie.

HOW DO YOU TRANSFER LEARNING FROM THE CLASSROOM TO 
THE WORKPLACE, COLLEGE, AND BEYOND?

Remember when you first learned to lace your shoes, assuming they weren’t Velcro? 
It was a painstaking, thoughtful endeavor in which you followed a pattern that was 
shown to you many times, over and over again. Finally, you mastered lacing, and 
henceforth, it became an effortless endeavor. You became highly fluent (Hattie, 
2008). Perhaps you are one of the many who seek to lace your shoes in fancy or 
varied ways—the straight bar, the biker-hiker lace, the sawtooth, checkerboard 
lacing, or the complex woven lacing for special occasions. To learn a new way 
to lace shoes, you again have to go through the process of thinking through the 
patterns. You eventually learn, though, that there is a functional reason for each 
type of lace. Some are better for skateboarding or riding a bike; some just look 
interesting. Once you know the intent and the possibilities, you can choose the 
pattern that is most suitable, and you might be in a better position to invent your 
own lacing technique.

Although writing isn’t the same as lacing shoes, the effort that goes into 
learning how to write in various ways and learning about the myriad ways writing 
can be used can help build learning at a deeper level has the same kind of value 
when gaining expertise. Hattie explains, “When a student attains a high degree of 
fluency on a topic, then they have more cognitive resources to devote to the next 
phase in learning” (2008, p. 30). Deliberate practice makes a difference. van Gog, 
Ericsson, Rikers, and Paas said, “Deliberate practice requires students to stretch 
themselves to a higher level of performance” (2005, p. 75). Hattie references 
Charness et al. (2005), who notes that “all this practice leads to higher levels of 
conscious monitoring and control, that leads to more refinement, and more higher 
order understandings of the surface and deeper level notions.”

We suggest that practice in a variety of world situations will lead to deeper levels 
of understanding about the process of writing in various situations. Deliberate 
practice leads to surface and deep-level understandings and thus makes transfer 
learning possible. Once you have mastered checkerboard lacing to compliment 
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10 Preparing Students for Writing Beyond School

the black-and-white pattern of your sneakers, you know how to learn and how to 
transfer your learning appropriately to any situation. Using the notions of process, 
practice, and transfer, classroom teachers can support students to take on writing 
in whatever circumstance they find themselves in.

HOW DO OUR CURRENT LITERACY INITIATIVES FIT INTO 
LITERACY FOR SCHOOL, WORK, AND BEYOND?

Most educators by now are familiar with the concept of content literacy. This is 
the approach rooted in an understanding that students learn reading and writing 
processes that are common to many disciplines. The International Literacy 
Association (2017) and Wolsey and Lapp (2017) note that, when implementing 
content literacy instruction, students focus on composing and revising texts; 
brainstorming and organizing initial ideas using visuals, graphics, or written 
formats; reading aloud to determine flow; and revising and editing drafts.

In addition, educators are increasingly incorporating a disciplinary literacy 
approach to instruction in the classroom. This model requires that students use 
literacy practices that are characteristic of a discipline, such as science, math, or 
history. Within the context of the discipline, students might compose and revise 
texts in English that incorporate literary devices, whereas students in engineering 
might create force diagrams or show wiring using schematics with written 
explanations.

Both content literacy and disciplinary literacy instruction are essential for 
today’s classrooms. To take literacy instruction one step further, let’s consider the 
functional context approach to learning (David, 2015), which suggests that learning 
should be relevant to the experience of learners and their work context. Students 
learn new information by relating to knowledge possessed and by integrating 
prior knowledge with new knowledge. Learning is transferred to a real-world 
setting. This approach requires assessments that consider skills and learning that 
can be applied to future work or career settings. Although the functional literacy 
approach comes out of research and application connected to adult technical and 
literacy training, particularly in military programs, consideration of the elements 
of instruction has a role in today’s middle school and high school classrooms, where 
students are increasingly preparing for careers that change, merge, and may not 
even exist yet. Additionally, we believe that instruction geared towards preparing 
students for writing beyond K–12, should start in elementary school with writing 
for experiences outside of school. Students must understand how to learn the 
literacy of their workplace while on the job.

Related to literacy instruction in a functional context is situated learning 
(Lave & Wenger, 1991). Situated learning involves learning within the context of 
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the activity, surrounded by the culture in which it occurs (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 
Situated learning is characterized by social interaction and involvement in a 
“community of practice.” According to Brown, Collins, and Duguid (1989), situated 
learning involves cognitive apprenticeship, in which cognitive tools are developed 
in an authentic setting.

Although we acknowledge that all these aspects of literacy instruction should 
come into play in the classroom, our focus will be on the areas that bridge the 
gap between content and disciplinary literacy and functional context and situated 
learning. We understand that disciplinary literacy aptitude is built on a foundation 
of strong content literacy, but we also know that students must develop the 
flexibility and fluidity to move into an arena of literacy that sits within a career 
field or under the umbrella of a job title. Students will be occupying positions in 
which communication styles, language, formats, and functions are shifting. How 
do we prepare them for situations that they have yet to experience? Simply put, we 
teach them how to learn on site, how to view models, how to interpret signals, and 
how to build on what they know while continuing to learn.

In this book, we will examine the answers to the questions we’ve posed and 
more. We’ll consider various ways to teach writing for careers and college, and we’ll 
offer suggestions and strategies. We include ideas for supporting relevant writing 
beyond the classroom for elementary, middle, and high school students. Finally, we 
share lesson plans that contain instructional moves to guide and support students 
to become observant, critical learners who can identify the purpose of a writing 
task, the audience, the tone, the language, the format, and the style needed to 
best communicate in their professional lives. Also included in each chapter are 
self-assessment rubrics that students can use to evaluate their communication 
knowledge and performance. With this information, they can identify alone or with 
their teachers their growing knowledge of language use and how to monitor and 
support themselves in current and future situations where their success depends 
on their abilities to communicate well.
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