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"LETTER T~O THE EDITOR" 

R V SKUJA 

Introduction 

In teaching an aspect of writing which is not intrinsically easy 
for the students, for example argument, it is necessary to devise a 
presentation which arouses interest and provokes discussion. 
"Letter to the Editor" has certain features which fulfil such 
requirements. 

The letter chosen as a starting text should deal with issues of 
current general concern; should engender clear pro and con 
views; and should evoke some degree of lively controversy. The 
latter aspect, in particular, wil l  help stimulate pupil discussion and 
motivatethem to write. 

Aside from providing stimulus for ideas and a model for 
organisation, this suggested lesson also gives the pupils an 
opportunity to engage in several activities not normally provided 
for in composition lessons: (a) to read and review each other's 
work on an anonymous basis, and (b) to  proof-read and edit the 
first draft prior to  marking by the teacher. These aspects are 
insufficiently stressed a t  the moment; yet they are crucial in 
improving the quality of pupil writing. The opportu.nity to see and 
comment on what others are doing provides a peer yard-stick of 
writing and develops the pupil's critical faculties. The chance to 
proof-read and edit their work is a necessary pre-requisite for 
developing greater awareness of the requirements of coherent 
writing. 

Overview of Lesson 

This two-part lesson proceeds in stages so as to  provide for 
class interaction alternating with individual work. 

After summarising the main points of the starting text, pupils 
join together for discussion after which each pupil writes his own' 
"Letter t o  the Editor". 

In the second session, after group evaluation of the letters 
written during the previous lesson, pupils are given the 
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opportunity to rewrite this first draft before handing the final 
version to the teacher for marking. 

Teacher Instructions 

I First Lesson 

A I 1 Ask each pupil to divide a page 
and head it up likethis: 

FOR AGAINST 

2 Hand out a copy of the letter to 
each pupil. 

3 Askthem to read silently and 
note the main points in the FOR 
and AGAlNSTcolumns. They 
should numberthese pointsfor 
ease of reference. 

Notemaking 

B ' 1 Inpairs, askthem to compare 1 Checking 
their notes. 1 

1 In groups of 4 (two pairs), dis- 
cuss the topic of the letter and 

2 Write down their own FOR and 
AGAINST points. 

3 Askeach group to choose a 
standpoint on the topic and then 
to write down a title which 
represents the consensus of 
their views. 

N.B. a. Each pupil records his 
own notes. 

b. Each group should be 
given an identifying 
number. 

Brainstorming 
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1 All pupils are nowto return to 
their places and, using thetitle 
chosen by their group, write a 
letter, individually, to the Forum 
Page of The Straits Times. 

2 All letters are to be anonymous, 
i.e., they do not writetheir name 
anywhere on the page. How- 
ever, they write the number of 
their group in the top right-hand 
corner of the page, e.g., Group l .  

1 Askpartnersto proof-read each 
other's lettersfor punctuation, 
spelling and grammatical 
correctness. 

2 The teacher at the end of the 
double period collects the 
letters and keepsthose of each 
group together underthe 
allotted number. 

I I Follow-up Lesson 

1 As a class, discuss reasonsfor 
deciding between a good and a 
not-so-good letter. 

2 Make a checklist oft  hese 
reasons on the blackboard. 

1 Ask pupils to sit in the same 
groups as for the previous 
lesson. 

2 Hand out pupils' letters, but 
not to the writers' group. 

N.B. Usethegroup numbering 
system forthe last lesson 
to avoid this. 

Writing 

Checklist 
Discussion 

Evaluating 
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3 Ask pupilsto take turns reading 
the letters aloud to each other. 

4 The listeners usethe checklist 
on the blackboard to assess the 
letter. At the end of each letter 
they should write a brief 
comment. 

5 Askthem afterthis to decide on 
the one Ietterthey would 
publish, and indicate this on 
the letter chosen. 

1 As a class, reviewthe checklist 1 Checking 
H 1 for usefulness as an editing tool. ~ 

1 The letters are returned to the 
groupsthat wrote them for 
rewriting (i.e.,editing) by the 
individuals who wrote them - 
thistime they are to be signed. 

2 Both letters (the original and 
the revised version) are handed 
in for marking and teacher com- 
ment on changes or improve- 
ments made by the pupil. 

N.B. Marks are only to be 
awarded forthe final 
COPY. 

Rewriting 

Rationale 

The starting texts provide 

examples of coherent argument in good English, 

@ an organisational model for the pupils' writing, and 

practice in picking out and ordering points in an 
argument. 

Group discussion enables pupils to exchange opposing ideas 
and to learn to justify their opinions. 
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Proof-reading is a first stage towards editing. It involves 
training the pupil to  recognise mechanical errors for himself. 

Editing must be taught as a stage towards independent, self- 
critical writing. 

m This involves choosing vocabulary and phrasing in 
response to the audience and writing purpose. 

m Pupils should move from total dependence on the 
teacher, to  peer correction, to personal awareness of 
writing standards. 

m Writing for other members of the class provides a more 
relevant stimulusto improving theirwriting. 

Anonymity gives the pupils a chance to compare their efforts 
without any threat of embarrassment. 

Further Suggestions 

1 More than one letter, expressing different views, can be used. 

2 Any letters from newspapers can be chosen, depending on 
the level and interests of the class. Issues of current concern 
can thus easily be incorporated into lessons. 

3 This technique can also be used for General Paper essay 
writing. Short articles or successful past essays can be 
utilised as a stimulus for discussion andlor model for writing. 
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