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I attempted to put into practice the 'writing to learn in mathematics' technique we read about in chapter 8 of “The Power in the Pen: Writing to Learn.”  I modeled the technique  for them using a basic circumference problem.  I put the word problem up on the board and we found the key word and determined which 'rule' to use.  Then I shared a paragraph I wrote about the word problem.  I waxed poetically about the ratio of the circumference to the radius and pi.  I mentioned the ancient Egyptians and the pyramids.  I meandered mentally to show my non mathematical thought process and enforce vocabulary and real-world connections.  Most of this modeling, however, proved to be ineffective in the short term.

The first thing I noticed was a great amount of resistance to writing about math, no small number of eyeballs were rolled.  Several of my more passionate students who are rather adept at verbally denouncing the introduction of new forms of instruction were particularly vocal.  Chants of: “what does this have to do with physics” and “why do we have to write in a physics class” and “this isn't helping me” rang out in room 131.  I tried to assuage, to reiterate, to inspire.  Alack, most of the students' responses were curt and formulaic.  One typical reply: “I got the numbers and I plugged them in the equation and I solved it.”  Very few wandered from this direct plug-in approach.  The same thing was initially encountered by Mr. Hayden when he started using writing in his math class.  He said initially he got “one-line statements” that were “simplistic, one or two sentences” (Hayden as written in Fisher, Frey, & Elwardi, p. 147.).  It will take some reinforcement and practice for this exercise to work in my class as well.

Afterwards, we did a pair/share exercise to as a response to 'writing to learn' and, due to the unsensational responses garnered this exercise proved to be equally uninspirational!  Most utterances revolved around two themes: “Why are we doing this.” and “Yeah, I wrote the same thing, put in the numbers and solve.”  The written responses to the pair share exercise were even less introspective.

I think that the entire process/concept needs to be regularly used in order for it to take root.  Maybe introducing it more than half way through the year, and on the day prior to a ten day vacation, proved to be detrimental.  I would like very much to revisit this exercise to see if I can get my students to practice writing through the mental processes involved in solving physics problems.  Furthermore, it was Valentine's day and the matters of the heart were perhaps, at least temporarily, trumping the matters of the mind.  
