Region V AVID Program
2009-10 Write-Off
Using the Practice Prompts
The practice prompts are in the style of the EPT prompts. However, the middle level prompts do not require an explanation of the position. High school teachers may want to use the middle level prompts as scaffold for the high school prompt. The final middle level and high school prompt will be in the same style s the practice prompts. As you will see, all are thought provoking, but some will need some preparation and discussion.   
One way to begin to teach students to approach these prompts is to begin with one that you think your students might know something about without your guidance. For example, number two might work better for this purpose than number one because of the sophistication of thought involved as well as the terminology used.   
The first few times you have students write on this kind of prompt, you might guide them through the process. You could start by having them read the prompt and discuss the actual task required. What, in other words, are they actually being asked to do? Then, ask questions like: What is the point of the passage? In what ways might it be addressed?  How many ways are there to address this issue? At this point, you will not necessarily be looking for original thinking on the part of the students; rather, your goal might be that they get the idea of what an essay that responds to such a prompt entails and that much of the work of writing is done before any actually writing occurs.   
You might then brainstorm together the possible responses to this prompt and work together as a whole class or in small groups to write several possible theses. You might also brainstorm introductions, reasons, and evidence for each thesis. Then have the students write an essay using what you have done as a class. Try to encourage them not to fall into the formulaic "five-paragraph" essay, in which three vaguely connected ideas are connected through what appears to be a thesis but in reality is just an unsupported statement mimicking the words of the prompt but without real substance.  After you have worked with a few of the prompts that are most easily accessible, you might give one to the students that they have not discussed previously.   
You might have a class discussion about the ideas in another before you give a prompt or have students read something on the topic. Then you could give them the prompt and, depending on the sophistication of the discussion, either pre-write ideas for the essay together or have students work alone or in small groups to do so. 
One last suggestion: Try writing your own prompt either on a subject that the class has read about or discussed or should know something about. There is a fairly simple formula for this, as you will see below. A quote is given in which the writer makes a claim or a short argument. The student is sometimes asked to explain the argument, and is always asked to agree or disagree with it. Directions are given to encourage the writer to support the position taken. The most important part is that the quote or passage be something that various people could have different opinions about and have good reasons for them. This is called arguability: a thesis must be arguable, so a prompt that elicits an arguable thesis is necessary. 
You might notice that in all of these scenarios, prewriting--brainstorming, listing, planning, etc.-- are the key to the student's eventual success! Teach them to do that adequately, and they will be well on their way toward placing into freshman composition on the EPT as well as succeeding on any other academic writing tasks they may encounter.   

