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HBINTRODUCTION

The AlphaSmart® Pro keyboard is a unique and valuable
tool for improving your students’ thinking and writing
skills. This Teacher’s Guide for the AlphaSmart Pro con-
tains ideas for student projects, writing activities, and a
“master copy” for a student handout.

Note: It’s assumed that both you and your students
understand the AlphaSmart Pro’s basic operation, includ-
ing how to switch between files, how to upload files to
your word processor, and what the special keys do (like
HOME and CLEAR).

More Than You Bargained For

The AlphaSmart Pro is exceptionally well suited for help-
ing students improve the quantity and quality of their
“prewriting”—the raw material that will be refined at later
stages in the composing process (more about this, below).
Making notes, false starts, and early drafts (all part of
prewriting) doesn’t apply just to assignments done for
English classes. They are the starting points for thinking,
problem-solving, and writing across the curriculum.

One of the major goals of prewriting activities is to
build fluency. Attention to format and correctness are
appropriate to later stages in the composing process.

With this in mind, the activities, tips, and tricks provid-
ed in this Teacher’s Guide are meant to accomplish two
related goals.

First, they provide activities that students might use for
different kinds of assignments in a variety of classes or
subject matter areas—any setting in which the AlphaSmart
Pro.can support teaching and learning.

Second, many of the suggestions are designed to help
you and your students break the Technology 80/20 Rule:
Eighty percent of the people who use a given piece of
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hardware or software make use of only 20% of its power.

As simple as it is to use, the AlphaSmart Pro keyboard
has features that are just waiting to be exploited in creative
ways, to add even more value to its use. You don’t have to
use it for long before you begin to see how you’ve gotten
even more than you bargained for.

Anything Worth Writing...

...is worth writing poorly. At first. That’s what “pre-writ-
ing” is all about. Prewriting is a way for students to begin
to give shape and order to their thoughts. The AlphaSmart
Pro is great for helping them mine diamonds in the
rough. The polishing and setting come later.

Often, students spend too much time in early stages of
the composing process tinkering with their text, when the
working rule should be “Don’t get it ‘right’— get it down.”
(This is advice once given to writers for The New Yorker.)
The necessary revising and editing can come later, when
the students are sure that they’re working on material that
deserves and demands their attention.

After all, prewriting is just a stage in a process that also
includes preparing more complete drafts, letting others
comment on the writing, re-thinking and revising, editing
and proofreading, and “publishing” the writing, i.e., mak-
ing it public in some formal way (perhaps in a class
anthology or even just by “handing it in”).

The strategies that follow are particularly good for gen-
erating copious notes as well as useful and substantive
“mental doodles.” The activities also help dissolve writing
blocks, which often result from students’ trying to do
their rewriting before they’ve done their prewriting, from
struggling to say exactly what they mean before they’re
even sure what’s on their minds.

Note: Students may need to practice the habits of mind
inherent in many of these activities as well as the specific
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methods. Encourage the class to talk over what worked,
what didn’t, and why. Encourage students to try a tech-
nique again after getting advice from you and from their
classmates about how to do a given activity a little better
the next time. Not everything will work perfectly for every
student every time it’s tried; students will find that prac-
tice is as important here as anywhere else.

The Composing Product

We want students to produce clear and effective writing
that demonstrates a command of grammar, spelling, and
punctuation. We want them to be fluent and to be able to
write in a variety of “voices” and styles to suit the occa-
sion. We also want them to value writing as a means for
giving structure and order to what they know and want to
say.

The AlphaSmart Pro keyboard can be an invaluable aid
for reaching all of these goals. It can be particularly help-
ful as your students engage in the early stages of the com-
posing process, as they prepare to produce a product of
which you can all be proud.

Your Notes:
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BWRITING ACTIVITIES

Sequential Writing
This activity promotes attention to coherence and creativity.

Working in small groups, students start their own
essays, poems, descriptions, explanations, or stories, either
with their own ideas or with a common prompt (e.g.,
“Alone, the last person alive on earth, he was startled to
hear a knock on the door”).

Students type 1-4 lines, then pass their keyboards to a
neighbor, who adds 1-4 lines. Students keep passing the
keyboards from person to person around the group until
they wind up with the keyboards they started with. The
pieces get read aloud, discussed, edited, printed, and pub-
lished in a collection.

Sequential Responding

This activity develops students’ skills as analytical readers
and responders. It also teaches them ways tohelp build
and develop other peoples’ work instead of just “tearing
it apart.”

Students bring to class a printout of a piece of work-in-
progress. The student’s name should be included at the
top of the page.

Display on the board (or in a handout) a set of
response categories like the following (F1 is kept available
for the author’s comments about the other students’
responses):

F2: What you wrote...
F3: The way you approached the assignment...
F4: Something you might have mentioned is...

F5: One thing you mentioned that I hadn’t consid-
ered before was...
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F6: 1 was surprised...

F7: You're good at...

Have students trade keyboards and pick a file into
which to put a response to the work-in-progress. The first
student to work in a particular file should type the words
as shown above (modified for grade level, etc.) and then
add his or her personal comment—along with the respon-
der’s name. Students trade keyboards after contributing to
an assigned number of files. All comments should include
the name of the person making the comment.

The author eventually gets the keyboard back and can
review the comments and use them to help shape future
versions of the writing. The author can use F1 to write his
or her own responses to questions like these:

e What kinds of comments were most helpful?
e What kinds of comments were least helpul?

e If you only had time to take three bits of advice to
improve your writing, what advice would you use?

Looping
This activity develops fluency and the ability to focus on
a topic.

For 3-5 minutes students do a quantity of “freewriting”
in file F1 on a topic appropriate to the class; that is, they
try to get down a lot of thoughts without worrying about
typing mistakes, spelling, complete sentences, changes of
topic, etc. They then review their work, deciding on one
particular idea, sentence, phrase, or word that captures
some interesting point.

They use this text to begin another short freewriting
period in file F2. They then review F2 and use the text there
as the basis for repeating the procedure in F3. And so on for
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F4, F5, etc. Each new file begins with a short piece of text
from the previous file. All the files eventually get printed
and reviewed as raw material for further writing.

This procedure could also be adapted to the Sequential
Writing activity described above. The difference between
between “sequence” writing and “looping” is that in the
former, the new file picks up where the previous file left off
and continues in the general direction of the previous file.
In looping, the new file takes as a starting point any por-
tion of the previous file that catches the writer’s interest.

Group Looping

This activity builds fluency, the ability to focus, and the
kind of creativity and collaborative involvement typical of
“writing in the real world.”

Students work in small groups, with one AlphaSmart
Pro per student. They each start a file in F1 as described
above in the Looping activity.

After 3-5 minutes, students pass their keyboards to a
neighbor, who reviews the F1 file, deciding on one partic-
ular idea, sentence, phrase, or word that captures some
interesting point. Students use this text to do another
short period of freewriting in file F2. Students should put
their names at the end of their contributions. When fin-
ished, they hand the AlphaSmart Pro to a third group
member, who reviews F2 and repeats the procedure, doing
a short freewriting period in F3. And so on for F4, F3, etc.,
with each new file beginning with a short piece of text
from the previous file.

Eventually (depending on the size of the groups or how
much time you can devote to this procedure), the key-
board is returned to the original author, who can review
the files to get perspectives, ideas, and quotes for future
use in preparing a piece of writing.
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Invisible Writing

Students report that this approach develops fluency and
helps them overcome the tendency to do inappropriate
rewriting before appropriate time is spent prewriting. They
also report that they’re more interested in seeing what
they have to say. The procedure described below is one
way to practice the technique before it’s applied to actual
writing assignments.

Students use a large Post-It sticker to cover up the text
window. They spend 1-3 minutes freewriting on the given
topic (see explanation of freewriting in the “Looping” sec-
tion, above). They then remove the sticker, review the
text, and spend 1-3 minutes freewriting “visibly” (i.e.,
they can see the text), continuing to respond to the
assignment. They repeat this two-part procedure.

Finally, students spend 2-4 minutes freewriting on how
the two different conditions affected their thinking and
writing. They discuss this in class. They print the material
for later use.

Here are some sample topics to help students practice
this technique. They’re designed to provide tasks of equal
“cognitive load.” Students start with the writing prompt
and continue with their own words. With slight modifica-
tions, similar prompts can be generated for a variety of
topics and curriculum areas.

e “ I'm typing on this keyboard, and...” // “I can’t see
what I'm typing and...”

e Why do people read poetry? // Why do people write
poetry?

e Why do people read history books? // Why do peo-
ple write history books?

e What's hard about learning chemistry? // What's
easy about learning chemistry?
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e What was hard about being in school last year? //
What was easy about being in school last year?

e What's mysterious about math? // What's as easy as
pie about math?

B THE TIPS & TRICKS PAGE

Depending on the age and expertise of your students, you
can photocopy the Tips & Tricks page (located in the cen-
ter of this manual) to use as a handout, or you can just
provide the ideas to them yourself as you see fit.

Your Notes:

AlphaSmart Teacher's Guide




1944€ 32 €0l YUELSELEU YIM WOy} 90E|UIL PUE SU9jorieyo 959y} 919[apP ued NOA (Y%
10 ## 10 // “89) sydeideied mau JO 1Ie)S 3Y) 21LDIPUI 03 SIDRIRYD [QISIA A[ISED OM)
asn ‘peassu] ‘sydeigered usamiaq jusaput 10 deds-a[qnop 3,uop ‘9[1J e ul adeds aAes O],
diydesn e Jjed

‘91 InoA Surureu jnoge ‘9a0qe ‘9dIApe

93 PIMOI[OF 9A,NOA DUIS—INOQE SI AT Y} JeyM A[IeIpawWilil Mouy [[,n0A pue ‘Suru
-u133q a3 3e 2q M 31 71 st} uado noAk awmy 3xau a9y} ‘uonyisod 10sInd jsef 3y 1e uado
SI[1J DUIS "(1J Y} dALI[ NOA 310Joq A FINOH U3 dej ‘UoIssas YIOM e JO pus a3} Iy
dWOH 17 ade|d ON

"3[1J 01 9[IJ WIOIJ SAOW Id}e[ NOA S SIUAUO0D ST AJ13uapt APPIb nok dpy m
STUL "3[ 9y} 10J d1do) 10 swreu e adA3 03 A3 MDOT SAVD Y3 2sn ‘D[ e JO 1Ie)s 9} 1Y
‘swieN e ul |y

d1qesolus pue ‘aanonpoid ‘JuayIe ‘paziu
-e310 210W pIeoqAdy Mewseydy 23 Jo asn InoA ayew d[oy 03 SAeM MIJ © a1k I

SNDI¥d1L ANV SdiL =




“I9e] 11 JO YUIY} [[,NOX "J[OSINOA ISNI], ‘dUI[ PAHOp € Ul
3dA3 1snl ‘piom e jo Yuryj 3,ued :9% J1 ‘suorssarduir 3s11j pue sa30u umop Sunjol usypy
(MmoN J104) due|g syue|g 3yl dAed]

‘A1ouraur oA 8ol 01 sueaur
[eqidauou asn 03 19J21d noA 1 (Njday 2q Aewr $a1n3d1d [[RWS I0 SIS PIIO[OD)

‘(9Aan3e39U 10U 9ARISOd IU3IAU ‘s10308] SUIISAIIUIL) S,
(saanedau) s~ (soanisod) s+ e
(FBUM MON  (3BUM OS  [IBUM o
AUM  (PBUM  (UYM  JBUM  (OUM e

:d1durexs 103 ‘s3uryy jo yoery dody d[oy 03 sa110393d JURUIYY JO 39S

© U3IM SA3Y 93 [9qeT "(*339 ‘g ‘T) SAdY o[ U3} dA0qe SIONS dwos 10 ade) a3rym Jjo
-)311 Jo dins e ind ‘Sor-Surured] e Surdaay 10 ‘sajou paly SUR e ‘SMIIAINUIT SUTOP USYM
ade] ayj jo 9jel

*105$3001d pIom s, 193ndWI0d INOA 0] 1X93 INOA PILIDISURI) A NOA




12

M EVEN MORE WRITING ACTIVITIES

Double-Entry Journals

This activity teaches the distinction between taking notes
and making notes, between recording thoughts and using
writing to generate insights. The fancy term for this is
“metacognition,” i.e., thinking about thinking. The plain
sense of it all is that it helps students practice doing the
right thing at the right time.

Students use F1 to take notes on an assignment, an
interview, etc., but they number each separate idea, entry,
or item. They use F2 as the second half of a “double-entry
journal,” in which they comment or reflect upon the notes
they've taken, with their reflections keyed to the numbers
in F1. (Additional files can, of course, be used to continue
the work begun in F2.)

Students can print both files and use the material to
provide quotes and insights on the topic they’re writing
about.

Home/End
This activity provides an opportunity to apply creativity
across the curriculum.

Have students type in a sentence that is likely to
prompt some thought (e.g., “He checked his schedule to
see what he planned to ruin today.”). They then tap the
RETURN key once or twice.

Now they type in another sentence that would seem to
finish things off (e.g., “They left him wondering whether
the door would close in time.”). They move the cursor
between the two sentences and type the material that con-
nects them. They can use the HOME and END keys to
keep track of where they began and where they’re are
headed.
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Here are some other beginnings and endings:

¢ Alone, the last person left alive on earth, he was
startled by a knock on the door. / / Slowly the
stars faded into the comforting sky.

e A math major, she decided that “asymptote” was
the best metaphor for her friends’ relationship. / /
They had, she decided, taught her a lot about being
a “first derivative.”

e Henry Ford said that “history is bunk” because... /
/ And—the group was reminded by Professor Henry
Mellon Owle—Henry Ford is history.

Class Act

To help students prepare for class discussions, have them
use the questions below to begin thinking about a reading
assignment you've given. They can keep the list of ques-
tions in one of their available files and use another file to
jot down their responses, which should be elaborated rather
than just terse replies. They can toggle back and forth
between the files, keying their responses to the questions.

1.

Type a title to that identifies the assigned reading (make
up your own if it doesn’t already have one).

. What, if anything, does the author seem to know about
writing that you don’t already know yourself? (Not
about the subject matter, but about writing.)

. What'’s something you know that could have been
included in the piece but wasn't?

. What’s something that was included in the piece that
you already knew?
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5. What’s a word, phrase, or sentence that surprised, both-
ered, amused, or confused you? Explain why it affected
you that way.

6. Without using any part of the title, what are five key
words that would tell someone what this piece of writ-
ing was about? After you've listed the words, explain
why you picked each one.

7. Imagine that this piece of writing were to continue.
Write the first three lines of the new section. (If it helps,
imagine that its current last line or paragraph were the
first line or paragraph of the next portion. Write the
three lines that would follow those lines.)

Window Dressing
Here’s something to help students get adept at using spe-
cial keys and at placing text where they want it. The activ-
ity also provides an opportunity to be clever and creative.

Have students work individually or in small groups to
design a “window display” for the AlphaSmart Pro s text
window. They can use special characters to create a
“graphics” effect—with or without accompanying text. See
what they can come up with to fill a single “window,” i.e.,
the whole picture should be visible without doing any
scrolling.

Here are some Design Categories: Billboards, Borders,
Holiday Symbols, Faces, Bumper Stickers, Belt Buckles,
Product Logos, Visual Jokes.
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Two Examples

1. (An Optical Illusion)

Notice that as you stare at the I I
image in the box at the right, the | I
image will seem to disappear! I I

2. (A Fancy Border)

@@EE@E@***@@E@@E@***@@@E@E@***@@@@E@***@@@@@
@ @
@ @
@@@@@***@@E@@E@***@@@@@***@@@@@***@@@@@

Just for Fun—With a Purpose

Here's a way to generate a rich store of discussion materi-
al related to students’ attitudes toward computers and
writing.

Have half the group write a letter to their AlphaSmart
Pro —using the keyboard to compose the letter. They can
start off with the words, “Dear AlphaSmart Pro ...” or
“Dear Computer....” The other half of the class pretends
they are their AlphaSmart Pro s, and they spend the same
amount of time writing about what that’s like, using a
first-person narrative to describe something like “a day in
my life as a keyboard.”

Have volunteers from each half read their pieces out
loud, going from one “voice” (human or computer) to the
other. Try to establish a kind of conversational rhythm
between the readings.

You need to listen carefully to pick up on topics for fur-
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ther discussion, e.g., how to improve the lives of the key-
boards, how the the students are thinking and feeling
about writing and computers, etc.

Expert Opinion

One good source of expertise is, of course, the students in
your class. Have them keep a running account in one of
their files of the tricks they develop to help their work
with the AlphaSmart Pro go faster and better. Have them
share these ideas in class, collect them, and publish them
in a student anthology for use in later classes.

Your Notes:
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