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For my classroom inquiry, I was interested in the following question: How can I get my students more interested in and engaged in their own writing and in English class? Questions have a certain potency in them, causing the inquirer to seek answers. I taught English 111 (also known as first-year composition) in the fall semester of 2006 at The University of Tennessee at Martin. My class consisted originally of 23 students, many of whom were first time college students coming from high school.  They came from different experiences, backgrounds, and levels of writing. 


My inquiry involved several sub-areas tied in with it. To get students interested and engaged in writing and English class, there were certain other related goals to accomplish this means, which included the following:  motivating students to come to class consistently, participate voluntarily, turn in their writing assignments in a timely manner, and show evidence that they put real thought in the writings that they turned in to me. All of these factors would affect the work they did in class and support the overall inquiry. 


For students to become engaged in composition class, they would--at the least-- need to come to class and know what is expected of them. With these goals in mind, I constructed my syllabus and requirements. This included a penalty of a lower course grade for exceeding a certain number of absences. I wouldn’t accept an outside paper for a grade after a week of the due date, along with reducing percentage points each day the essay was not turned in. Not only did I want students to come to class, participate, and do their work but also I desired to see quality writing. What I considered quality writing would be reflected in the final product. I checked the essays to see if there were signs of using critical thought, digging deep into the subject, going somewhat beyond the basic requirements, exhibiting originality and creativity, and bringing something of themselves into their work.

       Thus, the students were given a variety of writing assignments to help fulfill these expectations and desires. A number of these were variations of writing assignment ideas from the WTWP Summer Institute that I had experienced the previous summer. With the first few writing assignments, the class did a literary autobiography, a short biography of another classmate, and the “Soundtrack of My Life” essay. I was hoping that these assignments would open the students to inwardly reflect and find out who they were, what was important to them, and how to relate to other classmates at the same time. These intentions also were partially to set up the mood for the class, to impress upon the students that it is okay to bring their real selves into their writings, and for them to see that they can use personal experiences to discuss topics that are important to them. I wanted them to do all these things without fear of being judged or trying to meet their expectations of what they previously believed about what classroom writing was. I hoped this would help with the students’ engagement and interest that they brought to their writings.


In addition, I wanted my students to see that writing can be fun, revealing, personal, and meaningful to them. I think the types of assignments, along with letting the students choose their own topics within a specific assignment, made a big difference in personal engagement in our English class.  Many of the first papers were the best I’ve seen in a long time, which led me to believe that I was on the right track of achieving my aforementioned goals and intentions. 

In addition, to help students to create quality work, I made model essays available to students to help them to grasp what I wanted them to do. I’ve noticed a tendency to “lose” students when they are not quite sure of the assignment’s expectations. As a teacher, I can give instructions that may seem clear to me, but I really don’t know how much the students actually know until they are given a chance to perform what I want them to learn and apply.

Also, to engage students’ interests in what we were doing in class (and to make them look forward to class), I tried to make class lively and interactive, as the class participated in various types of activities. These include such activities as participating in  group work, reading aloud,  practicing mini-writing exercises in class, discussing writings, and doing free-writes. All of these activities were to help get the students involved in their own learning and get them to value their contributions, which I hoped to see reflected in what they wrote in their outside essays. 

Throughout the semester, I would have students to write me feedback reflections from prompts on how the class was going, what they were learning, what they wanted to learn, and other comments or concerns.  They also often turned in reflections about the essays they wrote in which they described the processes they went through in writing their pieces, along with their weaknesses, inspirations, and sources of help. I received particularly helpful information from these reflections to determine engagement—such as how much time they put in their assignments, how much effort was exerted, and whether they sought resources or had any personal connections to what they wrote. 


My classroom inquiry was not as specific and narrow in scope as it could have been. My data mainly came from subjective, casual observances and students’ self reports. One cannot exactly tell how engaged students are by what they write, yet what I really paid attention to was what they said about their own writings. I might have contributed to losing some students’ interests as the semester went along because we had a constant influx of papers to turn in. I could have done better by assigning fewer papers. They also did a lot of revisions. From what I saw from the revisions, many of those weren’t much better than the original essays. It appeared that they were just doing it because they had the chance and for the hopes of a couple more points. I was thinking that if students were given more time to work on their writings and were given extra motivation, they could make their writing really shine.  


All in all, with incentives of points for attendance, interesting writing assignments and activities, feedback, and reflections, I do not know if my inquiry’s results were really reliable. In my initial wording of my inquiry question, I used “how to get students more interested and engaged in their writing?”  I should have specified what I meant by “more.” In other words, more compared to what? I could have compared this year’s class with the previous year’s composition class I taught.  What would probably have been even better was to compare how this particular class used to be in the beginning of the class to the end of the course. I could have had a survey to be administered at the beginning of class and near the end of the course with directed questions about student’s engagement in writing.


Nevertheless, the feedback about the class in the evaluation sheets that were given near the end of the semester was largely positive. I did lose some students in attendance, despite the policy and my efforts; moreover, as we got further into more academic types of writing, I saw the general quality of writing go down.  There probably were other factors involved, such as students being swamped with other classes and assignments, our class being an 8 a.m. class, and a variety of personal issues. Yet I saw general improvement in morale compared to the composition class I taught the year before. I saw this as reflected by observations of students, their participation, comments, questions, their writings, written feedback reflections, and evaluations. A lot of the students were appreciative that they got to write about subjects that they usually do not get to write about. 

I think I helped engage the students more by less formal lecture and more activities, giving them a large responsibility for learning on their own. I offered my assistance as a guide and motivator and helped promote a supportive writing environment. One area that was commented on by some students’ responses was the “comfortable style” I presented. I saw a lot of students in the class bonding with each other.  Also, learning about students’ personal interests and hobbies helped me to know what they were interested in. I’m glad that some saw the class as “fun” and “interesting,” from what was reported. Some students expressed they learned to like writing again. If a few people felt that way, I see it as all worth it.

