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Mid-semester Reflections

Midterm is a great moment for reflecting on the progress our students have made.  That’s one reason we have folder review: so that you can look at each student’s work thus far and see the differences between the first paper and the current one.  Many students will still be struggling with issues they brought to the class, but most will be showing progress.  It’s good to point out what students are doing well and what they have learned.  Too often, I think, our comments on papers reflect more on student failure than success.

Just as teachers use midterm folder review to assess their students, students can use their folders to assess themselves.  There are a number of ways to ask students to reflect on their progress, but one of the easiest is a “midterm self-assessment” assignment.  Basically, as you return portfolios to students, ask them to go through their work thus far and to write you a note or an e-mail message about how they have improved and what they need to do in the coming papers. It’s best if you ask them to do this in response to a set of guiding questions that you hand out or e-mail to the listserv.  Here is a sample self-assessment exercise that I used successfully in my class:

Midterm Self-Assessment 

Due via e-mail by Wednesday, October __, at 4:00 p.m. 

Reread your first three papers, along with my comments. Once you're done, write a short "report" to me via e-mail (send it to goeller@rci.rutgers.edu) evaluating your portfolio and thinking about things you can do to improve. I will respond before the next paper is due. Try to give a thoughtful and honest assessment. To do this well should probably take from 30 minutes to an hour of your time. 

Consider the following questions in making your self-evaluation: 

· What have you learned in this class about college writing that differs from what you had thought or learned before? 

· What do you consider to be your greatest strength(s) as a writer? What things are you doing well? 

· What are your weaknesses? What do you need to work on in future papers? 

· Compare your weakest paper with your best paper so far. What things are you doing in your best paper that you were not doing in the weakest paper? What improvements have you made that can help you in future papers? 

· What concrete steps do you think you can take to improve your performance in the class? 

· What class activities or exercises have been the most helpful in improving your writing? Can you suggest any activities you'd like us to engage in, or things you'd like us to do or cover in class?

· Is there anything you feel a bit confused about and wish I'd explain again? Are there any remarks I've made in class or on your papers that you have not understood? Is there anything you're concerned about as relates to the class?

As you can see, the questions can go beyond self-assessment to invite some assessment of the class, your comments on papers, and class activities.  

Institutional Autobiography 

An alternate way of getting students to reflect on their writing is by having them tell the story of their progress thus far.  For some of them, that story will have to start pretty far back in time before ending with the short period you have known them (since September).  Students bring a wide range of experiences and emotions with them to our classes.

Barclay Barrios has written about the need students have at midterm to free themselves fully of the baggage they have about writing.  As Barclay writes: 

A certain kind of therapy needs to take place--an exorcism even.  And one way to do that with pedagogical value is to have students do what Richard Miller has called an "institutional autobiography."  Spend maybe 20 minutes of class having students write about their experience of writing in the context of the institution and make it clear that this can be framed however they'd like -- as a story of oppression or just pure rage.  To tie this back into the class (and hence to reap the pedagogical reward) have the students discuss these autobiographies in the context of the current reading.  So, for example, we're reading Gladwell... what kinds of changes in context would create a different narrative of writing in the institution for you?  Or... does your narrative reflect one of the models of education that Tannen sees?  Or....

You can have them do their institutional autobiography in class (as Barclay suggests), as a take-home exercise, or even as a collaborative interview (where students ask each other questions that you suggest or which you develop as a class).  The form of the assignment is not important.  What is important, though, is that you make use of this new knowledge in some way.  As Barclay suggests, institutional autobiography can be a great starting point for Assignment #4 or Assignment #5, giving them material for analysis within the frame of the current reading.  One especially good essay to use in this regard is James Scott’s “Behind the Official Story,” which provides very useful language for talking about the power dynamics that often inhibit student writing.  Students, after all, often see themselves as subordinates in the classroom, forced to write but inhibited from expressing their real feelings about the assignment or about what they are reading within the “public transcript” they present to the (dominant) teacher.  

If you don’t have time to try out the practice of institutional autobiography this term, you might want to try it in the Spring (if you are not moving onto other things or other classes, of course).  The students who take 101 in the Spring, after all, often have the most troubled relationships with writing.  Most of them either failed 101 in the Fall (about 15% fail each term) or had to take “Basic Writing” as preparation. One of our instructors, Mallika Henry, has written extensively about her thinking and practice regarding these sometimes-struggling students: 

This is an area that interests me greatly, partly because I have worked quite a bit with unconventional student populations including homeless mothers, juvenile delinquents and others.

Second semester Expos students, in my experience, are characterized by emotional obstacles as much as cognitive ones. My impression of my second semester students is that they expect, in general, to be met with indifference and ignored. Even when I am simply unavoidably late for class, I perceive that they take it personally.  Last year I had one student who had such anxieties that he would periodically leave the room, especially when being handed back a paper. Once I happened to see what he was doing: he was counting slowly to ten and breathing slowly, apparently a strategy for controlling his anxiety. This semester I find that my students are very grateful for my close attention to their work, even if it is a scolding. Since I have worked with many different student populations and have taught, among other things, drama, I take a very active approach toward class involvement. 

My main approach is to capitalize on any opportunity to engage students in extended dialogue. For example, I have my students work in groups frequently, and then present their work through one or two group members. When a student reports back to the larger group, I push that conversation as far as it can go. If a student is, for example, giving connections between the readings, I keep asking for more information. I ask: how can this be crafted into a thesis? What will the next paragraph be about? How can you make this into a strategy for writing your essay? While I keep a very active interest in the student’s words through my own conversation with the student, I also solicit broader participation by the class. What do we think? Can anyone add anything? Do we think this will work? How can we relate this to such and such? I believe this legitimizes the student’s work and emboldens her/him to work actively on their ideas. Another approach: following an in-class writing, I will select some interesting examples and read them aloud (usually retaining anonymity). This sometimes empowers a student to take a very well-defined approach to their next essay. I point out that often students do more interesting work on an ad hoc basis, in in-class writing, than they do in their regular essays.

I also work with the concepts from the readings at great length. Sometimes students feel flattered and emboldened through an elaboration of ideas, connecting them to current or historical events. I bring in a lot of background material with Nussbaum and Kaldor, for example. 

It is my impression that students who are less successful academically are often much more attuned emotionally. I think these students have heightened emotional intelligence and are much more sensitive to any hint or reaction from me. I have one student in a second semester Expos class who always sits in the front (though he almost never volunteers to say anything in class), and watches me with minute scrutiny. I cannot make a single move, but he picks it up. Even when he is working on something, at the slightest motion on my part his eyes are back on me. It’s interesting to me how much they seem to respond to the quality of my attention to them. 

Another strategy: as the semester wears on, I start to round up the failing students. After the third essay or so I single failing students out and try to give them methods for succeeding, ask them to come to office hours, or discuss their issues with them somehow. Sometimes it is simply that extra effort on my part that motivates them to put the extra effort into finding a way out of their situation. Sometimes I have said to a student: “well, you’re not the first person to have to repeat Expos” and that becomes a motivation to come to office hours or get to work.

Finally, I find it necessary to balance the degree to which I extend myself to students with an uncompromising policy toward intellectual work. For example, I simply say to students who choose to distort the readings to fit their own agendas: You haven’t understood the reading. Your first task is reading comprehension, and you have not satisfactorily accomplished that. I find that while being sensitive to students’ emotional obstacles, I must not give the impression that I will do their work for them—it seems at this age, they are always negotiating that boundary. I let them know that there is a standard, and that thousands of Expos students have already met it, so they have no excuse.

I hope some of you will ask your students for midterm self-assessments or institutional autobiographies.  And, if you do, I’d be very happy to see your handouts so I can offer them to others as potential models or inspiration.  Perhaps in reflecting on the writing process from your students’ perspectives, you will be inspired to more positive and encouraging comments on their papers.  When we consider how much students often struggle with in their writing, we can be very impressed by the small victories that they make from essay to essay.  
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