Megan Titus

Final BRIDGE Report:

Helping First-Year Students Develop Critical, Reflective Questions About Their Writing

For my 2014-2015 BRIDGE project, I focused on CMP 120: Expository Writing. As the first* course in the composition sequence, and one of only two required core courses for all students across the curriculum, CMP 120 provides students across the University with systematic practice associated with the skills required for reading and writing about college-level academic texts.  Focus is on deep and thoughtful engagement with the ideas of others on topics of significant import so that students may cultivate habits of effective exposition and argumentation based on their own developing insights. Their writing will reflect their growing expertise as informed participants in ongoing academic conversations. 

(*Students who place into CMP 115 will take CMP 120 as the second course in the sequence.)

Students taking CMP 120 have either scored above a 530 on their SAT writing test, placed into CMP 120 through our CMP placement exam, or passed CMP 115: Introduction to Expository Writing. Enrollment in CMP 120 is capped at 22, although courses frequently have more students than that. Although most CMP 120 students are first-year students, we do also occasionally get sophomore, juniors, and perhaps even seniors taking the course.

At the beginning of the semester, I planned to research the following question:

To what extent are strong reading skills connected to strong writing skills?

In order to address this question more specifically, I focused on two of the course objectives for CMP 120: Expository Writing:

1. Through the careful, detailed dissection of texts from a variety of disciplines, students will improve their ability to read, understand, analyze, and critically discuss challenging academic texts.

2. Through formal writing assignments that require direct and explicit student engagement with the texts studied, students will develop skill in using the writing process effectively to construct informed arguments supported by detailed analysis, cogent reasoning, and valid evidence.

I decided to focus on these two objectives because I believe that they are directly related to the original research question. Students need to be able to read, understand, analyze, and critically discuss challenging academic texts in order to develop their writing skills, especially since the essays students write in CMP 120 frequently ask them to discuss those texts. The Composition Program has received a lot of criticism from across the university that students are not prepared enough for upper-level courses, especially when it comes to writing and reading. 

This past year I had originally planned to track students’ reading skills more closely and assess them in comparison to their ability to write strong papers. My plan was to use One-Minute papers, and then their formal essays, to test students’ reading comprehension. One-Minute papers are a low-stakes assessment tool that ask students to both summarize the main point of something (such as a lesson), and then to ask a question about an issue that they are still unsure of by the end of the class session. I expected that students would use the papers as a place to express their concerns about the reading. However, when I began to look more closely at the students’ writing, I realized that it was often difficult to sort through the content of the One-Minute papers and their essays with reading comprehension as the focus. Instead, I found myself wanting to look more closely at the writing students were doing about the reading. And, more specifically, I discovered that I needed to play close attention to the elements of writing – thesis, organization, use of evidence, etc. – and the questions students wrote on their One-Minute papers focused more on issues of writing, as opposed to issues of reading. 

Thus, I revised my research question as such: To what extent can a one-minute paper (and thus, student reflection) be an effective assessment tool in evaluating strengths and weaknesses of student writing?
During the course of this research, I did not rethink the course goals. However, I did rethink how I might approach achieving the goals. I’ve become much more interested in helping students become more critically aware of their own strengths and weaknesses as writers. I work student reflection into the course already; at the beginning and end of the semester, I ask students to identify their strengths and weaknesses, and how they would like to work on those weaknesses during the semester. Also, with each essay, I ask students to submit a cover sheet detailing the changes they made to their essay, what they think works well, and what they think they would have worked on more, if they had the time. However, there’s no consistency across these reflective activities; there’s no sense for the students of how they can work on the goals that they set for themselves at the beginning of the semester. Developing this project has helped me realize that reflection needs to be more clearly scaffolded for students throughout the semester.

There are two main pieces of data that I collected to gain information. The first is the One-Minute paper, which I did four times during the semester, once after a workshop for each major paper students wrote. I used the One-Minute papers to gauge student understanding of the workshops, as well as to get students thinking about what questions they have regarding their papers (from the perspective of either form or content). I also used the first and final drafts of each paper students submitted during the semester. Looking at the One-Minute papers and the essays allowed me to determine the extent to which students were able to answer the questions they had about their writing, with feedback from and based on their own notions of revision. 

More importantly, the One-Minute papers also provided me with insight into the students’ understanding of their own writing and revising practices. Over the course of the year, I worked on creating strategies for helping students develop more critically aware questions that would help them delve more deeply into their understanding of the writing process.

The examples that I will share here come from my students’ final papers from Spring 2015. By this point, I was most interested in looking at the students’ questions on the One-Minute paper, and the extent to which the quality of students’ questions helped them become “more successful” at answering those questions through revision. 

For instance, let’s look at Christine’s question about her paper, a research essay on Forster’s A Room with a View. Christine asks:

Is it okay to choose a source that argues differently than what your argument is in order to say why you argue against it and maybe add in a source that supports your argument?

Although the question solicits a simple yes/no answer (yes, it’s okay, or no, it’s not okay), the question is actually much more complex than that. It’s asking about structuring an argument, and the options that a writer faces when developing that structure. Can a writer use sources that challenge a writer’s point of view, and if so, how? And, how do those sources work with (or against) the sources that support a writer’s argument? I would say that this is a good question. It does, actually, invite conversation. 

Similarly, let’s look at Kaitlyn’s question, which focuses on her essay about One Flew Over the Cuckoo’s Nest:

How can I set up my paper so it is not repetitive if all my sources agree with each other?

Kaitlyn’s question is what would be classified as an “open” question – it begins with a “how” or “why,” and doesn’t immediately elicit a one-word answer. However, I would say that Christine’s question is just as valid as Kaitlyn’s – both are thinking about how to structure an essay with multiple sources, and how to maximize the use of those sources for the purposes of one’s argument (without misrepresenting the sources, or without repeating ideas). 

Here’s an example of one more question, by a student who did not put his/her name on his/her One-Minute paper:

Essay 4, length-wise still 8 pages? It is possible with my topic definitely but since we have 5-6 sources, should we have 6-7 pages?

Like Christine’s question, this is a “closed” question – it begins with a one-word answer. However, unlike Christine and Kaitlyn’s questions, I would say that this question does not as clearly elicit conversation. It simply asks for page length, and tries to negotiate for a shorter paper.

For this project, I utilized several theorists who focus on the connection between critical thinking and inquiry. Gregory Colomb’s talk “Disciplinary ‘Secrets’ and the Apprentice Writer: The Lessons for Critical Thinking” in particular was a text that helped inform my thinking about my own research. Colomb argues that there is a strong connection between writing and thinking, but that we as teachers need to rethink how we perceive that connection and how we teach it to students. Colomb’s speech reminds me a lot of David Bartholomae’s “Inventing the University,” in which he argues that students come to college with certain ideas about what writing is, and what it should look like, and thus it is our responsibility as first-year writing instructors to help students develop an authentic voice that allows them to engage in critical inquiry with a subject. Colomb’s piece takes that argument a step further by making a similar argument for when students make the transition from first-year writing to writing in their major courses. Colomb argues that writing changes from discipline to discipline, and as such, first-year writing instructors can’t fully prepare students for the work they will be asked to do. However, writing instructors can teach students to work on their ability to identify arguments that are worth making, and to learn to identify the different ways that writing is valued. 

Colomb’s work (and, by extension, Bartholomae’s) inspired me to think about the way in which I could encourage students to look at their own writing from a more critical standpoint. Teaching students to ask “good” questions is a skill that can be applied across disciplines, but, like writing in general, changes from discipline to discipline. If I can encourage students to learn to ask “good” questions, it’s a skill that they will be able to take with them beyond the first-year writing class.

The other text that was an inspiration to my work is George Hillocks’ essay “Inquiry and the Composing Process: Theory and Research.” Although it’s not a piece we read during our BRIDGE sessions, I was familiar with Colomb’s work already, and reading his talk brought me back to Hillocks. In this particular essay Hillocks’ idea is that students need to learn to develop “strategies of inquiry,” which he defines as “a consciously adopted procedure used to investigate phenomena in various unrelated disciplines” (662). This is a concept that instructors across disciplines can agree with. No matter our field, we all want our students to be able to make a series of observations about a topic, describe those observations, compare and contrast the observations to identify patterns, and formulate a line of inquiry into that topic. The issue becomes, just how do we get students to not only do so, but do so successfully?

Together, these pieces led me to revise my project. As I read the students’ One-Minute Papers, I realized that students were lacking in their ability to write strong questions that demonstrated reflection was a part of their writing process. 
So far I have learned that it the quality of student questions is difficult to gauge. It’s more complex than simply identifying “open” and “closed” questions; it’s also more complex than to simply say that a question deals with format, or with content, or is easily answerable. Each question must take into consideration the student who wrote it, that student’s opinions on the writing process, and the instructor’s understanding of the student’s own perspective of writing. For instance, in our workshops, there was debate as to whether or not the unnamed student in the examples was asking a “good” question. Given my understanding of the student’s perspective on writing (or at least, who I believed the student to be and the questions this student asked during classtime), I was disappointed in the student’s inability to ask a “good” question. Within the context of the class, and of the student, I deemed this to not be a “good” question. However, there were challenges to this idea, given that the student could be thinking about scope of the assignment, which could certainly be seen as a more content-based question.

One of the suggestions I received during the BRIDGE workshop was to develop a rubric to help students understand what I mean by a “good” reflective question. However, at this point I am still struggling with how exactly to do this. My concern with developing a rubric is that it might pigeon-hole certain kinds of questions into “good” or “bad,” when I would rather write comments that will encourage students to delve more deeply into their thoughts about what makes a successful paper, and what kinds of questions they can ask that will help them get there.

During the Fall 2015 semester I plan to continue the One-Minute Paper project with both my CMP 120 and CMP 125 classes. In addition, I plan to give students feedback on each question, and have the students revise their question, based on the feedback they receive. I’m also thinking about giving the students some materials to read on critical inquiry – perhaps a section from Hillocks, or Bartholomae, or Colomb – in order to get them thinking more about how what it means to develop a line of inquiry. I’d like to use next semester to develop, if not a rubric, then at the very least, guidelines for the students to help future classes write stronger questions. 

Although this might seem like a simple project, I’ve found it to be very challenging, from both the teacher and researcher perspectives. As a researcher, I’ve struggled to qualify the students’ questions, and as a teacher, I’ve struggled to help students write stronger questions that will first, lead them to be more reflective of their writing, and second, to work on revising their writing. But by highlighting the reflective process as integral to writing throughout the semester, I hope to encourage students to be more thoughtful and more proactive in their revising processes.
