How to Present an in Class Writing Exercise

The effectiveness of in class writing exercises depends as much on execution of the exercise in class as it does on the design and preparation of the exercise beforehand.  Below are the steps I have found most effective for presenting an in class exercise.  These can, of course, be tweaked depending on your teaching goals, but this structure is generally most effective.

Step #1: Introduce the topic – Initiate the exercise by telling the class what you intend to work on.  This can be as simple as stating, “I want to work on openers today,” but is best stated in terms of a teaching goal: “I want to develop a set of strategies for writing effective opening sentences in your essays.”  Introducing exercises in this way also serves to clarify that the class is moving on to a new topic.
Step #2: Motivate the exercise – There are two primary motivations for writing exercises: a) because students often struggle with a particular writing element and b) because the writing element is important for crafting an effective essay.  The former typically needs to be explained to students by the instructor.  I typically explain how students have struggled with the subject of the lesson in the past, either on previous essays or in previous courses, and always make sure to give specific examples of weaknesses and the response comments I typically write in the margins.  The latter should be approached as a topic of class discussion during which you encourage your students to consider for themselves why the subject of your lesson is important for academic writing.
Step #3: Explain the process of the exercise – You may choose to explain the exercise all at once or one step at a time.  I have found that explaining the entire exercise at the outset reduces students’ confusion.  When explaining the exercise, be sure to state how much time you expect students to spend on each part and to give them warnings about how much time they have left.
Step #4: Complete the exercise – As students carry out the exercise, be sure to glance at their work to be sure they are following your guidelines and generally proceeding as planned.
Step #5: Discuss the exercise – Never end an exercise without at least some discussion.  One of the best strategies for generating discussion is to have students share some or all of what they have written.  If students are modeling elements of the academic essay—thesis, motive, stitching, &c.—you might ask the other students to comment on the effectiveness of a few students’ work.
Step #6: Link the exercise to the upcoming assignment – This works best if articulated by the students.  Ask the discussion question, “What ideas did you generate in this exercise that will be useful for your upcoming essay?”  This not only maximizes the usefulness of the exercise for the students, but can give you, the instructor, some feedback on what students are taking away from your exercise.
Preparing your lesson plans according to this structure has the additional benefit of ensuring that your in class exercises are effective from a teaching standpoint.  If you can not motivate the exercise or explain how it is relevant to the upcoming essay, you should probably choose something else for your students to work on in class.
