Classroom Activity Contest
Sponsored by the Faculty Committee on Student Retention


SUBMISSION FORM

1. Describe your classroom activity. 

After briefly introducing the process analysis mode of writing in my WR115 class, I ask everyone to take to think of a process they know how to do, but that probably other students in the class are not familiar with.  Then, I have them write a title in the format “How to ______________” on an otherwise blank sheet of paper (no names).  Students might choose titles such as “How to Roast a Pig in the Ground,”  “How to Reformat a Hard Drive,” or “How to Highlight Long Hair,” for example.  Then, the students fold the paper so that the title is not visible, and I shuffle the papers and redistribute them so that every person has someone else’s paper.

The task students attempt to accomplish, then, is to write a reasonable description of the process on the paper in front of them, which, ideally, they know very little about. 

After about 10 minutes, I collect the (anonymous) papers and read them aloud.  The class critiques the writing.

2. Why did you choose this particular activity? 

I needed a way to introduce the concept of process analysis that would make a lasting impression and would encourage student participation.

3. What are the activity outcomes? 

I have used this activity for a couple of years, and most of the time, the written products are hilarious.  One girl, for example, when confronted with the title “How to Gut a Fish,” began with “First, open the fish’s mouth as wide as you possibly can . . .”  

The most important outcome for me is that this activity allows everyone to relax a little about his or her writing and about class participation.  Group laughter tends to open up the class, especially when students begin to understand that this particular task sets everyone up for failure.  Not only does everyone’s work offer the potential for humor, but also everyone has a secure stance for contributing to serious class discussion, since each person is an expert in whatever title he or she invented.  

The other significant outcome is that the brief discussion that follows the reading of each attempt helps students generate on the white board a helpful checklist for good process analysis.  They usually end up (with me as their scribe), recommending the kinds of things I could have lectured them about, such as “make sure your reader understands your vocabulary” and “make sure not to skip steps or stages in the process.”  

From this activity, we move on to critiquing process analysis-type essays in the book with a eye for what is means to write such a piece.

4. What were the intended activity outcomes? 

My intent with this activity was originally just to give them something fun to do in the process analysis mode in a summer class that was doing quite a bit of in-class writing.  It turned out to work well  in the ways I mentioned above, so I now use it as part of the introduction to the process analysis essay.

X I understand that by submitting an entry for this contest, my submission may be posted on the Retention Website in the future for other faculty to use as a resource in their class. CHECK BOX.

Submit this form electronically to rmathern@pcc.edu by February 16, 2006 at 5:00 p.m.  
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