The problem:

I teach writing in two Women in Transition learning communities, WR115 with the first WIT core classes, and WR121 with the more advanced WIT 2/3 classes. In WR115, I teach basic research, citation, and academic writing skills, but many students who test into WR121 and have not taken lower-level classes have no such background. The problem I’ve had is how to integrate my WR121 class: most of them took WR115 with me (but in different terms, some of them quite a while ago), while maybe a third of the class is new to me. How to bring everyone up to speed without boring some and panicking others? The issue was integrating the group in terms of a shared knowledge base, but also socially; the bond that the WR115 cohorts develop is profound, and that level of trust and confidence allows things to happen in those classes that simply don’t happen in regular classes. How to create a similar atmosphere in a new class where some students knew each other very well, and some not at all? 

The assignment:
I decided to try mentoring as a project, and I introduced it using that language, because being a mentor is empowering, especially for WIT students at this level.

I made a list of questions that probed for what my former WR115 students knew/remembered about various academic skills, and asked them just to circle the questions that they thought they could answer for the class. Based on the responses, I assigned them to one of four panels; I placed them on the panel they felt most knowledgeable about, and at the same time I tried to put a mix of students on each panel—some who knew each other, and some who didn’t. Each panel was to make a presentation to the class about their material. Students new to me made up a fifth group, and their job was to figure out what they were unsure about, and ask questions of the mentor panels.

I took the anxiety on the whole operation down a notch by telling everyone, in advance, that I would be their backup and reality check on the material when the panels were presenting. I told them not to obsess, but to just do the best they could. I wanted to create a friendly, we’re-all-in-it-together atmosphere, and that’s exactly what happened. Reducing anxiety, I’ve found, lets students apply their energy to more productive endeavors (like learning!) and I was so impressed with their professionalism, especially because it came out of this low-stakes, low-expectations frame.

As homework, my “old” students were to brush up (individually) on their panel’s questions; I did that to encourage the independence/personal responsibility outcome, and because conventional group work done outside of class is notorious for producing inequality, frustration, and failure. Homework for the “new” students was to read some of the material that I use in my WR115 classes around these academic skills, and figure out what they needed help with.

Then in class, the groups met for about 15-20 minutes and went over what they knew. The mentors decided how to divide up their panel’s questions so that each person took responsibility for something specific, and the group as a whole took responsibility for their topic, helping each other as needed when fielding questions from the class as a whole.

The new students met together to talk about what they understood and what they didn’t about all of these concepts that were new to most of them; there were one or two new students, however, who had had some previous exposure to citation, so they were also able to mentor each other.

The results:

Immediately after the discussion, each panel presented in front of the class, with me sitting off to the side. What ensued was a fantastic discussion of things that generally put students to sleep, or drive them nuts. Everyone was engaged! They were teaching each other, and much more interested in learning from each other than from me! I just sat there, watching them make eye contact, look puzzled, ask questions, nod their heads, laugh, help each other, and generally get to know each other, in addition to the material. (This class has been a strong, bonded group ever since, except for the few who were absent that day.) I chimed in every once in a while to elaborate on something or course correct (for example, one former student had conflated critical thinking with argumentation, so I helped sort that out)—but for the most part, the class ran itself. My former students explained things like parentheticals to each other much more efficiently than I had done when they were learning from me.

This was all done in preparation for a research essay assignment, and in subsequent classes when I’ve given them time to work on their projects (we’re in a computer lab), I’ve seen my students all helping each other and asking for help when they need it. I have yet to see their research drafts, but I’m pretty sure they will reflect improved skills as compared with previous classes at this stage of the game.

I did this project out of frustration after dealing unsuccessfully with this problem in two previous terms, and I didn’t really expect it to turn out this well. One lesson I’ve learned is that responsibility/interdependence applies to my relationship with my students, not just to their relationships with each other and the world: it’s a combination of values that fosters both equality and individuality. Allowing my students to practice both responsibility and interdependence—and practicing it myself—decreased the power imbalance between us, and that simultaneously (wonderfully!) made my own work load lighter.

Even though my Learning Community classes are a special circumstance, I think some variation of this idea could work for others, since I’m sure the same problem exists in any WR121 class, simply because of our testing/prereq process.

(Below are the questions I gave out to all students initially, organized into the mentor panels I assigned.)

GENERAL PRINCIPLES PANEL

--what is critical thinking & why should we care?

--what is a thesis statement?

--what is a good thesis statement?

--what is a database, how do you find one, and how do you find the right one?

--what is a credible source?

PLAGIARISM & PARAPHRASE PANEL

--what is plagiarism & why should we avoid it?

--how do you paraphrase “adequately”?

--when to quote, and when to paraphrase?

--what is the difference between paraphrase and summary; should both be cited?

--what is the exception to citing sources: when do you NOT have to cite?

WORKS CITED PANEL

--what are the two parts of MLA citation & what does each one do (what is the purpose of the in-text citation, and what is the purpose of the Works Cited page)?

--what information do you include in your Works Cited entry, and how can you find out how to format it?

--what is Noodlebib, and how do you navigate it to produce an MLA style citation?

IN-TEXT CITATION PANEL

--what are parentheticals and when do you use them?

--what are signal phrases and how do you use them?

--how do you cite a quotation that’s quoted in your source?

--where does the @#$% period go with respect to parentheticals?

--how should you handle long quotations?

--when do you use/not use page numbers in parentheticals?

