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Preface 

 

“Incorporating Expressive Writing into the Classroom” investigates the 

effectiveness of “active learning” strategies, particularly short writing activities, which 

help students to make their thought processes visible.   Emily Hoover and Doug Foulk 

label these in-class activities “expressive writing” and provide many useful examples of 

the ways writing can be used in large, lecture-based classrooms.  Their findings indicate 

that students who engaged in the writing tasks asked more numerous and thoughtful 

questions in class and performed better on complex exam questions. Results such as these 

bode well for “writing-intensive” classes. 

This study, together with ongoing Center projects, should result in improved 

undergraduate writing, the Center’s primary goal. Along with colloquia, conferences, 

publications, and other outreach activities, the Center annually funds research projects by 

University of Minnesota faculty who study any of the following topics: 

• characteristics of writing across the University’s curriculum; 

• status reports on students’ writing ability and the University; 

• the connections between writing and learning in all fields; 

• the characteristics of writing beyond the academy; 

• the effects of ethnicity, race, class, and gender on writing; and 

• curricular reform through writing-intensive instruction. 

We are pleased to present this technical report as part of the ongoing discussion 

about writing-to-learn in the cl





Incorporating Expressive Writing Into the Classroom 

So What’s Wrong with the Way I Teach Now? Paradigms of Learning 

“Facts are stupid things until brought into connection with some general law.” 
 Louis Agassiz (1807-73), Professor of Natural History, Harvard University 

 
Chances are you’ve been teaching for some time now, and perhaps there are 

things you like about your teaching style and things you would like to improve upon. For 

example, have you ever felt that many of your students just don’t get enough out of your 

lectures, even your best ones? Lecturing is, of course, an important tool in 

communicating a large amount of material in a short amount of time, and most instructors 
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something you probably do every day in the course of your research, composition, and 

planning processes. Berghage (1991) kept a record of his writing for a two-week period 

and found that fully 60% consisted of paper reviews for his own use, and lecture, lab, and 

library notes. These types of writings contain observations, analyses, and insights 

intended for the author’s own use or perhaps for sharing with a trusted audience. This is 

what expressive writing is—observations, analyses, and insights designed for a writer’s 

personal use. 

Let’s say you are reviewing the literature within a specific area of interest and you 

get a sudden idea for further exploration. You write it down so you don’t forget, right? 

Later, you flesh out that idea, jotting down some possible ways the new idea relates to 

research you’ve already conducted, then outline a possible means for testing your 

hypothesis. That’s expressive writing. You used expressive writing to make a connection 

between what you were reading and that which you already knew. Expressive writing, 

then, is a means of making connections between the known and the new on paper.  

Now let’s say that your idea led to research, the results of which you intend to 

publish in a peer-reviewed journal; you know that others will read—and judge—your 

work. Therefore, you make certain that no unexplored ideas open to serious challenge 

remain; you only write what you are certain you know. This type of writing is im
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    may have concerning lectures, projects, or reading materials; 

3) Encourages feedback between individual students and the instructor. 

If we can obtain such dramatic results from such modest means, we have no excuse for 

not incorporating them into our classes. 

BUT HOW CAN I MAKE IT WORK FOR MY CLASS?  

OPTIONS FOR INDIVIDUAL SITUATIONS 

 

Options for making it work: 

1)  You can have the class write at the beginning, the end, or outside  

      of class, depending upon your preferences and constraints. 

2)  Depending upon class size and time constraints, have the class  

     meet in small groups to discuss their writing and to generate  

     questions for class discussion. 

3) When possible, hold a class discussion once a writing task has been              

completed. 

4) In larger classes, encourage students to leave questions in a box placed in 

the classroom, then answer as many questions as possible at the beginning of 

each class session. 

 5) Keep evaluation of expressive writing to an absolute minimum, while 

requiring participation through pass-fail grading in which the task notebook 

is merely scanned to verify attention to the assigned topics. 

The use of an active learning strategy necessarily reduces the time you have to 

cover material in lecture. However, Fulwiler (1987) and others have suggested that 

educational approaches, which enable students to synthesize material for themselves, 
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immediately after the exam. If you elect to use such a method, you would want to notify 

your students at the beginning of the quarter that exams woul
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2) The compare and contrast task is the examination of two or more concepts (crops,  

procedures, physiological pathways, etc.) side by side. 

Example: To follow a lecture on the morphology and physiology of plant bulbs:  

“Explain to your non-scientist uncle the differences and simi



12  Foulk and Hoover 

5) The informal invention task is similar to the formal invention task, but is more  

playfully creative. It is designed to encourage your students to smile, relax and  

perhaps st
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Because previous experience has been unlikely to prepare your students for active 

learning strategies, including expressive writing, they may require extensive guidelines at 

the beginning of the term. This information should include: 

1) An explanation of just what expressive writing is and is not, and why you  

believe in it and require it. 

2) Further explanation that the goal of expressive writing is reached in the process                               

of  writing, not in the absolute correctness of the result. 

3) Exam
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see that they have a role in their own education. A sample handout for the first day of 
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SAMPLE HANDOUT FOR THE FIRST DAY OF CLASS 
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time to discuss your questions in class before beginning a new 

lecture topic. 

We Will NOT-. 1) grade your writing. 

2) evaluate your ability to write coherent sentences, spell or 

punctuate properly, or even get your facts straight.  Our intention 

is not to teach you how to write! You are thinking and writing for 

yourself, not for us! 

We Will: 1) Require you to keep your writing—collected in a bound 

notebook with all writings dated and in chronological order. 

2) Collect workbooks once during the quarter (approximately week  

3). On the day of the final exam, we will collect workbooks for 

evaluation.  Workbooks will be returned to you by the end of 

spring quarter, 1992. 

3) Base your final grade upon your participation.  If we judge you 

to have made an honest effort to perform the writing tasks, we will 

replace another grade (up to 10% of total grade credits) with credit 

for an ‘A’. 
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