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For this assignment, I observed a first year literature seminar which also serves to meet one of the school’s General Education requirements. The class meets three times per week, for 50-60 minutes per class, and is composed of approximately 16 students.

Prior to my class observation, the professor informed me that this class was scheduled as a workshopping seminar, and noted that the students were “kind of gun-shy.” When I saw on the syllabus that this paper was worth 35% of the semester grade, I understood their nervousness. However, the preparation for this essay is slated to take place over three weeks and includes two drafts and workshopping sessions, so a student who takes advantage of these opportunities should be more than adequately prepared to hand in a quality essay.

When I walked into the class, ten minutes early, there were already about five students there, lined up along the wall with their laptops open. One students saw me, and assumed I was a substitute.  “Oh, ****’s not here!”  I apologized, explaining that I was observing for a class, and reassured them that the professor was on her way. Another student commented, “No one’ll be here anyway”; this sentiment was later echoed quietly by the professor to her TA, though she specifically commented on the beautiful weather.

Despite the professor’s fears, only one student was absent. The professor started the class at approx. 11:03, with 12 students present. Moments after she closed the door, three students darted in, the last at 11:04. This behavior (of both professor and students) indicates to me that she has stressed the importance of punctuality. 

The professor briefly discussed the plan for the class before the workshopping began. She had broken up the students based upon paper topic prior to the start of class, so she was able to get them started in their groups without having to scramble for organization. As soon as the students were arranged in their groups, the professor instructed them to underline their thesis statements. This indicates that this assignment falls under the category of what Brau terms the “Thesis-Argument Essay.” Given the importance of this essay, I wonder if it would be helpful for the professor to consider the alternative styles that Brau presents, such as the exploratory essay or the meditation (179). However, it could be difficult to arrange a workshop if the students were approaching the essay from different angles, especially one as effective as this class proved to be.

Once in their groups, I was very impressed to see that most of the students dove right into their peer edits; they clearly took this process very seriously. There was a pattern of silence and chatter. The silences were punctuated by scratching pencils and rustling papers as the students marked up their classmates’ papers with the ferocity of a grammar-school nun. In turn, the chattering was made up of questions and criticism, most of which seemed focused on their respective thesis statements. Some expressed their nervousness in their groups: “I don’t even know what my thesis is.” Others were concerned about their paper as a whole, noting “I wanna break it up, but it’s all one idea.” 

The professor’s involvement in the students’ group work was very impressive; she circulated through the room and engaged in discussions with the majority of the students, if not all of them. She stopped at each group multiple times, asking “Do you guys have any questions for me?” and “Are you all set?” The students all seemed to actively seek her advice and discuss their concerns with her. At one point she described her own writing process for a student, saying, “Here’s how I write drafts…” In doing so, she demonstrated two important points. First, she was modeling her own writing style. Second, in describing her own process, she validated her students’ efforts by putting their work on the same level.

The professor also made it a point to discuss critical sources. Blau dismisses critical sources, fearing that “if students were to read any of the presumed models for what they are being asked to write, they would find the gap between what they had thought they were doing and what is being presented as their model so wide as to be unbridgeable, either condemning them to failure or in their writing or rendering the model irrelevant” (174). However, his discussion focuses on the use of the articles as models, and he neglects to consider the ways in which they can add to students’ understanding. In this class, I was pleased to see that the professor focused upon how critical sources should be used; in fact, based upon the information sheet regarding the essay, she has obviously made it a point to discuss the use of sources during several class sessions. I managed to graduate with a BA in English without ever understanding the point of using secondary source material. These students, many of whom are not English majors, are already leaps ahead of where I was. 

Ultimately, the only problem I could see in this class was classroom management, as might be expected in any class made up of college freshmen.

One issue I saw –that of volume and crowd control—actually seemed to stem from the students’ enthusiasm for class discussion. As the students critiqued each other’s work, they grew louder. (Granted, it is likely that not all discussion was academic, but from what I could hear, much of it was; when the professor noticed irrelevant chatter, she encouraged the class to stay on task, saying “I really want you to focus on your ideas—don’t get sidetracked.”) The professor did her best to ride herd on the students (“I’m glad some of you are finding time to discuss, but please remember that some groups are still reading, so…quietly.”), but each fix was only temporary. When the volume inevitably rose again, she called out, “OK, again, make with the quiet voices, please.”  Some of students tried to “help” by shushing their classmates, and in some cases exacerbating the problem. In spite of these issues, she maintained her patience admirably. 

My own college experience is farther away than I might like to admit, but I do recall that laptops were still something of a novelty, and a wireless internet even more so. Many a student was inclined to spend class IMing a friend rather than taking notes. Based upon my recollections, I would have expected to see a majority of the students engaging in extracurricular entertainment during the class. I was surprised to see that most of them closed their laptops as soon as class started, with only one student glancing over at her screen and casually typing. And even that student proved to be using her computer for schoolwork, at least in part, as shown when she called the professor over to ask a question and referenced the material on her screen.

While laptops did not prove problematic, cell phones most certainly were. I saw many students staring at their phones in a very un-stealthy manner, and in some cases, typing frantically. It is, however, important to note that these same students were also very engaged in their peer edits and group work, and the cell phone use occurred mainly at the end of class.

From these observations, I am inclined to think that professors are more savvy to the distraction of internet-ready laptops than they were during my undergraduate years, and have stressed to their students that their laptops are for work, not play. While cell phones are certainly not new, I suspect that it is harder to prevent their usage during class, particularly during group work. In fact, the class syllabus specifically states:  Please note: Cell phones should be off and headphones put away during class. Text messaging in class is not permitted. Failure to follow these policies will result in a lowering of your participation grade in this class. Given this statement, it is possible that the professor may have taken note of this behavior and will take it into account when assigning final grades.

In the end, these disturbances were minor and did not seem to disrupt the class. The students were overall very well-behaved and engaged in the class. The professor’s helpful attitude seems to be emulated by her students, many of whom provided valuable assistance to their classmates, some even offering additional help outside of class. 
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