
page

43

Voices from the Middle, Volume 23 Number 2, December 2015

Norris  |  Their Own Voices: Empowering Students with Choice in Writing TasksJaime Norris

Their Own Voices: 
Empowering Students with 

Choice in Writing Tasks

Ask any young adolescent the kind 
of movies or books they like, and 
they’ll instantly spring into ac-

tion. They will launch into an impromptu 
review of one of their favorites that they 
watch or read over and over, or they will 
rehash the movie they saw the previ-
ous weekend. They’ll retell their favorite 
parts, even offer a critique of the actors in 
the movie. 

If you inquire, they will also tell you the movies 
that they were dragged to the theater to watch or 
about books they were forced to read. Young ad-
olescents know the kinds of movies and literature 
they like. Many of them could talk about them 
for hours.

Why wouldn’t we take advantage of that pas-
sion in our own classrooms? When students are 
genuinely interested in a topic, they are more 
likely to take pride in any work associated with 
it. Giving reasonable choices within the cur-
riculum can engage the students more because 
they are able to choose a topic or a prompt that 
suits them. Writing assignments, which can cre-
ate anxiety for many students, can easily utilize 
choice. If students are able to choose the topic 
or even the writing prompt, they would be more 
likely to put their best effort into the assignment. 
The students are also more likely to be engaged 
in learning. 

Student engagement is now more important 
than ever. With the implementation of the new 
Common Core Standards comes an explicit call 
for more writing to be done. Starting from grade 

3, the tenth writing standard for each grade level 
calls for students to “write routinely over extend-
ed time frames and shorter time frames” (CCSS; 
National Governors Association Center for Best 
Practices & Council of Chief State School Of-
ficers, 2010 ). There are three types of writing 
that students should be producing based on these 
Common Core State Standards:

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.1: Write arguments 
to support claims in an analysis of substantive topics 
or texts using valid reasoning and relevant and suf-
ficient evidence. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2: Write informa-
tive/explanatory texts to examine and convey com-
plex ideas and information clearly and accurately 
through the effective selection, organization, and 
analysis of content.

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.3: Write narratives 
to develop real or imagined experiences or events 
using effective technique, well-chosen details and 
well-structured event sequences (Common Core 
State Standards Initiative, 2014).

The standard explicitly states that writing should 
become routine and specifies that this writing 
should be done over longer periods of time in-
cluding planning, reflection and revision and in 
shorter periods of time, such as a single class sit-
ting. Stated bluntly, students should be writing 
several times per week, if not every day. In addi-
tion, students must put forth a significant effort 
on writing assignments that require a complex 
writing process. This requires spending a sig-
nificant length of time on a particular writing 
assignment. Thus, not only are we dealing with 
a high volume of student writing, we must allo-
cate great spaces of time to working with a single 
piece of student-produced writing. There should 
be tremendous attention given to detail and care-
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ful scrutiny of selected information to use. This 
requires time and effort over several sittings with 
a text. If a student is going to spend a significant 
amount of time to shape and polish his writing, 
it is important that he has a vested interest in the 
writing. One way of doing this is to give students 
choices in the writing assignments they complete. 

The positive benefits of incorporating choice 
in school curriculum are well documented. Ac-
cording to the National Research Council, (as 
cited in Quate & McDermott, 2009), students 
tend to be more engaged in school work when 
they have some choices in the material they 
study and the strategies they utilize in complet-
ing tasks. In a 2012 study of college students and 
their recollections of school experiences, the sub-
jects offered suggestions of ways to improve Eng-
lish instruction. One assertion is that the students 
need more opportunities for creative writing and 
that teachers tend to be too rigid on reading and 
writing topics (Yu, 2012). Clearly, there was a 
lack of choice and opportunities for students to 
develop a sense of ownership and creativity. A 
focus study of teenagers echoed that encourage-
ment to choose their own topics made their re-
quired writing assignment more interesting and 
engaging (Lenhart, Arafeh, Smith, & Macgill, 
2008). Based on the research, we can see that 
student engagement can be increased by offer-
ing choices in writing assignments. Further, with 
just a little more thought and effort, teachers can 
easily provide a variety of topic choices for any 
mode of writing. 

Careful examination of the grade level stan-
dards can guide a teacher in designing lessons 

and tasks for students. Infusing choice into writ-
ing assignments doesn’t have to be hard or time 
consuming. It just takes a little thought and plan-
ning. Giving students choices can even be as sim-
ple as giving a list of four or five prompts from 
which they can choose. Choice on a larger scale 
could involve students’ interests and experiences. 
I give my students an interest inventory sheet at 
the beginning of the year (see Appendix A). For 
quick reference, the graphic organizer is divided 
into four sections. The students compile lists of 
their beliefs, aspects of their background, hob-
bies, interests, and favorite things. This teaches 
me a little about my students in August and then 
serves as their possible topics list for the rest of 
the year. Writing assignments can be tailored 
around their interests, their beliefs and family 
traditions, their favorite foods, and the list con-
tinues. My students are engaged in a topic that 
interests them, which they chose. I don’t have to 
read 200 papers about why students shouldn’t be 
required to wear uniforms. It’s a win-win situa-
tion. 

Argumentative: For This They 
Believe
Students have no trouble telling you their opin-
ion if you ask them. They are quick to defend 
their position. Our job in teaching argumentative 
writing is to teach them how to do so in an effec-
tive manner. Students need to be able to assert 
a claim and support it with plenty of strong evi-
dence (Calkins, Ehrenworth, & Lehman, 2012). 
Since students can feel as apathetic about some 

Connections from readwritethink

Everyone reads, and everyone writes.  Helping youth notice the great variety of writing all around them “in the real 
world” not only helps them learn that people of all ages write for a variety of purposes, for different audiences, and 
in different forms or genres, but it also motivates them to write in genres that are new and engaging and helps them 
become more fluent and more flexible writers.

http://bit.ly/1CeE7Pa
Lisa Storm Fink

www.ReadWriteThink.org
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topics as they feel passionately about others, 
choice is a critical element. This can take several 
forms. Newspapers and other periodicals are ex-
cellent sources for editorials that focus on current 
events and other topics. There are many editori-
als that focus on topics that affect students. An 
editorial proposing a ban on the sale of energy 
drinks to minors got my students fired up. Other 
students found the proposed ban on plastic bags 
to be interesting. One possibility is to give stu-
dents a choice of two or three editorials to study. 
Students can be grouped according to the article 
for which they expressed interest. They can then 
work collaboratively to evaluate the claim and ev-
idence from the editorial, even develop a rebut-
tal argument. Alternatively, students can search 
independently for their own editorials based on 
their interests. This requires a short lesson on 
how to do a search on Google. For example, 
inputting “editorials and skateboards” into the 
search engine usually gives a number of choices. 
Students can choose an editorial and can work 
with a partner with that common interest or they 
can work alone. 

Expository and Informational: 
The Knowledge They Seek
Expository and informational texts and tasks cov-
er a vast array of topics from literary analysis to 
how-to papers to research projects. Although lit-
erary analysis is limited in the specific grade level 
standards and the skills they emphasize, choice 
can still be used effectively. In units involving 
multiple texts, perhaps we could give students a 
choice of which text to analyze. Usually by the 
end of the unit, students have a preference for 
one or the other and feel more confident to write 
about their preferred text. Alternatively, a choice 
of four different prompts may be offered, and 
students can decide on the one about which they 
feel most confident. Undoubtedly, some people 
will shake their heads at this, saying students 
would be avoiding necessary skills that they may 
not have mastered and that addressing these skills 
in their writing would help them improve. May-
be. However, if the goal is to teach effective and 

powerful writing, it is important that students be 
confident in their knowledge of the content they 
are writing about and be interested in the topic. 
Both are especially important if students will be 
spending a significant amount of time revising 
and editing their pieces. 

For other expository and informational 
writing, the students’ interest inventory can be 
utilized. Students’ interests can be the basis for 
many different kinds of writing assignments. 
With a little help, students can formulate their 
own prompts. For example, an avid skateboarder 
may write a piece on how to do a certain skate-
boarding trick or discuss the pros and cons of dif-
ferent terrains for skateboarding. 

Research papers are also an important part 
of informational writing. Just as students formu-
lated a list of their interests, they can also gener-
ate a list of wonderings. I wonder how crop circles 
are made. I wonder about the process of constructing a 
video game from the first idea to the finished product. 
Students can take these wonderings and conduct 
research to change them from I wonder to I know 
and I can show you. We can utilize research projects 
that encourage students to discover what they’ve 
always wanted to know. In my own classes, my 
students conduct research projects on a chosen 
career. Most of them already have an idea of a 
career they might want to have. Some of them 
know they want to be a veterinarian because they 
love animals. Others may bounce from doctor 
to lawyer to teacher, depending on their mood 
that day. Before beginning the project, students 
choose a career to research. They do prewrit-
ing on why they are interested in that career and 
what they believe the career entails as far as the 
day-to-day responsibilities. Then they conduct 
the research and can even work collaboratively 
with other students with similar career interests. 
In their report, they would discuss their findings, 
which include the educational requirements, av-
erage salaries, day-to-day responsibilities, and 
other career aspects. While some students find 
that their initial anticipations were accurate, oth-
ers realize that they need higher degrees in edu-
cation than they had previously thought or that 
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their salary estimations were slightly off. This is a 
good project for students because it is something 
they should be thinking about as they progress 
through school and start thinking about college 
and careers. 

Narrative: The Story They Want 
to Tell
Students’ lives are full of stories. There are sto-
ries of the exciting activities they engaged in over 
weekends and breaks. There are stories of tri-
umph in their favorite sport, the story of their 

first dates, first loves, 
and more. Students 
can write narratives 
from these stories that 
are smoldering in their 
own memories. How-
ever, choice can and 
should still be utilized 
in students’ personal 

narratives. It is tempting for teachers to keep 
the assignment limited to one prompt; reliving 
a memory is a common one. Remember, there 
are students for whom pleasant memories are a 
scarcity. Some students may not feel comfortable 
writing about memories, particularly if they will 
be participating in peer review. It is important to 
give a variety of prompts so students can choose 
the prompts they feel most comfortable writing 
about. 
	 Imagined narratives are often overlooked. In 
my narrative unit, students write imagined narra-
tives, and many have said that it is their favorite 
assignment of the year. They fondly remember 
the mentor texts we read and examine, but most 
of all, they remember the culminating task. The 
prompt that I give my students is simple—write 
the story you would want to read. There are nec-
essary restrictions, of course. Their stories must 
be age appropriate, meaning no alcohol, drug, 
or tobacco use. They cannot use characters from 
other stories or movies, not even an imitation. 
Over the years I have added the restriction that 
they cannot use other students in their narratives, 
although they are perfectly welcome to write 

about themselves. These restrictions don’t seem 
to bother them. For once, they are not limited 
to one prompt, and they get to choose their own 
story. They become truly engaged in the writing 
assignment.

A Few Words about Mentor 
Texts and Models
Obviously, we cannot simply turn students loose 
with a pen and a notebook. Students will not 
simply transform into good writers by writing 
notebooks full of stories and essays about their in-
terests and curiosities. If we expect them to learn 
to write well, we must teach them how (Jago, 
2014). One of the ways to do this is through the 
use of mentor texts. A writing unit cannot stand 
alone. If students are to become good writers, 
they must examine, not just read exemplary writ-
ing. Kelly Gallagher emphasizes that students 
must revisit a text repeatedly throughout the 
writing process (2014). Character development, 
vivid description, realistic dialogue, sentence 
structure and other elements—these are skills 
best taught by studying them in the literature 
they read and other models.   In addition to guid-
ing the students through analysis of mentor texts, 
the teacher should be writing along with the stu-
dents. First, this shows students that writing does 
not have to be published in order to be consid-
ered “good.” Second, this is a great way to dem-
onstrate revision and writing techniques. Also, 
the teacher serves as a model, showing students 
that even experienced writers have to make many 
revisions to their writing. Plus, if teachers think 
aloud as they write, they serve as examples of the 
required thinking processes that go into writing. 
When I write in front of my students, they see 
that the writing does not have to be perfect the 
first time. They find great joy in contributing 
possible word choices and sentence structure in 
the teacher’s writing. 

The Last Word
Empowering our students to make choices in 
their writing tasks does require more time and 
effort, but in the end, it is worth the payoff. Stu-

Empowering our students to 

make choices in their writing 

tasks does require more time 

and effort, but in the end, it 

is worth the payoff.
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dents will be more engaged in the writing they 
produce and thus are more likely to invest more 
time into their effort than they otherwise would. 
True, it is easier to design one prompt. Some 
may argue that it is easier to instruct with one 
topic. Others say that it makes grading easier 
too. But, in the end, if students have no commit-
ment to their writing, what will they gain from 
the instruction? The truth of the matter is that 
we teach writing for the students. It is to benefit 
them, certainly not ourselves. I have yet to see a 
teacher who was excited to go home on Friday 
afternoon to grade a ponderous stack of essays. 
Narrowing the assignment to one prompt for 
all students robs them of their voice in writing. 
They are then writing for the teacher when they 
should be writing for themselves. After all, they 
are writing for the purpose of becoming better 
writers and extending their knowledge. They are 
writing to improve and to benefit themselves. 
The power to make their own choices and to be 
held accountable for those choices is important 
in ways that extend far past the classroom. As 
teachers, it is our responsibility to foster and en-
courage that process. 
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Appendix A: Student Interest Inventory

Student’s Name

All about Me: (include information about family, 
pets, background, traditions, etc)

Beliefs

Hobbies/Interests Favorites:	           List other favorites here.

Person:

Food:

Book:

Music:

Movie:

Animal:

Place:
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