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Students Writing for their Community 


Katy Eck 

Although the communitycanbecome involved 
in the classroom in numerous ways and with all 
disciplines, I found my way into the community 
through an advanced composition class writing 
project. I had been bothered by what appeared to 
be a real lack of concern for writing exhibited by 
my students. Time after time, after spending 
many evenings writing what I thought were help
ful and supportive comments on their papers, I 
would notice, upon handing the papers back, that 
they quickly flipped to the last page. looked at the 
grade, then tossed the paper away. or buried it in 
their folders. I knew there had to be a better way. 

I felt I could make my students' 
writing more relevant and more 
meaningful to them if they 
produced an authentic product 
with it. 

During one summer I attended a conference 
on authentic and alternative assessment and. as 
the result ofseveral workshop sessions--and my 
own familiartty with what seemed to work in my 
classroom, came up with the idea of making 
writing meaningful to my students by taking it 
out of the classroom and into the community. I 
felt I could make my students' writing more 
relevant and more meaningful to them if they 
produced an authentic product with it. A bro

chure advertising local businesses seemed a per
fect subject. 

I had what seemed to me to be a marvelous 
idea; however, the problem still remained as to 
how to implement it. I was not a native to the city 
in which I taught, and I did not have much 
experience dealingwith local businesses. I had to 
find a contact to help open doors for me. 

Section I: Selecting the Businesses: 
I began with a summer visit to the local 

chamber ofcommerce. Not onlywere they incred
ibly helpful in the selection process, but they 
asked to be one ofthe businesses to work with the 
class! After putting together a list ofbusinesses. 
I sent out a letter. outlining the project and 
inviting them to be participants. Here is an 
example of a letter that I sent to my community 

businesses: 

Dear ____ Chamber Members: 

I am an English teacher at High 
School, and this year I am trying an innova
ttve approach to teaching writing in my ad
vanced compositionclass. Rather than break
ing thefirst semester into separate units to 
teach expository, narrative, persuasive, and 
descriptive writing, I will incorporate all of 
these into a semester-long project in which 
the students design informational brochures 
to promote area businesses. The project will 
benefit both the students and the businesses 
involved in a number ofways. The students 
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wtll ben€jlt because they will apply skills 
learned In the classroom to actual profes
sional situations. This project will enhance 
their communication, research, and writing 
skills, while Increasing their Involvementwith 
the community. They will learn the impor
tance of meeting deadlines and polishing 
their work toperfection, because thefinished 
product will not only refiect on them, but also 
on the businesses they are representing. This 
will be an invaluable experience In that it wtll 
better prepare them not onlyfor college, but 
life after college as well. 

The businesses involved will benefit, also. 
You will get to know the teenagepopulation in 
your community, and they will learn more 
about you. You will receivefree, prqfessional 
advertising through your brochure. Most im
portant, you will gain the personal satisfac
tion ofknowing you helped the youth qfyour 
community. You wtll not be disappointed if 
you deCide to participate. 

My students wtll be working in cooperative 
learning groups to complete this project. One 
group qf 4 to 6 students will work on one 
brochure. In this way, it is easierfor me, as 
well as the students, to keep in close contact 
with each business. This wtll alsoprovide the 
business with a number ofstudent contacts, 
rather thanjust one. In addition. I think the 
group will create a checks and balances 
system among themselves which will result 
in more prqfessionally written brochures. 

Being a partofthis special project will Involve 
a commitment ofttmefrom you. The students 
working with you will be conducting inter
views with managers, employees, and pa
trons qfyour business. They will need to tour 
the business and have access to research 
material. At the end ofthe year, the students 
will make a presentatton to your bUSiness In 
which they will present the brochure. We 
would like you to attend this event. When you 
receive the brochure, you will also receive an 
evaluationform; this will help me In assess
Ing theprojectand implementing any changes 
that should be made for the follOWing 
year.Please let me know lfyou are interested 
as soon aspossible, as I need to introduce the 
project to my students thefirst weekqfschool. 
Ilookforward to working with you this school 
year. 

Sincerely, 

Katherine A. Eck 
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I knew that for the experience to 
be meaningful for my students, we 
would have to work with 
businesses that took them, and the 
project, seriously. 

All six businesses that I sent this letter to 
eagerly accepted my proposition. The busi
nesses that I chose fit the wide variety of career 
interests that my students would have. I chose a 
hospital, two automotive engineering plants, the 
Chamber ofCommerce, the local newspaper, and 
an elementary school. I was very careful to 
determine whether the businesses had a real 
commitment to the project or were just being 
accommodating. I knewthat for the experience to 
be meaningful for my students, we would have to 
work with businesses that took them. and the 
project, seriously. Once the clients had been 
chosen the next step was to set up the working 
teams of students. 

Section II: Selecting Core Cooperative 
Learning Groups: 

The next step was to sell the Idea to the 
students. None of them had come into the class 
expectingto produce a professionally-written bro
chure. For this reason. I gave them the opportu
nity to switch to a different section. I am happy 
to say all but one stuck with me. I explained to 
them that this brochure would encompas~ all of 
the skills they were to learn separately in my 
class. They would have to research, Interview 
people, write letters. make phone calls, and so on. 
Then there would be drafts after drafts until they 
had dlsttlled what their research had taught them 
down to a segment ofcopy that fit the needs ofthe 
format and was acceptable to the client. In 
addition, I also planned many additional Indi
vidual aSSignments throughout the project. These 
aSSignments ran the gamut from those inspired 
by the project to the more traditional composition 
topiCS focused around the claSSical modes. 

The core cooperative learning groups were 
1n1t1ally formed by the student's area of interest. 
After we learned something about the business 



and what they do, each member ofthe class wrote 
a letter to me, asking to be placed in a particular 
group. All students were asked to make a second 
choice in case there was an overabundance of 
interest in one business. For instance, if a 
student was interested in a career in any aspect 
of the medical field, slhe might choose to work 
with the hospital. Ifslhe expresses an interest in 
entrepreneurship, one of the automotive engi
neering companies would be the best choice. 

"[It didn't matter) if we had 
differences with someone; we had 
to work things through. You have 
to go into it with an open mind 
and be willing to give things up." 

Mter settl1ng on one group for a while, stu
dents who felt that it really was not the place for 
them were allowed to change. In this case, I 
talked extensively with the student as well as the 
group. In most cases, I would encouraged the 
student to stay with the initial group. I would not 
allow changes after the first paper had been 
written. For the most part, students learned to 
put aside their differences, as we do in the "adult 
world" when there is a deadline to consider. Some 
groups became so close, in fact, that they formed 
a family away from home. As one student put it, 
"[It didn't matter) ifwe had differences with some
one; we had to work things through. You have to 
go into it with an open mind and be w11l1ng to give 
things up." 

Section IU: Community Visitors in the 
Classroom: 

To give students actual experIences, I had to 
provide them with a number of role models from 
the professIonal world. The business contacts 
provided excellent and authentic models. Busi
ness representatives visited the classroom on a 
number of occasions within the first few days of 
school to present themselves to the students. It 

helped the students to get a better pIcture of the 
business and the person(s) they would be dealing 
with if they decided to join that group. It also got 

the business persons reacquainted with school 
life. Mter this initial visit, the business returned 
to discuss revision of each paper that would be 
incorporated into the brochure. and to discuss 
graphics, design, and layout. FInally. the busi
ness contact returned again at the end ofthe year 
for the brochure presentation. 

These visits turned out to be more than infor
mational for the students. They also gave them a 
glimpse of the larger world beyond their school. 
One ofthe entrepreneurs talked about the struggle 
of owning a business and held the class spell
bound when he discussed going bankrupt, filing 
for chapter 11 and then fighting back year after 
year to regain what he had lost. Many eyes were 
opened that day and in the days after because of 
the straight talk students got from the clients. 

The students must also call on the businesses 
several times during the semester. They tour the 
business, talk with the employees, gather infor
mation, and interview patrons. This authentic 
research replaces the traditional research they 
would normally do in the school library. GOing 
out into the professional community also is a 
revelation to many students. Several members of 
the class complained to me when they visited the 
automotive parts manufacturer and were not 
treated in as special a fashion as they had ex
pected. They were actually asked to wait, then 
made to wear hard-hats and safety glasses before 
they could tour the plant. Imagine! Being treated 
like ordinary people when. after all, these were 
seniorsI 

The printing and graphics person turned out 
to be a crucial part ofthe project. We worked very 
closely with this Individual during the entire 
process. He came to the class on many occasions 
to show students different paper, fonts, and 
graphics they could use in the production oftheir 
brochures. He was helpfulwithwrItingheadings, 
subheadings, titles, and with placement of piC
tures, maps. and other graphicS that were incor
porated into the brochures. In fact, if there isn't 
a knowledgeable, cooperative printingprofessIonal 
available, It would be wise to reconsider the whole 
project. That's how important he was to our 
success. 
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Section IV: Fundraising: 
In order to make the project as close to an 

actual professional situation as possible. I turned 
the fundraising aspects over to the students as 
well. They had to find a way to pay for all of this 
professional printing. First. the class held a 
brainstorming session in which each group dis
cussed the best way to raise money. Mter they 
brainstormed within the group. everyone shared 
their ideas with the entire group. Each group 
should be responsible for holding their own fund
raisers. usually outside of school hours. My 
students came up with several of the usual ideas 
for getting money, but also some novel ones: 
bottle drives. candy sales. bake sales. a haunted 
house. and a carwash. The clients we had chosen 
worked with us. as well as several other local 
businesses. 

The easy way to raise money would be to 
accept a donation from a generous parent. but. 
while this is tempting. it teaches students little 
about how the business world operates. Parents 
who are eager to help should be encouraged to 
become involved with the fund-raisers. One 
father in our project donated lumber for my 
students' haunted house and then helped them 
build it. Another parent donated towels to our car 
wash. and many families brought over a caravan 
of cars. There are numerous ways for parents to 
help. while still proViding the students with the 
opportunity to raise the money themselves. 

Section V: The Presentation: 
The day our pamphlets arrived. hot off the 

presses from the print shop, my students stood 
gazing at them with surprised awe. A great sense 
of relief and excitement filled the class. Still. the 
job wasn't over. They had to plan a reception 

duringwhich they presented the brochures to the 
clients. Once again. they brainstormed in groups 
and formed committees. They wrote inVitations, 
ordered refreshments. chose emcees, and de
cided on a place inwhich to hold the presentation. 
As a whole group. they had to write and design an 
evaluation form for the bUsiness contacts to fill 
out after the presentation. It is always nice to 
have recognition for a jobwell done. so we decided 
to inVite the local press to come out and cover the 
story. 

"We had to make the business look 
good, and if we didn't make the 
pamphlet look professional, then 
we would ruin the reputation the 
business has." 

The students came away from this project 
with a tremendous sense of accomplishment, as 
well as a published piece of writing. They gained 
autonomy and learned to care about the product 
theywere creating. One stUdent commented. "We 
had to make the business look good, and if we 
didn't make the pamphlet look professional. then 
we would ruin the reputation the business has." 
Such comments made me feel the extra hours 
spent organizing this project were worthwhile. 
The class got a better understanding of their 
community and adults in the community got a 
chance to see young people in a positive light. 
Along the way, my students became betterwt1ters 
and learned a lesson about writing in the profes
sional world that will stay with them far longer 
than any comment I could have written on their 
essays. 
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