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At the beginning of the spring semester I told my two writing classes of forty 
students each that they would need a notebook for my class. The notebook was 
going to be used for a ten-minute freewrite at the beginning of each class. 
Freewriting was first developed by Elbow (1973) as a way to develop writing skills 
and helping students generate ideas without the fear of correction. I told my 
students they could write about whatever they wanted as long as they wrote for 
ten minutes without stopping. My class meets once a week for an hour and a half 
and my students are all second year undergraduate students. They are Japanese 
majors and are required to take a certain number of courses in English. When 
presenting the assignment, I explained the difference between accuracy and 
fluency and told them that because it was important to develop both facets of 
their writing ability I would not be correcting their freewrites. In order to keep 
the definition of accuracy and fluency simple for my students, I used the 
definitions from their textbook Success with College Writing: From Paragraph to 
Essay. This book defines fluency as “writing quickly and easily” while accuracy is 
“having correct grammar and spelling.” (Zemach & Rumisek, 2003, p.7) I told 
them that this assignment would be an opportunity for them to develop their 
fluency in writing. I further explained that I would give them written feedback on 
their other writing assignments, but that for ten minutes each class they were 
free to experiment, make mistakes, cross out, erase, re-write whatever they 
wanted. Since then all eighty students have been obediently collecting their 
notebooks at the beginning of each class, writing for ten minutes, and returning 
their notebooks to me at the end of class. So this is a success, right?

After a semester of doing this 
assignment with my class, I decided to 
investigate whether it was a success 
from my students’ perspectives. I gave 
my students a short questionnaire 
about the experience of writing these 
freewrites to get a sense of their 
opinions about this assignment. I asked 
them the following questions:

1. Why do you think Claire had you 
write everyday in a journal?

2. Why do you think that Claire did 
not correct your journal entries?

3. Did you enjoy writing in your 
journal every class? Why or why not?

The responses that I got were quite 
varied. Some students showed that 
they did not understand my intention 
behind the assignment or the benefit 
of developing fluency in writing. 
However, other students expressed a 
fairly sophisticated and nuanced grasp 
of the advantages of developing 
writing fluency skills and expressed an 
understanding of how this assignment 
would contribute to their development 
as writers of English.

Overall there was a positive response 
to the third question of whether or not 
students enjoyed writing in their 
journals. Reading their answers to this 
open-ended question, I saw that 59 
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out of 80 students wrote that they 
enjoyed writing in their journals. 
Students who gave an answer of “so 
so” or “it depends” only accounted for 
7 out of 80 students and 14 out of 80 
said that they did not enjoy it. Looking 
more closely at the 14 students who 
did not enjoy it, I wanted to see the 
reasons they gave for the second 
question of why I did not correct their 
journals. I found multiple reasons; 
however, the most interesting number 
to me was that 6 out of the 14 
students who wrote that they did not 
enjoy it, did in fact understand my 
reasoning for having them write in 
their journals.

One student, for example, wrote 
“Correct writing is not important. 
Writing English is important.” and 
another student wrote “I think that 
Claire want to learn enjoyment of 
writing in person. If Claire correct my 
freewrites, I willingly don’t learn.” In 
looking more closely at this group of 
responses, I tried to think about the 
reasons why they might understand 
the benefits of the assignment and yet 
still did not enjoy it. Many of their 
responses to other questions showed 
that their reasoning may be that they 
had difficulty coming up with a topic.

Out of all the responses, 22 out of 80 
said that they would prefer for me to 
give them a topic each week rather 
than having to think up a topic on 
their own. Other students’ reasoning 
showed that they were critical of their 
own language ability and seemed to be 
more negative toward their level of 
English rather than the quality of the 
assignment. A couple of students 
noted personal reasons such as they 
were busy with other classes or did 
not have the energy to write in their 
journal each day.

While I cannot go into all the details of 
the respondents who did enjoy the 
experience, I will use a few to 
illustrate some of the thoughts that 
the students had about the 
assignment. One student, in response 
to why I did not correct the journals, 
simply wrote “because it is a free 
writing” while another student wrote 
that it “give thinking skills for us” and 
a third student wrote “correct English 
strictly makes students fearful.” 
Another students wrote “she (Claire) 
believe our autonomy.” These students 
clearly understand the intention 
behind the assignment and their 
response to the third question 
indicates that they are enjoying the 
experience. However, among the 59 
students who enjoy the assignment 21 
students also wrote “I don’t know” to 
the question of why I did not correct 
their journals. For example, one 
student wrote that the reason I gave 
them the assignment was “in order to 
improve our writing quickly” and that 
they enjoyed it “because I could find 
my growth about writing” and yet he/
she wrote “I don’t know” in response 
to why I did not correct their journals.

Although there was a generally 
positive response to the questionnaire, 
I wondered about the difference 
between students’ responses. For 
example, one student wrote:

Keep on writing is one of the most 
important thing. Claire thinking that. 
I think so too. This is one of the best 
thing this class. I think she judge to 

need not to correct because journal’s 
importance point is not to check. It 

important point is writing and keeping 
on it.

However other students showed that 
they did not like it, did not know why I 
had them write, and did not 
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understand why I did not correct 
them. Each student has diligently 
written an entry each week for the 
last semester and a half, and yet I 
have to believe that they are each 
getting something different out the 
experience. Is there a way to illustrate 
or explain the benefits of daily writing 
so that this assignment becomes 
meaningful to all my students?

Just three weeks ago, over half way 
through the second semester, I saw a 
student not writing during the first ten 
minutes of class. His entry was only 
three sentences, totaling 21 words, 
and was significantly shorter than his 
previous entries. Afterwards I told him 
to make sure that he took full 
advantage of the ten minutes given to 
him and to write the entire time. 
When looking at his freewrite the 
following week he had written “By the 
way, please check mistake spelling and 
grammar. We want to check. We just 
write it is no meaning. So I wrote short 
last class.” I responded directly in his 
journal and wrote to him the following 
“I will not check your journals for 
grammar and spelling. I do this 
intentionally. I will check your essays 
but your journal is a
time to practice and build your writing 
fluency. Even if I do not correct them I 
still expect you to not write a short 
entry. Please do not do that in the 
future.” The following week his entry 
was twelve sentences and over eighty 
words long, easily one of the longest 
entries he had written since the 
beginning of last semester. Is it as 
simple as reminding my students about 
the advantages of daily writing? Has 
this student simply gone back to 
listening to me and following my 
instructions? Does my student 
understand the intention behind my 
decisions? Unfortunately, it is difficult 

to know the answer to these 
questions.

As a teacher, I believe that I have to 
trust that my assignment has merit 
and hope that by going through the 
process my students who did not 
initially see the benefits will see them 
now or over time will begin to see 
them in the future. However, I also 
feel that an important part of this 
process for me as the teacher is 
remembering that I have to take my 
students’ feedback into consideration. 
This feedback was definitely beneficial 
for me and I was able to use it to 
modify and adapt what I am doing in 
my classroom. Since analyzing these 
questionnaire responses I have made a 
couple of adaptations to the 
assignment. First, I often give a 
prompt or question and allow students 
to choose whether or not they want to 
follow the prompt. If they have an 
idea for a topic they are free to write 
about it; however, if they are having 
difficulty thinking of a topic they may 
use the prompt provided. This change 
came as a result of my students saying 
they had a difficult time coming up 
with a topic. I have noticed mixed 
responses to this addition to the 
assignment. Sometimes students use it 
and sometimes they do not, but I think 
it provides some comfort to students 
who are having difficulty coming up 
with an idea. 

I also use the journal as a place to 
have a more personal conversation 
with a student. I write back to the 
students at the bottom of their 
entries. I do not do this for each 
student every week, but I use the 
journals as a place to have a dialogue. 
Especially with 40 students in a 
classroom it is often difficult to find 
the time to connect with each 
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student. I have noticed that using their 
journals as a place to have a 
conversation has made me feel closer 
to my students. My response may take 
the form of a comment, asking a 
question, answering a question they 
have asked me, or something as simple 
as writing “Happy Birthday” if 
students have written about their 
birthday celebrations. In a similar way, 
I use what the students have written 
in their journal to chat with them in 
class. My students are fairly low level 
and extremely shy. By knowing 
something about their lives and 
interests I feel that I am able to 
connect with them on a more personal 
level.

As students, I believe that the 
development of their writing skills is 
being strongly supported by this 
weekly activity. As a teacher I have 
gained a closer relationship with my 
students from having them complete 
this assignment each week. 
Additionally, by getting their feedback 
I have been given the chance to 
experiment, change, and adapt my 
lesson plans to my students’ needs. In 
this ongoing process I am confident 
that my students are growing as 
writers of English and that at the same 
time I have been able to continue my 
development as a teacher.
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