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PART I: BACKGROUND 

 

Title: Using Sample Papers Effectively in the Classroom 
 

Authors: Kyla Moore and Deb Siebert, University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
 

Contact: Kyla Moore, kylam@uwm.edu 
 

Discipline or Field: Composition and Rhetoric, Education, English, Humanities. 

 
Date: March 2, 2009. 
 

Course Name: Freshman Seminar:  Satire – from Jon Swift to Jon Stewart 
 

Course Description: Freshman Seminars are offered in many departments at UW-Milwaukee, and are seminar-

style classes capped at twenty students that are meant to engage students in university-level thinking, reading, 

writing and discussion through collaborative exploration of a very specific topic.  In this particular Freshman 

Seminar, students read seminal satirists, explore modern popular adaptations of satirical techniques, and are 

required to write short response papers, a 3-5 page satire analysis, and a short creative satire on a topic of their 

choice.  The lesson fits into the curriculum about two-thirds of the way through the semester, as students are 

working on their creative satire project.  This type of activity, though, could certainly be adapted to fit any writing 

assignment as long as there is a sample of this type of work from a student not currently in the class.  The lesson 

takes about sixty minutes to complete, and is best done in the context of a small classroom (15-30 students).   
 

Executive Summary: The purpose of this study is structure an activity that effectively helps students to see 

multiple uses for sample writing that is shared in the classroom. Students are asked to participate in two sets of 

small groups to discuss a sample paper, and the ways it could be read and used effectively. Each small group meets 

for 15-20 minutes. The first group brainstorms how to read the sample paper through a particular pedagogical lens, 

while the second group focuses on synthesizing the lenses represented. The group summaries demonstrate that 

when students are given a carefully constructed lesson, they are able to recognize and discuss multiple perspectives 

of a text and then synthesize them collaboratively. Additionally, a pattern emerged from our reading of student self-

reflections:  students overwhelmingly claimed that the lesson will both help them consider and analyze their 

audiences and consider multiple viewpoints when reading and writing. 
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PART II: THE LESSON 

How to Teach the Lesson 

First, identify a sample paper that the students can critique and discuss.  It is particularly helpful and motivating for 

students if this is a sample paper for an assignment they are currently working on.  During the first iteration of the 

study, we used an anonymous draft of the assignment from the current class; however, students seemed to feel that 

it was unfair that one student paper got so much attention.  This ultimately distracted students from the lesson.  For 

the second iteration, we chose a sample paper of the current assignment (to write an original creative satire) from a 

previous semester’s class.  This revision in the lesson study was instrumental in helping all students concentrate on 

the task at hand, rather than being distracted by the fact that the paper was written by a classmate, and confusing the 

activity with “peer review.”  (In the previous iteration, students who felt that their papers were too “different” from 

the selected sample claimed that the activity was not as useful as it could have been.)  The paper should be short 

enough to read and digest in 10 minutes or so, so if your class is working with longer papers, it may be useful to use 

an excerpt from the paper or to modify the lesson study to give the students the paper to read outside of class.  

Make copies of the anonymous paper for the students.  Then, determine which pedagogical lenses you would like 

students to focus on as they read the sample paper.  For this study, we asked one group to discuss the text’s genre, 

and what we could learn about the genre of satire from this text; one group to discuss what we could learn about 

writing and communication; one group to discuss what we could infer about the writer’s beliefs and values; and one 

group to discuss what we could infer about audience.  (See Appendix A for specific prompts.)   

 

The other pre-lesson work includes separating the class into two sets of small groups of four.  Logistically, this is a 

little bit tricky, as students will be part of one small group that will look at the text through a very specific 

pedagogical lens, and then shift into another small group with a new set of students that will represent and 

synthesize the different pedagogical lenses.  The context of this lesson within a small, seminar-style course (I had 

twenty students) lends itself to four or five small groups of four, depending on absences.  When splitting students 

into small groups, do this mindfully, considering the level of engagement each student is likely to bring to the table, 

and how comfortable they will be discussing with one another.  Try to assign at least one “talker” to each group--

that is, students who you know are comfortable speaking their minds, and who can likely encourage other, quieter 

students to participate in discussion.  The second step is to rearrange the students into a second set of small groups, 

where each student joins one student from each of the other preliminary groups.  In so doing, they will “represent” 

their earlier group, and get the benefit of hearing from other “representatives” what transpired in their respective 

groups.  Before coming to class to teach the lesson, have a list of the first set of small groups, and the second, 

rearranged set of small groups, taking into consideration that these may need to shift slightly depending on who is 

absent that day.  (For example, the day I taught the second iteration of the study, I ended up having four small 

groups instead of five based on the day’s absences).   

 

During the class session, explain to students that this is a sample student paper from last semester of their current 

assignment, and that they will read it with a specific area of focus in order to give them greater insight on the 

assignment.  Break students into their first groups and hand each group one of the areas of focus as well as the 

sample student paper.  The instruction here is important, and students are likely to have questions.  Explain that it is 

important that each group member take notes on the discussion of their question, as each member will be 

representing their group after we rearrange.  This prompts those students who are likely to sit back and not write 

anything down to be responsible for this content.  It is our experience that this is a powerful motivating factor. 

 

After the groups have read through their specific question, ask that they take 10-15 minutes to silently read through 

the paper.  Students have been very willing to do this, as they are curious to see how another student has 

approached the assignment they are currently working on.  Note that they can feel free to note any comments they 

have about the paper right on the physical copy; however, this isn’t necessary.  I think that it is important that 

groups have their group’s question before they read the paper, so that they read with that specific perspective in 

mind and in the context of their first small group. 

 

Once the groups have finished reading the paper, they have 15 minutes or so to discuss and take notes on their 

group’s focus.  When this discussion comes to a close, ask the students to rearrange into the second set of groups (it 

is useful to write these groups on the board.)  If numbers work out in your favor, each group will contain one 

member of the preliminary groups.  If this doesn’t work out mathematically, some groups may have two 



representatives from one of the groups, or there may be one group unrepresented.  This is okay, and does not impact 

the second group’s ability to complete phase two of this assignment, which asks them to synthesize the perspectives 

represented in this group and compose a paragraph that describes this sample piece of writing (see Appendix A for 

specific prompt). 

 

As the second set of groups materialize, remind the students that they are representing their first group, and that 

they will here benefit from the perspectives of the other groups.  Their assignment, in this second group, is to 

collectively compose a paragraph that represents a holistic view of the sample paper that takes into consideration 

each of the group’s perspectives.  This necessitates discussion, and they must all write this paragraph, which 

minimizes the risk that one scribe will simply ask each member for his or her perspective in a rote fashion.  Tell 

them that you will collect this paragraph from everyone at the end of class. 

 

Finally, after the second set of groups have finished discussing and composing, ask the students to turn their paper 

over, and reflect on how they see this activity influencing the writing of their own paper, and their reading and 

writing in general (see Appendix A for specific prompt). 
 
Student Learning Goals 

As composition instructors, we’ve all had the dilemma of using sample student papers in class.  We know the value 

of looking at work collectively, to discuss what we see as effective or ineffective about the paper; however, we 

routinely face student resistance as they often simply want to know if this is an example of a “good” paper (i.e., one 

that they should use as a model), or a “bad” paper (one they should avoid using as a model).  Our intention for this 

lesson is to help students become more critical readers of sample student work, so that they can see how they might 

use a sample paper to help them reconsider their own approach to the assignment from multiple perspectives. 

 

As a result of this lesson, students should have the ability to approach a sample paper with more than simply a 

binary perspective (is this a good or bad sample paper?) and ask themselves multi-faceted questions about the 

perspectives informing the text: what can they learn from this paper in terms of writing, in terms of the writer’s 

beliefs and values, in terms of the paper’s content, and in terms of audience?  And how might this help them 

approach their own writing assignment? 
 
How the Lesson is Intended to Work 

Breaking down the paper into four or five concrete areas of focus for the preliminary groups is intended to represent 

the multitude of ways one can approach—and learn from—a (student) text.  The task of synthesis for the second set 

of groups is intended to model and encourage the academic skill of using multiple perspectives of a text to inform 

one’s own critical interpretation.   
 

PART III: THE STUDY 
 
Approach 

We collected observations during both iterations of the lesson study in Kyla’s Freshman Seminar class and the 

student work completed both during and after the lesson.  Deb observed two groups of students discussing sample 

papers, taking both field notes (based on pre-determined prompts) and using an observer’s checklist (see Appendix 

B). The observations focus on students’ engagement, and their ability to add meaningfully to the conversation, use 

evidence from the text, and share multiple perspectives. While Kyla taught the lesson, Deb observed the student 

groups as unobtrusively as possible from a nearby table. 
 
Findings 

In the second lesson study iteration, we addressed several concerns enabling students to focus on the lesson’s goals.  

Using a previous semester’s student sample seemed to circumvent students from viewing the perspective-taking 

activity as “error-seeking” peer review and being distracted by their own desires or fears to have their papers peer 

reviewed by the entire class.  We also incorporated a self-reflection enabling students to more readily connect the 

student sample activity to their own reading and writing experiences.   

 

Students in group I of the second iteration seemed more engaged (all four members participated) and most members 

participated meaningfully in the conversation and used specific examples from the text. In addition to noting these 

same observations in Group 2, Deb observed that students also shared their multiple perspectives with their new 



groups. Moreover, these perspectives were based on the textual evidence they had gleaned from their previous 

group discussions, enabling them to more easily collaboratively compose their group summary. 

 

We collected both the group summaries and the self-reflection assignments. The group summaries demonstrate that 

when students are given a carefully constructed lesson, they are able to recognize and discuss multiple perspectives 

and then synthesize them collaboratively to incorporate reflections on several aspects of a sample text. 

Additionally, a pattern emerged in the student self-reflections:  students overwhelmingly claimed that the lesson 

will both help them better consider and analyze the concept of audience when reading and writing.  The student 

reflections included comments such as: “I think this activity helped me really criticize my own work before 

submitting it to the scrutiny of the populace”; “These perspectives make me look at my paper from a reader’s point 

of view”; “This will affect my writing by thinking more in-depth about my audience and what I’m trying to get 

across”; “Make sure you aware of your intended audience because that influences what and how you are going to 

write…I like the idea of using more than one point of view on the subject”; and “You must know who your 

audience is in order to construct a successful piece.”  Investigating whether or not these perspective-taking skills 

and willing attitudes to consider audience needs in multiple ways will transfer to students’ own reading and writing 

experiences is our suggestion for a follow-up study. 

 
 
Discussion 

The study suggested that student thinking about sample papers can effectively be shaped using a carefully 

constructed activity.  While students are prone (at least within the context of an English class) to conflating the use 

of a sample paper with “error-seeking” peer review, posing strategic questions can help move them into a more 

complex understanding of approaching a text from multiple perspectives; and, more specifically, in ways that will 

help them compose their own texts more thoughtfully by considering the variety of ways their own texts can be 

read.  Student reflections on this activity revolved more around the concept of audience than we anticipated, leading 

us to the conclusion that the activity was successful in expanding the students’ sense of audience from a generic, 

monolithic sense of a text’s readers, to a multi-faceted and more complex one of readers approaching a text with 

differing viewpoints and agendas.  The study suggests that the use of sample papers within the classroom can be an 

important pedagogical tool—but it is one that deserves to be looked at carefully for its desired outcomes and shaped 

accordingly. 

 
APPENDIX A 

 

Lesson Study: Using Sample Papers Effectively 

Part I. 

After reading the sample paper, four groups will each tackle one of the following questions.  

Each group member should take notes (knowing he or she will need to represent their group to 

the second group they will be put into): 

Group A:  What is this text’s approach to satire?  What can we learn about the genre of satire from 

this sample text?  Use specific examples and evidence to support your responses. 

 

Group B:  What can we learn about writing from this sample text?  How is the point of this satire 

communicated?  How can it be more effectively communicated?  Use specific examples and evidence 

to support your responses. 

 

Group C:  What can we infer about the writer’s beliefs and values from this sample text?  Use specific 

examples and evidence to support your responses. 

 

Group D:  What can we infer about audience from this sample text?  Who is the intended audience?  

How does the writer want to inform or influence the intended audience?  Use specific examples and 

evidence to support your responses. 

 



Part II. 

Regroup, with one member from each group:  Share your “reading,” and synthesize into one 

paragraph the different perspectives/approaches that describe this sample piece of writing. 

 

Part III. 

Reflective writing:  What value is there in the different readings?  What did you learn?  Will this 

impact the way you approach your own draft?  Is so, how? 

 
 

 

 

Part I. 

In your group, brainstorm, discuss and individually take notes on the following question.  When we 

regroup, you will represent this specific perspective. 

 

What is this text’s approach to satire?  What can we learn about the genre of satire from this 

sample text?  Use specific examples and evidence to support your responses. 

 
 

APPENDIX B 
 

Observer Checklist—Part I 

 
 Group members engaged 

 

 Group members added meaningfully to the conversation 

 

 

 

 Group members used specific examples from the text 

 

 

 

Observer Checklist—Part II 

 
 

 Multiple perspectives being shared 

 

 

 Collaborative composing among group members 

 

 

 Group members using specific examples from the text 

 

 



 

 

Observer Checklist 
 

Student Interactions During Discussions 

 

 Asked for/gave information 

 

 Asked relevant questions 

 

 Restated ideas of group members 

 

 Asked for/gave examples 

 

 Asked for/gave examples for ideas 

 

 Encouraged/supported others’ ideas 

 

 Elaborated on others’ ideas 

 

 Asked for/gave summary 

 

 Monopolized discussion 

 

 Frequent irrelevant comments 

 

 Withdrawn, did not participate 

 
 

 
 


