
Guidelines for Undergraduate Writing Groups

When we think about successful writing, we often think in terms of the completed product: a research paper, a lab report, a cover letter, a resume, a personal statement, a short weekly paper, or creative writing. To complete these projects successfully, however, writers need to have a good relationship to process. Participating in a writing group can help you focus on both the written product and the writing process. To this end, writing groups are motivated by each of you—you will establish, assess, and revise your own writing goals.

While the majority of the time during a writing session will be spent on writing, we set aside time at the beginning and end of each meeting for you to reflect on and discuss your goals with your group members. This self-reflection and active goal-setting—paying attention to process—helps one become more positively mindful of the writing process and may improve your writing process, your relationship to your writing, and your ability to remain productive over time. Having a regular schedule for dedicated writing time can be a useful way to avoid procrastination and to develop time management strategies. Working alongside a group of fellow writers creates a real sense of community and accountability. 
Each writing group should establish some ground rules for maintaining focus and productivity during their sessions. You might find the guidelines below to be a useful starting point; feel free to expand, delete, and revise these guidelines based on the goals, needs, and expectations of your group. 

***

1. Begin each session by having each group member state a writing goal for the session.

Setting manageable writing goals is a key step in managing your own writing, whether you are working on long-term projects such as research papers or portfolios, or shorter assignments, such as short weekly papers. Setting small writing goals for dedicated writing sessions means that you are succeeding all the time—rather than feeling like you are always failing to produce a final finished product.  
Setting small goals at the beginning of a project and along the way can help jumpstart the writing process if/when you feel stuck, and can help make the most of your time. Goals for a 1-2 hour writing session may include: 

· Freewriting about a problem or question

· Drafting 100 or 500 words for a particular writing project

· Creating a reverse outline of your draft, and using this outline to evaluate your organization, focus, transitions, etc. 

· Responding to sources through freewriting, mapping, or writing dialogues 

· Trying a new writing strategy (such as freewriting, mapping, a writer’s journal, etc.)

· Setting revision goals or action plans (and implementing them)
If you’re not used to setting manageable, short-term goals for yourself, it may take you some time and practice to learn what you can expect to accomplish in a particular timeframe. A writing goal is not a “contract” or criteria for success or failure, but rather gives your writing direction and can encourage a process of discovery. Sharing goals with the group creates a sense of community and accountability—and listening/responding to others can also jumpstart your own process.

2. As a group, briefly discuss each person’s goal.  

For each person’s goal, the group should respond with comments and/or questions around each person’s goal. This discussion will help the writer to evaluate his/her own goals and will give the group additional experience thinking about diverse writing strategies and processes.
Common questions might include: 

· “Is this a reasonable goal, given the length of the session and your writing process?” 

· “If you finish this, do you have your next step in mind?”

· “How do you plan to get started?”

· “Is this strategy/goal something you usually do as part of your process?”

· “I’m not familiar with this genre/writing in your major. Can you explain what you have to do?”

· “What are the goals/requirements of this assignment?”

Common comments might include the similarities and differences among everyone’s writing process, similarities and differences among the various kinds of writing members might be working on, or even brainstorming strategies if a member feels stuck or unsure. 

3. End each session by having each group member report on their progress during the session. 
Reflecting on your progress is a good way to stay motivated, and reporting to the group creates a sense of community with and accountability to group members. It’s very common for goals to change as we work towards them, and reflecting on this dynamic process can make it easier to manage. In addition to briefly sharing your progress with your group, consider writing self-reflections periodically (such as at the end of each writing session). In your personal reflective writing, you might write about your progress, your goals, any problems you’re having, your feelings about your writing, etc. 

4. End each session with a plan for what you’re going to do next.

Ideally, you should end a writing session knowing what you want to do next. If you write until you have nothing left to say, or if you don’t know your next step, your next writing session can be very difficult (since you don’t know where to begin). When you get towards the end of your writing session, jot down some notes for yourself: what’s your next step? Do you anticipate any problems? How will you solve them? What resources might you draw on to solve your problems (professor, TA, fellow class member, writing consultant/Writing Fellow)?

Your action plan might also include steps you need to take outside of your writing sessions in order to make the next session more productive. For example, perhaps you need to review a specific textbook chapter or article to answer a question that has prevented you from writing. Or you might want to email your professor or TA with your thesis statement/ideas, questions, or draft. 
5. Writing sessions are for writing.

To maximize your chance of meeting your writing goal, USE SESSIONS FOR WRITING. While it’s true that the writing process often involves non-writing activities, such as reading, note-taking, and talking through ideas, writing sessions are designed to structure (and make the most out of) your writing time. To this end, we recommend the following ground rules:

· Writing time should be used only for writing on the designated project. Schedule your reading and research for other times during the week.
· Participants must commit to attending all writing sessions (with the understanding that life emergencies sometimes interfere).

· Close off access to email, cell phones, and all social networking sites. (Consider turning Wifi off.)
· Save time either before or after writing sessions to trouble-shoot each other’s problems or to read and respond to each other’s writing; with advance notice, a writing consultant can join trouble-shooting meetings.

Use the first session to lay the ground rules for your group, which might include discussing and establishing guidelines, identifying a meeting space, and determining how long the group will meet and how often. Keep in mind that sharing goals and progress will take up 20-30 minutes of each session. Meeting 1 ½ - 2 hours once or twice a week is reasonable. 
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