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Abstract 

The level of student engagement in a writing task was explored through the power of choice. A 

middle school male student was given the option to choose the topic of an informational piece of 

writing that he completed over a period of ten lessons. Each lesson, the student’s engagement 

level was recorded using a self-created engagement chart. Once all of the data was collected, a 

process of triangulation to analyze the information collected through student interviews, the 

quality of the student’s writing, and the student’s engagement level. The findings from this study 

suggest that allowing student choice of topic not only engages a student in the writing task and 

process, but also helps improve student writing quality.  
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Shawn, a 6th grader, sat quietly on the couch as I walked into the kitchen with his 

mother. It was a part of his after school routine. Come home. Watch one or two episodes of his 

favorite show. Start homework. That last step never came easy, though. Shawn’s mother 

described the difficulty in getting him to complete his homework as we spoke- especially if it 

involved writing. Having previously worked with Shawn on his literacy skills within the last 

year, I already had an idea of his reluctance to write. After discussing his writing in further 

detail, however, it became apparent to me that Shawn’s mother wished her son’s school would 

provide him with more writing support. She shared with me that his teachers had made it well 

known that he was reading and writing below grade level, but was frustrated that he did not 

appear to be making any significant improvements in either skill. Could I help? Would I be able 

to encourage Shawn to practice writing, even though it was a difficult task for him? Could 

allowing Shawn to explore his own interests through writing help him improve?  

 

Topic/Research Problem 

 In an educational climate where the achievement gap between boys and girls is slowly 

widening, it is not difficult to understand why a middle school boy like Shawn is struggling to 

write at grade level. According to a 2006 report written by a research task force team comprised 

of professional and community members at the K-8 Wilmette Schools, “In grades 5-8, girls’ 

grades were higher than boys across reading, writing, science, and math” (Whitmire, 2010, p. 

19). Richard Whitmire, author of Why Boys Fail, expresses his concern with schools pushing 

literacy skills in elementary school, but once in middle school, these skills are ignored and 

replaced by “literature skills” (p. 189). This is a disservice to students like Shawn who have not 

yet mastered the conventions of writing, and thus widens the gap between his female peers who 
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are more likely to have found success in writing by middle school. Of course, this is not to 

suggest that female students never struggle in reading or writing, but to suggest that a different 

approach may need to be taken to foster male students’ literacy skills.  

 For students like Shawn to make improvements to their writing skills, there needs to be 

greater incentive for them to practice. For a student who significantly struggles in a specific 

content area, practicing the skills they need to strengthen can easily turn into a battle of will. 

However, if a student were given greater freedom in choosing how they will practice a skill, 

educators may be able to get their struggling students to work on something that is difficult for 

them. Jaime Norris, a 7th Grade ELA teacher from California, claims that when a student has a 

genuine interest in a topic, they are more likely going to be invested in any work related to it 

(Norris, 2015, p. 43). If teachers gave opportunities for struggling writers to write about a topic 

of their choice, students may be more willing to practice because they would have a personal 

attachment and investment in it.  

 

Significance/Rationale 

 The Common Core State standards have narrowed down three types of writing that 

students are to master in order to be considered college and career ready. These three genres are 

outlined in the three following 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 sufficient evidence. 

       

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.CCRA.W.2: Write informative/explanatory texts to examine and 

convey complex ideas and information clearly and accurately through the effective 

selection, organization, and analysis of content. 



THE POWER OF CHOICE   7 
 

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). (National Governors 

Association Center for Best Practices & Council of Chief State School Officers, 2010) 

 

With the development and adoption of the Common Core State Standards, greater 

emphasis has been placed on students being able to write for “multiple purposes, (e.g., persuade, 

inform, and narrate) and will use writing to recall, organize, analyze, interpret, and build 

knowledge about content and readings across discipline-specific subjects” (Graham, Gillespie, & 

McKeown, 2013). The importance of writing was explored in a meta-analysis conducted by 

Graham and Herbert (2010, 2011) in which they concluded that writing enhanced student 

comprehension of texts they read.  Specifically, the most effective writing activities that students 

should engage in according to the study are extended response, summary writing, note taking, 

and responding to and generating questions (Graham & Herbert, 2013). 

The significance of this research is that it may provide teachers and educators with 

insight and understanding on how to effectively integrate choice into their daily lesson plans. 

Student engagement is of great concern in today’s modern classroom (Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & 

Paris, 2004), and teachers are searching for new and creative ways to maintain their students’ 

interest and investment in school (Goldspink & Foster, 2013). If teachers can find ways to 

effectively engage students in their classroom through interest and choice, student involvement 

and investment in school may increase dramatically. 

 

Purpose  
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 My purpose for this project was to explore the impact that choice had on a student’s 

writing development. As I worked with Shawn on strengthening his writing skills, I hoped to 

gather evidence that supports an educator’s use of the power of choice within their classroom. 

While working with Shawn, I gathered information about his interests and then provided him 

with several different options of writings we would work on together. Along the way, I 

interviewed him about his feelings towards writing, as well as gauged his investment in the 

writing piece he has chosen for himself. Ultimately, I hoped that through my work with Shawn, I 

would encourage teachers to give their students more choice in the writing that takes place in 

their classroom, and that a significant link could be found between choice and writing 

engagement.  

 

 

Research Questions 

 The first question I wanted to answer with my research was, “What type of impact does 

choice have on a student’s engagement/investment in a writing project?” The second question I 

wanted to answer was, “How can educators effectively support a student’s writing through the 

power of interest choice?” These questions ultimately led me to more questions; however, I 

believe that these needed to be answered prior to my other questions.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Introduction 

 Research focused on student engagement within the classroom is readily available. L.R. 

Harris noted in an article written for The Australian Educational Researcher that approximately 

25% to 60% of students are disengaged in the classroom. Many researchers argue that this lack 

of engagement has a lot to do with how different the world has become as a result of increasing 

amounts of technology over the last twenty years (Taylor & Parsons, 2011). What cannot be 

argued, however, is how the lack of engagement has affected the upcoming generation’s reading 

and writing abilities.  

In his book Why Boys Fail, Richard Whitmire describes a lack of engagement specifically 

involving the male population. This lack of engagement has caused boys to fall behind girls in 

reading and writing (Whitmire, 2010). While research can be found on engaging students in 

reading and writing, there appears to be an insufficient amount of research on the impact of 

choice in writing engagement. A more thorough examination of how choice impacts student 

engagement in general (and in particular male students) in the area of writing would aid teachers 

and educators in developing lesson plans that boost student investment. The following sections 

will detail research on which this study is based. It will explore the reading/writing gap between 

male and female students, current theories of engaging students, and the importance of 

authentically assessing our students in the subject of writing. 

 

Boys vs. Girls 

 Research over the last decade has shown that the gender gap between male and female 

students is steadily growing. According to Richard Whitmire (2010), only 12% of boys in 
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today’s schools score proficient in writing, compared to the 32% of girls who score proficiently 

(67). They also struggle to perform as well in reading. While 41% of females read at grade level, 

only 29% of males read at grade level (67). Although Whitmire addresses that this gap is more 

prevalent for minority students, his study concludes that even male students within the ethnic 

majority are falling victim to the widening gender gap. And while Whitmire addresses the 

possible causes of this widening gap, the main focus of his research was to find solutions to the 

problem. In his conclusion, Whitmire offers a lengthy “take-action” list that includes the 

following suggestions:  

1. Launch a federal inquiry on the gender gap in the United States, just like the Australian 

government has done (182). 

2. Turn boys into early readers by providing them with texts directed towards their interests 

(186).  

3. Invest in research-based tutoring programs for struggling readers (188). 

4. Push for intense literacy skills instruction in middle and high school, not just in 

elementary school (189-190).  

5. Help students see the purpose to their learning by making high school more “relevant” 

(191). 

6. Due to the nature of boys and girls learning at different rates and styles, weigh the 

benefits of single-sex classrooms/schools (193-195). 

These suggestions, although not as extensively researched as other methods of teaching, have 

shown to be beneficial in closing the gap between boys and girls in 21st century education. Even 

though these changes may seem somewhat extensive or extreme, educators and policymakers 

can no longer ignore the surmounting evidence that boys are falling behind girls in important 
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skills like reading and writing. To help all of our students to succeed, we must decide what is 

most beneficial: to continue the way we are hoping boys will catch up, or to invest in change that 

could lead to greater success for both male and females. 

 

Engagement 

 In a recent study conducted in the United States, it was discovered that 98% of students 

feel bored while at school, half of students have skipped, 20% have considered dropping out 

altogether, and a quarter of students feel unchallenged (Goldspink & Foster, 2013). Sadly, the 

male population makes up the majority of these students. If educators are to reverse these 

statistics, they must be armed with an arsenal of teaching techniques and strategies. In recent 

years researchers have worked tirelessly to offer a variety of researched based solutions to 

combat the disengaged student of the 21st century.  

Research conducted by Guy Claxton (2007) on engagement led to the following 

conclusions about how best to help students buy into their education: (1) Relevancy: the topic 

connects with students’ interests and concerns; (2) Responsibility: students have genuine control 

over what, why, how, and when they organize their learning; and (3) Reality: solving problems 

or making progress genuinely matters to someone (p. 12). The  results of this study, particularly 

the idea that giving students a choice over what or how they complete an assignment increases 

their level of engagement, relates to the conclusions in several other studies that involve student 

choice in writing.  

Middle school English teacher, Jamie Norris, saw an increase in student engagement 

when she began to offer her students more options during their writing assignments. For each 

genre of writing required by the Common Core State Standards (Argumentative, Expository, and 
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Narrative), Norris offered her students several text options, a choice in the type of narrative they 

would write, a choice the choice of topic they would like to research, as well as the choice in 

which topic they would like to argue for or against (Norris, 2015). Her reflection on allowing 

these choices within her classroom concluded that choice was a powerful incentive for her 

students, as she observed them more engaged in their writing.  

Giving students the opportunity to choose what or how they write is especially effective 

to boys, according to research conducted in an all boys school in Australia (Carroll & Beman, 

2015). Through inquiry-based learning, educators created units of study using the Understand by 

Design method of planning. For example, in a unit about the effects of war, students were given 

several poems to choose from and model their own writing off of. Students were also given the 

opportunity to attend an actual military funeral, which further enhanced their understanding of 

the effects of war. Choice and real-life experience increased student engagement and investment 

in the topic (Carroll & Beman, 2015).  

In herself reflection, Anne M. Beaton (2010) concluded that giving her students the 

choice of topic they wished to write about was daunting at first, but incredibly rewarding overall. 

She used to steer from allowing her high school students choose their own topic because she 

often found that their choices pushed the boundaries of what might be appropriate for school. 

 However, Beaton determined that her students became more intrinsically motivated to write 

when she did not censor their topics, and she found that their engagement and quality of writing 

increased (Beaton, 2010).  

Authentic Assessments 

The quest for authenticity in assessment is not a new challenge. With the adoption of the 

Common Core Standards, college and career ready students are our main goal as educators, and 
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we must reflect on the ways we assess them. Our mission should be to prevent our students from 

asking, “When are we ever going to do this in real life?” NYC teacher, Alana Rome states, 

“When students see school as the only place to apply the skills they learn, we have failed as 

teachers” (Rome, 2016). To help her students develop more real world skills, specifically in the 

area of writing, Rome developed assignments such as “professional email writing” that involved 

reading through authentic text, and then writing an authentic professional email. She discovered 

that her students became much more invested and engaged when they saw the value of the skill 

could be applied outside of the four walls of their school.  

In Beaton’s (2010) self reflection, in which she allowed her students to choose topics of 

their choice to write about- no matter how if they pushed school appropriate boundaries or not, 

she discovered that it promoted a sense of authenticity within her classroom. Since she was 

allowing her students to participate in authentic forms of writing, like journaling or writing 

letters, she found that her students were more connected to the purpose of the writing and 

produced higher quality pieces of writing. Beaton also found that the authentic assessments she 

allowed in her writing units provided a window for her to become more authentic with each of 

her students, thereby increasing their investment in school overall.  

Carroll and Beman’s (2015) research study at the all boys school in Australia also 

concluded that authentic assessment is beneficial to engagement of middle school students. In 

this study, students were assigned a creative walk assignment in which they were to take three to 

five pictures of their choice that related to the theme of the war unit they had been working on. 

This assignment was authentic because it was personal and individualized to each student, and 

each student had the opportunity to discuss their responses to each photo in class. The 
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discussions helped build the boys’ communication skills, as well as their insightfulness to real 

world situations.  

 

 

Conclusion 

 The battle to re-engage our middle school male students has only just begun. The above 

literature provides educators with a variety of strategies to engage their students through the 

power of choice. More specifically, the literature concludes that choice increases student 

engagement and investment in writing. Whitmire (2010), Carroll and Beman (2015), Norris 

(2015), and Claxton (2007) each provide a thorough qualitative analyses of the risk of 

disengagement in today’s 21st century classroom, as well as the impact that choice and authentic 

assessment have on a student's’ learning.  

 Although all of the literature concluded that allowing students to select texts and writing 

assignment topics increases engagement, it should be noted that engagement is a relative term 

that cannot be truly assessed in a formal way. Since engagement is mostly an internalized state of 

being (Goldspink & Foster. 2013), it is difficult to say whether or not students are truly invested 

in their work. It must be observed through behaviors and through student self-report- a rather 

limited evaluation of engagement due to the possibility of a student being unable to adequately 

articulate their thinking (Goldspink & Foster, 2013).  

 In the future, a deeper analysis on observing student engagement would be beneficial to 

teachers who wish to improve their classroom instruction. This analysis should include a more 

formal way for teachers to assess whether or not their students are engaged in classroom 

activities and assignments. If there were a series of questions that a teacher could ask a student 
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that evaluated the level of student engagement, reflecting and revising classroom instruction 

could become more focused. 
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Chapter 3: Methods and Procedures 

Introduction 

This study intended to explore the impact of choice on a sixth grade student’s writing. In this 

chapter, I will be discussing my research questions, participants, setting, as well as the 

procedures I followed. I will also discuss the limitations surrounding my research. 

Research Questions 

The methods and procedures I used in this study will answer the following research questions: 

● What type of impact does choice have on a student’s engagement/investment in a writing 

project? 

● How can educators effectively support a student’s writing through the power of choice? 

Participants and Context 

I conducted my research at the house of a sixth grade, male student. The majority of instruction 

took place in the dining room, where the family computer is located. The participant is the 

youngest of five children and was writing below grade level, but is reading at grade level.  

Procedure 

Using a qualitative approach, I compared the data I collected throughout my study to determine 

if choice impacted the level at which a middle school male student was engaged in writing tasks. 

Over the course of 6 weeks, I met with the male student in his home for six 45-minute sessions. 

Throughout this time I will use a variety of data collection methods. The first pieces of data I 

collected consisted of a Writing Attitude Survey (Kear, Coffman, McKenna, & Ambrosio, 2000), 

a writing interview, as well as a Writing Pathways performance assessment (Calkins, Hohne, & 

Robb, 2013).  



THE POWER OF CHOICE   17 
 

The Writing Attitude Survey consisted of 28 questions, in which the student circled the 

picture of Garfield that most accurately depicted his attitude towards the statement made about 

writing. I then added up the amount of points the student scored depending on which Garfield the 

student circled using the accompanying scoring sheet. The higher the score, the more positive 

attitude the student has towards writing.  

The writing interview consisted of a small set of interview questions that investigated the 

student’s personal feelings about choice in writing in a more informal way. The interview 

allowed the student to give a more thorough explanation of their feelings about writing, as well 

as gave ideas of interests that he may be more likely to write about. Due to the nature of this self-

created interview, it provided an opportunity for the student to take the lead and deviate from the 

pre-planned questions when he needed.  

The last pre-assessment I utilized was a writing sample administered using the book 

Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions (Calkins, Hohne, & 

Robb, 2013). A writing prompt was given to the student from one of the three writing genres: 

Informational, Narrative, and Argumentative. For this study, I be gave my student the 

informational writing prompt. They had 30 minutes to write as much as he possibly could about 

any topic of his choice. I then used the provided rubric for the student’s grade level to determine 

their current informational writing abilities.  

Once I had determined my research subject’s strengths and areas of improvement in 

writing, I used the information gathered on his interests to design writing lessons that involved 

choice. Some of the choices he was able to make were the types of resources he could read to 

gather information from, as well as the choice to write an argumentative piece or an 

informational piece of writing. The first 2 lessons consisted of the Writing Attitude Survey, the 
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informal Writing Interview, as well as the writing sample. I then helped my student select 

reliable resources to read and take notes from on the topic of his interest. I first modeled how to 

do this, then I provided guided practice, and eventually I was able to allow the student to do this 

on his own. The next 2 lessons consisted of a 10 minute period of modeling specific writing 

strategies that addressed the student’s weaknesses, and then we filled out a graphic organizer 

web to organize the information he wanted to include in his informational writing piece. He then 

filled out another graphic organizer that allowed him to piece together the information he found 

into specific parts of his informational essay, such as the introduction, the body paragraphs, and 

the conclusion. For the last lesson, I allowed him to create his own website page on the topic of 

his choice to reinforce the writing piece he had created. Table 1 below shows the chart I used to 

write the goal of each session I had with my student: 

 

Day  Lesson Objective Materials 

1 Pre-Assessment: 

Interest and Writing 

Evaluation/Interview 

To find out how the 

student feels about 

writing, and to assess 

their current writing 

strengths and 

weaknesses 

● Writing 

Survey 

● Writing 

Pathways free 

write 

assessment 

● Self-made 

Interview 

2 Review Writing 

Strengths and 

Weaknesses/Discuss 

Choices 

To help the student 

understand their 

writing strengths and 

areas in need of 

improvement; To 

choose a topic to 

research 

● Graded 

assessment 

● Paper to list 

strengths and 

weaknesses on 

● Choices 

related to 

student 

interests 

3 Research: Searching 

for Reliable Online 

To look for reliable 

information on the 

● Tablet 

● Sheet of paper 
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Sources topic the student has 

selected for their 

informational paper 

to list 

websites on 

● Web Graphic 

Organizer to 

begin listing 

facts on 

4 Research: Continuing 

the Search for 

Reliable Information 

To find reliable 

sources to gather 

information for their 

informational paper 

● Tablet  

● Sheet of paper 

to list 

websites on 

● Web Graphic 

Organizer to 

begin listing 

facts on 

5 Planning the Paper To organize all 

information into 

separate paragraphs 

to make writing the 

paper more 

manageable  

● Web Graphic 

Organizer 

● Informational 

Writing 

Graphic 

Organizer 

6 Writing the Paper: 

Introduction and First 

Body Paragraph 

To write a four 

paragraph 

informational essay 

using the 

Informational Writing 

Graphic Organizer 

● Tablet/Keybo

ard 

● Informational 

Writing 

Graphic 

Organizer 

7 Writing the Paper: 

Second Body 

Paragraph and 

Conclusion 

To write a four 

paragraph 

informational essay 

using the 

Informational Writing 

Graphic Organizer 

● Tablet/Keybo

ard 

● Informational 

Writing 

Graphic 

Organizer 

8 Editing and Revision To read over and 

make any necessary 

changes in order to 

create a high quality 

piece of writing 

● Tablet/Keybo

ard 

● Informational 

Writing 

Graphic 

Organizer 

9 Authentic Purpose: 

Creating a Website 

Page 

To give the student an 

authentic purpose to 

his research and 

● Tablet/Keybo

ard 

● Informational 
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writing Writing 

Graphic 

Organizer 

● Web Graphic 

Organizer 

● Finished 

Essay 

10 Post-Assessment: 

Writing Evaluation 

and Interview 

To review the 

student’s attitude 

towards writing, and 

to determine his 

engagement in the 

writing of a topic his 

choice 

● Self-made 

Interview 

Table 3.1: Lesson Plan Outline 

 

During each of lessons, I took notes on the student’s engagement level using a self-

created engagement level chart. Every 5 minutes, I would place an “X” in either the “Engaged” 

or “Disengaged” column. Once the 45-minute sessions had finished, I counted up the total “Xs” 

in each column to determine whether or not the student was more engaged or disengaged that 

day. A blank copy of the chart I used can be found in Appendix C. Once the student completed 

the writing, I completed another informal interview in which I asked the student about his current 

feelings towards writing and if having a choice in the topic/assignment made him feel more 

invested and engaged.  

Once all of the data was collected through the pre-assessments, the student’s writing 

samples from the lessons, and the notes taken on the student’s behaviors and comments, I used 

the method of triangulation to determine if there were any repeating themes that supported the 

idea that choice positively impacts a reluctant male writer’s engagement in writing tasks. 

'Triangulation' is a “process of verification that increases validity by incorporating several 

viewpoints and methods. In the social sciences, it refers to the combination of two or more 
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theories, data sources, methods or investigators in one study of a single phenomenon to converge 

on a single construct, and can be employed in both quantitative (validation) and qualitative 

(inquiry) studies” (Yeasmin & Rahman, 2012).  

 

Limitations 

This study included several limitations. The first limitation was that the study only took 

place over 5 weeks (2 sessions per week). This was a relatively short period of time and did not 

provide information of whether or not the impact of choice affected the student’s writing long-

term.  

Another limitation of this study was the writing survey used to assess students’ 

enjoyment and engagement in writing. The survey relied on honesty from the student, and if he 

was not completely honest, the results could be skewed. He also could have struggled with 

articulating his exact thoughts, which would lead to an incomplete understanding of his feelings 

towards choice in writing.  

One last limitation is that there was only one participant in this study. Although this 

allowed for more personalized instruction, a study involving more students at various levels 

would be more conclusive. 
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Chapter 4: Findings 

The purpose of this study was to determine if choice was an effective tool to engage a reluctant 

middle school male writer. In this chapter I present the findings from the one-on-one 45 minute 

sessions I had with my student, Sean. The findings illustrate Sean’s engagement level when 

researching, writing, and designing a web page of his choice.  

 

Pre-Lesson Interviews and Assessment 

 Before the lesson, I interviewed Sean using The Writing Attitude Survey, a self-created 

interview, as well as collected a writing sample to grade using Lucy Calkins’ Writing Pathways 

rubric. The information I collected helped me understand Sean’s feelings towards writing, his 

feelings towards having a choice of topic in his writing, and his independent writing capabilities. 

The Writing Attitude Survey 

 The Writing Attitude Survey (Kear, Coffman, McKenna, & Ambrosio, 2000) consisted of 

28 questions, in which the student circled the picture of Garfield that most accurately depicted 

his attitude towards the statement made about writing. I then added up the amount of points the 

student scored depending on which Garfield the student circled using the accompanying scoring 

sheet. Each Garfield stood for a 4, 3, 2, or 1. The higher the score, the more positive attitude the 

student has towards writing. Out of max high score of 112, Sean’s attitude towards writing 

scored at an 80. To put that in a percentage, Sean was approximately 72% positive about writing. 

Although this score shows that Sean is more positive about writing than he is negative, the 

comments he made during the survey were more indicative of his feelings towards writing.  

 During the survey, Sean felt the need to give me a reason as to why he chose the Garfield 

that he did for certain questions. For example, when I asked Sean “How would you feel writing a 
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letter stating your opinion about a topic?,” Sean explained that he chose the highest scoring 

Garfield because he thought that it would be easy to write a letter about what he “liked and didn’t 

like” about a particular topic. When asked “How do you feel if you could write more in school?,” 

Sean selected the Garfield worth only 2 points and said that he wished they didn’t write as much 

as the did in school write now. He felt that they “already [wrote] enough” and that if they wrote 

more he wouldn’t be able to “keep up.” One last comment that Sean made that was helpful to my 

understanding of his view towards writing, as well as his feelings about having a choice in 

writing, was when I asked him, “How do you feel writing about things that have happened in 

your life?” After selecting the Garfield worth 4 points (the highest point value available), Sean 

stated, “I would love that! I have a lot of funny stories because I have a pretty big family and a 

lot of funny things happen.”  

 In summary, Sean has a positive view towards writing, however, it depends on the type of 

writing. Based on the information gathered from The Writing Attitude Survey, Sean thinks that 

he writes enough in school already, and if asked to write more he’d be afraid of falling behind. 

Sean also commented that he would really enjoy writing stories about his life. He would not like 

writing as much about Social Studies (question No. 15) or keeping a diary (question No. 6). He 

also would not like a job as a newspaper writer (questions No. 10), but would really like to be an 

author who writes books (questions No. 9).  

The Self-Created Interview 

 The next interview I used in my research was one that I created myself. I chose to do this 

interview in an informal way in order to leave room to deviate from the questions I had written 

down. In order to collect the data, I recorded our conversation which I have transcribed below: 

 Kim: “Do you ever get to choose what you write about in your English class?” 
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Sean: “Most of the writing in school are things the teacher gives us” 

Kim: “How do you feel about that? Is it fun?” 

Sean: “No. I think when the teacher tells us what to write it isn’t fun.” 

Kim: “Is it easier for you to write when the teacher gives you the topic?” 

Sean: “Not really. It’s hard to write longer essays about things I don’t like.” 

Kim: “Which would you prefer- a teacher telling you what type of writing you 

were doing, but you get to pick the topic, or a teacher telling you what type of writing 

you were doing and giving you the exact topic?” 

Sean: “I like it when the teacher gives me the type of writing, but let’s me pick the topic. 

At the beginning of the school year my teacher told us we had to write a letter, but it 

could be about anything we wanted. It was so cool because my mom and I came up with 

the idea to write a letter pretending that I was a kidnapper sending a ransom letter to the 

kid’s parents. It was really awesome.” 

Kim: “Were you excited to write it, or did it feel like a chore?” 

Sean: “I was really excited! I got to come up with my own ideas and even though it was 

long, it didn’t feel like a lot.” 

Kim: “Was it hard to write it?” 

Sean: “No, not really. It filled up a whole two sides of a paper, but it didn’t feel like it 

took me a long time. I don’t really know how long it took me, but it didn’t feel like 

forever. Sometimes when I write I feel like it takes forever.” 

Kim: “Why do you think that is?” 

Sean: “I don’t know...maybe because it’s harder to think about what to write about when 

I have to write about hard stuff.” 
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Kim: “Is the hard stuff usually something the teacher has asked you to write about, or is it 

something of your choice?” 

Sean: “It’s always something the teacher asks me to write about. I don’t think it would’ve 

felt as easy if I didn’t get to choose to be a kidnapper writing a letter. It would’ve been 

harder to think of a lot of details and stuff.” 

Kim: “Do you think that all writing would be easy if you could choose what you had to 

write about?” 

Sean: “I don’t know if it would always be easy because sometimes the teacher says it has 

to be a certain amount of words, or paragraphs, or pages, but I think it wouldn’t be 

boring. I think I would like to work harder at writing a good paper if I got to pick the 

topic. I would love to write about birds if my teacher let me. I know a lot about them 

already, and I think that it wouldn’t feel really hard to write about them.” 

Kim: “Well maybe we’ll have to write about birds for our paper then! What do you 

think?” 

Sean: “I think that’d be great! I want to write about Bald Eagles. They’re my favorite 

right now. But I also like Mockingbirds because they remind of the birds from the 

Hunger Games.”  

Kim: “Well, then, let’s write about both!”  

 

This interview was very informational. I was able to gain a better understanding of how 

Sean felt about being given the opportunity to choose a topic. He expressed that he feels more 

comfortable completing a writing assignment when the teacher has selected the type of writing 

(such as Informational, Argumentative, or Narrative), but allows the student to select the topic. 
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He gave an example of an assignment completed at the beginning of the 2016-2017 school year 

in which his teacher had assigned his class to write a letter, but allowed they were allowed to 

write about whatever they wanted. There was excitement and pride in Sean’s voice as he 

described the idea he came up with. This is in contrast to the unhappiness heard in his voice 

when he discussed how he found writing about a topic the teacher had chosen was more difficult 

than writing an essay on a topic he has selected. He reinforced this comment when he discussed 

how he was able to fill up the front and back side of a page for the letter assignment, but didn’t 

think he would be able to write a longer assignment if the teacher had given him the topic. 

Ultimately, Sean finds it easier and more fun (engaging) to write when he is able to write about a 

topic of his choice.  

Writing Pathways Free Write 

 The last pre-lesson task I completed with Sean was a free write assessment taken from 

Writing Pathways: Performance Assessments and Learning Progressions (Calkins, Hohne, & 

Robb, 2013). For this study, I gave Sean the informational writing prompt. He had 30 minutes to 

write as much as he possibly could about any topic of his choice. I then used the provided rubric 

that correlated with Sean’s grade level (Grade 7) to determine his current informational writing 

abilities. I let Sean know that he could choose any topic of his choice and that he had 30 minutes 

to write. I encouraged him to use the entire 30 minutes in order to write the best essay he could.  

While Sean was writing, I took notes about Sean’s behaviors to determine his level of 

focus and engagement with the task. He began writing at 3:58 PM and let me know that he was 

completely finished at 4:11 PM- just 13 minutes after he started. Even though I encouraged him 

to write more, he determined that he was satisfied with what he had written. Throughout the 13 

minutes, he became distracted by several different things. The first distraction was at 4:41 PM 
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when he stopped to look at the eraser on his pencil, and then picked at something on his finger. 

At 4:44 PM he became distracted by his sister that walked through the dining room to get to the 

kitchen. He asked her what she was drinking, and then asked if he could have some as well. At 

4:45 PM, Sean began singing a song to himself. By the time he had determined he was finished, 

Sean had written one paragraph of five sentences.  

After the session, I used the Seventh Grade Informational Writing Rubric, found in 

Appendix A, to determine the score Sean had received on his free write. According to the 

“Overall” section of the rubric, a seventh grade informational essay writer “[brings] together 

ideas and information about a subject in a text that develops a subtopic and/or an idea. He 

incorporated a variety of text structures as needed, including argument, explanation, narrative, 

and procedural passages” (Calkins, Hohne, & Robb, 2013). Ultimately, Sean earned a 1 out 4 on 

his writing once I had added up all of his points earned on the rubric and converted it into the 

scaled score using the scoring guide provided. This score did not come as a surprise to me 

because I have worked with Sean in the past and already knew that his writing skills were well 

below grade level. I was able to determine that for the lessons, I would have to provide Sean with 

a lot of support in order to help him write a quality piece of writing.  

 

The Lessons 

The next seven sessions (sessions 3-9) that I met with Sean consisted of a series of 

writing lessons. The first two lessons involved researching the topic of his choice. Sean elected 

to write about birds, specifically the Bald Eagle and the Mockingbird, just as he had previously 

discussed in the informal self-created interview I had completed with him. The next two lessons 

consisted of organizing all of Sean’s facts into a graphic organizer that separated all of his 
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information in specific paragraphs. The following two lessons, Sean typed his informational 

essay on the two birds of his choice using the graphic organizer he had filled out. The next lesson 

involved Sean and myself reading through his essay to edit any errors we found and revise 

anything we felt needed to be changed. The last lesson consisted of Sean using all of the graphic 

organizers and his essay to create his own web page using Wix.com.  

Throughout each lesson, I used a self-created Engagement Level Form to determine how 

engaged or disengaged Sean was during our time together (Appendix C). The directions 

consisted of placing an “X” in either the “Engaged” or “Disengaged” column every five minutes 

depending on what types of behaviors I had observed. Overall, there were 9 marks made on the 

status of Sean’s engagement throughout each session. Engaged behaviors included “attention is 

focused on assigned task; questions being asked relate to assigned task; work is being completed; 

enthusiastic attitude; talk centered around topic of assigned task; etc.” Disengaged behaviors 

included “Attention is focused on something other than the assigned task; questions being asked 

do not relate to assigned task; work is not being completed in a timely manner; 

bored/unenthusiastic attitude; talk is not centered around topic of assigned task; etc.” Table 4.1 

summarizes the results from the lessons taught in sessions 3-8. Figure 4.1 illustrates the time 

Sean spent engaged versus disengaged using a pie graph.   

Levels of Engagement 

Lesson # Engaged Disengaged 

1. Research: Searching for 

Reliable Online Sources 

7 2 

2. Research: Continuing the 

Search for Reliable 

Information 

8 1 

3. Planning the Paper 8 1 
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4.Writing the Paper: 

Introduction and First Body 

Paragraph 

7 2 

5. Writing the Paper: Second 

Body Paragraph and 

Conclusion 

6 3 

6. Editing and Revision 8 1 

7. Authentic Purpose: 

Creating a Website Page 

9 0 

TOTALS 53 10 

Table 4.1: Levels of Engagement Chart  

  

Figure 4.1: Pie Graph illustrating the time Sean spent engaged vs. disengaged.  

 Overall, these two images show that throughout the lessons, Sean spent most of his 

engaged. After each lesson was completed, I also took notes on what I observed, or 

conversations that I had with Sean or Sean’s mother. As you can see from Table 4.1, Sean was 
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highly engaged during the research and planning phases of his informational essay on the Bald 

Eagle and the Mockingbird. In my notes after the second lesson I wrote:  

 “Sean was highly engaged throughout the entire session. He was able to complete all of 

his research, while continuing to add his own knowledge to what he was finding. He even 

took the time to explain different characteristics of each bird to me, as well as compare 

the differences between the two. He only became disengaged once during the session 

when the family cat came through the dining room, and he decided to tell me the story of 

how it had escaped earlier in the week.”   

For the next lesson I wrote about a small conversation that I had with mom. After the 

session, she said it usually takes a lot of effort to get him to start any sort of writing, but she was 

happy to see that once he started he really “got into it.” This suggests that Sean’s engagement 

was greater during this lesson than in other writing tasks his mother has witnessed Sean 

complete.  

When it was time to type the actual essay in lessons 4 and 5, Sean's engagement levels 

dipped slightly- especially when he was writing the second body paragraph and conclusion. I 

marked Sean disengaged three out of nine times throughout the 45 minute sessions. This meant 

that for 15 minutes of lesson 5, Sean was disengaged with what he was writing. The beginning of 

my notes read as follows: “Sean struggled to become engaged during the first 10 minutes of our 

session. He began to play with his pencil, as well as tell me stories about various things that had 

happened in school today. Once he finally began to focus on typing his essay, he remained 

engaged through the majority of rest of the session.” I spoke with his mom again after we had 

finished our session, and she reiterated that getting him started on any piece of writing is the 

hardest part. She did say, however, that he had written more over these last two sessions than she 



THE POWER OF CHOICE   31 
 

had seen him write. She discussed how long it usually takes Sean to write even one paragraph, 

but was “surprised by how much he has been typing for his essay.” This implies that Sean was 

enjoying writing about a topic of his choice even though writing has always been a difficult 

process for him.  

The last lesson involved Sean creating a web page about the topic he had selected to write 

his essay about. Through the use of a free website hosting site, Wix.com, Sean was able to 

creatively display his knowledge and the work he had put into research and writing all about 

Bald Eagles and Mockingbirds. Table 4.1 shows that there was not even one instance of Sean 

becoming disengaged throughout the 45 minute session. I included the following information in 

my notes after observing him throughout the session:  

 “Once we opened up the website that would help him create a webpage for each bird, his 

eyes remained glued to the screen. Even though there were times when Sean needed to 

ask for my help to figure out how to add something to the page, or to copy and pastes 

from his essay, his attitude remained positive and he never seemed frustrated. There were 

even times when I observed him looking through the website creation tools on his own, 

searching for just the right tool to do what he wanted. After he was finished, I asked him 

how easy or difficult he felt this was. He told me that, “at first it seemed hard, but once I 

found the right tool, it was kind of easy. I also knew everything that I wanted to write 

because we already did all the research and typed the essay. I want to make more 

websites about other things. It would be really cool!” He again ran to get his mom to 

show her his work. She told him how proud she was of him, and Sean’s smile lasted even 

as I left.” 
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These findings emphasize the need for authentic assessments and assignments with authentic 

purpose. Since today’s Common Core Standards emphasize the development of 21st century 

skills, I felt that including a website page development task that further extended Sean’s research 

and writing was completely appropriate. The observations I made conclude that this kind of task 

engaged Sean for an entire 45 minutes, and made him excited to share his hard work with others.  
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Chapter 5: Conclusions and Implications 

 This study was conducted to determine whether or not involving student choice in 

writing assignments increased their engagement level. The two questions I asked before the 

study were: “What type of impact does choice have on a student’s engagement/investment in a 

writing project?” and “How can educators effectively support a student’s writing through the 

power of choice?”  

Conclusions 

The use of choice of topic in a writing assignment positively impacted Sean’s engagement. 

 When I first met with Sean and completed the interview, his mother chimed in that he 

struggled with getting information down on paper. Writing was always a tedious and least 

favorite process. I noticed this right away when Sean was completing the free write pre-

assessment. In thirteen minutes, Sean only wrote five sentences, and when I asked him to write 

more, he told me that he was finished. Sean’s attitude toward writing during this task was very 

negative, and he was incredibly distracted and disengaged throughout the thirteen minutes.  

 Sean’s attitude while writing the informational essay on the topic of his choice was very 

positive. He was also very engaged. For all of the sessions that were focused on writing an essay 

on bald eagles and mockingbirds, Sean was engaged 84.1% of the time. This was a huge 

difference from the pre-assessment and from all of the stories his mother shared with me. The 

lesson that Sean was most engaged in, however, was when he was able take all of the research he 

had done, as well as the essay he had written, to complete a web page on a free website creator 

site. In 45 minutes, Sean did not receive a single mark for being disengaged more than he was 

engaged. Ultimately, the written essay Sean was able to complete exceeded past writing efforts 
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according to his mother, and according to the comparison I was able to make from his one-

paragraph pre-assessment and his four-paragraph final essay.  

The choice of topic while being assigned a specific writing style was an effective way to 

support Sean’s writing.  

 Although Sean may not have picked “informational essay” as the writing assignment of 

his choice if given the chance, allowing him to choose the topic supported his engagement in the 

writing task enough to help him create a well-crafted essay for a student who struggles in 

writing. In conversation with Sean’s Mom, she mentioned that many of the writings he was 

required to last year that were not about anything of Sean’s interests took an extra-long time to 

write. She admitted that it frustrated her to have to sit with Sean and support him sentence by 

sentence- sometimes even word by word. As she witnessed the amount of writing Sean did for 

the letter writing assignment that Sean mentioned in our informal interview, as well as the work 

that we did together on the informational essay, she was able to recognize the change in length 

and quality of Sean’s writing.  

The use of choice and breaking the writing up using graphic organizers was an effective way 

to support Sean’s writing.  

 Once Sean had selected the topic that he wanted to research and write about, I used 

graphic organizers to help him organize the information into manageable pieces. Based on the 

quality of writing he completed for his final essay, it can be assumed that the coupling of choice 

and graphic organizers were effective in supporting Sean’s writing. Not only did the choice help 

with Sean’s engagement throughout the writing process, but the graphic organizers made it much 

more manageable. In seventh grade, students are just beginning to expand the amount of 

information included in one essay. This can oftentimes lead to disorganization and lack of flow 
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within an essay. However, through the use of the self-created “cloud” graphic organizer 

(Appendix D) and the Informational Essay graphic organizer, the length of the essay seemed less 

daunting. He was able to write a four paragraph essay over two 45-minute session without any 

hesitation, aside from the minor distractions that caused for him to become disengaged a few 

times during those sessions.  

Implications for Student Learning 

 For a male student who tends to be reluctant towards writing like Sean, it is imperative 

that they have the opportunity to find reasons to enjoy writing. Since Sean truly loved and 

enjoyed the topic of birds, specifically the bald eagle and the mockingbird, he was highly 

engaged and invested throughout the entire writing process. In order to get students from being 

reluctant to write to actually enjoying the process of writing a high quality piece, they should 

have the opportunity to write about subjects that they love and enjoy. This is also a way for 

students to become more engaged in the writing process, and therefore should have the 

opportunity to be successful. Once students are able to see that they can be successful in writing, 

they are then more likely to more willing to write for future assignments.  

 Another implication for reluctant male writers would be to give them the proper tools to 

complete the writing task you have assigned. Since each style of writing has a different format 

and layout, it may be difficult for students to write without added support. When students have 

access to graphic organizers, they are more likely to create a higher quality piece of writing that 

contains all of the necessary pieces and flows nicely. When Sean first completed the free write 

pre-assessment, he did not have all of the necessary components of an informational essay. 

However, when he was given the right tools (graphic organizers) he was able to put all of his 

research into the proper order, and he was able to write a higher-quality piece of writing.  
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Implications for My Teaching 

 The use of choice of topic in a writing assignment positively impacts student 

engagement. 

 One of the first implications from my study that I can benefit from in my own teaching is 

using choice as a way to engage my students. Currently I am a 7-12 Special Education teacher, in 

which I push into several different ELA classrooms- one being a twelfth grade course. In this 

class, students are given the style of writing, but have the choice of topic, so long as the essay fits 

the proper format. Myself and my co-teacher have witnessed students become highly engaged in 

their writing, as well as take greater ownership of their assignment. Their writing has also 

improved exponentially over the last several essays because they have all found topics that 

highly interest them and desire to write an essay that is not only engaging to write, but engaging 

to read. This was true for my work with Sean, as well. Due to having the option of what to write 

about, he became highly engaged in the task because it was something that interested him.  

 I must play devil’s advocate here and admit that students will not always be able to write 

about topics of their choice. There are state mandates that must be followed and exams that must 

be taken to measure a student’s reading and writing abilities. However, whenever possible, (and 

especially with reluctant writers), teachers should use the power of choice in their classroom to 

improve student engagement and student writing quality.  

The choice of topic while being assigned a specific writing style was an effective way to 

support a student’s writing.  

One of the next ways this study impacted my teaching was by providing evidence that supports 

the decision to allow students to choose what they would like to write about, but to assign the 

essay style to improve reluctant students’ writing. Just like Sean, the students I work with in the 
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twelfth-grade ELA class have found greater success in their writing over the last several essays 

because they were allowed to choose the topic they wanted, but needed to follow a specific 

format. This allowed myself and my co-teacher to provide explicit instruction on the format and 

layout of each essay style, but still gave our students the freedom that high schoolers crave. It 

also made grading more exciting for us since each of the essays were about something different! 

The use of choice and breaking the writing up using graphic organizers was an effective way 

to support a student’s writing.  

 One of the last implications for teaching that I found throughout my research was that the 

use of both choice and graphic organizers can enable a reluctant writer to perform better in 

writing tasks. Before my research with Sean, his mother emphasized the fact that writing was a 

difficult task for him, and that he would oftentimes sit, staring blankly at his paper for several 

minutes at a time not knowing what to write next. The first step to engaging him in the writing 

task was to give him the opportunity to write about something of his choice- not a topic that the 

teacher assigned to each and every student. The second step that I included the use of graphic 

organizers- first, only because it is considered an effective teaching tool, but then while 

reviewing my data, I realized it help further my student’s engagement. Due to my observations, I 

believe that his engagement was due to the task of writing a four-paragraph essay feeling very 

manageable because it had been broken up step-by-step. There wasn’t a moment where Sean 

mentioned that the task I had assigned him was too difficult. Instead, I always observed him in a 

good mood, and the data I collected about his engagement level supports this conclusion.  
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Recommendations for Future Research 

Research on the power of student choice in writing throughout an entire school year. 

 One of the first recommendations I have for future research is to observe the engagement 

levels and writing improvement of students who are given a choice in the topic of their writings 

over an entire school year. The study that I completed was under time constraints that led to 

myself only working with Sean for a total of ten, 45-minute sessions. This is a very limited look 

at the power of choice and how it may affect student writing in the long-term. 

Development of a student engagement level observation assessment tool. 

 When beginning my study, I searched for countless hours hoping to find a tool that I 

could use to help me quantify the level that Sean was engaged in each session. Since I was 

unable to find a universal tool, I created one tailored to the needs of my research. Although 

engagement is relatively difficult to quantify, it would be very beneficial for educators to have a 

universal tool that would list the observable characteristics of engagement, and then provide a 

way to quantify that data. Although I feel that my tool was effective for my personal use, I 

believe that a more thorough analysis is needed to determine whether or not it provides an 

accurate reflection of a student’s level of engagement in a given task.  

Further research on the power of choice improving a student’s writing when they do not have 

a choice. 

 Although I was able to determine that choice improved Sean’s writing in comparison to a 

free-write pre-assessment (where he was also given the choice of what to write about), my 

research is unable to provide evidence on whether or not giving a student a choice in writing can 

to help them improve their writing skills will eventually lead to higher quality writing on writing 
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assignments in which they do not have a choice. Further research is needed in order to provide 

teachers with greater evidence to support their use of choice in topic in their classroom. 

 

Final Thoughts 

 The need for a effective solutions to help engage our reluctant male writers in writing 

tasks is in high demand. With state and national standards continuing to increase in difficulty and 

complexity, it is necessary for educators to have an arsenal of weapons to help move their 

students from their current writing abilities to higher, more sophisticated forms of writing. 

Although teachers currently do not have much opportunity to give their students a choice in topic 

when assigning a writing task, there continues to be evidence that points towards allowing 

reluctant writers a choice in what they write about before getting them to write about assigned 

topics.  

 As a young teacher, I hope to witness a climate change in education that would allow for 

students to have greater opportunity to write about topics and subjects of their choice. After all, 

each of our students will eventually choose a different path in life that will demand writing in 

various forms and topics. So long as the student is learning how to effectively write an essay, 

letter, story, notice, article, email, etc., then students should have the opportunity to select a topic 

of their choice. Yes, it is important for students to learn how to complete tasks that they do not 

wish to complete, just as every adult must do, but to kill the joy of writing in the process due to 

state mandated content that is often not enjoyed by students is a dishonor to lovers of writing 

everywhere. I hope to one day see writing that is relevant to what our students will need to know 

how to do effectively in order to be successful once out of school, instead of writing that is 

formulated to get them a decent grade on a state exam. Until then, I will always look for little 
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ways to give my students choice so that they may find greater engagement in their writing 

assignments and tasks.  
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Appendix A 
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Appendix B 
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Appendix C 

Student Name:___________________________ 

Date: _____________________ 

 

 

*Engaged Behaviors Include: Attention is focused on assigned task; questions being asked relate 

to assigned task; work is being completed; enthusiastic attitude; talk centered around topic of 

assigned task; etc. 

*Disengaged Behaviors Include: Attention is focused on something other than the assigned task; 

questions being asked do not relate to assigned task; work is not being completed in a timely 

manner; bored/unenthusiastic attitude; talk is not centered around topic of assigned task; etc. 

Time: Engaged Disengaged 

3:45 PM Start Time Start Time 

3:50 PM   

3:55 PM   

4:00 PM   

4:05 PM   

4:10 PM   

4:15 PM   

4:20 PM   

4:25 PM   

4:30 PM   

 

  

Directions: Read through the list of engaged and disengaged student behaviors. Every 5 minutes, place an “X” 

in the box of the behaviors that the student mostly displayed. Once finished, count up the “X”s in each column 

to determine if the student was engaged or disengaged throughout the session. 
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