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Introduction

Any schoolteacher knows that probably
one of the most difficult skills to develop
when working with teenagers is writing, no
matter the learners' age ot proficiency level.
It is usually seen as the "boring skill". This
presentation aims to show how, by means
of DProject Work (mainly bridging
activities), writing can be dealt with in a
more dynamic and entertaining way, while
you have a chance to praciice other skills
simultanecusly.

Here 1 will explain first what problem I
found when trying to teach writing, and
why Project Work appeared as a feasible
alternative. Then, I will cover some Project
Wortk theoretical bases. Next, I will
demonstrate how a writing skills program
based on Project Work adaptable for
different ages and proficiency levels was
developed. Finally, I will mention some of
the advantages and achievements obtained,
as well as some of the problems you might
encousnter,

Writing: The "Boring Skill"'?

One of the first things I noticed when I
started teaching writing to my students in
EFL advanced courses was their lack of
interest toward writing, which does not
seem to be just their problem, but of other
students of lower proficiency levels as well.
But, we cannot just say that they have to
practice wiiting anyway. Their lack of
interest should not be taken for granted,

that would only mean we are out of
context altogether. Instead, we should
consider analyzing why our students are
not appealed to writing. So far, I have been
able to find the following factors behind
this phenomenon which is common to all
of wus, tregardless of our students’
background:

£ Our global society relies more and
tiore upon images and sounds than on
text: The exptession "an image Is
worth a thousand words" has really
acquired a higher relevance now than
ever, considering the presence of
multimedia and the Internet. So, we
need to find more convincing ways to
get our students to develop writing

skills.

Our local society has maialy been oral,
so even though we are dealing with an
L2, our L1 influences the way we
approach certain skills. Writing is no
cxception, so we need to help our
students create a widtten culture
AWARLCOESS.

IR

Wiiting itself requires more -abstract
mental process than speaking does, as
one needs more elaborate ideas in
order to present one’s arguments.

LS The way wiiting is sometimes taught is
out of a particular context that really
appeals the learner. He/She is faced
with topics that he/she cannot relate
to, as well as a.task developinent that is
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not attractive to be carried out, thus
developing the reports without any
inner interest at all.

When I was faced with all these facts, I
realized 1 had to find an alternative to
develop and practice writing skills I was
aware my pupils were missing.

Why Project Work Became a Solution

The chosen approach to solve the problem
was project work. Project wotk offered a
series of advantages I  considered
fundamental as part of a writing program:

LY It is student-centered. Students are
fully responsible for their learning
ptocess, in which the teacher switches
from the typical "provider" to a
"facilitator". This change makes the
activity more motivating, as they find
themselves completely involved in
the process, as they are not just the
"actors" anymore. The teacher 1s
neither the ‘director’ nor the
"scriptwriter", now he shatres those
responsibilities with the students.

L To develop projects you have to take
into account your students” NIP's (i.c.
Needs, Interests, and Problems).
Therefore, whatever you do in class
will be completely contextualized as it
is based on the students' personal
reality.

(A Project work encourages gtoup work.
"Although writing is often thought of
as an individual activity, it can be
performed collaboratively very well.
Writing in a group can provide
immediate feedback and editing, and
can develop the sense of writing for an
audience." (Reference 1, p. 104).

L It offers the students a chance to
expand their creativity. The design of
the end—pioauct gjw,a them an
oppott anity  to  demonstrate  thew
artistic skills, not just how well they

B Ie ps o practice
other 1 one of
Wt g {:iass«es main prob‘e:ms. "A
particular  skill may be pracused
iﬁdjvidtia]ly, but this does not mean

hat it 18 scp:{" - from the others. In
project wotlk the skills are not treated
in isolation, but combined".

£l Though many projects may tequiie a
certain level of prrﬁifiency project
work emphasized on writing is suitable
for any age or level, as the procedures
are mauily simnilar. i
end-product.

L Project work focuses both on the

process and the product, which is a
different approach from the onc many

apply.

L Unlike many other classroom activities
which are only to be seen by the
teacher, projects are intended to be
publicized and seen by others such as
parents, other teachers or students.

Project Woik: A Brief Overview
4.1. Project Work Characteristics

The teason why project work can be so
useful inn class can be found in this quote:
"Often, there is a gap between the language
the students are taught and the language
they in fact require. It is this gap that
project work can help to bridge". Projects
are always a real-life (o1, at least as close as
possible) application of the program you
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develop. The initial idea for the project can
be provided by either the teacher ot the
students. What you have to bear in mind,
though, is that regardless of the soutce, the
students themselves make the fundamental
decisions about it concerning what they
will do and how, with the teacher's advice.
Remember it is their project, not yours.

The project can complement your syllabus
or stay away from it, depending on the
characteristics of your course. However,
the project requires planning, discussion,
and constant evaluation. The students are
the ones carrying out the project, and the
teacher is a counselor and consultant.
He/She cannot decide what they will do;
his /her function is to guide the students in
the process, providing corrections and
feedback when necessary.

4.2. Kinds of Project Work

There ate two kinds of project work:
Bridging activities and full-scale projects.

5” Bridging activities: We can say that
these are some way of preparation for
full-scale projects. The time span for
these is short (about two or three
classes), and they are restricted to the
classroom.

#* Full-scale projects: This 1 the end is
the essence of project work, as they ate
developed beyond the classtoom. The
time span is much longer, and in most
cases they actually require a certaif
proficiency level.

Bridging activities are suitable to all ages
and levels. Full-scale projects, on the other
hand, are more suitable for intermediate
and above students.
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4.3. Development

No matter what kind of project you have in
mind (bridging activities or full-scale
projects) there are stages of development,
as follows:

1. Stimulus: Here the imitial idea 1s
presented  and  discussed. (Skalls:
listening and speaking)

2. Definition of the project: Here the
project is. negotiated in ordetr to agree
on the way it will be carried out. This
is one of the most important stages, as
students and teacher are involved 1 a
process of discussion and suggestion,
from which the project will begin to
have some direction. (Skills: listening,
speaking, some writing -note-taking-)

3. Practice of language skills: Here the
language and functions tequired to
catry out the project are taught,
explained ot reviewed. A skill in
particular or a combination of some
can be emphasized. (Writing -note-
taking-)

4. Design of written materials:  Any
material necessary in order to collect
data is discussed and developed (e.g.
questionnaires, maps.). (Reading and
writing)

5. Group activities: In this stage the
student will collect all information In
otder to develop the project. Possible
tasks include conducting interviews
and sutveys or searching for facts.

6. Bxtracting information: Al the
information gathered is organized in
otrder to determine which can be used
in the final stages of the project.
(Speaking, teading, writing)

7. Otganization of materials: Here the
end-product is developed. (Speaking,
reading, wiiting)

8. Tinal presentation: The project is
finally presented to the audience. The
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ptresentation itself depends on the
product. (Speaking)

These stages are flexible, though. The
project itself determines whether you can
skip some stages and how long each stage
should take.

Developing and Practicing Writing
Skills Via Project Work.

Now I want to talk about how I devised
the writing skills workshops for my
students using project work to practice the
concepts explained in class.

The first thing to decide was whether we
would use bridging activities of full-scale
projects. Bridging activities were
considered the best alternative. There were
several reasons that made me prefer these

to full-scale projects:

& Bridging activities suited more to what
I had in mind, as the main purpose was
to emphasize on one skill.

EL) The nature of the bridging activities
themselves. My students were not used
to project work, so I had to start by
motivating them.

EL} Time. The activities were not intended
to take too much time. Actually, all
activities lasted about three to four
classes each.

Then, I had to select the topics that we
would use in class. So, I looked for topics
which could be cartied out in a project as
effectively as possible. I will mention some
of the topics, along with the project
chosen:

& Descriptive  writing  (designing  a
shopping catalog).

< Critical writing (weiting reviews)
< Informational writing (Tourist
broadsheets)

@ Argumentative writing (designing a
booklet based on the film “Titanic”)

Next, we had to carry out the project. I am
going to explain how the projects were
developed using the same scheme
described mn part 4:

1. Stimulus: The topic of writing skills
was introduced along with an explanation
of what the activity intended. The kind of
writing was contextualized beginning from
what the students knew about that
patticular kind of writing in their L1
(layout, kind of language used, etc.).

2. Project objective: There was always a
discussion about those elements related to
the end-product, in which the whole class
participated. The decisions they made were
completely respected. Then, the time
length for the stages of the project was set.

3. Practice of language skillss An
explanation about the writing style to be
practiced was part of the project. Here |
presented information concerning the kind
of language used or  paragraph
development.

4. Group activities: Students had to
search for information about the kind of
design in mind, or discuss what they knew
about it.

5. Otganization of materials: First the
students wrote drafts of the texts for
correction and edition. Once the texts had
been revised, they started to design the
end-product.

6. Final presentation: The projects were
shown in front of the class and each group
explained what they had written about.
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6.

Advantages, Achievements, and

Possible Problems

I would like to mention some of the
advantages I found in using project wortk,
my students' achievements with this kind
of wotk, as well as some of the problems
you could face and some ways to overcome
them.

6.1 Advantages:

Motivation. As the project involves

=

B

something students really like, which 1s
drawing and displaying artistic skills,
they become more involved in the
writing practice. Also, they will be able
to involve topics they are really
concerned about.

Projects allow students to develop a
combination  between text and
graphics, and, as they are the ones in
charge, they design it according to the
things they like seeing.

Since the projects are chosen based on
what students will find in reallife
written texts, they will find a closer
relationship between the activities and
their lives.

Using project wotk gives new life to
the wtiting class. They find themselves
writing in a mote comfortable
classroom atmosphere, as they do not
have to sit still and completely quiet
for an hour. Somehow, boredom
seems to disappear while developing
projects, and they are practicing what
you have in mind.

Once you have started developing
projects, motivation does not go down.
Actually, I found that students look
forward to the next project and, if you
switch to a more "formal" way of
teaching writing, their reaction is
completely negative!
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6.2. Achievements

Interest in writing. As the projects

an

telated to their lives, my students
found a new interest in writing, seeing
it as something mote meaningful. Also,
they found out that a writing class is
not supposed to be boring. By using
project work they found out that you
can work hard (wridng the texts) and
still have some fun (designing the end-
product).

Improvement. I was able to check
their progress in writing. A better
follow-up to mistakes was made, and
the feedback provided was better
accepted, as the project mistakes are
not the only thing you focus on.
Instead, every single detail within the
project is considered.

Talent recognition and acknowledge- ‘
ment. Sometimes you have no idea
what your students are good at,
especially when it comes to artt.
Projects gave me an opportunity not
only to get to know my students’
artistic talent, but to give them some
credit by displaying what they did.

Student-teacher tapport. Project work
makes you share with your students, as
they are responsible for their work.
Once they feel involved, you can
create better and friendlier
relationships with them. You get to
know a little more about them and
viceversa.

6.3 Possible problems and solutions.

The group might tend to leave the
hard work to just one of the members.
To avoid this, make sure all the
members are involved in the writing
process. Asking them to petform
specific written tasks is a possibility.
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[ In lower levels, students will attempt to
write the entite text in Spanish and
then translate it to English. Sometimes
this happens due to the lack of
vocabulary available. Before they start
the project, make sure they have all the
information needed. This will help
them gain confidence to try writing in
English. Also, emphasize the idea that
if they do it directly in English it will
be a more meaningful effort.

LD As the project Involves movement,
there could be some disciplinary
problems. Just bear in mind that if they
are all busy, it does not matter if they
move, as they are moving with a
specific task.

L The project in its final stages involves
some cutting and pasting, which could
lead to some problems about the mess
your students might make. If possible,
choose an outdoor setting for this
(students love working outside;
besides, in an open space students
mvolved in a project tend to be more
isolated than within the classroom).
Also, remind your students to clean
everything up after they have finished.

Conclusion.

We as teachers have a responsibility to help
our students in their learning process. They
are exposed to a lot of information, and we
have to find ways to make real life an
important (perhaps the most important)
part of our classes. Sometimes they
consider that some of the things in an
English class are irrelevant, and if they do
so, we have to find ways to help them
realize everything is necessary in an L2
learning process.

Writing is for some the "Cinderella skill" as
it is usually considered less important than
speaking or even listening. However, once
you find ways to highlight its relevance,
students see writing with a more positive
petspective.

Bringing project work into the writing skills
syllabus is one good way to change that
perspective. It gives you the idea that
writing s not as abstract or complex to
carry out as you may think. Designing
written texts is closer to real life than
writing a paragraph in a notebook. And, it
offers ways for students to exptess their
ideas in a more appealing fashion.

I found that by using project wotk to
develop and practice writing skills T was
able to bring back my students' interest in
writing. Not only that, I was able to keep it
going, as they found that writing can be
tun if you know how to practice it. And, if
your students are learning and enjoying
what they are learning, then it must
definitely be a good idea.
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