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they will expend. This is no easy proposition—especially because those other  

options include hanging out with friends, participating in chosen extracurric-

ulars, and watching Netflix. But we do have a secret weapon: the goals the stu-

dents already bring. David Yeager, professor at the University of Texas, argues 

that one of the most important things we can do as writing teachers is to con-

nect the learning in our class to the impact students want to make on the world 

(Homayoun, 2018).

Remember the letters my students write me at the end of the each quarter (men-

tioned in Chapter 3)? I also do one of those assignments at the start of the year 

called the Introductory Letter (see Figure 4.1). The main goal of this letter is to 

learn who my students are and what they value. I’ve found the open-ended ques-

tions on it to be like a siren song for students. Even the most guarded students 

tend to gush about their hopes and dreams, how they view the world, and what 

really matters to them when given a blank page to do so. These gushes are gold 

when it comes to creating value, which is why I keep and store these letters in 

a folder that occupies a prominent spot in my desk.

FIGURE 4.1 • Introductory letter

YOUR STORY

Our first assignment for the year is for you to write me a letter that tells me your 
story. Specifically, in this letter I would love to learn more about these topics:

•	 Tell me about you as a person. What are you interested in? What would 
you like people to say about you? What are your greatest accomplishments? 
What aspirations and dreams do you have? What sort of impact would you 
like to make in the world?

•	 Tell me about your story as a writer. How do you feel about writing? What 
are the successes, struggles, twists, and turns you’ve had? What do you like 
to write? What do you not like to write? What are your strengths? What are 
areas where you want to grow? What are your writing goals this year?

•	 Tell me your story as a reader. How often do you read? What do you like 
to read? What books have you read most recently? What do you not like 
to read? What are your strengths and areas where you want to grow as a 
reader?

You do not need to answer every question above and can organize the letter any 
way that you want. The goal of this letter is to tell me about you, so feel free to add 
anything else that feels important and cut anything that doesn’t.




