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While low-stakes writing activities often take very little planning take very little time to complete or respond to, designing more elaborate writing assignments requires more effort. It may help to follow a process like that laid out below as you put such a project together. Of course, the process isn’t perfect; you may find that not every step is necessary, or you may repeat some steps over and over again, keeping in mind that novice writers may require more assistance than expert ones. I offer the steps below as a tentative template and not as a flawless guide for designing the perfect writing assignment.
For each step indicated below I illustrate the way the step manifests in an assignment I give to my Calculus I course, Newton v. Leibniz, in which students work together as a class to reenact a civil trial between the two co-inventors of the calculus.
Identify learning goals. Before you even begin to deal with an assignment’s details, you ought to identify one or more learning goals that might be met through the assignment. These might derive from course learning goals. (For more information on identifying learning goals for both courses and specific assignments, see Fink.)
For Newton v. Leibniz: students will gain intuitive understanding of fundamental calculus concepts by engaging primary sources and students will express technical ideas expertly to a variety of audiences.
Recognizing success. Once you have your learning goals in mind, you can decide how you might recognize whether or not students are successful in meeting those goals. That is, what are your expectations for performance on the assignment, and how can you make your expectations clear from the outset? Perhaps you could hold a brief in-class conversation about your expectations. If you plan to use a rubric to assess your students’ writing, perhaps your students could help to produce such a rubric.
For Newton v. Leibniz: students help draft a rubric that I will apply to the various written pieces they will submit.
Getting started. For many students, getting starting is the hardest step. In-class low-stakes writing exercises like freewriting, concept mapping, and clustering can help students generate ideas, and you may wish to spend a little time in class on such exercises. More formally, as a first step you might ask students to complete a preliminary project proposal in which they indicate how they plan to respond to the assignment. Making these first steps concrete and explicit helps many students gain the traction they need to get their writing off and running.
For Newton v. Leibniz: students write a brief collaborative proposal in which they vie for a particular “role” in the trial (Newton and his attorneys, Leibniz and his attorneys, historical experts, etc.). This is done outside of class.
Seeking out and synthesizing ideas. Your students may need help in obtaining and organizing the information they need to complete their assignment. It might help for you require as explicit project components things like outlines, literature reviews, or annotated bibliographies, as appropriate to your field. There are a number of other organizational strategies that may help students make sense of whatever information they find. (See, for example, Coghill, et al., referenced below.)
For Newton v. Leibniz: in class, students discuss finding and evaluating sources and outside of class, students write a brief annotated bibliography detailing the sources they find.
Providing feedback. As your students write, it will help them to provide one or more opportunities to receive feedback on their ongoing work. This feedback can come in various forms from various sources. You may wish to consider giving feedback through face-to-face conferences, an activity made easier by conferencing with students in small groups. Peer review may also prove effective. (See Topping for guidelines on how to get the most out of peer review; Bahls offers more strategies appropriate for quantitative-intensive courses.)
For Newton v. Leibniz: students submit a preliminary piece, appropriate to the role they’ve been assigned, to which I respond with qualitative feedback.
Assessing and Responding. Once students have completed their projects, they are owed some sort of response to their writing. Well-written rubrics might help you to assess the quality of students’ work. Audio comments or responses through screencast software (like Jing, referenced below) can make responses richer and more authentic.
For Newton v. Leibniz: I apply a simple rubric to the students’ final written pieces and students perform self-assessment in the form of a low-stakes written reflection.
Following on. As one assignment comes to a close, you may ask yourself how the assignment might lead to the next one. Thoughtful sequencing of course activities will help students see the connections among course concepts. More broadly still, you may even work with your colleagues to articulate writing assignments across courses in your major. (See Anson and Dannels for such program-level organization of writing.)
For Newton v. Leibniz: there is no follow-on of this activity.
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