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GE Lower Division Theme courses: 
Best practices for constructing writing assignments

Acknowledge your learners

· Incoming freshmen and sophomores are Millennials: digital natives who read less than previous generations of college students.
· Concentrate primarily on building reading skills into lower division GE writing assignments, i.e. through writing based upon close reading of a single text. 
Research should be a secondary experience.
· Incoming freshmen and sophomores have been encouraged to use Google by K-12 teachers. Any assignment requiring research should discourage casual search engine use, teach alternatives and reward informed discovery.
· Instant access to the web challenges scholastic authority. The formal research paper has become easy to research indifferently—and is not necessarily the best assessment for this population.  
Consider alternatives to the traditional research paper 
The following writing assignments encourage critical thinking and build research skills for the lower division GE: 

· Create an annotated bibliography justifying source selection
· Keep a research diary
· Compare and contrast discussions of the same topic treated in a scholarly and a popular source  
· Evaluate a resource based on specific criteria  
Define the outcomes of the assignment within the context of GE

· Lower division GE courses build basic competencies. Make sure any research assignment is a) warranted and b) foundational. Advanced research projects are frustrating for entering students.
· Give written directions that clearly state the assignment, a preferred set of steps or process and learning objectives. Students are less confused if they know exactly what to do.
· If there are specific research outcomes (as opposed to writing outcomes), state these and be prepared to devote time to teaching them. Where necessary, research should be taught as a form of critical thinking in support of GE.
· Grade the research part of an assignment as you would the writing. This ensures students will take research seriously.
Control the research process
· Research is a form of critical thinking. Encourage your students to think about the research process. 

· Teach your students to formally evaluate sources.

· Students need time to develop a topic, to identify search terms and appropriate sources, to search and retrieve information, and to evaluate what they find. For the student, each of these is a different step. 

· Break up the research part of an assignment to make it manageable for the student. Keep the assignment simple (See next section).

· Consider assigning Library exercises and web tutorials as homework.

· Create an assignment with research components that are due throughout the quarter.  

· Don’t allow too many topic choices and keep them tied to coursework. Students learn from each other if they are assigned a specific research question and can share what they find.

· Constructively challenge and engage students’ ideas about what research is.
Identify and encourage use of specific sources 

· Generally, the fewer secondary sources you require for lower division writing assignments, the better. Insisting on multiple sources rewards finding information, not necessarily finding the right information. 
· Do not penalize students for using the many subject encyclopedias available in the Library.
· Reference literature is designed for the novice researcher and builds research skill. 
· Subject encyclopedias introduce students to the literature within a theme and are useful for overall treatment of topic.
· Discourage students from finding/using scholarly journal articles and higher-level writing (criticism) unless you are certain your students understand format/convention. 
· Focus on a just a few access points, for example, use of a single database, or the Library catalog-- rather than sending students all over the web. How do you expect students to locate the sources you are asking for? Provide instruction in the use of these.
· Make sure the Library has all resources you expect students to use. Put these on reserve.
Clearly use terms
· Distinguish Library databases from search engines. Many resources in the Library, including the catalog, are only available online. Please distinguish the Library’s subscription databases from other (free) search engines on the web. 
· Access to full text. Students have to use an index to find periodical literature-- whether the title is in paper or not. Most bibliographic indexes are online; the vast majority of CSULA periodical subscriptions are also only available online. It is not helpful to require students to find an article in paper. 
Insist on one citation style


· Students are confused by various citation styles. It is more productive to teach/expect the same style from everyone in the class. The Library holds workshops every quarter for APA, MLA and ASA. Check the Library’s home page for times and dates.

· Make sure any citations on your syllabus are in the format you want from students.

Test the assignment 

· Do the assignment yourself before giving it to students. Pay special attention to how you search for the information.
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