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GE Upper Division Theme courses: 
Best practices for constructing research paper assignments

Acknowledge your learners

· Incoming transfer students are not proficient users of academic libraries, nor are they expert searchers. Your class is an opportunity to teach transfers how to begin to research.
· Incoming transfers do have prior knowledge. Engage these competencies by building on the writing habits students may already have.
· Many transfers are digital natives. Instant access to the web challenges this generation’s view of scholastic authority. The formal research paper assignment should be constructed to encourage accurate evaluation of knowledge claims and to discourage plagiarism.
Define the outcomes of the assignment

· Upper division GE research assignments should build on prior efforts in IHE 101/301, and lower division GE assignments. See: http://www.calstatela.edu/library/infolit/IHE101/
· Every writing assignment should clearly state directions and learning objectives. Students are less confused if they are told what they are expected to learn and do. 
· GE theme courses should sharpen students’ research abilities. State research outcomes explicitly, and grade them. 
· Assignment objectives should map to GE theme course outcomes. 
Relate the research process to the writing process
· Writing and research are parallel processes and inform each other. Students should see both processes as recursive.

· Research involves critical thinking. Encourage and develop research abilities as part of the writing process.

· Make sure your students know how to formally evaluate sources. 

· Break up the research part of an assignment as you would the writing: 

· 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. Each of these is a different step for the student.

· Constructively challenge and engage students’ ideas about what defines research. Research skills are not intuitive.
· If assigning multiple topic choices, make these parallel.  “George W. Bush and the Iraq War” and “The effects of the recent war on Iraqi children” begin the research process at two different places.

· Do not reward casual searching.
Relate your discipline through the research process 

· Upper division theme courses are a great opportunity to introduce the student to your discipline and its literature.  Before sending students out to research:
· Introduce students to the major databases and journal titles in your field.
· Teach your students how to read a scholarly article or case study from your field.
· Make sure students can distinguish peer-reviewed from other materials.
Identify the sources you want them to use

· Consider the type of sources your assignment will require and how you expect students to find these. Are these to come from the humanities or the sciences? Which databases are you expecting students to use? Will you provide instruction in the use of those? 
· Scholarly v. popular. Some topics can only be answered via popular sources; for example, current events. Some scholarly literature and databases are too advanced for students out of the major, even though the journals may be on topic. Insisting on these may encourage indifferent or confused sourcing.
· Make sure the Library has any resources you expect students to use. Put these on reserve.
· Students are easily overwhelmed by information. Try and theme the class assignment to discourage indifferent or confused researching.

Clearly use terms
· Databases and search engines. Many scholarly resources in the Library, including the Library catalog, are only available online. Also, please distinguish the Library’s subscription databases from the web. 
· Online indexes. Students have to use an online index to find a journal article, whether it is in paper or not. Don’t tell students to find articles in paper—it’s confusing. Paper subscriptions comprise no more than 2% of the total number of periodicals that the Library currently holds, as the vast majority of these are available online full-text.
Make sure your students get the research and writing help they need

· The Library holds workshops every quarter for APA, MLA and ASA. Check the Library’s home page at http://www.calstatela.edu/library for times and dates.
· Reference librarians are available in person, by phone, by email, by chat: http://www.calstatela.edu/library/asklib.htm
· The Writing Center will schedule half hour consultations
· For advanced projects: Librarians in your discipline can give your students help. Find yours at: http://www.calstatela.edu/library/dlc.htm
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. 

· Make sure any citations on your syllabus are in the format you want from students. Try to use a style students recognize so there is no ambiguity.

Test the assignment 

· Do the assignment yourself before giving it to students. Pay special attention to how you search for the information, and to whether it is easy to plagiarize the assignment.
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