
Writing-to-Learn Assignments: Samples & Suggestions
Writing-to-learn activities often fall under two major practical categories:  In-class assignments and out-of-class assignments.  They can be short and unrelated to one another or linked into a series that builds cumulative understanding of the course material over the entire semester.  While there are standard assignments in both categories, both also lend themselves to creative alternate variations.
In-Class Assignments: Minute Papers
Ask students to write for 5 to 8 minutes at the beginning of class:

· What confuses you most about what we covered in class last session?

· If the person next to you missed class last time, how would you summarize what we talked about?

· How does the reading you’ve done for today’s class relate to what we’ve done in class so far?

· How might you connect today’s reading (or last session’s class work) with a real life situation?
· What did you already know about today’s topic before you did the reading?
· (Specific Question) What does it mean when economists say that a certain market is “efficient”? (Bean 105)

· (Specific Question) How does Plato’s allegory of the cave make you look at knowledge, or your own knowledge specifically, in a new way? (Bean 105) 

· Reflect on two lab assignments (or two readings).  Where do you see relationships or shared theoretical concepts?

· What questions do you want to ask about today’s reading(s)?
Ask students to write for 5 to 8 minutes at the end of class:

· What’s the most important idea we talked about today?

· What’s the most difficult concept we discussed today?  (Sometimes this is called the “Muddiest Point.”) What makes this concept so hard to understand?

· Can you write me a short letter about what you learned today?
· What questions would you like to ask for next class?

· What do you already know about the topic we’re going to begin next class?

Grading In-Class Minute Papers

The type of writing detailed above should not require much grading time for the professor.  Most of the papers don’t even need to be collected every time, if you collect it the first time you do the assignment.  If the assignments are collected and read, and if they are graded, it should be with a quick and easy system, such as check/check+/check-or pass+/fail-.     
Out-of-Class Assignments: Journals, Notebooks, Reading Logs:
There are many different ways of assigning ongoing writing—in journals, notebooks and logs.  The assignments below can be in print or online.
· Open-Ended Journals – Students write a certain number of pages per week or for a certain length of time each week.  Writing has to be connected to the course in some way determined by the student or by teacher guidelines.

· Semistructured Journals – Students summarize the previous class and respond to a series of more generic questions (i.e. How does what we have been studying recently relate to your other courses or to other parts of this course?  How does your own personal experience relate to what you studied today?  What does that equation say in plain English?  What makes this problem difficult?)

· Guided Journals – Students respond to specific questions from the teacher.
· Contemporary Issues Journals – Students relate their learning in the course to contemporary issues.
· Exam Preparation Journals – Students are given a list of essay questions from which exam questions will be drawn.  Students divide their journals up into sections for each question and work out answers as the course progresses.  
· Double-Entry Notebooks – Right-hand sides of the pages are straight course or reading notes.  Left-hand sides are students’ own commentary on the notes, including questions, doubts, connections, and personal observations.
· Double-Entry Laboratory Notebooks – One side of the notebook contains observations only.  The other side contains researchers’ mental processes.
Grading Journals:
Reading all of the journals would be a time-consuming task; however, there’s no reason each journal entry needs to be read and/or marked.  Students are writing to help themselves learn, not to demonstrate their learning to the professor.  The professor needs to see that the students are doing the work, and needs to count the work towards the students’ grades, but the professor does not necessarily need to evaluate each part of the work.   

Adapted from the following materials:  “Integrating Writing into Any Course: Starting Points” by Kate Keifer  http://wac.colostate.edu/aw/teaching/kiefer2000htm, “Writing for Learning-Not Just for Demonstrating Learning” by Peter Elbow http://www.ntlf.com/html/lib/bib/writing.htm , and Engaging Ideas: The Professor’s Guide to Integrating Writing, Critical Thinking, and Active Learning in the Classroom, John C. Bean. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers, 1996.
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