Some Guidelines for Assignments for Novice Students

Students who are new to a discipline or new to college (or graduate school) often struggle with their writing for reasons that have more to do with their status as novices than with their writing skills.  Typically, their problems have three sources. 

First, they do not know enough.  They know too few of the “facts” that in part define the discipline, and they do not command the facts they do know.  As a result, not only are they likely not to know or recall crucial information, but the information they have learned is not likely to be structured for them in a way that their teachers recognize or expect.  Even as their body of knowledge grows and takes on a more disciplinary organization, novices are unlikely to recognize how that knowledge is formulated in response to the typical sets of problems and questions that, even more than its knowledge base, define an academic discipline.  They simply do not know what makes a good (i.e., interesting, productive, pursuable) problem or question or how to recognize a point worth making and so they lack one of the most essential elements of good papers. 

Second, they have little or no acquaintance of the forms of discourse they are asked to produce.  The do not know what a good paper looks like.  They do not know how they are typically organized, or why.  They do not know how to deploy evidence or other support for their points.  They do not know what it means to “sound like” a member of the discipline in question.  Unfortunately, many novice students are left to flounder with the small (and misleading) set of disciplinary models they find in their textbooks and other assigned readers. Even those students who find or are given models do not easily recognize what is pertinent about those models.  Thus new law students are more likely to imitate the long and funny words of legalese rather then the subtle patterns of legal argument, new students in chemical engineering are more likely to worry about avoiding first-person constructions than about making their results evident, and new students of literature are more likely to produce an elaborate style they think of as literary than to explain what is pertinent

about the passages they quote.

Third, they have little or no personal acquaintance with their readers.  One of the most important strategies that writers use to deal with complex questions of audience is to use particular persons to exemplify the audience or segments of the audience.  Beyond their teacher, novice writers know few or no persons who are members of a given discipline.  If they do know one or two others, their perceptions of those persons are likely to be distorted by the student-teacher relationship.  As a result, novice writers must deal with a disciplinary audience entirely in the abstract -- which is by and large not how more socialized writers do it and is by far the harder way.              
Assignments for Novice Students     
Given these predictable difficulties, classes designed for novices need to have writing assignments designed for novices:

1.
Avoid assignments that ask students to produce complete and finished documents  
all in one step. 


Though one goal of a writing class is to make students able to produce complete and finished


Documents on their won, it is predictable that most novice students will at first be defeated by 
assignments that ask them to do so.  Novice students need to work both on large scale issues (such 
as formulating problems and questions worth asking, devising points worth making, and finding 
appropriate evidence for supporting their points) and on learning to use the language and 
discursive patterns of the discipline---and they need to work on these matters separately. 


When novice students concentrate on text-level matters, they regularly lose control over the local 
structures in their texts (making errors they otherwise would not, falling into greater incoherence 
than usual, and producing the most amazing turns of phrase).  When novice students concentrate 
on producing the language and discursive patterns of the discipline, they regularly produce the 
most primitive text structures (summary rather than analysis, chronology rather than argument, 
etc.).  When they concentrate on both, they fall into problems whose genesis is undiscoverable. 

Since their problems are predictable, assignments should be designed to anticipate and avoid them.  
When students are first asked to summarize a text before they are asked to analyze it, the result of 
the second, analytical assignment tends to be more of an analysis than a summary – and it tends to 
be more coherent and correct.  When students are asked first to record their observations in the 
form of a chronicle before they are asked to analyze a process, the result is less likely to be a mere 
chronology.  When students are allowed to practice describing works of art in a “professional


 journal,” their subsequent papers tend to address issues of greater substance and interest (from the 
point of view of art history).
II.
Help novices to understand the scenario within which they are asked to write.


Novice students tend not to be able to imagine themselves into the default scenarios of a 
discipline.  They do not easily recognize what will matter to the personae, what kinds of problems 
they find worth pursuing, what kind of support will lead them to accept a point, and so on.  But 
students can learn to understand a scenario if it is made a part of their explicit instruction.

III.
Prefer shorter, more frequent assignments to longer, more difficult ones. 


Novices need practice more that they need testing.  Students learn more about formulating a 
worthy topic and problem by writing three two-page papers than by writing one six-page paper: 
the short papers let them practice these text-level skills three times over.  Students learn more 
about using evidence to support a claim when they have to do so in three different contexts than 
when they do so at length in a single context.   The skills that can only be learned in longer 
assignments– for instance, synthesizing disparate materials or sustaining a complex argument – 
are better learned after students can reliably construct coherent shorter texts. 

Handout prepared by Michael Pemburton, Georgia Southern University
