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In another article which appears in this issue, Edward 

Corbett remarks that students in his composition classes were 

bewildered and frustrated: "Everything about the act of writing must 

seem impossible for these beginning students." But, he continues, 

a sympathetic and competent writing teacher can help students 

overcome these feelings and assist them in composing their 

thoughts for communication with others. One way in which the 

teacher can realize this goal is by making writing assignments 

which recognize the students' abilities as well as their maturity. 

These assignments should guide the student's prewriting, his 

writing, and his rewriting of each paper, and they should co

herently guide his progress from using the writing skills he 

knows to learning those skills he has not yet developed. 

Traditionally, our assignments have been tied to the 

content of the discourse or to the material to be written about 

rather than tied to those aspects of writing which frame and deter

mine content: aim, audience, and the writer's role. Frequently 

also, we have been frustrated to discover that our students did 

not produce what we expected and that their writing seems to 

remain much the same in spite of all our efforts to imp:•ove it, 

While good assignments do not replace or substitute for good 

teaching, good assignments reinforce good teaching and enable the 

student to put his learning effectively into practice. Let us now 

look at two sets of assignments. The assignments in the first set 

are not in any particular order, and each is written in an Unsatis

factory and a More satisfactory version. The assignments in the 

second set are sequential, their order determined by presumptions 

about the relative level of student maturity as well as by the 

assumption that students are more comfortable and facile with 

certain forms of discourse than with others. 

Unsatisfactory assi gnment: Describe your town. Use colorful 
words. 

This assignment exploits colorful words as desirable in themselves; 

it establishes no need or occasion for them. The assignment 

wrongly assumes sucn words are valuable apart from any written con

text. 

More satisfactory assi gnment: Make a list of specific facts 
about your town. Be as neutral but as accurate as possible. 
Write a one-paragraph description such as might appear in a 
Gazetteer or Almanac or Fact Sheet. Then write two more 
descriptions of your town, one which makes your town ap
pear as inviting as possible (for a tourist bulletin), 
and one which makes it as uninviting as possible (disap
pointed tourist writes letter to the editor.) You may 
not change the facts or give any directly untruthful 
data. Concentrate on word choice and the way you relate 
the facts to one another to achieve the positive, negative, 
and neutral effects. Your audience is all of us in the 
cl ass. 
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This assignment supplies a sample form with each part of the 

assignment. A resourceful teacher could have numerous samples on 

hand for students to look at and discuss. Because the papers can 

be compared one with another, this version also allows the 

students to analyze later,when the compositions are discussed, 

the appropriateness of word choices and the treatment of facts, 

Naming the class as the audience makes this discussion more mean

ingful. The forms supplied subtly dictate a shift in aim from 

informing to persuading. Discussion of this shift should arise 

when appropriateness of word choice is discussed. Students then 

learn that words which are neutral ( of low connotative value) 

are usually more appropriate in informational writing and words 

with higher connotative value more useful in persuasive writing . 

This next assignment asks the student to demonstrate a 

working knowledge of evaluation (critical) methods taught in 

class. 

Unsatisfactory assi gnment: Explain whether or not this is a 
good classroom and why. 

First, explanation is not what is called for·; critical 

evaluation is what is being asked of the student. Further, 

audience and aim are left vague and the student is given no 

sense of how to pro.ceed. There is no specific teaching involved. 

It's another "write a paper" assignment. 
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More satisfactory assi gnment: V"ou are a member of the Com
mittee on Classroom Design. You have been asked to eval
uate this classroom as a writing classroom. To do so, you 
wi 11 need to: 

l. determine what makes a good writing classroom. Make a 
list of these things. 
2. determine which items on the list are l) necessary, 2) 
less necessary, 3) optional. Organize your list into the 
appropriate categories. 
3. measure the classroom against the good one. 
4. write up your report, giving criticisms, suggestions, 
overall evaluation. 

Your report is designed for those administrators in charge 
of modifying and equipping classrooms. They intend to act 
upon your report. 

This assignment is more satisfactory as a followup for some 

teaching about evaluative methods because it provides a svecific 

framework to guide the student in gathering and sorting his infor

mation. It also identifies aim and audience. and sets a context 

which allows the teacher to be of service to the student because 

both teacher and student share the classroom. There is an infor

mation base sufficient that the student might be able to make a 

valid judgment. A further assignment in evaluation might be so 

phrased as to require the student to invent steps l - 4 for him

self in order to show proficiency. 

This last assignment in this set, like the one above it, asks 

the student to evaluate and make a choice. However, it asks him to 

use comparison and contrast as the means for communicating his 
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choice and the reasons for it to the reader. The aim is information. 

Unsatisfactor assi ~nment: Write a paper in which you compare 
severa t 1ngs oft e same kind in order to let the reader know 
which one is the preferred buy. 

This assignment is unsatisfactory because the emphasis is on the 

things rather than on the technique to be demonstrated. N-0 hints 

are given about selecting the items or about methods of comparing 

and contrasting. Further, the appropriate language level is not 

clear because aim and audience are not clear. How hard is the 

student to push his choice? 

More satisfactory assi.gnment: You are going to comparison 
shop and then write a report of your findings for all of us 
in tne class. Choose a kind of item and compare several 
brands: milk-chocolate bars, tennis shoes, shampoos, hair
s·pray -- some limited and inexpensive item which you know 
about or are willing to find out about. Purchase or arrange 
to try out 3 - 5 different brands of the item. Beforehand, 
make a list of things you need to know about each brand in 
order to compare them and choose among them. When you try 
on or use each brand, make notes according to your list. 
Write a report in which you say how the brands are alike 
and how they differ. Which brand would you recommend and 
why? 

This version establishes a clearly informational aim and relevant 

audience. The major pre-writing or data-gathering steps are 

given and the organization--likenesses, differences, choice, 

reasons--is given. The student is free to manipulate these as he 

wishes, but he knows what is required to be in the report. 

It is important to note that assignments should not only be 

considered more or less satisfactory in themselves; they must also 

be evaluated within the context of an entire set or series of 

assignments and with the goals of the particular course in mind. 

Thus a teacher might design an effective assignment to elicit 

complex argumentative discourse, but if he is in the first weeks 

of an introductory course and if his intent is to help students 

express their own ideas and feelings with some facility and satis

faction, then that assignment should be shelved and used in a 
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more appropriate context. Writing assignments can and ·should be 

written so that the students develop particular skills and gain a 

sense of confidence at a particular level of performance. In most 

cases, in the opening weeks of a term, students in a writing class 

are considerably less proficient than the teacher would like them 

to be. But they are in the class to develop writing skills and the 

teacher should take into consideration their present level of 

proficiency when designing the first writing assignments. As the 

term passes, later assignments build upon skills which have been 

developed and demonstrated until, in the final assignments, the 

majority of the students can demonstrate the desired level of 

proficiency. 

The three assignments which follow are part of an eleven 

assignment set. They are the third, fifth and eleventh assignments, 

respectively. Their order reflects the conviction that students can 



share effectively, in writing, personal experiences with familiar 

audiences much more readily and with greater facility than they can 

shape an argument to convince an audience they do not know as well. 

Thus the initial assignments ask the students to draw from their own 

experience and write for their peers. Once they have gained confi

dence and demonstrated some ability, they are then asked to produce 

discourse which is more strictly referential or argumentative. 

l Describe some favorite spring phenomenon -- water, 
fiowers, birds, grass, sounds, smells, etc. Your aud~ence 
is the class and your purpose is to share your enthusiasm 
with this group and rel ate your feelings in enough detail 
so that others can share them. 

In this assignment the audience has been carefully specified, 

the aim or purpose clarified, and the subject matter limited to 

some degree. The assignment is intended to elicit a subjective, 

personal response: expressive discourse. However, there is the 

matter of detail and the suggestion that the reader share the 

writer's experience. These directions force the writer to take 

,1is audience into consideration and not merely drift off in an 

ego-centric reverie. Furthermore, the r~bric about sharing the 

experiencE provides both audience and teacher criteria upon which 

to judge the effectiveness of the assignment. Because the audience 

is significant and must be communicated with, the writer learns how 

important detail is in gaining and holding their attention. 
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2. Make a generalization about your present surroundings or 
your friends, your weekend, the. food in the cafeteria, the 
weather, your class schedule, your vocational hopes, school 
life, some aspect of local or national politics, etc. Then 
support that generalization with appropriate detail. You 
might use examples, develop arguments, provide descriptions, 
catalogue details, whatever. Your audience is your peers, 
and they will be reading your paper with an eye to your 
ability to make your generalization believable. 

This assignment is more referential, demanding a more objective 

response than the first. Again, the audience and aim are clearly 

identified, while the subject matter is defined broadly enough 

to encourage a diversity of responses. Furthermore, the actual 

outline of the paper is specified: "Make a generalization ••. " 

The student is provided a specific framework in which to arrange 

his information. And like the first, the assignment provides 

the criteria upon which the product can be judged. Is the 

generalization clearly stated? Is there sufficient support for 

the generalization? If the generalization is not believable, why 

not? Discussion about framing generalizations, kinds of support, 

organization, etc., will inevitably follow as students consider 

their papers together. 

3. For a final assignment, I want you to recall some occa
sion on which you made a decision which had a significant 
influence on your life. Doubtless when you verbalized your 
decision to work part-time, attend college, join the foot
ball team, tryout for a play, etc., some individuals offered 
advice on a variety of subjects relating to your choice. 
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And you found some of the advice helpful and some not so. 
Recall some advice from the latter category and write a 
letter to the individual who gave it, reminding him of his 
advice and then point out, in sufficient detail, why you 
believe it was misleading. Your goal should be to convince 
that individual that he misled you, and to suggest, (more 
or less directly, depending upon your audience) that he 
should not offer such advice to others. 

This assignment is both referential and argumentative, with an 

emphasis on the latter. There is room for egocentric, expressive 

discourse, but the aim is such that the writer should have to 

strictly limit any egocentric response for fear of alienating 

his audience with a highly emotional or bombastic reaction. As 

in the two previous assignments, the aim and audience are iden

tified, and the student is provided with a framework upon which to 

organize the paper: the addressee is first to be reminded, then 

persuaded to reevaluate his position. Furthermore, the student 

is being asked to write a letter, so the conventions appropriate 
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to that form of communication apply. The student shapes his 

discourse to convince that particular audience and no other. 

Evaluating this exercise is more difficult both for peers and 

teacher, as they are probably not familiar with the advice-giver. 

However, the tone which the writer adopts, his choice of detail and 

incident, and his closing suggestions give the reader some insight 

into the character of the audience and allow him to make some guesses 

about the effectiveness of the letter. 

It is difficult, if not impossible, to judge a particular 

assignment's quality until students have responded to it. Never

theless, it is important to design assignments with care. The 

act of writing will seem less formidable to the student when he 

is given an assignment which not only recognizes his ability as 

a creator of discourse, but also provides some guidance for the 

writing process. And a carefully developed sequence of such 

assignments will be much more effective in helping students 

reach a desired level of proficiency. 

BOOK PREFERENCES OF MINNESOTA STUDENTS 

Early in 1977, Norine Odland and Richard Beach of the College 

of Education at the University of Minnesota, Minneapolis, sent 

a request to all school librarians in Minnesota asking each one to 

list the five titles most popular in the school library. Because 

of limited returns from middle schools, those results are included 

in the junior high statistics. The following are the results: 

Elementary School Results 

Number of responses from lib ra ri ans: ? 15 

Title: 

Little House Books 
cfiar'iotte'sW~ 
Are. You There, God? It's Me Margaret 
Cur, ous George 

Number of times named·: 

218 
168 
116 
l ll 
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