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1. Purpose

a) WCAS encourages Freshman Seminar leaders to assign multiple short writing assignments (a minimum of four).  At the end of the quarter, final assignments should promote reflection, synthesis, and library research.  The prompts below provide valuable practice to students in a course that guarantees extensive feedback from faculty.  In addition, they offer instructors new tools for assessing what students take away from their courses—something that may appeal especially to new faculty and graduate students teaching their first WCAS Freshman Seminar.

b) Freshman Seminars foster the good habits of mind that are indispensable to students’ maturation as young scholars.  These habits will serve students well as they identify and pursue opportunities beyond the classroom.  In the middle of the sophomore year, NU students begin applying for various internal and external awards that underwrite tuition, language acquisition, mentored research, independent research, and experiential learning.  Many essays for these competitions are in the same vein as the prompts below.  In their applications, students must explain proposed plans of study or research projects in terms of their intellectual autobiographies and fields of inquiry.  Depending on the opportunity, essays may resemble “thought pieces” more than “feel pieces”; however, both genres require students to think about their personal and academic trajectories and the factors (courses, books, projects, etc.) that have influenced them.  As freshmen adjust to NU’s fast-paced quarter system, they will benefit from an invitation to pause and reflect on a seminar meant to be a highlight of their first year. 

2) Sample Prompts and Explanations
a) “There will be one more seminar meeting and you are in charge of the syllabus.  What will you assign for class discussion?  Select 1-2 books, 2-3 scholarly articles, or 1 book and 1 article.  Use NU Library resources (physical and/or electronic) to make your selections and explain how they relate to the rest of the course:  Do they represent a synthesis of larger themes?  Do they add perspectives that have not yet been addressed, but relate to these themes?  Explain your choices, including any particular strategies or goals you have for the next class discussion.”
i) Identifying Seminar Themes

(1) Students must articulate their understanding of the seminar’s themes in order to justify their selections for extra readings.  Only by reflecting on what they have taken away from the course can they argue effectively for their lesson plan for a hypothetical seminar meeting.

ii) Assessing What Students Take Away

(1) The instructor will receive a form of course evaluation that goes beyond what CTECs can offer.  By following the prompt, students will prepare a careful articulation of their understanding of the seminar’s major themes.  Variation among papers will provide insights into the different ways students interpret the syllabus and class discussions.  In planning future offerings, this may lead to adjustments in class discussion strategies or even syllabus modifications—indeed, one or more students may identify the perfect readings.

iii) Developing Library Skills

(1) Students must navigate library resources to find readings that serve their chosen theme and relate to the overall course experience.

(2) The instructor may supplement the written prompt with an in-class explanation about the importance of thoughtful and deliberate research.  A comment on the instructor’s process of syllabus design may be instructive for students.  Also, students should be advised that superficial or last-minute research will complicate the writing process because they will lack conviction in their selections and struggle to explain the connection to the rest of the course.

iv) Possible Variations

(1) Identifying Kinds of Readings to Select

(a) Depending on the nature of the seminar, the instructor may choose to have students look for particular kinds of sources (e.g., news articles, films, legal rulings).  This may create a need for supplemental guidance on appropriate electronic resources (e.g., ProQuest Historical Newspapers) or collections (e.g., University Archives) to consult.  Such guidance could be provided in writing, in class, or in consultations with a librarian.  (The last option adds another entrepreneurial element to the assignment by forcing students to seek out assistance in the library.)

(2) Leading Students to Certain Databases and Catalogs

(a) The instructor may limit students to particular resources within NU’s offerings or beyond.  This would ensure that the scope of students’ research remains manageable.  Also, by having students focus on a few resources, the instructor can make sure that they develop some facility with those resources.

(b) The daring instructor may limit students to NUcat and restrict them to physical sources that they must retrieve from library stacks.  Given the pre-NU education of many freshmen (and the habits of many upperclassmen), this would represent an early opportunity to expose students to the serendipity of seeing what is shelved in the vicinity of their target volume.

(3) Requesting an Explanation of Research Process

(a) “Maintain a record of your approach to this assignment.  Attach a narrative explanation (no more than one page) of your research method and note your chosen tool(s) (e.g., JSTOR, Google Scholar, NUcat) and search parameters (e.g., keywords, subjects).  What idea did you start with?  How did you begin your search for hypothetical readings?  Why?  Did early results lead you to new tools or refined parameters?”

b) “What was your least favorite reading in the course?  Revisit it and write a scholarly critique of its argument, premise, evidence, and/or presentation.  In the process, articulate your own ideas about how the piece could have been better.  What could the author have done differently to address your concerns?  Be as specific as possible.  Compare your chosen reading to one or two other works from the syllabus.  How does it/do they represent better or more persuasive scholarship in terms of argument, premise, evidence, and/or presentation?”
i) Introducing the Scholarly Critique

(1) The prompt requires students to go beyond disliking a work or merely disagreeing with an author’s point of view.  They must identify one or more specific aspects of the work to cite and discuss, perhaps in comparison with another reading from the syllabus.

(2) The final seminar meeting should involve a discussion of scholarly critiques in general and the specific norms of the instructor’s field.  Students should understand that a critique is neither a summary of an argument nor a screed against its premise, execution, or evidence.  Indeed, most critics strive to identify and acknowledge some virtues in flawed works.

(3) The instructor may choose to post various models for scholarly critiques on Blackboard.

ii) Assessing What Students Take Away

(1) The responses to this prompt may indicate that certain readings resonate more with students or are more accessible to them.

(a) If many students seem to miss the point of a particular reading, then the instructor may prepare students differently in the future with supplementary readings and/or directed discussion questions.  Alternatively, the instructor may decide that the work is not ideal for a freshman seminar syllabus.

(b) If many students rely on certain readings as positive models, then the instructor will gain insights into what appeals to students and will consider keeping those readings in future versions of the syllabus.

iii) Suggested Condition

(1) The instructor should prohibit any research for this assignment to ensure that students do not use book reviews and/or review essays to prime the pump for their writing process.  Aside from revisiting certain works at the end of the quarter, students should resort to their notes on the readings and from seminar discussions.

c) During the first meeting, the instructor will ask students to write and submit one page about why they chose this freshman seminar, any relevant perspectives they bring to it, and what they hope to learn from it.  At the end of the quarter, the instructor will give students copies of their paragraphs.  The final paper assignment will be, “How did your expectations relate to your actual experience in the course?  How have your views of the course’s themes on day one changed, deepened, and/or been complicated throughout the quarter?  Be as specific as possible in explaining which readings and discussions were most important to your experience—and why.”
i) Reconciling Expectations and Experience

(1) The prompt requires students to highlight specific elements of the course that defined their learning experience.  The degree of alignment between expectations and experience matters little.  The key is that students must select a set of readings and discussions to explain the relationship between what they expected and what they are taking away from the course.  To do so, they will need to articulate their interpretation of the central themes and take-away messages of the course.  They may focus on the seminar’s stated themes or larger considerations related to the instructor’s discipline.

(2) The instructor will be able to compare each final essay to what the author wrote on the first day.  Evaluations should depend partly on the extent to which students engage their submissions from the first class meeting.  As summary of the learning experience would not be a sufficient response to the prompt.

ii) Course Assessment

(1) The instructor will receive a form of course evaluation that goes beyond what CTECs can offer.  The submissions at the first class will give the instructor initial insights into what drew students to the seminar.  With the final paper prompt, the instructor will have an idea of how the course influences students who come in with different backgrounds and expectations.  Did students find their views challenged or confirmed?  To what extent are the instructor’s course goals met, as evidenced by students’ sense of how the seminar experience related to their expectations and assumptions?
