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Assignment Prompts
When we ask students to write an essay, complete a research project, create a work of art, use laboratory materials, or give a speech, providing clear instructions and guidance on what students are to do and why will help them learn what we value. This is where prompts come in.

A prompt is simply an assignment: the statement or question (usually written) that tells students what they are to do in a performance assessment, essay test question, and virtually everything else we ask students to do except complete objective tests and rating forms.

There are two basic kinds of prompts. Restricted response prompts ask everyone to provide pretty much the same response, just in his or her own words. An example is giving all students the same chart and asking them to write a paragraph summarizing its major points. Many mathematics problems and science laboratory assignments are restricted response prompts.

Extended response prompts give students latitude in deciding how to complete the assignment. Their completed assignments may vary considerably in organization, style, and content. Suppose that students are asked to speculate, with appropriate justification, on how our daily lives might be different today if the United States had never engaged in space exploration. The visions and supporting evidence in equally outstanding papers might vary a great deal.

Importance of Strong Assignment Prompts
Carefully crafted prompts are critical parts of the teaching-learning process because, regardless of what we state in syllabi or say in class, the assignments we give students are the most powerful way we communicate our expectations to them. A good prompt inspires students to give the assignment their best effort and thereby achieve the assignment’s learning goals. With a poorly written prompt, students may complete an assignment without learning what we want them to learn.

Identifying Specific, Important Learning Goals for the Assignment
Begin creating a good prompt by deciding what you want students to learn from the assignment. The assignment should focus students on the skills and conceptual understandings that you consider most important. For a writing assignment, identify the specific kinds of writing skills that you most want students to strengthen. The best way to identify the learning goals you want students to achieve by completing the assignment is to develop a rubric.
A good assignment sets challenging but realistic expectations. Often when students know exactly what they need to do to achieve a high score, they will rise to meet that standard, even if it means accomplishing things to which they never thought they could aspire. Ask students to demonstrate not just simple understanding but also thinking skills such as analysis, evaluation, and creativity. Focusing on these kinds of skills makes the assignment more challenging, worthwhile, and interesting and promotes deeper learning. If you give students a copy of the rubric you will use to evaluate their completed assignments, make sure that it states clearly what you consider outstanding work.
Creating a Meaningful Task or Problem Corresponding to Those Goals
Once you have clarified the key learning goals of an assignment, identify a task that corresponds to those goals and will help your students achieve them. It is important give students a variety of ways to demonstrate their learning.  Below are examples of assignments beyond essays, term papers, and research reports.
· Abstract or executive summary
· Advertisement or commercial
· Annotated bibliography
· Autobiography or realistic fictional diary from a historical period
· Briefing paper
· Brochure or pamphlet
· Campaign speech
· Case study or analysis
· Client report
· Collaborative group activity
· Database
· Debate or discussion (plan, participation, or leadership)
· Debriefing interview preparation
· Dramatization of an event or scenario, in writing or a presentation
· Editing and revising a poorly written paper
· Evaluation of opposing points of view or the pros and cons of alternative solutions to a problem
· Experiment or other laboratory experience
· Field notes
· Game invention
· Graph, chart, diagram, flowchart, or other visual aid
· Graphic organizer, taxonomy, or classification scheme
· Handbook or instructional manual
· Journal or log
· Letter to an editor or business
· Model, simulation, or illustration
· Narrative
· Newspaper story or news report on a concept or from a historical period
· Oral history recording an event 
· Plan to research and solve a problem
· Plan to conduct a project or provide a service
· Portfolio
· Poster, display, or exhibit
· Presentation, demonstration, or slide show
· Process description
· Proposal for and justification of a solution to a problem
· Reflection on what and how one has learned
· Review and critique of one’s own work, that of a peer, a performance, an exhibit, a work of art, a writer’s arguments, or how something could have been done better
· Selected portions of an essay or term paper (for example, only the problem statement and the review of literature)
· Survey, including an analysis of the results
· Teaching a concept to a peer or child
· Video or audio recording
· Web site
Choose an Assignment that’s a Worthwhile Use of Learning Time
Consider carefully whether the time students put into your assignment will yield an appropriate payoff in terms of their learning. Will they learn twice as much from an assignment that takes twenty hours of out-of-class time as form one that takes ten hours? Will students learn significantly more from a thirty page paper than from a five-page paper (which may take you one-sixth the time to evaluate)? Sometimes your learning goals may not demand a traditional term paper or research project. Students may achieve learning goals just as effectively by completing a research proposal or a relatively short annotated bibliography.

Aim Students at the Desired Outcome
Give your students clear, written directions and scaffolding on which they can successfully create their best work. Begin the prompt with an introductory sentence that’s an overview of what you want them to do, and then answer these questions (pay particular attention to significance of the italicized questions).

· Why are you giving students this assignment?
· What is its purpose?
· What do you expect students to learn by completing it? For example, are students imply to summarize information or use the information to persuade? Barbara Walvoord and Virginia Anderson (1998) point out that the title of an assignment is a powerful way to convey to students what you want them to do. They suggest using terms like argumentative essay, original research report, or sociological analysis which makes the assignment clearer than the usual term paper.
· What should the completed assignment look like?

· Who is the (perhaps hypothetical) audience for the assignment: academicians, people working in a particular setting, or the general public?
· What skills and knowledge do you want students to demonstrate?
· Explain terms that may be fuzzy to your students even if they are clear to you, such as compare, evaluate, and discuss.
· What should be included in the complete assignment?
· How should students format the completed assignment?
· How are students to complete the assignment? How do you expect them to devote their time and energy?

· How much time do you expect them to spend on this assignment? If this is a class assignment, how much will it count toward their final course grade?
· If the assignment is to write something, what is the optimal length for the paper?
· What readings, reference materials, and technologies are they expected to use?
· Can they collaborate with others? If so, to what extent?
· What assistance can you provide while they are working on the assignment? (Are you willing to critique drafts, for example?)
· How will you score or grade the assignment? The best way to communicate this is to give students a copy of the rubric that you will use to evaluate the completed assignments.
While good prompts are often generous in the guidance they give to students, some faculty like to give purposefully vague assignments because they want students to learn how to figure out the assignment on their own. This practice can be fine, but only if:

· One of the learning goals of the assignment is to learn how to choose, define, or clarify a problem or issue; and 
· Students have opportunities to learn and practice these skills before tackling the assignment; and
· This learning goal is reflected in the rubric.
Break Apart Large Assignments
Rather than distribute a major assignment on the first day of class and collect the papers on the last day, break the assignment into pieces that are handed in or checked at various points during the course. You might ask students to submit an outline of a research paper first and then an annotated bibliography. This kind of approach helps students manage their time and, more important, gets those heading in a wrong direction back on track before it’s too late for them to salvage their project. Breaking an assignment into pieces can also discourage plagiarism, and it makes your job of evaluating the completed assignments more manageable. 

Depending on your students’ needs, your goals, and your time constraints, at these checkpoints you might:

· Simply check off that this portion of the project is complete or in progress
· Review and comment on this portion of the project

· Have student peers evaluate this portion of the project using a rubric that you provide

· Give this portion of the project a tentative grade (pending on subsequent revisions) or a final grade

Encourage Students to Reflect on Their Work
Reflection can promote deep, lasting learning, so consider asking students to submit written reflections with at least some of their assignments.

Countering Plagiarism
The work of others is so readily available today that student plagiarism is a growing concern. Although there is no way to eliminate plagiarism, the following strategies may help.

· Use detection judiciously.

· After papers are turned in, ask students to summarize them.
· Use online tools such as Google to search for similar passages.
· Interview students or ask them to write reflectively about the process they used to write the paper.
· Review papers for out-of-character work; abrupt changes in language, referencing systems, or vocabulary; fully finished works with no evidence of research and writing processes; and anachronisms or only dated references.
· Explicitly teach and model academic rules, values, and conventions.

· Provide plenty of instruction and assignments that help students understand exactly what plagiarism is. Focus on what students should do rather than what they should not do. Test their understanding through realistic test questions and assignments on plagiarism.
· Model academic integrity in your own examples, lectures, and discussions by citing the sources to which you refer.
· Provide opportunities to practice and receive feedback on academic integrity.
· Provide opportunities for students to learn, practice, and get feedback on research and writing skills.

· Teach research and writing skills as they apply to your discipline.
· Use fair assessment practices.
· Give clearly articulated assignments that are plainly linked to key learning outcomes.

· Vary the kinds of assignments you give.
· Give creative assignments that don’t lend themselves to plagiarism. Assign oral or visual presentations rather than written papers; break large assignments into smaller pieces; or give assignments that ask students to relate concepts learned to personal or local experiences.
· Work with your colleagues to make a concerted and consistent effort to address plagiarism. 

· Develop and implement appropriate and consistent policies for all students and programs.
· Be consistent in how plagiarism policies are explained, applied, and enforced.
· Provide timely, transparent, and defensible penalties. 
Taken from Suskie, L. (2009). Assessing student learning: A common sense guide. San Francisco: Joseey-Bass.

