
Shorter Writing 

Assignments
For Shorter Courses



❏ What are you teaching this fall?

❏ What are you thinking about for 

writing?

❏ What are your concerns about 

implementing it in the shorter 

course format?



Assigning less total writing is ok.
● McLeod, Horn, H., & Haswell (2005) 

○ frequent writing is often used to keep students engaged

○ this is less of a concern in compressed courses, because 

when we’re seeing our students more frequently there’s 

less of a need to keep them focused on the course: this 

tends to happen naturally. 

○ Reducing the overall amount of writing can also make 

the pace of the course less burdensome for students. 

● Rose (2007)

○ Course outcomes should guide all writing that is 

assigned

○ the goal for compressed courses is not to “rush” students 

through a curriculum but to guide them to a destination. 



Break up large assignments into smaller ones.
● Floyd (2016) and Alba (2016) 

○ breaking up large, formal assignments into smaller, 

lesser formal ones as a core strategy for teaching 

writing in compressed courses.

breaking up large, formal assignments into smaller, less formal ones gives us 

more opportunities to provide formative feedback to students. For example, in 

building up to a large research paper due at the end of the semester, students 

might create a number of short, informal pieces of writing that allow them to 

explore ideas in a scenario where the stakes aren’t as high, and allow you to 

check in on student’s thinking about course concepts at a stage where it can still 

make a difference to the final product.



Shift writing towards in-class activities.
● McLeod, Horn, & Haswell (2005) 

○ the more frequent class meetings of compressed courses 

create better continuity for in- class writing tasks (i.e., 

students easily picked up where they had left off in the 

previous class) as well as more cohesive collaborative 

student groups (students got to know each other quickly 

and well by seeing each other more frequently). 

This approach allows you to use writing as an active 

activity to break up the longer class periods of 

compressed courses!



The Leverage Principle (Bean 2013)

large amount of thinking, small amount of writing.

● Opposite of usual pattern for college writing

● Teaches concision

● Fosters critical thinking, deep engagement with course ideas, and use 

of writing as a tool for thinking things through

● Easier and faster to grade!



Bean, J. C. (2013). Engaging ideas: The professor's guide to integrating writing, critical thinking, and active learning in the classroom. San Francisco, Calif: Jossey-Bass.
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❏ What are some of the core ideas 

that students explore in your course, 

closely related to your course 

outcomes?



❏ What are some of the core ideas 

that students explore in your course, 

closely related to your course 

outcomes?

❏ What writing assignments might 

encourage students to develop and 

articulate their understanding of 

these concepts, and give you the 

chance to check in on their 

understanding of them?



Sequencing (Flower 1998, Lindemann 2001, Bean 2013)

● assignments build on student skills in stages as an assignment 

unfolds

● Students are scaffolded as they progress from simple to more 

difficult tasks

● Many more opportunities to provide feedback on lower-stakes 

writing

○ more connection with students over their ideas

○ grading on final projects is much faster

https://wac.colostate.edu/docs/tipsheets/sequencingSB.pdf



Ways of Sequencing

● Drafting

○ Zero draft, thesis draft, oral draft, conferencing draft, revised draft, editing draft

● consistent rhetorical task, increasing difficulty of readings

○ Students get to know a genre while mastering more complex readings

● Challenge students to Investigate gradually more complex subjects

○ Students develop an increasingly sophisticated view of a topic 

● Vary the audience

○ students develop awareness of disciplinary modes of argumentation and writing

● Alter the genre

○ Simpler → more complex modes of discourse (e.g. field data, summary, article)

● Reflect on learning

○ Students revisit topics to talk about how their understanding of ideas has changed

https://wac.colostate.edu/docs/tipsheets/sequencingSB.pdf
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❏ What large, high stakes assignments 

are you deeply invested in as ways 

for students to learn-to-write?

❏ How can you build up to them with 

opportunities for students to 

write-to-learn?



Thank you!  Contact us: writing@bates.edu
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