How to Survive Expos Q & A

http://wp.rutgers.edu/courses/101/index.html


Expos Grading FAQs 

Why don’t you just give everyone an “A”?  What’s with the high standard?
Before we discuss the way the Rutgers Writing Program assigns grades, it might be worthwhile to think a bit about why we even have grades at college.  I mean, can’t we just give everyone an A for showing up?  We will talk about this, but here are some reasons it is important to give grades and maintain high standards.  

· Grades help distinguish quality work and the students capable of achieving it.  If everyone got an A, then employers and graduate programs would have no idea which students were most likely to succeed in their organizations.  A high standard helps to make your Rutgers degree meaningful and valuable.  If we just gave everyone an A for showing up, then employers and grad schools would think a Rutgers degree was worthless and they would not hire or accept you.

· A high standard helps students achieve more than they normally would push themselves to do and makes them stronger and more critical thinkers than they might want to be.  

Why do I have to take this class?  
Expos serves a number of functions in the University and in the world.  Its chief function within the University is to prepare you to succeed at college writing, especially in any humanities area course.  Its larger purpose (especially since some students try not to take other courses that require writing) is to accomplish the larger mission of the humanities in general, which is to prepare you for the critical thinking involved in leading the world.  As a future graduate of a four-year college, you represent only about a third of people in the United States, and a very small percentage of people worldwide.  Whether you like it or not (and whether or not you believe it), you are therefore among the future leaders of this state and country.  And since you live in the Uyou’re your local decisions have a worldwide impact.  If you are not capable of critically assessing and analyzing the things going on around you, and perhaps helping to educate others about those things, then we are all in big trouble.  And if Rutgers does not help to train good leaders, then we are not doing one of our most important jobs.  

My roommate got a higher grade than me, and he’s an idiot.  What gives?
The Rutgers Writing program maintains a high level of expectation across all sections of its courses through common grading standards and a process called “folder review.” If individual teachers could just give everyone an “A,” that would be unfair to students being graded by department standards.  At the same time, the Department does all it can to protect students from being graded too harshly. There will sometimes be differences between sections, but they are rarely due to some teachers being more generous with grades than others.  More often, it turns out that your roommate is not as big an idiot as you thought he was.  Often, students who do not achieve the highest grades do not fully recognize the hallmarks of better work.

How do you expect me to get an A in this class?
We don’t.  Less than a fifth of students get an A in Expos.  We want you to get an A, but we cannot lower our standards to help you.  What we do instead is try to help students to achieve our high standard, especially by providing free tutoring in our Writing Centers and online support at our websites (including http://wp.rutgers.edu). 

Why can’t we just do creative writing?

Well, you are welcome to take Creative Writing courses at the University after you pass Expos.  But creative writing is not typically valued very highly by employers (at least those outside Hollywood) and it does not help to create very thoughtful graduates capable of reading difficult texts, engaging in honest and thoughtful dialogue, and participating as citizens of an increasingly complex society.  

How are grades determined?

In the Rutgers Writing Program, every assignment asks you to achieve the same level of analysis and coherence. Your six assignments in 101 could therefore be represented by this diagram:




That means that, in this class, your first assignment is this big:

But we expect many students to have the preparation to do about this much 
of the assignment:  

Because you’ve only done a small portion of what we expect on the assignment, your first grade may be “NP” or “C.” But what’s important is that you have made a start. As you revise one paper and begin on the next paper, you can add to your repertoire of writing skills, and accomplish more of the assignment each time.

By the end of your 101 class, your papers could be represented by this diagram:





                 NP                            C                                  C+



               B                                  B+                              B+

If you can develop your writing to that level, then you can get a B+ in the course.

Is it standard Expos policy to fail everyone on the first paper?
It’s not.  In fact, we actually encourage teachers to be as generous as possible on the first paper (given our grading standards), to comment on drafts of that paper, and to emphasize the positive over the negative whenever possible.  We like to say, “See Paper #1 as ‘half-full’ and not ‘half-empty.’”  Of course, a large number of students still fail their first paper.  It just happens that a large portion of our students – as many as 50% in some sections – are not prepared for the type of writing expected of them at a liberal arts University such as Rutgers.  By the end of the term, however, grades tend to resemble those in most college courses: about 15% A, 35% B or B+, 35% C or C+, and 15% F or EF.  

I’ve heard that you grade on improvement, is that true?
Yes and no.  We do not grade you according to how much you improve: if we did, then the students who started out with Fs might get the highest grades, which would be silly.  We grade you on where you end up.  As the grading criteria state: "Your final grade for the course will reflect the level of achievement you can sustain (over at least two papers) at the end of the term." What that usually means is that how well you do in the last two or three papers will basically determine your final grade.  So, for example, someone who received a NP, NP, C, C+, B, and B would receive a “B” for the course, since that is her highest level of sustained achievement: the two last papers show that the student can sustain B-level work.

Then can’t I just blow off the first three papers since only the last three count?
Well, you might be able to pass the class if you did less than you were capable of doing on the first three papers and then did your best work on the last three – so long as your best work was up to our standards.  But the idea that if you blow off the first three papers and then suddenly do well on the last three papers you'll be rewarded with a better grade than if you tried all along, or that we only pay attention to the last three papers when determining the final grade so those are the only ones you really need to work on, is rather foolish when you think it through. First of all, it's not easy to pass a 101 paper, as you probably know. You need every paper to help you learn the skills you'll use to do well on subsequent papers. And if you're not giving it your all on every paper then chances are you won't do well on any of them. Additionally, instructors spend a lot of time grading papers: if the first three didn't count, you better believe we wouldn't be wasting our time grading them. Instead, with each grade, we're also leaving comments directed towards helping you do better. Often these comments will focus on what you're doing well and what you still need to work on: they identify your strengths and weaknesses. If you're not taking the paper seriously, then your instructor won't be able to help you identify the skills you have as well as the ones you still need to acquire. Finally, the final grade is not based on just the last three papers: we pay attention to your entire folder of writing. So, in every sense, every paper counts.  If you completely blow off the first three papers (that is, you do not hand them in or you do not write five full pages), you will fail the course – even if you later do passing work.  At some point, you need to have 30 pages of written work in your folder.  Why not make it the best work you can do?

How do I integrate three subjects or three readings that have no relation?
In high school, if you were asked to work with two texts at all, you were probably asked to “compare and contrast” two essays that were essentially about the same thing, just from two different perspectives.  For example, two sides of the gun control debate.  Or two sides of the debate on drug control (if they even let you talk about that in high school).  In college, the relationship between texts is rarely that obvious, and while some comparing and contrasting might be helpful sometimes, the Rutgers Writing Program assignments typically ask you to do something different with the readings.  One easy way to use seemingly unrelated texts together is called “framing.”  Just as a frame can create a context for a picture, so a “framing text” can create a context for discussion among texts.  If you use “framing” ideas from one of the readings (or a synthesis of two readings) to discuss other readings, then that is what you are doing.  “How might evolutionary theory explain the development of a Jew?”  If you can express the examples from reading two in terms of reading one, then you are doing something different from merely comparing and contrasting.  And if you can show how the terms don’t always explain everything in the first reading, then you have made even more progress.

How do I pick out the best quotes and incorporate them into the essay?
If you are doing “framing” work, then the best quotes will be the ones that help you to explain ideas from your framing text.  Weak quotes are ones that you can tell more succinctly in your own words – or quotes that you are just using in place of summary or paraphrase.  Look for places where the author has done a better job than you have of saying things succinctly.  There you will probably find a good quote –- and one that you will probably have to explain a bit or elaborate on, because it is a bit too succinct.

How do I write 5 pages on a topic that I'm not even interested in?
That’s a tough question.  I could just say, “try to get interested….”  Certainly if you tried to get interested, that would help your motivation problem.  But you could also write in order to explain this stuff to people who are interested in it or to people you think should know something about it.  Write as though you were writing for someone who cared and maybe you’d have a reason to write….  Ultimately, the topics are ones that matter in the world and ones that you will likely have to care about sooner or later if you are to be an informed and active citizen.

How do I develop a “project” or write a “thesis”?
A “project” is something you want to accomplish in the paper.  A “thesis” is another way of saying an “argument” you want to make about that project.  We don’t want you to work so hard at making an “argument” that you ignore contrary evidence.  Instead, we want you to explore ways of responding to the question by using the text.  If you use the text well and you address the question, you should discover by the end of your draft that you have something interesting to say.  Often, in your final draft it’s a good idea to foreground that interesting thing and make it into the guiding idea behind your paper – an idea that you then need to demonstrate by using the texts to illustrate and expand on the idea.  When people speak of a “thesis,” they typically mean a “thesis statement” that summarizes your big idea in the first paragraph to help your reader understand what you are going to say.  It’s good if you can do this, but so long as you have an emerging project – something you want to accomplish in the paper – that should be passing work.

How do we get tutoring at the Writing Center?  What will I do there?
There are three Writing Centers: the Livingston Writing Center, located in the B-wing of Lucy Stone Hall; the Douglass/Cook Writing Center, located at 135 George Street; and the Plangere Writing Center, located on the third floor of Murray Hall.  

You have to commit to at least five weekly sessions, at any time you choose.  You will typically be asked to do some focused writing and revision, so bring your folder of written work, your current draft, and your book.   If nothing else, you will get to do some writing toward your paper for over an hour with someone to talk to about what you wrote.  Tutoring is never a waste of time because it is time you would be spending writing your paper anyway.

The WP on the Web

Almost anything you need to know about writing at Rutgers University in New Brunswick can be found on the web.  The Rutgers Writing Program and its subsidiaries maintain the most extensive composition program web sites in America, and their main web site logs 500,000 hits per month.  Here are some of the URLs you should visit to learn more:

The Rutgers Writing Program
http://wp.rutgers.edu/
There are three areas to the site: one for students, one for teachers, and one about our program.  If you want to learn more about specific courses, use the drop down menu under “Find Your Course Homepage” (Expos 101 is the default choice, so you can usually hit “Go”).  Everything you need to know about the Writing Program can be accessed from this web site.  Be sure to look at the “Frequently Asked Questions” area for more help.

Plangere Writing Center on College Avenue
http://plangere.rutgers.edu/
There are Writing Centers on every campus at Rutgers, but the Plangere Center is the biggest and the only one so far with its own website.  To learn more about tutoring in general, go here:
http://wp.rutgers.edu/students/writing_centers_tutoring.html

GetIT: Gaining Experience with Instructional Technology
http://getit.rutgers.edu/
This site offers tutorials on all the software you are likely to find in our computer labs.  Having  technical problems writing an assignment?  Check out this site for help.

Rutgers Business and Technical Writing
http://bizntech.rutgers.edu/
The Writing Program offers a dozen or more advanced writing courses designed to prepare students for writing in business and technical fields.  Many of these courses can be taken to fulfill second level writing requirements, and students can also pursue writing certification through our program.

New to RU: The Transfer Student’s Guide to Rutgers 
http://newtoru.rutgers.edu 
A site designed to help transfer students navigate their difficult transition to life at Rutgers University in New Brunswick.  

The Writing Program’s Website
http://wp.rutgers.edu/

We have an extensive website that should answer every question you have about our program and about our classes.  On the main page, you should be able to find your “Classpage” (that your instructor should have set up) by using the “Classpage Search System.”  Some instructors will make more use of this than others.  You can also access our “Writing Program Forums” and see what people are talking about in relation to the readings.  Questions about registration, about the Writing Centers, and about anything else you want to know are all here for easy access.
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The 101 Classpage

http://wp.rutgers.edu/courses/101/index.html

There is tons of information here to help you.  Some sections you might find useful include the Tutorama (online tutoring units to help you through tough concepts in the course), the Link-O-Mat (so you can see how these ideas matter in the world), and the Gradatorium (where you can learn more about how papers are graded).
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