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ABSTRACT

This report examines how thirteen College of Liberal Arts faculty define and present General Education skills in Interdisciplinary courses. We collect course descriptions, syllabi, and writing assignments from faculty who teach Interdisciplinary courses to identify how these faculty express the Advanced Skills of analysis, synthesis, application of knowledge, and critique to students. We also identify different kinds of analysis, synthesis, application, and critique from these courses so that we can develop curricula to better teach these skills in English 300, Advanced Composition. We propose English 300 as a Capstone course, one that offers culminating experiences in writing for students and enhances the writing abilities that students are expected to demonstrate in upper-division courses (see Appendix C).  

This report indicates that students are expected to demonstrate analysis and application of knowledge in writing assignments, but the Advanced Skills of synthesis and critique appear less frequently in course materials. These categories are difficult to define discretely, in part because Interdisciplinary courses are synthetic in nature: students must relate and integrate concepts across academic disciplines. However, the purposes of synthesizing and critiquing appear occasionally or not at all in the writing assignments that we examined. Terms and purposes such as “describe” and “explain” are offered more commonly than “synthesize” and “critique.” The relative lack of terms synonymous with synthesis and critique suggests several possibilities about the writing assignments in Interdisciplinary that we examined. 1) Faculty identify these advanced skills in verbal classroom instructions but not in actual writing tasks. 2) faculty have not incorporated these advanced skills into specific writing assignments. 3) Faculty assume students will produce these skills even though the goals are identified indirectly in writing tasks. 4) Faculty resist or remain unaware of the need to explicitly identify Advanced Skills in particular writing assignments. For this reason we recommend that faculty who teach Interdisciplinary courses include more terms and phrases that identify the purpose of writing tasks as synthesis and critique. 

     We also use this report to revise the curricula of English 300. The analytic categories we identify in the Interdisciplinary courses below correspond with the rhetorical strategies that are the basis for the revised English 300 curricula. We define Advanced Composition as the ability to analyze texts and situations when writing about controversies, problems, and contradictions in academic, cultural, and political realms. Students in English 300 will explain and evaluate the conventions and forms of writing from a variety of academic disciplines and apply this knowledge by composing documents in genres that are appropriate for both specialized and non-specialized readers. This study and application of genre is enhanced, and the culminating nature of the Capstone course is enacted, as students synthesize the discursive conventions of their disciplinary majors. For example, students majoring in Liberal Arts can write proposals to create and maintain arts programs. Students majoring in the natural sciences can define environmental problems and compose field studies to produce position papers that suggest solutions to these problems. Students majoring in the social sciences can write case studies that document social dilemmas, identify readers who can enact solutions to these problems, and refute opposition to the proposed solutions. 

INTRODUCTION

 A) Problem and Purpose

      The new General Education policy requires students to demonstrate the Advanced Writing skills of analysis, synthesis, application of knowledge, and critique in Capstone courses. What we as an institution lack is a clear understanding of how faculty from across disciplines define these writing skills. This problem is not uncommon or unexpected; research on writing suggests that different academic disciplines make different intellectual demands on writers and these demands are stated in various ways (Bazerman; Odell). Teachers generally articulate more about the content of their syllabi than about the forms and strategies of writing and thinking that are appropriate for academic disciplines (Langer; Schwegler). Moreover, while the University requires students to pass the Writing Proficiency Exam, the WPE is a test of lower division competence and does little to increase students' rhetorical knowledge and writing abilities. Therefore we assess the writing skills faculty expect of upper division students so that we can use the results to redesign English 300--Advanced Composition.  We revise this course in order to offer it to all students as a Capstone course, one that builds on rhetorical theory to enhance the writing abilities of our students in ways that faculty from various Departments actually desire and expect. Even though the subject matter is distinct across courses in the College of Liberal Arts, we identify repeating patterns of analysis, synthesis, application of knowledge, and critique in writing assignments.

    This report has two specific purposes: 1) examine the extent and form to which analysis, synthesis, application of knowledge, and critique are identified as goals in writing assignments in Interdisciplinary courses; 2) explain how these expectations can be supplemented and refined by writing assignments in English 300. We expect to share the results of our project with colleagues in workshops and presentations. We will continue this assessment by implementing new curricula and evaluating student performance in English 300 throughout the 2001/02 academic year. 

B) Method of Inquiry

        We identify interdisciplinary writing goals by reading syllabi and speaking with faculty in  the College of Liberal Arts who teach Interdisciplinary GE courses.  We examine the kinds of writing and thinking abilities faculty members expect in these courses and we question how their writing assignments may prompt students to develop the stated GE goals. We then apply the data to consider how writing objectives in these courses can inform writing tasks in English 300. 

       We originally intended to gather materials from four Interdisciplinary courses but additional  funding from the CSULB Assessment Committee allowed us to extend the scope of this study. We solicited information from 41 courses in the College of Liberal Arts (see Appendix A).  We include representative samples and excerpts from the following courses: 

                   Anthropology 412I, Culture and Communication 

Communication Studies 441I, Issues in Freedom of Communication

Communication Studies 442I, Campaign Persuasion

Economics 306I, Environmental Issues of the World Economy

English 318I, Theory of Fiction and Film  (two) 

English 372I, Wit and Humor in America

History 303I, Rebels and Renegades 

History 308I, Law and Civilization

Philosophy 452I, Law, Philosophy, and the Humanities

Political Science 300I,  -- Mind Control or Freedom 

Political Science 461I, Problems of Development

Political Science 494I, The Politics of the Future

Religious Studies, Religious Diversity

Sociology 441I, Criminology

Women’s Studies 307I, Women and the Economy: Money, Sex, and Power 

We identified key terms in the syllabi and assignments from each course that suggests students are asked to develop the GE requirements of analysis, synthesis, application of knowledge, and critique. We then developed questions and completed written interviews in which we asked faculty how they distinguish between summary and analysis and to identify what kinds of writing prompts challenge students to make these distinctions (see Appendix B). Faculty responses to these questions were limited; the salient responses that we did receive appear in some sections of the text below. 

C. Working Definitions

    We identify the following kinds of analysis and application in the Interdisciplinary course material. Some elements of these categories overlap but these rubrics allow us to delineate the analytic and synthetic skills involved with Advanced Skills in Interdisciplinary courses:

1. Causal Analysis. Students are asked to examine the consequences, effects, and reasons that may be at work in a given phenomenon or issue.

2. Classificatory Analysis. Students are asked to identify and define how a whole idea or process may affect a part of the idea or process.  

3. Comparative Analysis. Students are asked to examine how two or more categories of ideas, events, and processes may interact. . 

4. Conceptual Analysis. Students are asked to examine one idea in terms of one or more ideas.

5. Contextual Analysis. Students are asked to examine how situational factors influence meaning. 

6. Descriptive Analysis. Students are asked to describe the constituent parts of a phenomena, idea, or historical event. 

7. Dialectical Analysis. Students are asked to examine oppositions and contraries as a means to revise their understandings. 

8. Process Analysis. Students are asked to examine how events, ideas and other phenomena develop over time. 

9. Rhetorical Analysis. Students are asked to examine how writers and speakers use language and other symbol systems for particular effects on particular readers; how writers and speakers construct positions, or stasis, in discourse. . Scope and Limitation of Inquiry

  These categories correspond with the rhetorical topics, the conceptual strategies for inventing, arranging, and styling discourse (Aristotle; Cicero). Some texts rely on the rhetorical topics for Advanced Writing curricula (Corbett; Crowley and Hawhee).  We deploy these topics in our revision of English 300.

D. Limitation of Study

   The limited number of faculty responses reduce our examination of potentially relevant course materials. Some illustrative material remains unexamined because we did not receive responses to our requests for course documents and for reflections on how writing assignments may or may not address GE requirements.

II. COURSE MATERIALS STUDIED

In the following sections we first identify excerpts from course descriptions that suggest GE requirements for Advanced Skills. We then identify excerpts from course writing assignments in terms of the analytic categories defined in the “Working Definitions” section above: (Causal; Classificatory; Comparative; Conceptual; Contextual; Descriptive; Dialectical; Process; Rhetorical). We also examine the following excerpts in terms of GE categories of application, synthesis, and critique. We include only the excerpts that provide illustrative examples of these categories.

Anthropology 412I, Culture and Communication

In the course description, students read that they will develop a dialogue between the conceptual and empirical and between general statements and specific examples. Students are expected to understand the mechanics of culture and communication and develop some grasp of intercultural skills needed to live and work with persons from different cultural settings. 

     In the course materials, students are asked the following questions:  

     Causal, Comparative, and Descriptive Analysis: “If a person is defined by his/her cultural environment, then what are the basic attributes of culture, and how can one distinguish and thereby understand the logic of particular cultures?” 

     Classificatory and Contextual Analysis: “Does a culture design and impose frameworks on the fluid process of communication between individuals within a cultural group, as well as between such groups?” Students have one take-home assignment in which they must describe an example of "culture and communication" derived from their own experience. They should analyze their example “according to a relevant concept or approach derived from the class”

     Contextual and Process Analysis:  “How can one identify, examine and analyze the key cultural variables which contribute to the dynamic process of intercultural communication in everyday settings?”   

Communications Studies 441, Issues in Freedom of Communication

In the course description, students read that they will learn about the development and importance of freedom of expression in America, the philosophical foundations for expressive activity, the emergence of notions of natural rights in England, and the influence of environmental thinking in colonial America. 

     In the course materials, students are asked the following analytic questions:

Contextual Analysis: “Recognize First Amendment issues in a wide range of fact situations”

Conceptual Analysis: “Determine what the relevant case issues are”

Students are also asked to demonstrate the following advanced skills:

Application/Argue: “Articulate coherent, defensible positions regarding the application of the First Amendment across a variety of fact situations.” Students also read that they will write argumentative briefs. “The Brief must formally express the contentions of the litigants and must accurately utilize relevant case precedent”

Application/ Invent: Students are also required to write an “original Supreme Court Decision on the case assigned to you. Your paper must be an original opinion.”

Communications 442I, Campaign Persuasion

In the course description, students read that they will be required to examine the political speeches, advertisements, texts, and communication of political campaigns. 

     In course materials, students are asked the following analytic questions:  

  Rhetorical Analysis: Examine the “persuasive communicative strategies in political campaigns, including campaign speeches, commercials, news media coverage, image-building, audience analysis through polling, and fund raising.”  

     The above analytic goal is applied when students write fund raising letters and radio commercials. This task blends two analytical categories: 

    Conceptual and Rhetorical Analysis: Students question speeches and advertisements in terms of target audiences. They also analyze poll data and media demographics to make a case for a candidate or a ballot proposition. They analyze the candidate’s proposition.

     Application: Students build arguments for a candidate’s proposition. They find evidence to support the arguments or alter the arguments in terms of the data discovered. then build arguments for them, and find evidence to support the arguments, or alter the arguments in terms of the data discovered. These ideas are then  “synthesized into a one page persuasion letter or a 30 second radio spot.” 

      Synthesis: Students integrate a candidate’s proposition into a one-page persuasion letter or a 30 second radio spot. 

      Critique: Students must write a scholarly critique of a campaign as their final paper.  

Students are also encouraged to question standard measures of effective persuasion: was a speech credible: i.e. trustworthy (goodwill, sagacity, etc.) Did it set the right emotional tone? Was it stylistically adjusted to the target audience? Was it effectively organized? What was the quality of the arguments and evidence? 

Economics 306I, Environmental Issues of the World Economy

Students read in the course description that they will combine concepts from economics of the environment with concepts from the ecological sciences and political theory to explain 

pollution, loss of habitat, and other environmental problems. Students discuss how links 

between the environment and economy cross national borders and require international coordination for problem solving.  Students aim to analyze texts in order to understand the basic science of biosphere, especially in terms of species loss and climate change, and how  basic economic analysis can be applied to these issues. Students will also explore obstacles to effective cooperation among nations and understand he limits of science’s ability to predict the consequences of environmental change and the effects of this uncertainty on policy decision.

Students write four short papers that include the following analytic categories:

Comparative and Rheterical Analysis: Students review specific pollution issues and compare and contrast the perspectives brought to the problem by ecologists and economists as they present arguments for and against certain policy solutions.

             Contextual and Rhetorical Analysis: Students select a case that has been the subject of controversy. Students must then discern the political economy issues that surround it. 

 Causal, Contextual, Descriptive, and Process Analysis: Students read that a ‘case’ is the environmental story of a particular river valley, hydroelectric project, indigenous people, etc. “Your objective is to prepare a two page report explaining the What, When, Where, How, and Why of the environmental case. (Most cases involve several plausible explanations as well as several different layers of causation. You will not likely have time to evaluate all possibilities sufficiently to arrive at a conclusive answer.)  

English 318I,Theory of Fiction and Film

In the course description, students read that they will focus on a wide range of subject matter: the “signifying practices everywhere around us, including poems, newspapers, stories, letters, movies, television programs, songs, and advertisements.” Students will develop “textual power,” which is a means to “understand texts sympathetically from the inside and critically from the outside – “to respond, talk back, to write back, to analyze, to extend, to take one’s own textual position in relation . . . to any kind of text.”

  In course materials, students are required to do a 

  Dialectical Analysis: The instructor expects students formulate, revise, and re-formulate your own ideas and opinions and by getting you to write about your ideas 

  Causal, Descriptive, and Process Analysis: One semester’s theme is growing up in America -- the treatment of adolescence in American fiction and film. Students ponder children are initiated into adulthood in our culture. What are the particular rites of passage? How do writers treat this theme? What happens in the main elements of fiction (plot, character, theme) when they are transformed into film?
  Classificatory Analysis: What are the sub-themes (family, friendship, violence) that accompany this initiation?

  Comparative Analysis:  Is there any difference between adult novels and young adult novels? 

  Evaluation: Is there a necessary loss of focus or idea in the movement from one form to another? What are the best ways to move between fiction and film? 

   Application: Students are asked to explore the relations between six novels and the films they inspired as well as at least two other films and a novel/film combinations for a final paper. Students are expected to write in a manner that generates and shapes new thought.  

   Classificatory and Contextual Analysis: Students are encouraged to break a work down into its parts or orders to see how each element contributes to the work as a whole. They consider how setting can affect plot, point of view, theme, or characterization. They place these textual elements in a historical context. 

    Application: Students offer a well-supported interpretation of a story, then suggest how that story could be adapted into a film that would bring out that interpretation most strongly.  They need to make use of the film techniques studied throughout the semester. Students  must also provide a more in-depth view of how one particular scene might be filmed. 

English 372I, Wit and Humor

In the course description, students read that they will study a history of humor in America. Most of this study will engage literary works, but students will also examine how humor manifests in film, song, drama, and signs.  

   Students are asked in course materials to do a

   Classificatory and Comparative Analysis: Identify the characteristics of a wide range of American literary and popular humor forms. What is the nature of American humor? How does it differ from, say, British humor? 

    Critique: What are the strengths and/or limitations of this American comic sense? Whom do we laugh at, and why? What does our humor ultimately say about us as a culture? 

   Students are required to write essays that demonstrate

   Synthesis: Show how the writer/comic you’ve chosen fits into the threads of American humor we’ve been tracing – or breaks them. 

History 303I, Rebels and Renegades

Students read in course description that they will examine youth involvement in labor activity, civil rights, issues of war and peace, etc. Culture is examined partly in terms of the music, literature, and films. 

     In course materials, students read that they are required to complete three written assignments. 

    Comparative and Process Analysis: Examine a year from the 1930s and 1960s. Contrast the two decades, observing changes over time.

     Critique: evaluate what issues appear to be important in different times. 

     Conceptual Analysis: Read works of literature (Of Mice and Men and One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest) to determine how they reveal historical issues.  

     Contextual Analysis: Demonstrate the significance of their subject in the context of a history of social protest. 

History 308I, Law and Civilization 

In the course description, students read that they will explore law as an “intellectual effort to define, direct, and administer human experience.” Students examine theories of language, meaning, and social organization that underlie legal analysis. 

In course materials, students are required to 

    Critique: Some authors claim that law and morality are separate. Was Judge Smith successful in that regard? Who in the chapter might challenge that claim? Who in your opinion did the best job in addressing all of the questions that the situation posed? Who did the worst?

   Causal and Descriptive Analysis: Discuss the chapter in terms of how the lawyers addressed the problems before them. What seemed to determine the outcome in each case? Was it the application of relevant precedents and legal doctrine, intelligent analysis, skillful identification of important issues? Discuss the alternatives faced by [the lawyers]. What accounts for them doing what they did? Could any of them followed a different course of action? 

   Rhetorical Analysis: To whom in particular might the observations of Sartre apply? Is a consideration of language relevant here—the ability to express oneself freely and readily (and its possible connection to ethical behavior)? If so, for whom might that have made a difference? Finally, what of the state of one’s Dionysian self—what is that exactly and to whom might that speculation apply? 

Political Science 461I, Problems of Development

In the course description, students read that they will question different kinds of political and economic development. They do so by examining the postcolonial experiences and the expectation that capitalist competition has created in and through nation states. As the global economy transforms into a global culture, capitalism may entirely bypass the political, economic, and social functions of the existing state system. “What happens to the meaning of development then?” 

In course materials, students are required to examine issues of development in terms of 

    Causal, Classificatory, Conceptual, and Process Analysis: Examine the historical pattern of change as countries have moved from the colonial to postcolonial periods. What were the expectations for economic, political, and social development? Did development occur? What are the prospects for such development in the postcolonial era? What role have states played in this historical process? Who or what has power in the international system and how does this distribution of power affect the process of globalization? Does economic power necessarily determine who will win and who will lose in the postcolonial world? 

    Conceptual Analysis: Discuss the economic, political, and cultural parameters of power in the postcolonial world. What is meant by hegemony?

 Political Science 494I, The Politics of the Future

In the course description, students read that continuing scientific progress and economic growth seemed to promise an abundant, "Affluent Society." More recently, however, an increasing awareness of ecological damage, economic inflation, population growth and other factors make us realize that nations of the world are becoming increasingly interdependent.  The Industrial Society is in a state of crisis.  This course will attempt to address itself to those issues in terms of present and future political choices, policies and institutional change, in a future-oriented context.

In course materials, students read that they are expected to do

Application and Critique: Organize their thoughts about the question or problem,   starting from the most important and going down to the less significant. 

Causal Analysis: Realize how much the world has become interconnected and interdependent. Realize how much one can be affected by events and actions taking place far away. The notions of "Global Village," or "Spaceship Earth," are not just idealistic views, they have a real content that makes provincialism, parochialism -any type of isolationism, national or personal- totally obsolete.” Describe the factors explaining the rise of contemporary futurism; Describe the beginning of modern futurism. 

Comparative Analysis and Critique: Discuss the idea of Progress and its importance in the genesis of modern futurism; Discuss and contrast the imperative "need" to study the Future and the limits to Prediction; 

     Synthesis: Our analysis will not restrict itself to western ideas, but rather will incorporate cultural views and perspectives from across the globe. Students will also gain a better perspective of time. Before we determine where we are going, we have to know where we are, and, no less important, where we come from.  Students will be introduced to a relatively new field: Futuristics, or Futurology, or Future Studies, which draws heavily on several disciplines and their methodologies, and is, therefore, fundamentally interdisciplinary in nature.

Application: Students will realize how the boundaries between academic disciplines are artificial, and how necessary it is to use several methodologies to reach an understanding of the global picture.  Students will be able to present and articulate ideas and concepts, both orally and in writing, in a clear and coherent fashion. 

Psychology 300I, Mind Control or Freedom

      In the course description, students read that they will analyze the relationship between people and the social institutions to which they belong.  Students will use established social scientific models to analyze what it means to be free (and the strategies people can employ to be more free), in the context of a social environment that is often trying to persuade and control our thinking and behavior.  Students will also be encouraged to think about how their own beliefs and values influence the extent to which they are willing to accept the persuasive messages and control tactics of various people and institutions. 

In course materials, students read that they will do 

      Causal Analysis: Develop a thorough analysis of the possible positive and negative consequence of a social policy. Find some objective evidence in support of some of these possible consequences. Your goal is to expand as broadly as you can the range of consequences you consider, and to find some "evidence" concerning one or more of these consequences.  

Causal, Dialectical Analysis: Select any controversial issue relevant to the course. Identify all of the parties (persons or groups) affected by a decision on the policy issue. For each party, develop an analysis of the consequences resulting from the policy decision. Explain the reasoning and relevant knowledge regarding why some consequence may be a benefit or cost 

    Critique:  How significant do you think this consequence is? What are several of your most important life goals and why is each of these so important to you? What would it take to make you happier in life? What do you want to be like as a person, and why is each of these characteristics important to you? Who were the people that influenced you most in the following areas: Your beliefs regarding how a good, moral person behaves. Your beliefs about the importance of being intellectually competent. In what ways have your parents (or caregivers) promoted your growing into a free person?  In what ways did they hinder you? What specific disadvantages have you experienced?

           Classificatory Analysis: The goal of this paper is to explore aspects of your self and the world in which you live. Develop a greater awareness of yourself, of the social forces and people that have shaped your values and beliefs, and of strategies that you could employ to be more free. What do you do for the sake of others in society as a whole -- beyond people you know personally?  Why do (or don't) you do this? that have made your life difficult?

 Sociology 441I, Criminology

In the course description, students read that they will focus on definitions and imageries of "the criminal.” They will consider models of social control, the function of jails, socioeconomic/racial biases, crime and court as theatre, and other issues related to crime. Students will also investigate the origins and functions and attractions of violence, such as rape, serial killers, gang violence and so-called random and senseless killings. The course challenges the development of critical thinking skills. 

 In course materials, students read that they must do 

     Contextual Analysis and Application: Develop your writing skills in the context of describing and analyzing specific issues.

 Synthesis and Conceptual Analysis: Students must integrate class material, explore the issues raised by the material as well as themselves. Students’ life experiences are at times quite relevant to specific aspects of the course and they must integrate this experience into their discussion of the subject matter of the class. Students are expected to integrate what has occurred in class with the assigned readings. Interrelating course readings is of key importance. The paper should be integrative and questioning.  

      Contextual Analysis: Students must  critically explore the basis for their perspectives in the context of dealing with the course material.

Women’s Studies 307I, Women and the Economy: Money, Sex, and Power
In the course description, students read that they will examine the relationships among economic structures, race and gender, and how these elements relate to the paid and unpaid labor done by women. Students are expected to identify the factors that contribute to women's status cross-culturally, demonstrate an understanding of women's contribution to the maintenance of different kinds of economic systems, among other things. 

 In course materials, students read that they will write an 

    Application, Causal and Comparative Analysis: Write a life history of a woman who is at least two generations older. Focus on the three concepts or factors that determine women's status in a society (“the valuation of fertility and bodily integrity, access to and control over important resources, and women's networks”).

    Rhetorical Analysis: Students are encouraged to phrase their questions so that someone who hasn't taken this class can understand them easily. 

    Critique and Causal Analysis: Students read that they should try to figure out why women find happiness in their lives. “You might ask when was the happiest time of her life, if there were one thing she could change about her life what would it be, how did (or would) she raise her daughter differently, etc.”

Synthesis: Students must show they understand and synthesize the concepts of the course. 

 In another assignment, students read that they will do

Causal and Classificatory Analysis: What is workfare?  How does it work? What is the economic impact on women in the United States, on their ability to function effectively?  What problems does it solve or create?  Why?

Critique:  Does it work?  Is it the same all over the country or is it controlled by the states

    Synthesis: How does workfare relate to what we have learned in class this semester?  What are your conclusions?

    Application: Students are encouraged to immerse themselves in the relevant material, work up a loose outline of what it is you will say and the main steps you will take along the way.  Once you know where your argument is going and how, try to sum up your theme, the main points you will make, and the conclusion(s) in about 50 words.  This will help both your paper and your oral presentation.  Then and only then begin to write your paper. Don't forget to explain the meaning of the data you include and how it contributes to your thesis. 

IV. CONCLUSION

 A) Summary of Findings

      The following details sum up our reading of the preceding course materials:

Analysis
Several kinds of analysis appear in Interdisciplinary writing assignments. However, students are asked to do two kinds of analysis most commonly across the Interdisciplinary course materials: 1) Examine the relationships between individuals and groups (ANTH 412I; PSY 300I; ENG 318I) and between individuals and “issues” or “structural” elements (SOC 441I; W/ST 308I); 2) Examine the relationship between situations or contexts and particular ideas, problems, or artifacts (ANTH 412I; COMM 441I; ECON 306I; ENGL 318I; HIST 303I and 308I; PSY 300I; POSC 494I; and SOC 441I). 

     Because of the different kinds of analysis that faculty expect from students, definitions might occur more commonly in course documents. However, only two courses (ANTH 412I and SOC 441I)  actually ask students to “define” key terms and concepts. Synonyms for definition appear in POSC 461I when students are asked to consider how the meanings of key terms change over time and when W/ST 307I students are asked to explain the meaning of the data they include in papers. 

      Synthesis
      Synthesis is a fundamental skill for Interdisciplinary courses because students must integrate ideas and methods from two or more academic disciplines. This synthetic aim is repeatedly stated in course descriptions, but the purpose of synthesis appears much less commonly in actual writing assignments. This objective is stated just once in the course materials we examined-- when W/ST 307I students are asked to “synthesize” course concepts in an interview paper. A synonym is offered in SOC 441I when students are required to “integrate” ideas into papers. The infrequency of this term and its synonyms suggest that this skill is assumed in course goals. One faculty member said all assignments call for synthesis-even if the word or synonyms do not appear in the assignment.  

Application of Knowledge

Virtually any kind of writing task could be considered an application of knowledge: papers and essays are assignments whereby students apply course objectives in writing. Still, though, the term and its synonyms occur infrequently in course materials. COMM 442I students are asked to “apply” course concepts when writing fundraising letters and radio commercials; ENGL 318I students are asked to “apply” their ideas about texts when viewing films as well as to “use” particular methods when writing in journals. HIST 308 students are prompted to “apply” philosophical ideas to contemporary problems.   

    Three specific kinds of application appear in writing assignments. Students are asked to produce arguments in COMM 441I and 442I, ECON 306I, POSC 461I, and W/ST 307I. Students in ENGL 318I are asked to adapt texts to films, and students in COMM 441I are required to invent original essays about course subject matter. 

Critique 

Critique is reserved largely for the description of student writing: faculty evaluate student examples and ideas for effective writing but the skill of critique is generally absent from  writing assignments. The word “critique” appears only when a PHIL 452I professor asks students to read other students’ papers.  COMM 442I requires students to determine the “credibility” of a writer. The synonym “evaluate” appears in HIST 303I and ECON 306I;  “criteria” occurs in a student response to a paper in Psychology 300I, and W/ST 307I students are prompted to consider how females can function “effectively.” Other synonyms for critique such as “assess,” “judge,” “rank” and “appraise” do not appear at all. However, the terms “best” and “worst” do appear in HIST 308I when students critique a court case. 
B) Interpretation of Findings 

    We acknowledge that the course materials we examine here are a select group and may not be fully representative of the Interdisciplinary writing tasks in the CLA. However, the overall trend of this data suggests that definition in analysis, synthesis, application of knowledge, and critique are valued by faculty across the curriculum, and could be better articulated to students. 

     Defining terms and concepts for analysis is a fundamental skill in academic writing, but students are infrequently asked to define key concepts in their writing assignments. This conclusion can be explained by research that suggests teachers tend to articulate more about the content of their syllabi than about the ways of writing and thinking that are appropriate for their various academic disciplines (Langer). Complex institutional and intellectual histories also influence how individual faculty members may identify and define the analytic categories valued in each academic discipline (Bazerman; Britton). Moreover, notions of proof, causality, and warrants for claims can be taken for granted within academic disciplines (Bazerman). Faculty may have different definitions of the Advanced Skills, and these varied definitions manifest in writing tasks. This variability may confuse some students. 

     Synthesis is a fundamental element of Interdisciplinary courses because faculty present students with ideas, methods, and research agendas that cross disciplinary boundaries. Consequently, the Advanced Skill of synthesis may be assumed in virtually every writing task. By asking students to examine how capitalism can affect the environment, for instance, students are required to synthesize different disciplinary traditions across different domains of experience. However, specific textual markers for aiming towards and possibly achieving this kind of synthesis in writing remain underused in the materials we examined. Words such as “relate” and “integrate” may convey to students that they are expected to synthesize salient concepts in a course, but these purpose are stated more in the course descriptions than in writing assignments. The relative difficulty of demonstrating synthesis in writing may explain the relative lack of this aim in writing assignments.  

     The application of knowledge manifests in virtually all writing tasks we examined: students are asked to apply course concepts in a variety of genres: summaries, essays, research papers, etc. The other Advanced Skills of analysis, synthesis and critique may be considered as categories or kinds of applications of knowledge. If so, synthesis may be a more demanding application than analysis and consequently appears less frequently. 

   Critique is a higher-order skill that rarely appears in the course material that we examined. One reason is that faculty may expect students to demonstrate strong analysis and synthesis skills before they evaluate or rank particular ideas or processes, etc. Regardless, the course material suggests that students are not being asked to critique as much as they are asked to analyze.   

    Some writing tasks have no immediate connection with the Advanced Skills. Students are commonly asked to “discuss,” “describe,” or “explain” a particular concept or phenomenon in course materials but these aims are not linked with the more challenging GE skills.     

 C) Recommendations

    Several research studies suggest how faculty from across disciplines can incorporate more critical thinking into their writing assignments (Bean; McLeod and Maimon; Shamoon et al.).  We consider some suggestions from these studies in terms of the Advanced Skills.  

     Writing assignments could better differentiate among the different kinds of analysis required from students. Our list of nine analytical categories is not inclusive of all analytic rubrics; our list suggests the complexity of analytic possibilities. Therefore, faculty might consider more carefully the kinds of analysis they expect students to demonstrate and make these expectations more explicit in course materials. Because the analytic relationship between self and society/ideas/concepts repeats across disciplines, faculty might focus more attention on how these kinds of relationships can be examined. One method for this is the genus/species relationship explored by Aristotle and subsequent rhetoricians. We label this kind of analysis classificatory, and we intend to apply it with strategies provided by the rhetorical topic of part/whole relationships. Similarly, because the relationship between self and situations repeats across curricula, faculty might also focus more attention on how these kinds of relationships can be engaged. We label this kind of analysis contextual, and we intend to deploy it with strategies attending to the rhetorical topic of circumstances. Improving the analytic skills of students can also be achieved by questioning disciplinary traditions: We can articulate “the ways of knowing” that inform how knowledge is generated, assessed, and reevaluated in particular academic domains (Langer). We can also identify research traditions, give discursive examples of these traditions, and present them for analysis and discussion in the classroom. 

     Writing assignments could include more direct definitions and examples of synthesis.

The relationship between thesis and antithesis can be explored in all Interdisciplinary courses, and the purpose of discovering some synthesis between these oppositions can be more effectively described, defined, and exemplified in writing assignments. Similarly, the merger/division paring that Kenneth Burke details is a means for integrating and relating the seemingly disparate ideas, disciplines, and methods that students encounter in Interdisciplinary courses. Moreover, faculty can encourage students to question the sources of personal and professional knowledge as a goal for synthesis in writing. For example, psychologists commonly study the cognitive and behavioral stages that children exhibit when growing up. Writing assignments can encourage students to apply these psychological studies to their own lives and then question how knowledge may evolve historically in and across academic disciplines. Faculty can provide examples of how research methods and results change over time to demonstrate how synthesis is a temporary resolution between thesis and antithesis, a provisional answer between opposing perspectives and questions.  

     Writing assignments could be more varied to offer students different forms in which to apply their knowledge; more genres can be included across the Interdisciplinary curricula. While W/ST 307I combines personal interviews with traditional research papers and PSYCH 300I relates personal beliefs with public policies, students might apply these important aims in a wider range of written genres: case studies; testimonials; position papers; letters to the editor, etc. Moreover, several faculty members require students to invent “original” papers. Faculty could perhaps offer examples of how researchers within their disciplines describe making such innovative discoveries. The strategies of rhetorical invention could also be used for finding novel treatments of particular issues. We can explain the characteristics of argument that is representative of our various disciplines (Odell). 

    Writing assignments should offer additional opportunities for critique towards the end of each semester: evaluation implies a strong knowledge of the subject matter under evaluation, so students should be offered extensive practice with analysis before they attempt to critique course concepts and materials. Students can be encouraged to define, apply, and analyze particular criteria as they develop their critiques. Writing multiple drafts of papers may allow students to see how their evaluations are changing over time and to reevaluate their original opinions and positions with a more critically informed perspective.  

APPENDIX A

We requested materials from the following courses (in addition to the course materials examined above). The materials were either not supplied to us or were not appropriate for the purposes of our study. 

Anthropology: 305I, Radical Social Analysis.  
 Classics: Pagan Culture, 310I.

Chicano and Latino Studies: Asian/Latino Immigration Since WWII, 335I; Consequences of the Encounter 350I; Latina/Latino Health Status and Health Care 470I. 
Economics: Consumer/Legal 309I; American Economic History, 360I. 

Geography: Middle East and North Africa, 309I; South and Southeast Asia, 314; Latin America, 320I.

History: Men and Masculinity, 309I; Social History of Musical Life, 404I; Urbanization of Modern America, 474I.   

Political Science: Cyberspace Citizenship 388I. 

Psychology: Social Psychology, 335I; Psychology Sport Behavior and Performance, 339I; Psychology and Contemporary Social Issues, 350I. 

Religious Studies: Buddhism, 341I; Christianity and Global Ethics, 383I; Early Christianity   

    And Society, 471I.

Sociology: Social Psychology 335I; Sociology of Political Rights, 49I; Alcohol and Society,    

   461I 

Women’s Studies: U.S. Women of Color, 318I; Women and Popular Culture, 365I. 

APPENDIX B

Sample Interview Questions for CLA Faculty
Dr. Martinez:

I am a faculty member in the English Department, and I am surveying some of the writing tasks that faculty members assign students in Interdisciplinary GE courses. My survey is part of a grant from the CSULB assessment committee, and I am requesting some brief comments from you about your Fall 2000 course, Political Science 388I..

Your responses would be helpful as my English Department colleagues and I redesign English 300, Advanced Composition. We are refiguring this course to focus more on the writing skills students should control in order to complete their Interdisciplinary GE requirements.

As you know, GE documents identify the following "advanced skills" be developed in Interdisciplinary courses:  analysis, synthesis, application of knowledge, and critique. With these GE goals in mind, would you please take a moment and reflect on the following questions for 388I?

* What kinds of questions or writing prompts challenge students to make distinctions between analysis and synthesis?

* What writing tasks do you use for students to apply knowledge?

* How do you ask students to critique topics related to Cyberspace Citizenship?

* How do you know when a student successfully ("C" or higher) completes one of your writing assignments?

I would value any comments you may have about the GE Interdisciplinary requirements and your goals for writers enrolled in your course. I would also greatly appreciate any 388I writing assignments that you could send me via email or campus mail.

Thank you.

Mark T. Williams, Ph.D.

Department of English

MHB 309  x4246

APPENDIX C

Excerpt of English 300 Standard Course Outline 

English 300 defines advanced writing as the ability to analyze texts and situations and to write about controversies, problems, and contradictions in academic, cultural, and political realms. Consequently, a central focus of English 300 is the study and application of genre: students will recognize the conventions and forms of writing from a variety of academic disciplines and apply this knowledge by composing documents in genres that are appropriate for specialized and non-specialized readers.  This study and application of genre is enhanced, and the culminating nature of the Capstone course is enacted, as students analyze and synthesize the discursive conventions of their disciplinary majors. For example, students majoring in Liberal Arts can write proposals to create and maintain arts programs; students majoring in the natural sciences can define environmental problems and compose field studies to produce position papers that suggest solutions to these problems; students majoring in the social sciences can write case studies that document social dilemmas, identify readers who can enact solutions to these problems, and refute opposition to the proposed solutions. 

At the end of the semester, each student will demonstrate the following measurable outcomes for Advanced Writing: 

· Identify and analyze different textual conventions in disciplinary discourse.

· Compose papers in genres that are appropriate for specific disciplinary questions and readers. 

· Explain how writers use language to establish logical proof and ethical/emotional appeals in a variety of disciplinary situations and disciplines. Critique the effectiveness of a writer’s use of logic and proof. 

· Synthesize how research methodologies differ in disciplines by applying research methods appropriate for your own discipline.

· Distinguish the kinds of evidence valued in disciplinary discourse and critique the adequacy of evidence in their own and others’ writing.

· Evaluate how different writers discuss the same topic. Relate your critique to genre, audience, and purpose.

· Become more proficient in applying the writing process, including developing a variety of strategies for generating, drafting, revising, and editing their own texts.
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