
BFY 2012 Session XV “Breakout Discussions I” 

Instruction in Writing and Revision in the Instructional Lab 

There were 12 attendees including the facilitators (Mark Masters, Elizabeth George).  

We first asked people to share thoughts, observations, and concerns about writing in lab courses; 

these are summarized below.   

There’s a consensus that writing is important, but not on how to teach it effectively. 

Our main goal is to get students to be able to communicate more clearly.  

Writing should have greater value in the curriculum. We (experts) understand that writing 

is a means of synthesis; students need to get to that expert understanding.  We can also 

use student writing to assess our labs and what students are learning. 

We expect students to already have an idea of how to write; we don’t actually teach 

writing beyond giving them practice in writing, and this is a problem. 

Many students don’t write much in their other courses (in and out of physics). Beginning 

writing instruction earlier in the curriculum would help, but it’s difficult to introduce 

writing instruction early in the curriculum because introductory physics courses typically 

have a large number of students. 

How do we infuse writing into our courses? 

It’s important to scaffold writing tasks—but how best to do that? 

We know what a good lab report looks like but have a hard time knowing how to 

communicate that to students. 

Even in professional journals we see lots of bad writing; it’s hard to find good models. 

Defining the correct audience (peers, not the instructor) is important. On the other hand, 

doing peer review with classmates can have problems—students have done the labs and 

so tend not to see gaps in other students’ writing and logic, and they don’t want to be 

hard on their classmates. In this context, Mark Masters mentioned The Journal of the 

Advanced Undergraduate Physics Laboratory Investigation (JAUPLI), which provides 

opportunities to extend peer review beyond the local institution and to provide a more 

appropriate target audience for student writing. 

Students need to take revision seriously, but often don’t. 

If there are too many long lab reports to write, students suffer fatigue and don’t take the 

reports as seriously; it may be better to ask for fewer reports and give more focused 

attention to each. 



Advanced labs often also serve as a writing proficiency or capstone course, so the focus 

can be divided; it can be difficult to make sure students get enough actual lab work if the 

focus is on writing, and vice versa. 

Instructor time in teaching writing is a concern—are there ways to convey the same 

amount of helpful feedback with less instructor time? Are there ways to grade more 

efficiently? 

There is an interest in benchmarking practices across institutions—such as how much 

writing students should be doing. 

 

There was a discussion of useful approaches to better guide student writing, including  

• Give students a writing manual, with examples of things to avoid 

• Share meta-articles on how to write 

• Provide students with examples of good papers/journal articles 

• Share rubrics with students; students can be asked to apply the rubrics to their own papers 

• Have students read and dissect AJP (or similar level) articles section by section  

• Require students to cite journal articles in their papers 

• Hold paper conferences with students. Small group conferences may be followed by one-

on-one discussions with individual students (the one-on-one discussions can be held in 

the lab to minimize the amount of conference time for the instructor) 

• Eric Ayars described the different kinds of writing students do in his course, including a 

one-page summary, a two-page report to management (with more detail on the results 

than on the procedure), and an AJP-style article. The type of writing assigned is tailored 

to the specific experiment. 

 

Finally, attendees felt that it would be very helpful if there was a way to make examples of 

various writing rubrics more widely available (e.g. on the Advanced Labs site). Many expressed 

interest in continuing discussions at future conferences on teaching writing in the lab. 

 

 

 

 


