
BFY 2012 Session XVI “Breakout Discussions II” 

Instruction in Writing & Revision in the instructional lab 

Facilitators: Erin Flater and Melissa Eblen Zayas 

• Common concerns: 

o Lab classes are already overloaded with so much stuff, why is writing only done 

in lab courses? 

� Some institutions do embed writing in other physics courses. 

o Defining a good lab report is hard.   Some commented that they “know it when 

they see it” but it is hard to lay out a set of clear criteria for a good report. 

o Need to make revision process less time consuming (especially true for faculty 

that provide most of the feedback) 

o Too many reports fatigue students. 

o Feedback from faculty is typically ignored by students. (majority said this, though 

not all).  [How can there be so many different ideas and outcomes?] 

o Writing in English class is not transferable to physics lab writing. 

o If instructor is the audience, and knows all the answers, it is easy to overlook gaps 

in the reasoning and assume students understand stuff they don’t. 

o Communication is the main goal, not just writing. 

o Bob DeSerio commented its hard for students to make a serious argument when 

they don’t understand the physics deeply.  [So when the content is too new, they 

argue poorly, because after all, modeling plays a big role in argumentation in 

science.] 

• Action – Melissa [Last name] will send out an email to the adv lab listserv asking for 

rubrics. 

• Open questions: 

o How do scientific reading abilities relate to scientific writing abilities? 

o What is the difference between the ability to write and the ability to teach writing?  

(i.e., process knowledge vs. pedagogical process knowledge) 

� Has anyone used the term pedagogical process knowledge?   

� Could it be inquiry and teaching scientific processes has failed because we 

lack the pedagogical process knowledge?  We lack the ability to perform a 

cognitive apprenticeship, and so we resort to pure apprenticeship in a 

research lab? 

• What is the goal of writing? 

o Communication 

o Synthesis of own ideas 

• Defining quality writing 

o What is the genre? 

� Options 

• PRL or AJP Journal article 



• Memo style 

• 1 page summary 

• Report to management 

• Oral talks (APS style) 

• A portion of a PRL (e.g., abstract, methods, data presentation) 

• Bench talks 

• Group meeting talks (research update) 

•  

� Is this authentic?  Like is it authentic to write about the motivation when 

the obvious motivation for doing the task is I was required to because the 

lab guide told me to?   

� Is there a conclusion? 

o What does an ‘A’ paper look like? 

o Is quality defined as a binary “good vs not” or with levels of proficiency? 

o How is quality defined? 

� In reference to authentic examples of the desire genres. 

o What role does argumentation play? 

o What role does style play? 

o What role does coherence play? 

o What role does creativity play? 

• Who is the audience? 

o Real 

� Instructor 

� Peers in the course 

� Peers in another institution 

o Imaginary 

� President of the company 

� Some other scenario involving dispute resolution (Saalih Allie proposed 

these fictitious scenarios as a way to get student to write for someone 

other than the instructor) 

• Communicating standards of quality 

o Methods: 

� Communicate by giving one or more exemplary papers in the school 

genre. 

� Communicate by deconstructing a journal article (like  PRL) 

� Communicate by established rubrics. 

� Communicate by giving examples of bad papers. 

• Evaluating standards of quality 

o Who does the evaluation? 

� Self 



� Peers at institution 

� Peers at other institution 

� Instructor 

o Is the evaluation carried out as “good vs not” or with levels of proficiency? 

o Is the evaluation anonymous? 

o Group evaluation vs individual evaluation 

o What is the incentive to carry out a good review? 

� Students are evaluated on their reviewing 

o What is the faculty time commitment? 

o Is the evaluation in class or out of class? 

o Tools for evaluation 

� JAUPLI.  Anonymous, peer-reviewed, other institutions, rubrics. 

• Communicating the evaluation 

o Written feedback vs oral feedback? 

o General vs specific? 

o Who gives the feedback? 

� For instance, have students give other students specific feedback, perhaps 

proposing changes to the papers might be one of the most compelling 

ways to get students really good at critiquing.  After all the most 

sophisticated level of critique is one that identifies a problem, explains 

why it’s a problem, and proposes a solution to the problem. 

o Is it aligned with a rubric? 

• Revisions 

o How many revisions? 

o What is the incentive to improve in response to evaluation? 


