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Writing Assignment #1

The most fundamental distinction between ideas that are within the realm of science and ideas that are not is that the former can be empirically tested. One example is “intelligent design” which claims that life was created by some kind of intelligent being, presumably God. There are no possible tests (observations, experiments, measurements) that can assess the credibility of this claim. Thus, this idea is not within the realm of scientific or empirical inquiry. 

Other ideas or claims are not taken seriously by the scientific community because they have not yet been properly tested even though such tests are possible. In some cases, the advocates of these claims reject any attempts to test them, probably because they fear a negative result that would diminish the credibility of the claim. A few examples include astrology, paranormal explanations for various phenomena, the extraterrestrial origin of crop circles, and many others. Similarly, other claims probably have more credibility but still have not been thoroughly tested, such as the ability of animals to sense, and therefore predict, major natural disasters such as earthquakes or extreme weather events. 

This writing assignment has two parts. First,  select one such claim and describe the history and background of the idea. What do the proponents of the claim believe? Second, develop a plan that would allow the claim to be tested using formal scientific inquiry. What kinds of tests (observations, measurements, experiments) could you propose? It is important to defend your proposed plan by clearly explaining how the result of each test affects the validity of the claim. 
Purpose of the Assignment:

One of the primary course objectives is to have the students understand how science works as a way of knowing. During the first two weeks of class, our discussions will be primarily focused on this topic, which will form the basis for all future assignments and topics dealing more specifically with global change. This proposed exercise directly addresses this objective by giving each student an opportunity to take an idea that is conventionally not thought of in scientific terms and change it into an idea within the realm of science by proposing valid tests. In effect, the assignment allows the students to develop a science plan that could be used to test the validity of claims not currently viewed as “real” science. Through this process, I am hoping that students better understand the nature of scientific inquiry and demonstrate an ability to clearly distinguish scientific claims from those that are not within the realm of science. 
Genre
This is primarily an informative writing assignment. Each student needs to convey basic information about a claim and then propose a way to test it. There is also a persuasive element to this assignment because the proposed tests need to be defended. 

Expectations:

This paper will be formally graded for both content and grammar. These expectations are described by the following general rubric:
“A” work:

(1) Responds fully to the assignment (the assignment is complete). (2) Begins and ends effectively; (3) Provides adequate supporting arguments, evidence, examples, details, etc; (4) Is well organized and unified: there is a logical flow of ideas and topics; (5) Is largely free of major errors in grammar, punctuation, word choice, spelling, and format; (6) shows some originality and creativity.

“C” work:

Realizes (1) through (6) above adequately, but not completely,  and demonstrates overall competence, but contains some errors and flaws. A “C” paper may have some creative and original ideas but these are overshadowed by a very awkward writing style that undermines the credibility of the information and arguments conveyed by the writer. 
“F” work:

Fails to realize most of items (1) through (6) adequately and is riddled with serious writing errors and flaws and many minor ones, as well. 

Formatting Conventions:
The intended length is 2-3 pages, approximately half of the paper should be devoted to a description of the claim and the other half should focus on the proposed tests. The following formats will apply: 12 point font, double spacing, and 1 inch margins.
Feedback
This assignment will be critiqued using small group conferences. Because this is the first formal writing assignment in the course, I want to use small group conferencing as a way to “break the ice” with the students early in the semester by personalizing the course. In this way, I am hoping that small group conferencing will allow me to better assess each student’s writing  level, understand their unique problems and challenges, and develop more specific strategies to help each student improve their writing. I will give each student an opportunity to revise their report after the conference and submit the revised document to me for a formal evaluation with a grade.
