Harvard  College Writing Program/1

Common Assignment Types

There are two main kinds of college writing assignments that we have identified at Harvard:

• those that ask students to analyze a single text (or idea, event, or object);

• those that ask students to relate several texts (ideas, events, or objects).

I.  Assignments that ask you to analyze a single idea, text, event, or object


•
Summarize and evaluate an argument
EXAMPLE:  Write a 3-5 page essay on the argument of Mary Wollstonecraft’s work.  Consider the virtue of, but also the problems that arise from, the fact that Wollstonecraft grounds claims for female equality in the capacity to reason.


•
Do a compositional or rhetorical analysis, saying how something is composed to produce the general effect or meaning that it does (e.g., a painting, symphony, building, oration, poem or novel or passage, photograph, advertisement).

EXAMPLE:  Write a critical analysis of a full-page magazine advertisement in which the North American landscape is a primary image.


•
Infer the significance that a text, object, or event has for our understanding of a particular culture or event.  

EXAMPLE:  Analyze one of the popular, book-length memoirs in the following list.  What does it reveal about the character of post-war American society?


•
Compose an explanatory narrative, saying how some event, institution, idea, or attitude came to be and why, explaining causes or the main results, or the role that a certain element played in the story.

EXAMPLE:  Describe the repeated failure of liberal nationalism in Iran during the 1950s and 60s.  How did the movement originally gain momentum and what were its main objectives?  What led to its demise?

II.  Assignments that ask you to relate several ideas, texts, events, or objects (or using one as context for another)


•
Do a comparative analysis, inter-relating two or more texts or events by comparing them on some topic or question (may also involve judging between the texts—e.g., between two secondary articles; a variant is the hypothetical reply by one thinker to another, or a hypothetical dialogue between two thinkers on a topic).

EXAMPLE:  Who was more faithful to the intentions of the Founders on the question of slavery, Lincoln or Douglas?

EXAMPLE:  Discuss the concept of “territory” as it is manifest in any three of the texts we have read.


•
Take a position on a given issue or question, bringing together various sources and ideas from lecture to argue yes or no to a question, or to agree or disagree with a short quoted passage of an article.

EXAMPLE:  “A moral theory of international relations can only be consequentialist and utilitarian.”  Say why you agree or disagree, referring to specific readings.


•
Apply or test a theory (model, definition, method, category) on some data, whether textual, ethnographic, statistical, empirical, or personal.

EXAMPLE:  Choose one of the theoretical approaches to immigration that we have studied in the past week and use it to analyze NAFTA or Proposition 187.


•
Contextualize an event, work, or debate, saying how its circumstances (artistic, cultural, biographical, institutional) played a role in making it what it is, or how we understand it differently, knowing this context, than we otherwise might.

EXAMPLE:  In a paper of five to seven pages, discuss Berlioz’s Fantastic Symphony or Schumann’s Fourth Symphony specifically as a reaction to Beethoven’s legacy.


•
Recommend a course of action, having been supplied with a set of real or imagined circumstances and asked to write a memo recommending one course or approach over others, after defining issues and options.

EXAMPLE:  Prepare a memo (not exceeding five pages) advising Secretary of HUD Cisneros on his options regarding the MTO housing program and recommending which option he should pursue, after discussing policy objectives, advantages, and disadvantages.  Use the tools of economic analysis and the knowledge about economic behavior you have acquired in this course, and make sure you address the criticisms raised in the Wall Street Journal article.

