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Writing in the Disciplines    General Thoughts 
The ability to effectively communicate in science in general, and astronomy in particular, is of paramount importance. Since most scientific communication is in written form, I have always considered it to be a vital skill for students studying astronomy, whether with the aim of having a career in astronomy or simply as a way of fulfilling their General Science component of their degree.
With this in mind, I have been looking for ways to assist me in grading written assignments submitted for assessment, and I had hoped that the fellowship would provide that. I was also looking for better ways of educating my students about plagiarism, since students entering the astronomy courses also always have not idea what plagiarism is and why it is so frowned upon. 

To a limited extent, the fellowship has helped in this regard, however not as much as I had hoped. Instead I found that the fellowship seemed to concentrate on having the participants learn how to teach the writing skills that students should have before they are permitted to undertake university level studies, and should be properly taught by the English department. Furthermore, in a course so heavily loaded as astronomy, there is simply no room for the student exercises encouraged by the fellowship. Too much course content would have to be sacrificed. Finally, some of the procedures recommended, I very strongly disagree with, and would most certainly not be implementing, even if there were sufficient room in the course. 
Astronomy 102      Modern Observational Astronomy

First Essay:-     Planetary Exploration

During the first section of the course, we are studying several planetary exploration missions currently being undertaken by NASA and other space agencies. In this first essay, choose one of these missions that particularly interests you, and discuss why the mission so interests you. You should briefly discuss the mission and its objects, but only in reference as to why you find this mission interesting. Some things you could consider are the potential for new discoveries/knowledge; the potential to excite public interest (pictures, etc); engineering challenges and potential for new breakthroughs; and the challenges of the mission (trajectories, communication, data handling, etc).

The essay should be about 4 – 5 pages in length and you will be expected to research the material yourself. The material covered in class will only be an introduction. You must identify all sources and cite them correctly, using an accepted citation format.

A copy of the grading criteria is attached. This is to help guide you as you prepare your essay. Take note of the deadlines given in the syllabus for submission of topics, drafts, etc. These all count towards the “punctuality” section of the grade. Points will be deducted for any submissions that are late. No credit will be given if any submission is more than 5 days late.

Lastly, remember that your essay is not about the mission per se; rather it is about why you find that mission interesting.

In this course, rather than set mid-term tests, which only seem to encourage students to rote-learn material, I assign two or three essay papers dealing with a particular section of the course. The reason is to enhance student commitment to the course and from there help them learn the content. This coming semester I am changing the format of the essays slightly to what is above. In the past, when students have done their essays, what they have submitted almost always is just a massive amount of cutting and pasting from various websites, with very little of their own thoughts and ideas included. They also do not understand that even if they cite their sources, that this is plagiarism and unacceptable. I am hoping that by forcing them to discuss what they find interesting about a topic, they will be forced to use independent thought and make them engage more with the topic, and from there become more informed about the importance of space and space exploration.

Astronomy 102  Modern and Observational Astronomy

Essay 1:-  Planetary Exploration      Grading Criteria
Introduction:  
Is there a clear introduction? 




Does it inform the reader of the aim/thesis/topic of the essay?

Content:

Has the author discussed the essay topic?

Has the author remained on topic throughout the essay?

Has the author supported any claims/opinions with evidence?

Has the author arranged the material in a logical progression?

Has the author shown evidence of original thought in the essay?

Has the author adequately discussed each point?

Conclusion:

Is there a conclusion?



Does the conclusion summarise the essay?

Spelling/Grammar:
Are there any spelling/grammatical errors?

Source citation:
What sources have been used in the essay?




Are these sources correctly cited?

Punctuality:

Was the essay submitted by the due date?
	
	Introduction
	Content
	Conclusion
	Spelling etc
	Source Citation
	Punctuality
	Total

	Points available
	10
	30
	10
	5
	5
	10
	70

	Points awarded
	
	
	
	
	
	
	


General Comments:
Mini-Task 1
Review of Observing Session:

The day following the next observing session, you are to review your observation log book and to reflect on the observing session. Write a one page summary of the observing session. In this summary, review the aims of the observing session and discuss whether or not you achieved the aims of the session. Cover any problems encountered during the session and what you were successful in accomplishing. Include a paragraph discussing your logbook records and discuss if these were sufficient for you to avoid making the same mistakes at future observing sessions and if they were sufficient for you to adequately complete this task.

This exercise is aimed at getting the students to consider the state of their record-keeping and to reflect on the observing session and how well they achieved its goals. Precise, complete, and accurate record-keeping is of paramount importance in science, and it is vital that students quickly learn how best to make such records, both to enhance their acquisition of necessary skills, and for future data analysis. A hoped-for by-product of this exercise would be the recognition by the student of the value of record-keeping to avoid repeating the same mistakes, thereby reducing wasted time and making the observing more enjoyable and rewarding.
Mini-Task 2

Summary of Image Processing:

Imagine a friend has come to see you while you are doing your image processing lab. They see you working to prepare your calibration frames and ask you why you have to do all this work that to them seems like a waste of time. Write a one page explanation to your friend describing the rationale behind acquiring and using calibration frames, both for use in producing “pretty pictures” and for images that will be used to extract scientific data. Tell your friend how these frames are acquired and the steps in preparing them and using them.

This exercise is aimed at cementing the students understanding of why good calibration frames are essential in image processing and analysis; a process that to many of them, particularly at the start of the course, seems such a waste of valuable observing time. Being able to write down an explanation of why these are so important should clarify their own thoughts regarding this, and my reading of their explanations should help me to see how well they understand the steps involved.
Astronomy 102  Modern and Observational Astronomy

Essay 1:-  Planetary Exploration      Peer Review Form
Introduction:  
Was there a clear introduction?    

If you answered “yes”, then write what you understood from the introduction what the essay was about?

What did you like about the introduction and how do you think it could be improved?

Content:

Did the author discuss the essay topic and did the author remain

on topic throughout the essay?

In reading the paper, describe what you thought were the best evidences the author used in support of the central thesis.

Describe in one paragraph, how you would suggest the ORGANISATION of the material be arranged to strengthen the author’s argument.

Conclusion:

Was there a conclusion?



Did the conclusion summarise the essay?

Spelling/Grammar:
In reading the essay, did the spelling and/or grammar distract you: 


A lot


Some

A little


Not at all
Source citation:
Were any sources used in the essay correctly cited?

General Comments:
This peer review sheet should, I believe, make students think more about what they are writing themselves, rather than what they are grading. It is aimed at having them consider what makes a good scientific essay, so that they can apply what they see as weaknesses and strengths in the work of their peers, and apply it to their own work.
