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Introduction
When Jane, a high school science teacher, “got the message,” as she put it, that she was to teach 
reading and writing, she admitted that this new role seemed daunting. She certainly felt confident 
teaching science but was at a loss to teach literacy and wasn’t sure how to fit literacy instruction into 
her coursework. Nevertheless, on reflection she realized that her students would soon be in college 
science classes where they would have to write papers, not just lab reports. The Literacy Design 
Collaborative (LDC) gave her a starting point and guidance that she “badly” needed. Once she 
taught an essay in which students examined cryogenics, she realized that literacy was a powerful 
tool for learning and that her students internalized their examination of content better than they had 
when she gave them worksheets. 

LDC is a framework for developing and teaching assignment tasks aligned to the College and Career 
Readiness Anchor Standards in the Common Core State Standards. The framework consists of 
a system of task templates that can be applied to any subject in the secondary grades, 6-12. Its 
purpose is to support teachers in their efforts to interpret and transform CCSS into practice. 

At the request of LDC, Professor Barrie Olson conducted a literature review on academic writing and 
discourse, and also collected and analyzed college writing assignments. In her paper, “Academic 
Writing Across the Disciplines,” Olson details her findings and organizes the student writing products 
around a number of factors, including discipline, genre or mode, length, and form. The close 
concurrence with LDC’s framework bodes well for teachers who design and teach LDC modules 
and for their students. It is clear from her analysis that students who acquire reading and writing 
skills taught through LDC modules will find they are prepared for their coursework in college. In 
classrooms and school systems where students engage in LDC modules in multiple courses and 
over time, students will also acquire facility and confidence with such tasks, resulting in a level of 
preparedness that will enable them to manage the academic load that is common in the college 
curriculum. 

Connections: How LDC and College Writing Concur 
Citing the work of Chris Thaiss and Terry Myers Zawacki, Olson states that three general traits define 
“good” academic writing in any discipline: the student writer displays reason over emotion, shows 
evidence of being open-minded and disciplined, and assumes a rational readership. The CCSS 
likewise call for students to apply critical thinking skill in reasoning and logic as they read and write, 
to produce text-based written products, and to use the conventions that apply to a discipline and 
audience. The alignment with CCSS “hardwired” into the LDC templates supports these traits: 

• LDC promotes “reason over emotion” by focusing on expository writing in which students 
provide reasons and explanations for their claims in argumentation and theses in informational 
or explanatory products. 

• LDC requires evidence of being “open-minded and disciplined” because students must also 
read in order to produce written evidence of explicit understandings of texts. 

• LDC’s framework is designed to address a range of audiences but is primarily aimed at 
that “rational reader” who is willing to engage with information or argument provided by 
the student author. The two dominant modes in the LDC Framework, argumentation and 
informational/explanatory, set up writing so that students receive instruction in persuading 
and informing an audience. 

Like the college writing assignments, LDC is designed to involve students in writing across the 
disciplines. Olson suggests a set of categories for understanding the types and purpose of writing 
tasks, such as problem-solving, researching from sources, conducting empirical inquiry, and 
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analyzing concepts and data. These are “transactional” types of writing, and they constitute a large 
majority of the writing assigned in college coursework. The LDC task templates and instructional 
templates allow teachers to mirror these categories in their teaching tasks. 

In her paper, Olson provides an organizer that outlines the types of student products by discipline 
and genre. These useful charts can help secondary teachers include in their teaching tasks student-
written products that are typically found in a given discipline at the college level and can help 
to ensure students are exposed to a variety of academic writing types. These student product 
examples are telling of the level of reading and writing students will be expected to manage. For 
example, interpreting data is a skill necessary in science, engineering, and history. The ability to 
synthesize information from multiple sources and arrive at a hypothesis is another example of the 
skills students will need to bring to science courses. Likewise, the ability to infer from texts in order 
to arrive at an analysis or answer a text-based question is a skill necessary for the study of literature 
not only in English but in all disciplines. These skills should be nurtured throughout the secondary 
years and more directly aligned with college during the last two years of high school. The LDC 
templates can help teachers do just that, supporting their effort to create coherence and setting 
everyone’s eyes on college readiness. 

— Eleanor Dougherty 
LDC Design Team 
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Defining Academic Writing at the College Level
The term “academic writing” is often used to describe the kind of writing students are asked to do 
at the college level. Unfortunately, genres differ significantly from one discipline to the next, which 
means that what is considered “good” academic writing in one classroom may not be considered so 
in another. We can, however, identify three traits of “good” academic writing1 that span all disciplines 
and genres:

1. Reason over emotion

 • The student’s claims are made with adequate supporting evidence. 

 • The student is not hyperbolic in his or her claims.

 • The student presents a clear line of reasoning to support his or her argument.

2. Evidence of being open-minded and disciplined

 • The student, where appropriate, includes and acknowledges opposing views.

 • The student includes a variety of credible sources.

3. The written product assumes a rational reader

 • The student anticipates a reader who will look for gaps in his or her argument. 

 • The student assumes the reader is willing to be persuaded. The student, therefore, offers a 
clear line of reasoning in an effort to persuade.

It is important that these characteristics are made explicit to students. Often, when asked to 
explain academic writing, students can be heard saying that academic writing means “you can’t 
use the personal pronoun ‘I’ in a paper” or that academic writing has a three-part thesis. They do 
this because they associate the term “academic writing” with the writing they have done in school 
and frequently, these are the writing “rules” they have been taught. These rules, however, are not 
universal. For example, there are multiple disciplines that accept the use of first-person, not only in 
the work students turn in but in the professional journals of the field. Likewise, the three-part thesis 
statement (or any thesis statement for that matter) is not standard in every discipline or even in 
writing tasks within disciplines. This isn’t to say, however, that forbidding the use of the first-person 
in a given writing task, or insisting on the use of a thesis statement, is arbitrary to a discipline or 
idiosyncratic of an instructor. 

On the contrary, there are often important rhetorical reasons for why disciplines and individual 
instructors make the “rules” they do. An instructor may “ban” the use of the word “I” in a paper not 
because a student’s opinion is invalid, but because given the writing task and the intended audience, 
the use of “I” would be inappropriate. For example, in a scientific research article, the audience is 
less interested in the actions of the scientist and more in what those actions produce or illustrate. 
Likewise, as the tables that follow will show, not all writing genres have a thesis statement (for 
example, an IMRAD report), let alone one with three parts. Thus, by explaining that writing “rules” are 
merely guidelines associated with best practices in a discipline or with a specific instructor, and by 
explicitly defining academic writing, we can better prepare students to engage with and understand 
the writing assignments they receive.

1 Thaiss, Chris and Terry Myers Zawacki. Engaged Writers, Dynamic Disciplines: Research on Academic Writing 
Life. Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook, 2006.
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Distribution of Writing Task Types Across College Campuses
When discussing the kinds of academic writing tasks students are assigned at the college level, 
it can be helpful to distinguish them categorically rather than individually (primarily because the 
diversity of writing tasks is so expansive). Michael Carter,2 in “Ways of Knowing, Doing, and Writing 
in the Disciplines,” divides college writing tasks into four categories: problem-solving, empirical 
inquiry, research from sources, and performance. Problem-solving assignments are, unsurprisingly, 
assignments that pose a problem and require students to respond with a solution. These types of 
assignments are popular in business and engineering courses and may include business plans, 
feasibility reports, management plans, reports to management, project reports, project proposals, 
technical memoranda, and technical reports. Empirical inquiry assignments require students to 
draw conclusions from data, often data they have collected themselves. These assignments are 
popular in the life and applied sciences and, at the upper levels, sometimes the social sciences. 
These assignments include lab reports, posters, poster presentations, research proposals, research 
reports, scientific articles, and scientific presentations. Students being asked to write based on 
research from sources are often engaged in writing historical narratives, literary criticisms, research 
papers, and research projects. Often, when students say they have been asked to write “a paper,” 
this is the kind of assignment they are referring to. The final category is performance. In performance 
assignments, the written text itself is what is most important. Unlike lab reports or technical memos, 
where the most important factor may be the information or data being conveyed, in performance 
assignments, the most important feature may be the artistry of the text itself. Performance writing 
tasks could include creative writing pieces, editorials, feature articles, news stories, and websites. 

Dan Melzer3 proposes a different way of categorizing academic writing. His assignment categories 
are expressive, poetic, and transactional. Expressive writing is informal and serves an exploratory 
function. As such, the writer is his or her own audience. Expressive assignments include freewriting 
or journaling. Poetic assignments focus on the text itself. These assignments are the equivalent of 
Carter’s “performance” assignments. The final type of assignment is transactional. In transactional 
assignments, the writing is meant to be informative and, often, persuasive. Transactional 
assignments include investigative reports, lab reports, and policy memos.

Using Melzer’s categories, a 2002-2006 study of over 100 postsecondary institutions (including 
doctoral/research universities, master’s comprehensive colleges, baccalaureate colleges, and A.A. 
colleges) found the following distribution of writing tasks:

Type of Writing Task Percentage of Total
Transactional 83
Expressive 13
Poetic 4

Table 1: Distribution of writing tasks based on 2,100 writing assignments collected from 400 
undergraduate courses (100 from the natural and applied sciences, 100 from business, 100 from the 
social sciences, and 100 from arts and humanities)

2 Carter, Michael. “Ways of Knowing, Doing, and Writing in the Disciplines.” College Composition and Communi-
cation 58.3 (2007): 385-418.
3  Melzer, Dan. “Writing Assignments Across the Curriculum: A National Study of College Writing.” College Com-
position and Communication 61.2 (2009): 240-261.
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The data shows that transactional writing is, unquestionably, the most common kind of writing 
students are asked to do in their college classes. Based on the CCSS writing types, transactional 
writing is equivalent to the argumentative and informational or explanatory categories. Narrative 
writing would be considered either poetic or expressive depending on the particulars of the 
assignment. The distinction would be decided primarily based on who the target audience was for 
the piece. 

Concept-Driven and Data-Driven Writing Assignments
Another way to categorize writing assignments is by determining if they are concept-driven or data-
driven.4 Concept-driven writing (or discourse) is writing that begins with a concept—such as a term, 
hypothesis, or theory—and then applies the concept to the data being analyzed. The data may 
be a text, such as a work of literature or results from a study. Concept-driven discourse is popular 
in the social sciences, where theories often drive the collection and interpretation of data. For 
example, a sociologist may hypothesize that poverty has an “X” effect on children in urban areas. 
The sociologist would then go out and study and collect data to support or refute this hypothesis. 
The social sciences feature a lot of conceptual-driven writing because rarely in those fields will 
researchers go out and conduct studies without a theory of some kind driving them.

Data-driven discourse, on the other hand, is discourse that begins with data that is then used to 
build a theory or support an interpretation. An example of a data-driven writing assignment is the 
literary analysis paper. When writing a literary analysis, students begin with the data (the text) and 
then use that text to develop a theory, or, at the very least, a more abstract interpretation of the 
text. For example, a student may read a novel and notice some kind of pattern in the text (imagery, 
word choice, etc.) and then use this pattern to offer an interpretation of what the pattern means or 
suggests about the text as a whole.

While one can generalize and say that the social sciences commonly assign concept-driven writing 
assignments and courses in the humanities (especially English) assign data-driven assignments, the 
truth is that both kinds of assignments appear in all disciplines. The distinction is helpful, however, 
because research indicates that students struggle significantly more when assigned a concept-
driven paper. Their difficulty is frequently the result of the level of abstraction they must deal with 
when writing. If a concept seems too far removed, they will have difficulty working with it. That said, 
data-driven discourse brings its own challenges for students. Specifically, students can quickly 
become overwhelmed by the number of possible interpretations their data offers them. This is 
especially true with an assignment like literary analysis. Because both assignment types present 
unique challenges, it can be helpful to explicitly state what kind of assignment a student is engaging 
in. Moreover, in explaining the assignment type, an instructor can also discuss disciplinary values 
and the reasons why one type of discourse—concept-driven or data-driven—is privileged over the 
other.

Writing to Learn Versus Writing to Communicate
Within all disciplines, writing assignments can be broken down into two emphases: writing to learn 
and writing to communicate. When an assignment emphasizes writing to learn, it acts as a tool for 
learning. By writing on or about a given topic, students are able to learn about that topic. Writing to 
learn assignments also allow teachers to gauge how well students understand material, as these 
assignments typically ask students to prove their understanding through their writing. With writing to 
communicate, the emphasis is placed not on how well a student understands a topic, but instead on 

4  MacDonald, Susan Peck. “Data-Driven and Conceptually-Driven Academic Discourse.” Written Communication 
6.4 (1989): 411-435.
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how well a student can transmit information on a topic to a specific reader.

Both a writing to learn emphasis and a writing to communicate emphasis can have value in a writing 
assignment and, depending on the context, one emphasis may be more appropriate than the other. 
If, however, an instructor is interested in teaching discipline-specific writing that may transfer outside 
his or her classroom, writing to communicate deserves special attention because when we teach 
writing to communicate, we are teaching specific ways of knowing and doing—ways that mark an 
individual as an insider to a given discipline or professional community. 

Teaching “Ways of Knowing”

While there are any number of “ways of knowing” in a given discipline or profession, for our 
purposes, four in particular stand out as being especially teachable to our students: task type, 
macrostructure, citation style, and data recognition. 

Task Type: What is it you are asking a student to do? 

At the most basic level, thinking of an assignment based on its specific task type outlines to 
a student what it is they are expected to do. Are they solving a problem, conducting research 
to propose new ideas, or analyzing data to draw conclusions? While the task type of a given 
assignment often seems obvious to instructors, students, unless the task is explicitly stated, may be 
unaware of exactly what they are doing and, more importantly, the ways that this task may be similar 
to tasks they have completed in the past or in other disciplines. When teachers state the task type 
for their students, those students will be better able to make connections on future assignments. The 
three primary task types students see are:

Problem-solve: In these assignments, the instructor proposes a problem and students must 
respond with a solution.

Research from sources: In these assignments, students propose new ideas or theories based on 
information gathered from sources.

Empirical inquiry: In these assignments, students make conclusions based on data. Often, this 
data is gathered by the students themselves.

Macrostructure: How should information be organized? 

It would be impossible, in any given writing course, to cover all the writing genres students might 
be exposed to in future courses or as they begin their careers. It is manageable, however, to 
expose students to the four primary ways that information may be organized in any given genre. 
The organizational structure of a genre can be referred to as a macrostructure. Macrostructures 
frequently span across disciplines, meaning that if a student is exposed to a genre common in an 
English course with one kind of macrostructure, and that student is later exposed to a new genre in 
a science course that features the same macrostructure, the student may be better able to complete 
the new genre having seen the macrostructure before. To do this, however, students need explicit 
instruction in what macrostructure they are writing in and how those macrostructures reflect how a 
discipline makes knowledge. The four most common macrostructures are:

Thesis-first: Early in the paper, the main argument is summarized and the organizational structure 
of the paper is explained. This macrostructure is used to help readers follow complex or nuanced 
arguments. This macrostructure is common in the liberal arts.

Problem-solution: In this macrostructure, a problem is posed and a solution is explained. 
Problem-solution papers use document design principles like headers, white space, and 
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parallelism to make the papers more easily read. This macrostructure is common in applied 
disciplines like business or engineering, where efficiency demands that many documents be 
skimmed rather than read start to finish.

IMRAD: IMRAD papers organize information into five distinct sections: abstract, introduction, 
methods, results, and discussion. This macrostructure is common in the sciences and social 
sciences, where experiments or studies are common.

Thesis-last: Thesis-last papers tend to follow a narrative structure, wherein arguments are made 
explicit only after all evidence has been carefully considered. This macrostructure is common in 
history and the sciences.

Some teachers may notice that argument is missing from this list. Argument is not a macrostructure 
because, like the term research paper, it can fit into any of the above macrostructures. A thesis-first 
paper (such as literary analysis) is just as argumentative as a thesis-last paper (such as a literature 
review). How the argument is organized depends on the macrostructure, but any macrostructure has 
the potential to be argumentative. 

Citation Style: How should I document my sources?

Citation systems provide a great deal of information on what a discipline values and can be effective 
for teaching a discipline’s specific ways of knowing. Most students arriving at college have some 
knowledge of citation. If nothing else, they know that they must do it to avoid accusations of 
plagiarism. While this is indeed true, neglecting to further inform students on the reasons for why we 
cite does them a disservice, not just as they develop their academic writing skills but also as they 
come to know and understand different disciplines.

The first discussion instructors should have with students is why scholars cite. Students who come 
to see citation as a mechanism for something other than defense against plagiarism accusations 
tend to put more time and effort into not only citing properly but also choosing better sources and 
integrating them more sophisticatedly into their work. Feak and Swales5 offer seven relevant reasons 
for why writers should cite:

1. As a defense against plagiarism

2. As a sign of respect (citation recognizes the work and achievements of previous scholars)

3. To tell your readers how to find the sources you used in case they want to do further research

4. To persuade (they give the writer greater authority)

5. To mark one’s place in the field of study (citations convince your reader that you know the 
field’s history and are a participating member in that field)

6. To open up work for more research (citations point to what has been done already, therefore 
illustrating the gaps for work still needed)

7. To tell the reader what the writer believes is relevant work, thus establishing an “intellectual 
network”

In addition to discussing reasons for citation beyond defense against plagiarism, it is helpful to 
explore various citation systems. Students who arrive at college with some level of familiarity with 
citation systems often view them as idiosyncratic. How an in-text citation is formatted and where 
the date goes all seem like arbitrary rules. In fact, the opposite is true. Citation systems go a long 
way toward illustrating disciplinary values. While the number of citation systems currently in use is 
vast and would be impossible for any single person to cover in a classroom, three citation systems 

5  Feak, Christine B., and John M. Swales. Telling a Research Story: Writing a Literature Review. Ann Arbor: U of 
Michigan P, 2009.
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in particular—MLA (Modern Language Association), APA (American Psychological Association), and 
IEEE (Institute of Electrical and Electronics Engineers)—are common on college campuses and help 
point to disciplinary values in the humanities, social sciences, and sciences.

Table 2 features in-text citations in MLA, APA, and IEEE style. The differences in style are significant. 
When a table such as this is shown to students, one of the first things they notice is the inclusion of 
publication date in APA format but no publication date in MLA format. This difference is important. In 
the social sciences, when an article was published is significant. A study on cancer cells from 1956 
may not be as relevant as a study on cancer cells from 2012. Thus, whenever evidence in the form of 
citation is introduced in an APA-style paper, the date is included to alert the reader to the timeliness 
of the piece. In MLA, which is commonly used in the humanities, timeliness isn’t as important. For 
example, a literary interpretation of Hamlet from 1972 is just as relevant and significant as one from 
2011. 

Next, students point out that in IEEE, no page number is included. As Wolfe6 explains, “IEEE lacks a 
mechanism for citing page numbers, which suggests how rare (and discouraged) direct quotations 
are in this discipline.” MLA, on the other hand, has in-text citation guidelines not only for how to 
include page numbers but also how to format quotations depending on their length. Furthermore, 
the lack of any mention of an author shows that in IEEE disciplines, authorship is significantly less 
valued than the data itself.

MLA APA IEEE
Wilhoit explains that a simple 
claim is when “you have a 
single assertion to report” (59).

Wilhoit (2009) explains that a 
simple claim is when “you have 
a single assertion to report” (p. 
59).

A simple claim is when “you 
have a single assertion to 
report” [1].

Table 2: Sample in-text citations

A similar conversation can be had regarding works cited and reference lists. Table 3 shows these 
kinds of citations. Here, there are two major differences that students note. The first is that in MLA, 
an author’s full first name is given whereas in APA, only the first initial is listed. The lack of full first 
name in APA indicates that disciplines employing APA as a citation style tend to favor the data (the 
methods, results, and discussion) over individual authorship. In MLA disciplines, authorship is very 
significant, in part because these disciplines tend to be data-driven, meaning that theories and 
abstractions tend to be associated with individuals rather than with disciplines as a whole. Student 
will also once again note the placement of publication date.

The final difference of interest is the way that IEEE style citation uses numbers to order citations 
rather than alphabetically listed last names. When using IEEE, citations appear in the reference list 
in the same order they appear in the text itself. Disciplines that use IEEE tend to value concision and 
efficiency. By numbering their citations, IEEE writers can include less information in the text itself and 
numerically refer the reader to the reference page.

MLA APA IEEE
Wilhoit, Stephen. A Brief 
Guide to Writing Academic 
Arguments. New York: 
Longman, 2009. Print.

Wilhoit, S. (2009). A brief guide 
to writing academic arguments. 
New York: Longman.

[1] S. Wilhoit, A Brief Guide to 
Writing Academic Arguments. 
New York: Longman,

Table 3: Sample works cited and reference list citations

6  Joanna Wolfe, Carnegie Mellon University, personal correspondence
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Data Recognition: What counts as data to the paper’s target audience?

While disciplines may differ on what “counts” as data, all data share certain characteristics. 
For example, all data are rhetorical. Writers decide how to present data so that it will be most 
persuasive. While students may be apt to think of numerical data as more factual than textual 
data, the truth is that numbers can be framed in ways that are very similar to quotations. Just as 
quotations need to be thoroughly introduced and explained, numerical data (such as in a figure 
or table) needs to be properly labeled and explained so that the reader can make sense of it. In 
addition, just as writers choose what quotations, and parts of quotations, to use, students can 
choose what numerical data to use and how that data should be presented to be most persuasive.

To illustrate this point, I often use medical statistics with students. For example, most recently I have 
been using an Autism Speaks campaign ad that discusses that 1 in 111 children are diagnosed with 
autism. I ask students if this statistic is alarming. They almost always answer yes. I then ask them 
if it is equally alarming to learn that 0.9% of children are diagnosed with autism. At this point, most 
students agree that a number like 0.9% isn’t nearly as alarming. I show students the math that led to 
the 0.9% figure and we discuss first, why 1 in 111 is more alarming than 0.9% and second, why an 
organization like Autism Speaks would choose 1 in 111 over 0.9%.

When students are shown how the choices they make about data span across different data types, 
they can begin to use their knowledge about one data type on a different data type. That being said, 
it is also important to show them how different data types may be more common in some disciplines 
than in others. The three primary data types students encounter are:

Quotations: While disciplines like English and history may value and expect direct quotations 
(both long and short), some disciplines or writing tasks may not.

Infographics: Disciplines that value efficiency may prefer infographics to quotations. Infographics 
display complex information in simple, easy-to-comprehend formats.

Tables and figures: Disciplines that value numerical data may expect this information to be 
presented in specific ways. Students should understand different ways that numerical data can 
be represented.

Designing Ways of Knowing Assignments by Discipline
While all of the above “ways of knowing” can appear in any discipline or profession, certain ways of 
knowing are more common in some disciplines than others. Below are the most common ways of 
knowing by discipline.

ELA

The primary task type in ELA assignments is “research from sources.” This task type corresponds 
to assignments such as historical narratives, literary criticism, and research papers. Because of the 
complex and highly nuanced arguments generally associated with this task type, ELA assignments 
often feature a thesis-first macrostructure, wherein the main argument of the paper and the overall 
organizational structure of the paper is forecasted. Most ELA assignments call on writers to use 
MLA as their citation style of choice. This citation style is designed to allow writers to quote in 
multiple styles (block quotes, short quotes, etc.), which emphasizes how important text, and often 
longer segments of text, are to making a writer’s argument. MLA citation also includes the names 
of authors in the in-text citations. This inclusion highlights the importance of the writer on the work 
being cited. That is, the “who” of the quote (who wrote it) is as important as the “what” of the quote 
(what is said). This differs from many of the hard sciences, which may use a citation style that does 
not include the author because it is the data, not the writer of the data, that is significant to readers. 
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Some ELA assignments might call on students to use APA citation rather than MLA citation. APA and 
MLA are very similar but do feature a key difference: the inclusion of publication date in the in-text 
citation. The date is included in APA to showcase the significance of timeliness of publication. For 
example, while a textual analysis of Shakespeare’s Macbeth from 1962 may be as relevant as an 
analysis from 2012, a study of cognitive brain functions from 1962 would not be as relevant as one 
from 2012. Thus, assignments that require students to cite in APA should be assignments where 
source publication date contributes to the persuasiveness of the argument being written. Finally, 
and as suggested by the citation style recommended, ELA assignments tend to rely most heavily on 
textual evidence.

History/Social Sciences

History tends to make “research from sources,” such as historical narratives and research 
papers, the primary task type of its discipline. Because of the complex and highly nuanced 
arguments generally associated with this task type, history assignments often feature a thesis-first 
macrostructure, wherein the main argument of the paper and the overall organizational structure of 
the paper is forecasted. Conversely, many history assignments feature a thesis-last macrostructure. 
This structure, which reads as more of a narrative, allows the writer to take the reader where the 
evidence leads them. Rather than beginning with an explicit argument and a point to prove (such 
as in thesis-first arguments), thesis-last arguments show that the writer has carefully considered all 
evidence before coming to a specific conclusion. History assignments, whether thesis-first or thesis-
last, often ask writers to use MLA or a similar citation style (such as Chicago) as their style of choice. 
This citation style is designed to allow writers to quote in multiple styles (block quotes, short quotes, 
etc.), which emphasizes how important text, and often longer segments of text, are to making a 
writer’s argument. MLA citation also includes the names of authors in in-text citations. This inclusion 
highlights the importance of the writer on the work being cited. That is, the “who” of the quote (who 
wrote it) is as important as the “what” of the quote (what is said). This differs from many of the hard 
sciences, which may use a citation style that does not include the author because it is the data, not 
the writer of the data, that is significant to readers. As suggested by the citation style recommended, 
history assignments tend to rely most heavily on textual evidence.

While social science assignments may be very similar to history assignments, there are times, 
particularly at the upper levels, that the social sciences make “empirical inquiry,” where fieldwork is 
required, the primary task type. This task type is usually associated with an IMRAD macrostructure 
because it allows readers to scan for newsworthiness; that is, readers are able to easily find the 
information they need (methods, results, or discussion) to make conclusions about the value of the 
study. These assignments generally require students to use APA citation because of the importance 
of publication date. Unlike MLA citation, APA citation includes publication dates in in-text citations. 
Timeliness of publication is significant in disciplines where data gathered more recently is likely to 
be more reliable and/or more significant. In terms of what counts as “data,” while textual evidence 
is still used, empirical inquiry also often involves interview data and/or quantitative data. As such, in 
addition to quotations, readers will also likely find tables and figures.

Sciences

The sciences tend to feature “empirical inquiry” and “problem-solve” as their primary task types. As 
such, IMRAD and problem-solution macrostructures tend to be the most common. IMRAD structures 
are widely used in disciplines where knowledge gathering and dissemination happens quickly. 
Because scientists are frequently presented with large amounts of data and/or studies, they must be 
able to consume and use that data as efficiently as possible. The very design of the IMRAD structure 
encourages that kind of consumption. By separating information into clearly labeled sections 
(Introduction, Methods, Results, Discussion), scientists are able to skim articles for newsworthiness 
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and are unlikely to read in the linear fashion required in more nuanced arguments such as those 
made in the humanities. IMRAD structures are also inherently repetitive, with certain information 
appearing in several locations. This repetition allows skimmers to receive a whole picture of the 
argument without having to read the document start to finish. Another common macrostructure 
is problem-solution. Like IMRADs, problem-solution macrostructures make use of document 
design features (such as headers and parallelism) to make them easy to skim. In turn, knowledge 
dissemination and consumption are made more efficient. Citation style in the sciences varies 
from one discipline to another. APA is a popular choice, especially at the college level, since many 
students are already familiar with it. APA citation lends itself to science writing because it includes 
publication dates in in-text citations. Timeliness of publication is significant in disciplines where 
data gathered more recently is likely to be more reliable and/or more significant. In some of the 
sciences (engineering, for example) a citation style such as IEEE might be more appropriate. IEEE is 
designed for readability. Unlike MLA or APA, where citation information goes in the body of the text, 
IEEE includes bracketed numbers pointing readers to the appropriate reference list item. The lack 
of textual disruption allows for a more streamlined reading approach. It also points to the fact that 
in these disciplines, data is more valued than the author of the data. What matters is what the data 
conveys, not who conveyed it. IEEE also lacks a citation mechanism for block quotes, suggesting 
that long quotations should be avoided. This, too, corresponds with the sciences’ focus on efficiency 
through data presentation. Tables, figures, and infographics are generally favored over quotations. 

CTE

CTE fields tend to focus on “problem-solve” as their primary task type. Unsurprisingly, problem-
solution is the most common macrostructure. This macrostructure highlights the field’s value for 
efficiency because it allows documents to be skimmed. Skimming is easily accomplished because 
problem-solution macrostructures tend to focus on document design principles that encourage such 
practices, such as headers and grammatical and visual parallelism. Citation varies across fields but 
is often kept at a minimum, particularly to avoid bogging readers down with what they might view as 
superfluous details. Boilerplate language is also common in these documents and, while traditionally 
the “borrowing” of this language might be perceived as plagiarism in other disciplines, in many 
CTE fields the use of boilerplate material is encouraged to speed up both the writing and reading of 
material. CTE documents tend to favor infographics, tables, and figures over quotations and textual 
evidence. Again, this makes the document easier to skim for relevant information.

Assignment Distribution by Discipline
While broad categorization is helpful when looking at academic writing as a whole, investigating 
the writing tasks assigned in individual disciplines is also important. The following tables illustrate 
the variety of assignment types students may encounter in English, history, laboratory science, 
engineering, business, and psychology. It is important to note that the list is not exhaustive, that 
certain assignment types blend into other assignment types (blurred genres), and that while we can 
generalize the traits of these assignments, they are by no means universal. That being said, these 
assignment types can be used not only to teach students the writing moves common to a certain 
discipline, but also the ways of knowing in that discipline. 
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Types of Assignments: English

Assignment Literary  
Analysis

Rhetorical 
Analysis

Research 
Paper  
(Report)

Argument Definition  
Essay

Evaluation

Rhetorical 
Purpose

Respond  
critically to 
cultural works

Examine in 
detail the way 
text works

Provide  
readers with 
reliable  
information

Ask readers to 
consider  
debatable 
ideas

Categorize 
a particular 
thing, person, 
event or  
phenomenon

Make a claim 
about the merit 
of something

Variations • Literary in-
terpretation

• Close  
reading

• Cultural 
analysis

• Ad analysis
• Argument 

analysis
• Cultural 

analysis
• Analysis of a 

visual text

• News report
• Investigative 

report
• Academic 

report
• Flowchart
• Infographic

• Argument to 
advance a 
thesis

• Exploratory 
argument

• Refutation 
argument

• Visual  
argument

• Simple 
categorical 
arguments

• Definitional 
arguments

• Product 
review

• Arts review
• Social satire
• Visual  

comparison

Major Traits • Thesis- 
driven 
(thesis-first 
format)

• Claims  
supported 
with  
quotations 
from text(s)

• Proper  
citation

• Data-driven

• Thesis- 
driven 
(thesis-first 
format)

• Claims  
supported 
with  
quotations 
from text(s)

• Proper  
citation

• Data-driven

• Objective
• Uses reliable 

sources
• Presents 

information 
clearly

• Requires 
synthesis

• Thesis- 
driven

• Thesis- 
driven

• Supporting 
evidence

• Refutation
• Often  

requires  
synthesis

• Thesis- 
driven

• Establishes 
clear criteria

• Defends  
criteria  
matching

• Thesis- 
driven 
(makes 
judgment)

• Establishes 
criteria

• Offers  
convincing 
evidence

LDC Task 
Template(s)

• Analysis • Analysis • Synthesis
• Analysis

• Analysis • Definition • Evaluation
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Types of Assignments: English

Assignment Causal Paper Narrative Proposal Annotated  
Bibliography

Rhetorical Purpose Explain why, how, or if 
something happened

Chronicle events in 
people’s lives

Define a problem and 
suggest a solution

Summarize and  
assess sources

Variations • Causal analysis
• Research study
• Exploratory essay
• Cultural analysis

• Reflection
• Literacy narrative
• Memoir
• Graphic narrative

• Formal proposal
• Manifesto

Major Traits • Thesis-driven 
(makes judgment)

• Establishes 
grounds

• Offers convincing 
evidence

• Tells a story
• Makes a point
• Observes details 

closely
• No explicit thesis 

statement

• Defines a problem
• Clear target  

audience
• Considers  

reasonable options
• Makes specific  

and realistic  
recommendations

• Accurate  
bibliography of  
research materials

• Describes/ 
summarizes the  
content of each 
item 

• Assesses quality of 
each item

• Explains the role 
work plays in  
project

LDC Task Template(s) • Cause-effect • Description • Problem-solution • Description
• Synthesis
• Evaluation7

7  The focus of an annotated bibliography differs from one instructor to the next. Some annotated bibliographies 
merely describe sources. Others may synthesize them and put them into conversation with one another. Frequently,  
annotated bibliographies will feature evaluative statements speaking to the usefulness of each particular source.
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Types of Assignments: History

Assignment Response Paper Historiographical 
Essay

Research Paper 
(Report)

Argument Critiques of  
Article

Rhetorical  
Purpose

Reflect on a text 
and discuss/
evaluate it

Analyze how 
historians have 
interpreted a  
particular event

Provide readers 
with reliable  
information

Ask readers to 
consider  
debatable ideas

Demonstrate 
comprehension 
and the ability to 
synthesize and 
critically evaluate 
information

Variations • Book review • Academic 
report

• Argument to 
advance a 
thesis

• Narrative  
argument

Major Traits • Thesis-driven 
(usually in  
response to a 
specific  
question)

• Offers  
supporting  
evidence

• Thesis-driven
• Uses reliable 

sources
• Presents  

information 
clearly

• Objective
• Uses reliable 

sources
• Presents  

information 
clearly

• Critically  
evaluates 
primary and 
secondary 
sources

• Thesis-driven 
(thesis is often 
found in the  
conclusion in a 
narrative  
argument)

• Supporting 
evidence

• Refutation

• Addresses 
strengths and 
weaknesses of 
article with  
particular  
attention to  
research  
design,  
analysis,  
conclusions, 
and citation 
usage

LDC Task 
Template(s)

• Analysis • Analysis • Synthesis
• Analysis

• Synthesis
• Analysis

• Evaluation
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Types of Assignments: Laboratory Sciences  
(Chemistry, Biology, etc.)

Assignment Lab Report Poster Presentation Research Paper  
(Report)

Argument

Rhetorical Purpose Record a scientific 
experiment

Stand as a source of 
information and  
generate conversation

Provide readers with 
reliable information

Asks readers to  
consider debatable 
ideas

Variations • Scientific research 
report

• Academic report
• Scientific article

• Argument to  
advance a thesis

• Narrative argument
• Scientific article

Major Traits • Generally follow 
IMRAD format:  
Introduction,  
Methods, Results, 
Discussion

• May not contain a 
traditional thesis 
(though still a clear 
sense of purpose)

• Focused on one 
message

• Includes charts, 
figures, and  
graphics and uses 
text sparingly

• Clear sequencing

• Objective
• Uses reliable 

sources
• Presents  

information clearly

• Thesis-driven  
(thesis is often 
found in the  
conclusion in a  
narrative argument)

• Supporting  
evidence

• Refutation

LDC Task Template(s) • Procedural- 
sequential

• Procedural- 
sequential

• Synthesis
• Analysis

• Synthesis
• Analysis
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Types of Assignments: Laboratory Sciences  
(Chemistry, Biology, etc.)

Assignment Research Proposal Journal Article Literature Review

Rhetorical Purpose Defines a problem and 
suggests how research will 
contribute to the solution

Presents primary research Summarizes and  
synthesizes available  
information on a topic

Variations

Major Traits • Defines a problem
• Clear target audience
• Considers reasonable 

options
• Makes specific and  

realistic recommenda-
tions

• Often follow IMRAD  
format: Introduction,  
Methods, Results,  
Discussion

• Uses a narrative structure 
(i.e., tells the story of the 
research)

• Generally ends by  
pointing out a gap in the 
available research 

LDC Task Template(s) • Problem-solution • Synthesis
• Analysis

• Synthesis
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Types of Assignments: Engineering

Assignment Research Report  
Other Than Lab  
Report

Lab Report Progress Report Critiques of Article

Rhetorical Purpose Inform target  
audience on results 
obtained outside  
a laboratory  
environment; define a 
problem and possible 
solution

Record a scientific 
experiment

Informs on the  
intermediate stages 
of larger and/or more 
long-term projects 
(such as research or 
lab reports)

Demonstrates  
comprehension  
and the ability to  
synthesize and  
critically evaluate 
information

Variations • Case study
• Industry report
• Technical report
• Feasibility report

• Scientific research 
report

Major Traits • Generally follow 
IMRAD format:  
Introduction,  
Methods, Results, 
Discussion

• May not contain a 
thesis

• Clear purpose and 
target audience

• Generally follow 
IMRAD format:  
Introduction,  
Methods, Results, 
Discussion

• May not contain a 
thesis

• Offers background 
and significant  
information on the 
larger project

• Reminds readers 
of the overall aims 
or goals for the 
project

• Explains studies 
done so far (and  
relationship to the 
aims of the  
project) as well as 
the results of those 
studies

• Offers plans to 
meet the remaining 
specific aims

• Addresses 
strengths and  
weaknesses of  
article with  
particular  
attention to  
research design, 
analysis,  
conclusions, and  
citation usage

LDC Task Template(s) • Synthesis 
• Analysis

• Procedural- 
sequential

• Procedural- 
sequential

• Evaluation
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Types of Assignments: Engineering

Assignment Memos Technical Description Annotated  
Bibliography

Proposal

Rhetorical Purpose Provide readers  
with data and  
understanding

Describe a concept, 
process, or device to 
a lay audience

Summarize and  
assess sources

Define a problem and 
suggest a solution

Variations • Procedures/ 
process  
description

• Research proposal

Major Traits • First paragraph 
states general  
purpose and intent 
of memo

• Majority of  
information  
presented in main 
body

• Emphasis on  
conciseness

• Document design 
and inclusion of  
figures and tables 
(when needed)  
emphasized

• Clear closing  
statement

• Establishes  
significance of the 
topic

• When needed, 
uses tables and  
figures

• Conveys  
information so that 
it is understandable 
to a non-technical  
audience

• Accurate  
bibliography of  
research materials

• Describes/ 
summarizes the  
content of each 
item 

• Assesses quality of 
each item

• Explains the role 
work plays in  
project

• Defines a problem
• Clear target  

audience
• Considers  

reasonable options
• Makes specific  

and realistic  
recommendations

LDC Task Template(s) • Description • Description • Description 
• Synthesis 
• Evaluation8

• Problem-solution

8  The focus of an annotated bibliography differs from one instructor to the next. Some annotated bibliographies 
merely describe sources. Others may synthesize them and put them into conversation with one another. Frequently,  
annotated bibliographies will feature evaluative statements speaking to the usefulness of each particular source.
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Types of Assignments: Business

Assignment Press Release Cover Letter 
and Résumé

Memo Proposal PowerPoint 
Presentation

Business Plan

Rhetorical 
Purpose

Provide  
journalists or 
the public with 
information on 
a specific topic

Apply for a job Provide  
readers with 
data and  
understanding

Define a  
problem and 
suggest a  
solution

Present  
information 
visually and 
orally

Make a case to 
start or change 
a business

Variations • Curriculum 
vitae

• Hiring 
memo

• Topic memo
• Recom-

mendation 
memo

• Letter, email

• Research 
proposal

Major Traits • Non- 
objective: 
press  
releases try 
to paint a 
business 
in the best 
possible 
light 

• Contains 
headline

• Attention to 
document 
design

• Clear,  
concise  
language

• Correct 
spelling,  
punctuation, 
and  
grammar 
very  
important

• First  
paragraph 
states  
general 
purpose 
and intent of 
memo

• Majority of 
information 
presented in 
main body

• Emphasis 
on  
conciseness

• Document 
design and 
inclusion of  
figures and 
tables (when 
needed)  
emphasized

• Clear  
closing  
statement

• Defines a 
problem

• Clear target 
audience

• Considers 
reasonable  
options

• Makes 
specific 
and realistic 
recommen-
dations

• Strict  
attention to 
audience, 
purpose, 
and context

• Integration 
of outside 
media 
sources 
(such as  
videos or 
links)

• Attention to 
clarity and 
brevity

• Clean visual 
design

• Attention 
to visual 
design and 
inclusion of 
tables and 
figures

• Generally 
include title 
page, table 
of contents, 
executive  
summary,  
mission  
statement, 
company  
overview,  
financial 
plans

LDC Task 
Template(s)

• Description • Description • Description • Problem-
solution

• Description • Description
• Problem-

solution
• Evaluation9

9  Business plans feature qualities of all three of these LDC task templates.
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Types of Assignments: Psychology

Assignment Research Paper Case Study Lab Report Critique Paper Review

Rhetorical  
Purpose

Provide readers 
with reliable  
information

In-depth  
analysis of a  
human subject

Record a  
scientific  
experiment

Demonstrate 
comprehension 
and the ability to 
synthesize and 
critically evaluate 
information

Make a claim 
about the merit of 
something

Variations • Academic 
report

• Scientific  
research report

Major Traits • Objective
• Uses reliable 

sources
• Presents  

information 
clearly

• Critically  
evaluates 
primary and 
secondary 
sources

• Generally  
includes  
background 
information on 
the subject

• Describes the 
problem the 
subject is  
facing or has

• Determines 
diagnosis

• Outlines  
intervention  
strategies

• Generally  
follows IMRAD 
format:  
Introduction, 
Methods,  
Results,  
Discussion

• May not  
contain an 
explicit thesis

• Addresses 
strengths and 
weaknesses of 
article with  
particular  
attention to  
research  
design,  
analysis,  
conclusions, 
and citation 
usag

• Thesis-driven 
(makes  
judgment)

• Establishes 
criteria

• Offers  
convincing  
evidence

LDC Task 
Template(s)

• Synthesis
• Analysis

• Description
• Analysis

• Procedural-
sequential

• Evaluation • Evaluation


