The following is a proposal for converting Adiel Coca's organic chemistry II course (CHE 261) course into a W-course. My biggest motivation for turning this course into a W-course is simply because currently there are no W-courses offered by the chemistry department and our majors are suffering from it as they are required to fulfill this requirement through additional courses outside of the department. Furthermore, it is my hope that our students will learn how to correctly write within their discipline early on in their careers’ so that they will become excellent writers by the time the graduate. In addition to our majors, other students, especially biology majors, that elect to take this course will also benefit greatly. CHE 261 is a 4 credit course with a required laboratory component. The lecture is worth 3 credits whereas the lab is worth one credit. It is within the laboratory component of the course where students will be required to write critical writing assignments. Students must obtain at least a passing grade (≥60%) in the laboratory component of the course and perform every experiment in order to pass the course.

Each section of this course will always have only 12 students and therefore each student will receive a great deal of personal attention. Attached you will find my proposed lecture and laboratory syllabi for a W-CHE 261 course. 

Explanation of Writing Assignments

The critical writing assignments will come in the form of lab reports. Students will be required to write 10 lab reports during the semester to report on the experiments that they have performed in the laboratory component of the course. Lab reports are the preferred method by which students in most physical science courses are asked to discuss and reflect on lab experiments. They typically involve some literature searching to define new terms, reporting of the experimental procedure and results, and most crucially, to analyze experimental data and observations. At the end, students will also learn the basic method for reporting research results to the scientific community. A more complete explanation of what each of these lab reports entails can be found on the attached laboratory syllabus. Three of these lab reports will be formal lab reports, which include all the sections of a typical lab report (title, purpose, introduction, experimental, results, sample calculations, discussion, conclusion, and bibliography). Students will be required to rewrite the first two of these formal lab reports based on the written instructor’s comments. The first two assignments were chosen for revision since the students will gain the most as the write later lab reports. In addition, students will write seven informal lab reports which only include some of the sections of a typical lab report (results, sample calculation, discussion, conclusion, and bibliography). 

Explanation of Critical Writing

All writing assignments (formal and informal reports) in the lab component of the course are expected to be analytical writing. In each of these assignments students will be required to critically analyze their data and observations from each experiment and develop conclusions based on them. Students will also be asked to compare whenever possible differences between their results and the values from the literature. When the differences are significant, students will need to provide a possible explanation for the discrepancy. Students will also need to define new terms, especially in formal lab reports, which will require them to research the chemical literature for an appropriate definition and explanation. 

Explanation of Revision Requirement

Students will be required to rewrite their first two formal lab reports of the semester. Their revision will be based on written instructor comments. In addition, the students will also receive a verbal explanation of these comments from the instructors as the first drafts are returned to the students one week after their submittal. Students will be required to turn in a revised paper based on these comments. For many students, the revision may be substantial and may even involve a complete rewriting of the assignment. Emphasis will be placed on their critical analysis of the results in the discussion section. This section is the most important part of any lab report and it is usually the area where students have the most trouble during their first few lab reports. Another area of problem is the introduction section where students are expected to introduce and define any “new” technique, term, or reaction that is central to the experiment. Some students tend to have trouble deciding on which new ideas they should include and which they should not.  

Quantity of Writing

Although every experiment is different and thus some may require more or less writing, based on lab reports from former and current organic students, a typical formal lab report involves on average 6-8 pages of writing and between 1,500 – 2,500 words. An informal lab report usually involves about 2-4 pages of writing or about 800 – 1200 words. Therefore, it is expected that students will be writing a total of 36-56 pages and 10,800-17,200 words from all of the course assignments.   

Percentage of Final Grade from Writing Assignments

The lab grade is worth 25% of the total course grade and is expected that 69% (850 out of 1230 points) of the lab grade will come from critical writing assignments. This means that critical writing assignments will account for approximately 17% of the total course grade. Although it is my wish to have a higher percentage of the grade be due to critical writing assignments, based on the nature of the course it would be extremely difficult to reduce the weight of the course exams.  

Weight of Revised Assignments

The revised formal lab reports will be worth as much as the first draft of the formal lab reports (100 points each). Since there are two revised papers, 200 points out of the 1230 total lab points will be derived from the revised work (16% of the lab grade or 4% of the total class grade). 
Final Comments

As stated above, I believe that this proposal is in agreement with the Guidelines for designing and teaching W-courses. I look forward to working with the committee in making any necessary changes in order to turn the current organic course into a W course as soon as possible (hopefully Spring 2011). 
