GUIDE TO WRITING 

for the Special Lecture Series 

in Computer Science
by Benjamin Wells, January 27, 2011
The following suggestions are intended to help you present your writing for SLS/CS in an acceptable format, with acceptable mechanics and style.  That leaves the content as solely your responsibility, although I am happy to consult with you on the direction you are taking in your reports.

First, you need to be aware of the extended report assignment:  it must consist of AT LEAST 2 (that takes 3 sheets of paper) and not more than 4 text pages (not title, bibliography or abstract) discussing:

A. Your experience as a CS major;  it must be about YOU.  If I think it is some generic experience you downloaded, you will receive something from a zero on the assignment down to an F in the course.  Because it is a short paper, I expect insight and careful attention to style, grammar, and spelling.  REWRITE! it to get it RIGHT!!

B. If you already did this in the past during another term of SLS/CS, then your subject is:  what problem or opportunity in computers and society has impressed you this year?  Same rules.
Outside resources (books, articles, etc.) may be required and must be documented in a bibliography if used.  Perfect grammar and mechanics are expected; rewriting is expected.  The topic is chosen so that will be no question of whether you wrote it yourself.

Begin by writing a rough draft; then seek to improve the text by correcting the spelling and English mechanics.  You must have a good dictionary.  I recommend Webster's New Collegiate Dictionary (based on the 3rd International Dictionary); others recommend Webster's New World Dictionary of the American Language--College Edition.  Here we might quote former Professor Kudlick's advice on paperback dictionaries:  THROW THEM AWAY.  You should reread Strunk & White's Elements of Style; read it cover to cover, and you will profit from it.  There are various style guides for American English, notably The Writer's Guide.  Before the final typing (and after), the paper must (I believe) be read by someone who writes English well, whether or not that is your helper's first language.  It can help to consult someone whose nonEnglish first language is different from yours.  To learn how to rewrite,  get and read our recommended text:  Williams's Style—Toward Clarity and Grace .

TYPE/PRINT the report with double line-spacing and 1" margins on four sides on 8 1/2" x 11" white paper; use correct English grammar, spell all words correctly, number all pages; again, please ask a friend who can write well in English to proofread your paper.  Staple the pages together in the upper left corner--no paper clips; please do not submit your report in any special cover--I discard the cover or binder immediately.
Finally, remember to bring your finished paper to the last meeting, which will be Thursday, May 12, 2011; indeed, I shall be happy to accept them any time before; this would allow additional time for you to rewrite it if I think that is necessary and helpful.  

Warning:
0)  The paper's content must be strongly linked to its topic.

1)  Don't use "personally, I don't like...", "I found his ideas interesting", or "it was nice to hear";

2)  Force someone skilled in English writing to read your paper for mechanics and content;

3)  Use complete sentences only;

4)  Spell words correctly; American spelling preferred, but not required;

5)  Your thoughts must be clearly expressed to be appreciated and evaluated;

6)  Use a word-processor to make your writing neat.

Aids for writing weekly reports
The following suggestions are intended to help you present your weekly reports for SLS/CS in an acceptable format, with acceptable mechanics and style.  That leaves the content as solely your responsibility, although I am happy to consult with you on the direction you are taking.

First, consult the recommendations above with regard to resources and techniques for writing English better, and note the Warnings--they apply to weekly reports especially.

The Attendance and Weekly Report Forms
1)  Please write your name.  The report form is your proof of attendance.  Don't lose it; turn it in weekly.

2)  For presentations, please write the rating number in the box; use the four guidelines for more complete rating information—you must do this as well as the summary number 1-5.   Failure  to rate a talk will block the recording of your report form and lead to grading penalties, such as being counted absent.  Use the back for editorial comments, and remind me to look by checking the oval.  You are not required to write any comment—please write only if you wish to:


a) praise the speaker and request more like him,


b) request none like him ever again,


c) request a topic not covered,


d) provide feedback on issues covered in the talk, or on the structure/conduct of the course.

For reading reports, please respond succinctly to the questions.  The goal is to make you think, prepare you for discussion, and prove you read the material.

3)  Please follow the instructions on the form (with regard to ink or typing and length) and the suggestions below.

4)  Please see the examples of good and bad weekly reports in this handout.
Weekly Report Style
1)  As members of a university student body, you are expected to write well already.  Please write as well in this course as you would write in a composition course.  Then we can go on from there.

2)  Please do not put editorial phrases in the body of the report: in particular, do not say "I liked," "... was interesting," "... I thought was very clear," "stated the obvious," "unreadable," etc.  Just report on what the speaker said and the author wrote (you can give a biased report!)

3)  Avoid the word "mention"!  Too many students use it wrongly.

4)  Beware of writing too much; five sentences are plenty on the presentation report, maybe too many if they are long ones.  There will be guidelines on each reading report task.

5)  Try to write sentences that hang together, rather than just picking disconnected major points and listing them in a run-on paragraph.  There are always penalties for fewer than the stated number of sentences.

6)  Copied reports will lead to negative report scores and possible Fs in course grading.
FOUR MUSTS FOR SLS/CS  

1)  You must rate every talk.

2)  You must write good weekly and extended reports.

3)  You must engage the speaker with relevant questions and comments.

4)  You must try to use the word "software" properly. A major emphasis of our computer science program, this class of non"metallic manufactured articles" called software has great technical importance for us, and its name should be used correctly in our written and verbal communication.  It may be a help to know that *"softwares," *"hardwares," *"softwear," and *"hardwear" are not words in English.  This may seem surprising since "wares," "hard-wearing," and "rainwear" are.  A dictionary tour will be helpful; you will find that "ware" is already plural in meaning (so "wares" is a little questionable and probably an Americanism).

You should also note that in American English, "mathematics" is abbreviated as math and is a singular noun ("I think mathematics is _______ :   A. hard, B. beautiful, C. useful, D. a cruel mistress").
