
Math 208 Writing Assignment

Assignment: Write an essay that provides a careful description of a real-world problem 
solved using the techniques of multivariable calculus taught in this course. My 
preference is for applications of something other than vectors all by themselves. 
(Vectors are fundamental in many ways, but the applications are often superficial. We’re 
aiming for something deeper than that. Combining vectors with other topics from the 
course is totally fine, however.) If the only problems you can come up with focus on 
vectors, come see me. I might approve something in that area, or I can help you come 
up with a topic. Preferably, this problem will come from your discipline. However, I will 
not make this an absolute requirement. I invite you to discuss potential topics with me if 
you’re uncertain of what to choose, but this would be a great time to ask your academic 
advisor, a graduate TA in your major department, or a more advanced undergraduate 
with the same major about applications of multivariable calculus.

Your essay should be written at a level understandable to any student in Math 208 as 
well as the instructor, who has no background in engineering and has not taken a 
physics course since high school. You must describe the problem and how and why 
multivariable calculus techniques are used. I expect that you will incorporate information 
from multiple sources and demonstrate that your understanding of the problem 
synthesizes information from those sources in an integrated manner. Be sure to cite any 
sources you use (and use quotation marks if quoting verbatim). Refer to the course 
policies for information on plagiarism and citation styles. You’re free to use Wikipedia as 
a starting point in preparing your essay, but be sure to cite multiple non-Wikipedia 
sources.

There is no absolute length requirement, but I expect that anything shorter than three 
typed, double-spaced pages will not provide sufficient details to earn a passing grade. 
Anything over five pages is likely too long-winded and should be condensed.

Peer feedback: Prior to submitting your final draft of your writing assignment, you must 
exchange assignments with at least one other member of your group. This offers an 
opportunity for someone else to review your assignment not only to proofread it but also 
to evaluate it against the grading rubric in order to suggest areas in which it could be 
improved. One of the most common student mistakes in writing these essays is to 
fail to include a coherent introduction and/or conclusion. Peers should be on the 
lookout for this problem. In the text box available at the time you submit your 
assignment, you must enter (1) the name(s) of the group member(s) on whose 
assignment(s) you gave feedback, (2) the name(s) of the group member(s) who gave 
feedback on  your assignment, and (3) how you used their feedback to improve your 
assignment. Peer feedback is mandatory. Failure to engage in and report on the 
process will result in a deduction of 5 points from your score on the assignment.

The course policies say that you must provide a draft to your peer by 19 November 
2012. This is more of a guideline to ensure that your peer has time to review your draft 
and give you feedback that you can use to revise. Failure to meet this deadline will not 



result in a grade penalty. However, no group member is obligated to provide peer review 
on a draft received on or after 20 November 2012 unless you have made a prior 
agreement with them to share your draft at that time.

Advance feedback from instructor: (Optional) If you would like feedback from me on 
a draft, you must email it to me as a PDF file with a request to schedule an appointment 
(or plans to come to office hours). This email generally must be sent 24 hours prior to 
the desired appointment and must contain specific questions on which you would like 
feedback. I will review your essay, prepare comments, and go over them with you at the 
meeting in my office.

Grading: Your essay will be 
evaluated using the attached 
rubric. Rubric scores will be 
converted to points (out of 100) 
by using the table to the left. The 
minimum required to achieve a 
given score from the points 
column is to have rubric scores of 
at least those shown in each of 
the other columns. An essay 
meeting the minimum criteria for a 
given number of points may, at 
the instructor’s discretion, receive 
a score higher than that on the 
line, but not exceeding the next 
higher point increment. For 
example, an essay receiving a 4 
for Informativeness, a 3 for Depth, 
and a 3 for O, S, P, & G will 
receive at least 80 points, but it 
could be scored as high as 84 
points.

If any rubric item receives a 0, the maximum score assigned will be 30 points. The exact 
value is at the instructor’s discretion.

Submission: You will submit your writing assignment as a PDF file (any other format 
will result in a 10-point grade reduction) via Blackboard. Be sure to see the Peer 
Feedback section above for instructions on what to put in the text box when you upload 
your assignment. The writing assignment must be submitted online by 2359 on 
Wednesday, 5 December 2012.

Points Informativeness Depth O, S, P, & G

100 5 5 5

95 4 4 5

90 4 4 4

85 3 3 4

80 3 3 3

75 2 2 3

70 2 2 2

65 One of these is 1, the other 
is at least 2
One of these is 1, the other 
is at least 2

2

60 1 1 2

40 1 1 1



1

Rubric for Writing Assignment

Note: The audience for explanations is students in Math 208. Keep in mind your classmates have a variety of majors.

Informativeness Depth Organization, spelling, grammar, 
and punctuation

5

• Clearly describes the problem at a 
level appropriate to the audience.

• Clearly describes at least one reason 
multivariable calculus methods are 
used.

• Clearly describes how methods from 
multivariable calculus are used to 
approach the problem.

• Essay combines information from 
multiple sources.

• Author demonstrates an exceptionally 
well-developed understanding of the 
problem and methods involved in 
solving it.

• Essay is well-organized.
• Has no more than a few spelling, 

grammar, and/or punctuation 
errors, and these errors do not 
detract from the overall 
readability of the assignment.

4

• Clearly describes the problem at a 
level appropriate to the audience.

• Clearly describes at least one reason 
multivariable calculus methods are 
used.

• Describes how methods from 
multivariable calculus are used to 
approach the problem, but lacks 
clarity or is written at the wrong level.

• Essay combines information from 
multiple sources.

• Author demonstrates an appropriately 
well-developed understanding of the 
problem and methods involved in 
solving it.

• Essay organization could use 
minor improvements to enhance 
readability. 

• Essay has no more than a few 
spelling, grammar, and/or 
punctuation errors, and these 
errors do not detract from the 
overall readability of the 
assignment.

3

• Clearly describes the problem at a 
level appropriate to the audience.

• Describes at least one reason 
multivariable calculus methods are 
used, but lacks clarity.

• Describes how methods from 
multivariable calculus are used to 
approach the problem, but lacks 
clarity or is written at the wrong level.

• Essay combines information from 
multiple sources but relies heavily on a 
single source.

• Author demonstrates an appropriately 
well-developed understanding of the 
problem and methods involved in 
solving it.

• Essay organization could use 
minor improvements to enhance 
readability. 

• Enough spelling, grammar, and/or 
punctuation errors are present to 
distract the reader.

2

• States the problem at a level 
appropriate to the audience.

• States at least one reason 
multivariable calculus methods are 
used.

• States methods from multivariable 
calculus used to approach the 
problem.

• Essay relies almost exclusively on a 
single source.

• Limitations of the author’s 
understanding of the problem and 
methods involved in solving it are 
apparent.

• Essay readability is compromised 
by organizational deficiencies.

• Spelling, grammar, and 
punctuation errors are numerous 
enough to make the assignment 
difficult to read, but the reader is 
generally able to understand the 
assignment.

1

Meets only two of the criteria required for 
a 2.

• Essay relies almost exclusively on a 
single source.

• Essay reflects that the author has a 
severely limited understanding of the 
problem and methods involved in 
solving it.

• Essay readability is severely 
compromised by organizational 
deficiencies.

• Spelling, grammar, and 
punctuation errors are so 
pervasive that they severely 
compromise the reader’s ability 
to understand the assignment.

0

Fails to meet the criteria to receive a 1. Essay relies on a single source, presents 
material in a textbook manner, and/or 
demonstrates that the author has a 
significant misunderstanding of the 
problem and methods involved in solving 
it.

• Essay lacks any clear 
organization. 

• The reader questions whether the 
author has a grasp of basic 
English spelling, grammar, and 
punctuation due to the 
pervasiveness of errors.

Please see the assignment description for information on how the rubric scores are synthesized to give a score out of 100 
points.


