Here's a technique I use in my LAR class to make sure students do their daily reading. Short sections of reading (one or two chapters, usually) are assigned for most class meetings. Before class, students have to do the reading and create what I call a "preparation paper," which they actually post into a Blackboard discussion thread. All the students do preparation papers for every reading, and the TA and myself do so, too. Here are the instructions for the preparation papers:

Post your preparation papers in this forum. See the sample posting for an example. 

* Start with your name, the date, and the reading your paper covers.

* Next, list any words you didn't recognize, and their definitions

* Thirdly, list three direct quotes from the reading, including page number and paragraph, which you feel are the author's most important points in the reading.

* Fourth, summarize the reading in your own words. What does the author mean here? What is he or she getting at in the reading?

* Fifth, list something regarding the reading you would like to talk about in class.

* Finally, create five potential exam questions. You should have two fact questions, two concept questions, and one hypothesis question. 

 ** Fact questions are questions directly from the reading -- they can be answered by looking to exactly one place in the text. Make these either multiple choice or true / false questions.

 ** Concept questions still have pretty clear-cut answers. These rely on information from more than one location in the text, however. These probably require a few sentences to answer adequately.

 ** Hypothesis questions require you to synthesize information from the text, and perhaps from other sources; these may involve reasoned opinion instead of simple facts. Hypothesis questions cannot be answered in a sentence or a word; they should require more than one paragraph to answer. Think essay question here. 
This works as a way of telling what the students are getting out of the reading. You can tell a lot about how well they understand the reading by the quotes they select, their summary of the reading, and the questions they create. Also, since the papers are all posted where everyone will see them, there's a little positive peer pressure to take the assignments seriously! :)

In my LAR section, all of the exam questions come directly from the presentation papers. The students can use the discussion board postings to study for the exams.

I use the timeliness and quality of the preparation papers as part of the students' final grades, too.
- Mark Meysenburg
