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Why Scenario-Based Assignments?
! They contextualize information, issues,

and knowledge in settings that allow
abstract principles to be derived from
concrete situations

! They usually pose problems, mirroring the
process of inquiry (exigency, application,
reflection); they are heuristic

Why Scenario-Based Assignments?
! They can increase participation and motivation
! They encourage active learning and

collaboration
! They are often based on actual situations can

make even abstract concepts and learning
relevant

! Students can’t BS their responses and mus rely
on their own words
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Successful Assignments Are. . .

! Authentic
! Detailed
! Story-like or contextualized
! Open-ended (“ill-structured

problems”)

Text

Layers of “Scening”

Goal

Context

Purpose

Audience

Persona

Genre Content

Example of Rhetorical Layers

Note: There will be NO studying at these tables during lunch hours, from 11:30-
1:30 p.m. You must be dining to sit here. NO EXCEPTIONS. --The
Management

Dear Patron:

Please be considerate of your fellow diners and refrain from using the dining
tables for studying during the hours from noon to 1:30 p.m. Members of the
University community appreciate having access during lunch hours.

Sincerely,

University Dining Facilities
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 Different Texts

Context: University
Dining Area

Purpose: keep 
space available

Audience: students,
faculty, others

Persona: 
management

Genre: reminder 
card on each table Content: hours for

study, dining

Example of Rhetorical Layers

This area was first constructed between 1861-1863 as a parlor for the main
house occupied by the Middleton family; parts of the original beams can be
seen exposed for view on the southeast side of the room. Notice that the
bookshelf is awry, revealing a small hidden door. This led to an antechamber
that could be used to hide the occupants, especially the women and children, in
case of any unexpected attacks.

Note: Please stay behind the rope. This area is closed to visitors.

Different Texts

Context: Restored
historic home

Purpose: inform; 
warn/direct

Audience: visitors

Persona: 
curators

Genre: space-related
tour notes

Content: (1) history
& visuals (2) visitor
requirements
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Situated

Assi
gnments

Vignettes

Standard Case

Decis
ion Cases

Deep Cases

Purpose Audience Persona Genre

Less complex
Fewer “layers”

More complex
Multiple “layers”

Types of Cases:  A Continuum

Layers of Context

Situated Assignments
Typical, a-rhetorical assignment tweaked to involve some
context, action, roles, etc.

! Example:  Explain the concept of genetic mutation so that a 5th

grade class would understand it.

! Example:  After reading through Act 1, Sc. 2 of King Lear, imagine
that you are Cordelia. Write a letter to Lear explaining your feelings
so far. To do this, you will need to study the events of Act 1 (plot)
and clearly understand the positions and expressed beliefs of Lear,
Cordelia, and other characters if you refer to them
(characterization). Shakespearean language is optional but
encouraged.

Audience

Audience/
Persona

Situated Assignments
Variations on Lear:

Imagine that there is one, and only one, high-tech innovation
in the world of King Lear: Instant Messenger. After reading
through Act 1, Sc. 2 of King Lear, imagine that Cordelia has
connected with Lear from a remote cottage and the two are IM’ing.
Write the transcript of the IM they have. Assume that the two of
them willingly stay online for at least 5-10 minutes. Create your IM
dialogue based on the how you interpret the events of the play so
far. IM-style Shakespearean language is optional.

Genre Audience/
Persona
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Situated Assignments
Variations on Lear:

Imagine that there is one, and only one, high-tech innovation
in the world of King Lear: Facebook. After reading through Act
1, Sc. 2 of King Lear, choose one of the characters and create a
simulated Facebook for him or her (you can be low-tech by
describing it; or you can create it using digital images). Decide who
will be part of this facebook and what they will add or say.

Imagine that two characters in King Lear are passing a series of
letters via courier pigeon. Write several brief exchanges between
them that are related to the events in the play and your
interpretation of where things may be going.

Genre Audience/
Persona

Situated Assignments
! Compare: “Explain, using principles from physics, why water stays

in a pail when swung in a vertical circle around your head” vs.
“Explain to your mother why water stays in a pail when swung in a
vertical circle around her head.
Jensen, Verner. "Writing in College Physics." The Journal Book.
Ed. T. Fulwiler.  Portsmouth, NH: Boynton-Cook, 1987. 330-36.

! Example: You are writing a letter to the high school teacher of your
son or daughter. You know that the period covered in your child's
course includes what is commonly referred to as the Middle Ages
and you want to be sure that your son or daughter is not taught the
"flat earth error" that seems to be implied in the textbook. In your
letter, describe the "error" as presented in Russell's Inventing the
Flat Earth, and explain why it is important that a more accurate
story be presented to the class.

http://www1.umn.edu/scitech/microtheme1.htm

Audience

Audience/
Purpose/

Genre

Vignettes
! A brief snapshot situation that opens up an

issue or places subject matter into an
imagined context, often with audience roles.

! Example:  “The Journey of the Cell”

GenrePersona
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Vignette: African Language and Lit.
Assume for the purposes of this exercise that the three
stories "A Handful of Dates," "Papa, Snake, and I," and "My
Father, the Englishman and I " are autobiographical. Now
imagine that the three authors meet as adults. Write the
discussion that might take place among them, or have any
one address the other two on the subject of the impact the
incidents described had on their lives; how they socialized
them; their feelings about language and power, betrayal,
faith, humiliation.

http://mendota.english.wisc.edu/~WAC/page.jsp?id=21&c_type=category&c_id=16

Genre Persona Characters as
audience

Vignette: Psychology
Take an episode or episodes of behavior by a fictional character from
a book, movie, or television and analyze and explain that behavior
using social psychological principles. . .  Use at least three separate
social psychological principles to explain the behavior. Cite the name
of the relevant principle and the appropriate page numbers from the
text. Thoroughly explain how the principle accounts for the behavior
that you are describing. Explicitly describe the role of personal and
situational factors and their interaction in producing the behavior.  . . .
You must demonstrate knowledge of the relevant principle or
mechanism, and show how it applies to the target behavior or
interaction.

http://faculty.plattsburgh.edu/alan.marks/Soc%20361/Writing%20Assignment%202%20Fall%202006.htm

Content

Vignette: Accounting
You are an accountant in the tax department of Kubiak, Kartcher,

and Elway, certified public accountants.  Saturday morning, you are in
Winchell's Donuts, as usual. Just as you finish reading the comics and
start on your second apple fritter, a gentleman sits down beside you.  He
introduces himself as Fred O. McDonald, a farmer from up in the valley.
He says he recognizes you as "that CPA who frequents the donut shop."
Fred has a problem and asks tax advice from you.  Here's Fred's
problem:

Last Tuesday, farmer McDonald planned to remove stumps from
a pasture.  So he drove out to the pasture, lit a stick of dynamite, and
tossed it near the base of a stump.  Fred's playful dog, Boomer, saw his
master throw the "stick" and scampered to fetch it.  Boomer picked up
the stick.  Fred yelled at the dog.  Boomer, thinking he was going to be
punished, ran under Fred's pickup truck.  Boomer dropped the dynamite
stick.  The dog escaped harm just as the truck was totally destroyed by
the blast.  Fred wonders if he can deduct the loss of the truck for tax
purposes.  Write a letter to Fred O. McDonald to answer his question.

--From John Bean, Engaging Ideas. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass, 1996, p. 126.
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Vignette: Organic Chemistry
Respond to the following letter:

Dear Organic Chemistry Student: I take an aspirin tablet daily, as I heard that it
has many beneficial health effects (such as reducing the risk of a stroke
and/or heart attack). I usually buy large supplies, since it is most cost
effective. However, I have noticed that even before the printed expiry date,
the tablets have an increasingly strong smell of vinegar. They cannot be
contaminated with vinegar because I store them in a medicine cabinet in my
bathroom. Is the smell an indication that the tablets have "gone off" and
should be discarded? I also use Paracetamol® (not daily, only when I have a
headache). I have not noticed the same change in smell although these
tablets are stored in the same place as the aspirin. Should I switch to
Parcetamol® or should I buy a different brand of aspirin, probably one
manufactured by a pharmaceutical company with a recognizable name?

MedCurious�

Staged Vignette: Chemistry
1. Students are first asked to write a letter explaining a

concept to another person with far less background
knowledge (must be clear and use simple language).

2. The instructor informs them that their letter was shown to
someone who works for an encyclopedia; they did so well
that this person wants them to write their entry for the next
CD encyclopedia, but with complete background
information. (Students add lots of information.)

3. Students submit their entries but they are returned for
revision: they are too long. They must trim their entry by
half its original length and lose no significant information.

http://wac.colostate.edu/llad/v2n2/stout.pdf

Your Turn . . . .
• In a pair or small group, consider the five

sample assignments on the handout.
• Using the principles and examples of

context-rich, scenario-based assignments,
try to modify an assignment

Purpose Audience Persona Genre
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Standard Case
A longer narrative describing a situation or series of
incidences and including a surrounding context;
typically includes background information and roles.
Maybe involve episodic responses (Part 1, Part 2)
and contingencies.

! Ex. “The Physics Experiment” (Physics)
http://phoenix.phys.clemson.edu/labs/223/oral/

! Ex.  “Science Vs. Religion” (Evolutionary Biology)
http://www.saltspring.com/capewest/ct.htm#Weighing%20conflicting%20Evidence

! Ex.  “Halfsed Clothing Case” (Marketing)
http://www.wiley.com/college/mar/hofacker390518/s_wave/activities/activities_s_11a.html

Audience Persona Genre

Interrupted Case
An episodic narrative that “continues” after each
phase, usually providing additional information that
modifies the original decisions or creates further
complexity and the need for problem-solving.

! Ex.  “Inactive Brains” (Public Health)
http://www.sciencecases.org/inactive_brains/inactive_brains.asp

! Ex.  “Lewis and Clark Reloaded” (Physiology)
http://www.sciencecases.org/bicycle_ride/bicycle_ride.asp

! Ex.  “PCBs in the Last Frontier” (Chemistry)
http://www.sciencecases.org/last_frontier/last_frontier.asp

Audience Persona Genre

Decision Case
Common in business, law, medicine and sciences, a
narrative of an entire situation with a resolution or
expert recommendation. Students analyze the
problem and decision-making process, using material
from the course. Open-endedness comes from
backing up to discuss the chain of events and
decisions.
!   Ex.  “In My Back Yard” (Crop Management)

http://www.extension.umn.edu/distribution/cropsystems/components/7471_2a.html

!   Ex.  “The Bear Facts” (Forest Resources)
http://ublib.bu! alo.edu/libraries/projects/cases/grizzly.html

!   Ex.  “The Carbon County Ball Fields” (Economics)
http://www.jnrlse.org/pdf/2003/E03-02.pdf



9

Layered, Deep, Interrupted Case
! A much longer narrative sometimes organized

episodically, with multiple layers of actions and
responses, often accompanied by a variety of
documents, pictures, and other information; or
students research additional information on
their own and particularize their analysis.
Participants discuss the case in stages; can
include simulation. Often a decision in one
phase affects further consequences.

Creating Case Assignments

! Identify your learning goal
! Place the information, skill, or concept into a

real-life setting or situation, or create a
scenario for it (consider working with genre,
purpose, persona, content, or audience)

! Identify necessary background information
! Consider complicating the case with additional

detail or complexity
! Creatively embed the finished assignment into

your course
! Consider pedagogical decisions

Sample before/after

! Before: "Read Genesis and explain how people are related to the land."
! After: The government of Israel has claimed for almost fifty years that it has

a right to Palestine because of the covenant between the Lord and Israel as
recorded in Genesis. A friend of yours has commented, “They don't have
any more right to the land than the Arabs." Examine Genesis to discover the
basis for the Israeli claim. Considering the evidence in Genesis, what
argument could you make to support their claim?

! Before: Read Deuteronomy 28, Psalm 1, and later works informed by the
Deuteronomic Code, then to summarize, analyze, comment, and judge.

! After: A friend of yours has said, "I suffered through Hurricane Katrina in
New Orleans. We lost everything. I no longer believe in God." Respond to
this comment. Show how this concept is related to the blessings and curses
in the Biblical texts (Deuteronomy 28 and Psalm 1).
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Issues
! How "open" is the case? Does it allow different

interpretations and solutions?
! How deep or shallow is the case? Which is best

to accomplish your learning goals?
! Are roles assigned or just described? Are

participants "in" a situation or outside it?
! Can all students identify with the situation?
! Cases are never complete. Is it OK for students

to assume further information or outcomes?

What About Evaluation?
! Go back to the learning goals. What are students

supposed to acquire, learn, and experience in doing the
assignment?

! Turn those into expectations based on what can be seen
textually in the response.

! Create descriptions of those expectations in categories
(strong/average/weak, e.g.).

! Give the descriptions to students before they respond to
the assignment.

! Keep categories and decisions simple for low(er)-stakes
tasks: rubrics and checklists.

Cautions

! Can reflect bias of designer
! Will always be inadequate to reflect full

situation and context
! Student may respond differently

depending on background/interests
! May reduce freedom in response
! Can make writing overly pragmatic


