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Three Great Type One Assignments 

John Collins, EdD 
 

For more than 30 years, Collins Education Associates has been providing professional development in 

how to use writing to engage, teach, and assess students. While we have refined our techniques and 

strategies over the years, the foundation of our approach, the Five Types of Writing℠, has not changed. 

 Type One is a structured process to capture ideas. 

 Type Two is concerned with writing about the correct content. 

 Type Three focuses on writing about content and attending to some aspects of the writing craft. 

 Type Four is peer editing of a Type Three assignment. 

 Type Five is error-free writing.1 

This article will focus on Type One as a formative assessment. In Visible Learning, John Hattie (2009) 

examines over 800 meta-analyses related to student achievement based on over 50,000 individual 

studies. Hattie analyzes studies that look at the influence of home, school, curriculum, and teachers. Of 

the 138 influences he identifies that are both positive (e.g., phonics instruction) and negative (e.g., 

television and summer vacation), two in the top 10 were formative evaluation and feedback. Formative 

evaluations are the frequent low-stakes assessments we give our students to help them and us 

determine how well the teaching and learning is going. Feedback is how we convey results of both 

formative and summative assessment. Hattie shares this insight: 

It was only when I discovered that feedback was most powerful when it is from the student to 

the teacher that I started to understand it better. When teachers seek, or at least are open to, 

feedback from students as to what students know, what they understand, where they make 

errors, when they have misconceptions, when they are not engaged—then teaching and 

learning can be synchronized and powerful. Feedback to teachers helps make learning visible. 

(p. 173) 

These three Type One prompts do what Hattie’s study recommends: They give us information about 

what our students are thinking—the most powerful type of feedback we can have. 

 

For those who are unfamiliar with Type One, it is writing to get ideas on paper; it’s a form of 

brainstorming that is done by individual students, not a group and is always written, never oral. Type 

One is also timed (usually to the second, to suppress the critical instinct) and requires a quota, usually as 

a minimum number of lines or items. Students are permitted to guess or to write questions, if necessary, 

to fill the quota. Evaluation is a simple check () if the quota was met within the time limit, a minus (−) 

if the quota was not met. Conventions of writing are not evaluated. 

 

                                                           
1
 For a complete description of the Five Types of Writing, see The Collins Writing Program: Improving Student 

Performance Through Writing and Thinking Across the Curriculum by John Collins. 
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The number of possible Type One prompts is limitless; if a teacher can ask a question, it can be a Type 

One assignment. But some Type One prompts are better than others, and over the years, three Type 

One prompts have become my personal favorites. 

 

Using Type One Before a Unit of Instruction 

Before beginning any topic, teachers should try to determine how much students know. The single best 

way to gauge how much their classroom of students knows is by measuring the amount of vocabulary 

they have on that topic. With just a glance, the vocabulary list resulting from this prompt can reveal a 

great deal about students’ prior knowledge. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After students have created their lists, I often ask them to share them with a partner and, as teams, try 

to predict the 10 most important words in the unit based on the lists they have created. After sharing, I 

have a contest: Which group can come up with the most words from my keywords list? (After discussing 

the most important words in this unit, consider the assignment Vocabulary Cards: Using Cards to Master 

Technical Vocabulary on page 73 of The Collins Writing Program: Improving Student Performance 

Through Writing and Thinking Across the Curriculum as a strategy to help students learn the words.) 

Note: If you feel the topic to be taught is so new to students that most will have no prior knowledge, an 

alternative prompt might be, “List ____ (a specific number) questions you have about __________, the 

topic we are about to study.” 

 

Using Type One During a Unit of Instruction 

At the end of class, rather than summarizing the lesson information yourself, let the students do it in the 

form of quiz questions. This assignment is a formative assessment in the sense that teachers get 

immediate feedback on what the students think was the critical content simply by listening to the 

questions the students generate. When the question is asked the following day (as a Type Two prompt, 

checking for correct content), the teacher receives another level of formative assessment (Do my 

students know the answer?). Finally, students receive a formative assessment in the form of a quiz 

grade. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Before asking students to respond to a Type One prompt, you may want to spend a few weeks modeling 

clear, well-designed questions. I recommend including a number in the prompt to make it easier to 

score; for example, “Identify and explain two to three mistakes in this math solution,” rather than 

Type One—Assess Prior Knowledge  

We are about to begin a (unit, chapter, section, etc.) on __________.  

List ____ (a specific number) words or phrases that you think might be related 

 to this topic. If you are not sure, try to guess. After you have created the list, 

circle ____ (a specific number) words you feel are the most critical. 

Type One—Create Quiz Questions 

Create a fair, clear, and challenging prompt that I can ask  

at the beginning of our next class about the content 

we have covered. 
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“What’s wrong with this solution?” After studying the national and state tests developed in response to 

the Common Core State Standards (CCSS), I suggest creating prompts that require students not only to 

recall information but also to use higher-order thinking skills to answer the prompts. I also recommend 

including general academic vocabulary in the prompt, words like analyze, evaluate, source, and cite. For 

example, before reading the national tests, I might have asked, “Think back on our last few classes and 

list 10 important vocabulary words that we reviewed.” After studying the national test prompts I ask, 

“List and define five of the 10 critical vocabulary words for our unit (50 points), and create one sentence 

that correctly uses two of the words (50 points).” This second option is just as easy to evaluate as the 

first but requires higher-order thinking (create a sentence using two words) and includes the general 

academic vocabulary words list, define, critical, and create. 

 

Once students have had experience answering your Type Two prompts, ask them to create their own 

with yours as a model. A variation of this technique is to ask students to write the prompt, share it with 

a partner, and then select the better prompt of the two. Encourage each pair to refine the prompt they 

selected, maybe adding or substituting academic vocabulary in place of more casual vocabulary or 

making the prompt more specific by including a number. Call on pairs of students to read their best 

prompt and select the best question for tomorrow’s beginning-of-class quiz. An extra bonus could be 

offered. “If your prompt is selected, you will not have to do the Type Two quiz and you will receive full 

credit!” 

 

After you have done this activity a few times, consider compiling your students’ questions on index 

cards. Collect the index cards with the correct answer on the reverse side. As your collection of 

question-and-answer cards increases, you can begin using the cooperative learning strategy Quiz-Quiz-

Trade. In this strategy, students partner up. Each student draws a card, and one student reads the 

question to his partner. The answer is on the backside of the card, so even if both students do not know 

the answer, it is available to them. Then the second student reads the question on his card (Quiz-Quiz). 

Finally, the cards are traded and each student selects a new partner (Trade). This process continues 

through as many rounds as time permits. The index cards create a pool of potential Type Two quiz 

questions and answers for the rest of the year. When you have collected enough excellent prompts, 

begin mixing beginning-of-class questions on current content with past prompts that require students to 

retrieve prior knowledge from earlier units. I work in a school where teachers have instituted Type Two 

Tuesdays (a quiz on current content at the beginning of every Tuesday class) and Throwback Thursdays 

(a quiz using a prompt about content from an earlier unit each Thursday). 

 

This strategy creates engagement, provides closure, and gives immediate feedback on what students 

thought was important in the lesson. But more importantly, it reinforces what cognitive scientists have 

been advocating for years: the testing effect. The more we give our students low-stakes, constructed 

response questions, the more they will remember the content—and for a longer period of time. 

 

Using Type One After a Unit of Instruction 

Research shows that when students receive graded work, they do two things: they quickly look at the 

grade... and then they look at their friend’s grade. The end. This behavior, while common, is lamentable 

because the most important learning can take place at the time when feedback is given. Requiring 
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students to reflect on why they got the evaluation they did necessitates them reviewing the feedback 

and, if they do not understand, encourages them to ask questions. If teachers are not giving helpful, 

clear feedback to their students, students are not getting the information they need to know. 

 

 

 

 

 

Students may need some help writing a reflection that fills the quota you give; encourage them to 

reflect on what they wished they had done differently when preparing for the test or what they did well 

to prepare and need to remember to continue to do so in the future. Did they make careless mistakes? 

Are there certain types of questions (multiple choice, constructed response, etc.) that seem to 

continually cause difficulty? Was their use of time a factor? Can they identify students who did well and 

learn their “secrets?” 

 

Even with these guiding questions, some students do not know how to think about their performance; 

consider giving out a copy of one of the best tests or projects attached to each student’s evaluated 

work. With a well-done model in front of them, students may be better able to see the difference 

between what they did and what was expected. 

 

Here is a simple graphic that you may want to keep as a handy reminder to find out, as Hattie’s research 

suggests, what students are thinking. 

 

Type One–Stop and Reflect 

In ____ (a specific number) written lines, reflect on why this 

 (paper, test, project) received the grade that it did. 
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Summary: Three Great Type One Assignments 
 

 

When to Use Type One Prompt 
 

Before every new unit of 
study 

Assess Prior Knowledge 
 
We are about to begin a (unit, chapter, section, etc.) on 
__________. List ____ (a specific number) words or phrases 
that you think might be related to this topic. If you are not 
sure, try to guess. After you have created the list, circle ____ 
(a specific number) words you feel are the most critical. 
 

During the unit Create Quiz Questions 
 
Create a fair, clear, and challenging prompt that I can ask at 
the beginning of our next class about the content we have 
covered. 
 

After the unit test 
(summative evaluation) 

Stop and Reflect 
 
In ____ (a specific number) written lines, reflect on why this 
(paper, test, project) received the grade that it did. 

 


