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The Unwritten Rules: 

Decode Your Assignments and Decipher What’s Expected of You 
 

Before you begin working on an assignment or class activity, ask the instructor to help you 
understand the purposes, tasks, and criteria. Bring this document to frame the conversation. 

Purpose 
• Skills you’ll practice by doing this assignment 

• Knowledge you'll gain from doing this assignment 
• How you can use these in your life outside the context of this course, and after college? 

Task 
• What to do. What roadblocks or mistakes should you avoid? 

• How to do it. Is there a recommended process? Is the process intentionally unclear? If so, 
how does that lack of clarity support your learning? 

Criteria 

• Are you on the right track? How will you know you're doing what's expected? How will you 
know you're doing high quality work? How will you evaluate and improve your work before 
submitting it? 

• Consider multiple examples of real-world work in this field. Discuss with your instructor what's 
strong or weak about the examples. Develop a checklist to evaluate the examples. 

Did you know? 
▪ In a national study, transparent communication around the purposes, tasks and criteria for academic 

assignments enhanced college students' success by increasing their confidence, sense of belonging, 

and awareness of skill development. Gains were even greater for first-generation, low-income and 

underrepresented students. [Winkelmes et al. 2016] 

▪ College students' academic confidence and sense of belonging are linked with increased persistence, 

higher grades, and career success up to 11 years later. [Walton & Cohen 2011; Brady et al., 2020] 

▪ College students increased their test scores when supported by a system that advocated the belief 

that intelligence is not fixed but rather malleable. A year later, these students were 80% less likely to 

drop out of college [Aronson et al, 2002]. 

▪ Only two instances of TILT in an academic term (using the TILT Framework above to guide a 

conversation about the purposes, tasks, and criteria for an upcoming assignment) improved students’ 

learning by increasing their sense of belonging, persistence, and awareness of their development of 

skills that postsecondary learning qualifications frameworks from around the world prioritize: applying 

learning to new situations and problems, communication, collaboration, learning on one’s own, and 

judging the reliability of information. [Winkelmes et al., 2016; Calkins & Winkelmes, 2018]. 

▪ For University of Nevada Las Vegas students, benefits of TILT included a significantly higher rate of 

returning to college the following two years. [Calkins & Winkelmes 2018]. 
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