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Dear College of Marin Faculty:

This week | have attached a case study on the use of Chat-GPT and some surprising outcomes from a faculty experiment
with it. Perhaps you have tried something similar?

Also this week, thank you to the many of you who responded to my request to interrupt one of your class sessions. |
have attended quite a few classes with many more between now and the end of the semester. | look forward to sharing
what | am learning from these meetings and the themes that are taking shape as we head into spring semester.

Finally, see below for a message from the Campus Bookstore.
Thank you,

Jonathan

Hello amazing College of Marin faculty and staff! Have you had your eye on that Black College of Marin
Hoodie for some time? Or are those sweatpants calling your name and you just couldn't pull the trigger?
To give you a little enticement this Holiday Season, your friends over here in the Bookstore would like to
extend our once in a year "Friends and Family" discount opportunity to our College of Marin community.
Between the dates of November 2274 and November 27th, all online orders during the Thanksgiving
break will receive a discount of up to 30% off retail prices for all clothing, headwear, and gift purchases!
Please use the discount code below or attachment at check-out @ collegeofmarinshop.com and like
magic, your cash savings will magically appear! If you would like to share this with your family or friends,
please do so. After all, we are all friends here at the College of Marin!



FRIENDS
FAMILY,

20% OFF 1,
25% OFF 2,
30% OFF 3+ ITEMS’

Clothing & Gifts | Online Only
Use Code: FRIENDSFAM23

Sale Effective 11/22/23 - 11/27/23

From all of us here at the Bookstore, we wish you and your family, the happiest of Holidays!

Jonathan Eldridge, Ed.D
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Writing Prompt

David Weiss was a bit nervous when he decided to dive into the ethically complicated world of
generative Al this semester. A part-time English instructor at Georgia Gwinnett College, Weiss teaches
English composition to first-year students. What lessons would they draw from using it? Was he handing
them a tool to cheat?

It turns out the assighnment went far better than he ever expected, to the point where he’s convinced
that his students are now as wary as he is of outsourcing hard work to Al. “If you're a professor who
doesn’t want your students to use ChatGPT,” says Weiss, “if you want to really discourage it, do this
experiment. It will scare the crap out of students, and it should.”

So what did Weiss do? First, he had his students read Joan Didion’s essay “Why | Write.” Then he asked
them to post their observations on the essay to the class discussion board, and respond to their
classmates’ comments. So far, pretty standard stuff.

Then, in class he put them into groups where they worked together to generate a 500-word essay on
“Why | Write” entirely through ChatGPT. Each group had complete freedom in how they chose to use
the tool. The key: They were asked to evaluate their essay on how well it offered a personal perspective
and demonstrated a critical reading of the piece. Weiss also graded each ChatGPT-written essay and
included an explanation of why he came up with that particular grade.

After that, the students were asked to record their observations on the experiment on the discussion
board. Then they came together again as a class to discuss the experiment.

Weiss shared some of his students’ comments with me (with their approval). Here are a few:

| feel that the process of using chat GPT actually prolongs the time that it would have taken to write the
essay if we had just used our own thoughts to write the paper. This is because thinking of prompts to put
into the generator is time consuming, and also trying to decipher what is good enough to include in the
paper also takes a long time.

It felt like eating a bowl of store bought pasta with nothing in it. ... To say the least, | doubt I’ll ever use it
for writing again, but this opportunity was an eye opener.

| feel like it was a very bold decision for Dr. Weiss to have this class explore Al when it can possibly lead
to students using it as an easy way to create an essay. In reality, the essay wasn’t as great as expected.
Al is a very smart invention, but it still cannot compare to natural human thought. The essay came out
bland and didn’t really express any emotion. It was very straightforward, almost like answering a
question rather than expressing an opinion.


https://lithub.com/joan-didion-why-i-write/

Those responses were quite typical, he says. Weiss’s (hypothetical) grades of the ChatGPT essays mostly
ranged from 50 to 80 percent. One earned a near-perfect score, though, which the students in that
group attributed to better prompting and more work in assembling the final product.

Much to his delight, the assignment also energized his students. The group exercise was a great
introductory experience, and students’ curiosity about ChatGPT prompted a lively classroom
conversation.

Weiss wrote to me after the experiment was over to share what his class did, including reflections from
him and his students. | also followed up by phone to hear more about what surprised him and what he
learned from the process.

One of Weiss's first discoveries, he said, was that most of his students had not used ChatGPT and didn’t
know much about it. He had assumed that students were more Al savvy than they actually were. | asked
Weiss if there’s anything distinct about his students that might have made them less familiar with
ChatGPT. He said that his campus is primarily a commuter school and that many of his students work,
often full time. So perhaps they have had less time to experiment with this new tech.

The second surprise was that many of his students assumed that ChatGPT was designed to help people
cheat. He explained to them that ChatGPT actually has many purposes and they were going to learn how
it worked.

Weiss is mindful that his experiment was not designed to help people get the most out of ChatGPT.
There are academics out there, he notes, like Ethan Mollick, who are continually testing the boundaries
of Al and learning how to use it effectively. Weiss’s experiment was pretty basic: Students had a limited
amount of time to turn out one essay.

“Some instructors who advocate for the use of Al might be critical of what | did from that standpoint,”
he wrote in one reflection. “But | think it was very effective at introducing the technology to many of
them and making the point, a point that | want to make, that this technology is not for ‘cheating’. If you
think you cannot do the work and generate a writing assignment in a short period of time using
ChatGPT, without knowing the material well yourself, you're going to fail.”

Weiss followed the experiment by asking students to write their own essays on “Why | Write,” and
allowed them to use Al, if they cited what they did. Most chose not to, he reports, and those who used it
did so in a limited fashion — such as to correct their grammar near the end of the writing process.

Weiss plans to continue to have his students experiment with ChatGPT. Later in the semester, for
example, he will ask them to have it generate an essay on something they have some familiarity with:
say, a sports figure or a band. They’ll both critique the output and then try to refine their prompts to
turn out something they consider acceptable.


https://substack.com/@oneusefulthing

The experiment is also leading Weiss to rethink the purpose of a course such as his. Traditionally, writing
instructors have emphasized grammar, vocabulary, and good sentence structure.

But since students can now have ChatGPT fix those things, “I believe we now need to emphasize the
importance of students writing in their own, distinctive, personal voice, even if the writing is not
technically correct,” he wrote in one reflection. “As long as the level of errors does not completely
distract from the message being conveyed, we need to be more forgiving than we have been in the past.
That last bit can now be done with the assistance of a machine. But it is especially important to get
students writing early drafts in their own voice, even if those drafts include a fair number of errors.”

Beth McMurtrie is a senior writer for The Chronicle of Higher Education, where she writes about the
future of learning and technology’s influence on teaching.
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