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UNIVERSITY STUDIES PROGRAM: WRITING FLAG REPORT 

FROM BASIC SKILLS TO WRITING IN THE DISCIPLINES 

SEPTEMBER 2009 

“From Basic Skills to Writing in the Disciplines” is a qualitative, longitudinal study of students in Writing 

Flag courses.  The project employs Basic Skills coursework as baseline data and examines 

accomplishment with all five University Studies Program Writing Flag outcomes.  The study follows 

twelve students from their performance in their first-year composition courses to their later studies in 

specific majors ranging from liberal arts to education, nursing, and science.  For comparative purposes, 

the participants completed the survey questionnaires from the National Survey of Student 

Engagement’s Writing Practices Consortium about their experience in both their first-year composition 

courses and in their upper-division coursework.  Then, a series of extended interviews solicited further 

information about students’ writing projects and processes in their specific disciplines.  Last, student 

portfolios were analyzed according to the AAC&U’s VALUE (Valid Assessment of Learning in 

Undergraduate Education) criteria for written communication.  A small number of student writers 

appear unable or unwilling to progress much beyond the basic or “benchmark” level; however, the far 

greater number of student writers in this study instead exhibit strong degrees of success with each 

AAC&U VALUE and USP Writing Flag outcome, an indication that with appropriate basic skills instruction, 

sufficient motivation, intentional curricular design, and recognized good practices for writing across the 

curriculum, WSU students can and do write at or near very high levels of accomplishment.  
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INTRODUCTION 

This report provides context for and a summary of results from a longitudinal, qualitative case-study of 

twelve Winona State University seniors as they transitioned from first-year composition in English 111 

into advanced coursework in their major fields of study. The study is responsive to the University’s 

recent commitment to Inquiry-Based Assessment, an approach to institutional assessment developed in 

consultation with Dr. Karen Paulson, an external consultant brought to campus in 2007 from the 

National Council of Higher Education Management Systems.  Valuing “more nuanced and targeted 

assessment questions and studies” 1 over broader, more traditional assessment initiatives, Inquiry-Based 

Assessment here brings into focus a multiperspectival view of the students’ development as writers at 

Winona State University.  Although the project design does not promise universal generalities about any 

population of student writers, it is suggestive of the practices, attitudes, and experiences that surface 

across the university.   

The participating students represent a subset of those who participated in an earlier assessment of USP 

writing in English 111 as freshmen.  (A full report on this project is available at www.winona.edu/usp; for 

a more detailed summary of that project, consult the University Studies Program Assessment Update, 

September 2009.)  At the start of the Spring 2009 semester, the researchers contacted the students still 

on campus who had participated in the earlier assessment.  Initially, 14 students agreed to participate in 

the study, though one opted not to continue due to the time commitment participation would require 

and another dropped out of the study after completing the first interview. Students’ participation was 

voluntary and solicited in full cooperation with IRB practices and regulations.  (See Appendix A for a copy 

of the IRB Consent Form.)  

Participants were offered a $50.00 gift card to the university bookstore in exchange for their 

participation.  Although the participants might have been motivated by the gift card, it nonetheless 

bears mentioning that students who agree to be in a study about writing are were perhaps more likely 

to be interested in writing than students who would not elect to participate.  It is thus possible that as a 

whole this group of twelve students is less representative of the larger population than if they had been 

selected at random from those who participated in the earlier USP study.  However, random selection 

was not possible given the significant time commitment required of participants.  In other words, the 

study could not go forward without volunteers.  Thankfully, as the data reveal, the participants were not 

only representative in terms of their abilities; they also exhibited a wide range of attitudes, behaviors, 

and experiences as they moved from writing in English 111 to writing for their major fields of study. 

Baseline Data: University Studies Basic Skills Assessment  

This study uses results of the earlier first-year composition assessment project as baseline data.  In the 

earlier assessment project, students’ first-year compositions were assessed for evidence of 

                                                             
1
 Email memorandum from Dr. Karen Paulson, “WSU University Studies Follow-Up Memo,” 14 May 2007. 

http://www.winona.edu/usp
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accomplishment in six areas linked to the institution’s outcomes: argument, purpose, language, 

conventions, documentation, and overall performance.  To measure both students’ accomplishment by 

the end of the term and their improvement across it, the essays included pairs written to similar 

prompts by the same students at the beginning and again at the end of the term, with each essay rated 

twice in a blind review using a carefully designed scoring guide.   

In general, the results of the earlier project suggest that many students enter first-year composition with 

at best marginal abilities but demonstrate better-than-acceptable performance in the assessed areas by 

the course’s conclusion.  Table 1 shows how the twelve students who participated in this study 

performed on the earlier USP Assessment conducted at the beginning of English 111.  Their performance 

ranged from “problematic” (score 0) to “acceptable” (score 2) with only a couple of students scoring 

above this level on a couple of the assessed outcomes.  

Table 1. USP Assessment Results of Study Participants, Start-of-Term 

111 Start argument  purpose language conventions documentation  overall  

4       
3       
2       
1       
0       

 

Table 2 shows how these same twelve students performed on the same assessment conducted at or 

near the conclusion of English 111.  Their performance ranged from “acceptable” (score 2) to 

“exemplary” (score 4) with only a single student scoring below acceptable levels on the assessed 

outcomes. 

Table 2. USP Assessment Results of Study Participants, End-of-Term 

111 End argument  purpose language conventions documentation  overall  

4       

3       

2       

1       

0       

 

The improvement reflected on Table 2 correlates closely with the larger findings on the USP Assessment. 

For the larger population, especially students’ abilities to argue with evidence, address an audience, and 

document their sources, improvement was found to be strikingly significant.  In others, particularly their 

use of language and conventions, improvement was less notable though still demonstrable. These 
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twelve writers had, as had a significant majority of the student population, demonstrated considerable 

improvement in their first-year composition course. 

Below we profile the study’s participants, identified by pseudonyms to preserve their anonymity. 

Included in the profiles are the students’ majors and minors as well as brief remarks on their 

background. Also included are summations of their individual performance on the earlier USP 

Assessment. 

 

PARTICIPANTS 

1. Kate (Biology: Ecology and Allied Health).  Possessing a nearly unfailingly positive attitude, Kate 

entered WSU feeling as though her high school English program had prepared her well for the 

rigors of college-level writing.  She further reported that she generally enjoyed writing and that 

in her spare time she frequently wrote creatively—poetry, mostly.  On the USP Assessment, she 

demonstrated improvement in nearly all assessed areas. 

2. Steve (Composite Engineering: Mechanical).  As a developing engineer, Steve discussed his 

preference for working with facts and numbers rather than abstractions.  We found it slightly 

surprising, then, that he also noted that he enjoyed creative writing.  The USP Assessment of 

Steve’s first essay received predominantly low scores; however, he did show modest 

improvement in virtually all areas by the end of English 111. 

3. Selena (TESOL/Language Teaching).  Selena has aspirations of moving on to graduate school, 

perhaps all the way to the doctoral level.  She invests heavily in her studies, striving to ensure 

that her work is as strong as it can be.  Describing herself as a “perfectionist,” she evidences high 

achievement in all of her academic work.  Selena was not a participant in the earlier USP 

Assessment. 

4. Hailey (Nursing).  Hailey claimed that “writing is not my strong point” and felt that her 

coursework did create opportunities for her to work on her writing as much as was necessary.  

The essay Hailey wrote at the start of English 111 received very low scores on the USP 

Assessment.  However, at the end of English 111 Hailey demonstrated considerable 

improvement in all assessed categories.   

 

5. Sheryl (Nursing).  Highly motivated to achieve her goal of becoming a nurse, Sheryl finds that 

writing is a tool, explaining that she learns something new about nursing every time she writes 

in her field.  On the USP Assessment, Sheryl improved markedly in all six categories. 
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6. Rita (Mass Communication: Advertising, with a Sociology minor).  A native speaker of Spanish, 

Rita appeared to be consistently diligent in and optimistic about her studies.  Her spoken English 

evidencing almost no non-native markers other than accent, Rita had clearly grown comfortable 

pursuing academic study in her second language.  Rita noted that she enjoys writing, particularly 

if it could be creative or if it would allow her to voice her opinion.  Her scores on the USP 

Assessment were initially quite low, though the essay she wrote at the end of the term 

demonstrated striking improvement. 

 

7. Melanie (Business Education).  Describing herself as a student, Melanie said that she always 

aims “probably to just get by.” In part she explained that this was because none of her 

professors had ever demanded her best work.  She explained that she does not enjoy writing 

and would rather interact verbally because she trusts her interpersonal skills more than her 

writing skills.  On the USP Assessment, Melanie showed no improvement from the beginning to 

the end of the term.   

 

8. Nikki (Health Promotion).   Nikki noted that in her major she has come to use writing as a 

means of discovering what she knows or thinks about a given topic.  She also reported that she 

used the Writing Center frequently, both in English 111 and in writing for her major.  Entering 

English 111 with weak skills (as reflected on the USP Assessment), Nikki made improvement in 

all areas by the end of the course.   

 

9. Lois (Psychology, with a statistics minor).  Although she described writing as an “art…a way of 

expressing yourself,” Lois said that she did not particularly like writing, explaining that she was 

much more interested in developing as a psychologist rather than as a writer.  She almost never 

went to see her professors because she found many of them intimidating and did not want to 

appear “dumb.” Lois showed moderate improvement as a participant in the USP Assessment 

during her freshman year. 

 

10. Evan (Law and Society, with a minor in Political Science).  As a Law and Society major, much of 

Evan’s major coursework has been geared towards getting him ready to write his senior thesis, 

an extended research paper on the legal issue of his choosing.  Evan noted that he talks to his 

father about every piece of writing he completes, preferring to interact with a trusted family 

member rather than his professors.  He feels as though he has only been asked to write in a 

couple of very specific ways—argumentative writing, mostly—from freshman year on up to his 

senior year.  He plans to go to law school after graduation.  On the USP Assessment he showed 

virtually no improvement in any of the assessed areas. 

 

11. Claire (Law and Society).  Like Evan, Claire has had coursework engineered to prepare her for 

writing her senior thesis.  Though she regularly meets with her professors outside of class, she 
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feels that college students should not expect professors to tell them everything: “We are in 

college.  We should be able to figure out stuff on our own.” She plans to go to law school after 

graduation.  On the USP Assessment she showed marked improvement in all areas.   

 

12. Amy (Mass Communication: Public Relations, with a Dance minor).  With a focus on news 

writing, Amy reported that she prefers to put her writing assignments off until she is under 

pressure to complete them quickly.  She felt that being pressed for time not only allows her to 

focus but also will prepare her for the sort of journalistic writing she hopes to do upon 

graduation.  Amy also noted that she is not motivated to work hard until there is a deadline 

pressing down on her.  On the USP Assessment her work showed improvement in most of the 

assessed categories. 

As is evident from these profiles, the twelve students selected for the current project exhibited a range 

of accomplishment: for most, completion of first-year composition provided an occasion for significant 

improvement in almost every area measured; for a few, the course occasioned nearly no demonstrable 

improvement in any area.  As a group, the participants exhibit a range of attitudes and behaviors as well: 

a few exhibit little concern or motivation, while many take a very active and serious approach to their 

writing.  

 

METHODOLOGY  

The current project followed these individuals from their performance in their first-year composition 

courses to their later academic work in specific majors ranging from traditional liberal arts curricula to 

education, nursing, and science and engineering.  For comparative purposes, participants completed a 

questionnaire from the National Survey of Student Engagement’s Writing Practices Consortium about 

their experience in both their first-year composition courses and in their upper-division coursework.  

(See Appendix B for a copy of the questionnaire.) Participants also completed a three-part series of 

extended interviews following the methodology described by Grant McCracken in The Long Interview 

(Newbury Park: Sage, 1988).  Each of the three interviews explored a specified domain: 

Interview 1:  Participant writing processes, projects, instruction and improvement as a writer in 

USP English 111. 

Interview 2:  Participant writing processes, projects, instruction and improvement as a writer in 

major field of study. 

Interview 3:  Comparison/Contrast of writing processes, projects, instruction and improvement 

as a writer in major field of study vs. English 111; third interview also allowed 
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participants to check (and when necessary clarify) researcher interpretation of 

previous data. 

Interviews were conducted by a team of undergraduate research interns recruited by the two primary 

researchers.  (Appendix C contains copies of the interview guides for each of the three interviews.)  The 

research interns completed a careful training process in qualitative interview techniques and also 

complied with all IRB regulations, including the successful completion of Winona State University’s 

Human Subjects Education Module.  The research interns recorded all interviews and submitted the 

recordings as well as written coding and summary reports of the interviews to the primary researchers.2 

(See Appendix D for a sample summary report composed by the research interns.) To gain an 

understanding of the disparate types of writing projects participants were completing in their major 

fields of study, the researchers also collected samples of discipline-specific writing projects from each 

participant. 

To ensure a rich understanding of the students’ writing practices and projects, data was thus gathered 

from the following eight sources:  

1. USP performance assessment 

2. Writing samples from USP English 111 

3. NSSE questionnaire on USP English 111 writing 

4. NSSE questionnaire on writing in major field of study  

5. Qualitative interview on USP English 111 writing 

6. Qualitative interview on writing in major field of study 

7. Writing samples from major field of study 

8. Qualitative interview comparing/contrasting USP English 111 and writing in major field of study  

Extraordinarily rich in terms of explanatory power, the gathered data collectively present a detailed 

portrait of student writers as they negotiate the discursive demands of university-level writing projects.  

Though the sheer amount of data that the methodology generated can be overwhelming, the great 

utility of having so much data from such a wide range of sources is that it anchors the discussion and 

conclusions directly to the concrete, vivid, specific experiences of the participants. 

 

                                                             
2 The authors acknowledge the able, enthusiastic assistance of their research interns—Sarah Botzek, Sarah Certa, Jenna 
Gleisner, Heather Mead, Alexandra Nugent, Kelli Straley, Holly Thompson, and Grant Withrow—without whom this 
project would not have been possible.  Their careful contributions made a complicated task of data collection manageable, 
and their enthusiasm made the project enjoyable. 
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RESULTS: WRITING FLAG STUDENT LEARNING OUTCOMES ASSESSMENT 

This section of the report examines the five student learning outcomes from the Writing Flag 

requirement of the University Studies Program.  We examine the extent and degree to which the 

participating students: 

a) practice the processes and procedures for creating and completing successful writing in 

their fields; 

b) understand the main features and uses of writing in their fields; 

c) adapt their writing to the general expectations of readers in their fields; 

d) make use of the technologies commonly used for research and writing in their fields; and 

e) learn the conventions of evidence, format, usage, and documentation in their fields. 

The discussion uses these five student learning outcomes as subheadings, following each with a 

presentation of relevant data and discussion.  To contextualize the discussion with regard to academic 

discipline, student names are followed by parenthetical reference to their majors.  

Outcome 1: Practice the processes and procedures for creating and completing successful writing in 

their fields 

The participants exhibited a range of practices for learning how to create and complete successful 

writing in their fields.  Not surprisingly, participants were exposed to a relatively common set of 

processes and procedures in English 111.  Brainstorming, outlining, freewriting, proofreading, peer 

critique, and revising—staples in nearly all sections of English 111—formed a common curriculum for 

participants as they began their university careers.   

The processes and procedures taught in English 111 retained considerable traction as students 

progressed through their university careers.   In some cases, students were using techniques learned in 

English 111 in precisely the same ways that they had learned to use them as freshmen.  Selena 

(TESOL/Language Teaching), for instance, reported that her English 111 professor stressed that all pieces 

of writing needed to answer the “so what?” question, a rhetorical move that required the writer to 

articulate for the reader why the topic mattered.  As a senior, Selena still strove to answer the “so 

what?” question in writing for both of her majors.   

Most often, however, participants had modified processes and procedures from English 111 as time 

went by, whether this meant altering or truncating techniques for generating ideas or refining strategies 

for locating appropriate source material.  A near-universal example of this sort of modification emerges 

in the group’s use of peer critique of their writing.  While all participants had used formal peer critique 

English 111, very few of them found the practice to be as useful as they would have liked.  The common 

explanation for this problem in English 111 was that participants felt they seldom had peers who could 
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or would give them careful, useful feedback.  For this reason, several of the participants made heavy use 

of the Writing Center, starting as freshmen and continuing on into their senior year. 

Peer critique exemplifies the sort of modification participants regularly made to processes and 

procedures from English 111.  While participants seldom engaged in formal peer critique in their classes, 

a number of them still showed their writing to classmates or roommates in an effort to receive 

constructive feedback.  Although the guidelines for this informal peer critique were most often unstated 

or assumed—students most often wanted readers to focus on issues of grammar and clarity—most of 

the writers in this study still recognized the value of soliciting opinions from outside readers.  In this 

regard, peer critique seems to remain a relatively stable procedure for many writers long after they exit 

English 111.   

In general, the students in this study exited English 111 having gained exposure to a considerable store 

of processes and procedures for academic writing.  Not surprisingly, some of the processes and 

procedures from English 111 did not ultimately become part of students’ every day academic writing 

repertoire.  However, the data reveal that in English 111 students did find some practices that they 

could use years later as they worked to meet the writing demands of their majors.  Students showed the 

ability to adapt practices from English 111 so that they could be used to more fully meet discursive 

needs in upper-division courses. 

Outcome 2: Understand the main features and uses of writing in their fields 

One of the critical practices that participants engaged in as they attempted to write successfully 

concerns the ways they went about learning the features of writing in their fields.  A practice that 

divided the group was how or whether participants made use of their professors when it came to 

improving their understanding of writing tasks.  As freshmen, four of the twelve reported that they went 

to see their professors on multiple occasions in an effort to determine expectations for writing 

assignments.  As graduating seniors, five of the twelve were meeting with professors regularly (the 

original four plus one more) to discuss their writing.  Six participants claimed that they either rarely or 

never went to meet with their professors to talk about writing.   

The interpersonal dynamic between students and professors played an important role in helping 

students feel comfortable going to their professors. Unfortunately, for one of the students, meeting 

with professors occasioned an uncomfortable dynamic: Lois (Psychology) said that she never met with 

her professors because she found them intimidating and did not want to appear unintelligent.  However, 

the other students who rarely or never met with professors felt they managed to understand what their 

professors were looking for through channels that did not require face-to-face meetings.  Most 

commonly, the instructional design of students’ classes appears to have been such that they felt little 

need to conference with professors outside of class.  Specifically, participants reported making extensive 

use of written assignment guidelines, sample papers, and also grading rubrics that their professors 
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distributed.  The presence of one or more of these figured prominently into students’ ability to 

understand (or feel they understood) and therefore complete writing assignments successfully. 

In addition to meeting with professors, participants also reported that they learned to understand and 

produce successful writing in their fields through repetition.  Sheryl (Nursing) explained that the stability 

of the common genres (patient care plans) in her major was such that over time she learned how to 

write as expected.  Sheryl’s experience is particularly interesting because she did not find writing 

particularly easy or enjoyable.  Like Sheryl, Steve (Composite Engineering) also reported that he came to 

understand the main features of writing in his field through repetition, though he explained it in a way 

that perhaps belies a certain amount of suffering on his part: “after a while *it was+ just beaten into our 

skulls to write in a certain way.” 

Not all students in this study made an effort to try to understand the features and uses of writing in 

their fields.  Amy (Mass Communication—Public Relations) noted that she was not “a real big checklist 

person,” meaning that she did not use the grading rubrics her professors distributed to try to 

understand how to approach writing tasks.  In fact, she preferred to complete her assignments at the 

last minute, believing that she did her best work when under pressure: “It’s almost an adrenaline *rush+ 

to write” when pressed for time.  Melanie (Business Education), a writer who showed almost no 

improvement on the USP Assessment as a freshman, explained that she had never talked with a 

professor before beginning an assignment.  Further, she did not know how the grading rubrics her 

professors distributed were supposed to be helpful to her.  Her attitude toward her written work 

perhaps explains her reluctance to invest more fully in it: “I’ve written okay my whole life, so let’s just 

get this over with because it’s required.”  As discussed below, neither Amy nor Melanie was an 

especially strong writer, at least in part because both had adopted practices that did not lend 

themselves to the production of careful, attentive work.   

These two examples notwithstanding, most participants in the study ultimately did gain an appreciation 

for the features and uses of writing in their fields.  For some, this understanding came through repeated 

meetings with professors.  For others, the instructional design of specific courses yielded opportunities 

to learn discursive features.  Finally, though not all students mentioned repetition as a strategy for 

learning the main features and uses of writing, it seems reasonable to assume that simply having 

multiple opportunities to write specified genres must surely help students solidify their understandings 

of those genres. 

Outcome 3: Adapt their writing to the general expectations of readers in their fields 

In general, each of the participants in this study learned to adapt their writing to the general 

expectations of readers in their fields.  Not surprisingly, there was considerable variation with regard to 

the amount of adaptation each of the participants’ majors required.  For the purposes of comparison, 

Table 3 lists the genres participants were asked to produce in their major fields of study.  It should be 
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noted here that we did not solicit an exhaustive list of all of the projects students completed in their 

majors.  Rather, participants provided a list of the projects they had worked on recently. 

Table 3.  Genres in Major Field 

Participant Major Genres in Major Field 

Kate  Biology Science lab reports 

Case studies 

Steve  Composite Engineering Engineering lab reports 

Shop orders 

Selena  TESOL/Language 

Teaching  

Research papers 

Empirical research 

Literature reviews 

Annotated bibliographies 

Lesson plans 

Teaching philosophy 

Hailey  Nursing Care plans 

Health pamphlets 

Annotated bibliographies 

Sheryl  Nursing Care plans 

Health pamphlets 

Reflective journaling re: clinical work 

Personal/Programmatic Outcomes 

Rita  Mass Communication/ 

Advertising 

Literature reviews 

Self assessments 

Empirical research 

Media plans 

Melanie  Business Education Persuasive writing 

Research summaries 

Autobiographies 

Nikki  Health Promotion Literature review 

Empirical research  

Health pamphlets 

Collaborative research 

Lois  Psychology Analytical paper—26-page 

Letter to legislator 

Evan  Law and Society Argumentation (in preparation for senior thesis) 

Claire  Law and Society Argumentation (in preparation for senior thesis) 

Legal briefs and reports 

Amy  Mass Communication/ 

Public Relations 

News writing 

Feature writing 

Research reports 
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As revealed in the prior USP Assessment, students had worked within a relatively stable collection of 

genres in English 111: narration, persuasion, argumentation, comparison/contrast, and library research 

were mainstays of their collective experience.  Participants also noted that in English 111 they viewed 

their primary audience as the classroom professor.  However, as Table 3 clearly indicates, once students 

made the transition into their majors, their written work spread across a range of genres and was 

targeted at more specialized audiences.  While it is true that some students’ majors required writing 

that generically speaking was very similar to what they were asked to produce in English 111 (e.g., Evan 

and Claire, the two Law and Society majors, were in a field that prizes argumentation above other 

genres), in most cases the participants were being asked to adapt their writing to meet the needs of 

increasingly specialized audiences  

For example, Sheryl and Hailey (both Nursing), and also Nikki (Health Promotion), all had to produce 

pamphlets on topics specific to their disciplines.  Such pamphlets had to be targeted to readers outside 

of the university, including practicing nurses as well as the general public.  As Nikki explained, when 

writing for the general public, she had come to understand that she had to direct her writing at a sixth- 

to eighth-grade reading level.   

Participants also evidenced awareness of reader expectations even when their writing was not directed 

at carefully defined outside audiences.  For instance, Selena (TESOL/Language Teaching) noted that 

when writing for her TESOL professors, she knew that she needed to pay very careful attention to her 

field’s jargon while also articulating her ideas in a detached, academic tone.  However, when writing for 

her education coursework, she understood that a more heartfelt, more personal and approachable 

articulation of her attitudes towards education was called for.   

Similarly, Kate (Biology) and Steve (Composite Engineering) both referenced an understanding of the 

ways that lab reports in their respective fields necessitated a particular tone and style.  As Steve 

explained it, for lab reports “you don’t say ‘think.’ It’s what happened, is happening, did happen.  Not 

like ‘it could’ve happened’ or ‘it might’ve happened.’ You’re supposed to be more concrete.” 

Participants reported that they learned how to write for specific audiences in a variety of ways.  Hailey 

(Nursing) understood her audiences’ expectations as a result of specific guidelines and rubrics that her 

professors distributed.  Other participants developed an awareness of audience through trial and error.  

While writing for courses in her Psychology major, Lois, for instance, utilized professor feedback to learn 

that she needed to keep her self out of the paper as more of a “background figure,” a stylistic and tonal 

adjustment that clearly speaks to her understanding of her audience’s preferences. 

One of the compelling differences for some of the participants was a change in attitude towards their 

audiences once they transitioned into their majors.  For instance, Nikki (Health Promotion), Sheryl 

(Nursing), Hailey (Nursing), Selena (TESOL/Language Teaching), Kate (Biology) and Amy (Mass 
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Communication—Public Relations) all articulated an awareness that unlike their writing in English 111 

their writing in their majors had a function to perform beyond satisfying a professor.  That is, while in 

English 111 virtually all of the participants viewed their primary audience as the classroom professor, 

once into their majors many participants understood that their written work had a larger function to 

fulfill, one that demanded an expanded, more professional view of audience.  For instance, Amy (Mass 

Communication—Public Relations) explained that when writing in her field she had to think about 

satisfying a newsroom editor because, as she put it, if an editor “sees something wrongly formatted he 

will just throw it away.” Selena (TESOL/Language Teaching) talked about her recognition that in TESOL 

her research writing needed to offer something “useful” and “new” to the wider field, a clear 

articulation of an expanding view of her audience.  And Sheryl (Nursing), Kate (Biology), and Nikki 

(Health Promotion) noted that they used writing as a tool for better thinking and learning, coming to 

new or better conclusions about their topics as they wrote, a practice suggesting at an understanding of 

audience that extends beyond the paper-for-grade economy common to all of the participants in English 

111.  For these individuals, increasingly honed understanding of the generic requirements of the field 

appear to have allowed writing to function as a way to expand professional disciplinary knowledge, a 

purpose that goes well beyond simply satisfying a classroom professor. 

Finally, although it is true that learning how to adapt writing to meet field-specific expectations is an 

ongoing process, what appears clear to us is that the majority of the participants in this study evinced at 

least some ability to target their writing for specific audiences.  However, part of what influenced 

students’ ability to make such adaptations was the level of discursive specificity individual projects 

required.  For instance, the lab reports that Kate (Biology) and Steve (Composite Engineering) composed 

followed carefully prescribed formats.  The same is true for the care plans that Hailey and Sheryl (both 

Nursing) prepared.  As a result, for these students meeting audience expectations was largely a matter 

of following a carefully prescribed format for their work so that it addressed each report heading (e.g., 

Introduction, Literature Review, Methodology, Data, etc.).  By contrast, both Evan and Claire (Law and 

Society) were writing argumentative senior theses that did not follow strict formulae.  Hence, it was 

largely up to them to learn the more subtle rhetorical moves that, for instance, would weave a review of 

previous literature into an original line of research and argumentation.  Although both evidently had 

learned to meet audience expectations, the process for doing so was rhetorically and syntactically more 

abstruse for them than it was writers whose disciplines favored more prescribed genres. 

Students’ ability to adapt their writing for specific readers appeared to be at least partially dependent 

on how explicitly each field defined its audiences.  When students had to write for a clearly labeled 

outside audience (e.g., the Nursing majors writing for a general client readership), it was a simpler 

matter to understand what sorts of alterations a given audience needed.  However, when the intended 

audience was some constituency within the academy—e.g., more advanced members of a particular 

academic discourse community—knowing how to adapt for that audience seemed to require a more 

complicated set of modifications. 
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Outcome 4: Make use of the technologies commonly used for research and writing in their fields 

The twelve participants ranged from being at best competent users of necessary software for writing to 

more savvy and experienced users of field-specific databases and other technologies for research and 

analysis.  In terms of writing technologies, all students were at least reasonably adept users of Microsoft 

Word, and some said that they relied on that program’s grammar check software for issues of clarity and 

correctness. 

Beyond Microsoft Word, a couple students were using multiple software programs to produce 

presentation notes and slides, but the data did not reveal pervasive incorporation of alternative media 

into student writing.  We also saw few examples of students writing in different media (e.g., web 

authoring), though that undoubtedly says more about these students’ disciplinary areas than it does 

about the students themselves. 

The data reveal in greater detail participants’ use of research technologies.  In English 111, most said 

that they had been exposed to some amount of research technology—generally in the form of library 

databases.  However, some students reported that in English 111 they tended to limit their research to 

Google web searches.  Surprisingly, Hailey (Nursing) reported that her section of freshman writing did 

not stress research writing at all; thus, it was not until her junior year that she said the learned anything 

about using field-specific databases, a shortcoming that she said attributed to some difficulties she had 

on some writing assignments. It is worth emphasizing that research writing is supposed to constitute 

one of the core components of English 111. The results of the earlier USP Assessment suggest strongly 

that the reported lack of focus on research writing in Hailey’s section is an anomaly. 

One of the students in the study revealed serious shortcomings with regard to research skills.  Melanie 

(Business Education) said she had never learned how to conduct proper research.  As a result, she 

avoided using citations as much as possible, preferring instead to use her own ideas exclusively.  While 

we might question the rhetorical and disciplinary appropriateness of this strategy, from Melanie’s 

perspective it would be hard to argue with the results: after all, she had positioned herself to graduate 

from the program with average (or better) grades.  Nonetheless, it is troubling to us to learn of a student 

who had progressed so far into a major without gaining a handle on even the most rudimentary 

research skills. 

Claire (Law and Society) reported that she had learned to complete her major’s requisite research 

without the use of library databases.  She said she preferred to pull ideas from books, newspapers and 

interviews.  However, part of this strategy is attributable to a class she took in historical research 

methods, a course that she credited with teaching her how to conduct the sort of historiographical 

research that would most meaningfully advance her progress on her senior thesis. 

By the time they were seniors, the remaining students had become reasonably adept users of research 

technology, generally in the form of discipline-specific databases.  Some students were pretty exact 
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about using the appropriate database for authoritative sources in their field, having established 

channels for conducting sound, effective research.  While the facility with which they actually 

incorporated sources into their writing varied, all participants (with the possible exception of Melanie) 

had evidently been successful on research assignments.  Further, although none of the students in this 

group appeared to be on the cutting edge with regard to writing and research technologies, most had 

certainly learned how to use basic technology to locate the research they needed to perform their 

assigned writing tasks. 

Outcome 5: Learn the conventions of evidence, format, usage, and documentation in their fields 

Students in this study learned conventions of evidence, format, usage, and documentation through a 

variety of methods and with varying degrees of success.  Chief among many of these students’ concerns 

was their ability to produce grammatically correct and effective sentences.  Several students entered 

WSU feeling as though their grammar and usage skills were well developed.  Kate (Biology) and Selena 

(TESOL/Language Teaching), for instance, both began their studies with admirably clear understandings 

of grammatical convention.  More commonly, as was revealed in the USP Basic Skills Assessment, 

students started their college careers with average or below average understandings of grammar and 

usage.  However, by the conclusion of English 111, all but Melanie (Business Teaching) were meeting or 

exceeding expectations in matters of language and convention.   

Nonetheless, grammar and usage remained areas of concern for the writers in this study.  Hailey 

(Nursing), for instance, noted that  “writing is not my strong point,” an evaluation that seemed to hinge 

largely on difficulties with grammar and usage.  She explained that in her major she had sometimes lost 

points on assignments because of spelling and grammar errors, a circumstance that seemed to have 

cemented in her mind that she was not a strong writer.  This comment is somewhat surprising given that 

Hailey had shown marked improvement on grammar and usage on the USP Assessment during her 

freshman year.  Moreover, she had also demonstrated a consistently high level of achievement in her 

major course of study.  She did report that she often felt unsure about her writing—explaining, for 

example, that when her professors wrote comments on her papers she often did not know which 

comments to prioritize—but the important point for Hailey is that she was progressing through her 

major with consistent success.  Quite likely, these perceived difficulties with grammar and usage 

superseded other competences when it came to Hailey’s felt sense of herself as a writer.   

Not all students who struggled with grammar and usage were aware of their difficulties.  For example, 

the writing that Amy (Mass Communication—Public Relations) produced reflected consistent patterns of 

error, though she herself did not seem particularly vexed by this, perhaps because she not only did not 

recognize her own difficulties but also because she had never received consistently low marks on her 

written work. 
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In sum, the majority of the students in this study demonstrated acceptable or better understandings of 

grammar and usage.  What seems particularly noteworthy is that almost none of them began their 

college careers with this understanding.  Rather, starting in English 111 and, presumably, continuing on 

into the majors, most students received ample opportunity to hone their abilities to produce effective, 

accurate prose.  Kate (Biology), Steve (Mechanical Engineering), Nikki (Health Promotion), Evan (Law and 

Society), Rita (Mass Communication—Advertising), and Selena (TESOL/Language Teaching) all attributed 

much of their progress in this area to feedback they regularly received from professors, either on drafts 

as they were composing (Nikki, Rita, and Selena) or on assignments after they had been graded (Kate, 

Steve, and Evan).  Additionally, both Nikki (Health Promotion) and Rita (Mass Communication—

Advertising) made regular use of the Writing Center to help them address grammar and usage, among 

other things. 

With regard to documentation style and format, students reported a range of learning experiences.  For 

example, Hailey (Nursing) learned APA, her major’s preferred documentation style in English 111, 

though she noted that she still found APA format difficult, something that may be connected to her 

professed difficulties with grammar and usage (as examined above).  Several students learned MLA in 

English 111 and then had to teach themselves their major’s preferred style, as was true for Lois 

(Psychology), Clair (Law and Society) and Sheryl (Nursing).  However, only Sheryl (Nursing) reported 

finding difficulty in the switch from one documentation style to another.  Of the twelve, only Melanie 

(Business Education) reported that she did not regularly use a specific documentation style, explaining 

that because she found citation difficult she often found ways to complete assignments without having 

to incorporate outside sources.  Melanie’s case notwithstanding, in general students gained exposure to 

documentation style and format in English 111 and then gained greater proficiency and specificity with 

it once they moved into their major.  Of the ten students in the study that we would judge to be clearly 

meeting or exceeding expectations as writers, all were quite proficient in their discipline’s preferred 

conventions for documentation and format. 

 

RESULTS: “VALUE” ASSESSMENT OF STUDENT WRITING IN THE DISCIPLINES 

In an attempt to discern better the types of writing assignments in which our students were engaged, 

they were asked to select representative works from their current year for our analysis.  Each student 

volunteered at least one substantial research-based, disciplinary-oriented writing project, and some 

additionally contributed other works, including shorter, less formal, extra-disciplinary, and non-research 

based writing.  Although the scoring guide developed for the earlier assessment of English 111 USP 

outcomes does not translate to projects written at the upper levels of specific disciplines, it was 

nonetheless our aim to gauge the degrees to which our students’ challenges and abilities had grown—or 

not—through their time in college. 
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This work was assessed using the recently developed “VALUE” (Valid Assessment of Learning in 

Undergraduate Education) rubric for Written Communication developed by the American Association of 

Colleges and Universities.  This rubric, one of 15 very recently designed for the assessment of the 

AAC&U’s Essential Learning Outcomes in concert with their LEAP (Liberal Education and America’s 

Promise) initiative, was designed to articulate “the most common and broadly shared criteria or core 

characteristics considered critical for judging the quality of student work in that outcome area.”3  The 

rubric, attached as Appendix E, assesses the following five criteria in three evaluative categories: 

benchmark (beginning, score 1), milestone (intermediate, scores 2 and 3), and capstone (advanced, 

score 4).   

a) Context of and purpose for writing.  Consideration of audience, purpose, and the circumstances 

surrounding the writing task(s). 

b) Content development.  Use of appropriate content to illustrate mastery of the subject, convey 

the writer's understanding, and shape the whole work. 

c) Genre and disciplinary conventions.   Formal and informal rules inherent in the expectations for 

writing in particular forms and/or academic fields, including organization, content, presentation, 

formatting, and stylistic choices. 

d) Sources and evidence.  Use of credible, relevant sources to develop ideas that are appropriate 

for the discipline and genre of the writing. 

e) Control of syntax and mechanics.  Use of language to communicate meaning to readers with 

clarity, fluency, and correctness. 

The VALUE rubric for assessment of our students’ writing proved helpful for several reasons: 

 The rubric was designed purposely for the assessment of student writing in major disciplines. 

 The rubric’s design, score levels (0-4), and outcomes paralleled the USP Assessment scoring 

guide for English 111. 

 The rubric, along with other VALUE rubrics, may have future value in other assessment efforts. 

In our qualitative assessment of students’ writing employing the VALUE rubric, we do not claim a final 

summative judgment or a statistically representative sampling of the student body as a whole.  

However, in that our assessment is based upon multiple measures of direct evidence of student 

learning, culled from required writing-intensive coursework, evaluated using a robust scoring 

instrument, compared with students’ earlier performance, and located in the context of an elaborate 

qualitative study of their habits and knowledge, we are confident that our evaluation of each student’s 

level of accomplishment is far more nuanced and multi-dimensional than any single-sitting test or score 

could suggest. 

                                                             
3 American Association of Colleges and Universities.  VALUE: Valid Assessment of Learning in Liberal Education.  
http://www.aacu.org/value/index.cfm.  1 September 2009. 

 

http://www.aacu.org/value/index.cfm
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Below follows a brief assessment of each of our twelve writers’ levels of accomplishment as determined 

using the VALUE rubric, followed by our synopsis of this data as a whole. 

1. Kate (Biology: Ecology and Allied Health).  Kate’s work in the upper division is reflective of her 

positive attitude toward and strong work ethic for writing, as her projects all reach the 

“Milestone” (score 3) and many the “Capstone” (highest: score 4) levels of achievement.  Kate’s 

work evidences an especially strong understanding of audience, context and purpose, and it is 

consistently sophisticated in its development of content.  Kate’s control of syntax and mechanics 

is sometimes slightly less mature than some of the other writers in the study, but it is 

nonetheless consistently clear and correct. 

2. Steve (Composite Engineering: Mechanical).  The modest improvement Steve had charted in his 

basic skills course has proved a predictor of his work in the major, where he has been able to 

follow the very elaborate instructions of his professors with moderate success.  While we cannot 

ascertain the degree to which the content of his laboratory reports is accurate, we can see in 

them a sufficiently developing (“Milestone” score 3) understanding of context and purpose, 

generic and disciplinary conventions, uses of evidence, and control of syntax and mechanics.  

We note, though, that for Steve this knowledge has come to him only as a matter of, in his 

words, having it “beaten into his skull.” 

3. Selena (TESOL/Language Teaching).  Selena’s work in English 111 was certainly as strong as that 

of any reviewed in the USP assessment, but perhaps not fully predictive of the rather 

astonishing intellectual development of her work in the upper division.  All of her projects 

demonstrate evidence of the VALUE’s “Capstone” (score 4) criteria on every outcome, and her 

work in most ways well transcends even those superlative criteria.  Selena’s rigorous work ethic, 

deep and broad knowledge base, interest in writing, successful work habits, and high 

academic/career aspirations have motivated her to develop sophisticated and mature writing 

skills that she brings to bear on every project, even—and perhaps especially—those that might 

not seem to others to warrant such care. 

4. Hailey (Nursing).  Although Hailey disclaims both her own writing skills and her prior course 

work as less than optimal, as in her English 111 experience she has nonetheless made good use 

of a strong work ethic and disciplinary knowledge base to become a competent, even successful 

writer in her major.  In English 111 she began poorly but demonstrated considerable 

improvement in all assessed categories; her work in her major, meanwhile, evidences 

“capstone”-level (score 4) accomplishment with each criterion save her control of syntax and 

mechanics, which is less mature.  We attribute her success in part to her faculty’s very 

elaborate, thorough instructions for (and guidance of) writing tasks, ones which mesh well with 

Hailey’s work ethic and attention to detail while mitigating her lack of confidence and interest in 

writing beyond the necessities of the job. 
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5. Sheryl (Nursing).  On our assessment of students’ work in basic skills, Sheryl improved markedly 

in all six categories, and she sees writing less as an instrumental necessity of the workplace than 

as an opportunity to learn—about the field of nursing, about concepts of wellness and illness, 

and about her own abilities as a writer.  The varied set of projects Sheryl has composed all 

evidence strong accomplishment from “milestone” (score 3) to “capstone” (score 4) levels of 

achievement.  Though her control of syntax and mechanics is not as polished as some students’, 

all of her work nonetheless evidences strong understandings and applications of contexts, 

audiences, and conventions. 

6. Rita (Mass Communication: Advertising, with a Sociology minor).  A native speaker of Spanish, 

Rita demonstrated striking improvement during her basic skills course and continues to do so in 

her work in the major.  Her projects evidence accomplishment ranging from the “milestone” 

(score 3) to “capstone” (score 4) levels.  Her writing appears to exhibit few of the markers one 

would commonly associate with a second-language writer.  While her work is not as 

accomplished in its development or syntax as some writers, it is consistently effective and 

appropriate to the demands of audience and context. 

7. Melanie (Business Education).  Melanie, unlike most of the students in our study, demonstrated 

no improvement from the beginning to the end of the term in her basic skills course; she 

further, and again unlike most of the students in our study, expressed virtually no interest in any 

facet of writing in her interviews.  We have reason to suspect that she may not always even read 

her own work, given that a paper on school principals liberally confuses those administrators 

(principals) with the tenets they hold (principles).   Perhaps rather predictably, this inability to 

improve has made itself quite manifest in Melanie’s upper-division work, which is pocked with 

elementary errors, confused in its approach to audience and purpose, generally undeveloped, 

and almost never indicative of any deep reading or learning: hers is the only work we assessed 

at the “benchmark” (score 1) level, and in some cases, below (score 0).  Distressingly, Melanie’s 

cavalier attitude and demonstrated difficulties with writing do not appear to have slowed her 

degree progress or career aspirations in any way. 

8. Nikki (Health Promotion).   Entering English 111 with weak or very weak skills (as reflected on 

the USP Assessment), Nikki made improvement in all areas by the end of the course.  Her work 

in her major continues to evidence advanced learning: her writing more than adequately 

attends to concerns of audience and purpose, evidences strong content development and 

generic/disciplinary conventions, and makes good use of research sources, primarily at the 

advanced “milestone” (score 3) and occasionally at the “capstone” (score 4) levels.  We see 

Nikki’s continual seeking of feedback from her peers, professors, and professionals (such as the 

Writing Center) as an important contributing factor to her continuing development as a writer in 

her discipline. 
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9. Lois (Psychology, with a statistics minor).  Lois showed moderate improvement as a participant 

in the USP Assessment during her freshman year but remarked that she was much more 

interested in developing as a psychologist than as a writer.  Her work in the major ranges from 

the “milestone” (score 3) to the “capstone” (score 4) levels of accomplishment, especially in its 

attention to concerns of audience, context, and purpose.   

10. Evan (Law and Society, with a minor in Political Science).  In English 111 Evan showed virtually 

no improvement in any of the assessed areas, but nonetheless performed at a competent level 

in all areas.  Evan’s writing in the major is similarly competent and, at times, capable of 

considerable accomplishment.  His strengths are evidenced in his ability to use source material 

to develop content: here his written work approaches the “capstone” level (score 4) of 

accomplishment, where in other outcomes, especially his use of generic and disciplinary 

conventions, it is slightly less accomplished (“milestone” score 3).   

11. Claire (Law and Society).  Like Evan, Claire has had coursework engineered to prepare her for 

writing her senior thesis; unlike Evan, Claire demonstrated improvement in all areas assessed in 

English 111.  While her projects evidence a great deal more generic and disciplinary range than 

do Evan’s they nonetheless show a similar level of accomplishment, with a “milestone” (score 3) 

level noted in most areas and a “capstone” (score 4) level observed in her attention to the 

nuances of context, audience, and purpose.  This more advanced ability to determine the 

appropriate responses for varying contexts and audiences becomes especially evident in the 

range and variety of documents she has composed for differing situations and purposes. 

12. Amy (Mass Communication: Public Relations, with a Dance minor).  In her work in English 111, 

Amy showed marginal improvement in only a few of the assessed categories, and in her 

interviews, Amy notes that she is not motivated to work hard without pressing deadlines.  Her 

writing in the major, then, continues patterns that had been established by freshman year: a 

lack of interest in, or efforts made toward, improving; a failure to see the importance of an 

elongated writing process; a lack of even rudimentary understanding of very basic conventions 

of even the most familiar genres (such as news reporting); and a lack of any effort to improve 

her syntactical and mechanical components of her writing.  Amy’s projects range from the 

“benchmark” (score 1) to the lower “milestone” (score 2) levels of accomplishment. 

Table 4 below presents the results of the VALUE assessment in the same graphical display employed 

earlier for the results of the English 111 (USP Basic Skills) Assessment.  Each student portfolio was 

evaluated on each of the six VALUE criteria, resulting in a score ranging from 0 (below benchmark) to 4 

(capstone).   
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Table 4.  VALUE Assessment of Student Writing in the Disciplines 

VALUE  

score 

context & 

purpose 

content 

development 

generic 

conventions 

sources & 

evidence 

syntax & 

mechanics 

overall  

level 

4       

3       

2       

1       

0       

 

Each  symbol represents an individual’s portfolio of written work, located in the appropriate numerical 

scale.   

The writers in this study, for the most part, exhibit strong degrees of success with each measurable 

outcome.  Most of these students are writing at or near the capstone level as described by the VALUE 

rubric for written communication.  In fact, of the twelve students whose work we examined, half show 

demonstrated evidence of significant accomplishment with their writing, meeting or exceeding all of the 

VALUE criteria for the capstone level; additionally, the writing of four more students meets or exceeds 

all of the VALUE criteria for the higher of the two “milestone” levels, and as a whole, the group’s writing 

is generally polished, confident, purposeful college-level work. 

At the same time, we cannot overlook the poor performance by two writers in this study.  As one can 

see from Table 4, the work of two of the student writers does not approach the same level of 

performance as the others.  At best, these portfolios begin to approach the weaker of two “milestone” 

(score 2) levels of performance, but as frequently exhibit sufficient negative qualities to keep them even 

below the “benchmark” (score 1) level.  These same two writers in their interviews expressed little effort 

invested in their writing, a general lack of care for their product, and almost no interest in self-

improvement.   The poor quality of their writing, then, is one obvious result of multiple indicators of 

poor work ethic, lack of writing ability, and disregard for intentional learning.   

Whether any individual student wrote with success or not, his or her work in the basic skills course was 

at least partially predictive of the work ethic, intellectual skills, and writing ability brought to bear on his 

or her work in the major.  With one or two exceptions, each student who evidenced demonstrable 

improvement in English 111 went on to at least moderate success in his or her chosen major field of 

study.  Conversely, those students whose work demonstrated no improvement during that first-year 

composition course more frequently than not found themselves struggling with the demands of writing 

in the discipline.  We see a strong correlation between elements of each writer’s affect (a stated desire 

to improve, an interest in writing, extracurricular attempts to improve, dedicated revision habits) and his 

or her level of accomplishment.  Put another way, no writer succeeds without such positive affective 

behaviors; conversely, no writer exhibits them, but fails. 
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CONCLUSION 

As is likely evident in the above discussion, this study’s chosen methodology generated an 

extraordinarily large, rich data set.  Given the sheer volume of data, not to mention the consistent 

complexity of that data, we feel it is especially important to resist the sort of easy simplifications that 

might bundle such a large set of data into an overly neat package.  Nonetheless, given the complex 

narrative that emerges through the collective experience of the twelve students who participated in this 

study, we feel confident in making a number of summative observations about student writers as they 

transition from first-year composition in English 111 into advanced coursework in their major fields of 

study. 

As English professors with interest and expertise in rhetoric and composition, one of the persistent 

questions we receive concerns why not all students write well.  The data gathered for this study speaks 

with specificity to some of the reasons that student writers separate into different categories of ability, 

as well as to the principles of good practice that promote success in student writing. 

Motivation as Critical Variable  

To begin, successful student writers are successful for a wide variety of reasons, not all of which have to 

do with their professors, courses, or institutions.  As discussed at the conclusion to the previous section, 

those individuals in this study who performed consistently well on writing tasks both in and beyond 

English 111 seemed to share a set of affective characteristics that clearly contributed to their 

development as writers.  We might compile these characteristics—desire to improve, interest in writing, 

strong work ethic—into an overarching evaluation of motivation. 

Student motivation to achieve was perhaps the most salient characteristic that predicted writing 

success.  Indeed, the students in this study who were motivated—either because they wanted good 

grades or because they wanted to be prepared for a given career—consistently demonstrated 

competent or, in some cases, excellent writing skills.  Their motivation surfaced in a variety of ways, 

including their willingness to engage in writing as a recursive process complete with multiple revisions as 

well as the lengths to which they would go to ensure that they accurately understood rhetorical tasks.  

Also, highly motivated students more often sought feedback from others—their peers or professors—

and worked conscientiously to incorporate that feedback into their writing.  Moreover, motivated 

students regularly made more careful use of grading rubrics, sample papers, and assignment guidelines 

to help them understand audience and purpose.  Students with high levels of motivation were more 

likely to recognize deficiencies in their skill sets and work independently to correct them.   

The data also revealed that students who were not motivated made little progress learning how to write 

for their major fields of study.  We might wonder if the two students who were less successful would 

have been better writers had they encountered a course or professor that motivated them.  However, 

given that traits like desire, work ethic, and intellectual interest—characteristics at the very core of 
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motivation—are seated deeply within the individual, it seems unrealistic to expect a single professor, 

course, program, or administrator to reverse what may be a lifetime of suboptimal motivation.   

At face value, suggesting that motivation is a critical component of learning to write well may seem 

overly simplistic.  However, the crux of the issue is actually not that motivated students will necessarily 

be good writers or find writing easy.  Indeed, several of the participants in this study were not naturally 

strong writers but achieved success nonetheless through force of their own will.  Hence, chief among 

our observations is that learning to write well is dependent neither solely on ability nor on a given 

professor, course, program, or administrator.  Rather, becoming a competent writer depends upon a 

particular student’s motivation to put forth the requisite effort, something that is largely outside of our 

control as professors and administrators.  We would do well to recognize that learning to write well 

requires profound commitment on the part of individual students.  This is not to say that we do not have 

a persistent obligation to work to inspire students.  As discussed below, we feel there are steps that 

WSU as an institution can take to create an instructional environment where students have greater 

opportunity to become competent writers. 

Role of Instructional Design 

The instructional design of individual courses and majors contributes markedly to students’ ability to 

write well.  When discussing their ability to understand their fields’ procedures, features, uses, 

audiences, technologies, conventions, and formats—all elements of the five Writing Flag Outcomes—

students referenced a common set of helpful instructional practices.  Almost across the board, the 

students reported finding immense value in receiving written guidelines detailing precise expectations 

for writing assignments, even when they were writing for professors they had had more than once and 

when they were writing genres they had produced many times previously.  Ancillary to written 

guidelines, grading rubrics describing what students needed to include and prioritize were almost 

universally cited as necessary components to understanding how to complete rhetorical tasks.  Finally, 

numerous students in this study pointed to the value they had garnered from examining examples of 

successful writing assignments, either from their professors or from past students.   

These three sources of discursive information—assignment guidelines, rubrics, and sample papers—

together point to a central truth about what students need if they are to become successful specialized 

writers.  Namely, students must have a way to uncover their fields’ rhetorical, topical, syntactic, stylistic, 

and format expectations.  And, the more easily students can return to this information, the more likely 

they will be able to understand and subsequently meet those expectations.  Put another way, this 

information is most helpful to students when they have it in writing.   

When students fail to meet expectations, the reason is not necessarily because they did not have time 

or because they did not make an effort.  Rather, when students do not meet expectations it can be 

because they do not understand them.  As a result, they may simplify a writing task until it becomes 
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accessible, until they can see a way forward with the project.  The participants in this study revealed 

that students will solve (or attempt to solve) the writing tasks they set for themselves.  When their 

understanding of those tasks is congruent with their professors’ expectations, meaningful development 

can occur.  However, when their understandings are simplified versions of their professors’ 

expectations, both their professors and they are likely to be disappointed. 

Best Practices for Promoting Success in Student Writing 

While no professor, no curricular design, no program can ensure that all students write well, there are 

nonetheless a number of well-recognized, frequently cited practices that promote strong student 

writing.  Such practices are promoted in the USP description of Writing Flag courses and in the NSSE’s 

Writing Consortium study, as well as in numerous guidebooks for faculty development and writing in the 

disciplines.  None of these guarantees the success of the student writer, but all of them promote more 

sophisticated understandings of rhetorical situations and stronger habits of mind when approaching 

important tasks.  In short, then, faculty can help their students write more ably when they … 

 emphasize writing as essential to academic learning and intellectual development;  

 distribute writing across the semester (rather than merely “collect” it at the end);  

 prioritize writing success in the course grading scheme;  

 distribute clear instructions for the process and product of assignments;  

 explain in advance what students are expected to learn;  

 present the criteria that will be used to grade assignments;  

 provide samples of a completed assignment;  

 require short, informal, staged, or ungraded writing in support of larger projects;  

 provide students opportunities to incorporate readers’ critiques of their writing;  

 encourage students to collaborate and cooperate on some writing tasks; and  

 provide prompt, purposeful, supportive feedback in response to students’ submissions.  

 

Of course, it is clear to us that many faculty are quite fully engaging many or most of these good 

practices.  Their dedication to doing so appears to be crucial to their students’ success, as so many of the 

participants in this study attest with such frequency.  At the same time, not all of the students in our 

study experienced these practices with any degree of regularity, in their Writing Flag courses or 

elsewhere.  Since the inception of the University Studies Program, the university has offered, typically 

via faculty development, sessions dedicated to writing in the disciplines, but there has not been any 

recent, sustained, concentrated effort to bring these best practices to the attention of faculty in major 

programs.  Perhaps more attention to development activities would do more to promote the kinds of 

practices that will directly impact our students as writers. 

To this end, many universities employ a Writing Program Administrator (WPA) with expertise in what is 

commonly referred to as WAC/WID—Writing Across the Curriculum and Writing in the Disciplines.  A 
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WPA is most commonly rostered in English with reassigned time for the coordination of writing efforts 

across the university, working carefully with entities like the university Writing Center, first-year 

composition program, various programs and departments, faculty development, a university-wide 

writing committee (or, in our case, the USS), and the administration and staff.  A WPA’s role includes, 

normally, responsibility for ongoing assessment initiatives, contributions to faculty development 

programming, and work on policy initiatives, in addition to relevant teaching responsibilities.  It may be 

time that the university, should it wish to do more to promote and assess success in student writing, 

give careful consideration to how the presence of a strong WPA might contribute to these efforts. 

  

For now, from this study, it remains clear there are ample opportunities for our students to succeed as 

writers in their specific disciplines.  Indeed, most of our participants managed these demands well.  Even 

given that most come to college with limited academic writing skills, as the earlier USP assessment study 

suggests, they demonstrate significant improvement by the end of their first semester of writing 

instruction.  And, as they progress through their majors, most students learn to succeed with the kinds 

of writing tasks that matter in their respective disciplines.  Those few who do not do so, or struggle 

mightily to do so, exhibit less-than-exemplary attitudes and behaviors nearly from the start of their 

academic careers.  As a consequence these few are not able to improve in the same ways, or to the 

same degrees, than their more motivated, more responsible, more hardworking colleagues can.  

However, these few students and their struggles tell only a small part of the story of this research.  The 

far greater number of student writers in this study instead exhibit strong degrees of success with each 

AAC&U VALUE and USP Writing Flag outcome, an indication to us that with appropriate basic skills 

instruction, sufficient motivation, intentional curricular design, and recognized good practices for writing 

across the curriculum, students can and do write at or near very high levels of accomplishment.  

 

Respectfully submitted, 

Ethan Krase and J Paul Johnson 

29 September 2009 
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APPENDIX A: IRB CONSENT FORM 

CONSENT FORM 

From Basic Skills to Writing in the Disciplines 

You are invited to participate in a study designed to examine the experiences of students as they learn to write in 

their chosen academic disciplines. We hope to learn how students make the transition from writing in English 111 

as freshmen to writing in their academic majors where the stakes are higher and the requirements more 

complicated. There are no appreciable risks or benefits from participating in this study.  

The study will begin in the fourth week of January and conclude in April. We estimate participating in the study will 

require approximately four hours of your time. If you decide to participate, you will be asked to complete three 

interviews, each one lasting about an hour. Additionally, you will be asked to complete a written questionnaire and 

also to compile some samples of your academic writing and other class materials (syllabi, assignment sheets, etc.). 

As an incentive, individuals who complete the study will receive a $50 gift certificate to the Winona State 

University Bookstore. 

Data collected during the course of this study will be private. You will only be identified by a numbered code, and 

all data will locked in the primary researcher’s office. If the results of this study are published or presented, no 

names of research subjects will be associated with the data cited. Any information that is obtained in connection 

with this study and that can be identified with you will be disclosed only with your permission. Your information 

will not be released to any other individuals or institutions. 

For questions about this research project, contact Dr. Ethan Krase (457-5447, ekrase@winona.edu) or Dr. Paul 

Johnson (457-5453, pjohnson@winona.edu). For questions about research subjects’ rights or research-related 

injuries, contact the Human Protections Administrator, Nancy Kay Peterson (457-5519, npeterson@winona.edu).  

Participation in this study is voluntary. A decision not to participate will involve no penalty or loss of benefits to 

which you are entitled. You may discontinue participation at any time without penalty. A decision not to 

participate or a decision to withdraw from the study will not affect your current or future relationship with Winona 

State University. You will be offered a copy of this form to keep. 

AGREEMENT TO PARTICIPATE 

You are making a decision whether or not to participate in the study described above. Participation is voluntary. 

You may withdraw at any time without prejudice after signing this form. Your signature indicates that you have 

read the information provided above, had an opportunity to ask questions about the study, and have decided to 

participate. 

____________________________________________________    _________________________ 

Signature           Date 

 

___________________________________________________    _________________________ 

Signature of researcher       Date 

mailto:ekrase@winona.edu
mailto:pjohnson@winona.edu
mailto:npeterson@winona.edu
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APPENDIX B: NSSE CONSORTIUM FOR STUDY OF WRITING SURVEY 

1. DURING THE CURRENT SCHOOL YEAR, for how many of your writing assignments did you do each of the following? 
5=All assignments, 4=Most assignments, 3=Some assignments, 2=Few assignments, 1=No assignments. 

 5 4 3 2 1 
1A Brainstormed (listed ideas, mapped concepts, prepared an outline, etc.) to develop ideas before starting assignment       
1B Talked with your instructor to develop your ideas before you started drafting your assignment       
1C Talked with a classmate, friend, or family member to develop your ideas before you started drafting your assignment       
1D Received feedback from your instructor about a draft before turning in your final assignment       
1E Received feedback from a classmate, friend, or family member about a draft before turning in your final assignment       
1F Visited a campus‐based writing or tutoring center to get help with your writing assignment before turning it in       
1G Used an online tutoring service to get help with your writing assignment before turning it in       
1H Proofread your final draft for errors before turning it in      

2. DURING THE CURRENT SCHOOL YEAR, in how many of your writing assignments did you: 5=All assignments, 4=Most 
assignments, 3=Some assignments, 2=Few assignments, 1=No assignments. 

 5 4 3 2 1 

2A Narrate or describe one of your own experiences        

2B Summarize something you read, such as articles, books, or online publications       

2C Analyze or evaluate something you read, researched, or observed       

2D Describe your methods or findings related to data you collected in lab or field work, a survey project, etc.       

2E Argue a position using evidence and reasoning       

2F Explain in writing the meaning of numerical or statistical data       

2G Write in the style and format of a specific field (engineering, history, psychology, etc.)       

2H Include drawings, tables, photos, screen shots, or other visual content into your written assignment       

2I Create the project with multimedia (web page, poster, slide presentation such as PowerPoint, etc.)      

3. DURING THE CURRENT SCHOOL YEAR, for how many of your writing assignments did YOUR INSTRUCTORS do each of 
the following? 5=All assignments, 4=Most assignments, 3=Some assignments, 2=Few assignments, 1=No assignments. 

 5 4 3 2 1 
3A Provided clear instructions describing what he or she wanted you to do       
3B Explained in advance what he or she wanted you to learn       
3C Explained in advance the criteria he or she would use to grade your assignment       
3D Provided a sample of a completed assignment written by the instructor or a student       
3E Asked you to do short pieces of writing that he or she did not grade       
3F Asked you to give feedback to a classmate about a draft or outline the classmate had written       
3G Asked you to write with classmates to complete a group project       
3H Asked you to address a real or imagined audience such as your classmates, a politician, non‐experts, etc.      

4. BEFORE YOU GRADUATE, which of the following have you done or do you plan to do? Response options: 4=Done, 
3=Plan to do, 2=Do not plan to do, 1=Have not decided.  

 4 3 2 1 

4A Prepare a portfolio that collects written work from more than one class      

4B Submit work you wrote to a student or professional publication (magazine, journal, newspaper, collection of student work, etc.)     
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW GUIDES 

FIRST-ROUND INTERVIEW TOPICS AND INSTRUCTIONS 

Pre-Interview Checklist: 

o Arrive early and arrange the room and your recording equipment as necessary.   
o Test the recording equipment. 
o Greet your subject, introduce yourselves, and begin the interview. 
o Collect the Consent Form (signed). 
o Collect the English 111 Survey (completed). 
o Ask the interviewee if he or she has questions or concerns. 
o Remind the interviewee that participation is voluntary and results will be made anonymous.   
o Remind the interviewee that he/she may withdraw at any time for any reason. 
o Describe the focus and purpose of the interview: to discern the processes, projects, goals, 

and results of the student’s work in English 111, Basic Skills: College Reading and Writing. 

Interview Topics 
Interviewers: The questions follow the general pattern and focus of the English 111 Survey. Refer back 
to the survey frequently to elicit specifics. Ask follow-up questions about the depth, detail, quality, or 
experience of any of the following questions. To explore fully the information you are receiving, be sure 
to ask follow-up questions in the following areas:  

EVALUATION  
ILLUSTRATION/EXAMPLE 
REFLECTION 
APPLICATION 
EXTENSION 

1. Discussion of the WRITING PROCESS you undertook in English 111.  (Potential topics include 
brainstorming, research, reading, drafting, workshopping, revising, proofreading, editing.) 

a. What did your English 111 course aim to teach you about the writing process?   
b. What were you normally asked to do in terms of the writing process?   

2. Discussion of the kinds of WRITING PROJECTS you were asked to do in English 111.  (Potential 
topics might include narration/description, summary, analysis, evaluation, research, 
methodology, argument, visuals/media.) 

a. Can you describe the kinds or types of writing projects you completed in English 111? 
b. What were the goals or the purposes of the kinds of writing you completed? 

3. Discussion of the KINDS OF INSTRUCTION you received in English 111.   (Topics might include 
instructions, explanations, grading criteria, sample work, informal writing, workshopping/peer 
review, collaborative writing, writing for specific audiences.) 

a. For your assignments, can you describe the kinds of instruction or support you were 
provided? 

b. What activities or instructions do you recall as being helpful to you?   
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4. Discussion of your own IMPROVEMENT AS A WRITER from the beginning of English 111 to the 
end.   

a. What kinds of learning, if any, most improved your abilities during the course?   
b. What, if anything, does your final paper for the course demonstrate that your first paper 

does not?   
c. With what elements of writing did your work most demonstrate success?   
d. With what elements of writing did your work most demonstrate struggle?   

Post-Interview Checklist: 

o Schedule a time for the Second Round Interview. 
o Remind the interviewee of the purpose of the Second-Round Interview: to examine writing 

projects and practices in specific academic disciplines. 
o Distribute the Current Year Survey, and ask the interviewee to complete it and bring it to the 

interview. 
o Ask the interviewee to collect and bring two or three examples of current or recent writing 

projects from his or her major.  Remind the interviewee that data will be shared only among 
the research team and not identifiable in any published results. 

o Thank the interviewee for his or her participation. 
o After the interview, upload the interview file to D2L’s Dropbox. 
o Using the Coding and Reporting Instructions, submit the following, also to D2L’s Dropbox. 

o Coding Report for the interview. 
o Summary Report for the interview. 

o Submit print copies of the Current Year Interview and participant documents to Dr. Krase. 

 
SECOND-ROUND INTERVIEW TOPICS AND INSTRUCTIONS 
Pre-Interview Checklist: 

o Arrive early and arrange the room and your recording equipment as necessary.   
o Test the recording equipment. 
o Greet your subject, and begin the interview. 
o Collect the Current Year Survey (completed). 
o Collect copies of documents provided by the interviewee. 
o Ask the interviewee if he or she has questions or concerns. 
o Remind the interviewee that participation is voluntary and results will be made anonymous.   
o Remind the interviewee that he/she may withdraw at any time for any reason. 
o Describe the focus and purpose of the interview: to discern the processes, projects, goals, 

and results of the student’s work in his or her chosen academic major or discipline. 
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Interview Topics 
Interviewers: Please note that you are invited to ask follow-up questions about the depth, detail, 
quality, or experience of any of the following questions.  The questions follow the general pattern and 
focus of the Current Year Survey. 

1. Discussion of the WRITING PROCESS you undertook in your recent projects.  (Potential topics 
include brainstorming, research, reading, drafting, workshopping, revising, proofreading, 
editing.) 

a. What did your courses aim to teach you about the writing process?   
b. What were you normally asked to do in terms of the writing process?   

2. Discussion of the kinds of WRITING PROJECTS you are asked to do in your recent projects.  
(Potential topics might include narration/description, summary, analysis, evaluation, research, 
methodology, argument, visuals/media.) 

a. Can you describe the kinds or types of writing projects you completed? 
b. What were the goals or the purposes of the kinds of writing you completed? 

3. Discussion of the KINDS OF INSTRUCTION you received in your recent courses.   (Topics might 
include instructions, explanations, grading criteria, sample work, informal writing, 
workshopping/peer review, collaborative writing, writing for specific audiences.) 

a. For your assignments, can you describe the kinds of instruction or support you were 
provided? 

b. What activities or instructions do you recall as being helpful to you?   
4. Discussion of your own IMPROVEMENT AS A WRITER from English 111 to the current year.   

a. What kinds of learning, if any, most improved your abilities during the recent year?   
b. What, if anything, does your recent work demonstrate that your earlier work does not?   
c. With what elements of writing does your recent work most demonstrate success?   
d. With what elements of writing does your recent work most demonstrate struggle?   

Post-Interview Checklist: 

o Schedule a time for the Final Round Interview. 
o Remind the interviewee of the purpose of the Final Round Interview: to compare and 

contrast results of the First and Second Round Interviews; to review the interviewee’s 
comments from the First and Second Round Interviews; and to review the written Summary 
Reports of the prior interviews. 

o Ask the interviewee to collect and bring any additional examples of current or recent writing 
projects from his or her major.  Remind the interviewee that data will be shared only among 
the research team and not identifiable in any published results. 

o Thank the interviewee for his or her participation. 
o After the interview, upload the interview .mp3 file to D2L’s Dropbox. 
o Using the Coding and Reporting Instructions, submit the following, also to D2L’s Dropbox. 

o Coding Report for the interview. 
o Summary Report for the interview. 

o Submit print copies of the Current Year Interview and participant documents to Dr. Krase. 
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THIRD-ROUND INTERVIEW and FINAL REPORT INSTRUCTIONS 
Pre-Interview Checklist: 

o Email your interviewee copies of the First and Second Round Summary Reports, and ask 
your participant to review these reports before the interview. 

o Prepare notes and interview questions based on your analysis of these reports. 
o Arrive early and arrange the room and your recording equipment as necessary.   
o Test the recording equipment. 
o Greet your subject, and begin the interview. 
o Collect any additional copies of documents provided by the interviewee, and return to the 

interviewee any of his or her original work you have copied. 
o Ask the interviewee if he or she has questions or concerns. 
o Remind the interviewee that participation is voluntary and results will be made anonymous.   
o Remind the interviewee that he/she may withdraw at any time for any reason. 
o Describe the focus and purposes of the interview: to compare and contrast results of the 

First and Second Round Interviews; to review the interviewee’s comments from the First 
and Second Round Interviews; and to review the written Summary Reports of the prior 
interviews. 

 
Interview Topics 
Interviewers: Provide your participant an opportunity to correct or change any part of the first or second 
Summary Reports.  The third interview should aim to make connections—or reveal the lack of 
connections—between the participant’s experience in English 111 and in the major.  Remember that 
each previous interview has examined (1) the writing process, (2) types of writing projects, (3) types of 
writing instruction, and (4) perceived improvement as a writer.  These topics may be worth returning to 
in the third interview. 

1. Ask your participant to correct, clarify, or extend any part of the two written reports. 
2. Ask your participant for any connections, comparisons, or contrasts evident in the two 

written reports. 
3. Follow up on (2) above, asking for clarification, extension, examples, omissions, etc. 
4. Present your own preliminary analysis, and ask your participant for comments, reactions, 

examples, etc. 
5. Invite your interviewee to comment on their participation in the project. 

Post-Interview Checklist: 
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o Remind the interviewee that data will be shared only among the research team and not 
identifiable in any published results. 

o Note that professors Johnson and Krase may wish to contact them with follow-up questions. 
o Thank the interviewee for his or her participation and provide him or her the Bookstore gift 

card. 
o After the interview, upload the interview .mp3 file to D2L’s Dropbox. 
o Submit the following, also to D2L’s Dropbox: 

o Final Report for the participant.  In it, include the following three parts: 
1. Contents of the First-Round Interview Summary Report. 
2. Contents of the Second-Round Interview Summary Report. 
3. Final Comments and Analysis.  (In this final section, provide your analysis of 

the writer’s transition from English 111 to the major.  Highlight important 
comparisons and contrasts, strengths and weaknesses, experiences and 
mentors, obstacles and accomplishments.) 

o After completing your Final Report, submit the file folder of documents for your participant 
(copies of papers, etc.) to Dr. Krase. 
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APPENDIX D: SAMPLE SUMMARY REPORT 

Researchers: Jenna Gleisner and Sarah Certa 

Interviewee: Kate (Pseudonym) 

 

Basic Skills: English 111 

 

 Kate is a senior majoring in Biology at Winona State University. She completed English 111 as a freshman 

at WSU. Kate remembers spending a lot of time on sentence structure and grammar, as well as writing various 

papers to cover the diverse fields people might be going into.  

 

1. Writing Process 

 

 Kate usually began the writing process by first spending time just thinking and writing down a list of 

possible ideas (1A). From there, Kate said she would analyze how much she could actually write about each topic, 

and would then begin a very rough draft. After the first rough draft, she would go back and fill in more 

information. She said this approach to the writing process worked well for her because “when I’m working on 

something, I do my best when I do it all at once, otherwise I find that I change ideas, or I change how I’m writing, 

and then it doesn’t work well together.” Kate also mentioned that the class would work on brainstorming by 

means of in-class journaling, and she thinks they had to turn in a journal entry with each paper (1A). 

 Kate utilized opportunities to discuss writing projects with her professor. This helped her generate “a 

specific, solid topic,” as well as edit her writing (1B). She felt comfortable approaching her instructor for help.  

 Kate remembers talking to friends about ideas for paper topics and asking if they thought certain topics 

might make a good paper (1C).  

 After writing a rough draft, Kate’s English 111 class met in small peer-editing groups (1E) and then 

completed the final draft. The professor would make corrections to this draft and, the students had the option to 

make the changes and hand it in for a better grade (1D). She said she found the peer-editing “mostly” helpful, but 

in terms of grammar, Kate said, “I really felt that my middle and high school experience must have been better 

than others’ as far as English goes. . . grammar was really easy for me. . .” Kate said she would consider peer 

evaluations when writing her final drafts.  

 Kate said she thought about visiting the Writing Center, but never did (1F). Instead, she received help 

from friends “who were really good editors” (1E).  

 

2. Types of Writing Projects 

 

 Kate remembers writing a memoir in which she had to pick a personal event and write about it “in the 

most detailed way that we could” (2A). She viewed the memoir as a “free-writing” project, helpful for students 

who might be going into English. Kate discussed the skills she needed for writing a memoir and said, “I had to find 

a way to make a memory as truthful as possible and still be interesting and have it be a story.” She said, “It was 

interesting to use language to describe something in such detail.” She felt the purpose of writing a memoir was to 

be able to explain a unique and detailed experience to someone. 

 Kate wrote a research paper on the effects of globalization and food. She remembers doing footnotes and 

creating a bibliography for the paper (2C). Kate said using footnotes helps writers to “be more aware about 
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research and how *they+ are using it.” Kate couldn’t remember if it was her English 111 class who visited the library 

to learn about research techniques, but assumes that it was. Kate described this as, “helpful in getting acquainted 

with this library, but I felt like I already knew how to do research.” She said she felt the research project was 

“helpful for people who might be going into science, and it helped me in those regards.” She said she felt the goal 

of a research paper was to learn how to gather facts and present information to people.  

 Kate said that although she doesn’t recall if the research paper had to be a position paper, hers definitely 

was because she was trying to argue a point (2E). She remembers reading this paper in front of the class and thinks 

the purpose of doing so may have been “to make the class receptive to the points made.” 

 Overall, Kate said she enjoyed the different writing projects.  

 

3. Types of Instruction 

 

 Kate felt that she was always provided with clear instructions and expectations (3A). 

 She felt that the goal of English 111 was to prepare students as college writers (3B) and that her class did 

a good job preparing her.  

 She remembers being given grading criteria for each paper ahead of time (3C).  

 Kate found it helpful when her instructor provided many examples of an assignment. In addition, before 

starting an assignment, Kate and her peers would form discussion groups, which she also saw as beneficial (3D). 

Kate remembers the opportunity to view examples of previous students’ work, and she said she utilized this 

opportunity once or twice (3D). She said it was helpful “to see what other students were doing.”  

 Kate did not have to write any group papers, and she said this was okay with her because she does not 

like group projects. When asked why, Kate said, “I think it can be helpful to get into groups for review, but as far as 

having to write a paper together. . . I never really like it. . . because the grading can be unfair” (3G).  

 

4. Improvement, Struggle, Success 

 

 Kate said that English 111 overall helped her become “a more detailed writer and not write so 

abstractedly” (4C). She specifically mentioned the memoir, and said it helped her “write in a different way” (4D). 

She said  

 In terms of improvements, Kate said that because each project required a different kind of skill, it was 

hard to really develop one particular skill (4G). For example, she said “a memoir is definitely more poetic than a 

research paper.” Although, she also expressed that writing a memoir helped her become a more detailed writer, 

which was also helpful when writing the research paper.  

 Kate felt that her enjoyment for writing helped her be a strong writer (4E). Kate said, “As a strength, I feel 

like I can write with few grammatical errors. . . and write in a logical sense.” 

 Kate expressed that one of her weaknesses was that she “wrote like a poet” and felt that this was 

something she needed to work on (4F). “I wanted to learn how to separate my writing styles,” she said. Kate 

accomplished this by trying to be less abstract more specific, just saying exactly what she wanted to say. Working 

on this has helped her in other classes, as well.  
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Writing in the Discipline 

 

1. Writing Process 

 

 The writing process differs depending on which class and project Kate is writing for. For example, in a lab 

class, the first step is gathering data. In other classes, the writing process develops more quickly and Kate said she 

uses the internet to gather information for these projects. Kate said that before she starts drafting, she types up all 

of the information she wants to include (1A). Kate finds herself doing less brainstorming for projects on a specific 

topic, but she will brainstorm more if the topic is open-ended.  

 Kate said that in most of her classes now, “it doesn’t make sense to talk to a instructor about *writing 

assignments+” because the assignments are clear and because the class sizes are large (1B). Although, Kate does 

remember doing an independent project which she did think required conversations with her professor. She said 

that any time she has spoken with a professor about a writing project, it has been helpful because professors “are 

good to bounce ideas off of.”  

 Kate talks to peers for help on bigger projects and papers, but with smaller assignments “I feel confident 

in my abilities” (1C).   

 When she is finished writing, Kate reads her papers aloud to catch any grammatical and spelling errors 

and to make sure her sentence structure flows efficiently (1H). She said, “There’s a difference between me just 

writing down sentences, and me making sure those sentences fit together. . . and so I notice when I read things out 

loud, I often change the wording or the order of a sentence so it better fits with the rest.” She also asks others to 

proofread papers for her (1E). 

 For research, Kate says she mostly accesses WSU’s library databases for scientific journals (1I). She rarely 

uses internet sites. But when writing essays, Kate uses reliable online sources, as well as her textbook.  

 

2. Types of Writing Projects 

 

 Most of Kate’s writing projects have been in lab classes. Kate wrote an extensive lab report in the style of 

“scientific literature” (2G). This project included a variety of writing styles within it, such as an informative 

introduction, an abstract summary of the whole paper, a highly detailed materials and methods section, a 

statistical results section, and a personal discussion (2B, 2C). Kate thinks the goal of writing a lab report is “to gain 

a better understanding of you what you did in the experiment.” Kate said when writing a lab report, “I always 

realize things I didn’t realize when just doing the experiment.” Writing lab reports also makes it easier to read and 

understand others’ lab reports.  

 She also wrote a diagnostic essay of which the audience might be the parents of a patient (2J). In this 

essay, she “had to use different language” and be “more straight-forward” than in the lab reports. Kate said, “I 

think writing something like this is important because, when going into the medical field, it’s important to be able 

to explain terms to people who aren’t familiar with them.”  

 Overall, Kate said “I think writing out your thoughts is important because it makes you think differently 

about things. . . it’s a good learning tool for me.” Kate expressed that writing essays for her professor helped aide 

her understanding of topics. She also said it was helpful to write these essays right after hearing the lecture and 

being able to expand on the material. 

 

3. Kinds of Instruction 
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 In regards to instruction received, Kate said “the shorter the writing assignment, the less instruction we 

receive” (3A). For lab reports, she receives instructions about which components to include, but the rest is up to 

the students. Kate said she finds it more helpful when she is provided with specific questions that an assignment is 

supposed to answer: “It’s easier to write an essay when the questions are lined out. . . but I also think it takes away 

some of the independent thought.” For lab reports in her ecology lab, her instructor told the class what needed to 

be covered in the reports, and Kate said she found this helpful. 

 Kate said that all of her biology classes require writing, and her professors share the goal of teaching 

students to both read and write scientific literature (3B). She said that one professor specifically made it clear that 

students were expected to “write at a college level.”  

 In one class, Kate thinks she remembers being provided with a link to a format for lab reports (3D). 

 Kate isn’t required to do many group projects, but she does recall one presentation she had to do with a 

partner. A paper went along with the presentation, which was supposed to be collaborative, but Kate wrote it on 

her own because she didn’t realize it was a partner-paper until she’d already written it (3G).  

 The different audiences Kate has to write for include her professors, an imagined scientific journal, and 

people outside of the medical field (3H).  

 

4. Improvement, Struggle, Success 

 

 Kate said the more information she learns, “the easier it is to write a detailed essay.” Learning more 

information helps her know what to research (4C).  

 In comparison to English 111, Kate felt that higher expectations from current/recent professors have 

helped improve her writing. “I know when I have low expectations, it’s really easy to just write something and get 

it done with. So I think that it’s really important for professors to have high expectations.” Kate noted that 

vocabulary is something that has improved in her writing. She said, “I think there’s ‘okay ways’ to write sentences, 

and then there’s ‘really good ways’ to write sentences, and so I think *professors+ having higher expectations helps 

to make sure your sentence structure is the best it could be.” Practicing revision has also helped Kate become a 

better writer, as well as having a large amount of reading assignments. Kate said, “If I like what I read, there’s 

probably some information I can take from it, like the styling or the word choices, and pull that into my own 

writing.”  

 When Kate compared her writing in English 111 to her writing now, Kate commented that her work now 

“shows better word choice. . . it shows that with more knowledge and more experience, I’ve been able to make my 

writing better.”  Kate said she is now able to “use research more appropriately” within her writing; “I’ve been able 

to more subtly include research into my thoughts” (4D). When looking at her English 111 papers, she noticed a 

difference in paragraph length and stated that now she can “cut down” on paragraph length and make her 

sentences flow better.  

 Kate views one of her strengths as the ability to make sure “things flow well together,” which is always 

one of her main concerns with a writing assignment (4E). Kate also said that she is good at staying on topic and 

“getting rid of unnecessary content” (4E). Kate expressed that she has improved at using appropriate language for 

a specific audience: “I’m able to judge what the audience is going to already know and be able to use that in my 

writing” (4E).  

 In regards to her struggles as a writer, Kate said “it is easy for me to get off-track and start writing too 

opinionated or more poetically” (4F). To help her overcome this struggle, Kate makes a list of everything she wants 
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to cover in the paper. Kate said that she does a lot of personal writing outside of school, and so she has to be 

careful not to carry this freer writing style into her assignments (4F).  

 

Comment and Analysis 

 

 Kate, a senior Biology major at WSU, feels that, as a writer in her field, it is important to say everything 

she needs to say in as few words as possible. The reason for this, Kate said, is that people read scientific research 

and literature for information, not for “flowery details.” “All that matters is what you found, why it’s important, 

and how you did it,” she said. Kate acquired this skill mainly through instructors’ page length requirements, which 

greatly aided her in cutting down information. Often, she has had to write a paper that could very well be 30 pages 

long, but she only had a page in which to write it.  

 Additionally, Kate commented on the importance of thorough, abundant, and accurately cited research. 

She said that, in the field of science, information is always shared and research constantly builds off of other 

research. Therefore, documenting sources is crucial in her writing. She thinks she learned how to conduct research 

and incorporate during English 111, when her visited class WSU’s library, as well as through one of her biology 

instructors, who also had the class visit the library. Reading others’ work in the field helps Kate’s own writing to be 

more concise.  

 Kate saw several similarities and differences between her experiences as a writer in English 111 and her 

experiences as a writer now. To begin with, Kate appreciated clear instruction regarding her writing projects in 

English 111, and she still does in her courses now. She likes to know what is expected of her.  

 In terms of differences between 111 and now, Kate feels that she has improved her writing and that 111 

was a great foundation for her development. She also mentioned that the assignments in English 111 were much 

more broad and diverse, ranging from creative memoirs to persuasive position papers, whereas now, she mainly 

writes lab reports on specific topics and data. Thus, she spent more time brainstorming ideas and topics in 111, 

and now spends time brainstorming which specific points to cover.  

 After interviewing Kate three times and reviewing the collected data, we have made several comparisons, 

contrasts, and connections in regards to Kate’s writing experience and development as a writer.  

 To begin with, Kate works best independently. We noticed this tendency when she discussed her English 

111 experience and shared that she never quite enjoyed peer evaluations or found them very helpful. In both the 

first and second interviews, Kate expressed her dislike for group projects. Further, although Kate thinks instructors 

are “good to bounce ideas off of,” she only talks to instructors about her writing with bigger projects. Mostly, Kate 

finds it helpful to utilize real scientific literature as models for her own writing. She does like clear instructions for 

projects, but she feels fully capable and confident in completing writing projects independently. Because writing 

assignments in the biology field are highly individualistic, Kate seems to fit well in the field; yet, she would be a 

highly individualistic writer in any field.  

 We also noticed that Kate has always put a lot of effort into finalizing writing projects, and she does so 

even more now. In English 111, Kate would usually write a draft of a paper, come back to it a week or two later, 

revise it, and then proofread it before handing it in. Currently, Kate follows a similar process and even reads 

everything aloud, checking for grammar, spelling, and word choice, before handing it in. She is very meticulous 

about her final work. Kate noted that she especially cares about her final work when she spent a lot of time and 

effort on it. Overall, Kate seems to approach writing projects in her field seriously and professionally.  

 Compared to her writing experience in English 111, Kate’s current projects are much more research-based 

and analytical. Rather than describing personal experiences and arguing opinions, Kate writes much more 
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objectively, as seen in her numerous lab reports. Because she works with data collected from laboratory 

experiments, much of her writing includes graphs, charts, and numerical and statistical data.  

 Kate also receives less instruction about the writing process now than she did in English 111 because it is 

assumed that everyone knows how to format and write a lab report. Kate noted that, in English 111, much more 

emphasis is based on grammar and syntax, whereas in her courses now, good grammar and syntax are simply 

expected.  

 We noticed that, although she is a biology major, Kate pays great attention to language and the sound of 

words, which may be due to her interest in creative writing. Kate noted that she often writes creatively outside of 

class, and while it has been a struggle for her to transform her writing style to that of the scientific field, her 

interest in creative writing has benefited her current writing. To elaborate, even though her writing projects now 

are straightforward and factual, Kate is able to produce writing that does not just present a list of facts, but 

presents facts in a varied and euphonic manner. In fact, Kate’s greatest improvement as a writer is her ability to 

morph her writing style to fit the many diverse projects she has had to write throughout her college career.  
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APPENDIX E: WRITTEN COMMUNICATION VALUE RUBRIC  

Written communication is the development and expression of ideas in writing. Written 
communication involves learning to work in many genres and styles. It can involve working with 
many different writing technologies, and mixing texts, data, and images. Written communication 
abilities develop through iterative experiences across the curriculum. Evaluators are encouraged to 
assign a zero to any work sample or collection of work that does not meet benchmark (cell one) level performance. 

  
 Capstone Milestones Benchmark 
 4 3 2 1 

Context of and 
purpose for writing  

 

Includes considerations 
of audience, purpose, 
and the circumstances 
surrounding the writing 
task(s).  

Demonstrates a 
thorough understanding 
of context, audience, 
and purpose that is 
responsive to the 
assigned task(s) and 
focuses all elements of 
the work.  

Demonstrates adequate 
consideration of 
context, audience, and 
purpose and a clear 
focus on the assigned 
task(s) (e.g., the task 
aligns with audience, 
purpose, and context).  

Demonstrates 
awareness of context, 
audience, purpose, and 
to the assigned tasks(s) 
(e.g., begins to show 
awareness of audience's 
perceptions and 
assumptions).  

Demonstrates minimal 
attention to context, 
audience, purpose, and 
to the assigned tasks(s) 
(e.g., expectation of 
instructor or self as 
audience).  

 

Content Development  

Uses appropriate, 
relevant, and 
compelling content to 
illustrate mastery of the 
subject, conveying the 
writer's understanding, 
and shaping the whole 
work.  

Uses appropriate, 
relevant, and 
compelling content to 
explore ideas within the 
context of the discipline 
and shape the whole 
work  

Uses appropriate and 
relevant content to 
develop and explore 
ideas through most of 
the work.  

Uses appropriate and 
relevant content to 
develop simple ideas in 
some parts of the work.  

Genre and disciplinary 
conventions  

 

Formal and informal 
rules inherent in the 
expectations for writing 
in particular forms 
and/or academic fields.  

Demonstrates detailed 
attention to and 
successful execution of 
a wide range of 
conventions particular 
to a specific discipline 
and/or writing task (s) 
including organization, 
content, presentation, 
formatting, and stylistic 
choices  

Demonstrates 
consistent use of 
important conventions 
particular to a specific 
discipline and/or writing 
task(s), including 
organization, content, 
presentation, and 
stylistic choices  

Follows expectations 
appropriate to a specific 
discipline and/or writing 
task(s) for basic 
organization, content, 
and presentation  

Attempts to use a 
consistent system for 
basic organization and 
presentation  

Sources and evidence  Demonstrates skillful 
use of high quality, 
credible, relevant 
sources to develop 
ideas that are 
appropriate for the 
discipline and genre of 
the writing. 

Demonstrates 
consistent use of 
credible, relevant 
sources to support ideas 
that are situated within 
the discipline and genre 
of the writing.  

Demonstrates an 
attempt to use credible 
and/or relevant sources 
to support ideas that 
are appropriate for the 
discipline and genre of 
the writing.  

Demonstrates an 
attempt to use sources 
to support ideas in the 
writing.  

Control of syntax and 
mechanics 

Uses graceful language 
that skillfully 
communicates meaning 
to readers with clarity 
and fluency, and is 
virtually error-free.  

Uses straightforward 
language that generally 
conveys meaning to 
readers. The language in 
the portfolio has few 
errors.  

Uses language that 
generally conveys 
meaning to readers with 
clarity, although writing 
may include some 
errors.  

Uses language that 
sometimes impedes 
meaning because of 
errors in usage. 

   


