
Proposal for Improving Undergraduate Writing

(Approved by Faculty Council 5/4/99)

Preamble

Undergraduate writing has been a long-term concern of the academic deans and the faculty.  Good writing is a necessary skill that should be mastered by all students and is specifically addressed superficially in the General Education requirements of the College of Arts and Sciences.  However, writing can be more than simply a means of communication; it can also be a means of thinking and learning and as such is an important tool that faculty can use as part of the learning process.

Background


Beginning in the fall of 1990, a task force on writing in the College of Arts and Sciences began to look at how writing was used in undergraduate courses and how undergraduate writing could be improved.  They submitted a written report at the end of 1992, and beginning with the Fall of 1993 some of their recommendations began to be implemented within the College.  Recommendations were grouped in three categories based on the amount of funding needed to implement them.  

The high cost recommendation was to implement an extensive Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) project that would involve extensive training of faculty, release time for curriculum development for faculty, and a change from the current 12 contact hour teaching load to a nine contact hour teaching load.  Realistically, such a major change could only be accomplished with substantial external funding, and it was not pursued.  Additionally, implementing and sustaining such a project at Widener, for the wide diversity of undergraduate programs that exists, would be very difficult.

Among the low cost and moderate cost options a number of the recommendations were implemented, such as:

· The incorporation of "writing to learn" assignments by some faculty in content areas.

· The promotion of academic honesty in student writing.

· Faculty utilization of the Writing Center as a teaching tool.

· Adoption of common guidelines and standards for all introductory writing courses (ENGL 100, 101, and 102).

· Offering paired courses which linked a section of ENGL 101 to a content course, HIST 100.  The writing in ENGL 101 was on the content of HIST 100.

· Major writing assignments are now required to be produced on a computer.

· The development of COMM 102 Research Techniques for Non-Native Speakers

· Keeping the Writing Center open in the summer.

· The establishment of a Writing Coordinator to supervise adjunct instructors in writing courses, and coordinate ENGL 100, 101, and 102.

Problem


Although many aspects of the low and moderate cost options recommended by the Task Force have been successfully implemented, there is the feeling among many that more can be done while still being cost effective.  At the same time there is also the belief that some students can avoid writing during most of their undergraduate experience and would benefit from a more systematic writing requirement.  The recommendations below are thought to be a reasonable way to increase both the exposure of our undergraduates to writing and their level of writing by the time they graduate.

Recommendations

1. Freshman Composition

a) Develop 4-contact-hour sections for ENGL 101 for students from ENGL 100 and ENGL 111, for failures from ENGL 101, and for students whose placement in ENGL 101 is marginal.  This is similar to the 4-contact-hour sections of MATH 117, and was part of the 1992 Task Force Report.  The need is estimated to be for three sections in the fall, two sections in the spring, and one section in the summer.  The cost for a total of 6 additional contact hours per year is approximately $5,000 and will benefit about 80 students.  Scheduling can be MWF and W or F at noon or TTH and W or F at noon, which should not place an additional burden on classrooms.

b) Maintain and increase the coordination for the Freshmen Composition courses by the Composition Coordinator.  Currently the responsibilities include:

· Visit classes of new adjuncts

· Meet periodically in small groups (3) with the full-time and part-time faculty teaching these courses

· Continue to monitor and revise course guidelines

2. Paired Courses.  

Faculty will be encouraged to offer first semester freshmen courses specifically linked to a particular section of ENGL 101 so that the writing exercises in 101 will be on the content of the other course.  This was piloted with HIST 100 and ENGL 101 with a positive outcome.  It is hoped that several courses each year can be phased in with a goal of a total of six to eight paired courses each fall. 

3. Writing Enriched Courses

Each school/college will require writing enriched courses throughout the four-year curriculum.  Courses should be developed within the majors, although use should also be made of writing enriched general education courses offered by the College of Arts and Sciences.  The schools/colleges, working in consultation with the College of Arts and Sciences, will submit preliminary plans for writing enriched programs to the Provost by the end of the Fall 1999 semester.  Preliminary plans should include the writing enriched course 


requirements and an appropriate definition for writing enriched courses within each major, to minimally require substantial writing assignments, some of which should include student editing and revision of corrected drafts of their work.  The appropriate time to address more prescriptive standards for writing enriched courses will be after these plans have been evaluated.

To be successfully implemented, writing enriched courses require the following:

a) Course sections that are designated as writing enriched will be clearly indicated for students and advisors on the registrar’s course schedules.  Course descriptions will indicate writing enriched status (e.g. “writing enriched” for courses taught only as writing enriched and “designated sections writing enriched” where a course may be taught both ways).  All student records will clearly indicate courses taken as writing enriched.

b) Enrollment will be limited to a maximum of 25 students per faculty member in a writing enriched course section, to reflect the additional responsibilities of faculty members teaching writing enriched sections.

c) There will be “discipline-specific writing support available to assist students in writing-enriched courses within the majors, as writing styles vary in different areas of expertise.  This support can be provided either by “specialists” in the Writing Center (similar to the Library’s policy of assigning a reference librarian as liaison for a particular school or college) and/or by a designated faculty member within the discipline who receives released time to serve as “writing coordinator.”

4. Workshops and Resources

a) Offer workshops on developing writing assignments for various disciplines.  These workshops would be given by an outside presenter for interested faculty during bridge week.

b) Offer similar workshops for faculty in key departments during the academic year, at their request.  To be effective small interactive groups are necessary.

c) Identify a group of interested Widener faculty who can serve as a Writing Resource Group who can be available to assist individual faculty in developing “writing to learn” exercises for their courses.  This will give faculty interested in incorporating more writing in their courses a resource to turn to on campus. 

5. Annual Writing Sample
a) A passing grade in ENGL 101 will be assumed to indicate that a student can write at a level comparable to the level 3 standard of the NTE Scoring Guide.

b) Students entering their junior year (and students who transfer at the junior level) will be required to demonstrate that the quality of their writing is comparable to the level 4 standard of the NTE Scoring Guide.  The Writing Center will test students early in the “22” semester (or in their first semester at Widener, for junior transfers).  Additional work will be made available for students who cannot satisfy the level 4 standard before the beginning of the “31” semester (or before the beginning of their second semester at 


Widener, for junior-level transfers).  Students who are marginally deficient (above a 
level 3 but below the required level 4) will be advised to complete a personal writing instruction plan determined and coordinated by the Writing Center.  Students who are seriously deficient (level 3 or below) will also have the option to take an appropriate course that addresses the deficiencies, preferably in the “31” semester.

c) Prior to graduation, students will be required to demonstrate that the quality of their writing is comparable to the level 5 standard of the NTE Scoring Guide.  Each school and major will develop discipline-appropriate methods for assessing upper class student writing levels.  Possible options include using the writing sample, linking the requirement to a writing enriched course, a portfolio assessment, a senior seminar, etc.

6. Materials on Academic Honesty 

The Writing Center, by the end of the summer 1999, will have a set of materials on academic honesty in writing assignments available for faculty to use in their classes where there are major writing assignments.  This is part of the initiative on academic integrity, and it too will help to create an understanding among the students of the importance of writing.

7. The Writing Center

In order to implement the expanded use of the writing sample, staffing at the Writing Center will need to increase.  Since the writing sample would be phased in beginning in AY 99-00 there will be little additional cost until AY 00-01.  The cost will increase each year until a steady state is reached in AY 03-04.

8. Undergraduate Research and Internships

The trend to involve undergraduates with faculty in research and scholarship activities, as well as in internships, has a direct positive effect on writing.  Students keep journals, research notebooks, and extensive notes.  They write abstracts, give oral presentations and submit written papers.  Efforts should continue to increase the number of undergraduates involved in these activities.

9. Honors and Awards

Initiatives will be developed to encourage, acknowledge, and reward quality writing at all levels in the university, to increase awareness of and respect for writing on campus.

