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To: Assessment Committee

Assessing Faculty Expectations of Students' Writing Abilities at the Upper Division

PROBLEM:

The new General Education Requirements state that students must complete advanced writing tasks in interdisciplinary courses.  What we as an institution lack is a clear understanding of how faculty from across disciplines define the writing skills that are announced in GE policy: analysis, synthesis, application of knowledge, and critique.  We therefore must first identify how faculty define their goals in writing tasks before we can assess student success with these assignments. 

Moreover, while the University requires students to pass the Writing Proficiency Exam, the WPE is a test of lower division competence and does little to increase students' rhetorical knowledge and writing abilities. Therefore we propose to assess the writing skills faculty expect of upper division students so that we can use the results to redesign English 300‑‑Advanced Composition.  We will revise this course in order to offer it to all students as a Capstones course, one that builds on rhetorical theory to enhance the writing abilities of our students in ways that faculty from various Departments actually desire and expect.

To this end, we propose to identify interdisciplinary writing goals by reading syllabi and speaking with faculty from the Departments of Philosophy, Political Science, Psychology, and Sociology.  We would examine the kinds of writing and thinking abilities faculty members expect in these courses and we would question how their writing assignments may prompt students to develop the stated GE requirements. We would then apply the data to consider how writing objectives in these courses compare with our tasks in English 300.  We believe this assessment would help us develop curricula for Advanced Composition as a Capstones course that would better meet the academic needs of students from across campus.

PLANNED ACTIVITIES AND TIME LINE

We propose to complete the following by June 31, 2000:

1) Collect syllabi and writing assignments from the following interdisciplinary courses: Philosophy 362I Ethics and Computer Technology; Political Science 388I, Cyberspace Citizenship; Psychology 300I, Mind Control or Freedom; Sociology 335I, Social Psychology.

2) Develop coding categories to assess how syllabi and assignments from each course may prompt students to develop the GE requirements of analysis, synthesis, application of knowledge, and critique.

3) Read these documents collaboratively to identify course materials that ask students to develop these objectives.     

After we agree on documents that demonstrate these GE requirements, we would then:

4) Develop questions and complete interviews with at least eight faculty members.

5) Compile and analyze the interviews.

The interviews would allow us to ask the following kinds of questions: How do you distinguish between summary and analysis, and what kinds of writing prompts challenge students to make these distinctions?  What kinds of questions are studied by researchers in your discipline, and how are the results synthesized to construct new knowledge in your discipline?  What kinds of writing assignments challenge your students to apply knowledge, and how do you know when students are successful with this application?

EXPECTED RESULTS

We hope to use the data we gather to do the following:  

1) examine the extent and form to which analysis, synthesis, application of knowledge, and critique are expected from students in the specified courses; 

2) explain how these expectations can be supplemented and refined by writing assignments in English 300; 

3) share the results of our project with colleagues in workshops and presentations.  

We propose to continue this assessment by implementing new curricula and evaluating student performance in English 300 throughout the 2000/01 academic year. 

Applicant:   Mark T. Williams.  Assistant Professor of English.

Collaborators:  Mark Wiley, Associate Professor of English
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