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WRITING IN COLLEGE CURRICULA: A LONGITUDINAL VIEW 

ABSTRACT 

Jens Lindner 

Under the Supervision of Dr. Patricia Bromley 

Writing is fundamental for thriving in today‟s society. Writing provides a means of communicating 

knowledge, feelings, and thoughts; as well as being an instrumental component of preparedness in a 

changing world. Thus, the question that is; “Are we effectively preparing ourselves and our students to 

succeed in tomorrow‟s world?” To answer this question, we examine writing instructions, effectiveness 

thereof and the ability of students at the high school, undergraduate, and graduate level. Second, we 

examine writing standards and student achievement rates. The final step is to define “good” writing and 

its key characteristics. This paper uses quantitative as well as qualitative data to review each area. 



 

v 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

APPROVAL PAGE i 

TITLE PAGE ii 

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS iii 

ABSTRACT iv 

TABLE OF CONTENTS v 

LIST OF FIGURES vi 

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 1 

 ● Statement of the Problem  

 ● Purpose of the Study  

 ● Significance of the Study  

 ● Assumptions  

 ● Delimitation of the Study  

 ● Methodology  

 

CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 5 

 ● Level of Proficiencies  

  ● Levels of Proficiency for Wisconsin High Schools  

   ● Content Standard English Language Art Standard B - Writing  

   ● Performance Standards for twelfth Grade  

  ● Levels of Proficiency for Exiting Undergraduates  

  ● Levels of Proficiency for Exiting Graduate Students  

 ● Actual Levels of Proficiencies  

  ● High School  

  ● College  

  ● Graduate School  

 ● Successful Writing Programs  

  ● Graduate Writing Course  

  ● Remedial Courses  

 

CHAPTER III: SUMMARY, DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATION 23 

CHAPTER IV: CONCLUSION 29 

REFERENCES 31 

APPENDIX A – Grade 12 NAEP Writing Item Map 36 



 

vi 

LIST OF FIGURES 

Figure 1. Trend in twelfth-grade NAEP writing percentile scores 11 

Figure 2. Trend in twelfth-grade NAEP writing achievement-level results 12 

Figure 3. Trend in twelfth-grade NAEP writing average score, by race/ethnicity 13 

Figure 4. Trend in twelfth-grade NAEP writing average scores and score gaps,  

by selected racial/ethnic groups 13 

Figure 5. Trend in twelfth-grade NAEP writing average scores and score gaps,  

by gender 14 

Figure 6. Average scores in twelfth-grade NAEP writing, by highest level of  

parental education: 2002 and 2007 14 

 

 

 



WRITING     1 

 

CHAPTER I: INTRODUCTION 

 “In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God.” 

(John 1:1 KJV) 

As written in the New Testament the word is powerful. Even before the birth of 

Christianity mankind had an urge to permanently record important things. Recordings during the 

times of the Egyptian empires and Mesopotamia date back two to three thousand years before 

Christ (Mitchell, 1999; Walker, 1990). One prime example is the code of law Hammurabi 

created in the eighteen hundreds B.C. in the city state of Babylon (Hammurabi, 2008). But 

mankind‟s‟ urge to preserve the spoken word in a more permanent manner dates back even 

further. Cave paintings, as old as forty thousand years, stand witness for this (Curtis, 2007).  

Mankind has come a long way since the cave paintings and now there are over six 

thousand different languages in the world (Gordon, 2005). The written word is one of the major 

means of communication used in daily newspapers, books, letters to loved ones, and instruction 

manuals for the newest technology. The written word represents knowledge mankind has 

attained throughout its history, as well as law codes, guides and ethics preserved for generations 

to come. New born world citizens learn to speak the language of their parents within the first two 

years of their lives (Berk, 2007) and later, if they attend a school, learn to write this language. In 

the United States children start to learn how to write at the age of four to five in Pre-

Kindergarten (Berk, 2007). From that moment on, it is an uphill battle for each of them to master 

the written word. Eventually some of them excel and become famous authors of novels, others 

might excel in writing research while others might not excel at all. 



WRITING     2 

 

Statement of the Problem 

Not as old as language or writing are the schools that teach these subjects. The first 

official school in the United States (U.S.) was the Boston Latin School which was founded in 

1635 (Boston Latin School, 2009). Five of the signers of the U.S. Constitution attended this 

school. For higher education, it looks similar. The first university on U.S. soil, the Harvard 

University, was founded in 1636 and was established by vote of the Great and General Court of 

Massachusetts Bay Colony (Harvard University, 2009). The first public institution of higher 

education to admit students was the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill in 1795 (Chapel 

Hill, 2009). However, the oldest public institution is the University of Georgia in Athens, GA, 

which was chartered in 1785 (University of Georgia, 2009). These institutions of higher 

education taught language and writing differently when they first opened their doors to students 

than do their counterparts today (Westmeyer, 1985). Even when examining how teaching 

language and writing has changed within the last century we can see the trend from an elitist 

university that only the aristocratic society was able to attend toward an open enrollment for all 

students who have the will to engage in higher education. Times change and so do teaching 

practices at universities. With an ever changing availability of technology the teaching face of 

universities is changing too. Students today do not have to use quills and ink or blackboards and 

chalk to write; computers and keyboards are now used to write. Society still teaches handwriting 

in school and students write most of their notes by hand. The process of writing is being more 

and more neglected to make room for “more important” topics (The National Commission on 

Writing in America's Schools and Colleges, 2003). Only a few students are still capable of 

writing prose like William Shakespeare, Schiller and Goethe (The National Commission on 

Writing in America's Schools and Colleges, 2003). Today schools have so many things they have 



WRITING     3 

 

to teach in an ever changing technology-literate society, that schools can barely keep up with 

what is really important and seems basic to all of us, reading and writing. Students leaving high 

school should be capable of writing in complete sentences or being able to compose basic letters. 

A study by Salahu-Din, Persky, & Miller (2008) showed that 21% of college students need to 

take remedial classes in English, especially in writing (Salahu-Din, Persky, & Miller, 2008). 

Non-English majors in college have only a few classes with heavy writing content like freshmen 

composition to improve their writing. Teachers of subjects other than English are not too eager to 

correct writing because it takes a lot of time. With an already low investment in how to teach 

good writing (The National Commission on Writing in America's Schools and Colleges, 2003) 

one may wonder the quality of writing graduates of universities produce. Based on the quality of 

writing, the few that do continue and pursue an advanced or terminal degree are faced with even 

more rigor when it comes to writing (Gaillet, 1998). The question now arises as to what skills are 

expected. What constitutes good writing and what writing skills are expected of students that 

seek higher or terminal degrees? 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study is to search for evidence of what constitutes “good” writing and 

what is considered “academic” writing. This study also examines 1) what graduates of all levels, 

such as high school, bachelor, master, and doctoral should be able to write. 2) What programs, if 

any, seem to produce better writers (Engineering, Philosophy, English, Chemistry, etc.) and 3) if 

evidence is found, what elements have been shown to produce better writers. 

Significance of the Study 

This study will examine appropriate writing standards for university students. The study 

will also examine the educational elements needed to achieve these standards and offer 
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recommendations regarding how the standards may best be achieved.  Because learning is 

developmental, the study will encompass writing development from high school through 

graduate level. 

Assumptions 

Through the introduction of new technology writing mechanics changed over the last 

hundred years. From the use of quills and ink, blackboards and chalk, pencil and paper to 

typewriters and with the computers in 81% of U.S. households in 2006, rising by 41% in the last 

decade, writing changes further  (Leichtman Research Group, 2007). Therefore, the assumption 

is that there is a change in the nature how students write. Another assumption is that an objective 

standard of good writing exists, and that best practices may be, or have been, identified. 

Delimitation of the Study 

 This study is not intended to cover writing in all fields taught in universities. The study 

will also not collect any original data and will rely on findings other researchers in this area have 

attained and identify reoccurring concepts or schemes. The scope of this study is limited to 

Wisconsin and national data where appropriate. 

Methodology 

 This study uses journal articles that have been published and are accessible through 

EBSCO Host and Wilson database. A query was done using search terms related to writing, 

academic writing and writing competencies. The articles found were then matched against the 

requirement of having context with the goal of this study. A second library search was done 

trying to identify published books that pertain to the topic of the study and could contribute. A 

third search was done using the internet to obtain data about remedial classes, testing standards 

and other data related to writing. 
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CHAPTER II: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Level of Proficiencies 

Levels of Proficiency for Wisconsin High Schools 

Proficiency testing for students in public schools in Wisconsin is mandated through the 

Executive Orders 302 and 328 of the Governor of Wisconsin. Instated in 1997 and 1999, these 

orders lay the groundwork for the Wisconsin Model Academic Standards (Wisconsin 

Deparmtent of Public Instruction, 2008). The Wisconsin Model Academic Standards are 

overseen by the Wisconsin Department of Public Instruction (DPI) and are defined for four core 

areas including English Language Arts, Mathematics, Science, and Social Studies as well as 

sixteen additional areas. Each area is divided into three standards; content, performance and 

proficiency. Content standards refer to what the students should know and what they should be 

able to do. Performance standards refer to how students will show that they are meeting the 

standard. The proficiency standards indicate how well students have to perform to meet the 

standard. Proficiency standards are available for grades three through ten and are tested at the 

fourth, eighth, and tenth grades. The content standards are identical throughout each area for all 

grade levels. The knowledge which students need to pass is adjusted to the respective grade 

levels for difficulty. The DPI also sets performance standards for grade levels four, eight and 

twelve. For this document we only examine the Standard B for the twelfth grade of the English 

Language Arts - Writing. 

Content Standard English Language Art Standard B - Writing 

The writing content standard of the English Language Art Standard B states that, 

“Students in Wisconsin will write clearly and effectively to share information and knowledge, to 

influence and persuade, to create and entertain” (Wisconsin Deparmtent of Public Instruction, 
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2008). The rationale for this content standard is that writing is essential to learn new things. In 

academic life, the workplace or personal life students need to write to convey messages and 

knowledge. Through revision and editing they can ensure that their writing is understood and 

well-received. Students need a working knowledge of language, grammatical structures, diction 

and usage, punctuation, spelling, layout, and presentation of their work. This knowledge is 

invaluable for written communication in almost any form (Wisconsin Deparmtent of Public 

Instruction, 2008). 

Performance Standards for twelfth Grade 

 The DPI sets forth three different standard areas that students should be able to complete 

by the end of twelfth grade. These are to create or produce writing to communicate with different 

audiences for a variety of purposes; plan, revise, edit, and publish clear and effective writing; and 

understand the function of various forms, structures, and punctuation marks of standard 

American English and use them appropriately in oral and written communications. Within these 

three standards, the DPI specifies the goals of each of them even further. For the standard of 

creating or producing writing to communicate with different audiences for a variety of purposes 

the goals are: 

 Write a coherent argument that takes a position, accurately summarizes an opposing 

positions refutes that position, and cites persuasive evidence; 

 Compose and publish analytic and reflective writing that conveys knowledge, experience, 

insights, and opinions to an intended audience; 

 Use rhetorical structures that divide complex thoughts into simpler ones, logical transitions 

from one thought to another, and language appropriate to the intended audience; 
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 Write creative fiction that includes an authentic setting, discernible tone, coherent plot, 

distinct characters, effective detail, believable dialogue, and reasonable resolution of conflict; 

 Write summaries of complex information (such as information in a lengthy text or a 

sequence of events), expand or reduce the summaries by adding or deleting detail, and 

integrate appropriately summarized information into reviews, reports, or essays, with correct 

citations; 

 Write autobiographical and biographical narratives in a mature style characterized by 

suitable vocabulary, descriptive detail, effective syntax, an appropriate voice, a variety of 

sentence structures, clear coordination and subordination of ideas, and rhetorical devices that 

help establish tone and reinforce meaning; 

 Prepare and publish technical writing such as memos, applications, letters, reports and 

resumes for various audiences, attending to details of layout and format as appropriate to 

purpose; 

 Write in a variety of situations (impromptu, over time, in collaboration or alone) and adapt 

strategies, such as revision, technology, and the use of reference materials, to the situation; 

 Use a variety of writing technologies, including pen and paper as well as computers; 

 Write for a variety of readers, including peers, teachers, and other adults, adapting content, 

style, and structure to audience and situation (Wisconsin Deparmtent of Public Instruction, 

2008). 

For the standard of planning, revising, editing, and publishing clear and effective writing, the 

goals are as follows: 

 Write essays demonstrating the capacity to communicate knowledge, opinions, and insights 

to an intended audience through a clear thesis and effective organization of supporting ideas; 
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 Develop a composition through a series of drafts, using a revision strategy based on purpose 

and audience, personal style, self-awareness of strengths and weaknesses as a writer, and 

feedback from peers and teachers; 

 Given a writing assignment to be completed in a limited amount of time, produce a well 

developed, well organized, clearly written response in effective language and a voice 

appropriate for audience and purpose (Wisconsin Deparmtent of Public Instruction, 2008). 

For the standard of understand the function of various forms, structures, and punctuation marks 

of standard American English and use them appropriately in oral and written communications, 

the goals are as follows: 

 Understand the form and function of words, phrases, and clauses, including inter-related 

clauses in complex sentences, and use them effectively; 

 Use correct tenses, including conditionals, to indicate the relative order and relationship of 

events; 

 Employ principles of agreement, including subject-verb, pronoun-noun, and preposition-

pronoun; 

 Punctuate compound, complex, and compound-complex sentences correctly, including 

appropriate use of dialogue, citations, colons, hyphens, dashes, ellipses, and italics; 

 Employ the conventions of capitalization; 

 Spell frequently used words correctly and use effective strategies for spelling unfamiliar 

words; 

 Recognize common errors in the use of language and know how (and when) to correct them 

(Wisconsin Deparmtent of Public Instruction, 2008). 
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Levels of Proficiency for Exiting Undergraduates 

David Kearns, a former CEO of the Xerox Company, sums up the requirements exiting 

undergraduates need: 

The only education that prepares us for change is a liberal 

education. In periods of change, narrow specialization condemns 

us to inflexibility – precisely what we do not need. We need the 

flexible intellectual tools to be problem solvers, to be able to 

continue learning over time. (Association of American Colleges 

and Universities, 2005) 

David Kearns is not the only one suggesting liberal education as a fundamental stepping 

stone for undergraduate students for being successful in their chosen career. Mullen (2001) 

suggests that university students need to become more competent in writing so that they can keep 

pace with an ever changing and more demanding world. But not only writing is a core 

competency modern day university students should be able to perform. Simple tasks such as 

balancing a checkbook or basic literacy skills to understand and execute simple instructions 

should belong to the arsenal of competencies of students (Baer, Cook, & Baldi, 2006). The New 

York Times also suggests that university students should be familiar with history, with major 

works in literature and philosophy, and with core scientific principles (Traub, 2007). 

 Fortune 500 executives and employers rate the skill of written and oral communication as 

very critical to have. They also see the ability to collaborate, organize and plan as very critical 

(Hyman & Hu, 2005). Participants in the same survey by Hyman and Hu suggested that college 

alumni also generally rate written and oral communication skills as very important and faculty 
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also rated written communication skills in their top two. Faculty also suggested that the skills 

needed to survive in today‟s world haven‟t changed since the mid 1990‟s (Hyman & Hu, 2005). 

The Association of American Colleges and Universities (AACU) published a report in 

2005 in which they highlight that each university student should have a liberal education learning 

outcome, without regard to their major or academic background. The AACU identified 

knowledge of human culture and natural world, intellectual and practical skills, and individual 

and social responsibilities as three key areas. Within the knowledge of human culture and natural 

world the AACU includes knowledge about science, social sciences, mathematics, humanities, 

and arts. Within intellectual and practical skills are combined the skills for written and oral 

communication; inquiry, and critical and creative thinking; quantitative literacy; information 

literacy; teamwork; and the integration of learning. For individual and social responsibilities the 

AACU includes the areas of civic responsibility and engagement, ethical reasoning, intercultural 

knowledge and actions, and propensity for lifelong learning (Association of American Colleges 

and Universities, 2005). The AACU also agrees that good writing skills and good public 

speaking skills are crucial for business success (Dillon, 1992). 

Levels of Proficiency for Exiting Graduate Students 

It is very easy to set the levels of proficiency at which high school students should 

perform by looking at the standards states set for their schools. It is harder to define at what 

levels of proficiency college graduates should perform.  It is even more difficult to determine the 

level of proficiency at which a graduating master‟s or doctoral students should perform. 

Standards for undergraduate students exist within each individual university or college but are 

mostly defined by what either the leaders of these institutions of higher education see as 

necessary or by what the future employing industry demands of these newly graduated students. 
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Figure 1. Trend in twelfth-grade NAEP writing 

percentile scores 

Graduate students now face completely different type of standards. They are anticipated to 

become proficient in the world of academia. Literature suggests (Gaillet, 2005; Mullen, 2001; 

Axtell, 1997) that graduate students are increasingly required to publish research and that they 

need to do that even before they are hired by a university. Students are asked to publish, to gain 

cultural capital and be equipped with a publishing record in order to apply for positions (Gaillet, 

2005; Mullen, 2001). 

Actual Levels of Proficiencies 

High School 

The National Center for Education 

Statistics (NCES) published a report for the 

writing ability of twelfth graders in 2008. The 

students were scored in three different areas, 

narrative, informative and persuasive writing. 

The narrative writing portion comprised 25% 

of the total score, informative writing 

constituted 35%, and persuasive writing 

accounted for 40% of the total score. The 

scale for this assessment was a numeric scale 

from 0 to 300. Content assessment was done 

with the help of 20 writing assignments: five 

narrative, seven informative and eight 

persuasive. Students were judged against a 

writing item map (see Appendix A). Students 
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Figure 2. Trend in twelfth-grade NAEP writing 

achievement-level results 

needed 122 points to be ranked as having 

basic proficiency. The report indicated that 

three percent of students were ranked 

unsatisfactory (<75 points), nine percent 

were ranked insufficient (75-112 points), 27 

% were ranked uneven (112-156),  

34% were ranked sufficient (156-

203), 21% were ranked skillful (203-253 

points) and five percent were scored 

excellent (253 and higher). Sixty percent of the students performed at or above sufficient levels. 

Nationally data has been collected in 1998, 2002 and 2007. The mean score of the combined 

twelfth grade writing score went from 150 points in 1998 to 148 points in 2002. It rose to 153 

points in 2007. The percentile ranks of the scores can be seen in Figure 1. In 1998, 78% of 

students performed at or above Basic writing level, 22% performed at or above Proficient level 

and one percent performed at Advanced level. In 2002, 74% performed at or above Basic level, 

24% performed at or above Proficient level and two percent performed at Advanced level. In 

2007, 82% of students performed at or above Basic level, 24% performed at or above Proficient 

level and one percent performed at Advanced level. The Basic proficiency level saw an increase 

of eight percent when comparing data from 1998 with data from 2007 but no significant increase 

in the Proficient or Advanced level was registered (see Figure 2).  

A significant difference occurred when comparing the scores across racial backgrounds. 

The mean scores are distributed as follows: The White population started at 155 in 1998 went to 

154 in 2002 to 159 in 2007. Scores of the Black population went from 134 in 1998 to 130 in 
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Figure 3. Trend in twelfth-grade NAEP writing average score, by race/ethnicity 

Figure 4. Trend in twelfth-grade NAEP writing average scores and score gaps, by selected 

racial/ethnic groups 

2002 to 137 in 2007. Scores of the Hispanic population stayed at 136 in 1998 and 2002 and went 

up to 139 in 2007. Scores for the Asian/Pacific Islanders went from 150 in 1998 to 151 in 2002 

and then up to 160 in 2007. The scores of American Indian / Alaska Natives went from 129 in 

1998 to 140 in 2007 (see Figure 3).  

There is no significant change in the gap of scores when comparing the White population 

with racial minorities. The score gap between the White and Black population was 21 in 1998, 

24 in 2002 and 23 in 2007. The score gap between the White and Hispanic population was 19 in 

1998, 18 in 2002 and 20 in 2007 (see Figure 4).  
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Figure 6. Average scores in twelfth-grade NAEP writing, by 

highest level of parental education: 2002 and 2007 

Figure 5. Trend in twelfth-grade NAEP writing average 

scores and score gaps, by gender 

The same can be reported for the 

score gap between female and male 

students. In 1998 females scored 19 points 

higher than their male counterparts. In 

2002 females scored 25 points higher and 

in 2007 the gap closed again to 18 points 

difference (see Figure 5).  

There is a correlation between the 

education of the parents and how high 

their children scored. On average 

students with parents who finished 

college scored higher than students 

with parents who did not finish 

college. Students with parents who 

did not finish high school scored an 

average of 129 points in 2002 and 

134 points in 2007. Students with 

parents who graduated from high 

school scored an average of 139 

points in 2002 and 141 points in 2007. Students with parents who received some additional 

education after high school scored an average of 149 points in 2002 and 152 points in 2007. 

Students with parents who graduated college scored 158 points in 2002 and 163 points in 2007 

(Salahu-Din, Persky, & Miller, 2008) (see Figure 6). 
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In 2005, 51% of high school students who took the ACT college admission and 

placement exam met the college readiness benchmark for reading (ACT, 2006). In the same year 

only 32% of students who graduated high school in four years mastered basic literacy skills in 

reading and writing (ACTE, 2007). The same study found that while surveying manufacturers, 

that 36% of employees of the manufacturers had insufficient writing and communication skills. 

Challenging classes like mathematics and science in high school saw an increase in enrollment in 

the last decade but participation in English composition courses has dropped (The College 

Board, 2002).  

 The National Center for Writing (NCW) conducted an in-depth study about the status of 

writing in the nation‟s classrooms (2003). They came to the conclusion that writing is the way 

students connect the dots in their knowledge to make it a whole. They further concluded that 

American education will not realize its potential as a motor of opportunity and economic growth 

until a writing revolution puts language and communication in their proper place in the 

classroom. The study also claims that despite the neglect of writing instruction, it would be false 

to say that students cannot write; what they cannot do is write well. The basics of writing are not 

an issue. The issue is the level of writing students are expected to exhibit. Several challenges 

require particular attention: time for writing assessment or measuring results, integrating 

technology into the teaching and learning of writing, and support for teaching and other 

classroom issues. The study goes on to indicate that instructors in disciplines like history, 

science, or mathematics are not exposed to classes on how to write, hence do not understand the 

concept of good writing and therefore neither know what good writing looks like nor are 

equipped to teach it. This issue is founded in the professional development of teachers. Much 

time goes into the development of their subject knowledge, however little time is used to develop 
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the skills of teaching writing. Writing is time consuming and only through investment of time 

dedicated to writing, can writing be enhanced. The time spent on writing assignments in 12
th

 

grade is marginal. The study surveyed 12
th

 graders and they reported that 49 % have a paper 

assignment of three pages or more once or twice a month. Thirty-nine percent of 12
th

 graders 

reported that they have these writing assignments hardly ever or never. Compared to that, at the 

elementary school level, 97 % of students reported spending three hours or less per week on 

writing, which amounts to about 15% of the time they spend watching television. The result is 

that when students are asked to think on paper most of them can produce fairly mediocre prose. 

Writing at the basic level demonstrates only a limited capability to produce extended complex 

thought. The responses given by students are acceptable in the fundamentals of form, content, 

and language. The students are able to organize their thoughts and provide some supporting 

details, and their grammar, spelling, and punctuation are not an utter disaster. On the whole, 

readers are able to understand what these students are trying to say, however about three quarters 

of students at all grade levels are unable to go very much beyond this. At grade 12, most students 

are producing relatively immature and unsophisticated writing. More than one in five continues 

to produce prose with a substantial number of errors in grammar, spelling and punctuation (The 

National Commission on Writing in America's Schools and Colleges, 2003). 

College 

In contrast to high school, college is not mandated for students to attend.  Nationally, 

62.6 % of graduating high school students are attending college directly after high school. 

Wisconsin numbers are in line with the national average at 61.2% (The National Center for 

Higher Education Management Systems, 2009). The number of enrolling students has steadily 

increased since the 1970‟s (ACTE, 2007). In 1974 13% of the population over the age of 25 
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attended a four year college. In 2004, this rate increased to 28% (Pittman & Richmond, 2008). 

One third of the students who enroll into college drop out; most do not return after their first year 

in college (Pittman & Richmond, 2008; Noble, Flynn, Lee, & Hilton, 2007; ACTE, 2007). A 

look further at the dropout rates reveals that first year dropouts constitute about 50% of all 

college dropouts and that 75% of freshmen dropouts happen either within or shortly after 

students complete their first term in college (Noble, Flynn, Lee, & Hilton, 2007). With these 

numbers, it is not easy to determine the level of proficiency of college students. The trend might 

be explained by a study conducted by the National Commission on Writing (2002) which found 

that more than 50 % of first-year college students are unable to produce papers relatively free of 

language errors (Intersegmental Committee of the Academic Senate of the California 

Community Colleges, the California State University, and the University of California, 2002). 

This high rate of errors also shows in the number of high school students who have to take 

remedial classes. Sixty-one percent of students attending 2-year colleges and 25% of students 

attending 4-year colleges have to take at least one remedial class (Adelman, 2004; Wirt, Choy, 

Rooney, Provasnik, Sen, & Tobin, 2004). Remedial writing training is costly to society and 

estimated at about 500 million dollars each year (The National Commission on Writing for 

America's Families, Schools and Colleges, 2005). To add to this, freshmen composition classes 

often do not feature colleges most experienced instructors (Bok, 2005). Faculty members 

teaching these classes are viewed as doing a janitorial cleanup or service work (Bartlett, 2003).  

The undervaluation of composition classes by colleges and universities has a direct effect 

on the writing proficiency of undergraduate students. Many of the students also underestimate 

the importance of writing and see writing requirements as just one more hoop they have to jump 

through on their way to graduation (Bartlett, 2003). Students are well trained to gather research 
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in the library or the internet but very few of them are capable of turning that research into a real 

paper with a thesis and an argument. Students often lack the ability to construct the sort of 

lengthy, sophisticated research paper required in upper division classes. They are underprepared 

in the skills and techniques that will enable them to present their findings effectively (Bartlett, 

2003; Delyser, 2003). 

Entities outside the universities see it similarly; company recruiters report that soon-to-

graduate marketing students often lack adequate communication skills (McDaniel & White, 

1993). This finding is supported by a survey that found that more than 90 % of midcareer 

professionals cited the “need to write effectively” as a skill “of great importance” in their day-to-

day work (Light, 2001). Industry judges that business schools in general and marketing programs 

in particular have been criticized for not developing the skills deemed important by the business 

community (Hyman & Hu, 2005). A different trend of how writing affects our society can also 

be seen in how many students actually graduate from college. The 6-year graduation rate for the 

United States was 56.1 % in 2007 and compares with 58.2 % for Wisconsin (The National 

Center for Higher Education Management Systems, 2009). 

Graduate School 

Gaillet (1998) stated that the ramification of the currently practiced traditional theory of 

writing and product oriented pedagogy establishes that writing itself is conceived as a set of 

skills that a student “masters” at some point in his or her educational life. The teaching of writing 

to graduate students is held to be redundant or superfluous. If writing problems manifest 

themselves in a text a graduate student composes, such problems can be attributed to personal 

deficiencies, not institutional praxis (Gaillet, 1998). In a survey of graduate students, they were 

asked when they had their last writing class; the most common answer for students from the U.S. 
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was during freshmen composition. That means these students have not had a class that teaches 

writing mechanics since taking introductory composition in their first year as undergraduate 

students (Delyser, 2003). Additionally, graduate students are seldom taught how to write for their 

respective disciplines; faculties presume that students can become competent writers, 

researchers, or professionals by emulating successful models in their field. Professors assume 

that, “graduate students „already know how to write‟ by virtue of their higher education status” 

(Gaillet, 1998). With exceptions, graduate students are seldom taught how to write academic 

prose for their disciplines and therefore do not know how to acquire cultural capital and a 

publishing record which they need to secure a position at a research institution (Gaillet, 2005; 

Mullen, 2001). Gaillet put it best when she said that writing instruction at the graduate level has 

received little scholarly attention (Gaillet, 2005). Conclusions about the level of proficiency can 

be drawn by examining feedback from students who actually took a class in writing during their 

graduate school. The positive feedback of the students shows that there is an urgent need for 

writing instruction in graduate schools (Delyser, 2003; Gaillet, 1998). Gaillet (2005) suggests 

that faculty in graduate programs must invite and prepare graduate students to become their 

colleagues, not just instructors to further the department‟s economic gain. Graduate Faculty also 

should prepare those students for the kind of writing they are expected to exhibit to gain or keep 

their position. Graduate faculty should feel obligated to systematically teach their students to 

become productive scholars, familiar with cultural expectations of the profession and capable of 

trading professional “currency” for tenure and promotion (Gaillet, 2005). This appeal seems to 

fall on deaf ears as Mullen (2001) notes that most supervisors are either so heavily scheduled or 

inactive as publishing faculty that they simply cannot provide students with the necessary 

mentoring (Mullen, 2001). The goal of teaching graduate students good academic prose is that 
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they produce a seamless complement in form and content, leaving the impression that the writer 

could not have conveyed the information in any other way. Forced productivity has led faculty to 

develop defensive strategies based on the perception that quality is less important than quantity 

(Savage, 2003). But without the benefit of mentoring from professionals in their own field and 

without receiving formal instruction in writing for their specific disciplines, many graduate 

students fail in their attempt to join their professional writing communities (Gaillet, 2005). 

Successful Writing Programs 

After examining the proficiency of high school, undergraduate and graduate students, 

only a few programs appeared to produce better writers. The following section examines 

programs that have been successful in producing better writers. 

Graduate Writing Course 

 Lynée Gaillet (1998) pioneered a writing course for graduate students that reinforced four 

essential goals that graduate students should be able to achieve in order to master 

“communicative competence” in their respective fields.  

 Members of research communities share a “model of knowing”. This model of knowing is 

embedded in the research methodology that incoming students in graduate programs learn and 

is encoded in the language that [research] community members use.  

 A research community actually extends beyond a student‟s graduate school to include 

researchers at other institutions which use the same methodologies and who subscribe to 

compatible models of knowing. These researchers constitute an “invisible college” or 

“thought collective”, sharing their work with one another through publication in professional 

journals and through papers delivered at professional meetings.  
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 Papers and publications constitute a research community‟s communicative forum; 

significant issues are raised, defined, and debated within the communicative forum. In this 

sense, to publish and to be cited is to enter the community‟s discourse. 

 Graduate students are initiated into the research community through the reading and writing 

they do, through instruction in research methodology, and through interaction with faculty 

and with their peers. A significant part of this initiation process is learning how to use 

appropriate written linguistic conventions for communicating through disciplinary forums. 

 Assignments in this class are designed to implement and reinforce these goals. Graduate 

students not only learn about writing, but through assignments start to master the skills necessary 

to become a part of the research community. A major point of the class is that students do not 

write for the recycling bin; instead students are mandated to find a venue to submit their papers 

for publication. This reinforces their motivation. The success in being published is the first step 

toward achieving many of their goals (Gaillet, 1998). 

Remedial Courses 

The University of Tennessee-Martin (Huse, Wright, Clark, & Hacker, 2005) rearranged 

their remedial English courses for first-year students in order to compensate for a mandate by the 

Board of Regents that these remedial classes are the sole property of two-year community 

colleges. Therefore funding to do remedial work was cut for four-year colleges. Former remedial 

classes are now taken for credit at the university. Depending on the proficiency level of incoming 

students, they take at least three semesters of formal writing instruction with four-credit classes 

each semester. Initial research showed that students better coped with the higher demands of 

college writing and also faculty got more involved with the teaching of the writing classes. The 

researchers reported a better performance in the last writing class in the sequence by students 
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who underwent the remedial classes compared to students who did not have to take remedial 

classes. An integral part of the classes is the use of the campus writing lab. The writing lab is 

mandatory for one hour a week to work on drafts and revisions under supervision. Supervision is 

provided by either a professional tutor, who has a degree in English, or a faculty member or an 

undergraduate student with a major in English (Huse, Wright, Clark, & Hacker, 2005). 
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CHAPTER III: SUMMARY, DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATION 

Summary 

High school writing standards are set forth by the Wisconsin Department of Public 

Instruction and tested throughout the career of students going through elementary, middle and 

high school. The last time students are tested is in 12
th

 grade. Results of a national study in 

writing abilities of 12
th

 graders showed that there was a general increase in the performance of 

lower scoring students over the last decade. Students who had previously scored high remained 

high or had a slight decline in their performance. The study also found differences between races 

and genders. While Black, Hispanic, Asian and Native American students scored lower than 

White students, and female students scored higher than male students. Another gap exists for 

students who have parents with lower educational attainment. Students with less educated 

parents perform worse than students with parents from a higher educational background. 

About two thirds of high school students attend college after graduating high school and 

half of them have problems producing papers relatively free of language errors. The high rate is 

not surprising considering that 25% of college freshmen in 4-year institutions and 61% of college 

freshmen in 2-year institutions take remedial classes. Another concern is the high dropout rate of 

one-sixth of college freshmen. Students do not value the importance of writing and are under-

prepared for the tasks that lay ahead of them. 

Graduate students are expected to already know how to write when they enter graduate 

school. Therefore many graduate programs do not focus on formal writing instruction. But 

students need writing skills to publish to get jobs or later keep them or they perish in the world of 

academe.  
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One way to achieve writing competency in graduate school is a writing course dedicated 

to formal writing instruction in the graduate curriculum. Courses that have been established in 

that regard seem promising. Having students practice writing is the key to prepare them for the 

rigor that lays ahead for them. 

 Remediation for undergraduate students needs to be revalued for their efficiency. 

Combining and rearranging remedial classes and freshmen composition classes has shown to be 

one way to have more impact on students. But students need to write often and consistently over 

the course of their study to become and stay good writers.  

Discussion 

 Examining the longitudinal rippling effect of writing instruction and the outcomes for the 

students, the results are mind-boggling. The writing proficiency levels of high school students 

show that in the last decade there was an increase in proficiency amongst students who perform 

at or below basic levels; however, no increase was noted in the upper, more proficient levels. 

This one-sided increase in proficiency could be attributed to the No Child Left Behind doctrine 

put in place by the Bush administration, which concentrates on accountability of the schools. 

Teachers feel enormous pressure by their administration and policymakers to have high scoring 

students. Popham (2001, 2004) describes teaching to the test as item-teaching. Item teaching is 

the process of teachers organizing their instruction either around actual items found on the test or 

around look-a-like items. This is dangerous because the inferences made by teachers, parents and 

policymakers that students have mastered the skills or knowledge by scoring high on the test are 

wrong. If the student, for example, achieved a 60% on an item-taught test, all it means is that the 

student mastered 60% of the test. It does not mean what teachers, parents and policymakers 

would like to believe, that the student mastered 60% of the whole body of knowledge (Popham, 
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2001, 2004). This item-teaching could be one explanation why there is only an increase in the 

lower levels of proficiency. Schools are forced to focus their energies on subject matter 

measured on the tests, and on lower-scoring pupils so that they pass state standards. But this 

practice does not do much for students who already perform at higher levels and whose potential 

is allowed to lie idle.  

Unfortunately, evidence to support these teaching practices and under usage of student 

potential is scarce at best. Increased time investment into teaching writing in upper level high 

school classes does not seem to be high priority, given the little time 12
th

 graders spend on 

writing assignment in a month. Teachers, other than for English, are poorly trained and ill-

equipped to recognize good writing and may therefore not teach good writing.  

Given that so many high school students write poorly, and two-thirds wish to attend 

college, it is surprising that more students do not need to enroll in remedial writing classes. 

Entering college with the preparation they received during high school, students may face a rude 

awakening as they discover they are ill-prepared for college-level writing. Reports, essays, 

reflections, and papers all require a new skill set to master. Students, who had previously been 

allowed to slide by, must quickly develop better writing skills if they wish to stay in college.  

Having completed freshmen composition and being off to the rest of their studies, undergraduate 

students encounter myriad papers to write, essays to compose and reports to create. They are apt 

to receive little help from college instructors, who expect good writing, yet choose not to focus 

on mentoring students on their writing skills. Universities show where their priorities are when 

they require few courses in writing, and when they employ teachers who are not qualified to 

instruct students in formal writing. 
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Once students finally make it through college, they are faced with the reality of the 

business world. Here is where they might understand the importance of writing and that they 

should have paid better attention or taken it more seriously during their writing classes (Light, 

2001).  

For students who decide to pursue an even higher academic degree, the whole world 

changes and new challenges await them. According to Patricia Sullivan, as cited in Gaillet 

(1998), graduate students manage these new challenges by “virtue of being a graduate student 

and all of a sudden have competencies and write well.”  

It is not always the institution‟s fault for not teaching graduate students how to write; the 

students themselves are to blame too. Many conversations with a teacher of a communications 

course that teaches formal writing to undergraduate and graduate students revealed this (B.J. 

Reed, personal communication, March, 2007 – May, 2008). Master‟s level students who should 

be able to create prose according to their level, lack the understanding or insight that what they 

call writing is at best undergraduate level. As a result, they fail to achieve better grades. Some 

Master‟s students in the communication course exhibit cockiness when it comes to their writing 

skills and do not want to accept the fact that their writing is mediocre at best. Their belief is that 

because they spend so many hours on a writing piece, they automatically deserve a good grade. 

Another erroneous assumption students make is that if in the business world, if the employer 

does not complain, their writing must be good. (B.J. Reed, personal communication, March, 

2007 – May, 2008).  

Writing instruction toward the end of high school is scarce and limited and seldom aimed 

at college-bound students. Writing instruction in college for undergraduate students is most of 

the time done during freshmen composition courses and does not see a follow-up in upper-level 
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classes. Graduate students are expected to write well because of their status. But with the 

minimal formal writing instruction a graduate student receives during his or her entire school 

career, it is more than questionable whether these students are actually proficient. With budget 

constraints being more and more severe, schools as well as universities are trying to cut 

programs to stay within budget. Writing instruction and remediation is very time consuming and 

thus costly and it is the most likely victim of budget cuts.  

Recommendation 

 Being able to write is necessary in today‟s society. Writing well empowers students to be 

ready for the future. Writing is time consuming, and in a short term view policymakers and 

school administrators might see the cost for teaching writing as too high. Policymakers and 

school administrators need to acknowledge that excellence in writing costs, but in the long run, 

mediocrity in writing costs far more (The National Commission on Writing in America's Schools 

and Colleges, 2003). Recommendations are as follows:  

 Every state should revisit its education standards to make sure they include a comprehensive 

writing policy; 

 State and federal government should provide the financial resources necessary for the 

additional time and personnel required to make writing a centerpiece in the curriculum; 

 Policy should aim to require a writing plan in every school district, insist that writing be 

taught in all subjects and at all grade levels, and require successful completion of a course in 

writing theory and practice as a condition of teacher licensure. 

 These recommendations cover mostly high school level writing. Leaders of colleges and 

universities should pay more attention to the need of undergraduate and graduate writing. Higher 

education accreditation institutes should address the special roles universities and colleges play 
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in improving writing, so that writing instructions in college and universities can be improved for 

all students (The National Commission on Writing in America's Schools and Colleges, 2003). 

Further, the goal of writing for research and publication should be a critical part of the doctoral 

process (Mullen, 2001).  

There is no best solution to achieve these goals. Colleges and universities have to keep in 

mind that even though a writing program might be successful at a different university, it might 

fail at their institution. Programs need to be adjusted to the individual needs of a campus and also 

need to be continuously monitored to assure its effectiveness. But most important is to have the 

support from all involved parties on a campus. The outcome should be clear; how universities get 

there should be their responsibility. 
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CHAPTER IV: CONCLUSION 

Throughout the examined literature several themes emerge as to what constitutes “good” 

writing. Although there is no definition of good writing, authors agree that good writing is 

exhibited when students create a paper free of language errors, creating a lengthy and 

sophisticated research paper that has a thesis and an argument of said thesis with presentation of 

their findings. Also, the students show inquiry into the chosen topic as well as critical and 

creative thinking while examining the researched evidence. Students should write prose that is 

equivalent to the level of sophistication they are trying to attain. This means 12
th

 grade high 

school students should write prose on a 12
th

 grade level, undergraduate students should write on 

a bachelor‟s level and master and doctoral students should compose prose on their respective 

level.  

Undergraduate writing is geared toward showing that critical thinking skills are present as 

well as the ability to write effectively in constructing an argument. When entering into the realm 

of graduate level, rules change. Students are required to compose academic prose. Academic 

prose serves many purposes. Students are required to produce writing to be published in their 

respective disciplines. They acquire cultural capital through writing. They are able to enter the 

discourse of a research community in their discipline, in which they raise, define and debate 

issues through the conventions used in their style of writing. The initiation into the research 

community is done through the writing to share models of knowledge with other researchers.  

While no evidence could be found that supports the idea of a program that would be 

superior in producing better writers than other programs, the examined research indicates that 

programs that are inherently heavy in creating written works, such as English or Psychology, 

seem to produce better writers. Programs that do not have a heavy writing requirement seem to 
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produce less skillful writers. Thus, the conclusion can be drawn that the more writing is done in a 

program, and the more feedback are given by instructors, the better the chances are to produce 

good writers. 

The evidence suggests some key characteristics that need to be present in a program: 1) 

Teachers in the discipline need to have had formal instruction on how to teach writing. 2) 

Teachers would have to give feedback to their students during the creation process to direct the 

students‟ efforts. 3) The curriculum has to allow for the additional time the writing and revising 

process takes to produce the final product. 

"And further, by these, my son, be admonished: of making many books there is no 

end; and much study is a weariness of the flesh." (Ecclesiastes 12:12, KJV) 
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