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Put That in Writing: Helping 
Students Improve Writing Skills

ollege students often do not have adequate opportunities to engage in writ-
ing to demonstrate what they have learned and to synthesize and express their 
thoughts and ideas (Arum & Roksa, 2011). A study by the Partnership for the 

Study of Writing indicated only 42% of seniors surveyed reported that they were required 
to “argue a position using evidence and reasoning in most or all of their writing assign-
ments” (as cited in Berrett, 2012, p. A5). In light of these findings, a growing number of 
instructors are looking for new ways to integrate writing assignments effectively and 
intentionally into course content. 

Some institutions have created courses designated as writing intensive or, popularly, W 
courses, which include a specific number of pages students will write during the semes-
ter. Successfully completing a prescribed number of W courses often translates into credit 
for graduation requirements and writing competency. Varied criteria have been estab-
lished for courses designated as writing intensive (Strachan, 2008). Generally, however, 
instructors in these courses assign a variety of writing tasks (e.g., essays, response papers, 
research projects, reviews of the literature), provide feedback on student work, and offer 
opportunities for revision of previously submitted work. Critics argue that the faculty-
student ratio must necessarily be kept low for W courses to be effective.

Despite this concern, requiring students to engage in more and varied written assign-
ments as part of the course content can be especially effective. The following strategies 
can help students become more proficient, versatile writers while improving critical think-
ing skills and other learning outcomes.

 	 Provide assignments that require students to communicate in a variety of 
ways with different levels of formality. As students leave higher education and 
enter the work world, they may be asked to write in a variety of genres, such 
as a memo, letter, executive summary, blog or discussion board entry, or an 
e-mail. Students who learn these skills in the classroom will have an edge in the 
workplace.

 	 Give students feedback on their work. If written work is worthy of being 
assigned, faculty have an obligation to provide students with feedback  
(i.e., places where the writing succeeds and places where additional attention 
is needed). Increasing the number of written assignments is a challenge—and 
deterrent—because responding to student writing is time consuming and often 
arduous. Instructors can manage the burden, however, by carefully scheduling 
due dates and committing to grade one assignment before the next is due.
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A semiannual refereed journal providing 
current research and scholarship on signifi-
cant student transitions. The primary pur-
pose of the Journal is to disseminate empiri-
cal research findings on student transition 
issues, including

•	 Explorations into the academic, personal, 
and social experiences—such as outcomes 
related to success, learning, and develop-
ment—of students at a range of transition 
points throughout the college years. These 
transitions consist of, but are not limited 
to, the first college year, the transfer transi-
tion, the sophomore year, the senior year 
and transition out of college, and the tran-
sition to graduate work;

•	 Transition issues unique to specific popu-
lations (e.g., nontraditional, traditional, 
historically underrepresented students, 
transfer students, commuters, part-time 
students); and

•	 Explorations of faculty development, cur-
riculum, and pedagogical innovations con-
nected to any of the transitions identified 
above.
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 	 Include peer review as part of the writing process. Often in higher education, written 
assignments are seen by only the student and the instructor. Sharing writing through 
peer review, however, gives students feedback on their own work and allows them to 
practice reading critically as they evaluate the work of their classmates.

 	 Encourage students to use electronic editing resources. Electronic spelling and gram-
mar checking tools are readily available online. For example, Grammarly  
(http://www.grammarly.com) is a web-based resource, and a rigorous assessment tool, 
that systematically checks for plagiarism, provides corrections for more than 150 gram-
matical errors, and offers improved word choices. To encourage use of these resources, 
faculty can review their features and how they work in class and then require students 
to show evidence that they have submitted a final version of their written work to an 
editing tool before turning it in. These resources are not infallible and do not substi-
tute for careful proofreading and editing. However, online editing tools can decrease 
the number of basic grammatical and spelling errors and, thus, improve the quality of 
student writing.

 	 Focus on quality rather than quantity. Although this recommendation may apply to 
some disciplines more than others (i.e., courses and disciplines in which longer, more 
detailed writing is considered to be a vital skill set), consider requiring and scheduling 
shorter written assignments throughout the semester rather than one large project 
due at the end of the term. Shorter, more frequent assignments provide greater oppor-
tunities for feedback and improvement during the course.

Asking students to put their thoughts in writing requires them to move beyond simply 
recalling isolated bits of information to higher levels of thinking that include analysis, synthesis, 
and creativity. Carefully crafted writing assignments allow students to evaluate content critically 
and express their findings clearly and concisely. This process, however, also challenges faculty 
to think carefully about what they want students to learn and write and then take the time to 
provide them with thoughtful critiques of their work. Planning, implementing, and evaluating 
student writing is time well spent in the learning process. 
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What’s Happening at  
The National Resource Center
Conferences and Continuing Education
Online Courses
The National Resource Center is offering online courses on topics of interest in higher educa-
tion. The courses are designed to provide participants with the same content and opportunities 
for interaction with peers and with the instructor as traditional (i.e., classroom-based) learning 
environments while taking advantage of pedagogy and teaching techniques that are not pos-
sible or common in those settings. The courses have limited enrollment and use tools such as 
e-mail, threaded discussions and forums, listservs, and blogs. For more information,  
visit www.sc.edu/fye/oc.

Online Course Offerings:
April 9-May 11, 2013

Strategic Planning for Your First-Year Experience Program—facilitated by Bernard Sevarese, 
Associate Director in Undergraduate Admissions and First-Year Experience, and Julie Schultz, 
Senior Assistant Director of Undergraduate Admissions and First-Year Experience, at The Ohio 
State University

May 21-June 22, 2013

Models and Methods of Student Advising—facilitated by Paul A. Gore, Associate Professor of 
Educational Psychology, at The University of Utah

Conferences and Institutes
32nd Annual Conference on The First-Year Experience
February 23-26, 2013
Orlando, Florida
Early Registration Deadline: January 24, 2013

The First-Year Experience conferences are meetings where educators from two- and four-year 
institutions come together to share ideas, concepts, resources, assessment tools, programmatic 
interventions, and research results focused on the first college year. Registration information 
and a tentative schedule are available at www.sc.edu/fye/annual.

Save the Dates 
26th International Conference on The First-Year Experience
June 17-20, 2013
Waikoloa, Hawaii’s Big Island

20th National Conference on Students in Transition
October 19-21, 2013
Atlanta, Georgia

33rd Annual Conference on The First-Year Experience
February 14-18, 2014
San Diego, California

www.sc.edu/fye/annual
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Publications	
New Releases

The Senior Year: Culminating Experiences and Transitions 
Mary Stuart Hunter, Jennifer R. Keup, Jillian Kinzie,  
& Heather Maietta, Editors

Increasing pressures on colleges and universities to ensure degree 
completion and job placement as measures of success make it imperative 
that the path to graduation is clear and that seniors receive the support 
needed to earn a degree and make a successful transition to life beyond 
college. This new edited collection describes today’s college seniors and 
offers strategies for supporting them to graduation through high-impact 

educational initiatives. Contributors also address issues related to career development; work-
place transitions; and opportunities for integration, reflection, closure, and ongoing engage-
ment as students leave college. Educators charged with improving the end-of-college experi-
ence will find this an invaluable resource. Pre-order now. Book ships in mid-December 2012. 
ISBN 978-1-889271-85-9. $35.00. Visit www.nrcpubs.com to order. 

NRC Exhibits and Presentations
National Research and Trends on Senior Capstone Experiences. Presentation by Jennifer 
R. Keup, National Resource Center Director, at the 2013 Association of American Colleges and 
Universities (AAC&U) Annual Conference, 3:30 p.m., January 24, Hyatt Regency, Atlanta, Georgia.
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