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Micah Bowman, Nursing


When I was asked to serve as a member on the University Writing Assessment Committee, I was very excited.  As a nurse, I use the nursing process in delivering patient care, which is a scientific method of reasoning.  The steps of the nursing process are assessment, diagnosis, planning, implementation, and evaluation.  The assumption is that all parts of the procedure will be followed, from assessment of problems to evaluation of actions that were implemented to correct the problem.  Because this is the way I approach everything in life, I am very interested in assessing and strengthening myself and others.


When the pilot project began, the goal was to assess 100 student papers; nine or 10 per day.  This turned out to be very optimistic, and very unrealistic- the first six papers took us six hours!  Those six hours were full of intense discussion, disagreement, and debate over the choices we had made regarding the rubrics.  It was evident that the analytic rubric needed more clarity in certain places, but that we would not change it until after the 100 papers were read.  I remember someone saying, “You’ve got to dance with the one that brought you.”  So we did.


 Over the course of the next several days, we were able to identify some common themes in students’ writing abilities.  The first and most disturbing for me was not following directions.  It seemed that many well-written papers, as well as many not-so-well written papers, did not complete the assignment.  I was appalled that students could not perform this basic task.  To combat this problem, we discussed having workshops for faculty on writing clear assignment guidelines.  


Another major concern we identified was plagiarism.  There were various levels of plagiarism, from a few sentences to a complete list of works cited.  This project has taught me how to recognize plagiarism, which is something all faculty need to know.  

Faculty also need education on how to deal with suspected plagiarism, proving plagiarism, and enforcing the University’s policy on plagiarism. 


A question I kept asking myself was, “These students have had English Comp I, right?”  The use of the standards of written English was atrocious!  I could not believe that some students were close to graduation, and could not form a complete sentence that made sense.  With the technological assistance of spell-check, I understand why students cannot spell during in-class activities, but otherwise I would not expect errors in spelling or grammar.  Evidently, students need to learn to use the features in their word processing software.  


Since our holistic rubric is a scale from one to four, we have decided to post papers that obtained each score on a web site.  The papers will be available to students to help them compare their papers with ones that have been scored by the committee.  The papers will also be available to faculty, for the same reason.


Despite the above concerns, we saw creativity, profound thinking, and the expression of passionate views, which is what I was expecting in the majority of the papers.  Instead, they were seen in the minority of them, which made these papers all the more pleasurable to read!


Writing instruction at Vincennes University is everyone’s job, not just the English department.  All faculty have a role to play in graduating students who can communicate effectively, because communication is a necessity of life.  I admit there are times when I want English teachers to “do their job” and teach students how to write a complete sentence.  But then I remind myself that students have to be held accountable for their own education.  I certainly can not make a student want to be a good nurse, so I can not expect an English teacher make a student want to be a good writer.  Writing has to be something valued by a person before he commits himself to doing it well.  


While working on the pilot project, I was introduced to a variety of ways of reasoning among my colleagues.  My goal is to go through those nursing process steps as quickly and effectively as possible, starting with assessment.  Others like to look at the end result- what will we do with the information we gather?- and work backwards- how will we get there?  I like to say what I think when I think it and am driven by emotion; others patiently wait to expertly articulate their ideas to sway opinions.  My colleagues have professional attitudes and student success is the basis of their passion for teaching. Working on this project was a great experience for me to meet people across the various disciplines and helped me think outside of my box.  


In retrospect, I think we should have taken more time to practice using the rubrics before the pilot.  It would have saved us time those first couple of days.  I also think we should have assessed the analytical area of “following directions” instead of the area regarding sources providing relevant evidence to the thesis.  This is because we had so many papers that did not follow directions, and we had to rely on the teacher who submitted the papers to determine if sources were relevant.  The last thing I would change is the process of establishing inter-rater reliability.  Instead of both groups assessing the same papers every so often, it would have been a better use of time to rotate members among the two groups.


In conclusion, serving on the University Writing Assessment Committee has been challenging!  It has given me personal insight, as well as introduced me to colleagues I otherwise would not have met.  Also, I have learned to be clear and concise in giving students guidelines for writing assignments.  I am looking forward to continuing my work on this committee, and am dedicated to implementing actions to improve student writing.

Dan Miller, Music

I have always struggled with writing.  It’s not that I don’t value it—I do, but it has always been hard for me as a writer and teacher.  So anytime a workshop having something to do with writing occurs, I’m there. 

My introduction to writing assessment began when I attended—without coercion—a presentation by Mark Wiley during Spring 2004 Professional Development Week. When Mike Gress invited me soon after to serve on the University Writing Committee, I agreed to do so without hesitation, knowing that I—and more importantly—my students, would benefit.  We spent the fall and spring discussing the importance and value of writing assessment, determining what the group would and should accomplish, and formulating a pilot study that would sample volunteer papers submitted as partial fulfillment of writing-intensive courses. I knew early on that I wanted to participate as both an evaluator AND teacher submitting papers. 

Once we began the pilot study, it was clear from the onset that participants were centered on the importance of writing, as described by Chuck Reinhart and supported by Provost Dowden and Dr. Pierpont, as “a central part of learning throughout the university.”  To assess this, we used two forms of the writing rubric: three of the eleven standards established for the analytical rubric and a holistic rubric.  The instructor was present to provide and explain the assignment and to read the paper aloud. 

Clearly, one of most important facts to surface from the pilot was the importance of specific directions for assignments.  I hate to belittle students by providing every little detail that needs to be addressed, but in the new millennium, it’s necessary.  I’ve already found in my own work that detailed assignments provide the student with what they need to be successful in their writing and that the assessment of those details is much clearer to both teacher and student.  I recall that our most common question after the reading of a paper was if the student had followed the directions.

Documentation was also a major issue.  I was surprised by the high percentage of internet sources, but I use them too.  For some papers, accuracy and style was suspect.  Since I don’t use MLA style for music papers, I naively thought that placing a period outside of quotation marks was not a mistake! Many other details unique to different majors surfaced for discussion and clarification as the pilot study progressed.  Plagiarism was also more widespread than I thought.  I don’t think my students blatantly copy and paste as was the case with some papers; mine seem to have more problems with mechanics, and I plan to address issues of documentation more frequently throughout the 4-semester sequence.

When the draft of the analytical rubric became available last fall, I decided to use it in some of my classes, a kind of trial run you might say.  I found the rubric easy to use and relevant to all kinds of writing tasks.  For example, in the case of concert reports that did not require documentation, those elements of the rubric were simply scored DNA (did not apply).  This seemed simple to me, but we spent much time asking questions such as “where is the thesis statement” or unraveling the intent of the rubric statement “accurate representation of outside sources and other points of view” when one or both may not have been a part of the writing style for that particular paper. But members of the Committee seemed postured as “critical thinkers,” and many questions regarding the use and intent of the rubric were discussed and brought more sharply into view.  

Though it was never intended to do so, the writing rubric has formed the template for a music theory rubric that I designed based on my expected learner outcomes for each of my four music theory courses.  This offshoot of the writing rubric helped me quickly pinpoint topics that need more development, and topics that may need to be included in the future.  More importantly, the rubric revealed where connections between topics need to be strengthened so that student learning can be improved.

I routinely do what I call “comparative assessment,” in which a writing task given early on and again later in the semester is compared for improvement.  Both writing task and rubric are collected in a folder for assessment purposes by me, or as a part of music department assessment activities. The students also know I’m going to do this—the activity is clearly stated in my syllabus. As part of their reading intensive requirement, students were given the rubric and a paper to assess—if they’re going to read, why not let them assess what they’ve read?  I have also taken the rubric in yet another direction. When my students give their class presentations as part of the speech intensive requirement, I use a similar class presentation rubric for assessment—both students and instructor score them and all rubrics are discussed by the class and collected.

I believe that every faculty member at Vincennes University should participate in some mandated workshop on the use of the rubric university-wide.  We already have mechanisms for this: the opening faculty meeting (the best opportunity to introduce a new direction), division meetings, and faculty development workshops held just after the close of the spring semester.  If a review of our activities were given as part of the opening faculty meeting, breakaway workshops of smaller groups could be chaired by one or two Committee members. Questions that arise might be collected and addressed by a panel of Committee members after the small group activities. The panel would certainly illustrate the lively and upbeat nature of the group and show, how after many hours together, we all found common ground to strengthen the writing framework of each of our areas.  

Initially, faculty may feel intimidated or even threatened about introducing a rubric into their courses—they shouldn’t be.  And perhaps they will think that their approach to the assessing and grading of writing tasks will be questioned—it won’t be. They may think it’s more work—perhaps, but it will be worth it.  Or they might feel that it’s just another waste of their time—they’ll be wrong.  If a rubric will improve teaching and help our students learn, we should all give it a chance, as this Committee did.  The adoption of a campus-wide writing rubric will give us a tool to assess the consistency of writing in all areas of the university and help us, as Dr. Pierpont has stated, to establish “uniform writing standards that will become a part of our culture of assessment.”  

As an aside, I’ve just completed a weeklong Institute on the Pedagogy of World Music Theories sponsored by the College Music Society.  I’ve noticed that my verbiage has become more precise and grammatically correct.  Is it possible my public speaking has improved due to my recent participation in the pilot study?  Hmm….

Jay Bardole, Chemistry

I was pleased that this project became a priority of Vincennes University.  I believe that the idea of intensive courses is good; however we have never done any kind of assessment.   I was never sure if I was doing it right.  This project is a good way to better define what is expected in writing intensive courses and evaluate whether those expectations have been meet.  It seemed in the beginning that it would be such a big project that I was not sure we could meet our objectives.  

When the call came for papers I knew that it was the right thing to donate some chemistry papers.  I was not very confident donating papers because I was unsure of the quality of writing that I was expecting from my students.   When I collected the draft I spent more time evaluating and making suggestions about the chemistry than I did the mechanics of the writing. I marked gross errors, but I was sure that I had missed more errors than I found.  I have used Primary Trait Analysis as an assessment tool for several years, but the traits in my rubric were mostly chemistry traits and not standards of written English traits.  I was concerned about evaluating writing for other courses because I am slow to find errors and it is easy for me to read over writing errors as I look at content. 

I found a wide range of writing quality in each set of papers we read. The faculty members who participated in the pilot project were concerned for good writing.  They came from different backgrounds and had different perspectives of why we were in this project.   I could see attitudes change and become more consistent as the project proceeded.  The last few days it was amazing how easily each group assessed papers from a variety of disciplines.   We found that assessing technical papers whether business, music or chemistry was difficult.  We also found that we could be effective and quite consistent regardless of what type of paper we were reading.  The importance of having the instructor who made the assignment present became clear.  It seemed that the holistic evaluation slipped back to focusing on what was wrong with the paper not what was well done in the paper.  


We did a better job being consistent when we used the holistic rubric.  This may have been because we had a more detailed list of expectations in each category for the holistic rubric.   If that is true then we could improve the results from the analytic rubric by adding more details to the analytic rubric.    Primary Trait Analysis seems pretty analytic to me, but the rubric looks more like our holistic rubric. Some examples from the internet might be useful:

http://www.siue.edu/~deder/assess/cats/pta.html  

http://www.sunysb.edu/writrhet/instruct/101pract2004/primary%20trait%20rubric.htm
http://www.public.coe.edu/wac/IS131.htm
I think we were able to have a good understanding of the writing that was going on in a course by reading eight to ten papers.  What we did for a pilot was fine. When our purpose is an assessment of writing intensive classes our resources will be better spent reading representative papers from as many different writing intensive courses as we can. 

We need guidelines for the writing assignment of writing intensive courses.  The guidelines will need to be as specific as possible without encroaching on individual disciplines.   For those teachers who do not usually make writing assignments this type of guideline would be helpful.   A short discussion of several of the more common styles of writing with some examples of correct usage in each style would help many teachers.  This could appear on the Vincennes University writing web page along with recommended rubrics and examples of good and not so good papers.  It was fine for us to use both a holistic and an analytic rubric in this pilot project and in future assessment sessions.  I do not think it would work well to ask faculty grading papers to use two rubrics.  Simple will be better in effectiveness and in faculty member acceptance.   We need to be intentional in what we ask faculty to use.

I found that my technical assignment was pretty good, but the writing assignment was not as good.   I am re-writing my assignment to include more specific expectations about standards of written English and assign more credit for correct English.  I will be more intentional toward the correction of English errors in the draft of each formal laboratory report.

Renald Simmons, Mathematics


I teach in the Mathematics Department.  A few years ago, at the direction of a former president, the math department took on a group of assessment activities, including some limited analysis.  A point many of us raised in one form or another was that students and instructors in other divisions did not appear to agree with us on either the importance of a general education math requirement, or on its purpose.


When the professional development workshops for May 2004 were listed, the group of writing rubric/assessment sessions caught my interest for two reasons.  First, like many VU instructors, I periodically complain about the low level of writing skills that students demonstrate in my classes.  Second, I felt that tossing in a non-composition-instructor’s 2¢ might help the English Department make the goals and methods of institutional writing assessment clearer to, and more accepted by, other departments.  Maybe VU could make the purpose of writing in a math (or other) class clear enough to minimize the number of times I hear “Why do we have to do this?  This isn’t English class.”  As it turned out, I was joined in the sessions by other instructors from outside the English Department.  I felt our input was valued at much higher than 2¢.  When Professor Gress invited me to take part in this writing committee, I agreed.


 As the committee met, I felt a bit out of place as I am not the instructor teaching the ‘writing intensive’ course for the Mathematics Department.  However, I did find the give-and-take between the English Department instructors and the others to be fascinating and constructive.  I hope the University will be able to create analysis committees for reading, speech, and, eventually, mathematics that are as collegial and forward-looking.  Our meetings through the 2004-2005 academic year led me to expect that the Summer 2005 pilot project would generate some useful information.  Also, the committee should be able to share the findings in a way that both individual instructors and members of the University Assessment Committee would find meaningful—not just one more report from a navel-gazing committee to be tossed in the trash upon receipt.


Regarding the actual pilot project, I did not expect to take part, since I am not teaching a writing intensive course.  When the committee did ask me to take part, I agreed, almost without reservation.  This smaller group maintained the positive interactions I had noted on the larger committee, even with the addition of instructors who had not been part of the Writing Committee.  The atmosphere continued during the consideration of papers with content well outside our respective areas of expertise.


Among the writing samples we read papers showing a wide range of writing skill.  The poor examples were as bad as I would have expected based on how poorly some of my second year students write responses to short answer questions in my Intermediate Algebra and Applied Mathematics III classes.  On the other hand, many of the papers demonstrated ability that I had hoped to see from sophomore-level students, and beyond.  I have not yet (June 2005) seen the tallies as to how many papers we had rated at each level.  But I believe the holistic rubric we used indicated that overall the sampled student papers show that our students are learning most of what we ask them to learn about writing.  The three aspects of the analytic rubric we rated seemed generally to match the results from the holistic rubric; I would judge it is ready for further use.


The analysis of these papers led me to agree with several committee members that we need to work on at least two points.  One, by using workshops, meetings, and information packets, we must help all VU instructors improve their directions when giving writing assignments, both with respect to the expectations of writing skill and as to how the writing will be assessed.  Two, we need to continue to work to find ways to motivate students to submit their best work.  We suspected, but had no way to verify, that many students turned in work that was marginally acceptable, or worse, when that level was sufficient to meet the student’s desired grade level in the course.  I am not sure that merely scoring the final paper as a larger part of the course grade is the best way to motivate students.  I would guess that this would be the easiest to implement, as well as the source of much student grumbling.


I was pleased to find that the instructors who submitted papers from writing intensive classes did appear to have carefully thought out the writing assignments.  These instructors were able to explain clearly how, and to justify appropriately why, their assignments differed from a standard Composition I/II essay.  I look forward to seeing the same from areas not represented by papers this year, for example Technology classes, Law Enforcement classes, Education classes, even Mathematics classes.


I hope that as the committee, and the rest of the faculty, continues to clarify the use of the analytic rubric we will carefully work to deal with the issue of plagiarism.  I was not satisfied with where the pilot group left it hanging.  I do agree that there is a difference between plagiarism and merely saying something in a standard phrasing that everyone uses.  But the rubric needs to distinguish between writing that contains incomplete citation and writing that uses another’s work as the student’s own.  I expect this may be easier to describe than it will be to implement in a process that is workable to instructors who teach outside the English Department.


Now that the project is over, I do feel our committee worked in a manner to diminish the problem the Mathematics Department noted after our assessment projects.  The instructors from the composition classes were able to note how the material they taught in Comp I/II applied to the papers presented:  thesis statement, appropriate use and representation of sources, dealing with plagiarism, etc.  Conversely, the instructors providing the papers regularly shared that they believe the writing assignments were an important part of each respective course.  Writing assignments in major classes did not need to be add-ons to make Professor Gress and the Gen. Ed. Committee happy.


The intensity with which VU has been wrestling with the issue of assessing our general education program has waxed and waned through the years.  Since we have adopted the AQIP format for accreditation, we must become much more systematic in our way of choosing, performing, analyzing, sharing, and using the results of our assessment activities.  As I have now been assigned to the University Assessment Committee, I hope and expect to be involved in extending the methods of the Writing Committee to the assessment of our other General Education objectives.

Mary Bowen, Information Technology


For two weeks I was a member of the University Writing Committee Pilot Project.  This project involved twelve members of the University faculty/staff.  Our project required that selected members provide an essay-type paper written by VU students, mostly in reading/writing/speaking intensive courses this past spring semester.  Each faculty member personally read aloud the essay to the committee.  As a Business instructor of the OADM 260 Office Management class, I contributed eight papers that my students had submitted for their Interview Assignment.


The pilot project was designed to have a total of 100 papers read and evaluated.  The evaluation was based on two rubrics that the committee had developed earlier in the year.  The first rubric was analytical in nature focusing on three areas:  punctuation, spelling, mechanics, etc.; representation of sources; and sources providing relevant evidence for the thesis statement.  The second rubric was holistic with scores ranging from a high (4) to a low (1).  Much discussion was held early during our two weeks together coming to consensus on interpreting these rubrics.  Thus, the first few days our committee members learned (or were refreshed) about styles of source documentation, thesis statements, writing instructions for the assignments, and differing viewpoints on assessing quality of writing across the curriculum. 

I was very happy to be involved in this pilot project because during two of the spring semester committee meetings, we had the chance to practice assessing papers together in small groups.  This activity was fun and also seemed productive.  

I believe after spending nine afternoons together assessing papers, the project was indeed fun—never boring—and accomplished what it was designed to do.  We found areas of the rubric that still need tweaking; we found that more often than not, the committee members were in agreement on the holistic scores assigned to papers; and we found that as instructors we can do better making our original assignments to our students.

Our first papers were from an ethics course.  These were relatively easy to assess in part because the instructor had done a good job making the assignment to his students.  Also, the subject matter was easy to understand from most everyone’s point of view.  We found that it was best for us as evaluators if we could see an exemplary paper first rather than have a poor quality paper first.  Once the committee members understood what the instructor wanted from the assignment, i.e., number of sources, types of sources, thesis statement, informational vs. critical thinking topics, etc., then our job as evaluators became much easier.  I believe this project could NOT have been done without the availability of the classroom teacher to answer our questions as we worked through the papers.  This idea was further solidified when Jay Bardole read his Organic Chemistry Lab reports to us.

After evaluating these papers, it is clear that some of our students are very good writers, some are adequate, while others are very poor—hardly startling results.  As a teacher, however, it was beneficial to have had the opportunity to read papers from areas other than my own.  It was also insightful seeing the types of writing assignments being made in other disciplines.  

I think that having examples of excellent papers posted on the internet site will be very helpful for our students (who bother to look at them).  Also I think that having the rubric(s) available to the students will encourage them to evaluate their own papers before turning them in to their instructors.  At the very least, continuity of expectations across campus should be enhanced as students will see these rubrics on more than one occasion.  Consequently, these two instruments will likely increase the quality of future students’ writing.  I feel strongly that the university needs to encourage ‘buy-in’ by all faculty members to utilize these rubrics in their own grading of written assignments.

 The only suggestion for a future evaluation of the rubrics would be not to focus two of the items on sources—as we did on the analytic rubric, but rather have one item be sources and perhaps the other item, “Did the student follow directions?”  Our committee members spent a great deal of time determining the meaning of number of sources, other points of view, sources’ relevance, etc.  I feel this time could have better been spent spread across other areas of the assignment.

In conclusion, being a member of this pilot project definitely affected my thoughts about quality of writing at the University.  I will personally spend more time designing my writing projects and communicating my desires to my students.  I think we, as faculty members, very often take for granted things we assume our students will know or make assumptions they know what we are thinking without our direction.  I am glad to have had the privilege of working with the fine people on this pilot project.  I also believe that Mike Gress and Chuck Reinhart provided excellent leadership in this project.

Julie A. Herrold, Nursing


I was invited to join the committee at the end of the spring semester. I am the Assistant Chair/ Professor of the AD Nursing Program. The committee needed more sample student papers to assess and I volunteered to share a stack of research papers that the students in my Associate Degree nursing program had written. Mike Gress explained to the members  that the instructors were expected to attend the meetings when their papers were being assessed in order to explain to the committee members what the students had been instructed to write about and to discuss the grading criteria that was used.  Then, Mike asked me to consider joining the committee full time because they needed more faculty to evaluate the papers. Although I was not involved from the inception of the meetings, Micah Bowman, a nursing colleague of mine, had shared the rubric with me and sought my opinion about it a few times. I also attended the university workshop in May 2004 on “Reviewing the Campus wide Assessment Rubric”. I was uncertain about the goals and purpose of the summer meetings but that was explained by our committee chairperson, Mike Gress. So, my role on the project was an evaluator except during the times the papers from the nursing department were being reviewed. At that time, I simply read the paper to the group and answered any questions the evaluators had about the paper or the assignment. 


Several things concerned me during the process. One concern was that it was time-consuming. Someone read each paper to the group. After awhile we asked if we could consider reading this outside of the meetings and then come back prepared with our comments and our analytic and holistic scores. After discussion, we all decided that for continuity, it would be better to read it as a group. We had the resource faculty member there to clarify any questions we had. Also, if we read too many papers prior to the meeting, it is likely that we would end up having to review parts of the paper again if someone had questions. Ultimately, it probably would not save time. 


Reading papers from different departments was a challenge. Although the teacher submitting the papers thoroughly explained what was required for the assignment and the grading criteria, the evaluators were not knowledgeable about the topic which sometimes made it difficult to see if the students were accurately representing the sources or if they were providing relevant evidence. For example, the papers from chemistry were highly technical and the papers about poem interpretations were quite foreign to most of us. The teacher had to explain a lot of questions from the evaluators. However, after reading a series of papers from a similar discipline, the process eventually went smoothly. We even began to enjoy and understand those new concepts. 


Another concern that surfaced early in the process is that we discovered that students rarely followed the directions! Most assignments were clear, specific, and detailed and yet the student often neglected to follow basic directions. This should be a fundamental grading criterion in the writing rubric. 


As a whole, we discovered that student’s writing skills need polishing. It was astounding how many errors were made in grammar, spelling, punctuation, and mechanics. The group recognized that some of that may be a result of student’s procrastination and not having ample time to check for errors in these areas before submitting the paper. We found that students will often write like they think or talk, such as in an email message. We wondered why they didn’t use spell check or grammar check on the computer. It appears that students need more experience in writing a clear thesis, introduction and conclusion. Obviously, all students should have taken English Composition I as a prerequisite. It was clear that students who took English Composition II scored somewhat higher on the rubric score. Helpful tools to help students with their writing are showing them good examples of papers, submitting drafts for critiquing, and meeting with the instructor individually.


I was amazed at the variety of writing assignments that are required across the campus and realize that as professors, we sometimes struggle with how to help our students become better writers. We get so focused in our specialized body of knowledge that we don’t feel we have the expertise or time to teach students the basic standards of English. I don’t mind saying that I felt frustrated that these were things that I felt the student should have already known at this level and I shouldn’t have to be teaching it. Faculty may benefit from workshops presented by our fellow colleagues over in the Humanities area to help us rediscover those concepts and to provide instruction on how to teach our students to write. 


There was a wide range of expectations in all departments for the writing assignments. Some styles were formal and geared toward the professional reader, while others were less formal and more geared towards the lay person. Citations of sources in the paper and on the reference page were often inconsistent. Plagiarism was a concern. The evaluators had to ask the teacher frequently” Do you think this was plagiarized?” Therefore, faculty need to guide students on particular styles (MLA or APA) or provide a precise guideline on citations. When the evaluators were deciding on the analytic score, we struggled on how to award points if we thought there were no outside sources/other points of view or if there was a hint of plagiarism. 



The rubric we used needs some adjustments. We found ourselves wanting to change the tool during the process but recognized that we had to remain consistent in the assessment process and noted what changes should be made later. The ones dealing with the sources in the analytic score category definitely need some changes. Another concern we had was with the holistic scoring categories. Sometimes we were too critical of the paper and gave it a lower score because maybe one aspect of the category was deficient.   We finally came to the consensus that if the student meets most of the criteria in each of the categories, then he/she should receive that score. A set of directions needs to accompany the score sheet to help those evaluating the papers. 


In conclusion I like to say that I am glad that I was involved in this project. As a professor, I have strong feelings about our graduates being able to communicate proficiently. Employers consistently mention this as a necessary skill for employment. If students are not coming to the university with these basic skills, then it is our responsibility to educate them. After spending time with colleagues from the sciences, humanities, and technology on this project, I am impressed with the commitment and effort we are already doing in this area! 

Chuck Reinhart, English

The Vincennes University Writing Committee’s pilot project was an ambitious attempt to assess a broad cross section of student writing in several intensive writing classes. I served as both an evaluator of student writing and a contributor of student papers for evaluation. The project ran into some bumps along the way, but in general I thought it was a very successful first attempt to assess student writing skills from across campus.

I learned a good deal about the wide variety of ways in which VU faculty use writing in their classes to help students learn. Writing comes in many forms from chemistry reports to nursing research papers, but all of these projects both help students organize their thinking on the subject and reveal the students’ mastery of the subject. One positive outcome of the project was listening to my colleagues from across campus discuss ways that they use writing in the classroom. Such conversations and sharing of ideas can help us all improve our teaching. Clearly, writing is a great educational tool that can be used in all classes.

As the pilot began, it became clear to me that the Committee’s rubric needed some revision especially in terms of the analytic sections of dealing with sources. As the Committee began reviewing papers, we had some questions on how to score the analytic rubric items on sources. Because of the wording on the items on the analytic, we had to omit considerations of such questions as documentation, quality of sources used, and number of sources used. We found it difficult to judge if students had correctly represented a source, and we often simply relied on the instructor’s comments. Plagiarism reared its ugly head, and in the future perhaps we need another line item dealing specifically with that problem. In general, I think we were overly ambitious in seeking to evaluate 100 papers using both the holistic rubric and three sections of the analytic rubric. In the future we should limit the use of the analytic rubric to one line item. More training of those involved in the project would also help both ensure consistency in assessing papers from the start and speed up the process. Since we now have several examples of student papers, these could be used in training sessions for future assessors. To provide meaningful assessment of student writing, we have to have a representative sample of papers from all divisions on campus.

Some useful workshops in the future could be held on creating writing assignments, teaching documentation, dealing with plagiarism, and reviewing basic grammar. Writing assignments are essential to the success of student writing, and if writing assignments are not clear or not detailed enough the student writing will suffer. Expectations of form and content must be clearly spelled out for students, or they will not be met. The papers that we saw too rarely had proper documentation. No matter if the instructor chooses MLA or APA, the instructor should expect students follow correct form in documentation, and students will not do that unless it is made clear that correct documentation is a necessity. Plagiarism, unfortunately, will always be with us, and a workshop on learning how to detect plagiarism and how to stop plagiarism would be useful. The pilot project also showed some confusion on dealing with errors related to the standards of written English. Perhaps all writing intensive classes should adopt a “minimum standards” of expectations for the basics of grammar and punctuation as part of their syllabus. A required basic handbook would be beneficial for both the student and the instructor.  We need a consistent way of dealing with errors and helping students overcome basic errors, and a workshop on this subject would be helpful.

Assessing student writing is simply not easy. It is, as Jeff Seybert said on our campus during professional development week, “messy.” There is no standardized test that accurately reflects a student’s writing skill. I am convinced more than ever that writing assessment must be “embedded”; that is, in order for it to be taken seriously by students it must be an important part of a student’s course work. Our previous method of requiring students to take an objective test that had no consequences for the student clearly was not at all useful. Assessing student writing takes a great deal of time because student papers must be read, discussed, and evaluated, and there is no short cut or quick and easy solution. We may need to make some changes in our rubric and our procedures, but we are clearly on the right track.

Ed Lee, Program Coordinator for Drafting and Design/CAD

1.  I first thought that this project was to develop a rubric for faculty across campus to use in their classes. The project seemed to keep changing as the weeks went along. That was ok with me but that is exactly why sometimes faculty do not want to get involved without knowing exactly what is/will be expected of them. An example is Julie. She thought she was coming in for one day. Another example is myself. When I started on this project I did not know I would be expected to be here in the summer. Again, that was fine with me because I really wanted to help and to learn. But to some people that would be a real turn off.

2.  I am glad that I participated in this because I learned a lot and I will be much better at giving assignments and evaluating assignments. Specific things I learned that will help me are:

   -Be very precise when giving assignments.

   -We have a lot of work ahead of us on this campus to get our students to write well.

   -Many students have no concept of following directions.

   -Plagiarism or not understanding what constitutes plagiarism is more widespread than

      I expected.

   -It is extremely difficult to assess papers from an area that the assessor is not familiar

       with.

3. It would have been more beneficial to me to have used the entire Analytic rubric and not used the holistic.

4. I think it will be confusing to faculty to have scores of 0 to 4 on the Analytic and 1 to 4 on the Holistic. They should both be the same numbers.

5. It seemed to me that the faculty on the committee that taught English were more critical of grammar, spelling and punctuation than content.  Both are equally important.

6. Having the papers read aloud one time and then being expected to evaluate the paper was a bit much. I could have done a much better job if I could read the paper myself and reread sentences as needed to better understand the paper and find mistakes, then, discuss the paper with other faculty.

7. The most important issue that I saw was that students need to learn to “follow directions”. I was shocked that so many 4th semester students, that I assume were graduating, could not follow the basic directions of the assignment.

8. A suggestion for next year. How about going from 11am to 1pm and taking a two hour lunch break at your place with pizza and home-made beer!!

9. It’s been fun.

Aaron Tyson Sims, English 

 As a writing instructor and current graduate student studying Rhetoric and Composition, I am always excited when people talk about writing. So, when Professor Mike Gress asked me to join the University Writing Committee’s pilot project, I was simply thrilled. Not only would I have the opportunity to talk about writing instruction, I would do so with colleagues from across campus. I was particularly excited about examining other teachers’ writing assignments and evaluating their students’ writing. In the end, we learned that teaching writing and evaluating the product is more about promoting a cognitive process that demands deliberate thinking than policing marks on a page. 

When I ask my writing students to define writing, many of them focus on the holy trinity: grammar, punctuation, and spelling. During the initial meetings, I found this to be true with many of the committee members. Some members implied that a student’s writing skills boiled down to how well he or she executed the rules of grammar, punctuation, and style. This line of thinking was problematic because it placed the responsibility of student writing solely on the shoulders of the composition instructor. A heated debate about the nature of writing ensued. What could easily have been an intellectual meltdown turned out to be a wonderful starting point. The discussion gave the committee the opportunity to develop a consensus about how it would “see” writing. The debate forced the committee to actually analyze and reshape its perception of writing. I admired and enjoyed this immensely

The pilot project confirmed what I have learned in my own writing classes. Many students have little respect for writing, an attitude that is often filtered through the institution’s and even the instructor’s perception of writing. While we encountered our share of grammar, spelling, and style issues, I was particularly surprised by the number of problems with documentation and audience awareness.  Many of the student papers did not use sources effectively. As a reader, I couldn’t tell if the writer used MLA, Chicago, APA or some other style specific to a particular field of study. In some cases, no citation was used at all. Even more interesting is the fact that some instructors did not stress the need for citation in the assignment’s instructions. Using and citing sources is particularly important for a student, especially if he or she is interested in contributing to a field’s body of knowledge. In addition, a number of student papers lacked a sense of audience. Often times, student papers had flawed assumptions about what the reader should know about the subject matter or expected from the paper. Some papers did not provide key definitions and some even lacked the appropriate tone. To some extent, this might reflect a general attitude toward writing. Many students and instructors assume that a reader should know what they are reading and that it is never the writer’s responsibility to educate the uninitiated.

How might we fix these problems? Well, perhaps if students and instructors understood the connection between writing and the work force, they may take writing more seriously. Assignments and workshops with this in mind would be effective. For example, in my technical writing class, students compose and send letters to businesses requesting information about a particular product, procedure, or event. Often times a reply from a company reveals how a poorly written letter creates misunderstanding. In these cases students clearly sees how important clear writing and attention to details are. The Blog is another example of real world writing. A Blog is an online journal where novice and professional writers present their take on current events or issues to a general public. Other students, family members, etc. can see what the student has written. Once students know that others will actually see their writing, they often become more concerned, and thus,  more careful about what and how they are writing. Similar assignments help students see the connection between writing and the real world.

The pilot project also revealed that some instructors may inadvertently have the same problems with writing effective assignments. Because many of the writing assignments were vague, committee members often had to labor over what the assignment actually expected from students. In many cases, we witnessed how this allowed and even forced students to produce vague or totally off-target papers. This is not to say that the instructors were purposely writing bad assignments or exhibiting a lack of content knowledge. Rather, like students, instructors often make assumptions about their audience. Workshops that offer suggestions on writing assignments would help remedy this problem.  

These problems with writing were not lost on the Committee. During the course of the pilot project we quickly learned that our rubric for evaluating student papers was less than clear. We realized that some of the categories that we constructed were vague and often overlapped. Because of this we had a hard time detecting and articulating the subtleties of the writing process. But like I mentioned above, such challenges were good because they allowed the committee to see the complicated nature of writing and the importance of being self-critical. More than anything the pilot program helped us develop a better understanding of writing by forcing us to interact with writing on several levels.

It was truly a learning experience.  

Anita Pinkston, Accounting and Management

     When we first began working on the rubric for assessing writing across campus, I was a little skeptical. It wasn’t until we actually started using the rubric that I began to fully understand its value. I now believe that the use of a campus-wide writing assessment tool can make a huge impact on the writing abilities of our students. 

     The summer assessment project was a very enlightening experience for me. It was interesting to read student papers for courses other than business. One of the first things I noticed by assessing student papers is that our students don’t follow directions well. I’ve given this a lot of thought to this problem over the past few weeks and still haven’t determined if they don’t follow directions because they fail to read them, because they misinterpret them, or because they get lazy and just don’t care. I think it would be an interesting thing to study at some point. I know that I will make it a point to clarify instructions in the future and to point out to students when they fail to follow directions.

     Another thing that stands out to me is that students struggle with summarizing and compiling information. It seems that many of the student papers we read failed to adequately compile information from other sources. It also became clear that they don’t properly cite sources and that they don’t understand the difference between a good source and a poor one.

     I also got the impression that students don’t use the outline as a tool to keep them focused when writing. Some of the papers wandered aimlessly as if the student just sat down and started recording his/her thoughts with no concern for the direction of the paper.

     All in all, I found this to be a very interesting and thought-provoking project. I will be including more writing assignments in my classes and will do a better job of correcting the writing of students and helping them to understand what makes a good paper. 

Kim Meeks, Data Analyst

When asked to serve as recorder for the University Writing Committee in connection with my role in institutional assessment and institutional research, I was intrigued about the project and the proposed establishment of writing across the curriculum standards.  As a firm believer in maintaining exemplary standards in both oral and written communication, I was eager to participate.  I found it apparent from the beginning that a great deal of planning and effort was necessary in order to lay the foundation for future standards.  

During the initial phase, the committee was well-informed about the suggested format, and offered insightful suggestions on how to proceed.  Plans for the pilot project were well executed, and the proposed timeline deemed manageable.  Professor Gress requested my participation in the pilot in order to provide a record of the proceedings.  However, I served a dual role and participated in the evaluation process as well.  From a research and assessment standpoint, documentation of the pilot plays a major role in the development of the committee’s plan to establish specific writing standards across all disciplines.

I felt the pilot was a success.  The participants were well-informed on the evaluation process, and sharing thoughts regarding areas of ambiguity early in the pilot enabled the work to progress smoothly.  As the only member of the group who was not a faculty member, the frankness of the participants as they commented on how they might change their writing assignment instructions to assure clarity showed me their concern for the success of our students’ writing skills.  I believe this attitude will be instrumental in the successful establishment of more uniform standards of writing campus-wide.

This project served to reinforce the significance of emphasizing high standards of writing to our students.  From my observation of the proceedings, areas on which to focus might include the following: 

· assuring students are provided clear, specific assignments

· emphasizing the proper procedure for citing sources

· clarifying the importance of accurately representing sources to avoid plagiarism

· establishing the value of following composition standards (grammar, spelling, punctuation, and overall mechanics of good English)

· presenting examples of exemplary work as a guideline for expected coursework in a writing-intensive class

While there is no one “right” way to ensure student success in writing, I believe any effort on the part of the University to promote workshops, teaching aids, and training opportunities for faculty would benefit all disciplines.  For students, individuals from various business and industry organizations could speak on the merits of good writing in the workplace (with a little incentive tossed in to encourage attendance), perhaps followed up by a writing assignment for students in English Composition II or a writing-intensive course.

There is certainly challenge in the effort to instill skilled writing across the disciplines.  Each of the various areas (division/program) represented during the pilot brought its own unique specifications to the project.  For example, it is difficult to compare writing-intensive coursework in Chemistry with coursework in a business or nursing class.  In reviewing the work completed by the participants, one area to examine further is whether the holistic rubric should be a five-point scale rather than a four-point scale.  I suggest this because it seemed individual scoring on the majority of the papers exhibited the greatest differences between what constitutes adequate versus limited standards of writing (3 vs. 2).  A five-point scale might include “excellent,” “above average,” “adequate,” “limited,” and “unacceptable.”  I believe this would alleviate the observed differences.  Regarding the analytic rubric, I occasionally noted differences among group members when scoring on the “accurate representation of outside sources and other points of view” and “sources used provide relevant evidence for the thesis.”  This seemed to be a result of interpretation, which might indicate a need for more specific language before presenting the model campus-wide.

The pilot project was a good beginning towards establishing writing across the curriculum at Vincennes University.  Continued efforts by the University Writing Committee to develop solid assessment resources will provide the University with the tools necessary for implementing these measures across all disciplines.  Good writing skills are essential, and having the opportunity to participate only reinforces my own standards.  While I do not teach, I am applying what I have learned to my work in institutional research and assessment, and I am sharing this knowledge with others.  I firmly believe this is a positive step, and I look forward to the realization of writing across the curriculum at Vincennes University.    

Michael Gress, Philosophy and English, Coordinator of Gen. Ed.

As one of the leaders in this pilot project, I was glad to finally begin the process of assessing the intensive courses.  However, I had a number of concerns as the process began. I was somewhat concerned about the methods we had decided on.  Intergrader reliability was going to be less of a concern for our approach because of the use of evaluator teams.  The team approach to assessment is not widely described in the literature, but it is clearly identified as an alternative to the usual approaches to writing assessment.  I was warned by one consultant to reduce the number of assessors, to limit the assessment to holistic scoring, and to eliminate the instructor from the process to avoid the appearance of evaluating the instructor.  I was even told not to link assessment with faculty development.  Finally, many of the pilot participants were understandably wondering how this was going to work.  That edginess showed during the first couple of days of work when we began to recognize the meaning of two analytic categories chosen for the process were more cloudy than we recognized during earlier rubric applications.  Discussion was so lively during the first couple of days that it took 6 hours to complete 6 papers.

However, that first 6 hours helped us come to some conclusions about rubric interpretations and the evaluation process.  As the activity continued, the pace clearly picked up.  In fact, it became apparent that even when the content of the papers was as foreign and challenging as chemistry, the team process worked to help us achieve “deep” assessments.  Because the instructor presented the assignment to the assessors and answered questions about best writing practices, the groups began to understand the assignment, the appropriate writing style, and the critical thinking required of the discipline, enabling them to evaluate overall quality.  Assignment strengths and weaknesses were revealed during the discussions.  The group learned that a well-written assignment does make it easier to find, in at least the best papers, all of a faculty member’s expected outcomes in the paper.  In addition, as the group became more comfortable with the “team” approach, members became more accepting of minor variances in scores.  In many ways, the final scoring was like scoring Olympic diving or skating: throw out the high and low score and settle on the average.  When the groups exchanged papers in order to check our evaluation consistency, common understanding and evaluation was increasingly reflected in both the holistic and the analytic scores.  Moreover, despite the warning not to use the analytic categories in the scoring, their use helped the scorers to focus on and discuss specific skills that need to be addressed.  For instance, using the documentation categories led to significant discussion of plagiarism: what constitutes plagiarism, how to recognize it, and how to reduce it.

One part of the process that should be remembered for future efforts is to limit the conversation of the instructor before and after a paper is read.  By limiting the instructor’s comments to answers about the assignment and about best practices in terms of such things as style, content, critical thinking, and mechanics, the final scores reflect the team’s analysis of the writing.  Also, it should be remembered that discussion of scores should be reserved for after all scores have been given.  This approach limits the justification of every score and focuses the conversation on the essentials of how well the paper completes the assignment and other relevant writing concerns rather than a particular evaluator’s scoring.  This is especially true on the first couple papers of a new assignment, and doing so enables members to develop a feel for the assignment, moving the process along more quickly and reducing the divergences between the scores.  Finally, assessors learned to determine scores by giving credit for what was done well rather than by focusing on what was not done well.  This reduced the likelihood that one significant problem skewed the evaluation.

  Some instructional concerns and a few faculty development activities clearly presented themselves.  First, all members of the group agreed that workshops on writing better assignments is needed.  The assessment revealed the assignment gaps that students must wrestle with.  Next, more instruction in standard documentation methods is needed, and all faculty should expect more complete and accurate use of documentation format.  Clearly, if assignments do not specify that documentation matters, students feel free to create their own variations on standard methods.  Composition classes should expect students to “change gears” and provide students with some experience using multiple documentation formats.  The writing lab should offer students special sessions on various documentation formats, and tutors need to be expected to be able to help students with the issue.  Another idea the group is ready to support is the development of a writing website and individual instructor Blackboard sites that will allow faculty to put evaluated papers that correspond to the assignments on the website.  The group is hoping that the rubrics will be shared across campus, and the website should help to develop consistency in writing expectations.

One final thing I learned is the value of this reaction paper.  The pilot writing assessment project is intended to lead to improved student learning, but improvement demands faculty talking about quality instruction.  Just as the great discussion during the pilot activity that will lead to positive changes on campus, these reaction papers give members a chance to reflect on the project and what it means to be a positive influence on students’ writing abilities.  The papers will serve as a record of the first group working on the project, a reminder of what they discovered, and an indicator of where we need to go as faculty to achieve our desired student writing outcomes.  

Overall, the activity involved some long hours, but they seemed to move quickly.  As so many others have noted, it was interesting working with such a diverse group and great to see the faculty commitment to the improved student writing.

