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Abstract

Writing deficiency is currently a major problem in higher education in the U.S.As such, institutions across the
country have implemented initiatives to improve students’ writing skills. This article describes a writing workshop
intervention developed and used by a program at a private higher educational institution. The study draws from
guantitative and qualitative data from three years of past workshops grounded in student-centered learning and
information literacy examining six key areas. The workshop employed the collaboration of facilitators across
disciplines and included 156 incoming graduate students. Pre-and posttest means testing shows that the workshop
made a significant difference in the writing skills knowledge gained.

Keywords: Student-Centered Learning, Information Literacy, Non-traditional Students, Students of Color,
Writing Workshop

1. Introduction

The increased use of electronic technology is accompanied by a steady decline in good writing skills. Indeed, it
has been well established that good writing enhances grades in college, helps with academic mastery and supports
career advancement (Graham, Harris & Mason 2005).These facts remain steadfast despite the technological
revolution. One might ask: Are there critically important factors that motivate individuals to improve their writing
skills in the face of competing technology? We speculate that important criteria in improving writing competency
involve time, effort and desire on the part of budding writers. Such attributes are evident in those individuals who
have embraced technology. Research on psychotherapy and behavioral change suggests that change is more likely
to be long lasting among individuals who attribute change to their own effort (Larmbert& Bergin 1994).
Additionally, studies in learning psychology indicate that learning is an intentional behavior (Boytzis& Kolb
1999; Goleman2001). As such, we believe that innovative, effective interventions such as student-centered
learning (SCL) offer powerful and useful techniques to put students in the center of improving their writing skills.

The student-centered learning approach motivates and empowers students to take charge of their own learning
which includes identifying and acknowledging their own deficiencies and addressing them.In this way, learning
outcomes are maximized. This approach to instruction is believed to be superior to the traditional teacher-centered
approach.
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SCL is argued to be more effective in terms of long-term retention, depth of understanding of course material, and
the development of critical thinking (Cherian, GS, 2014; Rutkauksiene, Schreurs, Huet & Gudoniene 2010). Some
SCL’s enthusiasts went even further to suggest that SCL can help students to become strategic learners, i.e. they
learn how to learn (Mckeachie & Svinicki 2006). There are several methods and techniques used to promote SCL.
Among them is formal collaborative learning in which students work in groups. Formal learning is defined as
being intentionally coordinated by institutions and is frequently guided by a curriculum. It can be used in many
ways and at present is widely used by institutions of higher education around the world (Eaton 2010).Our
graduate program used SCL in the administration of the research and writing workshop aimed at strengthening
students’ writing skills. Student-centered learning and the research and writing workshop will be described in
greater detail later in this paper.

The purpose of this paper is to describe an innovative remedial research and writing workshop developed for
graduate students—primarily students of color—in a private institution of higher education located in New York
City (NYC).We predict that: the workshop intervention would influence and enhance the writing and research
skills knowledge gained by participants. The paper outline follows. First, we provide background information
including the context for the workshop; make the case that writing improvement initiatives are not only effective,
but necessary; and, explain the importance of including information literacy. Second, we describe the SCL
approach on which the workshop is anchored. Third, we provide information on the current state of college
students’ writing abilities. Fourth, we describe the workshop content. Fifth, we explain our methodology. Sixth,
we provide the response to program evaluation, and end with discussion and conclusions.

2. Background

2.1 Writing Deficiencies in Higher Education

Problems with written communication skills in four-year institutions of higher education have gained considerable
attention in the past few years (Miller 2010). Only about one-quarter of the graduates of such institutions are
considered to be excellent in many of the most important skills required for career success in the workplace, and
more than one-quarter are perceived to be lacking sufficient preparedness in written communication (The
Conference Board 2006). A recent national survey of undergraduate programs conducted by an accrediting
agency found that only 32 percent of the participants required an administrative and/or technical writing course
within or outside their respective program (Knox 2013). While not alarming, these results triggered concerns
because graduate students across the country face extremely tough competition in the job market (Hobson 2013).
There is no doubt that successfully completing a graduate program and securing a job afterwards require writing
skills and other communication competencies.

It is apparent that to successfully complete a graduate degree, students must master basic writing skills. In
addition to general writing skills, academic writers as well as graduate students must have knowledge about their
specific disciplines and the communication practices that are common in their fields (Swales andFeak2012;Zhu
2004). There are many aspects of writing deficiencies facing undergraduate and graduate students. Among these
deficiencies is lack of clarity; poor grammar and paragraph development; incorrect spelling; language barriers
including limited vocabulary among students for whom English is a second language; and students for whom
academic subjects present a challenge (Lea and Street1998, 2006).The aforementioned issues contribute to weak
and problematic academic writing, which in turn may contribute to problems pertaining to retention and degree
completion. Graduate students can also be weak in information literacy (IL). Rempel and Davidson (2008) place
the issue of IL in a broader context because according to them: Library-based instructional services for graduate
students have received limited attention to date. Faculty advisors assume that either their graduate students arrive
at graduate school competent in research skills, or that these students should discover how to carry out research
through a process of self-discovery (p.1).

Not surprisingly, a majority of students, including those in the program under study, lack the basic information
literacy skills, such as how to effectively search for relevant information for academic research. It is fair to
assume that librarians and instructors are equally responsible for equipping students with the necessary skills that
are essential for conducting research.

Without those skills, students will not be able to write term papers and ultimately they perform poorly, fail or
withdraw from their respective programs. These alternatives are undesirable outcomes for students who have
invested time and financial resources to enroll in graduate schools.
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By mastering writing and research skills, graduate students can become proficient in conducting research (Swales
and Feak 2012) and these skills are useful on the job.

Indeed, scholars such as Monge and Frisicaro-Pawlowski (2014) suggest redefining and transforming the concept
of IL. They argue that it is essential to abandon the notion that IL should be an isolated generic skill set and
recognize that IL differs by context and is guided by the people and technology concerned. As such, instructors
and librarians need to work collaboratively in instruction and assignment design in order to support the SCL
approach (Monge and Frisicaro-Pawlowski 2014). Additionally, these scholars hypothesize that when combined
with key methods, these changes can considerably redefine the role of IL by “establishing learning guidelines by
discipline and course; ...redesigning assignments to be collaborative and reflective of workplace projects; and
creating opportunities for personal learning environments (p.66).” These modifications are necessary to create
long-term knowledge of IL that is applicable to school and work.

An emerging effective model of teaching writing skills indicates that developing these skills is not only the role of
the English department, but the responsibility of all disciplines to ensure that students are on the right path to
becoming better communicators. On this point, some scholars have argued that instructors, regardless of their
discipline, should share similar concern for students’ writing competency (Eblen 1983; Davis 1987; Cornell and
Klooster 1990). Accordingly, instructors in graduate programs bear the responsibility of helping students develop
research and writing skills. One cannot emphasize how critical those skills are for career success, which explains
why accrediting agencies require inclusion and assessment of these competencies in the outcome assessment as
part of the accreditation process. The responsibility of instructors becomes even more profound when they are
faced with a body of students who are vastly underprepared in these areas due to their socioeconomic place in
society. These factors constitute the framework for the development of our pilot workshop model anchored in
SCL.

2.2 Student-Centered Learning Approach

There have been a variety of phrases used to describe a critical shift in the mission and purpose of higher
education. Barr and Tagg (1995) suggested that the change came as a move from an “Instruction Paradigm” in
which the purpose of instruction was to “transfer knowledge from instructors to students (p. 13)” to a “Learning
Paradigm” in which faculty facilitate learning through “student discovery and construction of knowledge (p. 13).”
Moreover, Huba and Freed (2000) used the phrase learning-centered assessment to emphasize transition in the
focus of instruction and assessment from teaching to learning. Regardless of whether learning was more effective
under the traditional model or the new paradigm, the language of student-centered learning caught on in almost
every corner of higher education in the nation. Collins and O’Brien (2003) described the student-centered
instruction (SCI) as:an instructional approach in which students influence the content, activities, materials, and
pace of learning. This learning model places the student (learner) in the center of the learning process. The
instructor provides students with opportunities to learn independently and from one another and coaches them in
the skills they need to do so effectively. The SCI approach includes such techniques as substituting active learning
experiences for lectures, assigning open-ended problems and problems requiring critical or creative thinking that
cannot be solved by following text examples, involving students in simulations and role plays, and using self-
paced and/or cooperative(team-based) learning. Properly implemented SCI can lead to increased motivation to
learn, greater retention of knowledge, deeper understanding, and more positive attitudes towards the subject being
taught (p. 343).

Using a report on learning synthesized by the National Research Council, Froyd and Simpson (2010)
recommended organizing learning environments around four foci: knowledge-centered, learner-centered,
assessment-centered, and community-centered. Such organization provides another view on student-centered
learning and its mechanics. In addition to Collins and O’Brien’s description of SCL, other techniques and tools
associated with the principles of SCL include active learning, collaborative learning, cooperative learning,
problem-based learning, peer-led learning, project-based learning, and small group learning, just to name a few.
Under each of these methods, there are a variety of tools and exercises that are available to instructors, but the
central principle is that the students are in charge of their own learning.

Student-centered learning methods are widely used in undergraduate but not particularly graduate programs.
Commenting on this point in an article published in the Chronicle of Higher Education, Cassu (2013) notes that
“student-centered learning has not, for the most part, reached graduate schools yet (p.1).”
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Use of group exercises requiring collaborative team efforts for both research and writing is one way faculty may
integrate SCL into graduate classes and thereby empower students and help to make them feel in charge of their
own learning. One might wonder whether SCL technique is useful for graduate students in writing skills
development.

Indeed, the SCL approach is appropriate for graduate students and should be embedded in writing workshops that
foster improvement in students’ writing skills. According to Brocato, Furr, Henderson and Horton (2005), writing
programs and workshops are ways of assisting students in overcoming writing deficiencies. These scholars also
suggested that motivating students to engage in writing enhancement activities is the instructors’ responsibility.
Eblen (1983) argued that a writing workshop can serve as an effective tool in evaluating the writing skills of
incoming students. Alter and Adkins (2001) proposed that after admission decisions are made and prior to class
enrollment, mandatory writing workshops are one method of evaluating students and distinguishing those with
excellent writing skills from those who need assistance We believe that the SCL approach can also be used to
identify students with excellent writing skills to serve as coaches for those who may need help.

3. Methodology

This section explains the methodology used to develop this workshop. We begin with a brief summary of the pilot
study, the workshop facilitators, the student participants, the workshop description—Ilinking the activities of our
model to SCL, and finally the workshop evaluation tools.

3.1 Pilot Study

Instructors in the department noticed that many students were not proficient in writing. With a tightly structured
curriculum, the department could not add an additional course to the curriculum to address students’ deficient
writing skills. Instructors also wanted to align this initiative with the institution’s motto Access and Excellence
while avoiding an increase in the students’ educational financial burden, because ours is a private tuition-driven
institution. In view of this dilemma in 2003, the Principal Investigator (PI) an instructor in the program piloted an
innovative project informed by the literature and aimed at introducing new techniques that would enhance
students” writing skills. The project constituted a paradigm shift, using workshop format delivered by an
interdisciplinary team of professionals and including IL techniques.

Initially, the project was offered to students in their final semester in conjunction with the capstone seminar and
project. The results were very positive and student participants indicated that they would have appreciated this
training when they first entered the program. The writing workshop team continued to develop the pilot model
and decided to offer the workshop to incoming students. Eventually, the writing workshop model was submitted
to the Teaching and Learning Initiative for Intramural grant funding in order to obtain financial resources to
support the pilot project. It became evident that there were measurable differences in the quality of writing skills
and abilities between those students who participated in the workshop and those who did not. After four semesters
(fall and spring semesters only) of refining the model, the program’s instructors and school’s administrator agreed
that the writing workshop model should be implemented as a mandatory component of the program for three
reasons.

First, the workshop meets the competency based assessment required by the program’s accrediting agency.
Second, the workshop leveled the playing field among a diverse range of incoming students. Finally, the
workshop improved students’ confidence and enhanced overall performance throughout the program. In essence,
the research and writing workshop for incoming students was determined to be an effective way of ensuring
student learning, retention and completion of the program, all of which are exceptionally critical.

Facilitators. The facilitators included instructors, who are knowledgeable about the program’s curriculum; a
librarian with expertise in the discipline’s curriculum, who used IL techniques (a collaboration as suggested by
Longh and Frisicaro-Pawlowski, 2014) to introduce online search techniques and access to library resources; and
Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) staff and writing center tutors, who taught writing techniques and
reviewed students’ written pre-and post-workshop assignments. The WAC staff generally works with instructors
at the undergraduate level rather than with students. Hence, an additional unique feature of our workshop model is
that WAC staff worked with both instructors and graduate students.
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Participants. The pool of the incoming students to this private institution consists of non-traditional students and
disadvantaged minorities, some of whom might be underprepared for graduate studies. For example, some
students are relatively new immigrants of color; some are returning veterans; some have been in the workplace for
some time (midcareer) and have not been in an academic setting since their undergraduate years; some are single
parents balancing work, school and family life. Even though these backgrounds and experiences influence these
students” worldviews and problem-solving skills, their writing skills are underdeveloped. One feature of the
program is that it reinforces the writing workshop content because most of its courses are writing-intensive. This
ongoing attention to writing skills has-been helpful to students throughout their tenure, which is a specific
outcome of program.

Workshop Description. Using SCL, different elements of the research and writing workshop are taught over two
consecutive days. Students are informed of the workshop dates upon registration so as to have ample time to
accommodate busy work and family schedules. The workshop is usually held one week prior to thefirst day of
classes in fall and spring semesters. Approximately 4-6 weeks in advance of the workshop, students are emailed a
writing assignment (consisting of an essay of 3-4 pages) and workshop outline, along with an abridged APA style
guideand examples of purpose statements. Because of the importance of feedback by workshop facilitators, the
students are asked to submit their completed essays by a certain date prior to the workshop. The activities
conducted during the two-day period are not limited to the SCL approach but IL methods and techniques as well.
Active learning is used during the research session, team-based method is used during information literacy
session, and peer-led learning technique is employed in the writing assignment assessment where students are
asked to analyze, evaluate and critique writing samples of other students. Workshop participants are also
introduced to the writing center for ongoing assistance. At the conclusion of the workshop, students are asked to
use the techniques and skills acquired during the workshop to revise and resubmit their essays to the workshop
team for re-evaluation.

The workshop consists of five modules (shown in Table 1): a) library instructions, b) writing lecture and
illustration, c) writing exercises, d) small group peer evaluation of anonymous assignments, and e) facilitators’
assessment of students’ peer reviews.

42



ISSN 2375-0782 (Print) 2375-0790 (Online)

© Center for Promoting Ideas, USA WWW.jespnet.com

Table 1: Research and Writing Workshop Program Content

Topics

Focus and/or Assessment

a)

Library
Instructions

Objective: To introduce students to key library resources in the field so that they can
successfully locate an article:

Locating databases: Accessing databases with strength in the field utilizing the library’s
“individual database by subject” portal

Locating Specific Journals: Accessing individual journals and other periodicals by title in
both print and electronic format utilizing the library’s “Full Text Journal by Title” Portal
Locating a Specific Article Within a Journal: Accessing specific articles within journals and
other publications using “Full Text Journals by Title” or Google Scholar

Utilizing Interlibrary Loan

Avoiding Plagiarism

b) Writing Objective: To introduce students to basic writing elements and applied exercises:
Instructions Taking notes
Reporting facts
Summarizing information
Paraphrasing ground in literature search
Use of direct quotations
Common knowledge
General strategies for drafting a paper
APA instructions for formatting a document
c) Writing Objective: To introduce students to case study analysis
Exercises Ask students to analyze the case using instructions provided
Develop purpose statement
Develop body of paper
Analyze content of case
Self-evaluation of writing assignment
d) Peer review of  Objective: To analyze students’ writing and research guided by assessment rubric
pre-workshop  developed for this purpose covering:
assignment Organization
Clarity
Content

Conceptual understanding and text analysis
Formatting and documentation

e) Facilitators’
assessment of
students’ peer
review

Objective: To compare facilitators’ review against students’ peer review: Distribute a copy
of a writing sample with facilitators’ edits
Students reviewed and reconciled differences

The writing assignment topics changed regularly over the semesters in order to keep the subject matter relevant to
current issues in the field. The pre-workshop survey is usually administered in the morning of the first day of the
workshop. It consists of closed and open-ended questions ranging from “have you ever used a library database to
search for articles in order to write an academic paper or report” and “what are the Boolean operators.” A post-
workshop survey is conducted at the close of the workshop. The survey was developed not only to observe before
and after workshop responses, but also to elicit answers to questions such as “Thinking back on the peer review,
what did you learn from reviewing another student’s essay,” “what kinds of writing do you do on the job” and “do
you think knowing how to write professionally is an essential skill in your job.”

Workshop Evaluation Tools. An anonymous pre-workshop survey was administered to participants
electronically through student voice to determine baseline information regarding their knowledge of and
confidence in their writing abilities. The same survey was completed post-workshop to determine the extent to
which students felt that they acquired new knowledge and confidence regarding the research and writing process.
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Both pre- and post-workshop surveys featured quantitative and qualitative questions. The surveys are the standard
pre and post training assessment and therefore did not need IRB approval.

Data Processing. For the analysis of the closed-ended survey questions, descriptive statistics are used to assess
the workshop quantitatively as shown in Tables 2a (bi-variate descriptive analysis) and 2bexamining differences
between pretest and posttest responses, linked to our prediction that: the workshop intervention would influence
and enhance the writing and research skills knowledge gained by participants. Table 3 provides a summary of the
findings based on the open-ended qualitative questions. It should be noted here that the data analyzed for this
paper include responses to workshop surveys for fall 2011, spring and fall 2012, and spring and fall 2013. The
total sample consisted of 156 respondents (N=156).

4. Results

4.1 Quantitative Evaluation

The quantitative questions from the anonymous survey (shown in Table 2a) included a number of questions
requiring “yes” or “no” responses, only six of which pertain to the topics covered in this study. As expected, when
bi-variate descriptive statistics were used to analyze the

Table 2a: Responses to the Quantitative Survey N= 156

Relevant survey questions Average ( 5 semesters)
Pre-workshop  Post-

% “yes’s” workshop

% “‘yes’s”
Confidence in ability to write academically & professionally 29.82 54.77
Knowledge about library databases & online resources 24.73 82.60
Knowledge about quality research in the field 17.33 72.50
Knowledge about article selection process 40.43 82.77
Knowledge about grading rubrics 33.62 96.60
Knowledge about the differences between in text citation and a reference list  37.80 91.34

data,the percentage of participants who responded “yes” to the pre-workshop survey questions ranged from 17%
to 40%. Posttest workshop survey responses showed increases in the percentages of “yes” responses, whichranged
from 55% to 97% reflecting some acquisition of knowledge. The data reported henceforth are reflective of the
percentage of participants who provided “yes” responses. For example, with respect to the question on the
participants’ confidence in their academic and professional writing abilities—pretest = 29.82%, posttest =
54.77%. On the question concerning knowledge about library database and online resources—pretest = 24.73%,
posttest = 82.60%. Regarding responses to the question on knowledge about high quality research in the field—
pretest = 17.33%, posttest = 72.50%.1In terms of the article selection process via online search engine, when asked
whether they knew which online sources are appropriate to cite for academic research, pretest = 40.43% and
posttest = 82.77%. When asked about knowledge of grading rubrics—pretest = 33.62%,posttest = 96.60%. With
respect to the question inquiring about the differences between in-text citation and reference lists, pretest =
37.80%, posttest = 91.34%.

We then used t-Test to compare paired two sample means (shown in Table 2b) to determine whether the pre- and
posttest means were significantly different. The two-tail test showed a p value of (0.00016), which is significant at
the 0.05 level. This indicates that the workshop intervention registered a very high statistically significant
difference between pre- and posttest means (30.621- 80.096), an indication that the intervention enhanced the
research and writing skills knowledge gained among incoming students in the six key areas mentioned earlier.
Hence, our prediction was correct that any improvements would be due to some systematic influence by the
workshop intervention. It is safe to conclude that research and writing workshops are imperative for graduate
students.
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Table 2b : t-Test: Comparison of Paired Two Sample Means

Variable 1 Variable 2
Mean 30.62167 80.09667
Variance 73.74894 222.2671
Observations 6 6
Pearson Correlation 0.410742
Hypothesized Mean Difference 0
Df 5
t Stat -8.77256
P(T<=t) one-tail 0.00016
t Critical one-tail 2.015048
P(T<=t) two-tail 0.000319
t Critical two-tail 2.570582

4.2 Qualitative Evaluation

In responding to the open-ended questions (shown in table 3), when asked about the three most important things
that they have learned from the workshop participants indicated that standards for academic writing,
understanding plagiarism, and having assignment rubrics while writing the paper emerged as the most often
mentioned categories. There is no doubt that academic writing requires obtaining and mastering threshold writing
skills in areas pertaining to clarity, organization and formatting technique. In academic writing, clarity is
measured by the existence and proper placement of purpose statement, use of effective and concise expressions in
terms of sentence development, and the overall organization, i.e. formatting, subheading, paragraph length and
sentence coherence. Participants’ responses made it clear that students have developed a better sense of and an
understanding about these critical matters. Marked improvements in the quality of students’ writing were noted in
evaluating revised and resubmitted workshop writing assignments, in their term papers and in their capstone
papers—the culminating research and writing project in our program.

Table 3: Responses to Qualitative Evaluation N= 156

Items Categories Concepts

What are the three most Academic Writing  Importance of Purpose Statement

important things you learned

from this workshop Plagiarism Proper Citation
Assessment Understanding professor’s expectation in writing
Rubrics assignments

What did you learn from Proofreading Common mistakes that | often make myself

reviewing another student’s

essay Constructive I learned how to critique constructively as well as
Criticism receive constructive criticism

Formatting papers | learned a lot about the format of a paper

Writing I learned that it is important to make sure that my
mechanics writing is clear and concise so that others can understand
what | am trying to say
Other comments regarding the More writing sample exercises

workshop
Greater/longer exposure to the process

Incorporating various students’ papers to gauge the
overall abilities of student-peers
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The PI1, who initiated the writing workshop, conducted a subsequent qualitative study during thespring semester of
2014, examining non-Caucasian immigrant students’ perception of our program (unpublished study). This study
involved focus group sessions the proposed contents of which were approved by our Institutional Review Board
(IRB). A total of 23 students participated in the focus group sessions. During the focus group sessions, a number
of comments emerged that were relevant to the writing workshop and a few will be reported here. When asked
about any issues confronting them since joining our graduate program, the consensus was a resounding “learning
how to write well.”

One student made a statement to this effect:

I was in the service and it has been almost ten years since | have actually picked up a book with some substance
or did any academic writing...[as such] writing academic papers is really challenging for me.
Another student responded in a similar way:

I am not a good writer; at the undergraduate level, | used MLA style guide; in this program | am required to use
APA style guide [which is different]. Also, the caliber of writing expected is on a higher level than that which |
experienced before. Without the incoming student writing workshop, | would not have survived the first semester
here.

Yet another student said (paraphrasing)

English is my second language. | obtained my bachelorette degree in a public college in in an ESL program and |
was allowed to use my first language throughout my undergraduate college life. ...My writing is poor and lam
very happy to have been a participant of the writing workshop. I have continued to receive feedback from some
teachers in this program. Additionally, I use the writing center regularly.

In summary, the writing workshop results; the qualitative comments from workshop evaluation;the focus group
sessions; reassessment of the workshop assignments that were revised and resubmitted; the general quality of
students’” writing throughout their tenure in the program; and the capstone project suggest that the writing
workshop and ongoing supports have been effective.

5. Discussion

Writing skills are not only necessary for obtaining good grades in college and postgraduate studies, but also
crucial for effective learning. In professional life and career development, one can barely get anywhere without
meeting the threshold of mastering fundamental and foundational writing skills. One of the main purposes of
education, be it K-12 or higher education, is to equip students with sufficient writing skills so that they can go on
to becoming productive citizens in society. Students with good writing abilities learn effectively, receive better
grades, and make grading written assignments enjoyable for faculty not a dreaded undertaking as often echoed by
educators such as Miller (2010) who states that

Correcting students’ papers is tremendously time consuming. | constantly do battle with myself to spend less than
20 minutes on a paper. At meetings, instructors are often urged not to exceed 15 minutes, but I frequently end up
spending double that. This can be a genuinely frustrating experience: 50 papers stacked on the coffee table, 10 in
the finished pile, and an entire afternoon gone (p.1).

One may argue safely that Miller’s (2010) frustration is mirrored in common conversations in hallways in
numerous institutions of higher education across the nation. Writing deficiencies can be more serious for students
of color. The obvious challenge is that developing and possessing good writing skills is a process that takes time.
Unfortunately, many of the students do not invest time to develop their writing skills. This is even more
problematic when one is starting with some deficiencies to begin with. It is important to point out that data from
entrance surveys conducted by the institution’s admission office indicated that one of the students’ primary goals
for enrolling in the program is to improve their writing skills. Another survey of regional employers suggested
that employers are looking for candidates who possess strong writing skills (Coplin, 2012). Previous surveys of
students’ writing samples taken from introductory courses in the program indicated that few students entered the
program with strong writing skills. In addition, evidence form faculty’s feedback and analysis suggested that most
students who enter the program were unfamiliar with scholarly literature, how to outline and organize a research
paper, and follow a proper citation format. It was common for students to defer to faculty about how to find
information for a term paper.

46



ISSN 2375-0782 (Print) 2375-0790 (Online) © Center for Promoting Ideas, USA WWW.jespnet.com

As we have discussed earlier, an innovative work has been done in undergraduate education. The pillars of such
work is the realization and acceptance that improving students’ writing skills ought not be the domain of English
departments alone, but a shared responsibility of all disciplines. Though graduate students face similar challenges
with regard to academic writing, a review of the literature indicate that there is a paucity of researchonthe issue.
The most valuable take-away for students from the workshop is accurate assessment of their writing abilities,
strategies and tools to improve, and confidence. Research in human behavior suggests that people are likely to try
harder when they know there is a chance for success. When you expect success, you are likely to behave in such a
way as to emanate success. Anchored on SCL, the workshop model gives hope and expectance of success while
clearly putting students in the center, which means they have to purposefully want to improve and that they
control their destiny.

6. Conclusion

Although our model is successful in helping non-traditional students improve their writing skills, we realize that
the results might have been different with a different team of facilitators, different student cohorts, in a different
institution, city and state and in using a different model. Additionally, our study is limited to the available data,
institutional resources and writing samples that are generally monitored.

The research and writing workshop described here is not unique in its purpose. Other graduate programs provide
writing assistance in many different forms. Some programs encourage their students to consult writing centers on
all assignments throughout the first semester. What is unique about this model is its innovative design anchored
on SCL, IL and its clear understanding of the students’ needs based on long-term examinations of their profile.

Using various modules, methods and techniques from the student-centered learning and bringing together a team
of facilitators from the writing center, librarians, Writing across Curriculum (WAC), and instructors from our
program turned out to be an effective model for addressing writing deficiencies of incoming students as early as
possible. When students are able to identify their writing weaknesses, they are likely to do something about it
instead of being surprised at the end of the semester when their term papers receive unfavorable remarks.
Academic writing requires more than good sentence development and correct structure. The studied model put
together comprehensive agenda that addressed the needs of academic writing and brought together teams of
instructors who are familiar with each aspect required for effective academic writing. Professionally, students
benefit as well because many of them work for service agencies, nonprofit organizations, and various sectors of
the healthcare industry, where poor writing can lead to miscommunication, wasted time and potential legal
ramifications. Another issue is that any attempt to improve students writing must consider the delicate balance
between their current skills, work/family life, and extracurricular activities. Indeed, the model discussed here and
the results illustrated in this paper underscore the importance of such balance. As suggested by our students in the
focus group sessions, the workshops should be expanded to more than two days. Additionally, writing samples
should be collected from students about one year after graduation to determine to what extent their writing quality
remained good.
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