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This is a summary of methodology and preliminary findings from a study of the General College Writing Program.
Data were during the winter quarter of 1996 and analyzed during the summer of 1996.

Methodology

Data Collection

We requested that all students enrolled in GC 1421 and GC 1422 during winter quarter, 1996 participate in the writing
program study by allowing us to photocopy course papers for rating. For students enrolled in GC 1421, we asked to
photocopy three papers (papers one, two, and four); for students in GC 1422 we asked to photocopy two papers
(papers two and four). Only students whose sets of papers were complete for each class were included in the study. 56
sets of complete papers (representing 56 students) from 1421 were included in the study; 110 sets of papers
(representing 110 students) from 1422 were included. Those students included in the study formed a group that was
statistically indistinguishable from those not included in terms of grade point average, demographic indicators, and so
on.

Categories of Examination

Raters were asked to evaluate four aspects of each paper: length of paper (one question); structure, development, and
organization (four questions); use and documentation of sources (two question); and surface issues (one question). The
evaluation used a seven-point scale running from 1 (very little or no evidence of the identified characteristic) to 6
(exceptional evidence of the identified characteristic):

6 5 or 4 3 or 2 1 n/a
Exceptional

evidence
Adequate
evidence

Some
evidence

Little or no
evidence

Grouped ratings (e.g., 5 or 4; 3 or 2) were read as similar results in the data analysis. A rating of 3 was assumed to be
a mid-point, or average, rating on the scale. A rating of 6 was assigned when the paper clearly went beyond the
expectations stated on the assignment sheet; a rating of 1 was assigned when it clearly was far below those
expectations.

Raters and Rater Training

Raters were hired from the Commanding English staff in General College. We chose these raters because, while they
were familiar with the theory and practice of basic writing and basic writers, they were not entirely familiar with the
Writing Program's focus and assignments. Raters were trained in early June. The training period included two pre-tests
in order to norm raters. After their training, they rated approximately twenty papers daily for ten days. During the
period they were rating papers, we met with them every other day to address pertinent questions. Raters received
papers with assignment sheets stapled to the front and were trained in finding relevant criteria from those sheets for
their rating.

Inter-rater agreement

According to Bob delMas's data analysis, inter-rater agreement was "quite high" on the "off-by-one scheme." In other
words, when Bob considered paired responses (e.g., 5 or 4) as similar ones, inter-rater agreement was high -- between
79% and 86% for each question asked.

If papers were rated by two raters, Bob assigned each question an average of the two raters' scores.

Results

The following is a summary of results from the study, by question.
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Percentage of students who wrote papers of an appropriate length (for the assignment):

GC 1421

Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 4
74% 81% 64%

GC 1422

Paper 2 Paper 4
74% 68%

GC 1421

Using the scale discussed above, below follows mean ratings for the three papers for GC 1421 students:

STRUCTURE AND ORGANIZATION

Characteristic: paper clearly addresses the assigned question.

Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 4
3.8 4.0 4.1

Characteristic: easy to infer from the first page the main point of this paper.

Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 4
3.9 4.0 4.4

Characteristic: paper's progression proceeds from, furthers, and is logically connected to the main idea announced on
the first page.

Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 4
3.4 3.7 3.6

Characteristic: The evidence used in this paper supports the thesis effectively.

Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 4
3.5 3.6 3.8

USE AND DOCUMENTATION OF SOURCES

Characteristic: paper presents, analyzes, and discusses sources effectively according to the instructions on the
assignment sheet.

Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 4
3.5 3.1 3.5

Characteristic: The evidence in this paper is appropriately documented according to the instructions on the assignment
sheet.
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Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 4
3.2 3.3

SURFACE ISSUES

Characteristic: paper has an appropriately low incidence of composing and editing errors (for example, spelling,
punctuation, grammar, run-on and/or incomplete sentences, subject-verb agreement issues).

Paper 1 Paper 2 Paper 4
3.5 3.5 3.6

Bob's analysis shows that "there was a significant increasing trend in mean ratings for the Main Point characteristic.
Another significant trend was found for the Uses Sources characteristic. The trend shows a marked drop from the first
to the second paper, and then a rebounding increase on the third paper."

GC 1422

Using the scale discussed above, below follows mean ratings for the three papers for GC 1422 students:

STRUCTURE AND ORGANIZATION

Characteristic: paper clearly addresses the assigned question.

Paper 2 Paper 4
3.8 3.9

Characteristic: easy to infer from the first page the main point of this paper.

Paper 2 Paper 4
3.9 4.1

Characteristic: paper's progression proceeds from, furthers, and is logically connected to the main idea announced on
the first page.

Paper 2 Paper 4
3.4 3.7

Characteristic: The evidence used in this paper supports the thesis effectively.

Paper 2 Paper 4
3.4 3.6

USE AND DOCUMENTATION OF SOURCES

Characteristic: paper presents, analyzes, and discusses sources effectively according to the instructions on the
assignment sheet.

Paper 2 Paper 4
3.1 3.3

Characteristic: The evidence in this paper is appropriately documented according to the instructions on the assignment
sheet.
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Paper 2 Paper 4
3.1 3.2

SURFACE ISSUES

Characteristic: paper has an appropriately low incidence of composing and editing errors (for example, spelling,
punctuation, grammar, run-on and/or incomplete sentences, subject-verb agreement issues).

Paper 2 Paper 4
3.4 3.5

Discussion

These results show that GC students do improve their writing skills during the two, ten-week writing courses offered in
the college. Bob reminds us that the mid-point rating on our scale was 3.5 -- a rating above that would "indicate that a
student is providing adequate evidence of the skill or characteristic in her paper." GC 1421 students were above that
midpoint on three of seven rated characteristics; 1422 students were at or above on five of seven on the second rated
paper.

When evaluating these results, it is important to remember that the level and complexity of writing assignments in
these courses increases throughout the twenty-week writing sequence. The second paper in GC 1422, therefore, is
considerably more complex than the fourth paper in GC 1421. (The hierarchy of skills involved in each paper is
summarized in appendix one.) Composition research tells us that as students master new writing skills in their courses,
ones previously mastered may "slip" slightly to compensate. It is logical to assume, therefore, that students' scores
would continue to increase as they continued to master more complex writing tasks in other classes.

Contextualizing the Results

Previous studies of the General College writing program

The preliminary results of this study of the writing program join a collection of data, gleaned over the past eight years,
which provide a fuller picture of the program's goals and how well they are met. For example, a 1988 study (Schmitz,
1988a) told us that 121 of 207 CLA professors surveyed required students to write between ten and 40 pages of writing
in their courses. Similarly, out of 207 CLA professors, 34 percent required students to write essays, and 25% to write
major reports during their classes.

A survey of 241 GC students who successfully transferred to CLA (Wambach and Woods, 1994) also supports data
from the Schmitz study. those students indicated that provides additional support for the Schmitz data. The latter study
indicated that 70 percent of the total students surveyed were expected to summarize reading material in their CLA
courses; 93 percent of students surveyed were asked to identify research topics and find materials at the library; 72
percent of students surveyed were expected to write papers on topics selected by the instructor; and 56 percent were
expected to complete group written projects with their class colleagues.

Building from these studies and on composition theory, the writing program's goals have evolved over the past eight
years. These goals were formalized in a working group of graduate teaching assistants, instructors, and writing faculty
during a series of meetings in 1995.

In the program, we:

help students move toward mastery of Standard Written English (SWE) through coming to understand, and
work within, their own writing process
--this includes helping students understand the various components of that writing process, from the kind of
writing that proceeds the construction of a formal academic essay, through to the kind of editing necessary in the
last stages of writing such an essay;
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help students develop fluency in their writing by writing frequently in response to instructors and class
colleagues;

produce substantial amounts of writing in different writing situations -- from in-class, timed essays to
traditional assignments developed over a longer period of time;

help students understand the conventions of academic discourse, find connections between the cultures
important to them outside of the academic setting and the culture that they enter into when they come to
academe, and understand that "outside of school" culture through lenses developed in their educations
---the importance of building this kind of link is best described in an essay by compositionist David
Bartholomae, "Inventing the University" (1988). Bartholomae describes the complex demands of academic
writing and the student's place within them:

One response to the problems of basic writers . . . would be to determine just what the [disciplinary
]community's conventions are, so that those conventions can be written out, "demystified," and
taught in our classrooms. . . . [They also need to learn to] speak with authority . . . in another's voice
and through another's "code" [the writing conventions of various academic disciplines]; and they not
only have to do this, they have to speak in the voice and through the codes of those of us with
power and wisdom; . . . Our students may be able to enter into a conventional discourse and speak,
not as themselves, but through the voice of the community. The university, however, is the place
where "common" wisdom is of negative value; it is something to work against. The movement
toward a more specialist discourse begins (or perhaps, best begins) when a student can both define a
position or privilege, a position that sets him against a "common" discourse, and when he can work
self-consciously, critically, against not only the "common" code, but his own (20-22).

help students develop collaborative research and writing skills by having them work in various group
formations at various stages in their writing processes;

help students integrate textual resources into their academic writing, in part through the use of summaries of
texts;

help students learn how to research in the University of Minnesota libraries, including use of periodical
indexes and on-line searching;

help students integrate library research into their writing';

help students master a citational system (like APA or MLA);

help students develop control over the surfaces of their paper, that is, to pay attention to editing features like
grammar and spelling

This feature of the program, however, is less emphasized, for some students, in the initial stages of a writing class.
Composition research tells us that the most "basic" of basic writers often have trouble focusing their ideas, and
structuring their writing in such a way that those ideas make sense to the larger academic community. The General
College writing curriculum emphasizes control over "macro" issues like structure and focus before encouraging
students to concentrate their efforts on "micro" ones like spelling and surface errors. In a typical first-quarter
composition class, for example, these features are discussed in conjunction with every paper. Instructors will typically
not demand standard editing practices, however (for example, lowering students' grades if there are more than three
surface errors per page in their essays) until around the mid-quarter, after they have had time to develop experience
with the conventions of the academic essay and have begun to master their own writing process. In the second of the
two-quarter sequence, these "surface issues" become more prominent, and instructors expect greater attention to them
in all essays.

Data from the Schmitz study (1988a) indicates that this emphasis on structure and organization is consistent with
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expectations and grading policies of CLA faculty. In her survey of 207 faculty, Schmitz found that 55 percent of
surveyed faculty would "lower grades on papers lacking in style or coherence" (only 8 percent said they would not)
and 56 percent would "lower grades on papers that [were] poorly organized" (only six percent said they would not). By
the same token, only 34 percent would "lower grades on papers with mechanical or grammatical errors, 23 percent said
they would not. The emphasis on structure, focus, and organization, therefore, is also found in many CLA courses.

We also:

help students develop reading strategies by exposing them to various kinds of printed texts, and by helping
them become more astute hypertextual readers (important for reading across library screens, for example);

help students become accustomed to the technological culture on the University campus, including helping
students use computers as tools to help them through the writing process, helping them use email as a form of
communication, understanding ways in which a-synchronous (and synchronous) computer programs can play
important roles in their studies and in the process of academic writing, and helping them use on-line resources
like full-text databases and the World Wide Web in their research.

Underlying all of these goals, of course, is one final one: to help students become better, more critical thinkers, readers,
and writers in our writing courses.

Students' past responses to the General College writing program

The writing curriculum in its current form evolved in 1989. Even before that time, however, studies asked students
about the effectiveness of the writing curriculum. Each has indicated that students who have transferred from the
college and gone on to pursue a four-year degree cite writing courses as some of the most valuable and effective of
their GC careers. For example, in a study students receiving A.A. degrees from the college between 1975 and 1982
(Hendel and Solberg, 1983) an average of 67 percent of 256 students surveyed indicated that writing was an
"especially beneficial course." In the same survey, 63.5 percent of the students surveyed (total n=415) indicated that
the "ability to write clearly, correctly, and effectively" was a benefit of their general college experience.

In a later study in which students transferring from GC to CLA were asked open-ended questions about helpful classes
(Schmitz, 1988b) in the College, nine students specifically cited writing classes and 6 cited "English" generally,
including writing courses. Several students, when asked what they would recommend to students entering GC who
planned to transfer to CLA, cited writing classes as especially beneficial. Typical were answers like these:

Take advantage of the small classes and extra help that is available in GC. CLA is much larger and not
near[ly] as organized as GC. Also try to keep up in the comp. classes, writing is very important in CLA.

Students asked about whether GC was helpful in preparing them for transfer also cited writing classes as particularly
important. Students singled out 1421 and 1422 (General College's two-quarter writing sequence) as particularly helpful
courses to prepare for CLA courses, and cited some writing instructors (like Terry Collins) by name. Two years later,
in a study tracking 34 students through their first year in the College (Schmitz and delMas, 1990), writing courses
were also singled out as particularly helpful parts of the curriculum, and reinforced the success of the program's goals
to help students construct a bridge between their experiences and academic writing. The report cites several students to
conclude that:

Reasons why students liked 1421 mostly conveyed their perception that they learned something about
themselves and the process of writing papers ("I have the hang for writing papers -- something I never
understood before"; "I look at writing in a new way, I'm more confident now"; "I found out that I was
good at writing"; "I learned how to write better and to make sense of thing"; "I enjoy reading and putting
my ideas down on paper" (42).

Such responses are consistent with data collected from General College students beginning in 1975. These studies
indicate that the writing curriculum helps students to develop confidence in their own writing through mastery of
academic writing, and that the kinds of writing demanded in GC classes effectively prepares them for the writing
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demands outside of GC.

External evaluations of the writing program

As a result of a grant to pilot a synchronous writing network (ENFI project) -- the General College writing program
has been evaluated by some of the leading authorities in the field of composition. These evaluations also demonstrate
that the writing program is working with the field's most contemporary theories to formulate a "cutting edge" program
that prepares students for the demands of the academy.

David Bartholomae, whose article "Inventing the University" is cited above, was the external evaluator for the ENFI
project. Bartholomae examined a number of papers written by students enrolled in ENFI and non-ENFI control
sections in order to more fully understand the writing process through which their products (final drafts) were
developed.

Bartholomae's report on the ENFI project (1990) singles out General College, as one of the three "test" sites for the
project, as a particularly laudable one. He describes GC students as more interested in, involved with, and concerned
about their writing than students at the other sites, pointing out that students in General College seemed to be moving
toward negotiating some balance between their interests/language and academic interests/language in particularly
effective ways. Following one student's paper from prewriting (pre-drafting) through to its final draft, Bartholomae
found that General College students were moving toward the kind of authoritative writing that compositionists
generally agree is crucial for students' success in the academy. The final draft of the paper, he said, gave

the reader a hint of its schematics. The writer speaks in the distant, authorial, "we." Once the essay begins,
its strategies of elaboration become a mix of textual conventions -- quotations, transition from the prior
[on-line] discussion of Allan Bloom, cohesive devices. . . . -- and conventions drawn from public address. .
. The student is negotiating between his experience and his beliefs and the thematics of the Bloom debate,
and he is negotiating between the language of conversation, even oratory, and the language of written
academic discourse" (12-13).

Bartholomae's findings, then, are also consistent with the data provided in earlier studies like those by Hendel and
Solberg, Schmitz, and Schmitz and delMas of GC students during and after their educations in General College. All
indicate that:

the program's goals, developed in response to composition theory and to expectations by CLA faculty, are
serving students well;

students find their experiences in GC writing courses beneficial while enrolled in the college; and

they continue to cite their experiences in GC writing courses as some of the most important of their GC
educations, and continue to draw on the knowledge and abilities developed in those courses throughout their
college careers.

Conclusion

The results of the current study of the GC writing program (Adler-Kassner, Reynolds, and delMas, 1996) provide
additional data for those in the program to look at when they consider the future direction of the program. The data
indicates that students enrolled in GC writing courses do, indeed, progress toward becoming more proficient academic
writers during their two quarters in GC writing courses. Data from additional studies like those discussed here would
indicate that as those students move further away from their GC courses, they will continue to build upon the critical
reading, thinking, and writing skills developed in 1421 and 1422 in other GC courses, and in courses after transfer.

The data collected for the 1996 program study will provide fruitful data for research into how individual students
perform in the writing program, as well. For example, it will be possible to use the papers collected for this study to
follow individual students as they work through their writing courses. This kind of close examination of individual
students and/or different kinds of students (e.g., students with high/low ACT verbal scores; students of color; students
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enrolled in the TRIO program) will make it possible for us to examine how we work with different student
constituencies in the college.

The results of the current study will also serve as the foundation upon which to build a more thorough and
comprehensive portfolio-based evaluation of the writing program. Composition and assessment research tells us that
such an evaluation is the best way to thoroughly understand the process through which students come to understanding
academic writing, and how effective different components of the program -- from teachers, to assignments -- are at
moving students toward a mastery of academic writing.

Appendix

Assignment sequencing in General College 1421 and 1422

During the course of two, ten-week writing courses in GC, students produce approximately 80 pages of finished text.
These come primarily in the form of extended essays (written over the course of one to two weeks, inside and outside
of the classroom) and short essays (written in timed situations, generally inside the classroom).

Papers assigned in GC writing courses are designed to become more complex as the student progresses through the
two course sequence. What follows is a general description of the minimum requirements for papers through the two
quarters. It is assumed that information and concepts learned and experienced in earlier papers will inform and appear
in later ones, and that skills developed while writing earlier papers will be incorporated into later ones.

1421

Paper One - Analysis of experience. Evidence for the analysis generally comes from students' experiences; students
should also be strongly encouraged to look outside of their own lives to bring in other sources. It should be stressed
that students need to use these experiences as evidence for a thesis about a broader topic related to the subject of
education.

Paper Two - Textual analysis. Students move toward integrating course readings in their writing and balancing them
with experiential writing. This paper may ask students to locate and describe evidence from readings in order to afford
them opportunity to practice integrating course readings.

Paper Three - Textual analysis/documentation of sources. Students are asked to write an analysis of a question or
situation drawing on evidence from textual sources (often multiple sources) and experiential evidence, and to properly
document that evidence using appropriate citation systems (such as APA or MLA).

Paper Four or Paper Five - Integration of library-based material. Students are asked to write an analysis of a question
or situation drawing on evidence from course readings, and to supplement that analysis with sources gleaned from the
U of MN libraries. Students may also be encouraged to write their own question for this assignment.

Paper Four or Paper Five - Summary/analysis of course focus. Students are asked to write an analysis drawing on their
readings and experiences throughout the quarter in response to a question about the quarter's focus.

1422

Paper One - Students are asked to analyze some artifact connected to the subject of the course drawing on textual
sources and experiential evidence.

Paper Two - Students are asked to analyze a theme and/or artifact connected to the subject of the course through a
theoretical framework provided by course readings.

Paper Three - Students are asked to conduct a more complex analysis through theoretical framework provided by
course readings (e.g., this may involve multiple artifacts where the previous paper involved only one; it may ask
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students to draw on additional theoretical sources; it may ask students to examine more closely something discussed in
the previous paper).

Paper Four - Students are asked to write a research paper on a subject connected to the course drawing on U of MN
library materials, as well as course readings. Students are frequently required to produce research questions and
annotated bibliographies in conjunction with this assignment.
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