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and each writer was interviewed at least once per teri. system of
classification was then applied to the writing, consisting of seven
items: invention,\audience, voice, intention, styie, arra ngement and
revision. Amecng the findings were the following: (1) students th
iow ACT scores did not mention a concern for the audience when thev
wrote, 'while other% with scores near the middle either were opprassed
and puzzled by it, 'or knew the audience and were rather cynical about
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Terrors and Affectations: Students' Perceptions of the

Writing Process

The context of this research project is important to
undeistand. My intérest in students' perceptions of the writing
process stems from my attempt to help taaghéfs in other disci-
plines teach writing. As director of an across the curriculum
communication skills program at Central College, I am charged
with the responsibility of directing faculty workshops designed
to train other college teachers in doing a better job of teaching
composition in their subject matter courses. This, in;adﬂitian
to directing other facets of the program, has é@nvinééd me that I
need to know more about what the sﬁuﬂénts are thiﬁkiﬁg about
writing if I am able to offer aﬁy Eéal help. to my faculty! Those

‘of us who teach composition and who have followed the studies in

more real and descriptive ways that emphasize the process rather
than merely ﬁhe product. But how do we ccmhuﬁicate this new
ﬁnﬂe:stanéing to our students when most of the texts still seem
to imply that writing is linear, that errors are still primary,
that conveying information in “clear" prose is the basic¢ end of

- all writing. What's more, students have come to believe those
texts or teachers who teach from them, .and doing something dif-

1 t
ferent will be met with disbelief and resistance.
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This study then 1is influenced by earlier

ol

(1971), Brittou, et al. (1975), Beach (1976), Pianko (1979), and
Sommers (1980), and is designed to find out what students who are
new to academic writing on the college lev%lhthink they are ﬂéing
whén;they write, As Beach says, "Student: thinking about their
writing serves as a direct reflection of the effect of instruc-
tion," (p. 1l€4) and therefore, gives us a way to anticipate and
modify their thinking when making writing assignments,.

Sharon Pianko says at the end of her 1979 study, "A
Description of the Cgmposiné Processes of College Fteshman;"
that

writing was not seen as playing an important role in the

students' lives. There was little, if any, commitment to

it; it was something to be carried out as quickly and as

superficially as possible, There seemed to be very

little gained from the composing act except meeting

school requirements; and even if students wished to be

‘more committed to the writing, the constraints placed by

school on the writing environment precluded the possi-

bilities for greater claboraticn, commitment, and

concern. School-sponsored: writing, especially when done

'in one class period, does not pernit sufficient time for

a regrouping of energies and thoughts. (p. 12)
In order to contrel as many variables as possible, her study was
conducted on students who wrote during class periods on specified
tagiési Students were video-taped and observed writing, and they
knew that their compositions would not be graded. Such con-
straints, while necessary for certain kinds of validity, seem to
falsify the writing situation and therefore produce results that
may not accurately describe what really goes on when students

write, I am concerned with tha kind of writing that goes on.

outside the classroom because it seems td me that most writing




in college (except, perhaps for note taking) is done outside of

class on the student's own time and in the student's own place,.
Methodology

I ﬁsed the case study apﬁr@ach- I rénd@mly selected  irty
freshman students. ii.Eﬂﬂed the first fu}l year of the investiga-
tion with seventeen students remaining in the study. Those
seventeen students range between thirteen and twentyaeight on the
ACT English test, which is nearly a perfect reflection of the
lnstltutlsnal range and mean,

I calle&téﬂ é;l written matEEiai'éane outside @f‘class that
these students tufﬂeﬁ in for a grade or evaluation of some kind.
I provided a typing service as an inducement for their participa-
tion in the project. Each writer was interviewed at least once
nper term; we operate on a three termncalendéfir=Thus extensive
written and spoken documents were obtained from each student..

The interviews were open ended, intended to clicit their
perceptions and terms for their model of the writing process,

The interviews were based on the students' recollections of par-—
ticular pleces é: writing that had been written recently and that
_both interviewer and student had in front of them. A system of
Qlassificatién was then applied to allow me to chart the amncerns
7 Ef these WElEEES and the Llnd= of things that they attend to when
théy write, This system of classification consisted, eventually,
/of seven items whiéh reéemblés, to same;extent, the pafts=cf\tfaﬁ
i éit?anal fhet@fic: Invéntiaﬁg auﬂienceﬁ voice, intention, stvle,

a

Jarrangement and revision. This system allowed me to separate,
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catalog, and evaluate by relativ ! 2ness, the various
things that these student write :zn they write,

F1
Freshman writers exhibited s 1ge of awareness and a
wide range of terms to articulac Jrocess, and, as could be

expected, also showed a widevfaﬁge of understanding about the
writing model. The most diverse range of percépticﬁ within the
system of classification concerns thé auéience_: Stuﬁenté at the!
lower end of the ACT score éalnét mention a concern for the
audience when they write, others toward the middle are oppressed
and puzzled by it, and-still others know the audience and are
rather cynical aba:t being able to manipulate it. "he conscious-
ness for this Gﬁméanent begins to emerge ‘vhen students talk about
length andicahtinues with_incréased sophistication about the
character of the audience, The range of responses heré mirror,

from low to high, the range of ACT scores.

=t

...I think what he was looking for was just Su.Ethlnq
pretty much perfect...you know some teachers are just
hard to write fDE-..: -

I wrote the paper more or less out of fear because I'haﬂ {
never had Ehls professor before and I heard he was
hard...

I didn't know how to write it. I wasn't sure if we were
supposed to write it like he never read the material or
not.  And so I think b551cally wrote it like he had never
read: lt- 5.

Whenever I write I always am afraid of what the teacher
will say--"it's terrible” or something like that--but I
kinda think that I don't explain things really in detail
because the teacher’ already knows what these things are
about...



I had to know kind of what a reader would and would not
know, . 5

I'm writing specifically for the professor not the lab
asgl Eant I Eettffeﬂ t@ the boak tﬁ btlﬁg some thlnq%

relate tD and kngw that I had d@ne much feadlng and lls= -
tenirg and that it wasn't just actually made up.

5

I found 1f you state as close to what the teacher thlnks

then it's easier and you do better on. the paper. \\
\

I never have figgred out who I write for other than ﬁy

instructor., .I always considered my instructor an

educated person with an open mind.

Perhaps writing for the teacher isn't all bad if one can have
the same attitude as the last student quoted above. He has some-
thing to say, is apparently intrinsically motivated, and has
confidence that the teacher is qaing to give him.and his paper
the klnd of 1ntellectual 1ntegr1ty that motivates him tﬁ say
smmethlﬁg important and to say it as well as he can. Dthers
th@ugh, who are just as conscious, it seems, ar~ more cynical
about what they're doiny. ?efhaps it's Ehe kind or quality of
the assignment they are working with, or perhaps their cynicism
stems from previous writing experiences which treated writing as
an exercise not taken with much intellectual seriolisness. These
students are perceptive and know how to play the rhetorical game,
No wonder cynicism creeps in if the student is perceptive enéugh
to figure out what the teacher thinks, and knows that tﬁe grade
depends on reguggitéting the data and parodying the teacher's
mind. Others seem only to know who their phy51cal audience is;
what spirit. They express frustration and feag over what'they
write and mystification over héw to vn about pléasing the:

3
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teacher. And some aren't concerned about the audience beyond

writing eight pages or fulfillirng the assignment. For them it's

an exercise, piece work, to.be gotten out of the way as fast as

[ ]
oy

possible with as little trouble as they can manage.

Audience ggncgfns then, are part of the model for most.,
students new to writing on the college level, at least to the
extent that they know they're writing for ﬁﬁé professor. But
what is not always understood by student'writérs is the quality
of the audience: what,eharaétarﬁzez the audience, what will ap-
peai to it, what kind of opennesss does the audience have, and
wha£ constitutes "good" or "perfect"? But writing that is Sééﬁ
as trying to please without kn@wing‘what will please, is frus=
rtfating writiﬁg, feaffully’ﬁféught, Even those who have some
cynicism=abautfﬁhe @f@cess, still know what t§ do and can enjoy
the relative sutcess of their ﬁanipulati@n;

Concerns with audience overlap those concerns for intention.
Most students think that ‘the img@ftant purpose of writihg is
ttaﬁsmitting information, and they tend to view personal re-
sponses and opinion papers as less important than research
pa@etgg Even a paper that Sescribés a quesﬁiénniire and then
analyzes and interprets the results is viewed as opinion and is
taken less-segiauslyAthan a research papér which is "objective"
Aaﬁd communicates "facts." But just where all this information is
béing'9355éd to and why is not alwéys clear, ' One thingAis clear,
though, ané that:is they know they will be judged. %he intention
component of the model begins with concerns for compléting an

assignment and getting a good grade, and then expands to
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k4 demonstrating something beyond the assignment itself, and finaily

to discoving something for themselves The movement is from the .

eétrinsic to the intriﬁsic; from simply following difegti@né;
tcwarﬁ-satisfyiné some self-defined purpose or ﬂééﬁg qﬁgé ACT
Engiizh score was a less sure indicator of awareness for this
component. The l@wer and middle ranged studeiits tended to see
intention as fulfilling some extrinsic purpose, whlle only those
scoring at the very top of the range saw writing as fulfilling an
intrinsic purpose. But I do want to point out that thé§2=is some
nogiceable change here even at this early stage in the study.

The seventh student, quoted below, fcr'exampie articulates a
cbange;iﬁ understanding about intention. B

...to write a minimum of three ‘pages. A research paper
on any topic in baseball.
' !

...get a good grade and have above average content.

...ta understand the scientific method that we were
~studying...

...to get the feel of how to.do a genetics experiment,.. -

.«.to write down your feelings about the books and
interpret themes based on lectures.

5
...I worry about whether I-have the r1ghf>th1ngs...or I
presented, them properly...so I was wondering if I had
enough information or if I had the ‘wrong information...

It was hard not to write just information the first time
and now its more of a rhetorical approach.when I'm really
trying to convince the reader what I'm trying to say and
do it as efficiently as i can.,

.i.since I devel@@ed my own order (by wrlt;ng) I had to
understand it.,.

Certalnly I enjoy writing a paper that I can indicate my
opinion. After all...there's no place for opinion in my
level of mathematics because I still dom't know enough to
interject my own: ap;nién, but in Samethzng like religion,

=
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that's all. it is, and if the teacher tries to keep you
from dEVEIGplﬁq an opinion,; he's n@t unﬁerstandlﬂg the
purpose of the class.
This last student™indicates a rather mature understariding of, the
' purpose for writing and expresses a :@nfiden:e in that purpDSE

that approaches afragéncei Thl is the exc ;tian“anﬂ not the

norm. But as the caﬂpcs;tes Df this component of iHEEhtiDn are
fleshed @pt, thfee dlff ent klnds cF GDDEEEHE emerge*’ 1. JD@iﬁg,
" the assignment, seeing it as an exetgise for-a grade,. but not as

something that really engages Gdézinﬁéklectuélly— 2. Demon-

strating something that fulfllllng the asslgnment aids in or 15

-

directed toward, such as knaw1ng arpgacess. ‘A student, for

example, could demansﬁtate kn@w1ng a grgtess by recording an

expétiment or désigﬁing, aam;ﬂlstEflng and interpreting the re-

55u;ts of a questionnaire of some kind., 3. - Seeing the pape

’1

as

.‘m

some purposeful thing f@; the writer himgelf,. a learning experi-

ence during which process the student shapes and creates ideas.

But even students who understand the purbose of the assignment.

have some difficulty interﬁalising the intention for themselves.
One student. says, i"I like to do experiments, not ﬁaﬁersi.fi won
acﬁually WGfklﬂg with the flies and thing to do th;s little

- write .up about 1t...wel¢, you caula See ycur results,..giig, said

what ha§pened§ - The lab report for this student is just a way of

passing along information that is readily seen and known by

observing the experiment and checﬁing the charts. The reason for
the paper, hé'guesses is. that ",,.it's a lot e,s%e} for the

&
Fe

professor that way to get the 1nf@rmat1§h out of your paper

for him to know that you kn@w what'y@u*fe talking about."
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Furthermore he doesn't think that the paper is read very

carefully anyway. Writing  for this student is a rather trivial

*

exercise and the wAy -this assignment is handled by the professor
reinforces its purposelessness,
Another student talking about a series of abstracts that

could be written for additional credit says, "I think we could
express our own opinion. We were first supposed to state %hat

=

was done, the procedure, "then the results’and then we could give-
our own whatever, judgment." But the purpose of the aésigﬂment
was "to get into the literature, the science journals, to be

éxé@éed to reading the material, and also learning how to write " -

these tygi? of reviews." But the writing was clearly summary
level and no comments.were ever given on the papers to show what
might be good or bad. I.asked if she had any difficulty under-

standing the jaurﬁél'afticles and she replied "just the details
and the- big words." More piece work it seems, and little intel-="
lectual engagement.

Another student comparing the task of writing a pﬁiloséphy

3. 7

paper in which he had to argue one side of an issue, with a

sociology paper that he calls analytical, says:

The (sociology paper) was easier. It took more time to

" write but it was easier because you didn't have to, I -
didn't have to think, think of sides or ways to defend it
or you know s0 all I do is present it, put it down. 1In
other words put' it together and organize it. Didn't have
to think-of anything. See,; I took a survey and all the
information 1s right there. . : .



10

Writing that is used to shape arguments and refine ideas is

hard ‘work and of a Siffetent order, in these student's minds,
from W§iting that is used to record analyses, or pit into coher=-
ent 'form what is already there. This same student, though, does
recognize the instrinsic purpose of the phil@é@ghy Essignmégt
when he says, "...at least it helps me understand the material

more when I have to defend, take a side to it, you know, get into

the material aﬁd take one side or another..."

The concept of voice and the notion that one projects a
charaéter in wtfﬁéng is<i§5§;£ of the model that very few
students new to wrifiﬁgﬁén the college level have thought about.
They Have been taughé th;t writing @ughtrta communicate "factg,"
"clearly,” that one shouldn't use "I" and that it's really best
to be objective, and vaiceiésg. They want to appear as if they
know the "material," but are unsure how to go about this excepé
by using "Eig words," "sociological terms," specific words and
phrases that they think will aépéal to the reader. But they -are
“timid gecause they are unsdte_of intent and auaieﬁce. At- best,
they have a 1imitéd notion @f voice dependent upon the audience.

Although separate for anélytical purposes, coricerns with
St§le overlap in practice with the concerns for voice. Style
deécrlées the distance between speaker ééé audience while voice
describes ethos, the pf@jeg#&é character of the speakér/griter
per se. But even here, style was a difficult;thiﬂéltc come to
grips with and a source of confusion for students. 1It's a vague,

=

asés a multitude of nettlesome .

grey area for mocst that encom

ES

concerns.
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. ... (it's) not researched, it's just thoughts from. the
- books. 1It's something like a diary, but...a journal is
better Wélﬁ for it. Jﬁ

R I

...supgased to be infasmal... —

..2ta@ many I's in the first paragraph.

in a pa'er, but I ald anyway- That was the cnly way I
could make it sound right,

But on the whole, most stuaenté;haveﬁﬁ@t really confronted this
dimension éf the model and do not have much critical cbnsci@ués
ness of ‘how to b?gin thiQkigg about it; m,,.1 think I was j@st_
writiné it in:ﬁy own writing style, but I was*jﬁstfwritingi“
This student is;fight; in that sﬁgle is really tﬁe’ﬁaﬁalitf of

everything:on the page, but just how |one becomes analytical about

style-is another matter. /

_ \
The arrangement patt of the mcd ﬁ ppears to be clearly
\

|
la
)
S/ understcﬂd by‘all Students. 'it was 7&' ther. an. area that they had

5

any difflculty with when wr;t;ng their .own ‘papers nor dld they

i =

‘exhlb;t much EanuSlQﬁ abaut the cencegt in the ;nterv;ews, They

icauld all=p01nt t5=separaté Qrganlzaglénal parts and cculd
| .
descrlbe them and exglaln why they were placed whe;e they were.

‘And all Df the wr;ters in this stuay wrcté the;r papers without’
hav;ng written—a- f@rmal GUEILHE flrst. Samé were apologetic
abautvﬁhat. Most of the papers th@ugh, were father short so the

necessity f@f'much,large scale planning was probably not

- i . R EY

b
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grea;“éﬁa students could keep @rgagizaticnal structures in their
heéd? Ané most of the time thewéuéggct matter and the intention,
the pufpase of the assignmént itseif; defines the order of the
paper for the student. éﬁé student said about the organization,
"...it was kind of a common sense.ii, I had to explain what the
'excepticﬁaliﬁy waé.befafe I é@uiéhteli the characteristics...You
kn@ﬁ} the chafacterlstlcs or even the remediation...it waulﬂn t
make sense to put the remeélatlsn first." Since mast writing
that these students have done involves recording or reporting
‘whaﬁ hagpeneé ﬁ@iléwed by an eiplanatién,vthe problems .associated
wiﬁh.sbaping-anlargument, flndlng order or cteatlng structure do
not surface. Indeeﬂ, most of their essays do have a common sense

By
éfganizatianal'gattEEn._ \
‘There are other afeas'éf concern here that do not fit the
,fheééficalrscheme exaétly, bﬁtngcvide insightszinta'thé m@délléf_

writ;ng; These\ﬁwa_areas have to do with tooking %t.ﬁhevwﬁole:
pr@cegs=éf writingé, formulation and refctmﬁlatieh or invention
ianﬂ revision. Again, .since most writing on ﬁhg college level is
not daneiexteméare,;in tﬁe confines of ‘the classroom, but is
researzhed,;thégéht abcdt,-aiécussed, and then composed over a
period of time, I did not think close @bsefvati@ﬁ of the minutiaé '

. \,
Df the process was appropriate,

notes, but llttle ﬂ;alague or aiscgsslan with éthersp and very
little teacher intervention., A few étgﬂents use discussion with

others and do indeed talk over' assignments with friends, peers,

L

|
b,
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Df teachers and an even smaller number uéé samethiﬁg that
resembles freeEwritin% to get tﬁé'WGEéS flowing. Those are the
same students who score higher on the ACT English test, who do
more extensive revision, and who see writing as a way of shaping
and discovering ideas. But a majority of the stﬁjeﬁts on the
lower and middle ranges of the ACT scale write a draft all the
way thfaughf_then "revise" that draft and type it up, perhaps
making miﬂéf changes. Whaé théygé@ is not really revision, but

supefficia%ﬁgéifigg and proofreading. But how can they revise

“"when they are not conscious of the many pafts of the writing
model that they could attend to as they review it? Their notion
of the model for writing does not include an activity that is

ranything like revision as we have come to see it today. Nancy

Sommers' work with revision makes explicit the two models of

revision held by experienced and inexperienced writers: one type

has to revise; the other cannot at all. - In addition, many would
not bé:mavea to thiﬁk about andgsée again, what they ha@“writtEﬁ,
.éincé»thé biggest task is jﬁst getting through wiﬁh it. VThey
don't have.the cfitical‘ﬁistance, nor do ﬁhey have tﬁe terms
necessary to ré;seé their drafts in any aﬁhét.wéy.‘x@néfstuaént,
atiﬁh31high end of the ACT range talks about his paper: | |

...1 would say it probably took about six to eight hours
to write the paper and the reason why -is because I began
to write the paper using as the purpose the one that he
had claimed early in the speech was the purpose--~renewing
the Democratic Party's stand on economic justice. It
really doesn't take a careful examination to see that
wasn't the purpose at all and once I had become familiar
with the form of the speech I had to rework the entire
structure of the paper to get where he was.really - coming
- from. . -

geoemo s
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It's hilfway between an organized structure and
brainstorming. I try to get as much as I can down on
paper. I guess I go into that first draft without an.

~outline just tfylng to organize and then from that I can
decide where I want to head with the writing, and design
the structure to’ f;t.. It's all just a discovery of what-
works with the mate rial.

But other students on Fhe lgweé‘end of the ACT range do not have
such a model for the QEGQESS of writing. They étruggle by fits
and starts to write the ‘whole thing and get it handed in,

And then I sat dawn and I always have problems with like

the introduction becausp sometimes I like to carry on you
know and write on gnd not really say much, so I wrote it

“up and I'd go through .and each time I'4 make mistakes and
I'd cross it out apd I really didn't talk to anybody

about it. - I just'sort of wrote it by myself.

When I asmed ‘her haw many drafts she did, she gsaid,
I d say two, one ar two...because it's sort af;-_when I
did it I, you kngw,LI d go through and I'd write it
like...when I go through it when I was writing the first
time I'd cross out things and then.I'd reread it and ‘
cross’ out more and then make more, and then I rewrote
it. ' T

And ancthet says,

I lock myself in one of. these rocms upstalrs and just
wrote the paper... wraﬁe it out and.then and then I take
it to...I pr@cfréaé it then and-took it to a friedn of -
mine and he typed it. b1 finished it the night before 1t2
was supposed to be handed in,

When \I askea what he did when he “pracfread,' he said,

TI\read through it but I don' t change...I don't have
trouble with organizing ideas, I proofread it to c@rrect
that or grammar errors or make sure the sentences say .
whalt. they are supposed to say, but sometimes when I start
writing' I don't get it all down. that's basically how I
pEDD read.

What is wanted is a perééptianvaf wtitingwthat is close to the
kind mentidned above by the.student at the' high end of the ACT -

range.
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My hope is_thst an institution-wide program that aims at
bsttssAwriting instsusgisn in all dissiplinss will make the kind _
of impact necessary for this change to occur. There are signs of
hope, and I do want to offer some suggestions for change: Stu-

%?§§>E ‘perceptions of concerns for audience suggest that teachers
need to define the audience fully. It is the responsibility of
the teacher to clarify audience ssncsfns, sspsc;slly for those
who are ﬁat'sssfiasnt of: thsif writing or who have little sxssr;—

. ence with writing. And 1nstructsrs need to be csnslstsnt about
what they tell students conssfning the audience. If they tell
students thst they will rsad in a splrlt of openness, then thsy
must, and if they st;pulats other sué;snsss, those slmulstlons

- must be msés real ssmshsw. Professors must slss dsslgﬂ sss;gsﬁ
ments thst do lndssd sllsw studsnts tg dsvslsp snﬂ shape thsls

own -ideas and ssgumsnts. Asslgnmsnts rsslly must bs rssl in thst

ssnss, SO that studsnts can bs 1sd cut of the notion that ertlng

teacher's mlnd, snd-fsr svslustlcn purposes snly. ertlng
sssignmsntsfmust be sxplainsa Eofstudsﬁts in tsfms of their

pufpsss; Reasons fns style nssé to be sdﬂrssssd as wsll Whyg:

i

for example, shsuld some rspsrts bs formal and others informal?

o

S;ncs there is an indication that some students see informal
writing as unimportant, or less impsrtsnt than "rssssfshsd“

wrltlng, styls ‘needs—to- bs explalnsd in terms of purpsss and

audience, Ersv1§1ng real madsls for studsnts is an sssy and -’

effective way for thlDﬂS of style to be explained.
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While I do have a good sense of the parameters of student

§efceptians of a model for wéiting, I am interested in how this
model will éhaﬁgé:bvef time. I will be céﬁéu;ting a four-year,
longitudinal study of studen%_percepti@ns of the writi%g pf@ceéé
as th;§ are affected by our skills program aﬁd labk Eaéﬁarﬂ to
documenting how student éefcéptigns change over time;, Haw!will
the model change as a result of being inflgenceﬂ by t?achers who
have been é part of the.NEH—Eundéd éuhme: warkshaps? Will the
changing m@déi produce better writing? better writers? better
students? Is it possible for students to ﬂévéiop canscicﬁsness
without having pfaéess oriented assignments? Why? At the end of
thé study I will know:what the total writing anthology of éqllége
StuééntsP looks ,like é"ﬁ“c’.mf campus. What, réally,‘,‘; are t:héy" being
acked to Qrite?' ﬁhaﬁékiﬁﬂs %f ﬁhings are they éging asked to do

when they write? What level of abStsécti@n, aﬁalysis; or

5

synthésis'd@’%ast égéiénménts engageé? Since a{ggggﬁgahy of the

.aégignmeﬁﬁségeeﬁ égé§ éD‘ééal wi;h_recéiding and reporting rather
than-syntheéiging ﬂfvshgping atguméhté; are'étuaentg gaﬁing a
ttivial nééi§n.@f writing affirmed géf them? ?Whilera_year%léng
gééi@d seems an adequate‘timeﬁsgan to Study maﬂyipnenamena;

'writing is complex and demands-a longer -look.
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