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Starting this fall, four writing intensive (WI) courses will be offered to ORU students: Math and Society, Socialization to the Nursing Profession, Honors Modern Humanities 213, and Principles of Chemistry Lab.  You may have noticed that the WI sections of these courses are designated with a “WI” in the fall course schedule bulletin. 

What are WI courses?  Writing intensive courses are regular courses in which writing assignments, including informal writing-to-learn and formal writing-to-communicate assignments, partially replace more traditional methods of teaching and evaluating course content.  Course goals and objectives are the same as other sections of the same course; only the pedagogy and assessment methods are changed.  Course enrollment for writing intensive courses is limited to about twenty students so that the instructor may respond more effectively to student writing.  Writing is used to make the course learner-centered, enabling students to develop higher-order critical thinking skills and gain proficiency in expressing concepts within that discipline.

These WI courses are part of a pilot program that ORU hopes to expand.  If you are interested in adapting a course you currently teach into a WI course as part of the Writing Across the Disciplines effort, contact Lori Kanitz at extension 6064 or lkanitz@oru.edu for more information.  
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Over the past three decades, research on the relationship between language and cognition has revealed that communication is not the only purpose of writing.  It has been found that learning, the development of higher-order critical thinking skills, and, most significantly, values formation occur through writing. 

In the book, Language Connections: Writing and Reading Across the Curriculum, Toby Fulwiler and Art Young explain that when people write and talk, they  “objectify [their] perceptions of reality; the primary function of this ‘expressive’ language is not to communicate, but to order and represent experience to [their] own understanding.  In this sense language provides us with a unique way of knowing and becomes a tool for discovering, for shaping meaning, and for reaching understanding.”  

A primary function of writing in education is to aid the student in comprehending and understanding information—learning through original thought.  Fulwiler, in Teaching With Writing, cites researchers Ann Berhoff and Janet Emig who assert that “the act of writing…allows the writer to manipulate thought in a unique way…” and that “no other thinking process helps us develop a line of inquiry or mode of thought as completely [emphasis added].”  In the same text, Fulwiler quotes William Coles as saying that the “value of language-using for 

writers” is that it enables them “to run orders through chaos, shape whatever worlds [they] live in, and as a consequence gain the identities [they] have.”  “In other words,” Fulwiler adds, “writing becomes synonymous with growing—the necessary precondition for autonomy and freedom [emphasis added].”

Research also shows that “writing is a value-forming activity.”  In their work Language Connections, Fulwiler and Young explain:

The act of writing allows authors to distance themselves from experience and helps them to interpret, clarify, and place value on that experience; thus writers can become spectators using language to further define themselves and their beliefs.  This value forming activity is perhaps the most personally and socially significant role writing plays in our education [emphasis added].”

The assessment methods employed at most universities do not reflect this reality, however.  As Fulwiler asserts in Teaching With Writing, “What isn’t generally acknowledged is that writing is basic to thinking about, and learning, knowledge in all fields as well as to communicating that knowledge.”  Writing in the disciplines creates opportunities for ORU students to communicate their knowledge and to learn, discover, and articulate a Christian worldview and its relationship to the subject at hand.  
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As you head into summer and reflect on the year, make note of those writing assignments in your courses that did not go as well as you had hoped.  Maybe you were disappointed with the students’ responses, or the students expressed confusion or frustration.  As you reflect, review these basic assignment design questions developed as standards for writing in all disciplines: *

1.
Purpose: What course objectives do I hope to advance by the writing 

assignment? Did I identify them from the syllabus and make them clear to the 

students?

2.
Skills: What learning or critical thinking skills do I expect students to do, and 

did I tell them? (persuade, analyze, show cause-effect, compare-contrast, etc.)

3.
Form: What form should the writing take (a letter, an editorial, a 

formal research project, a journal entry, etc.)?  Is this the best form for 
meeting the objective? 

4.
Sequencing: How can I sequence the project and collect and assess it in 

stages? (for example, review of reading, informal outline, first draft, final 

draft) 

5.
Assessment: How can I assess the process and the final product?  Did I 

clearly communicate what would be assessed to the students?


It is usually best to tell students in writing the assignment details for each of these five areas.  Clarity about the assignment’s purpose, requirements, and grading procedure should eliminate frustration for both you and the student; they know exactly what you want, and you can now hold them accountable for it.

*Adapted from “Guiding Questions for Developing Assignments” at http://www.umuc.edu/ugp/ewp/questions.html
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