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How Can We Help Students Write Well Within Their Disciplines?


	Defining “good writing,” the presumed goal of all student writing, is more difficult than it sounds. Though expressed in similar terms, instructors’ definitions of “good writing” vary according to discipline, institution, and personal interest. These variations can become confusing to students who have not yet discovered the nuanced requirements for their disciplines.


	It is the “language of similarity” that makes diverse expectations a stumbling block (Thaiss and Zawacki 59). For example, an anthropology professor and a political science professor mean very different things when they ask that student papers be “clear and logical.”  The anthropology professor expects the requirement to be met with classic literary and anthropological prose, while the political science professor wants to see clear, action-oriented language (Thaiss and Zawacki 70-71). The type of discourse required for the disciplines of anthropology and political science are not the same, but a professor who is highly experienced in the field may assume that a student will easily intuit the type of writing expected for the field. This, however, is not always the case. 


It is important, then, that teachers be able to make requirements clear to their students. Five rhetorical contexts have been defined which shape a teacher’s motives and expectations for a writing assignment (Thaiss and Zawacki 138). Understanding what these are is beneficial to articulating to students the standards for good writing. First, the academic context comprises standard rules for academic writing. The second context, disciplinary, refers to the methods common to a teacher’s field. Third, the subdisciplinary context pertains to a particular area of interest within the field of study. The fourth context, institutional, is made up of the rules and expectations specific to an academic institution. Finally, the personal context refers to a teacher’s personal interests and vision for an assignment’s results (Thaiss and Zawacki 138).   


	An example of the five contexts working together appears in the following �assignment in nursing. The academic context would ask that the paper have a clear �thesis, original thinking, and supporting evidence. The disciplinary context of �nursing would require APA format in presentation of evidence and review of �
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There’s Still Time to Apply for the 2007 WAC Award 


	The Writing Across the Curriculum Committee is currently accepting applications for the Oral Roberts University Writing Across the Curriculum Excellence Award. This award, given annually, recognizes an outstanding faculty member who has effectively included writing assignments in his or her courses as a student learning tool. All faculty members who have not received the award in the past three years are eligible. 


	The award winner will receive a plaque and a prize of $300. He or she will also create a presentation to be displayed at the Faculty Showcase in the fall.


	Applications are available online at the Writing Across the Curriculum website. The link to this site can be found at faculty.oru.edu, on the Faculty Resources page under Faculty Development. Applications and accompanying materials should be submitted to Lori Kanitz, Director of Writing Across the Curriculum, by April 16, 2007. Her office is located in the English Department, GC 5C06.
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New WAC Website Makes Resources Available


	Writing Across the Curriculum resources are now available online. The WAC site can be accessed through the faculty homepage at faculty.oru.edu.  The WAC site is listed in the Faculty Development section of the Faculty Resources page. The site includes helpful WAC website links, PowerPoints from faculty development workshops, and past and current issues of the WAC newsletters, as well as information about the 2007 WAC Award.
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literature. The subdisciplinary context, pediatric nursing, would require the use of the specialized terminology of pediatric nursing. An institutional requirement could be that it reflect a Christian worldview. Finally, the personal context could ask that references from at least five journal articles be used.


	In their academic careers, student writers often progress through three stages in their understanding of the conventions of writing in their disciplines. In the first, they are inexperienced and believe that the conventions for writing are constant rules which are applicable in all kinds of writing. With more experience in major courses, students reach the second stage. This stage often finds the student confused, convinced that there are no real guidelines for writing, only professorial idiosyncrasies. In the third stage, which is not always reached at the undergraduate level, a student has begun to recognize patterns and conventions of discourse relative to his or her specific discipline and feels able to contribute to it within those conventions (Thaiss and Zawacki 139-140).


	The third stage is clearly a positive one for the student writer. How, then, can teachers assist their students in reaching it?  Thaiss and Zawacki suggest several practices. First, instructors must clearly define expectations for an assignment, going beyond generic terms such as “research.” Further, instructors can improve their own self-awareness about personal expectations by reflecting on their scholarly history. What shaped their current views about the discipline? What values developed as a result of certain experiences? It is also helpful for teachers to give detailed feedback to students early on, starting with the first paper. Students often learn to write based on even the most brief responses they receive from their instructors.  A teacher can further aid students by helping them to discover their own passions within the discipline, allowing them to see that their voices and concerns have a place within the academic environment. Students can also benefit from having time to reflect on their own growth as writers, and from assignments that encourage them to think directly about the rhetorical contexts relative to their fields. Instructors can also educate students about the “generic academic” standards which actually will be used across the board, distinguishing them from those which are unique to their discipline  (Thaiss and Zawacki142-156). These practices, combined with a careful understanding of the five rhetorical contexts, can clarify the expectations for “good writing,” and produce better student writers.   


	Article summarizes and quotes from Chris Thaiss and Terry Myers Zawacki’s book Engaged Writers and Dynamic Disciplines. Portsmouth: Boynton/Cook, 2006.
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