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The Road to “Better Writing”: Investigating the Student Perceptions of the Composition Course at Plymouth State University

Alyssa Rioux


On Saturday I went to The Vintage Fret Shop with my husband and his brother. Those two are music junkies - you can hear them gasp in childlike delight when they walk in the door and see all the guitars hanging on the walls. I can’t say that I’m a music junkie. I can’t carry a tune, I can’t keep a beat. I wander around plucking strings, thrilling every time I make a noise.


 I was in the thrall of the banjo room when a man came in and said that I could play anything I wanted. 


I smiled, shrugged, and replied, “probably not.” I went on to explain that I am a book person, not a music person, and that I can’t play anything. 


I could see that I had offended his musical sensibilities. 


“Of course you could play if you tried hard enough!” And he proceeded to talk about lessons and books and practice. 


It occurred to me that this is the same thing we do to non-writers. Of course you can write! Let me teach you! Practice! Read this!


We claim that writing is something that anyone can do if they try hard enough, but do we really mean that? Sure, almost anyone can learn how to write at a physical, fundamental level, but can everyone write the same way they could paint or play an instrument? I could learn to play the banjo by reading a book and taking lessons, but would I ever play it with the same intensity as Bela Fleck or Ralph Stanley? Am I, as a Composition instructor, making the same assumptions about writing as the store owner had about music?


Plymouth State University is a smaller university, with four thousand undergraduates and about one thousand first-year students, and it just achieved university status in 2003. The university is part of a small town of four thousand set between the White Mountains of New Hampshire and the state’s lakes district. Students come from all areas of the country to study and to enjoy the surrounding environment. In-state tuition is under seven thousand dollars for the 2007-2008 academic year, and students from out of state, who comprise forty-seven percent of the student body, paid nearly fourteen thousand dollars for the same academic year. Since students are coming from so many different backgrounds and have had such varied writing experience in the past, the Composition course is set up to “develop proficiency in written expression” through the “reading, discussion and writing of college prose” by “writing and revision of themes of exposition and library research” (“Course Detail”).


The course catalog description of ‘EN 1200 -- Composition’ is: “Reading, discussion and writing of expository prose. Designed to develop proficiency in written expression. Devoted to the writing and revision of themes of exposition and library research.” It’s a general education requirement that all first-year students are supposed to take and pass. It’s offered both Fall and Spring semester due to the large amount of students that need to take it. Occasionally, a Composition section will have students that are not in their first year who have either failed the course previously, who want to improve a poor grade, or who have managed to avoid it and need it to graduate.


Plymouth State University students are required to take certain courses as part of the general education program. Students take Composition, Mathematics Foundation, and the First-Year Seminar on Critical Thinking, as well as Directions courses that are skills-based and focus on understanding human experience, and Connections courses that develop basic skills at a more advanced level both inside and outside of the major. Recently, there has been a great deal of interest in whether the Composition course is serving the students. The university hired Dr. Elliott Gruner in the Fall of 2007 as the Director of the First-Year Composition Course. Dr. Gruner’r role is to assess the course and to create a long-term, sustainable, and comprehensive system for the assessment of writing (cite).


The PSU website lists the general education requirements, and, based on the course description, Composition should fulfill the following: (the numbers correspond to their place in the list on thew Web site) number 2,  Reading: the achievement of advanced literacy; that is, the ability to comprehend written material within a variety of genres, and to articulate one’s response verbally and in writing, number 4, Writing: development of a writing process that includes the ability to prewrite (brainstorm, outline, take notes, free-write) on a selected topic; to prepare, assess, and organize information; and to compose, revise, and edit a polished product, and number 6, Conducting Research: the ability to locate, comprehend, and synthesize information; and to understand what constitutes reliable evidence for decision-making. 


The remaining general education requirements are 1. Critical Thinking, 3. Quantitative Reasoning, 5. Speaking and Listening, 7. Working with Information Technology, and 8. Collaborating with Others. Of course, since the instructor has free reign in creating his or her Composition curriculum, all of the general education guidelines can easily be worked in.


I’ve only been teaching Composition at Plymouth State University for two semesters, but in that time I’ve noticed a great deal of disparity between the writing instruction students think they need and the writing instruction they are getting. The goal of my research is to attempt to determine what PSU students’ writing needs are and to find out whether their needs are met by the diverse Composition courses offered. 


Before I was invited to teach Composition at PSU, I never considered myself a writer. I was good at writing essays and research papers in college, and I had no problems writing on demand, but to me, writing was what those people whose books I read did. I took me some time to change my view, but I had a summer to think about it and I read everything I could find and talked to everyone I knew. 


I managed to revise my view of writing before entering the classroom on that first day last fall, but once I got there I realized that many of my students held the same view that I had just unlearned! When I asked my students why they were in Composition with me on the first day, the answers didn’t surprise me, but they did inspire me. Some students claimed that the goal of the course was to teach them how to write to get As in college. Others described a vague need to become “better writers,” but they could not explain what that meant other than “better” meant by my (the teacher’s) standards, not their own. A few thought we would do grammar exercises like they had in high school, and one muttered that she hated writing as she texted her friend from underneath her desk.


That day I realized two things. First, I had to figure out what these students needed to become the writers they needed to be - at least as far as college was concerned. They were in a class that they were mandated to take, but out of all the general education courses, Composition is the one that covers the most territory. 


Writing and speaking are our species’ main methods of communication. Imagine that we communicated with music instead of writing. How many of us would struggle to read notes or to produce a tone that explicitly detailed your thoughts on a certain subject? I would guess that most of us would. However, we don’t always consider how difficult it is for certain students to communicate with words. The Composition course has to address the needs of students from all different backgrounds and ability levels while preparing them for the hazily-defined world of “college writing,” and it is typically taught by non-tenure track employees with little to no training. This Spring at PSU, the twenty-two Composition sections were taught by seventeen different instructors - in effect, there were seventeen different Composition courses offered due to the lack of a set curriculum.


There are few guidelines for Composition instructors at PSU. When I inquired as to the curriculum prior to agreeing to teach the course, The Department Chair confirmed what others has told me: the only requirement that teachers had to meet was to cover the research paper. Other than that, teachers had complete freedom. The director suggested I look at last year’s syllabi and to consult the course description. Some composition instructors at PSU take a more formalist perspective, meaning that they have the students write traditional research-based papers, while others approach the course from a more expressivist perspective which means that the students use themselves as sources and write a series of personal essays.


Due to the ambiguous guidelines, everyone who teaches Composition does it differently. The students do not know what sort of class they sign up for, and since there are almost an infinite amount of theories surrounding Composition, the students can get anything from an overview of the papers the teacher thinks they will need to know how to write for college to a series of personal narrative assignments. Some teachers just tell the students to “write a paper” each week, and the class works together with whatever comes out of that. As one of the students I interviewed put it, “it’s a craps shoot.”


The literature that I encountered that deals with the Composition course typically comes from the faculty perspective. Student perceptions, although they may be taken into account, have not been documented in the sort of format that I am likely to find in a typical Web search or while using a database like ERIC or Academic Search Premiere. 


Based on my past experience in researching the college Composition course, I know that the course evolved due to differing expectations between high school and college writing courses. Composition was born in (year) at Harvard University at the insistence of the (dean?). He had noticed that students’ writing abilities were so varied that an introductory or refresher writing course was a necessity. In J.P. Patterson and David Duer’s article “High School Teaching and College Expectations in Writing and Reading,” the discrepancy is further underlined. Patterson and Duer conducted a series of surveys in an effort to determine what is taught in high school English classrooms, what the high school English teachers thought colleges expected of students, and what skils college instructors expect incoming students to have upon arrival. Patterson and Duer report that although high school and college teachers generally agree on which writing skills are important, the college teachers appear to put more stress on grammar and usage than do the high school teachers. At the same time, both groups assigned rather low importance to higher-order skills related to evaluating and analyzing text. Another result indicates that tracking in schools means that different groups are not equipped with the same skills (81). 


High school and college instructors held “selecting a topic, formulating a thesis,” “editing and proofreading,” and revising focusing on content rather than mechanics” in equally high regard. Similarly, when asked which of the thirteen survey items best related to the purposes of writing, both groups rated the following the highest: “developing logical arguments and supporting them with valid evidence,” “writing an argumentative or persuasive essay,” “writing expository prose,” and “analyzing an issue or problem” (82). The high school and college instructors place differing levels of importance on grammar and usage. The survey asked teachers to rate certain skill sets by level of importance, and high school teachers rated “Grammar and Usage” lowest out of “Writing Strategy,” “Sentence Structure,” “Organization of Writing,” “Style,” and “Punctuation.” Sixty-nine percent of the high school teachers surveyed reported teaching “Grammar and Usage” skills, which was the lowest amount of any of the skill sets researched (82). The authors of the study admit the existence of research-based practices that downplay isolated grammar instruction, thereby skewing the results if teachers do not actively emphasize irregular verbs out of context (Patterson and Duer, 82). This research fails to suggest ways to reconcile the different expectations, but part of that may be increased communication and a serious revision of the purposes of writing instruction.


In Witte, Cherry and Meyer’s (1982) article “The Goals of Freshman Writing Programs as Perceived by a National Sample of College and University Writing Program Directors and Teachers,” the authors collected the real and ideal goals of 239 writing center directors and college teachers from across the country. Arranged in tables, Witte, Cherry and Meyer repost that most writing center directors of 4-year schools (78.6%) have “write mechanically correct prose” at the top of their list of real goals, with “formulate a theses” (3.6%) coming in last of a list of seventeen items. As far as the teachers at four year schools are concerned, “write mechanically correct prose” and “write coherent prose” tie at 60.0% while “write syntactically coherent prose” and “write about readings come in at 2.9% importance. In the section on ideal goals, writing center directors ranked “write for different audiences” as number one, and faculty still listed “write mechanically correct prose” as the most important goal for their students.


Much of the literature I looked at had to do with the evolving goals of the Composition course, as evidenced in Gregory Shafer’s article, “Composition for the Twenty-First Century.” Shafer contends that the Skinner-esque, prescriptive approach to teaching writing does not foster any sort of academic or creative growth, and that “students lose their will to write when their words are limited by the whims of their teachers” (30). Although I disagree with the use of the word “whim,” Shafer has a point. When teachers tell the students what to write based on the teacher’s or the curriculum’s ideas of what the students need to learn how to do, student learning decreases as a result. In the narrow, dogmatic classroom, students begin to equate writing success with figuring out what the teacher wants and, as Shafer quotes Martha Dickinson, “the students tend to define competence in its lowest possible term -- correctness” (30).


This dictatorial classroom is not a democratic place that encourages debate and contention, but instead is more easily equated with a military organization or a business. The purpose of this particular type of learning is not to develop people but to show people their place in society. Shafer stresses that we should not student-proof our classrooms by insisting on prescriptive approaches to writing - instead we need to cultivate a truly democratic, collaborative environment (33).


Contradicting Shafer is Thomas Lovoy, who, in his article “Rediscovering the Kernels of Truth in the Urban Legends of the Freshman Composition Classroom,” advocates for the reiteration of the basic, prescriptive writing rules. He claims that “students often pick up and retain [the easily explainable bullet points of writing principles] but fail to grasp the broader contexts that make them relevant (Lovoy, 11). Lovoy believes that we need to revisit writing’s “rules of thumb” to help students apply them to creating concise and informative writing (11). His “bullets” are “when revising the essay, the writer should remove a sentence from the conclusion paragraph to serve the role of the thesis,” “revision is more than merely copyediting,” “the most important part about research and documentation is to avoid plagiarism,” and “never use the word ‘you’ in an essay” (Lovoy, 12&13). Lovoy’s claim is that each of these phrases are most often what students take away from a writing class, and they can be used as jumping-off points for further discussion on the practice of writing.


Another problem with Composition that leads to the varying teaching methods is that there are so many Composition theories out there. As with any sort of art form, there are many conflicting schools of thought. The above articles serve to sketch out the various sides from which many Composition teachers draw their curriculum ideas. The following article describes the controversy further.


Robert J. Connors “describes a field defined by seething hostilities: “Social constructionists criticize the cognitivists. Marxists deride expressivists. ... Philosophers feel ignored by empiricists, experimenters resent the criticisms of rhetoricians, and teachers feel despised by everybody” ” (qtd. in McLemee, 1). McLemee seeks to soothe the disconsolate reader, however, by asserting that the “field covers a lot more than problems correctable with red ink” (2). He claims that because the field (and the course) covers so much territory, its importance is gaining ground -- regardless of the differences of opinion of the instructors. 


Outside of the world of college, these people, my students, would be writing for the rest of their lives. They might be filling out reports in cubicles, texting stock statistics to a friend, or composing the State of the Union Address.  Is it the writing teacher’s job to address these possibilities? Also, I believe that writing is taken both too seriously and not seriously enough. It’s considered a school activity, one that you do to get a grade. In school, there are restrictions, requirements and red ink, while out of school there is, AAMOF (as a matter of fact), an entirely different language. GR8 as this is, it doesn’t translate well in other contexts, and those of us who learned our rules BITD (back in the day) don’t generally understand or approve. I needed to communicate the importance of all writing, both in and out of school.


I decided to conduct a study to see if my assumptions about student perceptions were accurate. Whether they were or not, learning about student perceptions of the Composition course and their writing needs would certainly inform my practice. To conserve time while also investigating as diverse a population as possible, I chose to interview four Composition classes (as large groups) and as many of my own Composition students as would participate. 


The large groups were selected based on availability. I sent an e-mail out to several faculty members asking whether I could come to their class and interview the students. I explained what I was studying, gave examples of the questions to be asked, and requested that the teacher not be in the room for the duration of the interview. Four Composition instructors agreed, and I visited their classes at their convenience. My own students were harder to pin down. I was able to sit down with one for a traditional interview, but had to resort to e-mailing the interview questions to the class at large and asking that they complete the questions when they were able to. Four students replied. In total, seventy-five students were asked the same eleven questions. 


None of the teachers had explained to their students ahead of time who I was or why I was there, so after a brief introduction and explanation in which I emphasized the fact that the information they gave me had no bearing on their grade, I passed around a consent form (see appendix). I read the form aloud and, once the students had time to sign, asked whether anyone would prefer to abstain. Only one student in all four classes chose to abstain. She remained in the room and listened to the discussion.


Most of the students were interested in the study, but I would have to say that although seventy students signed the consent form, only about thirty actually spoke up in response to the interview questions. 


Each of the four classes and two individual students interviewed had strong similarities in their answers. Very few students had investigated the gen-ed requirements, but most of them claimed that the reason that they had to take gen-eds was so that they would be more “well-rounded.” In fact, the phrase “well rounded” came up in every large-group interview conducted. Many students asserted that it was important to do well in gen-eds because when prospective employers look at transcripts, you need, in the words of one student, “background knowledge so you don’t sound like a complete idiot.” Many students polled affirm that gen-eds are good for students who have not yet chosen a major, and that the courses are a good respite for those who have. A few students contested that general education courses were a distraction from their majors and that they were, on the whole, a waste of money and time on the way to a degree. Interestingly, many of the answers to the questions that dealt with general education seemed to come from an attitude that the purpose of college was to obtain a degree as a step toward getting a job, as evidenced by answers such as: “careers look for basic skills, [and they] consider soft skills more important than major courses,” “jobs require general knowledge,” and “so when employers look at your transcript you’re more well rounded.”


Nearly every student polled replied that the point of the Composition course was to make him or her a better writer. Many remarked that the course “applies to everything,” and that “writing is essential for communication,” but few students could define what constitutes a ‘better writer.’ One student remarked it meant “to better our writing skills, obviously,” but the definition is still not clear. 


Many students expressed a desire to test out of the course, claiming that they had dome the work in high school and that they had no need of repeating it now, and others suggested major-specific Composition courses so that everyone got exactly the writing help he or she needed in terms of his or her future profession. One student complained, “It’s good straight out of high school to get into higher level writing. Most teachers don’t explain why they assign things, though. It’s a waste of time.” This response was after mention was made of major-specific Comp classes. He wanted teachers to tell him why he had to learn about a specific type of style rather than just assign it, and he commented that in a major-specific course, he would understand the point and wouldn’t have to learn anything he wouldn’t use.


A significant number of students expressed frustration that their needs were not met in their particular Composition section. There were quite a few contradictory answers to certain questions, such as when they were asked whether they were learning what they thought they would be and, later, whether the course material was useful. These answers, compared with those in response to whether they could ask the instructor to cover topics of importance, were remarkably inconsistent.  One class in particular said unanimously that they were learning what they expected to learn, but that the course material was not useful and that it didn’t help [their] writing style. These students later claimed that, although they felt that they could ask their teacher to cover something else, they wouldn’t bother. 


Students have increasingly been left out of their own educational process. More often than not, students’ perception of college is that of a vehicle to a better career, and so they sign up for the classes that they are required to take without question or comment. Once they are in those classes, many find that their expectations are not met or that the course content conflicts with their view of the use of college as a whole. Most students will reject information that they cannot assimilate into their own lives and, although most have the sense to do what they need to get by (to pass), a few will shut down and have to retake general education courses until they pass. 


All students are required to take “EN1200 -- Composition” or its equivalent, and most take it here at PSU from one of the seventeen instructors who teach the class seventeen different ways. We can assume that each of these students has received some writing instruction in the past, but all of their writing needs are different. Since it would be impractical and impossible to teach them all individually, it is important to talk to them to gauge their needs. 


Many students have a vague idea of what they need to know in terms of writing. Although they cannot see into the future to determine what would help four years from now, student expectations and perceived needs should be taken into account, if only as a gesture of respect. If teachers make assumptions and ignore student input, they are not only serving to increase the gap between student and teacher, but also reinforcing the perception of student-as-vessel which implies that a student has no input in his or her education.


Students at PSU appear to believe that the goal of a college education is career-driven. If this is the case, writing instruction is more important than ever. Based on my research, student writing needs range from a desire to understand citations and formal structures and to create a mechanically-correct paper to more freedom of choice and creativity. Although the seventeen flavors of Composition definitely cover all of these aspects, students do not know which one would best suit their needs and are sometimes thrown in to a class that doesn’t serve them. Each teacher has his or her strengths, and a homogenization of the Composition program is akin to forcing a student who wants to write one way into a class that teaches another.  Every instructor is given the opportunity to teach to his or her own talents - students should be given the same opportunity.
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