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Introduction: Is There a Crisis in Student Writing and Thinking? 

Is There Even a Problem?

Education journalist Peter Sacks, in his 1998 book Generation X Goes to College: An Eye-Opening Account of Teaching in Postmodern America, sounds an alarm about what many have come to see as at least a distressing shift and at most a bona fide crisis: the trouble that many of today’s students have engaging with and fully focusing on complex and challenging academic material that requires sustained attention and reflection.  He, among others, notes the rise in the use of the language of “critical thinking” in education discourse and course materials, ostensibly to address this perceived deficiency in sound thinking skills.  In our own composition classes, we sometimes observe this when we assign rich and rewarding but difficult-to-read material. If a text does not immediately yield to students’ understanding, many will reject the text as flawed. Of course, this phenomenon may not be particularly new; we suspect, however, that what many have come to view as a problem -- what we have dubbed “the engagement problem” -- may be more visible now, for a variety of possible reasons related to widened educational access, shifting trends in high school curriculum and pedagogy, and the multiple claims on our students’ attention made by audio-visual media and gadgetry. 

At the same time, college instructors in every discipline and area of study can often be heard lamenting their students’ lack of writing skills.  “My students can barely write a coherent sentence,” we have heard more than once from more than one non-English department colleague, including some who admit to requiring little to no writing in their classes because they simply find it too difficult to teach students to write at an acceptable level and to teach their course curriculum.  A substantial body of literature attests to this perception that students come to college less prepared to write in expected and required ways, demonstrating deficiencies in depth, proficiency, and fluency with formal and academic language, than in previous generations.  

Still, we must acknowledge, in the midst of assertions of students’ inadequacy and underpreparedness, that it would be unreasonable to expect students to arrive at college fully prepared to perform “at the college level.”  Indeed, most four-year institutions require incoming students to complete some version of what used to be called Freshman Composition, a course now required for even the A.A. degree rather than only for the B.A. The second semester writing composition class required for transfer to both California state university systems is tellingly titled “Advanced Composition and Critical Thinking.”  Surely these nearly universal requirements were not instituted merely or even primarily as a means of employing the vast quantities of would-be English faculty with M.A.s and Ph.Ds, but were rather a reasonable response to the realization that American high schools do not prepare the majority of incoming students for college-level reading and writing. In his 2001 textbook The Transition to College Writing, Cornell University professor Keith Hjortshoj asserts that college should require a “transition,” that it is fully appropriate that college offers students challenges and opportunities for growth that are rarely encountered in high schools and that require additional preparation, instruction and orientation.  Writing directly to his student audience, he explains thus the common “complaint” of students’ underpreparedness for college work: “The basic reason is quite simple, and it is a cause for celebration as well as concern.  Even the best high schools cannot fully prepare you to be a college student, because in some very fundamental ways a college or a university is a different kind of learning environment in which you must become a different kind of student” (3; italics in original).  Notably, Hjortshoj places writing at the center of this experience: “The central purpose of this book is to help you make the transition in the most important dimension of college work: the use of written language, especially in writing but also in reading” (5).

At the heart of this project is the assertion that both “the engagement problem” and “the writing problem” – or, perhaps better put, “the engagement issue” and “the writing issue” -- may be meaningfully addressed through one single yet nearly infinitely multi-faceted strategy: getting students to write more.  We recommend not necessarily that faculty assign more “essays” or formal papers (although this may, too, be a useful tactic) but rather, and perhaps most importantly, that they encourage and even require students to use writing as a means of discovery, of thinking, and finally of learning.  We recommend that this use of writing be treated as an if not fully “low stakes” undertaking then certainly a “lower stakes” one than the more conventional, formal practice of academic writing, which we hypothesize is the primary form of writing required at CRC.

Indeed, it is one of the working premises of this study that students need more opportunities to write organically and in language that they feel comfortable using.  The “engagement problem” may be as much a function of students’ difficulty finding ways to relate to their coursework, and thereby to find it meaningful and worthy of careful study, as it is attributable to their alleged “short attention span.”  Similarly, the notorious experience of writers’ block and all of its troubling effects (procrastination, underperformance, plagiarism and other acts of academic and intellectual dishonesty, frustration and sometimes crippling disappointment, and resignation to a lack of confidence in the ability to succeed in college) may be caused less by students’ “laziness” or unwillingness to attempt complex academic tasks than by their lack of experience using writing as anything other than a mode of high-stakes, high anxiety-attendant performance of mastery (as in the essay exam and the typical formal college paper).  This study aims to suggest that encouraging more “informal” writing, and building this writing into course requirements across the curriculum, may yield exciting results for students and faculty alike.  

While we have no particular interest in advising faculty to dispense with more formal acts of writing (treating writing primarily as a final product, or “writing as product”), we do want to call attention to the potential value of less formal acts of writing (treating writing as a learning process, “writing as process” or “writing to learn”).  Are “product” and “process” mutually exclusive?  Of course, they are not, and we realize that we run the risk of fostering a false dichotomy in using this terminology.  Thus, we recommend that these terms be seen as relative to one another, neither mutually exclusive nor identical, and as terms that may be most valuable if used for barometric purposes.  More specifically, they may help instructors to pose and to answer questions about their own pedagogical decisions, including: “Am I more interested in seeing my students write a polished final product, a competent if not brilliant academic paper?  Or am I more interested in encouraging them to use writing to learn? (And what precisely do I want most for them to learn? Course material, disciplinary discourses, increased fluency and ease with written language, or some combination thereof that could be prioritized?)”

Perhaps most usefully formulated, students might benefit most from classes in which writing is treated as both a product and as a process, with perhaps less emphasis on writing as product than is typically placed in college classes.  But this approach is not for the faint of heart when it comes to “correctness”; it will require some degree of “meeting students where they are,” building on their current skills, and putting aside some of the most deeply engrained and often unquestioned ideas about what constitutes “good writing.”  It may require a shift in values, priorities, and even, to some degree, teaching methods in order to convince students that they are truly being asked to use language to learn – which may be a messy process -- rather than simply to perform mastery of subject material and academically codified writing conventions.

We undertook this project with the goal of directly investigating, rather than making any assumptions or drawing conclusions based merely on our own experiences and observations, current uses of writing at CRC.  Due to unforeseen logistical problems, that investigation is still pending.  (See Part III, “Framework for Further Research #1: Questionnaire for Faculty,” and Part IV, “Framework for Further Research #2: Questionnaire for Students.”)  When the data has been collected and processed, we will be able to offer a more complete picture of what is currently occurring in CRC classrooms in a range of disciplines, and to offer some meaningful generalizations that might helpfully inform faculty’s future practice and provide some conceptual tools to facilitate collegial sharing and collaboration in the area of student writing.  

In the meantime, we offer:

· A list of our working assumptions and hypotheses about student writing and learning, and about CRC’s current practices and potential needs, immediately below;

· Part I: a) Students, Teachers, and Writing in the College Classroom: Conceptual Frameworks, and b) Incorporating Writing as Process/ Writing to Learn into Non-Composition Classes: Some Strategies

· Part II: A Brief Bibliography on Writing Instruction and the Uses of Writing in College Classrooms

· Part III: Framework for Further Research #1: Questionnaire for Faculty

· Part IV: Framework for Further Research #2: Questionnaire for Students

Working Assumptions and Hypotheses:

· Writing can be a useful, meaningful, and even enjoyable activity in a variety of contexts within college classes.

· Many CRC instructors do use writing in a variety of ways in their classes.

· Some instructors avoid and/ or are skeptical of the prospect of using writing for various reasons: “It’s not my job to teach writing,” “I can’t take on yet another activity in my already over-loaded curriculum,” “Their writing is too difficult to read and to work with,” etc.

· We can all benefit – instructors, including composition instructors – from ongoing, periodic conversations about and sharing of good ideas, great assignments, strategies, and concerns relating to student writing.

· Instructors do share with each other.  However, there does not appear to be any regular forum in which to do this more formally or any housing of publicly available “home-grown” resources on this topic for instructors’ reference and use.

· Non-English faculty may have concerns about the ways that CRC’s composition classes teach college writing and how successfully they prepare students to write in non-English courses; this may be a difficult topic for faculty to broach with each other.

· Faculty may have concerns about how the Reading and Writing Center at CRC functions but may find this, too, to be a difficult subject to raise with English department colleagues.

· Our campus would benefit from some – however modest to start – “infrastructure,” including some conceptual frameworks, in order to have more formal and open conversations about student writing that are then recorded and stored in formats that CRC instructors can readily access.

· Asserting the existence of a “crisis” and thereby positioning ourselves as crisis interventionists is not particularly helpful; rather, we are hereby attempting to begin building this “infrastructure,” in part by gathering and collating data from faculty about their own existing best practices, strategies, questions, and concerns, which other faculty may find useful.

· Formal implementation of a Writing Across the Curriculum program at CRC is neither likely nor necessarily advisable.

· We as a campus can and should collectively take responsibility for students’ writing practices rather than solely expecting English composition courses to satisfy all students’ instructional and practical needs. 
The ultimate goals of this project are:


1) to facilitate the sharing of instructors’ notions of how writing can be used to enhance thinking and learning in college courses;

2) to build upon those notions;

3) to discover whether English department faculty might modify their composition pedagogies and curricula in order to more effectively support students in their writing tasks in all of their courses;

4) to encourage, wherever possible, the use of writing in classes at CRC.

I: Students, Teachers, and Writing in the College Classroom:

a) Conceptual Frameworks, and 

b) Incorporating Writing into Non-Composition Classes: Some Strategies

Every college instructor is familiar with both the most common forms of academic writing (in her/ his own discipline, at the very least) and with the most common complaints about students’ attempts to use those forms. Anecdotal evidence suggests to us that instructors may be requiring less writing than in past years, due not only to advanced test-giving and -grading technologies that may make multiple-choice examinations more attractive than ever before, or to unwieldy class sizes in some areas of study, but also in part to the perception that students’ writing abilities are sub-par -- even painfully so.  The degree to which this is the case at CRC is not yet clear to us; we anticipate that the frameworks for questionnaires in Parts III and IV will be useful in helping us to collect some relevant data from which to assemble a more accurate picture of uses of writing at CRC.

Absent that information, we offer here some conceptual tools to aid faculty in their reflections on uses of writing in their classes, accompanied by an explicit argument on behalf of the use of writing – especially less formal/ “lower stakes” types.  We also offer a list of suggested strategies to consider trying, especially for those faculty who may find the idea of asking their students to write in their classes -- whether formally or informally -- daunting and/ or distasteful.  (We also hope that faculty who already require any form of writing, whether formal/ “high stakes” or informal/ “lower stakes,” will find some new ideas worth using.)  Lastly, we hope that our document might be built on and enhanced by others with ideas to share.

a) Students, Teachers, and Writing in the College Classroom: Conceptual Frameworks

It is our hypothesis – though we will not have anything approximating an accurate view until Parts III and IV, questionnaires for CRC faculty and students about uses of writing, of this project are complete -- that almost all writing outside of English courses is what we call “formal” and “high stakes” writing, either on exams or in formal academic papers, most of which are not taken through any schematized drafting process except by the most conscientious and well-prepared students, acting independently of instructors’ requirements. While the benefits of having students practice formal academic writing should not be underemphasized, we want to point out some of the possible pitfalls of this form of writing, especially if it is the sole type of writing required in a given course. Requiring only formal academic writing may:

· overemphasize formatting and grammatical correctness over content

· discourage messier yet possibly more fruitful thinking and engagement processes

· discourage intellectual risk-taking and the act of reaching for connections, as the appearance of mastery over material becomes more important than genuine engagement with it 

· reinforce pre-existing views of writing as an onerous and intimidating task, a “minefield” of sorts

· increase “performance anxiety” or “stage fright” when students are asked to write

· be related to chronic procrastination and resulting underachievement/ “underperformance”

· be related to single and repeated acts of plagiarism, as students may panic and impersonate someone who demonstrates the mastery that they understand their instructors to expect: a published writer. 

We humbly submit to our colleagues that sometimes – even in academe -- it needs to be OK to be wrong. In our classes, many of us strive to create a “safe” environment in which students feel free to ask questions and put forth potential answers that may be incorrect or incomplete; we encourage them to experiment with ideas, to “try things on” with the understanding that intellectual work requires exploration and a willingness to change one’s mind.  But when it comes to writing, ironically, we tend to revert to requiring a primetime performance in which mistakes, even ones born of the best impulses toward intellectual growth and creativity, can be extremely costly. 

Thus, while we by no means want to devalue formal writing, we do suggest that the following question is important, and that taking it seriously might help faculty to make wise decisions about how to use writing in their classes: When is it truly helping students to require a polished paper, and when is it counterproductive because students become overly anxious and/ or preoccupied with what is, arguably, minutiae? 

We offer the following axiom, applicable, we think, to the broader questions about our prioritization process in our uses of writing in college classrooms: There is a time to follow the citation manual flawlessly (be it APA, MLA, ASA, or CBE), and there is a time to let it go. 

Indeed, we want to make the claim that requiring frequent acts of writing, especially “informal”/ “lower stakes” writing, will almost certainly:

· foster student-centered learning;

· make learning more active through writing, putting students “in the driver’s seat” and empowering them to take greater ownership of and responsibility for their education;

· reduce students’ “performance anxiety” and lack of confidence in using language effectively, clearly, and meaningfully, allowing them the space to experiment and to grow through writing;

· reduce instances of plagiarism and other acts of academic dishonesty.

The following chart offers a schematic rendering of some common conceptualizations of writing and the assignments that would be particularly appropriate for that conceptualization and its underlying assumptions.  It can also be used “in reverse,” as a way of identifying a given type of assignment’s corresponding “conceptualization” and the assumptions that tend to accompany it.  We offer this as an aid to faculty in becoming even more conscious of the expectations that we bring to our students’ writing, which should help us to articulate those expectations to students clearly and helpfully.  If “I don’t know what you want” or “Your grading seems arbitrary” is something we suspect our students might think, even if they never express such sentiments to us directly, we might do well to consider increasing our level of conscious deliberation about our uses of writing and/ or our level of explicitness in our explanations of assignments and grading criteria.

	Conceptualization of Writing 


	(
	Appropriate Corresponding Assignments/ Writing Tasks



	Writing as Performance/ Product
	(
	· Written exams

· Polished academic essays; “papers,” including research-informed and thesis-driven papers expected to demonstrate proficiency or mastery over course material and to be nearly error-free



	Writing as Inquiry/ Discovery/ Process

Writing to Learn
	(
	· Journaling

· Free-writing 

· In- and out-of-class uses of writing to reinforce concepts/ to deepen engagement and understanding; writing to ”see if you can explain this concept clearly to someone else”

· Writing to engage with and understand readings: annotation of texts, “active reading with pen in hand” 



	Writing as Conversation/ Dialogue/ Discourse

Writing to Learn
	(
	· Discussion boards: threaded, topic-based writing (Blackboard, Desire2Learn) 

· Peer feedback and discussion pairings and groupings revolving around student writing, including in-class free-writes or quick responses to questions or course material / in-class sharing of writing to foster understanding of and engagement with material, as well as to allow non-instructor-based work on writing to occur in the classroom




b) Incorporating Writing as Process/ Writing to Learn into Non-Composition Classes: Some Strategies

The following is a non-exhaustive list of strategies that we hope you will consider trying in your classes, regardless of your discipline or the level you teach.  They include both actual writing activities you might ask students to engage in, as well as mental activities you might experiment with in order to anticipate your students’ writing experiences.  (You might even consider sharing your thoughts about writing, and about exploring the unknown, with your students directly, in order to “ease” the more reticent and reluctant students into seeing writing as valuable, meaningful, and non-lethal.)  We want to emphasize that from our perspective, there is no single “right” or “best” way to use writing in classes. We believe – and research from the Writing across the Curriculum/ Writing in the Disciplines movement that began in the 1970s corroborates this hypothesis -- that what matters most is that instructors encourage their students to engage with the areas they study through writing.  Instructors should do this in whatever form(s) each believes will be most contributive to student learning and success. 

Most of the strategies below will most likely not require significant preparation or huge shifts in established pedagogy.

Graphic Organizers: Encourage students to schematize materials they are studying, making “idea maps” and other arrangements of important information that are more visual than the conventional outline.

When you require writing that you plan to read and grade, make explicit any strongly held pet peeves: Give students a “map to the minefield” that tells them explicitly which errors in particular will render a piece of writing unacceptable. Prioritize what you want to see in their writing and make clear when all the rules apply and when the rules are turned off.  Students tend to value any information that helps them to understand and anticipate your expectations and your grading criteria. 

If students are writing discipline-specific assignments, identify and explain the specific traits of writing in your field.  Communicate to them your understanding that students are sometimes confused by the multiplicity of definitions and characteristics of good writing that they typically have encountered throughout their educations. 

Put yourself in the position of someone who is deeply unconfident doing something or trying something unfamiliar (as writing is – or feels -- to many students). Imagine what it’s like to be given a particular assignment and see if you can anticipate students’ trouble spots and potential sources of anxiety about completing it (however informal it may be).  Consider sharing your experience of this mental experiment with your students, seeking to provide them both some reassurance that their concerns are shared by others and some opportunities to air their own concerns.

In the case of larger writing projects, spend a few minutes, on more than one occasion, listening to the class talk about not only their actual progress on the assignment, but their emotional and mental states in connection with their work.  Are they procrastinating?  Are they fearful?  How confident do they feel? Are they at all excited about their work? You may not need to say anything in response; sometimes, just articulating feelings is a form of progress when attempting something difficult.

Consider requiring learning journals: Ask your students not simply to record information from your course materials but, crucially, to respond to it and to comment on and record their own learning process.  They might use these journals as places to record any questions or problems they encounter with course material, which will increase the likelihood that they will seek answers to those questions, whether inside or outside of class.

Note-Taking: Consider devoting a small amount of class time to discussing and illustrating the process of good and effective note-taking (whether on reading materials or class lectures and presentations).  You might even ask a few students to submit an example of their notes for the class to reflect on.  You might also encourage and even require students to write weekly or less frequent summaries of their notes, which you can encourage and reward with some amount of points.  Asking students to write a letter to a friend that makes use of the material being studied can also be a mode of engagement that helps students ‘warm up to” the material.  If you suspect that requiring any of these activities will overburden you, offering them as extra credit assignments might be a suitable alternative.

Ask students to volunteer to bring drafts of writing assignments to be shared with the whole class (on a transparency or projected from a computer screen), allowing them to comment on the drafts and commenting yourself.  This can give students the opportunity to express their thoughts about effective writing in your discipline and to better understand your expectations and your grading criteria.  

Annotating texts: Have a frank conversation with students about their reading habits and strategies.  Ask them to share with each other what symbols they use, what types of annotations of course materials they can imagine making that would help them learn. You might even ask for volunteers to share their actual annotations with each other in small groups and/ or with the entire class.  (This, too, is a type of writing! And our experience as composition instructors suggests that once students understand the value and the function of active reading and annotation, they are quick to begin practicing this key reading strategy, which in turn often helps them begin conceptualizing and actually writing more formal assignments, including “papers.”) 
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III and IV: Introduction

The information contained within this project comes from three types of sources: academic publications, our combined two decades’ experience in the college composition classroom, and our discussions with fellow faculty both in and outside of the English department. Additionally, however, we believe that more information -- particularly information specific to the CRC campus -- could greatly aid in our campus’s reflections on the uses of writing in classes that we offer. We propose, therefore, the formation of an interdisciplinary task force of interested CRC faculty, which will use the frameworks below to investigate the current uses of and attitudes toward writing on campus, from both instructors’ and students’ perspectives.  We also recommend that instructors with more expertise in primary data collection and analysis participate in crafting and analyzing these questionnaires.

The purposes of both questionnaires will be similar: 1) to offer the CRC English department information about how we can most effectively prepare our students to write with both confidence and skill in a variety of settings and modes in their academic lives; and 2) to offer a reasonably reliable “snapshot” of current practices and concerns that instructors and administrators across the campus might find useful, both for individual reflection and for more public, collective discussions of teaching practices.

It is entirely possible that these frameworks for questionnaires are overly ambitious and ultimately unwieldy.  We believe that these decisions should be made by several well-informed faculty members rather than solely by ourselves.

III. Framework for Further Research #1: Questionnaire for Faculty

We propose a questionnaire that aims to gather the following information from instructors outside of the CRC English department:

--How instructors in the English department can better help and support our colleagues in other departments.  Specifically, we in English would find it highly valuable to see what kinds of writing assignments are being given. 

--Whether faculty in the English department are tailoring, as effectively and precisely as possible, our writing -- and reading -- instruction to the tasks that non-English instructors are assigning. 

--Although most composition instructors on campus try to expose students to a wide variety of disciplinary writing styles, the fact remains that most were trained in literary studies, resulting in scholarly biases rooted in the humanities. Does this bias toward the humanities handicap students in other areas of study? That is, do English faculty subtly inculcate, perhaps unconsciously, our students with habits that other instructors feel they have to break? 

--Students often complain that the grading of written work is highly subjective, that an A paper in one instructor’s course may earn a C in another instructor’s course. In practice, however, within the English department, there is rarely such wide disparity in assessing written work because throughout the department, faculty use fairly consistent evaluative criteria -- whether they be articulated rubric or general guiding principles -- to evaluate written work. With some minor and reasonable exceptions, we believe that within the English department most, if not all, of us are requiring comparable amounts and types of work. But does this hold true outside of this department? We’d like to learn more about how written work in other disciplines across campus is evaluated: How important are mechanics (grammar, orthography, punctuation)? How important is the organization of a piece of writing?  How important is “the thesis statement,” a nearly ubiquitous component of papers written in English classes?

--Electronic media have vastly changed the ways that students conduct research. What kinds of research skills are instructors expecting?  And do instructors assume that students are learning academic research skills in their English classes?  How many non-English faculty instruct their own students in academic research, with or without library tutorials?

--How important are the conventions of a particular documentation style in assignments requiring or using research/ outside sources? How satisfied are you with your students’ ability to use these conventions correctly?

--We expect that instructors encounter among their students a wide range of writing abilities, from the truly proficient to the entirely incoherent. Part of the reason for this large range may be that many transfer-level courses require eligibility for English 300 (College Composition) but do not require English 300 as a prerequisite; thus, students in, for example, a U.S. History course may have passed English 101 (a “remedial” course) but not yet enrolled in ENG 300; they may be currently enrolled in 300; they may have finished 300 and be enrolled in ENG 302 (Advanced Composition and Critical Thinking, required for transfer but not for the A.A.), etc. We suspect that this arrangement may not be in students’ best interest, that students in transfer-level courses probably ought to have completed English 300 before being required to write college-level papers in other courses. Do instructors outside of English share this sentiment? 

--We in English are fairly confident that we are helping students to see the differences between expository and argumentative prose and that we are adequately conveying the importance of making clear claims in their arguments. But claims are not enough—claims need to be supported by clear reasoning and appropriate evidence. What kinds of evidence do instructors outside of English value and want to see their students use more often and more effectively in their writing?  

--How instructors outside of the English department use writing in their classrooms. Is our assumption, as expressed above, that most writing assignments are “performance-based,” correct? 

--What allowances, if any, do faculty make for English language learners? What allowances, if any, are made for differences in culture, including language uses and sensibilities? 

IV. Framework for Further Research #2: Questionnaire for Students

To our knowledge, there has been little campus-wide effort to discover not only faculties’ perceptions of the uses and the teaching of writing on our campus, but – arguably, of equal importance – to discover the extent to which students themselves feel they are “getting what they need” in the area of writing.

The goals of this inquiry will be to discover: 1) whether and to what extent students perceive that they are adequately prepared to write in their non-English courses; 2) whether and to what extent students perceive their English Composition courses to provide instruction and experience that is ”transferable” to other writing tasks; 3) whether and to what extent student are asked to practice less formal forms of writing in their non-English classes, practicing “writing to learn” in addition to “writing to perform”; and 4) whether students are, in effect, getting a clear and consistent message about what constitutes good academic writing.

To this end, we recommend the crafting, distribution, and analysis of a questionnaire to a representative sampling of CRC students. 
We imagine that the results of this investigation will be useful for faculty and administrators across campus.  We also wonder whether it might be feasible to prepare student-to-student “advice” regarding uses of writing in college for inclusion in the Student Handbook that all new CRC students receive.

Areas we would like to see addressed in the questionnaire, in addition to the areas identified above, include:

What are students’ feelings about CRC’s Reading and Writing Center? Do they feel that they can get the help and support there that they need in order to succeed in their writing assignments? 

How well do students feel that their English classes in high school prepared them for the types of writing assignments they have encountered at CRC? 

In our experience, some of students’ struggles with writing assignments stem from the students’ lack of familiarity with technology—specifically with word-processing programs such as Microsoft Word.  (Sadly, many students in composition lose points for failing to format their papers, as is required by the Form IV, in proper MLA style—a failure that may be caused not so much by their inability to comprehend the format by their inability to make their technology conform to the prescribed format. We’d like to find out, therefore, where and in what stage in their college career students are acquiring these skills. And we’d like to hear students’ ideas about helping them learn to tame the Microsoft beast!)

Related: How well do students type? Did they take a typing course? Do they hunt and peck? (This is a skill that almost all instructors rely on their students to have -- but is that a realistic expectation? Sadly and ironically, the increased emphasis on high-school academic standards has squeezed out high-school students’ opportunities for taking electives like typing, which may be one of the most useful college-prep courses of all. A college student who can’t type, no matter how academically advanced he or she may be, is at a significant disadvantage when it comes to completing formal writing assignments.)

