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Writing in the Disciplines

In many colleges, the responsibilities for teaching
writing are placed predominantly on the English depart-

- ment. Faculty in other disciplines frequently feel uncer-
tain about assigning and assessing written work. They are
unaware of techniques for using writing as an integral
part of the teaching and learning process. Asaresultofa
writing across the curriculum movement at Santa Fe

" Community College, faculty in the arts and sciences
disciplines effectively use writing to enhance the teaching

and learning process.
In recent years, many colleges have established writing
across the curriculum to remediate deficiencies

in students’ writing and thinking skills. Some have
established a “writing center” where students and faculty
can go for help. Students are given help with writing
assignments by tutors at such a center, and the faculty
gain information onassigning and grading written work,
Other colleges have broadened the responsibility for
teaching writing to all faculty. Santa Fe Community
College chose to involve faculty in every discipline in the
writing movement because writing is seen as a necessary
slulltobewughtandasatoolto teach thinking and
collaborative

The goals were: to infuse the practice of writing into all
disciplines, to use writing to foster learning, to stress the
importance of collaboration in the teaching/learning
process, and to foster scholarship among the faculty by
using writing as a vehicle to share good classroom
practices.

A series of workshops were held over two years (1988-
1990). Seventy-two of 106 arts and sciences faculty
attended these workshops over the two-year span. Every
faculty in the physical sciences department, 83% of
biology faculty, and 80% of the English faculty partici-
pated in the writing workshops. The creative arts faculty
had the fewest number of participants {only 1 cutef 11),
and 73% of the humanities faculty took part in the work-
shops. The social sciences and history faculty had the
same level of participation (64%), and 52% of the math-
ematics faculty took part in the workshops.

A possible reason for the low participation rate by the
creative arts faculty may be that they are more interested
in visual and physical performance as forms of expression.
However, the one faculty member from the creative arts

area who did take part has integrated journal writing into
her classes, requiring her students to generate ideas and
think through the process for creating a work of art. Inthe
same way, on a surface level, writing may not seem to be
an integral part of teaching mathematics, which may
éxplain the low level of interest; but for those who did
attend, the workshops gave them another tool to add to
their teaching repertoire.

In April 1991, a year after the last workshop, the
following question was sent to each participant who was
still teaching at the college: “In the past two years, we
held a series of workshops on writing for the arts and
sciences faculty. You were one of 72 people who partici-
pated in that project. Would you take 5 to 10 minutes and
doa‘ﬁ'eewnte’onwaysyouusethetechmquesyou :
learned at that workshop?” -

The response rate was 81%. 'Ihemostﬁ'equently
mentioned technique faculty found useful was the free
write. This technique, which uses writing to generate
ideas, has only a few rules:

» Itistimed: write for 5 to 10 minutes without stopping.

* H encourages free association: the writing can be
completely free or it can focus on a particular topic.

s It isfast: erasures, corrections, or thinking about what

to write next are di
« [t is private: no others will see the writing unless you

want them to see it.

For many, this was a new technique, and there were as
many different uses as there were respondents. Several
faculty commented on the useful feedback they received
when they asked their students to summarize the day’s
lecture, This gave them insights into the students’ percep-
tions and understandings. One faculty “uses thefive
minutes at the end of every class for students to commit
their thoughts to paper. These writings form the second
part of each day’s notes. The first part is the record of .
what happened. The second is what it means and how it
feelslf

The second most frequently mentioned wduﬂquewas
the use of the journals. A history instructor suggests to his
class that they keep a journal for themselves, and include
the names of people they meet and their impressions of
people and events. “Imagine 50 or more years after their
death some great-grandchild—born years removed from
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the author--will be able to know their ancestors inti-
mately, and will wish they had known that person
personally. THAT'S HISTORY!”

Several mentioned personal benefits from the work-
shop. One faculty mentioned that he “wrote small
‘abstracts’ of a pending lecture.” Doing so helps him gain
insights for preparing his lesson plans. This same
instructor has adopted the practice of writing “impres-
sions of each class meeting.” This allows him to make a
smoother transition from one class meeting to the next.

* For those faculty in disciplines other than English, the
workshops gave them a greater appreciation for the
-difficulty in teaching students to write. One humanities

faculty uses a “mystery slide” which is shown many
times gver the course of the semester. At the end of every
instructional unit, the students are asked to discuss the -
same slide in terms of what they had just learned in the
unit of the course. Af the end of the semester the stu-
dents’ comments are photocopied and given out to
everyone. Those who eamnestly do the work can see their
own growth and understanding of the subjects studied.

’stewhodidnotputmtheefforteowseewhatﬂ\ey
had lost.”

The science faculty has always assigned Iaboratory
reports, but most of them were not in narrative form.
Many were dia tic, fill-in-the-blank, data displays,
and calculations. After the workshops, the vast majority
of the science faculty incorporated free writes, journals,
and narrative lab reports into their courses. Many faculty
mentioned the pleasure of getting to know their students
better through their writing. Interestingly, this group
took the most risks in assigning innovative writing
assignments. A chemistry faculty gives his students an
assignment entitled “Living Scientist.” He asks them to
interview a practicing chemist at a research university in
the same town and write a short paper. One student who
interviewed her own father gained insights into who he
was professionally and understcod for the first time why
the family had made decisions to move so frequently.
The scientists themselves were happy to talk to someone
other than their colleagues about what they did as a
professional, and the students learned much about the
kinds of people who make the discoveries they read
about in their texts.

Collaboration, working together in groups to find
solutions or create a product, is common in the work-
place. Yetin the classroom, such collaboration is not
always encouraged. As a matter of fact, we often con-
sider such cooperation “cheating.” Ways to use collabo-
rative learning were introduced as part of the writing
workshops but have not yet been widely accepted.
Collaborative learning requires the instructor to give up

i than the one-hour class period.

somofhermnﬁoloverthecla&sandreqmresmrehm
The value is that the
students take an active role in the learning process.
Future projects will focus on ways to encourage more
collaboration as a tool for learning.

The workshops did encourage collaborative work
among faculty. Asa direct result of these workshops, a
group of faculty created two interdisciplinary publica-
tions, The student arts journal Tracings, with writing and
art from students in a variety of disciplines, and The Saniz
Fe Review, a journal of writings by faculty and staff, are
published annually. The science faculty have also used .
the writing techniques and collaborative process to revise
courses and write competitive grants. They have success-
fully received two National Science Foundation grants, as
well as other state and local grants, usingthecollabora-
tive writing process

By placing an emphasns on the nnportame of wnﬁng,
providing theopportumhestoleammwpedagogyvm_
the workshops, and encouraging faculty to take some
risks and try new ideas and methods, the college has
made a crucial difference in the quality of instruction
students receive. Many faculty, who were already.
dissatisfied with short-answer and multiple-choice
evaluations, have been given new vision to coax their
students towﬁte,tousewriﬁngasatoolfor learning, and
to confidently assign and evaluate written work, inchud-
ing essay exams. 'Ihetechmquesofwntmgmthmkand
writing to foster collaborative work by students have .
added a new dimension to the course content in many
discipline areas.
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