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ABSTRACT

In recent years, educators across academia have become weary about the writing skills of
incoming undergraduates. While much of the research in this area has focused on general
writing skills, there is much work to be done in the assessment of field-specific writing
instruction. While most universities have a highly structured writing program for first year
students, such courses are usually designed to accommodate students across academic
disciplines. Such instruction is necessary for many incoming college students, but there is
generally little instruction given on the particulars of research writing in specific disciplines.

Using survey data, our study assesses the research writing skills of undergraduates enrolled in
political science courses at the University of Connecticut. Our findings suggest that both high
school preparation and college writing-intensive courses are strongly correlated with research
writing skills and student confidence. This study is a valuable addition to the literature on
writing instruction in academia, and is of particular interest to educators in political science and
other social sciences.

Presented at the Annual Teaching and Learning Conference of the American Political Science
Association, Charlotte, NC February 9"-11" 2007.



In recent years, educators across academia have become weary about the research and
writing skills of incoming undergraduates. While much of the research in this area has focused
on general writing skills, there is much work to be done in the assessment of field-specific
writing instruction. While many universities have a highly structured writing program for first
year students, such courses are usually designed to accommodate students across academic
disciplines. Such instruction is necessary for many incoming college students, but there is
generally little instruction given on the particulars of research writing in specific disciplines
(Ford and Perry, 1982). However, the impact of writing intensive courses and other such
programs on students’ research writing in political science courses is unclear.

Using survey data collected from over nine hundred undergraduates enrolled in political
science courses at the University of Connecticut, our study assesses the writing skills of
undergraduates. Our findings suggest that both high school preparation and college writing
courses are positively correlated with students’ self-assessments of their research writing.

This study is a valuable addition to the literature on writing instruction in academia, and
is of particular interest to educators in political science and other social sciences. Our original
surveys provide a helpful framework for university departments and administrations to evaluate
the strengths and weaknesses of their undergraduate curriculum.

In recent years there has been a growing literature on both research and writing in
political science and other disciplines. These studies have generally been quite focused,
covering such areas as undergraduate methodology instruction (Thies and Hogan 2005), the use
of the internet in research (Dilevko and Gottlieb 2002; Barberio 2004; Robinson and Schlegl

2005), and writing instruction in political science courses (Clifford 2001; Sherman and Waismel-



Manor 2003). Changes in technology and university writing course requirements have furthered
scholars’ interest

There is a general concern among college instructors that student’s research writing
abilities may be on the decline. Raimes (1980) recognized this trend, citing large classes, heavy
teaching loads, and pressure to publish as growing deterrents to focused writing instruction on
the part of university faculty. Problems associated with undergraduate writing such as
plagiarism and poorly-written papers can further discourage faculty from emphasizing writing in
their courses (Grauerholz 1999, 310). While very few undergraduates will ever become political
scientists, it is still important to assess the writing skills of students and to isolate which factors,
if any, contribute to students’ writing skills.

The purpose of this study is to determine if there are correlations between students’
writing instruction and, by examining their self-assessments, any correlation with their
confidence in the research writing process. We examine a number of factors, including high
school preparation, general writing aptitude, and the amount of research writing instruction that

students have had at the university level.
The First Survey

Data and Methods

We conducted two surveys in various political science classes at the University of
Connecticut in April and November of 2006. A copy of each survey in included in the appendix
of this paper. The total number of respondents for the April survey was 607, which represents a
considerable portion of students in political science classes at the University. The November

survey had 381 respondents.



The first survey is broken into four parts. The first section focused on students’
background information. This includes basic information such as age, year, and major. For the
purposes of our analysis, we coded major under three categories: political science, humanities or
social science, and other. We also asked students for both their overall and major GPA.

The second section of the survey is an assessment of the student’s background. We asked
respondents for their high school type (Public, Private, Parochial), the number of AP classes they
had in high school, and their SAT verbal scores. We also asked respondents to assess how well
their high school English courses prepared them for college writing. Finally, we asked students
about their current employment status and how many hours per week that they work.

The third section of the survey was designed to assess students’ writing experience. We
asked students if they had taken UConn’s freshman English course and what grade they received.
We also asked respondents how many writing-intensive classes they had taken, and their grades
in those courses. Finally, we asked students to assess how confident they were in their abilities
as a writer on a five-point scale (1. Not Confident; 2. Below Average; 3 Average; 4 Somewhat
confident; 5 Confident). We then asked students to fill out a self-assessment of their writing
skills on a scale of one to five (1 Poor; 2 Below Average; 3 Average, 4 Above Average, 5
Extremely Well). These included Hypothesis Formation, Thesis Formation, Argument and
Grammar, to name a few (a full list is shown in Tables 1 and 2).

The final section of the survey focuses on respondents’ research skills. Based on their
personal experience and the reviews of their professors, students are asked to assess their
confidence as a researcher on the same five-point scale used to their confidence in writing
assessment explained above. We then asked students to assess their confidence with using

various research materials on a five-point scale (1 Don’t Know How; 2 Never; 3 rarely; 4



Somewhat Often; 5 Often). These include online search engines, books, journals, and public

opinion polls.

Results

In this study, we examine the relationship between various factors and respondents’ self-
assessment in research and writing. We use eight variables to score students preparation for
college research writing: year, number of AP classes taken, if students took AP English, SAT
verbal scores, if students took UConn’s freshmen English course, number of writing-intensive
courses taken in college, and respondent’s overall assessment of the level of their high school
writing preparation. We then correlated each of these variables with a number of responses on
aspects of the research and writing process. The Pearson correlation results are listed in Tables 1
and 2.

For the first variable, year, we had no significant findings. This suggests that despite the
possibility of improvement as a student progresses through their undergraduate career, there is no
clear relationship to the research writing process. The second variable, GPA, is highly
correlated with the self-assessment scores in almost every case. This is an expected result, given
that one would assume that students with higher grades are better writers (and visa versa).

For the next two variables — number of AP classes taken and whether or not students took
AP English — the results are rather interesting. While both variables are significantly correlated
with several of the self-assessment measures, it is interesting to note the number of AP courses
taken in high school is significant in several more areas then for those who took AP English.
This suggests that advanced placement courses in general, and not AP English in particular, are

strongly correlated with student’s self-assessments.



Two variables address the freshmen writing courses at the University. The first simply
asks is students have taken or are currently enrolled in freshmen English. For this variable, there
are only five significant correlations with the writing assessment. However, when we look at
grades in freshmen English, this is correlated with ten of the self-assessment measures. Again,
as was the case with GPA, these findings are to be expected.

The results for writing-intensive courses are quite intriguing. The number of writing-
intensive courses taken is significantly correlated with all but two of the self-assessment scores
(and it was the only variable correlated with using Microfiche). This suggests that writing-
intensive instruction may be particularly effective in improving students’ research writing skills
and confidence levels. Finally, respondents’ overall level overall level of high school
preparation is significantly correlated with all but three of the self-assessment scores. This
suggests, as expected, that students who enter college with better research writing skills have a
distinct advantage.

Perhaps the most interesting results from this study have to do with the students’ usage of
various research sources. If you look at Table 2, you will note that there is a great deal of
positive correlation between students who have higher grades, SAT scores, and levels of writing
preparation are more likely to use library books, academic journals, and newspapers. However,
for all the variables tested in these correlations, none of them are significantly correlated with
using online search engines. This suggests that students with more research writing instruction

rely other than (or at least in addition to) Google.
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The Second Survey
Data and Methods

While our first survey provided some interesting results, we decided to conduct a second
survey the following semester. We had two goals in our second attempt. First, we wanted see if
the results from the first could be replicated. Second, we added some additional variables that
were not included in the first survey. The total number of respondents for the second survey was
381 — slightly down from the previous semester, but certainly an adequate sample for our
purposes.

For the most part, the second survey is very similar to the first (a copy of the second
survey is also included in the appendix). However, we wanted to examine additional variables.
First, we included a gender variable to investigate any possible relationship between gender and
aspects of the research writing process. Second, we examined any possible differences between
political science majors and non-majors. Third, we examined various means of research writing
assistance (meeting with professors, peer review, visiting the university W-Center, etc.). Finally,
included variables for students who took AP Government in high school and also differentiated
between students who have had writing-intensive classes in political science and writing-

intensive classes in other disciplines.

Results

Our first goal in conducting the second survey was to compare our results with those
from the previous semester. The Pearson correlation results for this survey are listed in Tables 3,
4, and 5. In our first survey, we found no significant correlations between students’ year and our

measurements of research writing. For this survey, we found that year was significant in a few



cases, but all in all the results remain constant. It is interesting to note that Year is negatively
correlated with peer review and visits to the Writing Center. This could be the result of
increased efforts by the university to utilize the writing center over the past two years.

For the second variable, overall GPA, the results are quite similar to the first survey. We
find that GPA, as expected, is highly correlated with our measures across the board. It is worth
noting that GPA is not correlated with any of the variables in Table 5. The next group of
variables looks at AP classes. Again, we find that the number of AP classes taken is a
particularly significant and positively correlated variable (twelve in all - including Microfiche).
Students who have had AP English were positively correlated with five variables in these results,
the most notable of which is writing confidence. These results are consistent with the findings
from the first survey. Finally, in this survey we included a variable for AP government, but this
was not significantly correlated with any or our indicators. Again, these results suggest that a
focus on AP classes in general is more important than the two specific fields examined in this
study. As was the case in the first survey, students’ SAT verbal scores were highly correlated
with a wide range of indicators. For students who have taken the university’s freshmen writing
course, our results were similar to those of the first survey. Again, we found students’ grades in
freshman writing were highly correlated with our indicators.

The number of writing-intensive courses was again highly significant across a variety of
indicators. This further supports our finding from the first survey suggesting that students with
more writing intensive instruction have higher self-assessment scores in research writing. It is
worth noting, however, that this variable was not significantly correlated with as many indicators

in the second survey.



‘(paliey-z) 12A9] 100 BU} Je JuedlUBIS S| UojejalI0D,,
"(Polier-z) (28] GO°0 8us je Juedyubis si uonejaiI0),

WO18 w297 098 886" [wS05  [.988 [.98F [.0ST  [.868  [wllS apel9) Jaded abelony
8l0 oot [zok 80 [obpl b fes0  [s0b [wllz [k UsYe} S35SE|D\\ JO JagLUNN
T A A A P e T o A o Ysfjbu3 uawysaid ul apels)
080 [520°  [er0 20~ [po0-  [alor  feeo-  [zgo- (190" [pvO ¢ysibu3 uewysald usxe]
w8 |eblT 98T [n88T  |WbST [lbS 1887|881 [T |wly uopesedald [ooyog YBIH
w087 [2l0 9T [T |wi6l [WbPT |8l P80 [wBIT [wST [edIoA LYS pajews3
8e0-  [zs0-  [sL0 000 |90 S = O 2 R JUsWUIBA0S) 4y 8ye} nok pig
S (90 [reor 20 .09 [es0  [:elb [eso 00 [Tl ¢YsiiBuz dy oxe} nok pip ‘os |
T T T o (g6 o6 [.esl [.lol Ua)e} S8SSE|D gV 40 JagLunN
WL e80T 661 [w29T  [26) Q91 [w6GL  [8ET  |woT VdO [[e1eAQ pejewljs3
ge0- oo [p00-  |se0"  ooo 20 [ero 0 w0 (0=0N 1} =59A) Jole|y souBlog [B3ljlod
000 |80 [rs0 990 10 630" 2100 [60b  |ulll |61 Jea\
1600 |00k |00 €/0-  [sz0-  [890- |o60- [6s0-  [6e0-  [020- (0=1e|\ :} =0[ewa4) Japuas)
Jewiwielsy(suonelpsuonisuel | EmE:m._< LOISNjouU0)D >_uom 01| $82IN0S | SIsay] [PIUBpIUO)

Bujpul Buiim

€9qel




‘(peliel-z) [3A8] 10°0 3L J JueaiuBls si Uoliejalio)),,
(pa]le)-z) [8A8] G0'0 8Yp Je Juealiubis si Uoljelalio)),

«65) w661 [C00 «069)  |«6lC  |660° 090 a0l 88 apels) Jaded sbessny
1241 L0} L0 N3 681 |LS0 6C0-  |LEO w6} USXe} S3SS|D-[\\ JO ISqUINN
243 150 £y0 =) |FEL [0S JE00-  [CE0-  |.O06E si|bu3 uswiysal4 Ul apeis)
950~ [9v0- (WO 190~ /G0~ 1900 90 £90-  [820~ ¢ysiibu3 uewysal4 usye]
eol 960 =) wCBl |80 «06) 00 610~  [.8CC uoijeredald 00403 Yoy
€0 L8 [ucBl el €60 D8V slSl [6LL /80 [BQI9A 1S pojeulls3
060 150 80} 6¢0 100~ |60 ¢S0- 880 |9¢0 JuBWIUISN0S) Y 3Yfe} no pig
cal w0l G0} £90 L0 780 8e0 L0 080 ¢4s1|Bu3 dy &ejnok pip ‘os |
Gs0 9 L CEV «£9)  |GEL [80) 1.0 0V USXE} S3SSE[O d JO Jdquiny
J1 001 60} 780 090 9L [PE0- [P0 [wb6T Yd9 [[BIRAQ pRjeWis
T (X5 a0~ 061|160 330 650~  |vl0 160 (0=0N :}=s9 A Jole} 80Us19S [E2lH|0d
¢s0 G50 Ly0 #0681 Q6L [8C0° 110 90 #GL 183\
6l0 180 100 FEV «£9)° [0} G0 8.0 €10~ (0=RlEN : | =3[ewa4) Jspusg)
slod  [smanisyu[ayouoony| sieded | sjeunop | syoog [dojfouz | ssuibu3 pouspuuoy)
uouidg -SMaN | olwspeoy| Aleigr] | suuQ | yoresg |yolessey

pelqel




(palier-g) [9A8] 100 Y3 & JuBoHIUBIS S UONEe[81I0
(pajiel-g) [9A8] GO0 Y3 Je JuBoliubls SI uone[a1I0),

7c0 - Tl 110~ ev0™- 650 - 750’ apelo) laded abelany
8¢0 - 9L - Gl €0l - 860 - 4% UDXE] S8SSE|D-/\ JO IBqUINN
+GCl - 110 /80 - 8¢0 - 650 - x4) Ysiibu3 uswiysald Ui epelo)
€C0- x£8G) 0v0 GC0- G0l 800 ¢ysiibu3 uewysai4 usyel
LC0 - w8 G00 - £Cl 00 - 8¥0 - uoneledald [004og YbiH
ge0 - x08) x08) 90~ L0 801 - |EQIBA LVS pPejellisS
180 080~ 8¥0°0-  |LLO ¢é0'0-  |lc0 JUBWIUIBA0S) dY 8.} noA pid
800° P10 650 - 660° 650’ G90 - ¢Usiibu3 4y exey noA pip ‘os J|
0,0~ €10 650 - Gc0’ 41 600° us)e) $8ssejo dy Jo JequinN
801 - 610 110~ 790 680 €0 Vd9 [[BJSAQ pajewl}s3
620"~ 960 - 110~ €80~ G80 - 920’ (0=ON :}=88) Jofe|\| ®0UBI0S [edlI|Od
€00~ A T 41 2 «/91~ 1960 B8
Ge0~- 160’ 860 - G0l £l n43 (0=5II\ | =8[eWa4) I8puUdD)
uoneoo [peisebbngliewan-p | [nidieH | melney fslosssjoid
191U [181Us DM | palISIA | A8y Jead| 188d /MBI

G °lqel




The second survey included three new variables: gender, major and average paper grade.
For the first variable, gender, we found that women were more likely than men to use academic
journals and newspaper articles in their research. Also, women were more likely than men to
meet with professors or participate in peer review sessions. As for political science majors as
opposed to non-majors, there were few noticeable differences. However, political science
majors are more likely to use newspapers or public opinion polls than non-majors. These

findings are certainly to be expected (and welcomed).

Discussion

While this study is quite preliminary in nature, it produces some interesting results. The
correlations between research writing skills and high school preparation are to be expected, as
well as standardized test scores. However, correlations with writing intensive courses are of
more interest here. This supports the notion that writing-intensive instruction is an effective way
to improve students’ research writing skills. Further studies should investigate more field-
specific issues, but since this study investigates students in political science courses, these

findings shed some light on the research writing skills of our undergraduates.
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Undergraduate Survey

General Information (please circle of fill in the appropriate information)

Age:
Year: Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior Grad
Major:
GPA in Major:

Expected Grade in Course:

Estimated Overall GPA:

Do you live on Campus: Yes No

Student: Full-Time, Part-time, Non-Degree, Graduate

Are you registered to the class you are taking this survey in? Yes No

Have you taken this survey before? Yes No

Backoround Information (Please circle or fill in the appropriate information):

High School Type: Public Private Parochial
Number of AP classes taken: 0 1-2 3-4 5+
If so, did you take AP English? Yes No
Estimated SAT Verbal:

How well do you feel your H.S. English class prepared you for writing in college?
Poorly Below Average Average  Above Average Extremely well

How many hours a week do you spend on extracurricular activities (work not included):
1-3, 4-6, 7-9, 10+

Do you have a job: Yes No
If yes where: On campus Off Campus

How many hours a week do you spend at work: 1-3, 4-6, 7-9, 10+

Writing Experience (Circle One):

Have you taken Freshman English: Yes No Presently enrolled

What grade did you receive (or expect if currently enrolled): A B C D F

How many W classes have you taken: None 1 2 3 or more

If taken what grade did you receive (or expect if currently enrolled): A B C D F

How confident are you in your abilities as a writer?
Not confident Below Average Average Somewhat Confident Very Confident

16



Self Assessment (Please answer honestly):

Poor Below Average Average Above Average Extremely well
Hypothesis Formation 1 2 3 4 5
Thesis Formation 1 2 3 4 5
Finding Sources 1 2 3 4 5
Introduction 1 2 3 4 5
Body 1 2 3 4 5
Conclusion 1 2 3 4 5
Paper Structure 1 2 3 4 5
Making an Argument 1 2 3 4 5
Overall Paper Flow 1 2 3 4 5
Citations 1 2 3 4 5
Grammar/Sentence 1 2 3 4 5
Structure
Based on a combination of your personal and professor’s evaluation of your papers-
How confident are you in your ability to do research?
Not confident Below Average Average Somewhat Confident Very Confident
When you conduct research how often do you use the following sources?

Don’t Know How Never  Rarely Somewhat often  Often

Online search engines(Google, etc) 1 2 3 4 5
Library Books 1 2 3 4 5
Academic Journals 1 2 3 4 5
Newspapers (online or in print) 1 2 3 4 5
Microfiche 1 2 3 4 5
Conducted Interviews 1 2 3 4 5
Public Opinion Polls 1 2 3 4 5

Did you attend the “Writing in Political Science Workshop™ held this spring? Yes No

Have you been to one of the Campus Writing Centers? Yes No

Has your teacher suggested you go to a Campus Writing Center? Yes No

Do you know the location of at least one of the Campus Writing Centers? Yes No

17



Appendix B: Survey from November 2006

Undergraduate Survey

General Information (please circle of fill in the appropriate information)

Age:

Gender:

Year: Freshman Sophomore Junior Senior Grad
Political Science Major: Yes No

Estimated Overall GPA:

Are you registered to the class you are taking this survey in? Yes No

Have you taken this survey m a class this year? Yes No

Background Information (Please circle or fill in the appropriate information):

Number of AP classes taken n High School: 0 1 2 3 4 5+
If so, did you take AP English? Yes No

Did you take AP Government? Yes No

Estimated SAT Verbal:

How well do you feel your H.S. English class prepared you for writing in college?
Poorly Below Average Average  Above Average Extremely well

Writing Experience (Circle One):

Have you taken Freshman English: Yes No  Presently enrolled Placed Out

What grade did you receive (or expect if currently enrolled):

How many W classes have you taken: None 1 2 3 or more

Political Science Class? (circle one) Grade (write 1n)
V class 1 Yes No
V class 2 Yes No
V class 3 Yes No

Please estimate your average paper grade:

How confident are you in your abilities as a writer?
Not confident Below Average Average Somewhat Confident Very Confident

18



Undergraduate Survey

Self Assessment (Please answer honestly):

Poor Below Average Average Above Average Extremely well

Thesis Formation 2 3 4
Finding Sources
Introduction

Body

Conclusion

Making an Argument

Transitions

Citations

e e e T e T e R S e S = U=
[ O O & S A o
W W W W W W o
N N S S

Grammar/Sentence
Structure

How often have you met with your professor to discuss your writing?
Never Rarely  Somewhat often Ofien

Have you participated in a class with student/peer review of your writing? Yes No

If so, how helpful did you find the student/peer review to improving your writing?
Not helpful  Somewhat helpful ~ Very helpful

Have you been to one of the Campus Writing Centers? Yes No
Has your teacher suggested you go to a Campus Writing Center? Yes No
Do you know the location of at least one of the Campus Writing Centers? Yes No

Based on a combination of your personal and professor’s evaluation of your papers-
How confident are you in your ability to do research?

5

th b th th s th

Not confident Below Average Average Somewhat Confident Very Confident

When you conduct research how often do you use the following sources?

Don’t Know How Never  Rarely Somewhat often Often
Online search engines(Google, etc) 1 2 3 4 5
Online Encyclopedia (Wikipedia, etc) 1 2 3 4 5
Library Books 1 2 3 4 5
Academic Journals 1 2 3 4 5
Newspapers (online or m print) 1 2 3 4 5
Microfiche 1 2 3 4 5
Conducted Interviews 1 2 3 4 5
Public Opinion Polls 1 2 3 4 5
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