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Understanding Students’ Ability to Write

It is easy to get frustrated with poor student writing, which is typically harder to read and takes longer to grade.  Understanding different levels of student abilities may help as you prepare instructions for assignments.

Authority-dependent students:  These students are often still in high school, though some of our students have not yet emerged from this level.  It is typical of this group when faced with a writing assignment to desire basic help.  “Tell me what you want me to say.”

Transitional students:  These students are often just learning critical reading skills, but they often assume that whatever is in print is “true knowledge.”  Transitional students are often freshmen, and when given a writing task they may want a “formula” to deal with “exceptions” of “true knowledge.” 

Independent students:  These students have learned to appreciate multiple views and may be able to blend sources instead of simply summarizing them.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Contextual students:  These students capably analyze and synthesize what they read, then produce their own ideas.  They are “self-authors.”  Not many college students reach this level.

To help students improve their writing, we must move them from authority-dependent to self-authorship, but not in a single experience; most courses should include writing opportunities.  Preparing clear writing prompts and providing some in-class instruction are effective ways to move students through this process.  
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