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   Alter & Adkins (2001, p. 505)  

 

• suggest educators clarify and communicate the 
processes for effective writing 
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 Part of a Canada-wide SSHRC-funded project 
assessing assignments for such features as 
◦ Number and frequency 

◦ Genre 

◦ Audience 

◦ Number of drafts 

◦ Feedback 

 75.9% of BSW assignments are “papers” 
(compares to 79% Canada wide) and other 
characteristics were also typical 



# of 
Assign-
ments 

# of 
Courses Average  

Total 29 6 4.83 

This is good news! 
Students do a lot 
of writing during 
the one-year BSW 
program. 

Best practices in writing studies call for 
lots of practice with feedback. How 
much writing is called for in the Social 
Work curriculum? 

Food for thought: Are 
assignments coordinated 
across the curriculum?  



Scoring guides for 
writing assignments 

Yes 21% 

No 79% 

How clear are students on expectations?  

Formative Feedback on writing 
assignments 

Yes 3% 

No 97% 

Percentage of nested 
assignments    n=29 
Yes 7% 
No 93% 

Time for action! 



Writing Need 
 Pare & Allen (1995): 
◦ Advocacy 
◦ Communication with clients and professionals 
◦ Preserving legal evidence 
◦ Maintaining consistency when clients reassigned to new workers 
◦ Maintaining integrity of clients 
 

 Emphasis on more rigorous writing in social work (Alter & 
Adkins, 2001; Hughes et al., 2011; Waller, 2000) 

 
 
Hughes, N., Wainwright, S. Ward, N. (2011). Developing the writing skills of social 

work students: Connecting academic and professional expertise. Journal of 
Academic Writing. 1(1). 

Pare, A. & Allen, H.S. (1995). Social work writing: Learning by doing. Pp. 164-173.  In 
G. Rogers (Ed). Social work field education: Views and visions. Dubuque, IA: Hunt 
Publishing Company. 

Waller, M. (2000). Addressing student writing problems: Applying composition theory 
to social work education. Journal of Baccalaureate Social Work. 5, 161-166 

 



Proposed Solutions 

 Writing across the curriculum or Writing in the 
discipline (Janni & Mellinger, 2015) 

 Evidence-based learning modules (Hughes et al., 
2011) 

 Writing assistance programs and specialized 
class for documentation skills (Simon & Soven, 
1989) 
 

 
Janni, S.J. & Mellinger, M.S. (2015). Beyond “writing to learn:” Factors influencing 

students’ writing outcomes. Journal of Social Work Education. 51, 136-152. 

Hughes, N., Wainwright, S. Ward, N. (2011). Developing the writing skills of social 
work students: Connecting academic and professional expertise. Journal of 
Academic Writing. 1(1). 

Simon, B.L. & Soven, M. (1989). The teaching of writing in social work education: A 
pressing priority for the 1990’s. Journal of Teaching Social Work. 3(2), 47-63. 



Alter & Adkins (2001):  
 Results: 

 35% scored below minimum 
 Lack organization and focus 

 

Janni & Mellinger (2015) 
 Results: 

1. Lack of effort due to time constraints 
2. Overwhelming content 
3. Wanting clarity, direction and support 
4. Students’ perception about their learning 
5. Students’ perceived self efficacy 
 

 
Alter, C. & Adkins, C. (2001). Improving the writing skills of social work students. 

Journal of social work education. 27, 493-505. 
Janni, S.J. & Mellinger, M.S. (2015). Beyond “writing to learn:” Factors influencing 

students’ writing outcomes. Journal of Social Work Education. 51, 136-152. 

 

 
 

 



Haswell (2000) 

 Longitudinal study of changes in writing 

 

 Results: 
1. Mean sentence length  

2. Mean clause length 

3. Holistic rating (4 raters blind to the study purpose) 

4. % of words in final free modification 

5. % of words in introduction 

6. Mean number of coordinated noun structures 

7. % of all free modifiers 

8. Total words 

9. % of 9+ letter words 
 

        Haswell, R.H. (2000). Documenting improvement in college writing: A     
Longitudinal Approach. Written Communication. 17(3), 307-352. 

 

 

 

 



1) Student confidence is measured 
◦ Writing Confidence Questionnaire 

 

2) Student writing is evaluated (n=54) 
◦ manually for style (diction, sentence economy) and 

typical errors (grammar, mechanics) 
◦ electronically for readability and some of Haswell’s 

measures [a new macro was developed to 
streamline assessments and format results] 
 

3) Faculty members are surveyed 
◦ Needs assessment, evaluation tools and measures 

 



New Macro by Tran (2014) 

1. Strips formatting in document 

2. Highlights words being analyzed 

3. Computes custom variables and  

 combines with Readability Stats 

 

 

 



Fall 2014 
◦ Confidence survey 

◦ 2 assessments over two sections (1 case study, 1 
reflection paper) 

◦ Assessment feedback was shared with students, who 
were invited to consult with writing centre staff (7 did) 

 

Winter 2015 
◦ 2 assessments over two sections (2 reflection papers) 

 

Spring 2015 
◦ 1 assessment over two sections (1 research paper) 

 

 



   
AVERAGE 
SENTENCE 
LENGTH 
(ASL) 

 
% OF 
STUDENTS 
WITH ALS 

≥20 

 
% OF 
STUDENTS 
WITH “WORDY” 

SENTENCES 

 
% WORDS 
WITH 9 
LETTERS OR 
MORE 
(EG.“HARD” 
WORDS) 

 
% OF PASSIVE 

SENTENCES 

 
EASE OF 
READABILITY 
(FLESCH TEST) 

Journal A   (N = 28) 

22.46 

 

 

78.6% 

 

 

N/A 10.36% 17.00 52.92 

Journal B   (N = 24) 

25.77 

 

 

87.5% 

 

 

N/A 12.59% 18.15 41.83 

Case Study A   (N = 30)  

24.41 

 

 

90.0% 

 

 

46.4% 14.39% 26.87 36.53 

Case Study B   (N = 28) 

23.85 

 

 

85.7% 

 

 

42.9% 13.39% 24.25 42.84 

[1] “Wordy” sentences contain deadwood, tautologies, and other problems with conciseness. 



 BSW results paralleled Haswell and Kelly-Riley 
results characterizing features of higher level 
writing (esp. “hard” word scores) 

 Formal (more academic) papers were 
characterized by 
◦ Longer, denser sentences 

◦ More passives 

◦ More hard words 

 The class given a template for the reflection 
paper were measurably more effective (simpler 

words, shorter sentences, fewer passives) 



CATEGORY % OF STUDENTS 
FALL  N = 54 

% OF STUDENTS 
WINTER  N = 51 

Students with ALS ≥25 37.0% 28.6% 

Students with ALS ≥30 5.6% 1.8% 

Students with high overall style and error averages 16.7% 7.1% 

Overall style average  ≥2.75% 37.0% 5.4% 

Students with wordy sentences 77.8% 7.1% 

Overall error average ≥2.0% 27.8% 21.4% 

Overall error average ≥3.0% 5.6% 3.6% 

Students with repeated errors in punctuation 83.3% 58.1% 

Students with ≥1.5% vague pronoun use [“this”] 9.3% 25.5% 



 Students with the highest combined error and 
style averages received lower grades from 
faculty, who were marking for content only 

 All 7 of the students who took advantage of 
the writing centre appointment improved 
their style average by at least 40% on their 
next reflection and 6 of them improved their 
error average: 

Pre-Appointment Post-Appointment Class Average 

Style 
Average 

3.0 0.9 1.0 

Error 
Average 

2.2 1.6 1.4 



 Inform with research to complete data 
analysis 

 Recommend scaffolding assignments and 
offering formative feedback (writing centre) 

 Engage students in assignment topics 

 Engage faculty  

 Need to factor writing into student 
assessments 

 Develop evaluation measures and methods 

 



1. Do students know your 

 expectations? 

2. If you have high  

 expectations for good 

 writing, do you share these with students? 

3. Do you wish students paid more attention 
to the feedback you provide? 

4. Do you provide opportunities for students 
to compare their work with others? 

5. Do you share your love/hate relationship 
with writing with them? 
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