WRITING CENTER OUTCOMES ASSESSMENT PROJECT

Fall 2000

PURPOSE

· To describe Writing Center individual conference outcomes, particularly affective outcomes (enjoyment, confidence, and motivation) 

METHODS

· All writers using the writing center for a six-week period were invited to fill out a post-conference survey (N = 53, about 15% of fall quarter’s users).

· In addition to demographic information, surveys asked writers to indicate their attitudes toward writing by Likert-rating several statements about enjoyment, anxiety, motivation, and confidence.  The survey also featured three open-ended questions asking writers what they gained from conferences, how they felt about themselves and their writing afterward, and how they would like to improve as writers.

· Initial review of the open-ended question data suggested three main domains significant to writers, the textual, the rhetorical, and the affective.  Each idea unit in the ethnographic information was coded in terms of relevant domain.

RESULTS

· Attitudes—Writers feel ambivalent about writing and themselves as writers; multiple writing center conferences apparently do not alter these feelings.

· Motivation—Writers indicate they feel more motivated to write after talking about their writing in writing conferences.

· Keys to improving—Writers identify practice and getting feedback from readers as keys to improving as writers.

· Textual gains—Including 26% of the overall gains reported, the textual domain encompasses grammar, organization, focus, and revising strategies.  Accounting for over half the responses in this domain is thinking new, clearer, or more critical ideas.

· Rhetorical gains—Including 28% of the overall gains reported, the rhetorical domain encompasses understanding the textual cues readers need, distance or perspective on one’s own writing, and a better sense of writing task/purpose.  Accounting for over half the responses in this domain is the ability to shift perspective from the ethical (the writer’s perspective) to the pathetic (the reader’s perspective).

· Affective gains—Including 46% of the overall gains reported, the affective domain encompasses feeling generally better, feeling more motivated to keep writing and revising, feeling relieved or responsible, that is, that writers had taken advantage of all available resources.  Accounting for nearly half the ideas in this domain are direction for revising and increased confidence.
IMPLICATIONS

· Writing Center users better understand the writing process—they know all writers need readers.  Since these writers self-select to use us, they may come in with this understanding, but it’s clearly one deepened through conferencing.

· The abundant report of affective gains is likely an artifact of the survey, whose purpose was to measure just those.  We suspect a correlative, perhaps even causal, relationship between textual and rhetorical gains and the high affect that results. Further study is indicated.

· Affective gains are not ends in themselves; however, scholarship on teaching and learning indicates both motivation and confidence are necessary conditions for effective learning.

· Our instruction’s effect on performance, that is, on writers’ products, remains beyond our ability to measure, but is also less relevant to our mission.

· Writing center instruction demonstrates an effect on writers’ cognitive growth (central to our mission), which includes realizing new ideas, discovering new connections, making revision decisions, and assuming multiple perspectives on one’s own thinking and writing. 

