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ACQUIRING WRITING SKILLS AT CSM
METHODOLOGY
In order to directly measure gains in student learning,
the Community College Student Experiences Ques-
tionnaire (CCSEQ) was selected as the research
instrument.  The CCSEQ was developed at UCLA’s
Center for the Study of Evaluation and has been
widely used in the measurement of higher education
learning environments. The instrument contains more
than 100 goals or outcomes, including writing skills,
commonly acknowledged as the most important
objectives of lower-division education.

In Spring 1994, survey questionnaires were distributed
to CSM faculty for administration to students in the
classroom.  Thirty-three course sections were selected
for CCSEQ administration to ensure the broadest
cross-section of CSM students:  morning, afternoon,
and evening courses; courses within each instructional
division; basic skills courses, Associate Degree-
required courses, and transfer level courses; and
courses where writing is not a central component of
the curriculum.   A total of 814 students completed
and returned valid questionnaires for analysis.

INTRODUCTION
Two major College of San Mateo (CSM) goals for the
1995-96 academic year are: (1)  foster an academic
environment that helps students become autonomous
learners and able contributors to society; and (2)
strengthen the College’s ability to prepare students for
the workplace.   These College goals are also embod-
ied in statements by state and national educational
leaders.  In particular, employers, educational policy
leaders, and the public have been increasingly con-
cerned with the written communication skills of
college graduates.  In nearly every study of employee
qualities most desired by employers, good written
communication skills are a top priority.

While the objective of improving students’ communi-
cative competencies is relatively straightforward,
identification of advanced abilities and mastery of
these skills is uncertain.  One direct measurement of
the impact of CSM instructional programs upon
writing skills is to ask students to self-assess gains in
writing and composition abilities while enrolled at
CSM.  This report focuses on the extent to which
students felt the CSM curriculum improved their
capacity to write clearly and effectively.
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FINDINGS
Figure 1 presents student responses in their overall
assessment of progress made toward acquiring effec-
tive writing skills.  This data indicates that more than
eight of ten students (84.3%) felt that they made
“significant” or “moderate” gains in their writing
skills while enrolled in CSM coursework.  Another
12.7% indicated that “some” progress was made; only
3.1% felt that “very little” progress was achieved.
This summary data clearly suggests that CSM writing
coursework significantly assists students to develop
the fundamental writing skills necessary to succeed in
their course of study and, ultimately, to become
effective citizens.

Beyond overall levels of student satisfaction, the
CCSEQ asked respondents about the pre-writing phase
of composition;  i.e., activities which help writers
prepare for writing tasks.   Nine pre-writing activities
recognized as key elements of clear and effective
writing were identified.  Students were asked to
indicate the frequency with which they engaged in
various pre-writing activities. (See Table 1)

Study results indicate that the overwhelming majority
of students report having some experience with all
identified pre-writing activities.  More encouraging is
the proportion of students reporting frequencies of
“very often” or “often.”  Those pre-writing activities
most frequently engaged in by students were: “re-
searched subject to locate documentation” [85.7%];
“considered grammar and sentence structure” [73.3%];
“wrote a rough draft and revised it” [69.1%]; and
“used a dictionary to clarify word usage and spelling”
[64.6%].

It is important to note that the total survey population
includes a number of students [10.6%] enrolling at
CSM for limited objectives. These students frequently

enroll in less than 6 units of coursework where writing
instruction is not a central course objective.  It is also
important to note that only 1.9% of students indicated
that “improving their writing skills” was “the most
important reason for attending CSM.”   These facts
underscore the success of CSM’s effort to teach
writing across the curriculum.

CONCLUSION
The findings of this study clearly indicate that students
felt the CSM curriculum enhanced their writing skills.
As study results indicate, CSM students give high
ratings to: (1) their overall assessment of acquiring
effective writing skills; and (2) their experience with
the specific elements considered important for effec-
tive writing.  These skills, whether geared toward
finding immediate employment or transfer to a four-
year university, are essential to students’ success.

Post-secondary educational institutions are increas-
ingly called upon to develop performance indicators to
assess how well they are educating students.  Study
results  provide a direct means of measuring overall
student gains to a central component of learning--the
ability to communicate in writing effectively.  The
outcomes from this survey indicate that students feel
they are reaching higher levels of writing competen-
cies as a result of their CSM education.  And, to the
extent that students become better writers, they also
become better thinkers, communicators, employees,
and citizens outside the classroom.

Table 1

ACQUIRING EFFECTIVE WRITING SKILLS AT CSM: Pre-Writing Activities
(814 Students Responding)

Type of Pre-Writing Activity Reported Frequency
Very Often Often Occasionally Never

Researched subject to locate documentation 55.5% 30.2% 11.4% 2.8%
Used a computer for composition 41.6% 18.1% 19.0% 21.2%
Wrote a rough draft and revised it 37.0% 32.1% 20.0% 10.9%
Considered grammar and sentence structure 32.8% 40.5% 19.8% 6.8%
Used a dictionary to clarify word usage and spelling 28.9% 35.7% 28.9% 6.6%
Spent at least 5 hours or more to create a text 21.7% 23.5% 30.3% 24.5%
Prepared an outline to organize sequence of ideas and points 19.3% 31.1% 32.5% 17.1%
Asked others to critique a draft 18.3% 27.0% 32.2% 22.5%
Asked an instructor for assistance to improve writing skills 10.0% 21.8% 38.7% 29.5%


