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Understanding writing across the curriculum: A literature review
	Writing across the curriculum (WAC), a relatively new phenomenon, is a change to the learning process that affects students, the writing process, academic curriculum, and faculty behavior to create an environment based on comprehensive learning and an active student role in their education (McLeod,1987; McLeod & Maimon, 2000). This phenomenon, WAC, has been researched by multiple academics and their research results show that students’ learning styles benefit from WAC and that WAC stops the alienation of non-major students in general education.
The research regarding writing across the curriculum (WAC) has been mostly focused on one of the two main approaches, cognitive and rhetorical, to understanding WAC. The rhetorical approach acknowledges academic writing as its own academic discourse community that has contextual and social restraints, and the cognitive approach, which has more research surrounding it, addresses writing as a way of thinking and learning (McLeod, 1987). Writing, in this context, is a unique language skill that requires active participation to organize thoughts and make connections in a way that effectively communicates ideas and learning is thought of as the reorganization and confirmation of knowledge (Emig, 1977). Through their research, multiple scholars have concluded that writing is a unique form of or an enhancement to one’s learning (based on the previous definitions), and that understanding writing across the curriculum helps to better understand a student’s learning abilities throughout the different facets or disciplines of their education (Emig, 1977; Herrington, 1981; Stout, 2010). However, this is not all that has been discovered through research on writing across the curriculum.
The research has also found that assignments that utilize writing in this way not only help students form connections to the subject in which they are completing these assignments, but also serve as a thinking and learning tool; this is true and advantageous for students in subjects where writing has historically been less common (Stout, 2010). It is through these processes of synthesis and analysis that writing becomes an action of learning.
The learning resulting from this process benefits all members involved. Therefore it is not for an individual or the writer only, but the process also includes collaboration with and feedback from the audience. This is emphasized since the purpose of writing, like other language skills, is to communicate effectively, and the writer is communicating to the audience. A way to include the audience in writing across the curriculum is to provide an opportunity for students to share their work, whether that be to solely communicate their message or to receive reinforcement and feedback (Emig, 1977; Herrington, 1981; McCleod, 1987; Stout, 2010). One way to do this is through a peer review or a process where individuals with common knowledge review each other’s work to check for accuracy (Stout, 2010). Conducting a peer review not only helps to provide feedback to the writer, but also reinforces the information being learned by the group. Overall, collaboration and feedback is a beneficial tool/strategy to stimulate the learning process but are not the only tools research has discovered.
Some scholars’ research has found other helpful strategies to stimulate learning. For example, Herrington (1981) conducted a study in which writing assignments that used varying level of difficulty and comprehension were compared. A few of these assignments asked for mere restatements of the material learned in class, while others asked for the students to apply the concepts, and the rest of assignments asked for critical thinking and analysis based on the material taught, or a way in which the students were taking a more “hands on” approach to the class material. The findings of this study suggested that applying concepts and critical thinking lead to more effective learning, especially when the writing assignment was directly linked to one or more of the course objectives (Herrington, 1981). The research of multiple academics is in agreement that students’ writing and in turn learning are most efficient when the assignments are well planned, very detailed, and the expectations are clear in advance (Herrington, 1981; Stout, 2010). This was especially beneficial to students taking classes to meet general education requirements because it helps the tasks of what may seem like an obscure subject become less daunting (Stout, 2010). Not only does understanding assignment expectations make learning less daunting, but this is also an important enhancement to learning across the curriculum, or in different disciplines.
As stated earlier, laying out writing and learning expectations is especially important when the students are doing similar assignments in classes under different disciplines, or across the curriculum. This is because the four main academic disciplines (humanities, natural sciences, social sciences, and the applied fields) have variation in the different academic questions asked and the different ways, or conventions, in which to answer these questions. This may confuse students that are expected to take classes, an in return write, in all of the disciplines. Though writing across the curriculum shows there is a variation of demands in writing in different disciplines, previous research does not offer tools for students to better be able to go back and forth between writing in the different disciplines. No previous research regarding writing across the curriculum has delved into the different structure, language, and reference (SLR) conventions across the four disciplines, nor how SLR conventions better one’s ability to understand academic work across the curriculum.
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