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Abstract

This paper sets out to address‘tthesis” that there is a correlation between writing in an
academic discipline and mastering its materialpsitaits ideas, and critical thinking. When a
student writes he learns the subject better, hemgtahds the material better, and he retains
course material longer. It will set out two Casedi:s in the Construction Management field
presently being used at Farmingdale State Uniyeasitt how they differ in nature and therefore
produce different writing skills. We will addrettge success and failure of each of these styles
of assignment and try to answer the question “wdng assignment may produce better writing
than another. The relationship between “writingti&thinking” will be explored particularly
from the standpoint of improvements made to studewiting skills as a result of the
techniques applied. Various learning improvemeantstechniques will be explored such as the
inseparability of writing and thinking, the studesmeed of a format to adhere to, and the better
packaging of assignments. Can a student’s abdityrite be “trained” by starting with low
stakes writing and building up to high stakes wgtin the time span of one semester. How
much does “peer review” influence the student’'singi Additional areas of interest would be
the effects of requiring an oral presentation andéfense on the writing ability of the student,
and the pros and cons of keeping a journal.

Introduction

Few faculty members would deny the importance atirg in their academic discipline or the
role writing plays in mastering material, shapidgas, and developing critical thinking skills.
Writing helps students learn the subject matténey understand and retain course material
much better when they write about it.”
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Farmingdale State University, along with most otlneiversities, has embarked on a program of
feedback from the very people and institutions thig our graduates. There is nothing new
about this for it has always been the desire ofemsities to prepare their students for the world
in which they must eventually operate. Whethengdrom graduation to work or an advanced
degree program, some attributes simply must bethérarmingdale State University has set up
a program to ascertain feedback from those wh@segraduates next. In the Architecture &
Construction Management Department, an Industrisdigory Committee has been established
and meets two to four times per year. The committnsists of the faculty members who teach
the courses and members of the professions to wieckend our graduates. Architects,
Engineers, Construction Managers, et al are menametrsegularly attend our meetings, giving
feedback as to precisely what the working profesgiants our graduates to be able to do and do
well.

The number one attribute desired and even reqisrédht our students graduate as good
communicators; particularly, good writers. Top &xéves of Long Island’s biggest companies
attend in order to share their knowledge. Theyctrar; successful executives are good
communicators. Their observations about our progree always that our graduates are
technically excellent, but need to be better stlillethe art of communication. They need to
graduate with better written and oral communicaskitis.

The faculty of this university has long felt thatrstudents need writing practice beyond the
standard English courses. Students must be profian low stake and high stake writing. Some
courses are perfectly arranged to do just thiggirtgering courses that require a written
laboratory report each week are a perfect exanfdecourse where low stakes writing is
practiced week after week. Most graduates wilkdléed upon to write a report of some kind in
their first year after graduation. Those who hbgen tutored in this skill will have an advantage
over those who were not. Oral communications gumaky essential, and more and more this is
being interjected into the curriculum. It is unsterd that each curriculum has a plethora of
work to cover therefore time and effort to add imgtand oral communications is hard to come
by. However, it is also recognized that effectteenmunication is the fuel that makes the
business world run. We needed to find room fos #nd we have begun to do so.

At the same time, the Accreditation Board for Ereginng and Technology (ABET) has clearly
placed both written and oral communication at tigedf their priority list for graduates.

Effective communication is one of the required pamg outcomes and as such is measured and
hopefully improved every semester, thus, the Umsitggs “Writing in the Disciplines” program.
This paper describes the improvements in learnsng r@sult of this program by examining two
case studies.
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Case Study “A”

The following assignment was given in a senior lela@ss in Construction Management and
CPM Scheduling. It is significant to point out thiais is a research paper writing assignment
given to seniors in the fall semester of their fiyear. It is also a precursor to an oral
presentation and defense of the paper. This &yapractical Construction Management course
and the student’s enthusiasm is generally high.

CONSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT AND SCHEDULING
Research Paper Writing Assignment

The main writing assignment is a ten to fifteeng&gsearch Paper on a selected subject in the
field of Construction Management (CM) and CPM Schied). Topics are randomly assigned.
Some examples of topics are as follows:

. Construction Contracts

. Construction Law

. Controls, Time & Money

. Total Safety Management; OSHA

. Bonding & the Surety Company

. Bid Strategy and Award

. CM in City Planning

. Labor Unions and Industrial Relations
. Improving Construction Productivity
10. CM and the Environment (EPA)

11. Claims; cost, arbitration & resolution
12. International Building

OCO~NOOUILA,WNPEF

The assignment is for a team of three to four pex$o write a research paper about their subject
and “tell me something new” about the subject. paper is type written, double spaced with
footnotes and bibliography (MLA or APA style). Bhiequires both library and internet
research. The team is encouraged to find “newénwdton the internet even if it must be later
de-bunked in their analysis section.

The assignment is given to the team in week twoaandutline is expected in week six to be
approximately one to two pages showing the breakdofthe subject and showing an
understanding of construction management as apgaiadeal situation. Anecdotal information
is only tolerated as it directly pertains to Constion Management and the situation at hand.
The students will have approximately four weekgeoerate the first draft, at about week ten,
which will be reviewed for its technical merits afiod its appropriate level of writing skills. This
will be marked and returned to the students widld™marks that must be addressed on both the
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technical and writing levels. At this stage thedstuts will be given “constructive criticism”
about their personal writing skills and writing Igty At least two drafts are required. Since this
is a team effort, some students write better ththare and the lack of blending in style shows in
the first draft. The students will then re-subthg final paper in week fourteen of the semester
to be marked and graded. A second draft may heérestif the level of writing skill is
insufficient for a fourth year level course.

Case Study “B”

The second assignment was given in a senior léag$ an Construction Cost Analysis and
Advanced Estimating. This class is more quantasind spends much more time on problem
solving but improved writing is part of the coursEhis is a research paper writing assignment
given to seniors in the spring semester of thaalfyear just before they graduate. An oral
presentation and defense of the paper is not p#nrtassignment. Students in this class may be
suffering from “senior-itious”.

CONSTRUCTION COST ANALYSIS & ADVANCED ESTIMATING
Research Paper Writing Assignment

The main writing assignment is a five to ten pageimum Research Paper on a selected subject
in the field of Construction Cost Analysis & AdvattEstimating. Topics are randomly
assigned. Some examples of topics are as follows:

1. The Estimating Cycle
2. Estimating Data

3. Accounting, Depreciation & Overhead
4. Variation Factors
5. Elemental Analysis
6. Engineering Economy

7. Unit Price vs. Detail Estimating
8. Bid Strategies

9. Life Cycle Costs

10. Benefit / Cost Ratios

The assignment is for a team of three to four pex$o write a research paper about their subject
after keeping a term-long journal. Some time mngmlescribing a journal and how to keep one.
This is assigned early in the semester and medre #ofull term commitment. The paper is

type written, double spaced with bibliography (MbAAPA style). This requires library and
internet research and personal interviews. Some is devoted to personal interview styles but
most interviews are kept informal. The team iscemaged to find “new” material on the

internet even if it must be later de-bunked inrtlagialysis section.
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The assignment is given to the team in week twothaautline is expected in week five to be
approximately one to two pages showing the breakdofithe subject and showing an
understanding of the topic as applied to a realdifuation. Anecdotal information is only
tolerated as it directly pertains to the topic.eTeam is expected to do library and internet
research along with personal interviews and keep tiotes in a journal which will be
periodically checked. The students will then hagproximately four weeks to generate the first
draft, at about week ten, which will be reviewedits technical merits and for its appropriate
level of writing skills. This will be marked andturned to the students with "red" marks that
must be addressed on both the technical and wigwgls. The students will then re-submit the
final paper in week fourteen of the semester tmbeked and graded. A second draft may be
required if the level of writing skill is insuffient for a fourth year level course.

Success and Failure and why

Both assignments were successful in that the guaflipapers received were substantially
superior to those of previous years. Every yeamfsignment is refined. Having said that, Case
Study “A” was a bigger success than Case Study ‘IBjelieve this is not entirely a result of the
student’s energy or writing skills but also a résidilthe framing of the assignment. This was not
a direct head-to-head comparison as these wemegetsarily the same students in each test
population. That being said, the first assignniaat the added requirement of an oral
presentation and defense while Case “B” did ndte 3tudents in the spring case (study B) may
have been less motivated by their close proxinutgraduation day. A major difference
between the two studies is that Case Study “A” @aequired minimum of two drafts while

Case Study “B” had “drafts as deemed required’m&students submitted one or even no
drafts. Finally, | believe some of the energy ms€ Study “B” was diverted to the journal which
then did not translate into a better paper. Thdestts gathered material in their journal folder
but did not use it in the paper as prodigiousihad been expected. Some treated the journal
almost as a separate assignment.

Writing and Thinking

Students in the School of Engineering Technologycaiite familiar with the tools used for
communicating their designs to a client. Theyamafortable with engineering drawings and
calculations to convey their design to someone el$ey are learning today that they must
respond to a different audience and this requidiferent communication skill. This skill is

not a new one but an old one, writing and writing/lw Students are learning that “writing is
thinking on paper™ They are learning that their thinking is enhanigdheir writing because

they learn to adopt conventions of format and stimecand they begin to understand the
expectation of their peers and clients. In facerAReview, discussed later in this paper, has great
impact on the students.
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First and foremost, students must accept thatrwriioes not stand alone. It is intimately related
to learning, thinking and communicating. It is nott words on a page but instead ideas on a
page that must flow with logic and structure taéad by their audience as such. When the
student begins to be a “free” writer, that is urnlered by self imposed restrictions about what is
“good” (writing, content, style) and what is nog will find means to integrate his ideas with the
ideas of others in a harmonious manner. He willaustand the relationship between language
and knowledge, and know that good writing requicesiulating language and knowledge into a
palatable package for the reader’s enjoyment aad Tike student writing a research paper must
be able to summarize another’s position and colycesgress his own position. He must think
through the process of generating, revising, egliéind proof reading only after his initial
thoughts are on paper. It is not surprising tbate students say they “put it all down at once”
and then revamp it later. There are collaboras@ects and social aspects of writing best left
for another paper, but suffice to say that yourgpag written for a purpose and its reader must
be able to easily ascertain that purpose. Speedirocabulary should and must be used to
clearly express the technical ideas these studeatesearching but must be used appropriately.
A good writer is at least collaborating with hinfsgHe must learn to be “intelligently critical,
detached, and tolerant.....while at the same timsghsitive, enthusiastic and partisan’..”

Finally, the writer must make use of multiple dsaft order to refine his thinking and word
usage. This is not a “re-dream of your topic” instead a “refinement of your topic”.

Learning Improvements

The application of the principles learned in theting in the Disciplines (WID) program have
changed our perception of how our students thik stated above, thinking and writing appear
to be inseparable. In fact, good organizationiiimg seems to correlate with clear thinking
about the subject at hand.

The first learning improvement made should be tige the student with a basic format to get
started. “Most writers, either consciously or rfotlow a standard writing plar®. A plan

should be outlined for new students. For exangldifferent format is required to write a
research paper as compared to writing a laboraémgrt. A brief standard ten point writing
plan follows:

Decide what to write about. (the assignment)

What is its purpose. (why write it; not just fogeade)

Decide for whom you are writing. (the instructomnbut the client later)
List ideas, assertions, facts and illustrations.

Pick a sensible organization style.

Re-sort your ideas in your outline. (this may tbe ost important part)
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Find an illustration, anecdote, or example to opéh.
Write, write, write.

In the first draft, polish words, sentences anégeaphs.
Put it aside, then come back and edit.

For the instructor, the foremost improvement ingh&lents writing seems to be a direct product
of better packaged and thought-out writing assigrnmby the professor. Writing assignments
must be varied, clear and have boundaries suchh@atudent doesn’t “wonder off into the
broccoli patch”. The student seems to need inéesgal constructive criticism. By that | mean,
that they need a draft to be read, critiqued (sonet by their peers) and constructive help
given. Some students loose all sight of the tepen though they made a plan. Also, plagiarism
is kept to a minimum this way. Students often d&nbw the difference between plagiarism and
research.

Student writing improved when the writing assignimeas changed to include an oral
presentation that included defense of their wdtkowing the paper will have to be presented
face-to-face and then defended seemed to gredibner the paper. The requirement of an
overhead slide or Power Point presentation forhedstudents to organize and package their
work better.

One teaching tool was to require a full term cormmaitit from the student to keep a journal of
the research. The journal was to be a folder wimcluded copies of library research, internet
research and personal interviews. The jury isatil on the success of this arrangement toward
improving the student’s paper. Although each stu#ept a journal, there seems to be no
evidence that it was used to enhance the writtpeman fact, it seemed to decrease the
orderliness and logical organization of the woltkseemed to have been treated as a separate
assignment.

Student’s writing skills improve when their writing a series of assignments. These
assignments should start as “low stakes” assigrsrsmh as a brief synopsis of a subject
already covered so they already know the matetiddle or no research is required so the
student can concentrate on writing skills. Theletu should concentrate on developing his
ideas through creative writing skills. Then, tlssignments should culminate with a “high
Stakes” writing assignment which should requireagsh skills as well as technical writing
skills. ;This progression should remind studehts twriting is a process that helps us clarify
ideas.”

Peer Review

Perhaps writing should be thought of as a sociah fof thinking at the college level. Students
seem to see high school as “social over scholaatid’bring some of that thinking to college.
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Perhaps the professor can use this by using peemeThe students are actually harder on one
another than expected. Students seem to learnmwadryrom one another. At the same time,
professors learn well from the students.

Peer review may hold many answers to teaching stadeat writing sharpens your thinking.
Writing is a critical form of thinking. Writing wkis usually the result of a well thought out plan
and your peers will “call you on it”. Good plati&e good writing, have rules, structure and
standards of quality. The concept of peer reviaay set higher standards of quality than we
teachers dare. Students are very susceptiblestocpécism.

Students learn an additional lesson by critiquing another’s work. They learn to understand
how this paper was built in stages, and that theyeviewing a work-in-progress. They must
first agree they are looking at the appropriatenfairfor this type of work. This often leads to a
discussion of the appropriate format and orgaromatil have found that peer review contributes
to things such as genre conventions, paragraptong,and mechanics. Sometimes reading the
paper of a fellow classmate teaches a studenttbe of syntax, grammar, punctuation and
spelling. Usually, classmate review operates Wwash the students are provided with a model
and a series of questions to be kept in mind duheg review. Also, students must be required
to write a one page critique expressing what tleeyis the other fellow’s paper and why it is
acceptable or not.

Finally, when time permits, reading aloud of paget®wed by an informal discussion can be
very enlightening. The teacher should review therpeviewer so that it is understood that
reviewing someone’s paper is meant to teach thewev as well as the reviewed. Students
must develop as a life long learning skill the ipilo think, write, review and comment all in a
seamless motion.
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