Although ACU’s Teaching Development Grant recipients are required to deliver a videoconference or face-to-face seminar about their grant results, attendance is often quite low: a pity, as disseminating the outcomes of a grant is crucial in spreading ‘good practice’, and exposing research and scholarship to peer scrutiny. 

Here is one report of a 2007 grant from two FAS staff, Dr Rechter and Dr Masel. 

The report is particularly useful in that it reflects on some generic principles of good teaching, such as the need for individual feedback, especially with First Years.

Teaching Development Grant Report, 2007

Dr Sue Rechter and Dr Carolyn Masel

Are creative writing skills transferable to formal essay writing?
(i) Project processes and outcome

Introduction 

The project evolved from the independent observations of two lecturers in the Humanities and Social Sciences. They noted a striking discrepancy between assessed tasks that consisted of reflective or creative writing
 and those that consisted of formal analytical writing. The first seemed effortlessly fluent and imaginative as well as technically competent. By contrast, formal academic work was often incoherent, with poor spelling, grammar, syntax and punctuation, and it seemed lacking in imagination. Initial discussions with others confirmed these observations.

The project involved student focus groups and the project authors in exploring the possibility of transferring achieved skills in informal creative writing to formal academic essay writing. The researchers aimed to develop some practical strategies for classroom use, in the belief that the on-line packages currently offering academic skills training to students do not of themselves result in the skills required for the production of academic ‘artefacts’. 
Literature searches revealed little of direct relevance to the researcher’s concerns. One useful project is Dr Kathleen Bell’s 2006 study at De Montfort University in Leicester, UK, which investigated ways in which formally taught creative writing provides skills in the study of English Literature, particularly in textual analysis and in the production of clear academic English. 
The researchers did, however, avail themselves of some of the contextual research material, which is plentiful and various. Different understandings of learning and thinking styles proved relevant, including Gardner’s multiple intelligences (1983, 1993), and other learning style theory (eg., Biggs, 1987,  Entwistle 1987);  models of learning including the variants of behaviourism, objectivism, and constructivism, and Gestalt and experiential learning (e.g. Kolb 1984); stages and levels of learning (Piaget, 1969), the SOLO taxonomy (Biggs and Collis 1982), Bateson’s levels of learning (1973), deep and surface learning theories (e.g. Marton and Saljo, 1976), and Bloom’s taxonomy (1956 and subsequent revisions). Also of interest is literature on the phenomenology of skill acquisition (Dreyfus and Dreyfus, 1986), which stresses the importance of context and practice to the achievement of expertise, and the burgeoning (and contested) literature on right- and left-brain functions. From this range of theory, the researchers derived the following principles. First, any discussion of the relation of formal essay writing skills and creative writing should take account of students’ need to master skills at a foundational level before they can move onto higher-level skills. Secondly, teachers need to think about how they define good essay writing and what they expect – including what intellectual and creative skills they want to cultivate - and they need to make these expectations explicit. The researchers found the literature on ‘deep learning’ particularly fruitful in their formulations of desirable qualities in both creative and formal academic writing and believe this line of investigation could be fruitfully extended. 

The context of the learning experience – including the university’s institutional culture, its teaching expectations and practices, as well as its configurations of power relationships between students and teachers – also drew the researchers’ attention. Economic and peer/life issues and distractions, such as many students’ long working hours, were also considered.  
Finally, the researchers considered the recent focus on employing narrative as a structuring and interpretive tool across social science disciplines (see Elliot, 2005), and  the less known but influential work of economist D. McCloskey on the universal employment across disciplines (even maths and economics) of rhetorical strategies. Both of these provide strong arguments for the employment of what most consider literary methods (narrative and rhetoric) in disciplines outside the humanities.

Processes and outcomes:
On the basis of the literature search and discussions with each other and with other staff, the researchers conducted two focus groups, one in each of Semesters 1 and 2. Each focus group comprised sociology and literature students and a mixture of introductory- and advanced-level students.
 After transcribing and analysing focus group recordings, the researchers developed some strategies to address the issues that students had brought to their attention. These strategies were necessarily developed on an individual basis as the disciplines of the researchers are sufficiently varied to warrant that approach.
 The strategies were implemented in Semester 2, after which the second focus group to solicit feedback was conducted. This recording was again transcribed. 
Data Analysis

Negative Responses to Academic Essay Writing

The researchers found some strongly negative emotional associations with academic writing. Students experienced the tasks involved in academic research and essay writing as arduous, time-consuming, confusing, constricting, rule-bound, and utterly devoid of pleasure and the opportunity to show independent thought. Fear was repeatedly mentioned, to an extent that surprised the researchers. Some students elaborated on the kind of contortion they felt to be involved in producing an academic essay. They felt they could not use plain English, they had to make the research fit the essay, and they felt constantly under time pressure. Overall, there was a lack of ownership, a perceived obligation to work only with other people’s ideas. There was a fundamental sense that they had to leave themselves out of the process; they felt debarred from participating in the conversation they were reporting.
Positive responses to creative essay writing

They contrasted this with their response to undertaking a creative essay topic, which they emphatically enjoyed, whether these were essays with a specific creative topic or essays with a free-flowing informal structure determined by the individual student. Creative writing was associated with heightened and positive energy, with permission to play, to be humorous, to have fun, to experience pleasure. The experience was also open-ended and, in that sense, hopeful; students felt permission had been given to demonstrate artistry; they perceived that essays could be beautiful. The excitement of creative writing was associated with the pleasure of taking risks; it was perceived as almost a dangerous activity. The risk lay in putting what seemed personal on paper and making the work matter; it also involved, in the students’ perception, risking their grades. Creative essays were thus more interesting and more challenging. 
Are creative and critical writing skills able to be so clearly distinguished? How do students reflect upon the differences?
The students appeared to experience emotionally a clear dichotomy in their writing processes, as described above. In addition, they considered intellectually that each kind of essay was essentially distinct. However, in practice, the discussion revealed this dichotomy was not so clear-cut. First, they admitted that creative essays in fact involved at least as much research and rigour (although of a different kind). Secondly, critical essays, when invested with personal and creative effort, could be seen to result in a positive writing experience. Several students in fact rewrote their essays when they had grasped what was possible under the heading of creative writing. In their reflections, students did acknowledge explicitly the existence of an overlap of creative and critical skills. 
What skills and experiences of formal and creative writing do students already have when starting university?
The skills and experiences that students possess on their arrival at university are various. The researchers found that students do not feel that the skills that they bring to university are sufficient to complete the academic tasks routinely set for them in the first year of their courses. Moreover, students’ perceptions of academics’ expectations of them is at variance with their own perception of their competence. They are aware that they need the basic skills for essay writing, whether or not they intend to pursue an academic career. Additionally, it is commonly felt by students who have transferred from one discipline to another that they cannot use the skills they have already acquired. Some argued that their comparatively high skill level in creative writing was due to those skills being taught at school while formal academic skills were not. 
What is the appropriate voice for academic essay writing?

From the discussion in the first focus group, a strong theme emerged: the quest for an academic ‘voice’. Students wanted guidance on the appropriate ‘voice’ for academic essay writing. They struggled to obtain a sense of the appropriate balance among the elements of formal structure, reliance on scholarly authority, and their own creative reflection and commitment to the topic.  

When the interviewers introduced the idea of analysis, evidence, argument and joy/interest cohabiting in the same essay, students acknowledged that the best writing has both formal analytical and creative elements.
Voices and models discussed in the focus groups

In the focus groups and in class, new ways of thinking about what an academic essay can be, what voice is appropriate, and models to consider were offered.
It was suggested, for example: 
(i) that you could begin with your own ideas and also include them in your work 
(ii) that you had permission to use different voices

(iii) that you might consider serious journalistic commentary as a model
(iv) that you might consider academic essay writing as participating in a public conversation about your chosen topic
(v) that students’ possible pastimes, such as writing songs, painting, photography and  animation, can also serve as useful models, insofar as they permit an element of creative ‘disorder’ and play around the topic and encourage an artistic approach to essay writing 
(vi) that the idea of narrative can serve as a model in disciplines that seem very distinct from creative fiction (authors’ later interpolation)

(vii) that discourses in all disciplines are able to make use of rhetorical strategies to persuade the audience to see something in a certain way (authors’ later interpolation). 
Once students understand that every claim must be argued, they can acquire the necessary persuasive skills to construct arguments in their chosen disciplines.
Specific and practical strategies emerging from the focus group

It was emphatically agreed that these and comparable strategies should be worked with in tutorials and lectures, in association with specific assessment tasks:

 (i) Workshopping the writing process 

(ii) Being shown examples of good and bad practice and discussing them         

(iii) Introducing a staged assessment task where the essay writing process is broken up into guided stages.
Feedback

Students were emphatic in their assertion of the importance of constructive feedback. The more detailed the feedback was, the better, and useful feedback generally identified bad practice as well as encouraging good practice. Students also understood that the provision of directed constructive criticism takes time, and the view was that it was worth it. Feedback does not have to be limited to remarks on a piece of assessed work, but irrespective of the method of delivery, it is important to give feedback that directly addresses students as individuals.
Learning through sharing
Feedback includes the idea of sharing and reflecting on others’ responses to one’s work. It is therefore important for lecturers as well as students to be able to distinguish between creative shared conversation and collusion. Students do, as a matter of course, share their assessed coursework with colleagues, friends, housemates and relatives. In the researchers’ view, this shows the potential of the work of the university to reach beyond the confines of the campus proper. It is thus an aspect of ACU’s Mission, and it ought to be acknowledged and respected as such. The students in our focus groups were quite unselfconscious about the practice of sharing their work with friends and about the positive consequences of doing so, such as coming to own one’s work. 

Lecturers need to clarify expectations
It is important that students understand that they have full permission to investigate a given topic and that the lecturer’s expectations in relation to the task are clarified as much as possible. In particular, it is vital that first-year students are helped to understand that there no single ‘proper’ way to go about investigating and responding to a topic, and that there may be both creative approaches and constraints within any given topic. Lecturers need to remember that no matter how much information and clarification they give students, especially first-year students, they are likely to find the task unfamiliar in scope and content, and they are therefore likely to find it difficult.
The researchers’ focus groups indicated that a central issue for many students is the disparity between different lecturers’ expectations, marking criteria and marking standards. Lecturers therefore need to make their criteria for awarding various grades as clear as possible. Students recounted getting very different marks from different lecturers for what seemed to them almost identical work in terms of structure and style.

Independent learning means doing the work
It seems worth explaining to students that learning takes place over time and that, when it comes to essay-writing, there is no substitute for practice, nor can anyone else do the reading or the thinking on anyone else’s behalf. Given an opportunity, advanced-level students could help explain this to first-year students.
Balancing strategic and personal motivations:
Lecturers should not underestimate the degree of importance students place on grades or marks, which they feel are essential to their success in the future. Students in the second focus group, however, reflected that this emphasis should be balanced by other considerations. Students need to accommodate the real power held (and sometimes exercised arbitrarily and inconsistently) by lecturers and at the same time engage in a love of learning. 

Discussion

The small-scale project proved useful in eliciting and elucidating valuable student responses to what they perceived to be contrasting tasks of creative and critical essay writing. It also generated reflection and re-evaluation of the essay as an assessment practice on the part of the researchers, and it generated some useful strategies for working with students to help them to transfer their creative writing skills to critical tasks. Both of these last two aspects constitute a useful foundation for future research.

Our research issues a potential challenge to reassess the fundamental purpose and practice of essay writing. Published academic work in our fields can be multi- and interdisciplinary and varied in style and form, and this variety is not yet sufficiently acknowledged in pedagogical instruments of assessment.

In addition, as part of the context of our specific concern with essay writing, our research raised many broader issues of particular relevance to the first-year experience. Feedback from focus groups informed us that:

· students gained strategies that contribute to good academic writing

· students’ confidence in being able to produce good academic writing in their specific discipline was increased and their motivation was engaged

· students were able to transfer acquired skills across a range of disciplines and recognised this fact

· students developed their capacity for analysis through discussion of the original and corollary issues perceived by the researchers

· students integrated a self-empowering strategy through collaboration with researchers.

Strategies for the dissemination of the project outcomes within and beyond the University (i.e. communicating to colleagues the nature and impact of the project)

· We have developed a PowerPoint presentation to deliver in a Research Seminar for interested parties. 

· This incorporates brief excerpts from transcripts of focus group discussions to illustrate our methodology, our results and suggested broad and specific strategies. 

· The Report and the Powerpoint slides together provide a resource that can be readily accessed by the ACU community. 
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Section II: Plans & Practicalities 

The researchers had originally intended to conduct four focus groups: two from each discipline, with advanced-level students in the first focus groups and introductory-level students in the second. It was, however, not possible to recruit sufficient numbers from both disciplines to warrant four groups, and in addition there were the usual exigencies of timetables and cohorts; instead, two groups, consisting of a mix of introductory- and advanced-level Literature and Sociology students, met to discuss a series of questions surrounding our central research question. 

The researchers had prepared a series of six open-ended questions to start off discussion in the focus groups. These questions were formulated in the Ethics application that was integral to the Teaching Development Grant application. In the event, only three of these questions were taken up by the participants of the focus group:

(ii) Can you give some sense of the feelings and thoughts you experience while you’re doing the work?

(iv) Do you have any models that the finished writing task should conform to? 

(vi) Can you give an account of the experience of the ‘nuts-and-bolts’ of writing in each case – i.e. the word-by-word and sentence-by-sentence experience?

Approximately the first hour of the discussions recorded in each focus group was transcribed and the researchers met to analyse findings and view them against an ongoing literature search. 

Specific strategies were developed to take into classes in the second semester. The target group for the strategies evolved by the researchers consisted of introductory-level students, but because of the logistics of the teaching year it was necessary to implement some of these strategies in advanced-level classes. 

The researchers had originally projected a range of outcomes, several of which measured specific improvements in essay writing:

· Students in our classes would write better essays which would be measurable by their academic raw scores.

· Their essays would be assessed against a checklist of improved qualitative outcomes developed specifically for this project. 

These measures proved impracticable for a project of this small scope. 

_____________________________________________

� By creative or reflective writing we mean imaginative writing. In this project we distinguish this sense of creative from the way it is used to signify the craft of fiction writing, which can involve specific technical skills. 





� This differed from our stated intentions and the reasons for this are discussed in section II below.


� It was felt that the focus group meetings, while immensely interesting and instructive, were not able to provide us with the information to follow our project plan precisely (please see section II below).


� Both kinds of genre are telling a story, in the sense that the order in which information is conveyed matters, the degree of detail in the various sections matters, the timing of key points of the argument and the pace at which the argument progresses are all in the control of the writer. Opening and closing strategies are vital to the overall success of the piece and can be mastered by students.
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