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This module-the result of an ongoing collaboration between NSSE and the Council of Writing Program 

Administrators-touches on three aspects of good writing assignments: interactivity, meaning making, 

and clarity. The module complements questions on the core survey about how much writing students 

are assigned, the nature of course assignments, and emphasis on developing written expression. This 

document provides basic findings for the Experiences with Writing (fWRI) Topical Module scales and its 

individual component items. 

Data Description 
The data in this brief come from faculty respondents at 54 four-year colleges and universities that 

administered the Faculty Survey of Student Engagement (FSSE) in 2014-2017 and additionally selected 

the Experiences with Writing Topical Module to append to the end of their FSSE administration. Around 

two-thirds, 4,722 out of 7,786 faculty, at these institutions responded to at least one of the items in the 

Topical Module. FSSE collects information annually at hundreds of four-year colleges and universities 

from faculty who teach at least one undergraduate course in the current academic year. The results 

provide information about faculty expectations for student engagement in educational practices that 

are empirically linked with student learning and development. Institutions use their data to identify 

aspects of the undergraduate experience that can be improved through changes in policy and practice. 

For more information, visit the FSSE website: fsse.indiana.edu.  

Item Information 
The fWRI Topical Module consists of 13 items divided between two question stems. Information on 

these items can be found in Tables 1 and 2. Table 1 contains counts, means, and standard deviations for 

individual items; it additionally contains factor loadings for the items that fit within three scales. Table 2 

contains frequency percentages for all of the items’ response options.  

With the highest average and largest proportion of faculty responding “All writing assignments” or 

“Most writing assignments,” faculty most often encourage or require students to analyze or evaluate 

something they had read, researched, or observed and to write in the style and format of a specific field. 

Faculty least often encourage or require students to explain in writing the meaning of numerical or 

statistical data and give feedback to a classmate about a draft or outline. Nearly all faculty provide clear 

instructions describing what they wanted students to do, explain in advance what they wanted students 

to learn, and explain in advance the criteria they would use to grade the assignment for all or most 

writing assignments. 

Table 3 contains significant correlations between the individual items in the WRI Topical Module. The 

first three items in the set are the most strongly related items. Faculty that more frequently encourage 

students to get feedback from someone on a draft before turning assignments in also more frequently 

encourage students to give feedback on their classmates’ assignments (r = .804, p < .01). Faculty who 

more frequently encourage students talk with others to develop ideas before starting an assignment 
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also more frequently encourage students to get feedback on a draft before turning in the final 

assignment (r = .665, p < .01). Moderate relationships exist between the last three items in the set. 

Faculty who more frequently explain in advance the criteria they will use to grade an assignment also 

more frequently provide clear instructions describing what they want students to do (r = .552, p < .01) 

and more frequently explain in advance what they want students to learn (r = .506, p < .01). 

Scale Information 
The individual items within the first question stem of the WRI Topical Module are combined together to 

create two scales: fWRI1 and fWRI2. The three items under the second question stem form a third scale, 

fWRI3. To create these scales, first, the individual responses are recoded to a 0 to 60 scale: All writing 

assignments=5 is recoded to 60, Most writing assignments=4 is recoded to 45, Some writing 

assignments=3 is recoded to 30, Few writing assignments=2 is recoded to 15, and No writing 

assignments=1 is recoded to 0. Individual faculty responses on these 0-60 items are then averaged 

together to create an aggregate scale score. Information on these three scales can be found in Table 4. 

All scales have good Cronbach’s Alphas (greater than .7 and less than .9) suggesting the items are well 

correlated. The intraclass correlation coefficients (ICCs) suggest that 2% or less of the variation in these 

three scales is at the institution level. If interested in institution-level effects, multi-level modeling may 

not be necessary. All factor loadings are high (greater than |.5|) suggesting all items fit well within the 

construct (Table 1). 

Correlations 
Table 5 presents correlations between the three WRI scales and the core survey FSSE Scales. Faculty 

who emphasize writing as a process of drafting with feedback (fWRI1) also encourage more 

Collaborative Learning (r = .366, p < .01) in general. Faculty who encourage development of technical 

writing skills (fWRI2) also include more Higher-Order Learning in their coursework (r = .378, p < .01) and 

encourage more use of Quantitative Reasoning (r = .386, p < .01). Faculty who use effective educational 

practices for writing (fWRI3) also use more Effective Teaching Practices (r = .372, p < .01) in general. 

Disciplinary Differences 
Faculty incorporation of good writing practices into writing assignments varies greatly by faculty 

disciplinary area appointment (Figures 1-3). Although faculty, on average, in Physical Sciences, Social 

Sciences, and Social Service Professions encourage collaborative writing less often than their peers in 

Communications, Arts and Humanities, and Education, the variation of this encouragement differs 

widely within each discipline (Figure 1). Slightly more consistency can be seen in faculty encouragement 

of developing more technical writing skills (Figure 2). The most consistent behaviors across disciplines 

focus on faculty use of effective educational practices for writing with high use across disciplines and 

little variation within each discipline (Figure 3). 
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Our Related Papers 
For more information about FSSE and student and faculty experiences with writing, see the following 

publications, conference papers and presentations, research reports or other FSSE investigations 

focused on the WRI module: 

 Anderson, P., Anson, C. M., Fish, T., Gonyea, R. M., Marshall, M., Menefee-Libey, W., Paine, C., 

Palucki Blake, L. & Weaver, S. (Winter 2017). How writing contributes to learning: New findings 

from a national study and their local application. Peer Review, 19(1). 

 Kinzie, J., Gonyea, R. M., McCormick, A., Paine, C., & Blake, L. P. (2016). College students’ 

experiences with writing: What do we know, and how are institutions applying local findings? 

Program presented at the Association of American Colleges & Universities Annual Meeting, 

Washington, DC. 

 Paine, C., Anson, C., Gonyea, R. M., & Anderson, P. (2015). The contributions of writing to 

learning and development: Results from a large-scale multi-institutional study. Research in the 

Teaching of English, 50(2). 

 Cogswell, C. A., Howe, E. C., & Gonyea, R. M. (2014). Are our writing assignments effective? 

Program presented at the Professional & Organizational Development conference, Dallas, TX. 

 Cole, E. R., Gonyea, R. M., & Ahonen, C. (2013). Faculty use of writing assignments: Exploring 

classroom teaching practices. Program presented at the Professional & Organizational 

Development conference, Pittsburg, PA. 

Predictors 
These three aspects of good writing assignments, interactivity, meaning making, and clarity, are more or 

less encouraged and enacted in writing assignments based on faculty, course, and institution 

characteristics. Table 6 presents predictors of increased encouragement and enactment of good writing 

practices by faculty, course, and institution characteristics. Following Table 6 are figures (Figures 4-7) 

representing the average fWRI scales by course and faculty characteristics with some of the larger 

differences. Although differences are statistically significant, it is worth noting that most effects are 

quite small. 

Upper-division courses, small or medium-sized courses, hybrid courses, courses in Arts & Humanities 

and Education, and Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander faculty are more likely to encourage 

interactivity and encourage writing assignments collaboratively. Larger courses, distance education 

courses, courses in Physical Sciences and Social Sciences, tenured faculty, Hispanic or Latino and White 

faculty, and faculty employed at Doctoral Universities with moderate research activity less often 

encourage interactivity and writing assignments collaboratively.  

Upper-division courses; medium-sized courses; courses in Biological Sciences, Social Sciences, and Social 

Service Professions; faculty with higher course loads, faculty with an earned doctorate, and faculty 

employed at Doctoral Universities with higher research activity and Master’s Colleges and Universities 

with larger programs used meaning-making activities in their writing assignments. Lower-division 

courses, courses with a traditional classroom format, courses in Arts & Humanities and Education, 

https://www.aacu.org/peerreview/2017/Winter
https://www.aacu.org/peerreview/2017/Winter
http://nsse.indiana.edu/pdf/presentations/2016/AACU_2016_College_Writing_slides.pdf
http://nsse.indiana.edu/pdf/presentations/2015/Contributions-of-writing-to-learning.pdf
http://nsse.indiana.edu/pdf/presentations/2015/Contributions-of-writing-to-learning.pdf
http://nsse.indiana.edu/pdf/presentations/2014/Are%20Our%20Writing%20Assignments%20Effective.pdf
http://cpr.indiana.edu/uploads/2013%20POD%20FSSE%20NSSE%20Writing%20and%20Engagement%20-%20FINAL.pdf
http://cpr.indiana.edu/uploads/2013%20POD%20FSSE%20NSSE%20Writing%20and%20Engagement%20-%20FINAL.pdf
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Hispanic or Latino and White faculty encouraged meaning-making activities in fewer writing 

assignments. 

Courses taught in a distance format; courses in Arts & Humanities, Communications, Education, and 

Social Service Professions; faculty at institutions without a tenure system, faculty with an earned 

doctorate, faculty employed at larger institutions, and faculty employed at Master’s Colleges and 

Universities with larger programs used teaching clarity practices in more assignments. Smaller courses, 

courses taught at an auxiliary location, courses in Physical Sciences and Engineering, tenured faculty, 

and men used teaching clarity practices in fewer assignments.  
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Table 1. Experiences with Writing Item Descriptives 

For the purpose of these questions, a writing assignment is one that you collect from students to give a grade 
or feedback. It is defined broadly to include not only written papers, but also lab reports, multimedia projects, 
blogs, online discussions, posters, PowerPoint presentations, and so on.  
 
Earlier, you answered some questions based on one particular undergraduate course section that you are 
teaching or have taught during this academic year. Thinking again about that course, please respond to the 
following. 
 
In your selected course section, for how many writing assignments did you encourage or require students to 
do the following? 
Response options: 5=All writing assignments, 4=Most writing assignments, 3=Some writing assignments, 2=Few 
writing assignments, 1=No writing assignments 

    Factor Loadings 

 Count Mean SD fWRI1 fWRI2 fWRI3 

Talk with a classmate, friend, or family member to 
develop ideas before starting the assignment 
(fWRI01a) 

4,686 2.84 1.413 -.834   

Receive feedback from a classmate, friend, or family 
member about a draft before turning in the final 
assignment (fWRI01b) 

4,675 2.85 1.450 -.916   

Give feedback to a classmate about a draft or outline 
(fWRI01c) 

4,644 2.78 1.440 -.896   

Summarize material they had read such as articles, 
books, or online publications (fWRI01d) 

4,642 3.42 1.311  .626  

Analyze or evaluate something they had read, 
researched, or observed (fWRI01e) 

4,643 4.01 1.137  .686  

Describe their methods or findings related to data 
they had collected in lab or field work, a survey 
project, etc. (fWRI01f) 

4,631 2.79 1.509  .683  

Argue a position using evidence and reasoning 
(fWRI01g) 

4,649 3.47 1.414  .621  

Explain in writing the meaning of numerical or 
statistical data (fWRI01h) 

4,580 2.44 1.478  .642  

Write in the style and format of a specific field 
(engineering, history, psychology, etc.) (fWRI01i) 

4,630 3.65 1.498  .613  

Address a real or imagined audience such as their 
classmates, a politician, non-experts, etc. 
(fWRI01j) 

4,630 3.03 1.533 -.540   

       

In your selected course section, for how many writing assignments did you do the following? 
Response options: 5=All writing assignments, 4=Most writing assignments, 3=Some writing assignments, 2=Few 
writing assignments, 1=No writing assignments 

 Count Mean SD fWRI1 fWRI2 fWRI3 

Provide clear instructions describing what you 
wanted students to do (fWRI02a) 

4,689 4.76 .606   .825 

Explain in advance what you wanted students to 
learn (fWRI02b) 

4,686 4.47 .933   .746 

Explain in advance the criteria you would use to 
grade the assignment (fWRI02c) 

4,671 4.59 .816   .805 
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Table 2. Experiences with Writing Item Frequencies 

In your selected course section, for how many writing assignments did you encourage or require students to 
do the following? 

 All 
writing 
assign-
ments 

(%) 

Most 
writing 
assign-
ments 

(%) 

Some 
writing 
assign-
ments 

(%) 

Few 
writing 
assign-
ments 

(%) 

No 
writing 
assign-
ments 

(%) 

Talk with a classmate, friend, or family member 
to develop ideas before starting the 
assignment (fWRI01a) 

16.8 17.4 23.4 17.3 25.1 

Receive feedback from a classmate, friend, or 
family member about a draft before turning 
in the final assignment (fWRI01b) 

19.0 16.3 21.6 17.4 25.8 

Give feedback to a classmate about a draft or 
outline (fWRI01c) 

17.2 15.9 21.8 17.7 27.4 

Summarize material they had read such as 
articles, books, or online publications 
(fWRI01d) 

26.2 25.5 24.5 12.0 11.8 

Analyze or evaluate something they had read, 
researched, or observed (fWRI01e) 

44.1 28.7 16.1 6.3 4.9 

Describe their methods or findings related to 
data they had collected in lab or field work, a 
survey project, etc. (fWRI01f) 

18.6 18.4 18.0 13.6 31.4 

Argue a position using evidence and reasoning 
(fWRI01g) 

32.4 23.0 19.2 10.6 14.8 

Explain in writing the meaning of numerical or 
statistical data (fWRI01h) 

14.5 12.6 16.0 16.0 41.0 

Write in the style and format of a specific field 
(engineering, history, psychology, etc.) 
(fWRI01i) 

43.5 19.3 12.5 8.3 16.3 

Address a real or imagined audience such as their 
classmates, a politician, non-experts, etc. 
(fWRI01j) 

25.2 17.6 18.3 13.1 25.9 

      

In your selected course section, for how many writing assignments did you do the following? 
Response options: 5=All writing assignments, 4=Most writing assignments, 3=Some writing assignments, 2=Few 
writing assignments, 1=No writing assignments 

 All 
writing 
assign-
ments 

(%) 

Most 
writing 
assign-
ments 

(%) 

Some 
writing 
assign-
ments 

(%) 

Few 
writing 
assign-
ments 

(%) 

No 
writing 
assign-
ments 

(%) 

Provide clear instructions describing what you 
wanted students to do (fWRI02a) 

82.7 12.9 2.8 .9 .6 

Explain in advance what you wanted students to 
learn (fWRI02b) 

68.5 17.8 8.5 2.7 2.4 

Explain in advance the criteria you would use to 
grade the assignment (fWRI02c) 

74.2 16.2 6.0 2.1 1.5 
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Table 3. Significant Correlations between Experiences with Writing Items 

  fWRI 
01a 

fWRI 
01b 

fWRI 
01c 

fWRI 
01d 

fWRI 
01e 

fWRI 
01f 

fWRI 
01g 

fWRI 
01h 

fWRI 
01i 

fWRI 
01j 

fWRI 
02a 

fWRI 
02b 

1b .665**            

1c .605** .804**           

1d .217** .238** .288**          

1e .188** .207** .210** .545**         

1f .282** .243** .264** .250** .257**        

1g .193** .217** .246** .336** .477** .203**       

1h .214** .169** .178** .180** .166** .598** .183**      

1i .160** .197** .198** .258** .314** .286** .305** .275**     

1j .352** .382** .384** .238** .228** .226** .339** .187** .322**    

2a .075** .100** .103** .170** .244** .039** .175**  .188** .134**   

2b .154** .167** .181** .173** .196** .146** .156** .066** .190** .174** .472**  

2c .137** .159** .163** .182** .226** .116** .172** .049** .193** .169** .552** .506** 
Note: **p < .01 

 

Table 4. Experiences with Writing Scale Descriptives 

Scale Count Minimum Maximum Mean Std. Dev. 
Cronbach’s 

Alpha ICC 

fWRI1 4559 0 60 28.08 17.598 .817 .014 
fWRI2 4650 0 60 34.47 13.587 .723 .019 
fWRI3 4652 0 60 54.16 9.686 .739 .016 

 

Table 5. Significant (p < .01) Correlations between Experiences with Writing Scales and FSSE Scales 

 fWRI1 fWRI2 fWRI3 

Higher-Order Learning .279 .378 .198 
Reflective & Integrative Learning .253 .192 .206 
Learning Strategies .212 .272 .175 
Quantitative Reasoning .131 .386  
Collaborative Learning .366 .222 .081 
Discussions with Diverse Others .185 .158 .126 
Student-Faculty Interaction .208 .217 .097 
Effective Teaching Practices .267 .249 .372 
Quality of Interactions .039   
Supportive Environment .160 .073 .130 

Note: The correlation between writing scales are as follows:  

 fWRI1-fWRI2 is r = .433 (p < .01) 

 fWRI1-fWRI3 is r = .224 (p < .01) 
 fWRI2-fWRI3 is r = .271 (p < .01) 
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Figure 1. fWRI1 by Disciplinary Area 

 

Figure 2. fWRI2 by Disciplinary Area 

 

Figure 3. fWRI3 by Disciplinary Area 
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Table 6. Faculty, Course, and Institution Characteristic Predictors for Experiences with Writing Scales (continued 
on next page) 

  fWRI1 fWRI2 fWRI3 

 
  

Unstd. 
B SE Sig. 

Unstd. 
B SE Sig. 

Unstd. 
B SE Sig. 

(Constant) .248 .202  -.136 .195  .064 .197  
           

Course 
division 

Lower-division course .021 .030  -.071 .029 * -.022 .029  
Upper-division course .059 .029 * .153 .028 *** .049 .028  
Other division course -.080 .045  -.082 .043  -.027 .044  

           

Course size Small course size  
(<21 students) 

.050 .024 * .011 .023  -.059 .023 * 

Medium course size  
(21-30 students) 

.049 .023 * .057 .022 * .012 .023  

Large course size  
(31+ students) 

-.100 .026 *** -.068 .025 ** .047 .026  

           

Course 
format 

Traditional class format -.043 .041  -.149 .040 *** .006 .040  
Class at auxiliary location .137 .097  .119 .094  -.214 .094 * 
Distance education -.208 .057 *** -.020 .055  .142 .056 * 
Hybrid course .113 .053 * .050 .051  .065 .051  

           

Disciplinary 
area 

Arts & Humanities .184 .037 *** -.158 .036 *** .164 .036 *** 
Bio Sci, Agric, & Nat Res .052 .059  .302 .057 *** -.109 .058  
Phys Sci, Math, & CS -.194 .058 *** -.098 .056  -.245 .056 *** 
Social Sciences -.096 .045 * .176 .043 *** .027 .044  
Business -.015 .053  .017 .051  -.080 .052  
Comm, Media, & PR .044 .078  -.060 .076  .183 .076 * 
Education .108 .053 * -.238 .051 *** .192 .051 *** 
Engineering .076 .078  .053 .076  -.342 .076 *** 
Health Professions -.054 .055  -.005 .053  .006 .053  
Social Service Professions -.136 .080  .175 .078 * .189 .079 * 
Other disciplinary fields .032 .063  -.165 .061 ** .014 .061  

           

Academic 
rank 

Professor -.053 .048  .073 .047  -.020 .047  
Associate Professor -.007 .045  .040 .043  .028 .044  
Assistant Professor -.035 .046  .056 .045  -.048 .045  
Instructor .022 .046  -.062 .044  .036 .045  
Lecturer .072 .060  -.066 .058  -.063 .058  
Other rank .000 .063  -.042 .062  .068 .062  

           

Tenure 
status 

No tenure system .046 .047  .052 .046  .132 .046 ** 
Not on tenure track .007 .039  .025 .038  -.009 .038  
Tenure track .062 .045  -.074 .044  -.017 .044  
Tenured -.116 .043 ** -.004 .042  -.107 .042 * 

Notes: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. All continuous variables were standardized before entry in the model so that 
unstandardized coefficients can be interpreted similar to effect sizes. Effect coding was used so that coefficients can be 
interpreted as compared to the average faculty member as opposed to a selected reference group. 
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Table 6. Faculty, Course, and Institution Characteristic Predictors for Experiences with Writing Scales (continued) 
  fWRI1 fWRI2 fWRI3 

 
  

Unstd. 
B SE Sig. 

Unstd. 
B SE Sig. 

Unstd. 
B SE Sig. 

Course load this school year .067 .017 *** .066 .017 *** .029 .017  
           

Years of teaching experience .021 .024  -.032 .024  -.025 .024  
           

Age in years .003 .023  -.032 .022  .040 .022  
           

Gender 
identity 

Man -.168 .101  -.008 .099  -.291 .100 ** 
Woman -.022 .102  -.083 .099  -.033 .100  
Another gender identity .215 .289  .136 .282  .373 .285  
I prefer not to respond -.025 .122  -.045 .119  -.049 .120  

           

Racial/ethnic 
identification 

Am Indian or AK Native -.252 .224  .027 .213  -.129 .215  
Asian -.036 .111  -.168 .108  -.182 .109  
Black or African Am -.074 .109  -.054 .106  .122 .107  
Hispanic or Latino -.233 .114 * -.404 .110 *** -.142 .111  
Native HI or other PI 1.301 .623 * 1.161 .608  .267 .613  
White -.237 .088 ** -.304 .085 *** -.078 .086  
Other .024 .153  .078 .148  .176 .150  
Multiracial -.155 .122  -.116 .118  -.050 .119  
I prefer not to respond -.337 .112 ** -.221 .109 * .016 .110  

           

Sexual 
orientation 
(SO) 

Straight (heterosexual) -.093 .101  .041 .094  .053 .096  
Bisexual -.021 .148  .108 .141  .039 .143  
Gay -.224 .144  -.003 .136  .248 .138  
Lesbian -.163 .154  -.065 .147  -.048 .148  
Queer .159 .442  -.266 .387  -.164 .390  
Questioning or unsure .420 .440  -.026 .429  .042 .432  
Another SO -.012 .272  .094 .264  -.163 .278  
I prefer not to respond -.067 .116  .116 .110  -.007 .111  

           

Holds an earned doctorate .069 .046  .282 .044 *** .095 .044 * 
           

US citizen .110 .109  .165 .106  -.064 .107  
           

Private institution -.064 .046  .059 .045  .056 .045  
           

Undergrad enrollment in thousands .036 .027  -.009 .026  .057 .026 * 
           

Carnegie 
basic 
classification 

Doc U-highest research -.071 .091  .066 .088  -.072 .089  
Doc U-higher research .026 .056  .166 .054 ** .053 .055  
Doc U-mod. research -.144 .061 * .031 .059  .051 .060  
Master’s C&U-larger  .031 .046  .088 .045 * .095 .045 * 
Master’s C&U-medium  -.086 .064  -.015 .062  .110 .062  
Master’s C&U-smaller  .041 .072  -.046 .069  .063 .070  
Bacc-arts & sciences .059 .058  .036 .056  -.068 .057  
Bacc-diverse fields .113 .066  .106 .064  .106 .065  
Other classification .030 .258  -.431 .252  -.338 .254  

Notes: *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p < .001. All continuous variables were standardized before entry in the model so that 
unstandardized coefficients can be interpreted similar to effect sizes. Effect coding was used so that coefficients can be 
interpreted as compared to the average faculty member as opposed to a selected reference group. 
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Figure 4. WRI Scales by Course Size 

 

Figure 5. WRI Scales by Course Format 
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Figure 6. WRI Scales by Racial/Ethnic Identification 

 

Figure 7. WRI Scales by Earned Doctorate 
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