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Evaluating College Writing Programs (So. Ill. U. Press, 1983) 
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by Stephen P. Witte and Lester Faigley confronts the problems 

of conducting adequate and valid evaluations. Even though Witte 

be better writers. This sample reminds us that all subject matter 

teachers have an important role to play in convincing students of 

the importance of writing as a way of learning and as a way of com

municating what they know, They will help students write better 

by making writing an integral part of their courses, Models exist 

for such all-institution efforts, including the very fine Minnesota 

Writing Project of which Metro U is a part. I am convinced that 

• and Faigley avoid directiy suggesting methods of evaluation, any 

many people who are committed to good teaching will · · h ff Join sue e ort;_ 
Metro U writing faculty members expect to continue looking at 

our students' writing for interesting correlations and patterns, 

delving more deeply into the issues I have raised in this ex

ploratory study. We would like to see how scores of traditional 

age college students in other institutions and scores of adults al - { 

ready granted the B.A. compare with this group's scores, We 

expect to run more sophisticated statistical analyses of these and 

other data, Finally, we want to look at the kinds of writing tasks 

our students do on the job, how those tasks might influence their 

writing, and how external demands might inform our writing in

struction, This work, we hope, will help us refine our sense, in 

Richard Larson's words, of "Adult Writers: who they are, what 

special problems they present, and how they can best be approached." ! 

Aldrich, Pearl C. Adult Writers: Some Reasons for Ineffec

tive Writing on the Job. College Composition and Communication, 
1982, 33, 284-7. 
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person constructing or evaluating a collegiate writing a pro

gram will benefit from the questions raised and the solutions 

suggested. 

In order to supply context for their "theoretical framework 

for evaluating college writing programs"(4), the authors critique 

the two dominant major modes of evaluation. 

They find that the current dominant methods of evaluation, 

1) the expert observer and 2) the quantitative pre-test post-

test essay study fail to provide adequate or valid evaluation of 

a writing program because they are incomplete and subject to bias, 

to say the least(4-7). Witte and Faigley discuss the design, 

execution, and outcomes of four large studies to show that pre

pest test studies, even when well thought-out, fail to address 

enough program concerns, measure too limited effects or, c.ontenting 

themselves with studying theme performance, fail to address process, 

and ignore instructional concerns. 

Adequacy 

Witte and Faigley propose a multiple method approach to evalua

tion which grows out of a framework that 1) specifiE;!S "the 

necessar y components of writing program evaluation" and 2) 

reflects "the interactions among those components"(39). Witte and 
Loris, Michelle. Bringing the Past to the Future: Teaching 

Professional Writing for the Here and Now • . Paper presented at the 

National Council of Teachers of English Convention, Washington, 
D,C., November 1982. 

,. Faigley describe five components: 

1. Cultural and social context 

2, Instututional context 

Odell, Lee, and Goswami, Dixie. Writing in Non-academic 

Settings, final report of work done under grant #NIE-G-78-0224 

of the National Institute of Education, Washington, DC. Sept 1981 . 

Van Dyck, Barrie. On-the-Job Writing of High-Level Business 

Executives: Implications for College Teaching . Paper presented 

at the meeting of the Conference on College Composition and 

Communication, Washington, D.C,, March 1980, ED 185-584. 

Whiteman, Marcia Farr. What We Can Learn from Writing Research: 

A Review of Current Work. Washington, D.C.: National Institute 

of Education, May 1980 (mimeo), _
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3, Program structure and administration 

4. Content or curriculum 

5. Instruction 

The effects of writing programs are found, they say, in the 

interaction among all t he components, in process as much as in 

product. While effects may be intended or unintended, a good 

evaluation discovers both. Evaluations they note are frequently 

limited at the outset by very broad goals or mission statements 

which are agreeable to everyone and which substitute for precise, 
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well-stated goals that are much harder to get consensus about, · 

Further, a program cannot be evaluated in only one dimension-

usually text production(56), Twenty-six possible sets of. inter

actions of the five components exist, all deserving of attention 

(64). Moreover, none of these components need remain stable. 

Overwhelming as it may be, this is the territory to be evaluated 

if an evaluation is to be complete, effective and useful. 

The description of each component refers to models for 

achieving perspective on that component and cites ample biblio

graphy. For example, the discussion of content briefly abstracts 

the category systems of d"Angelo, Kinneavy, Britton, The Council 

of Europe, Moffett and others(50-51), In this way, the reader 

receives plenty of direction to guide future reading and future 

planning, either of a program or an evaluation, 

Validity 

Witte and Faigley argue for a "paradigm". of choices(?O) among 

the available and yet to be developed methods of evaluation. These 

choices should reflect the current context for writing which 

recognizes that: 

"1. Writing is no longer taught only in the English department 

or only in the freshman year, 

2. Writing courses are recognized to have special needs, 

especially special training for their instructors. 

J. Students write different types of writing for different 

audiences and purposes instead of themes. 

4. The instructor's role has changed from strictly that of an 

evaluator to that of a coach, 

5, Writing is taught by having students write instead of by 

lecture or discussion of readings, 

6, Writing is not defined as a static product"(73). 

Finally, Witte and Faigley propose the evaluator examine 

the various possible interactions to be studied, devise a set 

of relevant questions, and then select a method or methods of 

evaluation which will generate the required data, However, Witte 

and Faigley's suggestions for implementation do not constitute 

an applied model, 

Witte and Faigley do give us some exemplary questions to 
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,ensure adequacy, but no exemplary selection of evaluation 

methods to ensure validity. Researchers will need to construct 

models for themselves, working from the program to be evaluated 

perhaps. In closing, Witte and Faigley suggest that while the 

task of evaluating writing programs may be complex, adequate 

and valid evaluations are possible and necessary for programs 

to function effectively and for the discipline to validate it

self as a discipline, 

Eleanor M. Hoffman 

The University of Minnesota at Duluth 
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