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portions of middle and high school stu-

dents showed proficiency in writing – use 

of proper spelling and grammar, along 

with more sophisticated skills needed to 

write essays or explain complex infor-

mation. Scholars including Turner (2009) 

established links between students’ in-

creasing use of technology and a general 

decline in writing skills.  Bauerlin (2008) 

has referred to millennial students as “The 

Dumbest Generation,” believing they are 

immersed in technology that “dumbs 

down” their writing skills.  A 2006 survey 

of college professors by The Chronicle of 

Higher Education confirms a belief that 

college writing skills are declining.  Simi-

larly, in Lingwall’s 2011 study, mass 

communication professors reported teach-

ing many new students only moderately 

proficient in writing. Reports focused on 

deficiencies in critical thinking, paragraph 

and sentence structure, grammar and 

punctuation, and proofing and editing. 

While there is general consensus that 

In their own words: A thematic analysis of students’ comments 

about their writing skills in mass communication programs 

Scott Kuehn, Clarion University of Pennsylvania 

Andrew Lingwall, Clarion University of Pennsylvania 

 
 

Abstract 

This study explored student self-perceptions of writing skills in mass 

communication programs at thirteen public state universities in the Mid

-Atlantic region. Responses to three open-ended questions revealed 

heavy student concern with their basic skills, a desire for extensive fac-

ulty contact and feedback, and for many respondents, an immaturity or 

naiveté regarding professional standards. This study addresses implica-

tions for faculty members who wish better understand their students in 

order to devise more effective writing instruction. 

Keywords: writing, , writing apprehension, writing self-efficacy, thematic anal-

ysis 

Skilled writing has always been a key 

requirement in the public relations profes-

sion. As employers continue to demand 

skilled writers, university programs have 

responded with coursework preparing 

students for the professional workplace. 

Yet, many media employers find recent 

graduates lacking in fundamental writing 

skills. In a 2008 survey of 120 diverse 

American corporations, Cole, Hembroff 

and Corner (2009) found significant dis-

satisfaction with the writing performance 

of entry-level public relations practition-

ers. The Commission on Public Relations 

Education (2006) identified skills in writ-

ing, critical thinking and problem-solving 

as major deficiencies in entry-level practi-

tioners. According to Lingwall (2011), 

college media writing instructors have 

reported similar deficiencies in students.   

Recent literature offers an unflatter-

ing view of writing skills among the mil-

lennial generation of college students. 

Manzo (2008) wrote that only small pro-
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media writing skills are weak among cur-

rent students, a solution to the problem 

has not yet been offered. To craft new 

instructional approaches to improve writ-

ing skills, it is important to uncover the 

ways in which our students perceive their 

own media writing skills and the task of 

media writing. This study explores what 

our students think and feel about their 

writing skills.  

Review of Literature 

To better understand the task of writ-

ing from the student’s perspective, four 

areas of writing perception have been 

offered as measurement constructs: writ-

ing apprehension, writing self-efficacy, 

writing approaches, and social media 

writing competence. 

Theoretical Approaches 

Two theoretical frames have served 

as foundations of research in JMC studies 

of student's perceptions of writing:  writ-

ing apprehension (Daly & Miller, 1975; 

Riffe & Stacks, 1988) and writing self-

efficacy (Collins & Bissell 2002). Writing 

apprehension focuses on fear of writing 

tasks. Writing self-efficacy focuses on self

-perceptions of ability in writing.  A third 

area of theoretical interest is based upon 

writing approaches (Lavelle & Guarino, 

2003) and focuses on the perceived use of 

writing strategies. Together, these three 

theoretical areas of writing self-

perceptions fit the traditional tripartite 

attitude dimensions (Ajzen, 1989). Writ-

ing apprehension refers to an affective 

domain set of perceptions – feelings about 

writing. Writing self-efficacy concerns 

self-perceptions of performance ability in 

writing, or the behavioral (conative) di-

mension.  Writing approaches reveal the 

cognitive domain of self-perception, or 

how we perceive our strategies as writers.  

Writing apprehension.  Daly and Mil-

ler (1975) identified writing apprehension 

as a deterrent to acquisition of writing 

skills. Beginning in 1988, Riffe and Stacks 

expanded Daly’s work into journalism 

education, focusing on writing apprehen-

sion as a multidimensional construct that 

included seven factors of writing appre-

hension in journalism and mass communi-

cation students: general affect, blank-page 

paralysis, mechanical skill competence, 

career and essential skills, evaluation ap-

prehension, task avoidance, and facts ver-

sus ideas (1992).   

Writing self-efficacy. Collins and Bis-

sell (2002) defined writing self-efficacy as 

one’s perception of his or her ability and 

achievement in writing. This construct 

grew out of the theoretical framework 

developed by Bandura (1986) focusing on 

the influence of self-perception and atti-

tudes in learning efficiency. Researchers 

including Pajares (2003) explored dimen-

sions of perceptions of writing ability 

across college and K-12 learning environ-

ments. In a range of studies, writing self-

efficacy was correlated with writing out-

comes, writing anxiety and writing appre-

hension, grade goals, depth of processing, 

and expected outcomes. Identified as a 

motivation construct, writing self-efficacy 

was also used as a pretest of performance. 

Collins and Bissell later adopted this con-

struct to measure writing self-efficacy of 

journalism and mass communication stu-

dents.  

Writing approaches.  Lavelle and 

Guarino (2003) constructed a measure-

ment of college writers’ perceptions of the 

processes they undergo to complete a 

writing task. This theoretical framework 

focuses on a relationship between the stu-

dent’s intentions during writing and 

choice of writing strategies, which subse-

quently affect writing outcomes. All writ-
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ers are said to rely upon strategies, which 

vary between novice and expert writers. 

Strategies are linked to beliefs about writ-

ing and writing ability. These researchers 

make a basic distinction between “deep” 

writing (making new meaning and in-

sight) and “surface” writing (largely re-

productive and reiterative).  

In the same study, Lavelle and Gua-

rino (2003) identified five factors of stu-

dent writing approaches: elaborationist 

(active engagement of audience), low self-

efficacy (based on self-doubt), reflective 

revision (to remake or rebuild one’s think-

ing), spontaneous/impulsive (surface 

strategy), and procedural writing 

(adherence to rules). Elaborative and re-

flective revision are identified as repre-

senting a deep approach to writing. 

Lavelle and Guarino concluded that in-

struction should create learning environ-

ments emphasizing a deep approach to 

writing.         

Theoretical Summary  

This study explores three levels of 

self-perception of writing. The cognitive 

dimension is represented by approaches 

to writing. Approaches to writing refer to 

the perceived use of cognitive strategies 

to accomplish writing tasks. Deep writers 

use sophisticated cognitive strategies. 

Surface writers employ either no strate-

gies or impulsive approaches. The affec-

tive dimension is represented in our study 

by writing apprehension, a generalized 

fear of writing. This fear is marked by 

task avoidance, feeling lost, and a fear of 

evaluation. The important behavioral di-

mension of self-perceptions of writing is 

represented by writing self-efficacy, or 

self-perception of writing performance 

ability.  

Method 

This study sought to discover what 

students believe has most helped their 

progress as writers, what students believe 

has most hindered their progress as writ-

ers, and what students wish their instruc-

tors knew about their writing skills in their 

communication program.       

During September 2012, researchers 

administered a paper survey questionnaire 

to 860 anonymous students enrolled in 

communication courses at thirteen com-

prehensive state universities in the Mid-

Atlantic region of the United States. The 

instrument contained three sections with 

check-off and Likert-type items to deter-

mine demographic information and stu-

dent self-perceptions of writing skills.  

The last part of the survey asked three 

open-ended questions: (1) In your opin-

ion, what in your communication program 

has most helped your progress as a writer? 

Please explain. (2) In your opinion, what 

in your communication program has most 

hindered your progress as a writer? Please 

explain. (3) What is the one thing that you 

wish your communication instructors 

knew about your writing skills? The three 

open-ended questions formed the basis of 

this qualitative narrative analysis. 

This study employed thematic narra-

tive analysis to examine the answers re-

spondents provided to the three open-

ended questions.  As described in Reis-

mann (2008), thematic analysis is used to 

derive thematic categories from narratives 

provided by respondents. 

The survey was completed by 860 

students with nearly a 100 percent re-

sponse rate. Noted demographics included 

university, year in college, major, concen-

tration, gender, and ethnicity.   Among 

respondents, 41% (n = 352) were male 

and 57% (n = 490) were female. Regard-

ing class standing, 33% (n = 284) were 

freshmen, 28% (n = 240) were sopho-

mores, 23% (n = 197) were juniors, and 

15.5% (n = 134) were seniors. Regarding 
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major, 68% (n = 588) indicated they were 

communication majors, and 30% (n = 

260) said they were non-majors. Regard-

ing concentration within the major, 23% 

(n = 198) indicated broadcast media. Fully 

15% of students (n = 127) indicated pub-

lic relations, while 3.5% (n = 30) indicat-

ed advertising. Finally, 7.5% (n = 64) of 

participants indicated journalism. A total 

of 6% (n = 53) indicated general commu-

nication. A total of 45% of respondents (n 

= 388) did not indicate a concentration.  

Respondents were somewhat diverse 

in terms of their ethnic backgrounds. A 

total of 74% (n = 635) indicated white, 

13.5% (n = 114) indicated African-

American, and 5% (n = 44) indicated two 

or more races. Another 1.5% (n = 12) 

indicated Asian, and another 2% (n = 15) 

indicated American Indian. A total of 2% 

of respondents (n = 18) indicated Hispan-

ic or Latino. Another 1% (n = 9) declined 

to state their ethnicity, and four students 

indicated “other.”  

Results 

Out of the pool of 860 returned sur-

veys, 397 came from communication ma-

jors who wrote coherent answers to at 

least one of the three open-ended ques-

tions.  A total of 145 respondents indicat-

ed they were male, 241 indicated they 

were female, and 11 did not indicate gen-

der.   Regarding ethnicity, 299 students 

indicated they were white, 69 indicated 

they were African-American, nine His-

panic, four Asian, seven indicated two or 

more races, and nine declined to answer. 

Thematic analysis revealed a clear set 

of answer categories for each of the three 

questions:   

RQ 1: In your opinion, what in your 

communication program has most helped 

your progress as a writer? Please explain. 

Coursework.  When considering what 

in their communication program had 

helped their progress as a writer, 120 stu-

dents listed helpful courses they had taken 

in mass communication (for example, 

media writing, public relations writing, 

news writing, news reporting, and broad-

cast writing) and other disciplines, includ-

ing the basic English composition course.   

The Writing Process. Forty-six stu-

dents discussed helpful measures related 

to the writing process such as feedback 

from instructor or peers, opportunity to 

submit drafts, peer review, and learning 

from the draft process.  Seventy-nine stu-

dents listed instructional or pedagogical 

strategies as most helpful to their progress 

(review of grammar, spelling and punctua-

tion; coverage of AP style, explanation of 

media formats, and various writing as-

signments.  Four indicated currency and 

relevance of assignments most helped 

their progress.   

Immaturity/naiveté regarding profes-

sional standards. Ten students provided 

responses indicating immaturity/naiveté 

regarding professional standards (also 

addressed below).   

Experience with student media or 

outside organizations: Finally, seven stu-

dents said that experience with student 

media or outside organizations had most 

helped their progress as writers. 

RQ 2: In your opinion, what in your 

communication program has most hin-

dered your progress as a writer? Please 

explain. 

Coursework. Here, 32 students listed 

courses they had taken in mass communi-

cation and other disciplines. Most of these 

complaints focused on particular instruc-

tors and pedagogical styles (poor lectur-

ing, lack of organization, or too much 

busy work). Other complaints centered on 

a lack of sufficient writing courses at their 

institution.  



 

Vol. 1 (1), 2015 Journal of Public Relations Education 5

  

 

The writing process. Thirty students 

indicated that helpful measures connected 

to the writing process (feedback, oppor-

tunity to submit drafts, or peer review) 

were missing or lacking in their course-

work.  Forty-four students found fault in 

instructional practices they encountered, 

such as not enough writing assignments, 

assignments graded without comments 

and feedback, and lack of AP style in-

struction.  Another eight students com-

mented that technology (including social 

media) had hindered their progress as a 

writer.  

Immaturity/naiveté regarding profes-

sional standards. Notably, 35 students 

indicated a level of immaturity/naiveté 

regarding professional standards in their 

responses (see below).   

Work overload. Ten more students 

said they were overloaded with writing 

assignments in one or more classes.   

Self-efficacy. Finally, seventeen stu-

dents indicated serious concerns with their 

own self-efficacy or ability as writers (see 

below). 

RQ 3: What is the one thing that you 

wish your communication instructors 

knew about your writing skills? 

Skills deficits. Here, 149 students 

wrote about their own skills deficits 

(grammar, mechanics, punctuation, organ-

ization) or other cognitive problems they 

suffered (inability to find a topic, organize 

thoughts, or stick with assignment).   

The writing process. Another 31 stu-

dents focused on the desire for more pro-

cess-oriented writing instruction 

(instructor feedback, ability to submit 

drafts, peer review).  

Immaturity/naiveté regarding profes-

sional standards. Fifty-two students pro-

vided responses that indicated immaturity/

naiveté regarding professional standards 

(see below).   

Self-efficacy. Forty-seven students 

indicated serious concerns with their own 

self-efficacy and ability as writers (see 

below).   

Instructional/pedagogical help. Forty-

five students wrote that they desired vari-

ous types of instructional/pedagogical 

help (see below).   

Work overload. Finally, 14 students 

said they were overloaded with writing 

assignments in one or more classes. 

The researchers found one difference 

between students based on gender.  Fe-

males tended to express stronger desire for 

process-related support (instructor feed-

back, opportunity to submit drafts, peer 

review). In addition, females tended to 

make comments focused on self-efficacy 

(self-criticism of writing ability).  The 

researchers discovered no real differences 

by class standing or ethnicity. 

Discussion 

A clear and honest cry for help and 

individualized attention rings through 

many of the 397 student responses in this 

survey.  Across all groups, students indi-

cated a strong desire for instructor support 

and detailed, honest feedback supporting 

the writing process. Selected student com-

ments follow.  

Instructor Support 

“Writing comes hard for many and 

easy for very few,” wrote one respondent. 

“If you give a hard project within writting 

(sic.) make sure you try to work with stu-

dents, encourage them, understand that it 

is hard to write, and do more writing ac-

tivities.” 

Another student wrote, “Some people 

went to terrible high schools or had chal-

lenges. They are not stupid but they may 

need individual attention.  Don't waste 

class time teaching everyone how a com-
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ma works.” 

A third student wrote, “I wish my 

writing would be looked at more critical-

ly.  I always get papers back saying what 

worked well, I just wish I got more criti-

cism so I know how to improve.” Yet 

another respondent said he/she disliked 

“Professors who provide no feedback, 

only a grade... you never learn what could 

be improved, so your skills as a whole 

never improve.”   

Detailed, Honest Feedback 

 “I had a writing prof and she would 

grade my research papers but barely 

give any feedback, and when I'd ask 

her about it, she'd give half-assed (sic.) 

answers.” 

 “I wish we could submit a draft and 

then a final copy. Constructive criti-

cism would be helpful in writing pro-

cess also (sic.).” 

 “I would love more feedback on my 

writing... that would help me a lot!” 

 “When a professor gives my essay 

back and grades it harshly.  I need crit-

icism; that is how I will learn.” 

 “I wish my professors would correct 

me more in what I'm not doing right 

and then show me what would be bet-

ter.” 

 “The lack of consistent review from 

the professor or peers has hindered 

writing in a sense.  I think it would be 

a great idea to have more student-

teacher conference days working on a 

paper.” 

 “The one thing about the communica-

tion program is they don't go over in 

details (sic.) whats (sic.) wrong with 

your paper or ways to improve it.  

With the small amount of papers giv-

en, the students do not get a chance to 

improve their writing skills because 

there was no feedback. There needs to 

be a time where the instructors could 

help revise.” 

 “That marks on a paper don't help me 

understand which errors I made, that 

actual feedback is needed.” 

 “Writing takes time.  As a student I 

need feedback; what do I do well, what 

do I do poorly?” 

 “I wish they would give us more feed-

back because they don't tell us any-

thing that we do right, just what we do 

wrong.” 

 “The only thing I can think of is that I 

have not had as much specific feed-

back on my writing as I would like.” 

 “The lack of coherent feedback from 

the instructor throughout the term... 

Too often are (sic.) papers never said 

why they are good or bad (sic.), just 

graded.” 

 “It's hard to only hand in one hard 

copy of a paper when you don't know 

if everything is correct and what the 

professor wanted.” 

 “The thing that has hindered my writ-

ing in my program is my professors 

only expect a final copy.  It would be 

nice if we could get their opinions 

throughout the process almost like an 

editor.  I wish they knew my need for 

more feedback on my writing.” 

Another student indicated that she 

needed help with developing creative 

techniques. “The creative process is what 

I struggle with most.  I wish the instruc-

tors would help us in some way to learn 

different techniques to become more crea-

tive.”  

Review of Basic Skills  

Many students indicated they needed 

significant review of basic skills, includ-

ing grammar, punctuation, spelling, or-

ganization, and in finding/choosing topics. 

One student wrote that “probably just go-

ing over the basics again and again” had 

helped him progress as a writer. “You can 
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have all the great ideas in the world, but if 

you don't master the basics, it's not going 

to matter, because you won't be able to 

express those ideas in writing.” 

Another respondent wrote, “I never 

had a good writing class in high school, 

therefore my grammer (sic.), punctuation, 

and organization are not as strong as they 

should be.  Although I feel I can write 

profound pieces I still lack in fundamen-

tals.” 

Other students echoed similar senti-

ments:  

 “I wish they understood more that I 

am still learning, rather than saying I 

should already know.” 

 “One thing I wish my instructors 

knew is how many different ways I've 

learned grammar skills through junior 

high, high school, and college.  I wish 

there was a mutual way of teaching 

grammar and reviewing it so that the 

things I've learned would all be con-

sistent.” 

 “Even though I hate doing it, the part 

that's helped me the most is review-

ing the basics.  It's a pain sometimes, 

but can also be a great reminder.” 

 “Learning how to more clearly con-

vey ideas.  I tend to start with a mil-

lion ideas, and the comm program has 

given me ways to streamline them.” 

 “It is hard to write down your 

thoughts in an organized fasion (sic.).  

Even if we understand the theories/

concepts or topic matter our writing 

may not always be the best reflection 

of what we know.” 

 “The AP Stylebook... it seems like a 

great guide to get quick help when I 

write.  I want to make sure I'm cor-

rect.” 

 “That I have a hard time with gram-

mer (sic.).” 

 “I'm a bad speller.” 

 “I struggle with writer's block and 

wonder if there is a way to counter 

it.” 

 “I struggle with spelling and grammer 

(sic.) at times.” 

 “I reread and edit my work what 

seems like a thousand times, which in 

the end doesn't help me because I 

tend to skip over small spelling and 

grammer (sic.) issues.” 

 “Grammar isn't my strong suite 

(sic.).” 

 “That I have a hard time understand-

ing all the punuation (sic.).  Comma's 

(sic.) semicolens (sic.).  Instructors 

need to explain things better.” 

 “The one thing I wish my communi-

cation instructors knew about the 

writing challenges I face would be 

my bad grammer (sic.) and spelling.” 

 “I can't spell a lot of words correctly 

without looking them up.” 

 “I wish they know (sic.) that I have 

issues with commas, semi colons 

(sic.), modifiers, and thesis state-

ments.  I usually end up getting it, but 

writing often intimidates me – even 

though I enjoy it so much.” 

Faculty Encouragement   

A number of other students indicated 

that strong connections with encouraging 

faculty who maintained high standards 

had most helped them progress as writers. 

“I think the strong instruction from the 

teachers, their personal connection, and 

willingness to help the students succeed 

really helps me progress as a writer be-

cause I know that they believe in me and 

are willing to help me, so therefore I be-

lieve in myself,” wrote one respondent. 

Another said, “In the intermediate report-

ing class, my professor was very strict but 

she was also very helpful with my writing.  

She gave me excellent feedback and en-

couraged me to be creative.” 
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Other students echoed similar senti-

ments: 

 “I had a professor in my advanced 

composition class who really seemed 

to care about my writing skills and 

affected them in a positive way.” 

 “Having teachers you feel comforta-

ble working with, many kids are more 

willing to ask for help.” 

 “The ability to contact each professor 

one on one without being afraid to 

ask questions.” 

 “I need to be motivated, talked to, 

have my writing edited often.  It 

makes me want to write more.” 

Noting the problems that occur when 

instructor apathy is present, one student 

said, “Many times I feel the instructor 

gives us busy work; i.e., he or she is just 

as bored as I am about the assignment. 

The writing process becomes frustrating 

because I feel like the instructor doesn't 

care about what I am writing, if they read 

my writing at all...” 

Low Self-Efficacy and Lack of Confidence 

In their responses, a number of other 

students indicated low writing self-

efficacy and lack of confidence in their 

skills. The first group of comments ap-

peared to express a futility in attempting 

to improve their writing skills. “I need 

more understanding of the fact that I'm 

not a good writer,” wrote one student. “I 

wish they knew I am not a very strong 

writer,” wrote another. A third wrote that 

she wished her instructor knew “that eve-

ryone is not a gifted writer.  There are 

some people that try that just don't get it.” 

Some students criticized themselves 

as writers. “I can beat myself up over 

writing,” wrote one. “I'm my own worst 

critic,” wrote another. “So, I always want 

my reading to sound good and I also want 

my audience to enjoy what I'm writing.” 

A third student noted, “I wish they knew 

that writing isn't for everyone.  I try my 

hardest on writing assignments, they just 

never look as good on the paper as they 

did in my head.”  

Several students expressed the great 

personal stress they felt as a result of their 

shortcomings. “The pressure to perform 

well can be overwhelming and can dem-

inish (sic.) my self-esteem to the point of 

a nervous breakdown,” said one student. 

Another student noted, “I tend to break 

down when I'm confused or don't really 

understand grammer (sic.), punctuation, 

and organization.” 

Others said that instructor judgments 

of their writing damaged their self-image. 

“I wish my instructors knew that judging 

my writing makes me a poor writer,” one 

wrote. Another respondent added, “Their 

judgment on my writing makes me hate 

writing.” 

Still other respondents expressed ten-

tativeness and uncertainty about their 

writing skills. “I am unsure of my work so 

it comes out bad in the end,” said one stu-

dent. Another added, “The main challenge 

I face is writer's block.  I am always too 

cautious of my ideas as I write.” 

Immaturity/Naiveté Regarding Profes-

sional Practices   

A considerable number of students 

expressed immaturity/naiveté regarding 

professional media practices in their re-

sponses.  These responses appeared to be 

self-centered in nature. Some students 

expressed the desire to write only about 

topics and in styles that were personally 

interesting to them. In particular, students 

said they disliked: 

 “Being given a topic instead of 

choosing my own.” 

 “Writing about something that is not 

an interest to me.” 

 “Having to write about topics that are 

extremely boring and uninteresting 
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leads me to hate writing.” 

This group commented about what 

most helped their progress as writers:  

 “I believe giving me less restriction 

and more freedom in writing helped 

me find my opinions and develop my 

writing style.” 

 “Writing about things I know about.  

Writing about things such as social 

media, movies, music, TV shows, 

plays, and networking.” 

 “The opportunity to be able to write 

on a topic I feel strongly about.  For 

example, if I was given a topic about 

gossip entertainment, then it would 

be easier for me because I am inter-

ested in that topic.” 

 “When I am given the opportunity to 

write about what I am passionate 

about.” 

 “When I am writing I like to be excit-

ed about the topic.  If I am not pas-

sionately invested in the topic it is 

difficult to want to do well.” 

Some of these students revealed their 

naiveté of the media professions, and the 

writing skills that employers require. 

“(Journalism) is the very opposite on how 

I write as a person and as a communica-

tion major (sic.),” he/she said. “I like to 

write in color and with vibrance; journal-

ism writing is very concrete and mono-

chrome.” 

One student even said he resented, 

“Placing a priority on writing... I don't see 

it as very important to my profession... I 

wish they knew how much I dislike it and 

how I don't see it as an important priori-

ty.”  

Another said she disliked “the con-

stant stress to compile thoughts, ideas and 

facts so that it looks good on paper to do 

this multiple times throughout the semes-

ter.” Two more students provided some 

misinformed advice to instructors: “No 

one really wants to write a paper on as-

signed topics.  Let everyone pick what 

they want because it would be more free-

ing and relaxing for the writer,” wrote 

one. 

Another student wrote, “I believe 

learning about other writers and their pro-

gress most likely won't get me anywhere.  

Being a writer to me means being unique 

and able to express yourself in your own 

writing.” 

Others appeared to resent instructor 

criticism and chafed at the notion of pro-

fessional standards. “I think I am fine with 

my writing it makes me comfortable it 

may not be the 'A' or 'B' paper I want but 

it's unique because it's mine,” wrote one 

respondent. Other respondents indicated 

that the following had hindered their pro-

gress as writers:   

 “Being told what to write.” 

 “The thought that you must write for 

a good grade within certain parame-

ters.” 

 “The rules they set are stupid.” 

 “Focusing on grades are not nearly as 

important as writing about things 

students are passionate about... curric-

ulum is too rigid.” 

 “Writing is more about perception 

about the message, not cracking down 

on traditional English grammar com-

position.”  

 “It seems that everything I've written 

had to be a certain number of pages.  

I believe what your (sic.) saying 

should be more important than how 

long it is.” 

 “Sometimes the writings can be too 

guidelined (sic.) and narrow in the 

needed outcome.” 

 “Guidelines.  The paper is done when 

I feel it in my heart, not when it meets 

a certain quota.”  

 “In situations where creativity is in-
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volved the professor's opinion is usu-

ally the top priority in getting a good 

grade.  They are more critical on 

things they disagree with or have a 

different idea for (sic.).”   

A third group of students indicated 

they did not enjoy writing on deadline. “I 

hate writing to a set limit, just let me 

write,” said one student. Another said, “I 

do not like to write under pressure.” A 

third wrote, “I like to take my time with 

writing and that usually means I finish 

just before it's due.” Finally, another stu-

dent added, “It takes some time to write 

the papers they are looking for and some-

times we need more time.” 

Conclusion 

Nearly half of all respondents in this 

study reported basic skill deficits. As a 

result, they desire and need new ap-

proaches from instructors -- approaches 

that many instructors have not had to em-

phasize before. Based on this qualitative 

narrative analysis, the researchers believe 

that many millennial students need: 1.) 

personal understanding along with exten-

sive one-on-one help from their instruc-

tors. A “mass” approach will no longer 

suffice; 2.) focused feedback. They want 

to write drafts, make corrections and then 

resubmit their papers; 3.) intensive work 

on basic grammar, spelling, punctuation, 

and mechanics.  

These results clearly show that mass 

communication majors also need a fo-

cused reality check on how media profes-

sionals write and what media employers 

expect from them as writers. They need 

instruction that will help them mature into 

professional media writers who know 

what the field requires of them as writers 

as they begin their careers.   

How are we as communication writ-

ing instructors addressing this set of is-

sues? In a 2010 study of faculty percep-

tions of writing skills, Lingwall found that 

faculty were divided in their suggested 

approaches to addressing students' skill 

deficits. The first suggested approach was 

rigor-based: make the students toughen up 

or fail. However, this is not a realistic 

approach for most universities, and cer-

tainly not smaller programs. Very few 

programs have the luxury of culling out 

half the students who come to them. The 

second approach suggested by faculty 

members was to step back, provide sup-

port and remediation, with as much rigor 

as possible within their own institutions.  

The bottom line is that many faculty 

members appear to be ignorant about the 

extent of students' skills deficits, and what 

students want to be done about it. We can 

no longer ignore the skills deficits of mil-

lennial students. As determined in 

Lingwall and Kuehn's 2013 study, nearly 

half of students expressed a need and de-

sire for some remedial help with writing. 

We cannot afford to send them away. 

Therefore, help must be provided.  

Lingwall and Kuehn (2013) found a 

high likelihood that instructors will find a 

divergent set of students in their writing 

classrooms. It is likely that instructors will 

teach a writing class with with some high-

ly proficient writers, matched by almost 

an equal number of deficient writers. In 

this study, Lingwall and Kuehn found 

many students who said they needed re-

mediation. Therefore, the researchers sug-

gest using the Media Writing Self-

Perception Scale (Lingwall and Kuehn, 

2013) in conjunction with a Grammar 

Spelling Punctuation (GSP) test to provide 

the best study track for students. Use of 

the scale would enable instructors to give 

remediation to those who need it, and sep-

arate the proficient writers and allow them 

to track into advanced courses more 

quickly.  

In remediating student writing skills, 
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it is essential to provide: (1) friendly ac-

commodation, as students say they need 

approachable instructors; (2) a writing 

process that allows for continuous feed-

back through submission of drafts and 

focused instructor comments (this may 

require the use of graduate assistants or 

extra support staff); (3) complete cover-

age of all writing basics; (4) adequate one

-on-one help to discuss self-efficacy is-

sues with students who need it; and (5) 

down-to-earth, frank discussion of media 

professions and media professionalism. 

Students need to know they can attain the 

level of proficiency in writing that can 

grant them access into the media profes-

sions.   

A recent review of the number of 

mass communication majors (Becker, 

2013), shows a slight decline in students 

enrolled in journalism and mass commu-

nication programs. Could this be occur-

ring because millennials do not accept the 

centrality of professional writing in the 

mass communication field? Could it also 

be that the need to learn professional writ-

ing makes the communication major less 

desirable to millennial students? While 

the answers to these questions will require 

more focused research, we must make 

sure that we open gateways to millennial 

students to help them see they can become 

mature communication professionals who 

enjoy writing and are comfortable with 

writing for the media professions.  
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