











represent their clients to a court or government
system. That decision has more to do with
simply words on a page. It might impact the
very well-being of the client.

Second, we teach our students to identify
as professionals in the field. We emphasize
the need for our students to pay attention to
professional dress and behavior. for example,
in their senior-year internships. is no huge
leap to suggest that writing is part of that
professional identity. Students who use poor
grammar or sloppy mechanics in their writing
should be akin to those who violate the dress
code or show up late to work. Shouldn’t
“professional” refer to all forms of behavior,
both written and spoken?

Finally, students in field-oriented programs are
expected to be held accountable for their work.
Here [ think about an assignment I give in my
Research skills course—the Evidence-Based
Practice presentation. Students in groups are
required to determine a relevant intervention
for an assigned case study that has the support
of evidence in the literature. The process
of gathering the research “data,” (possible
interventions that have been tried and tested
on client populations), critically appraising
these interventions to decide which one best
applies, and writing a literature review that
justifies that decision are valuable skills that
bridge the chasm between the world of practice
and research writing. My hope is that students
leave the class recognizing that responsible
social work practice is inimitably linked to
the writing process. At the very least, I hope
they realize that the logic and discernment
a practitioner has to use in choosing an
appropriate intervention are akin to the critical
faculties needed for writing.

Justifying to our students why they should view
writing as a valuable social work skill, as 1

attempt to do above, is no easy “sell.” However,
my hope is that our department can forge a
serious conversation with students that frames
writing as a professional skill for career and
life. Writing for a profession like social work or
nursing or occupational therapy is much more
than simple mastery of technical language. It
requires critical thinking, reasoned judgment,
“out-of-the-box™ thinking, and, most of all,
time and patience. Aren’t these skills that our
students’ clies  deserve, after all? Perhaps the
practice of writing is practice.
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for meaning, a flattened world, and free access
to certain intellectual property) mean that
undergraduates may propose and accomplish
with relatively few resources outside their own
ingenuity and work effort a study leading to
recommendations for an improved process or
the solution to a real-world problem. For some
of my students, the problem was identified by
the client, as when the owner of a Christmas
tree farm asked his student employee how the
business might improve worker training. In
some cases, the initiative lay wi  the student,
as when a member of my class offered to study
retention of participants in the SVSU Honors
program.

Teaching RPW 300 has challenged me as an
instructor. I have needed to guide students to
right-size their projects, overcome roadblocks,
and follow through (even after the end of the
semester). The most important element of this
approach to teaching is preparing students to
think about how to be of real service to their
partner organizations, which deserve no less
than a set of usable recommendations based on
research and analysis that make the findings
valid.

Asked for her reflections about the course
today, in SVSU’s 50th year, Harley observes
that “courses need to evolve with the times.”
She reflects that in RPW 300 “we shifted to
use of word processors fairly early; we need
now to accommodate other digital forms of
communication;” while the course’s ‘“basic
principles of purpose, audience, and form
remain the central principles grounded in
English and Rhetoric.”

Service-learning has been a popular trend in
U.S. education since the days in which RPW
300 was conceived. But, in a 2012 article,
English professor Jill Zasadny of Minnesota’s
St. Cloud Technical and Community College,

observes “It’s true that there are a lot more
how-to’s out there than there are have-done’s.”
And Paula Mathieu, in Tactics of Hope: The
Public Turn in English Composition, warns
of the pitfalls awaiting academics seeking to
do good by attempting to meet the needs of a
community group within the span of a single
semester or seeking to reap professional benefit
from community engagement.

The term ‘“service-learning” often evokes
images of hands-on projects in the fields of
health or human services. Thinking of good
writing as the vehicle for being of service
inspires some students and puzzles others.
Michigan Technological University educators
Toby Fulwiler and Robert Jones have observed
that “Students who practice transactional forms
of writing in their classroom will have lots of
opportunities to practice it on their jobs.” The
space in which my RPW 300 students carry
out their transactional writing is that fertile
area where academic research and thoughtful
analysis have the opportunity to improve the
lives of real people. Students who write to
get things done find meaning in taking these
initial steps toward transformation.

literacy link / Winter 2013


















their instructors. We also know from our
Writing Center session records that when faced
with unfamiliar writing tasks, many students
will revert to previous types of writing as their
default mode, whether these are appropriate
for the task or not: it’s easier to draft a paper in
a mode they are familiar with, rather than take
on the challenge of an unfamiliar writing task.'

These issues are not necessarily correlated with
GPA, as over 46% of students we worked with
in Fall 2012 carried a GPA of 3.2 or higher:

GPA | % of Writing Center users
27-32 29.6
37-40 240
33-36 223

<26 20.2

As these data indicate, students from all levels
of ability often struggle even to understand
or begin some writing tasks. Regrettably,
those who become frustrated frequently try to
determine the minimum they must complete
to pass the course--and then disengage
from serious learning. However, we also see
evidence every day that with effective coaching
from faculty, coupied with assistance from the
Writing Center as needed, students can make
impressive strides toward becoming both
proficient writers and more engaged students.

Research on how the brain learns provides
additional insight into students’ learning
processes. How Learning Works (Ambrose,
Bridges, DiPietro, Lovett, & Norman, 2010)
and Nilson’s Teaching at Its Best: A Research-
Based Resource for College Instructors (2010)
outline several important understandings of
how learning occurs that relate directly to the
development of student writers — and to their
engagement:

! These data exclude first-semester freshmen,
who do not yet have a college GPA, as well as those
students who have no GPA on record.
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. People learn by “connecting new
knowledge to what they already know and
believe” (Nilson, p. 4). Of course, to have
insi  intov t adents. wand bel 2
about concepts in a course, we must find a
way to discover that. Many types of informal
in-class writing-to-learn activities (e.g., one
minute paper, blogs, micro-essays, reading
logs) can provide such insight and help us
target both our instruction and our feedback
to students over the course of the semester.
Bean’s book Engaging Ideas has an entire
chapter of such informal writing activities,
which, as the NSSE study indicated, are
a ‘“high-impact practice” for engaging
students.

Student beliefs about writing can sometimes
work against their progress. In my fall
freshman Honors Writing course, for
example, one young woman nearly failed
the course because she couldn’t get past the
S-paragraph theme paradigm that had been
drilled into her in high school. Though none
of the six papers we wrote could fit into the
5-paragraph paradigm, she used it anyway! In
spite of detailed assignment guidelines, rubrics
aligned with the guidelines, models provided
for each assignment, and peer review, she clung
to her model until nearly the end of the course,
when she finally realized that the shape of her
papers needed to be determined by answers to
the very questions I had outlined the first week
of class: Who is your audience? What is your
purpose? What genre is this writing? How
do you need to shape this piece of writing to
respond appropriately to those factors? Like
many students, she had not understood that the
context for writing determines everything else.
She wanted a formula to follow, and nothing
more.

That student was not the only one struggling

Diane Boenm
Director, University
Writing Program
Saginaw Valley
State University
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In their travels abroad and growing
acquaintance with new countries and cultures,
our students should understand that their
customary conduct, even if accompanied by
dictionary-perfect translations of English into
a foreign language, may not be acceptable to
“natives” of other countries whose customs
differ from our own. Thus, for instance, it
should be noted that the kissing of ladies’
hands in Europe has nothing to do with a
desire to seduce the kissee, that an innocent
hand gesture may get one into serious trouble
in Russia, and that bowing is a sign of good
manners in Japan.

While familiarity with the local customs in
a foreign country is vitally important to a
visitor, he or she can also face great challenges
trying to understand what is being said.
Misunderstandings may arise simply because of
the complexities of both languages and because
of cultural differences between the ‘natives’” and
the foreign observer. Naturally, the potential
for misunderstanding increases dramatically
if the translator is not fully conversant with
both languages. Serious distortions and even
a loss of important information may result
from a faulty or insensitive translation. For
instance, the difference between the familiar
second person ‘you' and the formal form of
address used in European languages presents
difficulties to our students. This is because the
form depends on whether one person or more
are being addressed. The familiar ‘you’ is used
only in speaking to close friends and children,
while in other situations its usage is considered
insulting. Even the slightest sign of disrespect
for a foreign culture should be avoided.

Still, the incorrect use of a foreign language
is much better than no foreign language at all.
Depending only on one’s native language, even
a language as well-known as English, would
inhibit one’s ability to understand and become
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acquainted with another culture. Showing
foreign people that you are learning their
language indicates to them that you believe it
is worthy of study, that the foreign visitor ¢
about them. This is why, in the Vatican, the
popes routinely use foreign languages in their
greetings to the world (Benedict used 60) in
order to appeal both to the mind and to the
hearts of the faithful.

Religious leaders are not alone in their effort to
influence people through their use of language.

In his interview with the BBC’s Katty
Kay, (Jan. 17, 2013) General Stanley
McChrystal, the former commander of US

forces in Afghanistan, bemoaned the lack of
foreign language proficiency among American
troops there which, he said, would have made
a ‘huge difference’ in their mission. As it
happened, the Americans had only a ‘cursory
understanding’” of Afghanistan when the
operation began.

Literary translations are in a special category
for they require preservation of both the
meaning and the aesthetic value of the piece.
Special care and sensitivity is vital here. It is
well known that translations may diminish
the impact of a story or a poem, or, which
also happens, increase the effectiveness of the
original. These changes may occur because
of the different associations and connotations
of words and turns of phrase in different
languages. It sometimes happens that, when
using foreign sources in translation, we notice
their inability to stir students’ interest, while in
the author’s native language they come through
as inspirational. On the other hand, silly and
unimpressive quotations in one language, may
transform into examples of wit or profundity
in another.

Perhaps one of the best examples of the
problems faced by a translator of literature was

Anna R. Dadlez,
Ph.D. Professor
Saginaw Valley
State University
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