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Faculty-generated abilities 
Section 2: Desired Writing Abilities in Ecology, Evolution, Behavior: 

Novice (developed throughout the undergraduate curriculum, beginning in 1XXX and 2XXX courses) 

• Write concisely, avoiding unnecessary language or information 

• Describe observations and procedures concretely (avoiding abstract language or subjective characterizations) 

• Write with biological accuracy (i.e., without teleology or anthropomorphosis) 

•  Use the appropriate scientific template when necessary to structure assignments (e.g., scientific papers, diagnostic 
keys) 

• Interpret, construct, integrate, and properly caption and format figures and tables 

• Create cohesive narratives that are structured to flow logically from one point to the next 

•  Use grammar and tone that are appropriate for the intended audience 

Intermediate (developed in core 3XXX courses and upper-division electives) 

• Formulate research or thesis questions that are appropriate in scope and topic 

• Describe quantitative analyses accurately (e.g., statistical results and mathematical solutions) 

• Argue logically and persuasively, using appropriate evidence 

• Analyze for cause and effect 

• Use writing to develop and deepen thinking 

• Work and write collaboratively 

• Write in a style that focuses on results (rather than on those who obtained the results) 

Advanced (developed primarily in upper-division electives) 

• Select appropriate (i.e., peer-reviewed) sources from the primary and secondary literature; interrogate those 
sources by evaluating them for logic, consistency, and soundness; and acknowledge those sources appropriately 

• Develop independent, logical conclusions by synthesizing information from disparate sources, including original 
data and published studies 

• Recognize the importance of variability in biological systems in the design and interpretation of research and in the 
synthesis of findings across studies 

• Write credibly and persuasively to a variety of assigned audiences 



What characterizes writing in the discipline? 

 

Which abilities are present in course materials? 

 

Where are abilities are presented?  Are writing 
abilities presented and assessed ‘implicitly’ or 

‘explicitly’? 

 



What characterizes writing in the discipline? 

•  average amount of writing per course:  > 12 pages (only 2 WI courses) 

•  most pages written in 3000 level courses,  least in 4000 level courses 
 (extensive quantitative work) 

• informal writing is most common in 3000 level courses 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 % 1 2 3 4 5 6 % 1 2 3 4 5 6 %

Worksheet/Problem Set x x x 43% x x x x x 83% x x x 50%

Informal Paper, 1-3 pg x x x x x x x 100% x x 33% x 17%

Informal Paper, 4-10 pg x x 29% 0% 0%

Formal Paper, 1-3 pg x x x 43% x 17% x x 33%

Formal Paper 4-10 pg x x x x 57% x x x 50% x x 33%

Individual Presenation x x 29% 0% x 17%

Group Presentation x x x 43% x x 33% x x x 50%

Peer Review x x 29% x x 33% x 17%

Self/Peer Evaluation x 14% x 17% x 17%

Critical Reading Questions 0% x x x 50% x x 33%

3000 LEVEL 4000 LEVEL 5000 LEVEL



Faculty Ranking of Writing Abilities 
IS = interrogate sources 
SDS = synthesis of disparate sources 

Which abilities are present in course materials? 



Writing Ability 

goal assigned assessed 

explicit implicit explicit implicit implicit explicit 

Where are abilities are presented?   
 

Are writing abilities presented and assessed 
‘implicitly’ or ‘explicitly’? 



Implicit vs. Explicit Example 

Assignment Type: Critical Reading Questions 

Ability: Interrogating Sources     
 

Implicit:  Submit 2 questions for the paper authors.  

Explicit:  Submit 2 questions about the paper.  

Guidelines for Developing Questions 

-  indicate depth of thought, not, "why did the author study X?"  

-  ask about something you don't understand 

-  ask about something that seems to contradict something else 
we've learned  

-  ask about something that was not clarified by the paper 



~75% of explicitly assigned abilities are assessed 



Abilities communicated implicitly vs. explicitly 

RCW = results centered writing 
GRM = grammatically accurate writing  

ACE = analyze for cause and effect 
RIV = recognize the importance of variability  



“asking for what we want” 

• need for communication of goals/purpose 

 

• need for clear alignment between assignment 
and assessment of abilities (& goal) 

 

• need for more explicit communication, 
especially of highly valued abilities 

 

 





Interrogating Sources Tools 



Writing Enriched Curriculum in EEB 

• Challenges of WEC for EEB 
 

– time intensive process 

• necessary for our department? 
 

– concern about assignments becoming too prescriptive 
 

– sustaining interest/engagement over the long term 

• external rating (ongoing) 

• graduate training (in development) 



Writing Enriched Curriculum in EEB 

• Benefits of WEC for EEB 
 

– generated discussion, engagement, and a 
community focused on writing instruction 
 

– writing instruction embraced as part and parcel of 
discipline 
 

– many findings transferable to other departments 



END  

 


