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As chancellor, I deeply value the work that faculty,
instructional staff, and TAs do to integrate writing
assignments into courses across the curriculum. And
I appreciate the time it takes for instructors to meet
with students to discuss drafts and to give students
detailed critical feedback on their work.
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A Semester-Long Writing and Research Project
in a Genetics Capstone Course
Kathleen Daly
Writing Across the Curriculum

Ahna Skop
Genetics

Clear Learning Goals & Built-In Process

W

hile taking a plant pathology course during her undergraduate career, genetics
professor Ahna Skop completed a writing assignment that she says helped
her become more confident that she
could be a scientist: “I was learning
plant pathology, but I was also learning how to ask questions and how to
apply my own approach to a problem
through writing. So when I became a
faculty member, I wanted to replicate
that experience for my own students.”

Skop now teaches a genetics capstone course for juniors and seniors in genomics who are interested in having a “true research
experience.” On the first day of class, she tells her students that
they will be doing a lot of writing for her course, rather than multiple-choice exams. Skop explained, “I don’t come to work and fill
out bubble sheets. That’s not what a scientist does. I do a lot of
writing and I think a lot.”
In a semester-long project, Skop’s students complete an in-depth
genomic and bioinformatic analysis of a human disease gene or
trait. This semester, students completed projects on a wide range
of topics, including Alzheimer’s, prostate cancer, Von Hippel
Lindau disease, Angelman syndrome, and schizophrenia.
To learn about the different approaches they can take in their research project, each week students read, evaluate, and discuss
papers from the primary literature on genomics and proteomics.
They also attend a lab section during which they discover how
to apply what they’ve learned about genetics and get hands-on
experience with different bioinformatic methods of analysis. For
their project, students are asked to “write specific aims for [their]
project to help [them] craft a hypothesis and an experimental approach,” and then present their research project to their peers and
defend the ideas central to their specific aims.
Rather than write a traditional research paper for their final product, students are asked to create websites on which they publish
what they’ve learned about their gene during their research. All
student websites must include information about their research
methods, specific aims, and findings. Students are also asked to
post draft materials so that visitors can get a glimpse into their
writing and research processes.
The website platform motivates students to work harder on their
projects because they are presenting their ideas to a public audience. Creating a website, Skop said, pushes students to think
critically about how they can use visual and written components
to make their argument more clear for a diverse audience.
Time to Write

Skop emphasized the importance of having clear learning goals
for writing assignments: “I want to make sure that they learn skills
that are going to use in their careers as scientists.” For the semester-long project, the central goals are to develop a complex
understanding of genomics and proteomics, become confident in
modern experimental methods, and effectively communicate scientific information to a variety of audiences.
Skop helps her students succeed with what could otherwise be
an overwhelming project, by building process into their projects.
At the start of the semester, she walks students through multiple
examples of student drafts and final papers from previous semesters in order to demonstrate to current students what a successful
project, as well as substantial revision, looks like. As the semester
continues, students receive extensive feedback from their peers
and meet individually with Skop multiple times to discuss their
progress and brainstorm strategies for completing their projects.
Fostering Student Engagement
It only takes five minutes of observing Skop’s classroom to see
that her students are genuinely invested in the work that they
and their peers are doing. What motivates students to do the
hard work required for this course? Skop explained, “There is a
real sense of community in this course. The students have a lot of
interaction with me and they work collaboratively to revise their
websites and think through their ideas.” Skop makes sure that her
students know that she wants them to succeed.
Skop is also dedicated to helping underrepresented students gain
the confidence they need to succeed in the class and in their future professions. Reflecting back on the challenges she faced as
a person with dyslexia coming from a working-class background,
Skop said that she helps students learn to identify their strengths
and weaknesses, especially in terms of their communication skills,
and motivates them to continue working even after they fail: “I
tell them that they will learn how to be better by being persistent
and continuing to try to communicate their ideas to others.”
Although Skop has assigned this project many times—she first
used it in a course she taught in 2008—the details of the project
have changed a lot over the years. Many of these changes, she
says, are based on recommendations from her previous students.
At the end of each semester, Skop asks students to provide feedback on their experience in the course: “They help me become a
better teacher for students taking this course in the future. I use
their comments to revise the assignment and my pedagogical approach to better meet student needs.”
See page 3 for excerpts from Skop’s Genetics 546 syllabus and
assignment description. To learn more and to see sample student
projects, visit the course website at genetics564.weebly.com.•
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A Semester-Long Writing and Research Project
in a Genetics Capstone Course, Continued
(continued from page 2)

Genetics 564: Course Learning Goals
1.

Learn to read and evaluate papers from the primary literature in the areas of genomics and proteomics

2.

Gain confidence in modern experimental methods used to ask fundamental biological questions

3.

Learn to probe current genetic data repositories, such as bioinformatics databases for useful information

4.

Learn to synthesize, present, and critique original research in the selected areas of genomics and proteomics

5.

Effectively communicate work to the public in written form by publishing own research in a website format

6.

Effectively communicate work to peers/public in spoken form through in preparing and giving presentations

7.

Effectively use visual aids to communicate work

8. Address ethical, scientific and societal issues related to your project by researching information from various sources.
9.

Learn the scientific peer review process by experiencing several in-class peer reviews of student presentations,

10. Learn how diversity (social and intellectual) makes you more creative and harder working in science

Genetics 564: Semester-Long Project Description
The goal of this project is an in-depth genomic and bioinformatic analysis of a human disease gene or trait. This disease gene
must be homologous to one or more genes in one or more model organisms (the bacterium E. coli, the single-celled yeast, S.
cerevisiae, the budding yeast, S. pombe, the roundworm C. elegans, the arthropod D. melanogaster, the mouse M. musculus, the
plant, Arabidopsis thaliana).
Keep in mind that your project should include both a “global” analysis of your selected disease gene and the implied “local” analysis of a single, isolated gene. A global analysis reflects the central themes of the course: structural, functional (both transcriptomics and proteomics), and comparative genomics. A local analysis reflects the gene’s structure and function and its primary
role in the disease etiology. Both analysis types should reflect the intricate relationships among sequence, structure, function,
genome organization and expression, and evolution. The lab activities throughout the semester will assist you in conducting
these analyses.
Some specifics in your research should reflect the ways in which you have been studying genomics and bioinformatics. For example, how was the gene discovered and mapped? How was the gene sequenced? What is its sequence? What are the molecular
features and properties of this gene (i.e., describe and analyze its gene “anatomy”)? ... These questions cover a full range of analysis, from cytogenetics, to gene and protein molecular characterizations, to functional and evolutionary comparisons with other
genomes in other organisms.
You will, of course, be making extensive use of bioinformatics programs and databases found on the Internet (NCBI, etc.). My evaluation of your project will be based in part on the depth of your analyses, and on how well you use available bioinformatics tools.
But a tool is only a tool, and its use generates data that must be interpreted, analyzed, compared, and critiqued from a variety of
perspectives. Finally, conclusions must be drawn along with recommendations for future experiments or analyses.
The format of your project should be that of a website, so you will want to use Weebly.com (or any other web-based program
you are familiar with) to construct the final version with all text and images. The length depends on the amount of information
associated with a particular disease gene, and you should strive for brevity and clarity but not at the expense of completeness.
•
•
•
•
•

Find a disease or trait and an associated gene/protein mutation.
You will be working on this gene/protein for the entire semester.
You will present your findings at the end of the semester in a 15-minute presentation to the class.
You will have built a website with all of the research and bioinformatic information you have obtained in class, outside
class, and in lab. This website will be your published work which can be used in your résumé as published research.
Your final talk and website will be peer reviewed by the class as well as by the instructor.
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The Meaningful Writing Project:
Strategies for Designing Effective Assignments
Kathleen Daly
Writing Across the Curriculum

I

The Meaningful Writing Project

n The Meaningful Writing Project, a
major new study of the undergraduate experience with writing that was
published in 2016, three writing scholars have tried to answer the question of
what makes writing activities meaningful to students. The good news is that
many students report that they have
had meaningful writing experiences in
college. The other good news is that,
according to the study’s findings, there
are many ways for instructors to design
writing assignments that make their
courses meaningful.

A Collaborative Four-Year Study
Michele Eodice from University of Oklahoma, Anne Ellen Geller
from St. John’s University, and Neal Lerner from Northeastern
University conducted a collaborative four-year study, not only
to better understand the range of different types of writing that
undergraduate students do, but also to explore the different attitudes that students have toward their college writing.
The researchers asked 707 graduating seniors to describe their
most meaningful writing experience. The study’s central research questions were as follows:
“What are the qualities of meaningful writing experiences as reported by seniors at three different types of institutions?
What might students’ perceptions of their meaningful writing experiences reveal about students’ learning?
What might faculty who offer the opportunities for students to
gain meaningful writing experiences conclude about the teaching
of writing in and across the disciplines?” (4)
“We Were Pleasantly Surprised”
Eodice, Geller, and Lerner’s findings offer a counternarrative
to the widespread belief that undergraduate students are too
often unmotivated, lazy, unprepared, or uninvested in college
writing. Instead, almost all of the students surveyed were quick
to identify a meaningful writing project that they had done
during their college experience.
According to their data, meaningful writing projects most often
“have the qualities of personal connection, applicability, and
immersion in processes of research and writing while balancing
required elements and student choices” (24). Students reported
that what made writing projects especially meaningful was “engagement with instructors and peers, passion for the subjects
they wrote about, personal connection with those topics, and a
belief that their meaningful writing projects would connect to
future writing” (7). However, not all meaningful writing experiences have to involve all of these characteristics. For instance,
some students reported meaningful writing projects that they
did not necessarily have a personal connection to, but they did
feel as though their instructor and peers were invested in the
work that they were doing.
Time to Write

Additionally, meaningful writing experiences occurred in a wide
variety of courses at all levels of study and in disciplines across
the university. They also came from a range of different types of
courses, from large lecture courses to small, discussion-based
courses, with faculty at all ranks, full- and part-time. And not
all of the assignments that students found to be particularly
meaningful were completed in writing-intensive courses—
some students’ meaningful writing experiences happened with
assignments that were low stakes or relatively small in scale.
(continued on page 5)

Instructors Who Assigned
Meaningful Writing Projects:
• A theology professor teaching a first-year seminar builds in reflection on content and on personal connection.
• A dance teacher designs reflective assignments
that push students to think critically about the
principles of dance.
• A geneticist teaching a laboratory course assigns
writing assignments that help students learn
about professional genres and how to communicate effectively to the larger public.
• An accounting professor teaches students to
tackle unstructured problems and to use writing
as a tool for learning and for communicating that
learning.
• A pharmaceutical scientist conducts a writing-intensive independent study with a student, immersing her in the research and writing practices
of her field.
• A writing program instructor engages health science students in researching, writing, and collaboration, stressing students’ personal connection
to the content, development of expertise in the
genres of their disciplines, and application of
their school-based project to the writing they
might do after graduation.
• A psychology professor immerses students in
research, writing, and peer-review practices appropriate to her field, despite the constraints of
a large class.
Excerpted from The Meaningful Writing Project
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The Meaningful Writing Project:
Strategies for Designing Effective Assignments, Continued
(continued from page 4)

paying close attention to students’ writing processes and being clear about their evaluation criteria. This attention typically involves not just asking students to write multiple drafts of
their projects, but providing them with multiple opportunities
to receive feedback from their instructor and peers. Students
explained that writing assignments were especially meaningful when “their faculty supported them as they developed the
arguments they wanted to make, imagined where they might
want to take those arguments in the future, and encouraged
their positions and their goals” (138).

Making Your Writing Assignments More Meaningful
To demonstrate the many different possible contexts within which meaningful writing experiences can occur, Eodice,
Geller, and Lerner provide multiple examples of when meaningful writing occurs (see “Instructors Who Assigned Meaningful
Writing Projects” on page 4). They also provide advice for instructors seeking to make the writing assignments they use in
their courses more meaningful for students. For instance, they
suggest that instructors ask students to reflect on what about
the writing they are doing in the course is meaningful and why.
Although it may seem circular, instructors have had much success simply pausing and asking students what they see as most
meaningful in the writing they are doing. Taking a straightforward approach, the researchers explain, is the easiest way to
gain a better understanding of the reality of students’ writing
experiences.

Final Thoughts and Next Steps
Overall, The Meaningful Writing Project offers an encouraging
look into undergraduate students’ perceptions of college writing and shows that instructors in every discipline can provide
their students with meaningful writing experiences.
If you would like to learn more about ways to incorporate these
principles into your teaching the Director of the Writing Across
the Curriculum Brad Hughes (bthughes@wisc.edu) would be
happy to meet with you.

They also advise instructors to think critically about their writing assignments and identify which aspects of the writing assignment “can be made more expansive, more inviting, more
past connected, and more future oriented in ways driven by
students’ goals and interests” (136). Doing so requires that instructors look beyond the boundaries of the classroom and ask
themselves how the writing assigned in their courses will affect
students moving forward. Specifically, instructors can help their
students see how the kinds of writing they do will transfer into
future academic and professional careers.

The Meaningful Writing Project is available for University of
Wisconsin-Madison faculty, instructional staff, and students
online via Project Muse eBooks. •

Eodice, Michele, Anne Ellen Geller, and Neal Lerner. The
Meaningful Writing Project: Learning, Teaching, and Writing in
Higher Education. Logan: Utah State University Press, 2017.

Finally, Eodice, Geller, and Lerner emphasize the importance of

Announcing...
Our Fall 2017 Workshops for Faculty, Instructional Staff, and TAs!
***
When Students Write the Wrong Papers:
Designing Writing Assignments to Get What You Want from Your Students
Responding to and Evaluating Student Writing . . .
Without Getting Buried Under the Paper Load
Papers in Progress: Making the Most of Student Conferences
Designing Writing Assignments That Motivate Deep Reading
Writing Recommendation Letters
***

Visit us at writing.wisc.edu/wac for more information!
Or contact Brad Hughes, Director of Writing Across the Curriculum, by email at bthughes@wisc.edu.
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Thanks to Our Communication-B TA Fellows!

Zach Rewinski

Slavic Languages and
Literature

Paul Senner
Biocore

Ruth Trumble
Geography

Honored for their outstanding teaching in Communication-B courses, these three
TAs helped plan and lead the January 2017 training in Writing Across the Curriculum
for over 30 new Communication-B TAs from across campus.
Thanks for your incredible work!

Our mailing labels reflect current
personnel listings, and therefore we
cannot make changes or deletions.
We apologize for any inconvenience
this may cause.

http://writing.wisc.edu/wac/
Madison, WI 53706
600 North Park Street
6187 Helen C. White Hall
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Department of English
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