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An Examination of "On-The-Job" Writing of Recent College of Agricultural
Sciences Graduates

Abstract

This study was designed to describe the amount and kind of writing recent College of Agricultural
Sciences baccalaureate degree graduates complete on-the job, their perceptions of the importance of on-
the-job writing, and the graduates' level of satisfaction with their writing preparation at Penn State.

This research is available in Journal of Applied Communications: https://newprairiepress.org/jac/vol77/iss2/2


https://newprairiepress.org/jac/vol77/iss2/2

Scgnjon and Baxter: An Examinatiop ofJQ: The-Job Writi i
An BRARIHALSH O “OR-ThE Y3 WaTeny
of Recent College of Agricultural Sciences
Graduates

Dennis C. Scanlon!
Catherine A. Baxter

This study was designed to describe the amount and
kind of writing recent Caollege of Agricultural Sciences
baccalaureate degree graduates complete on the job, their
perceptions of the importance of on-the-job writing, and
the graduates’ level of satisfaction with their writing
preparation at Penn State. A questionnaire was mailed
to 309 recent College of Agricultural Sciences alumni and
48.4% responded. The majority of respondents were
white males (23-26 yeara old), worked in agriculture-
related jobs in Pennsylvania, and earned between
£20,000 and 829,999 a year.

Respondents wrote less than eight hours a week and
wrote a variety of forms such as letters, memos, and
reports to different audiences,

Respondents felt that the ability to write well was
important, and in general, were satisfied with their
undergraduate writing courses.

Introduction importance of writing has caused
Universities and high schools  colleges and universilies across
are continually modifyving and the country to mntroeduce writing-
updating their curricula by across-the-curriculum programs.
including writing that better The underlying assumptions of

prepares students for the world such programs are (1) that
of work. This emphasis on the writing is developmental and (2)
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the ability to write well is
important in any discipline
(Faigley & Miller, 1982},
Riesenberg, in o 1988 study,
found that over half of the
University of Idaho College of
Agriculture graduates folt that
both written and oral cormmuni-
calions should receive more
emphasia in the undergraduate
program. Love, Lyons,
Mortensen and Yoder (1989)
found in a nationwide study that
faculty in colleges of agriculfure
generally agreed that graduates
need to be able to write more
effectively.

Howrever, few studies have
addresaed the question of how
eolleges and universities might
begin to assess current programs
or create new ones that respond
to the writing needs of college
groduates, Faigley, Miller,
Meyer, and Witte (1881) sug-
gested that before any college
writing program can be consid-
ered affective, one must hrst
know if what it teaches has
value fo the graduates who are
now writing in their chosen
profesaion.

Related Literature

Bataille (1982}, after studying
graduates of lowa State Univer-
gity, found that 64 of every 100
working days are devoted to
writing for at least one hour per
day. Cox (1978) found that
supervisors estimated they
spend, on the average, 26% of
their month writing. Other

e

workers spend abeut 2060 of
their time writing (Barnum &
Fischer, 1984; Harwood, 1982;
Faigley et al, 1981; Anderzon,
L985). However, despite the
large number of studies that deal
with time spent writing, no
single profile emerged that
clearly defined the type of
writing, or factora that influence
the time spent writing by recent
college graduates.

In addition, the few studies
that examined types of written
communication indicated that
letters and memos are the forms
of communication that workers
write most frequently (Anderson,
1985: Bataille, 1982; Cox, 1976;
Barnum & Fischer, 1984;
Harwood, 1982). However. other
studies suggest that some
workers write short reports and
prepare forms and instructions
more often or almost as often as
memos and letters (Flately,
1982; Mikulecky & Dichl, 1930;
Bataille, 1982), Only a limited
number of studies inguired about
readers.

In surveys relating to college-
educated workers’ opinions about
their preparation for writing in
their careers, many graduates
eonsidered writing courses to be
an important part of the college
curricula. As far back as 1960
Simonds reported thal approxi-
mately 80% of upper level
managers surveyed rated skill in
writing as the most frequently
used akill developed in college.

The literature suggested that
college praduates write different

dournal of Applied Communications Yol, 77, No. 2, 19532
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ways depending on their rela-
tionship to their readers, their
perceptions of the importance of
their writing, the amount of time
spent writing, and the familiar-
ity with the subject. Addition-
ally, college graduates consider
writing courses important to the
curriculum and suggest that
perhaps undergraduate writing
courses preparing students for
their careers need to address a
wide range of skillz,

Objectives

This study examines the
writing of 1988, 1989, and 1990
baccalaureate degree praduates
from the College of Agricultural
Sciences at Pennsylvania State
University. Specifically, this
study describes, (1) the amount
and kinds of writing the gradu-
ates do on the job, (2) the per-
ceived importance of on-the-job
writing to the graduates, and (3)
the graduates’ satisfaction
regarding their college prepara-
tion for on-the-job writing.

Methodology

Based upon a review of litera-
bure, a questionnaire congisting
of three seclions was con-
atructed. The first section
contained questions and state-
ments regarding writing on the
job, (i.e., type of employment,
amount of time spent writing,
readersfaudiences, kinds of
writing, and importance of
writing). The second section
elicited data relative to the
writing preparation that gradu-

Published by New Prairie Press, 2017

ates recetved at Penn State. The
last gection contained statements
and questions to gather demo-
graphic data.

After being reviewed by a
pane] of experts in the Depart-
ment of Agricultural and Exten-
sion Education and the English
Department at Penn State for
eontent and face validity, the
questionnaire was pilot tested.
The revised questionnaire was
then mailed to a stratified
random zample of 309 graduates
from a population of 1,011
praduates who received bacea-
laureate deprees from the
Caollege of Agricultural Sciences
at Penn State from January 19838
through December 1950, The
population was stratified based
on the yvear the gradunstes
received their degree. Usable
data were obtained from 149
graduates. The 1990 graduates
had the highest percentage of
returns (52%), followed by 1988
(51%), and 1989 (167%),
Monrespondents tended to be
similar to the respondents
(Miller & Smith, 1983). A
random sample of ten
nonrespondents was drawn and
telephoned to obtain the data
requested on the questionnaire.
These data were compared with
the data received from respon-
dents, Respondents and
nonrespondents were not signifi-
cantly different {p<.03) in terms
of vear of praduation, type of
employment, amount of time
apent writing, department from
which they graduated, and age.
All data were coded and pro-
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cessnd using Lthe Statistical
Package for Social Sciences
(SPE3) at Penn State. Appropri-
ate descriptive statistics includ-
ing frequency distributions,
means, and percentages wers
used,

Findings

The majority of respondenta
were white males, 23-26 years
old who held agriculturally
related posilions in Pennsylva-
nia, and earned between
F20,000-529 999 a year. Respon-
dents represented 17 different
majors in 12 departments within
the College of Agricultural
Seiences.

Ower half of the respondents
wrote less then aight hours in a

tvpical week and almost two-
thirds of the respendents did not
write frequently outside of their
job. Data in Table 1 show
graduates classified by type of
employment and time apent
writing in a typical week, Em-
ployment positions were claszi-
fied necording to the Standard
Oceupational Classification
Manual (U.S. Department of
Commeree, 1980). Graduates
classified as natural seientists
and mathematicians had the
highest number of respondents
who wrote eight hours or more in
a typical week, This category
includes jobs such az environ-
mental scientist/specialists, food
geientists, and peologists. Those
graduates clagsified in agrical-
tural, forestry, and fishing

Table 1: Time Respondents Spend
Type of Employment.

Writing in a Typical Week by

HoursWesk Writing

Type of Emplovment f -3 4-7T B8-15 16+
No. of respondents

Executive, adminiatrative

& managerial eccupations 13 | 2z

Natural scientists, mathematicians 24 1 B 7 10

Technologista/technicians,

except health 25 8 10 & 3

Marketing & sales occupations 21 8§ & 3 2

Agricultural, foreatry,

fishing oeeupations 33 14 7 5 T

Students: graduate, law,

veterinarian 1z 2 i 3 1

Other 19 5 3 5 i1
147 39 47 30 31

h?ﬂ%yﬁkwprairiepress.org/jac/vol??/ is52/2
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occupations had the highest
number of respondents who
wrote less than eight hours in a
typical week. The agriculture,
forestry, and fishing occupations
classification was made up
primarily of preduction agricul-
ture ariented positions,

Data in Table 2 suggest that
graduates from the School of
Forest Resources and the
Department of Food Science had
the highest number of respon-
dents writing eight hours or
more in a typical week.

Beven forms of written
communication were used by at
least 504% of the respondents:
letters, memos, step-by-step
ingtructions, formal repores,
guidelines’ regulations, propesal
for approval of projects, and
results from experimentafrinls’
studies, The six forms used

least by the respondents included
articles for specialty magazines,
professional journals or newspa-
pers; documents used in insur-
ance claims, appraisals or esti-
mates: manuwals; and brochures!
fyers.

Respondents were asked a
series of questions regarding the
kinds of readers to whom they
write, their reasons for writing
on the job, and how often their
writing is read by readers with
various levels of knowledge about
their topie arcas, 1.0, readoers
who (a) know less about a topic
than the graduate, (b) know
about as much, {c) know more,
and (d) are completely unfamiliar
with the topic (Table 3). In
addition respondents indicated
how often they write for each of
the four categories using the
seale (1) never, (2) rarely, (3)

Table 2. Time Respondents Spend Writing in a Typical Week by
Departments in the College of Agricultural Sciences.

Hours™Week Writing
Department

r 0-3 47 815 16+

Agricultural & Extension
Education

Agricultural Economics &

No. of respondents

22 6 6 b 5

Rural Sociology 15 5 3 2 3
Dairy & Animal Science 15 & 7 2 1
Food Seicnce 17 1 4 8 3
Forest Resources a6 9 11 4 12
Horticulture 13 2 3 4 4
Other 24 B 1m0 4 2
Toatal 142 36 46 30 30

Published by New Prairie Press, 2017 5
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sometimes, (QUrAdeAPplisdiCommunicationse ok FAdsF241098], At writing

frequentlyexclusively, Twao
catepories of readers (those who
know less about a topic and
those who know about as much)
recetved mean scores of 3.00 or
higher on a 5.00 scale, indicating
that respondents write for these
readers at least "sometimes.”
The remaining two calegories
{those who know more and those
completely unfamiliar) received
ratings of 2.73 and 2.50, respec-
tively, indicating the reapon-
dents write for thess readers
“rarely” or “sometimes.”

Respendents also indicatad
how often their writing is read
by people at three levels within
their arganization: those at (a) a
higher level, (b] the same level
a8 the graduates, and (c) a lower
level, Om a 5.00 acale of (1)
never, (2) rarely, (3) sometimes,
(4] often, and (5) frequently’
exclusively, the mean scores

people at a lower level to 3.5 for
writing people at a higher level
within the respondents’ crganiza-
tions. A mean score of 3.00 for
“those at their own level” indi-
cated that the respondents wrote
to people at their own level
“zometimes.”

A geries of questions asked
graduates how often they write to
euglomers/clients, vendors, the
general public and students,
Respondents wrote for customers’
clients “sometimes,” and “rarely”
for povernment and the general
public; the majority "never” or
“rarely” ever wrote to vendors
and atudentz, When respondents
were asked how important the
ability to write well was for
someone in their position, over
three-fourths (118) indicated that
the ability to write well was
either “important” or “very
important.” Respondents in all

Table 3. Mean Seores by Respondents on How Frequently Their
Writing [s Read by Readers with Various Levelz of Knowledge About

Their Topic Areas.

Readers i

Mean* 5D

| write for readers whe know less than I do about a topic.

145  3.36

111

I write for readers who know about as much as I do about a topic,

146  3.28

1.00

I write for readers who know more about a topie than I do.

145  2.73

1.04

I write for readers who are completely unfamiliar with a topic.

145  2.50

1.08

https:hesirpre S ryachortpigd/d =never to S=frequently/exclusively,

DOI: 10.4148/1051-0834.1448
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job categories except the “stu-
dents” category ranked the
importance of writing in their
positions as “important” or “very
important.” Mean scores ranged
from 2.25 for “students” to 3.58
for natural scientistsmathemati=
cians,

When asked how important
the ability to write wall ig ta
caresr advancement, over 567
(129) of the graduates indicated
it was either important or very
important. Respondenta in all
job categories gave ratinga 3.00
or higher, suggesting that the
ability to write well was impor-
tant for career advancement.,
Mean seores ranged from 3,08 for
agricultural, forestry, fishing
accupatiens to 3.54 for natural
seientista/mathematicians. All
departments in the College of
Agricultural Sciences from which
respondents graduated had
mean scores at 2.96 or higher,

indicating the ability to write
well was important for eareer
advancement.

Respondents were asked
questions involving the amount
of writing in courses, their
aatiafaction with selected
eouraes, and the importance of
selected couraes in preparing
them for their present position,
Ower half of the respondents
indicated that couraes in majors
should contain frequent writing
assignments. However, a major-
ity of graduates indicated that
both elective (n=109) and general
studies courzes (n=103) should
only contain oeeasional wriling
asaignments. Fifty-six percent of
the graduates indicated that
required English courses should
contain several major writing
assignments,

Data show that graduates
were satisfied with their writing

Table 4, Mean Scores by Respondents on Their Satisfaction of

Undergraduate Writing Courses,

Course # Mean* SD
ENGL 004, Bazic writing skills 35 3.06 0.72
ENGL 005, Writing tutorial 21 314 098
ENGL 015, Rhetorie and composition 126 3.01 ©.70
ENGL 201/202A, Writing in the social sciences 19 342  0.84
ENGL 211/202B, Writing in the humanities 5 340 152
ENGL 218202C, Technical writing B 314 0.84
ENGL 2192020, Buainess writing 52 340 0.69
ENGL 416, Seience writing 6 400 110
ENGL 418, Advanced technical

writing and editing 11 3.36 129

* Means based on scale of 1=very dissatisfied to 4=very satisfied.

Published by New Prairie Pressl‘2017
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courses (Table PYalefARplisd GopemubicationsYakd friss? 983 AthRly, followed

tion ratings ranged from 3.01 to
4.00. When asked to indicate
which of the courses listed in
Table 4 were most important in
preparing them for their present
position, none of the courses were
selected as “most important™ by
the graduates. ENGL 2187202C
was the only course that had over
40% (n=61) rank it important in
preparing them for work.

Graduates were asked to
respond to three apen-ended
questions involving their classes
and activities while at Penn
State. College of Agricultural
Sriences courses in animal
seience, horticulture, agricultural
education, forestry, wildlife,
agricultural economics, rural
sociology, agricultural engineer-
ing, environmental resource
management, and food seience
were all listed as courses that
helped develop their writing.

Graduates listed courses in
general edueation, including
humanities, history, marketing,
business administration, women's
studies, landscape architecture,
English, and communications, as
courses outside of the College of
Agricultural Sciences that helped
develop their writing,

When asked about extracur-
ricular activities that helped
develop writing skills while
obtaining their baccalaureate
degree from Penn State, 32
respondents listed activities
within the College of Agricultural
Sciences. Activities within the
Dairy Science Club were men-
https.//newprairiepress.org/jac/vol77/iss2/2
DOl 10.4148/1051-0834.1448

by the Hort Club and Block and
Bridle Club, Other activities
mentioned were the Ag Student
Council, Collegiate FFA, Colle-
giate 4-H, and several other
general kinds of activitics.
These frequencies tended to
parallel the number of respon-
dents from corresponding
departments,

In general, graduates believed
that writing was important even
if they did not write often in
their current position. Several
graduates mentioned the impor-
tance of correct spelling and
prupl:r ETEI'I'I]TI-E.'I'.

Discussion

The patterns thal emerge
from data related to the first
objective indicate that the
majority of graduates write very
little in their current position.
This outcome implies that the
majority of graduates do not
hold positions that require
intensive writing skills but
rather place more emphasis on
ather forms of communication,
Comments from the respondents
on the open-ended questions
support this conclusion: “Along
with written communication,
there is a need to stress [an] oral
pommunication curriculum as
well. I think the speaking skills
I polished at Penn State are
even more important in my day-
to-day life than my ability to put
my words on paper.” Cox (1976)
found that the business gradu-
ates of selected institutions
spent 29% of their working

Journal of Applicd Communications,Vol. 77, Ma, 2, 18934
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month listening, 26% speaking,
25% writing, and 20% reading.
Cox also found the higher the
pasition held in the orgamization,
the more writing the graduate
did. Huegli and Tschirg (1974)
reported that new emplovees
indicated they used wrillen
communication less frequently
than oral communieation, They
concluded that new employees
aveid using wrilten communica-
tion because they are not effec-
Live in using it.

The data that dealt with the
kinds of readers and forms of
wrilbon communication show
that graduates are writing
primarily informational items for
those who know less or for those
who know about as much as they
do about a particular topie. One
might conclude that graduates
are probably writing (o those
who know less, giving instruc-
tions or advice on a particular
technique or topic, and to those
who know about as much,
informing them of some aspect of
their job, One graduate wrote,
“I'm at an early level position
and my duties are in the feld
05% of the time. [ really only get
to write letters to answer ques-
tions and send information or
correspondence. This iz all the
writing [ do at thiz pesint in my
career.” The findings writing
frequency—letters (85%), memos
(72.3%), and step-by-step in-
structions (67% }—would support
this eonelusion.

Mow employecs tend Lo report
to supervisors, thus creating a
need for information to flow in

an upward direction. Respon-
dents wrote to people at higher
levels within their orpanizations
and these at their own lovel
more frequently than to people
at a lower level.

The data related to the second
objective sugrest that respon-
dents in peneral perceive the
writing they complete on the job
iz “important” or “very impor-
tant” in their careers. The
“siudents” category ranked the
ability to write well in their
position as “unimportant.” The
variation of the kinds of students
{i.c., graduate, law, veterinars
ian), suggests that the graduates
are focusing on oral communica-
tions or did not interpret the
dquestion the same as those in
full-time employment. All
respondents indicated that the
ability to write well is important
to career advancement,

The pattern that emerges
from the findings related to the
third objective show the gradu-
ates are more satisfied with
specific courses (e, technical
writing) than very general
courges (Le. rhetorie and compo-
sition) Although the graduates
in general were satisfied with all
of their writing courses, they did
not indicate that any of the
couraes were critical in prepar-
ing them for their position. Only
A0 of the respondents sug-
gested that the technical writing
COUrses were important in
preparing them for their posi-
tion. Respomdents listed a wide
variety of elasses that helped
develop their writing, indicating

Published by New Prairie Press,_}wm#lﬁrﬁpp“ud Communlontions, Yol. 77, No. 2, lmﬁﬁ
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other courses may be as vital to
their education as the required
English courses.

Recommendations

Based on the lterature review
and data presented, the follow-
ing recommendations were
developed:

1} Courzes offered in the
College of Agricultural Sciences
should emphasize writing's
importance in a student’s career
by expanding writing activities
and instrection in content arca
courses. Graduates encounter a
variety of written forms in the
workplace, especially letters,
memos, and reports. Every
attempt should be made to use a
variety of writing forms to fulfill
specific course objectives.

21 Courses offered in the
College of Agricultural Sciences
should provide students with
opportunities to write for a
variety of audiences and pur-
poscs, Writing on the job re-
quires graduates to develop their
skills in terms of different
audiences, whereas most in-class
writing 18 directed to one audi-
ence, the instructor. Emphasis
on a variety of audiences and
purposes will give future gradu-
ates crucial practice in writing
for these groups.

3) Advisors in the colleges of
agricultural sciences should
recopnize that writing iz a
developmental skill that requires
specific instruction and gpuided

WMraﬂ&F@%%WJMWHS%

Wil churses in the
college enhance and promote
basie writing skills, and recom-
mend them to their advisecs.,
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