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Culminating experiences for undergraduates may include theses, final proj-
ects, recitals, internships, capstone courses in the major, or seminars emphasiz-
ing professional preparation or the transition out of college. However they are 
configured, capstones are designed to help students synthesize learning experi-
ences in a particular major or across the undergraduate curriculum. They share a 
common purpose of helping students integrate their learning by reflecting on their 
undergraduate academic, and in some cases, social experiences. As will be seen in  
chapter 1, writing assignments are common components of most capstone  
experiences. Therefore, this book explores two questions with respect to writing 
instruction in the senior seminar or capstone course. 

First, to what extent is the current emphasis on writing helping students 
develop the communication and critical-thinking skills needed for a range of 
professional, personal, and civic pursuits following graduation? While developing 
communication and critical-thinking skills are important goals for many senior 
capstones, they are by no means the only ones, which leads to the second ques-
tion. To what extent can writing facilitate the achievement of these other capstone 
goals? The first part of this book draws on the research and practice literature to 
answer these questions, suggesting that writing activities can meet general course 
goals in intellectual development, such as helping to improve skills in critical think-
ing, mastery of disciplinary content, and oral and written communication. Writing 
projects in the senior capstone also can promote personal attributes that employ-
ers seek (e.g., collaboration, independence, innovation). Finally, students can create 
writing projects to reflect on and showcase their learning in the major and across 
disciplines. These projects also may provide faculty and administrators with useful 
documents for departmental and programmatic assessments. 

Yet, understanding the importance of writing in a course like the senior cap-
stone is of little value if faculty do not have the confidence or skills to incorpo-
rate more writing and more effective writing assignments in their courses. To that 
end, the second part of this book focuses on strategies for maximizing the useful-
ness of writing in the senior capstone. Here, the authors draw on their combined 
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experience teaching writing at the college level, knowledge of adult learning and 
development, and understanding of high-impact educational practices to describe 
strategies for using writing to help students meet a range of academic, personal, and 
professional goals in the senior capstone.

For example, Lea has more than 35 years of experience as an English faculty 
member at the college level. She has taught writing workshops in summer programs 
for underprepared students, first-year college writing, research writing, technical 
writing, public speaking, American literature, and an interdisciplinary senior semi-
nar on The National Parks. In the senior seminar, in particular, she found students 
flourished with the opportunity to develop a project of their choosing; working in 
small groups to create both individual and group portfolios; researching one park 
in depth; and responding to critical economic, environmental, and cultural issues 
facing the park. Many students chose the option of connecting their individual 
research to their major. For example, a marketing major might design a promo-
tional campaign to increase visitation to more remote parks. Or, a middle-grades 
education major might create a series of lesson plans on Yellowstone National Park 
for a social studies unit. These kinds of assignments were more than simply aca-
demic, as one former student reported that she found her dream job working for 
the Pennsylvania Department of Conservation and Natural Resources, a position 
that united her skills in technology and writing with her passion for protecting the 
natural world. 

In addition to her years in the classroom, Lea has directed writing centers, 
coordinated writing programs, and served on university committees to develop 
writing curricula. All of these roles have helped her gain an understanding of the 
challenges and frustrations—especially with respect to workload—that faculty 
experience when they integrate writing into their course content.

Similarly, Tracy has 12 years of experience teaching writing at the college level 
and has conducted workshops for faculty and staff on the design and assessment 
of writing assignments and on strategies for developing their own writing skills. 
She also has researched the connection between students’ cognitive development 
and their ability to write effective arguments. Beyond these areas, Tracy draws on 
research conducted by the National Resource Center for The First-Year Experience 
and Students in Transition on the senior capstone experience and other high-
impact educational practices to inform our understanding of writing instruction 
outside the composition classroom.

The authors draw on this collective knowledge and experience, the work of 
colleagues across the country, and the research and practice literature to offer a 
range of strategies for assigning writing, helping students develop as writers and 
thinkers, and responding to student work within the context of the senior capstone.
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Principles and Assumptions
The senior capstone offers a rich context for enhancing oral and written com-

munication skills, while challenging students to explore new ways of thinking, 
reflecting, and understanding ideas and information that truly matter to them. The 
first part of this book delineates the principles and assumptions emerging from 
theory and research that undergird the suggestions for practice in the second part 
of the book. These principles include the following key points:

• Establishing a theoretical foundation helps instructors create a stronger, 
clearer, and ultimately more coherent set of practices that will benefit 
student learning and increase the likelihood that instructors will achieve 
their curricular objectives.

• Students will learn more when instructors regard them as evolving 
people, with complex lives and situations that intersect with their devel-
opment as writers.

• Students can become agents of change through writing experiences. 
They may become people committed to an ethical, responsible use of 
argument and persuasion for the good of their communities.

• A rhetorical approach to writing assignments, instruction, response, and 
assessment helps reinforce learning by creating congruence in critical-
thinking tasks (e.g., analysis, synthesis, evaluation) applicable to both 
written and oral communication contexts.

• Students can improve as writers and speakers through practice, given 
adequate time to develop and change.

• Writers need to be interdependent communicators, with the ability to 
work autonomously, creatively, and clearly. They also need to be com-
fortable working collaboratively, cooperating with peers and other indi-
viduals who are part of their social contexts, to meet the needs of their 
audience.

• Writing activities (e.g., all elements of drafting and revising, conferenc-
ing, and self-assessment) can facilitate students’ personal and intellectual 
development.

• By working with a variety of genres that include workplace writing as well 
as traditional academic formats, students expand their repertoire of writ-
ing strategies, tools, techniques, and skills, helping them succeed in the 
community, workplace, or graduate school. 
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• By articulating their strengths and weaknesses as writers and thinkers, 
students can create bridges to new knowledge and understanding, facili-
tating the transfer of learning. 

Overview
Part I of the book has a three-fold agenda: (a) to help readers understand the 

role writing currently plays in the senior capstone, (b) to suggest important con-
nections between learning and development goals and writing instruction, and 
(c) to provide general guidelines for how and why to build more writing into the 
course. Writing appears to be a fixture within the culminating experience. As such, 
some readers may question the need for such a justification for writing within the 
capstone course. However, the information contained here might provide a useful 
framework for training workshops for faculty new to teaching in the senior cap-
stone or for ongoing faculty development efforts. At institutions where capstone 
experiences are being introduced for the first time or undergoing major reconfigu-
ration, this discussion might offer guidance for shaping those experiences. 

In chapter 1, the authors rely on national data and published accounts of 
senior seminars to define the course, describe its goals, and identify the role writing 
currently plays in such courses. How focusing on writing in the senior capstone can 
help institutions respond to the expectations for specific learning outcomes from 
employers, graduate schools, and other entities is also considered.

Chapter 2 begins by exploring the connection between common goals of the 
senior capstone and the developmental tasks students face near the end of their 
undergraduate experience. We identify a range of assignments currently used in 
seminars and describe how these assignments support students’ personal and intel-
lectual development. The chapter closes by suggesting other types of assignments 
that might be included to further facilitate student learning and development. 

The final chapter of part I draws on the National Council of Teachers of 
English’s (NCTE, 2004) Beliefs About the Teaching of Writing to create a rough 
outline for the incorporation of writing within the capstone course. The chapter 
explores the connections among writing, speaking, and thinking; describes strate-
gies for supporting the development of writing across a wide range of genres; and 
offers suggestions on responding to student writing. 

Part II fills in the rough outline introduced in chapter 3 by providing more 
detailed strategies for incorporating specific types of writing in the senior capstone. 
Here, readers will find practical suggestions for (a) incorporating informal writing 
in the seminar to develop communication, critical-thinking, and research skills; 
(b) embedding portfolios to facilitate student learning and program assessment; 
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(c) supporting the development of a capstone research project; and (d) using writ-
ing to facilitate the development of oral communication. While some of the activi-
ties and assignments may be new to many senior capstones, they can support the 
development of end products typically associated with the course, such as inde-
pendent research projects, essays synthesizing disciplinary (or interdisciplinary) 
perspectives on an issue, or policy papers. Thus, rather than being added burdens 
to the student or instructor, many of the suggestions included here are designed to 
facilitate successful completion of assignments already in place in many courses.

In chapter 4, instructors find ideas for using informal and unrevised writing 
to help students develop more formal written products, explore their own under-
standing of a topic, synthesize information, and/or work out provisional solutions 
to problems. In particular, two strategies—freewriting and journaling—are exam-
ined for their potential to support student learning and development.

Chapter 5 offers ideas for designing portfolio assignments as end-products for 
the senior capstone that help students demonstrate a range of skills, while reflect-
ing on their learning experiences. The portfolio both facilitates student learning 
and development and is a potent evaluation tool for the seminar, the major, or pos-
sibly the entire undergraduate experience. 

At many institutions, the culminating experience is an independent research 
project, yet many students will have had limited exposure to research design and 
processes before the senior year. Chapter 6 provides strategies for helping students 
define a compelling research question, analyze the literature, and document the 
research process. In particular, readers are introduced to the research portfolio—
a collection of research critiques, workplace documents, web-based assignments, 
and other genres—that builds students’ understanding of the research process 
while providing them with an opportunity to develop valuable academic and 
workplace writing skills. 

There are good reasons for asking students to work on more extensive 
research and writing projects, and the research essay, for example, can contrib-
ute to students’ personal, professional, and intellectual growth. In particular, it 
can help students develop an understanding and mastery of the skills needed to 
make successful arguments in academic, professional, and civic conversations.  
Chapter 7 explores the skills from the classical rhetorical tradition and modern aca-
demic conventions that students need to create an effective final project.

In addition to writing ability, employers also seek graduates with strong oral 
communication skills. The final chapter examines the links between writing and 
speaking, in particular, the ways in which writing assignments support the develop-
ment of strong academic presentations and, conversely, how oral communication 


