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Predicting Faculty Intentions to Assign Writing in Their Classes

Abstract

Teachers who offer undergraduate courses agree widely on the importance of writing assignments to further
undergraduate education. And yet, there is a great deal of variance among teachers in their writing
assignments; some teachers assign no writing whatsoever. To determine the variables that influence the
decisions of teachers about whether to assign writing, we predicted their intentions to assign writing from
attitudes, subjective norms, perceived control, and perceived difficulty pertaining to assigning writing. Zero-
order correlations and hierarchical regression analyses implicate attitude and perceived difficulty as the most
important predictors of teacher’s intentions to assign writing in two studies. We also obtained open-ended
belief statements in Study 1 and used them to obtain quantitative belief data in Study 2 to find and validate the
importance of the impact of particular specific beliefs on intentions to assign writing.
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Teachers who offer undergraduate courses agree widely on the importance of writing assignments to further undergraduate
education. And yet, there is a great deal of variance among teachers in their writing assignments; some teachers assign no
writing whatsoever. To determine the variables that influence the decisions of teachers about whether to assign writing, we
predicted their intentions to assign writing from attitudes, subjective norms, perceived control, and perceived difficulty
pertaining to assigning writing. Zero-order correlations and hierarchical regression analyses implicate attitude and perceived
difficulty as the most important predictors of teachers’ intentions to assign writing in two studies. We also obtained open-
ended belief statements in Study | and used them to obtain quantitative belief data in Study 2 to find and validate the
importance of the impact of particular specific beliefs on intentions to assign writing.

INTRODUCTION

Most college and university faculty have in common the perception
that writing benefits their students (Krieger, 2013). One benefit is
that writing increases learning (Collins, 1981; Langer, 1986); indeed,
this is exemplified in the catchphrase, “writing to learn.” Another
benefit is that students gain the ability to organize, express, and
communicate their thoughts, ideas, and knowledge (Langer &
Applebee, 2007). Furthermore, the ability to communicate clearly is
essential to later career success (Quible & Griffin, 2007) and the
writing that teachers assign can provide a basis for that success
(Dana, Hancock, & Phillips, 201 1). And yet, teachers often do not
assign writing in their classes. Our goal is to understand the variables
that predict teachers’ intentions to assign or not assign writing in
their classes.

The Reasoned Action Approach

As Keeling, Wall, Underhile, and Dungy (2008) documented in their
review, it often is advantageous to approach issues pertaining to
student success from a theoretical perspective. They also
recommended the reasoned action approach as particularly useful in
this respect. The reasoned action approach originated as the theory
of reasoned action (TRA; Ajzen & Fishbein, 1980; Fishbein & Ajzen,
1975; Fishbein; 1980). Because the goal is to predict and understand
behavior, the TRA is best understood by working backward from
behavior to its precursors. According to the TRA, the immediate
determinant of behavior is behavioral intention; put simply, people
perform behaviors they intend to perform and do not perform
behaviors they intend not to perform. To be sure, people do not
always do what they intend to do but many researchers have
obtained impressively large correlations between behavioral
intentions and behaviors (Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977; Wong & Sheth,
1985).

It is almost tautological that behavioral intentions determine
behaviors (see Greve, 2001) and so the interesting issue concerns
the determinants of behavioral intentions. In the TRA, there are two
pathways to behavioral intentions; the attitudinal pathway and the
normative pathway. The immediate determinants of behavioral
intentions are attitudes, which are evaluations of the behavior, and
subjective norms, which are people’s opinions about how much
most others who are important to them think they should perform
the behavior. It is important to be clear that subjective norms need
not reflect what important others actually think, but rather what
one thinks they think; hence, the inclusion of the word “subjective”
in “subjective norm.”

In turn, attitudes and subjective norms have determinants.
Attitudes are determined by beliefs about consequences and
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evaluations of those consequences. For example, if one believes that
a behavior is likely to have negative consequences and the negative
consequences are indeed valued as being quite negative, the person
will have a negative attitude towards performing the behavior.
Subjective norms are determined by normative beliefs, which are
beliefs about what specific important others think one should do, as
well as motivations to comply with these referents.

The TRA applies well to behaviors that are completely under
one’s control. But Ajzen (1988; 1991) suggested that not all
behaviors are under a person’s control. There is no way to measure
actual control but Ajzen invented the notion of perceived behavioral
control as a proxy. All else being equal, to the extent that people
believe that a behavior is under their control, the more they intend
to perform it. However, Trafimow, Sheeran, Conner, and Finlay,
(2002) noted that although some perceived behavioral control
measures tend to measure control, other such measures tend to
measure difficulty. They argued further that these are distinct ideas;
for example, it might be difficult to go running for a long distance,
but it is still under many people’s control. Trafimow et al. (2002)
performed experimental manipulations that influenced control
measures without influencing difficulty measures, and performed
experimental manipulations that influenced difficulty measures
without influencing control measures. They demonstrated that
perceived control and perceived difficulty should be disentangled
from each other and measured separately—an approach we adopted
in the present research. As in the case of attitudes and subjective
norms, perceived control and perceived difficulty are influenced by
people’s relevant beliefs. Beliefs about why a behavior is under one’s
control or not influence perceived control, whereas beliefs about
why a behavior is difficult or easy influences perceived difficulty.

In summary, as Figure | illustrates, the complete reasoned
action approach involves four determinants of behavioral intentions
and beliefs that are relevant to each of them. These are attitudes,
subjective norms, perceived control, and perceived difficulty. The
usual reasoned action approach to addressing a practical issue, such
as the issue of inducing teachers of undergraduates to give writing
assignments in their classes, is to perform the research in two
phases. In the first phase, the idea is to find out what beliefs predict
behavioral intentions whereas, in the second phase, the idea is to
perform intervention studies to show that changing the beliefs found
to be most relevant in the first phase actually does change behavioral
intentions and behavior. The two studies to be presented here are
first phase studies. Thus, our goal in Study | was to attempt to
predict behavioral intentions from attitudes, subjective norms,
perceived control, and perceived difficulty. The variables that best
predict behavioral intentions in the first study provide the most
promising route for further study and eventual intervention. Our



hope was that one or more variables would fare poorly in Study |
so as to justify their omission from Study 2, thereby simplifying
matters. A second goal of Study | was to find out the relevant
beliefs which would inform the main focus of Study 2.

Our goal in Study 2 was to investigate the open-ended beliefs
obtained in Study| to find out which beliefs best predict intentions
to assign writing. In Study 2, we created close-ended scales out of
the open-ended beliefs elicited in Study |. Thus the qualitative belief
data in Study | were transformed into quantitative belief data in
Study 2 that could be used to aid in the prediction of behavioral
intentions and provide researchers with a strong idea of which
beliefs should be the focus of interventions.

Attitude

Subjective
Norm

Behavioral
Intention — | Behavior

Perceived
Contral

Perceived
Difficulty

Figure |. A diagram relating behavioral intention to behavior and
relating attitude, subjective norm, perceived control, and perceived
difficulty to behavioral intention.

STUDY 1
Goal and Hypotheses

There are two main goals for Study |. The first goal was to find out
which of the four variables—attitudes, subjective norms, perceived
control, or perceived difficulty—best predict teachers’ behavioral
intentions to assign writing. The second goal was to obtain a list of
relevant beliefs for each of these variables to use in the subsequent
study. We based our main hypotheses on research by Trafimow and
colleagues (Trafimow & Finlay, 1996; Trafimow, Rice, Hunt, List,
Nanez, Rector, Notah, & Brown, 2012) who tested the precursors
of behavioral intentions for a large number of behaviors to find out
which of them was the best predictor. They found that for most
behaviors, attitudes better predict behavioral intentions or behaviors
than do subjective norms. A second hypothesis came out of
research by Trafimow et al. (2004) who found that, in general,
perceived difficulty better predicts behavioral intentions than
perceived control does. In summary, Hypothesis | was that attitudes
would be an important predictor of intentions to assign writing and
Hypothesis 2 was that perceived difficulty also would be an
important predictor.

Applying Measurement Principles to Study |

One of the reasons the reasoned action approach works well is the
careful attention paid to measurement issues. According to this
approach, each behavior has an action, target, time, and context and
it is important to ensure that measures of all variables match on
these. This measurement rule is called the principle of correspondence.
We specified the action as “require writing,” the target as “at least 3
writing assignments,” the context as “in the most writing-intensive
course that you teach,” and the time as “in the present semester.”
We note, parenthetically, that the decision to frame the behavior in
this way was after consultation with colleagues in the English
department. Thus, for example, a behavioral intention item was “In
the present semester, to what extent do you not intend or intend to
require writing for at least 3 assignments in the most writing-
intensive course that you teach?” Participants responded by clicking
a button indicating their choice on a 7-point scale ranging from
“extremely not intend” (later scored as -3) to “extremely intend”
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(later scored as +3). As will be discussed later in the section on
materials, measures on all reasoned action variables corresponded
with respect to action, target, context, and time.

Another important measurement principle is that reliability
sets an upper limit on validity, so it is extremely important to have
measures that maximize reliability. The relation is given in Equation
| below where pyy is the correlation between two variables that
actually will be observed, pr, pr, is the correlation between the true
scores of the two variables (the scores that would be obtained in
the absence of randomness), pyy, is the reliability of the measure of
one of the variables, and pyy, is the reliability of the measure of the
other variable. Equation | makes clear that with poor reliability,
observed correlations between constructs are likely to be low.

Pxy = P1xPTy~ Pxx:1Pyy: ("

The most commonly used measure of reliability is Cronbach’s
alpha and it depends on two variables: the correlations between
pairs of items and the number of items. To maximize the
correlations between pairs of items we attempted to ensure that the
items were as similar as possible and we used four items to measure
each construct.

In summary, all items specified the action, target, context, and
time so as to comply with the principle of correspondence. And the
four items measuring each construct were designed to maximize
their inter-item correlations while nevertheless remaining feasible.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were recruited via teaching workshops and through an
email sent out via a listserve to faculty in our system campuses. Fifty-
two teachers completed the online questionnaire. All participants
taught at least one class in the classroom (not online) during the
semester in question.

Materials

The constructs of interest were behavioral intentions, attitudes,
subjective norms, perceived control, and perceived difficulty. As
explained earlier, one behavioral intention item contained the action
“(not) intend.” Three additional items used “(not) plan,” “(not)
expect, and “(not) aim.” To reiterate, participants responded on
seven-point scales to items pertaining to all constructs of interest.

An attitude item was, “In the present semester, to what
extent do you dislike or like to require writing for at least 3
assignments in the most writing-intensive course that you teach?”
Three additional items substituted words for “(not) like” and these
were “(not) enjoy,” “(not) prefer,” and “feel positively (negatively).”

A subjective norm item was, “In the present semester, to what
extent do most others who are important to you think you should
not or should require writing for at least 3 assignments in the most
writing-intensive course that you teach?” Three additional items
substituted words for “who are important to you” and these were
“who matter to you,” “with whom you wish to comply,” and “who
you care about.”

A perceived control item was, “In the present semester, to
what extent is requiring writing for at least 3 assignments in the
most writing-intensive course that you teach not under your control
or under your control?” Three additional items substituted words
for “not under your control or under your control.” These were,
“not up to you or up to you,” “not determined by you or
determined by you,” and “a behavior you are not able to choose or
able to choose?”

Finally, a perceived difficulty item was, “In the present
semester, to what extent is requiring writing for at least 3
assignments in the most writing-intensive course that you teach
difficult or easy?” Three additional items substituted words for
“difficult or easy.” These were “not manageable or manageable,”
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“complicated or simple,” “a behavior with which you feel
uncomfortable or comfortable.”

After responding to the constructs of interest, participants
generated beliefs that we expected to use in Study 2. To facilitate
this, participants were asked to write down beliefs per the following
items. The first two pertained to beliefs about consequences and the
following ones referred to normative beliefs (one item), control
beliefs (two items), and difficulty beliefs (two items), respectively.

e  “Please list the advantages of requiring writing for at
least 3 assignments in the most writing-intensive course
that you teach this semester.”

e “Please list the disadvantages of requiring writing for at
least 3 assignments in the most writing-intensive course
that you teach this semester.”

e  “Please list the people (e.g., department head, spouse,
etc.) who are most important to you in deciding
whether to require writing for at least 3 assignments in
the most writing-intensive course that you teach this
semester.”

e “Please list the factors that make it under your control
to require writing for at least 3 assignments in the most
writing-intensive course that you teach this semester.”

e  “Please list the factors that make it not under your
control to require writing for at least 3 assignments in
the most writing-intensive course that you teach this
semester.”

e  “Please list the factors that make it easy to require
writing for at least 3 assignments in the most writing-
intensive course that you teach this semester.”

e  “Please list the factors that make it difficult to require
writing for at least 3 assignments in the most writing-
intensive course that you teach this semester.”

Finally, participants were debriefed and thanked for
participating in the study.

ABLE |. Beliefs about advantages and disadvantages of requiring

writing, and the number of participants who listed each of them.

Beliefs
Advantages
Ciritical thinking 5
Communication 8
Writing Skills 28
Encourages thinking about topics 13
relevant to the discipline in a different
way
Opportunity for application 3
Increases reflection 5
Opportunity for self-expression 4
Aids in assessing student thinking and 13
learning
Preparation for future classes, 12
jobs/careers, and graduate school
No advantages listed I
Disadvantages
Grading the papers is time consuming 28
A great deal of effort is required to 12
give useful feedback
Requires teacher to read poor quality 9
writing
No disadvantages listed 3
RESULTS

There were three main categories of findings. First we report the
reliabilities of the measures of the constructs. Second, we report the
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findings that test the main hypothesis. Third, we report the findings
obtained from the open-ended items pertaining to beliefs.

Reliability of the Measures

Before presenting the main findings of interest, we report the
obtained reliabilities of the measures. These were .99 for behavioral
intentions, .93 for attitudes, .95 for subjective norms, .97 for
perceived control, and .93 for perceived difficulty. Thus, reliability
does not seem to have been a problem in Study |.

Tests of the Hypotheses

We hypothesized that (1) attitudes and (2) perceived difficulty would
best predict behavioral intentions. In fact, the attitude-intention
correlation was .65 (p < .001). The correlations of the other
variables with behavioral intentions were .31 (p < .05), -.12 (not
statistically significant), and .43 (p < .0l) for subjective norms,
perceived control, and perceived difficulty, respectively. Thus,
attitudes and perceived difficulty were the two best predictors of
intentions to assign writing, thereby supporting the hypotheses.

We also performed a hierarchical regression analysis. The
multiple correlation regressing behavioral intentions on to all of the
variables was .68. In terms of the coefficient of determination (also
known as “variance accounted for” or “variance explained”), the
attitude-intention correlation of .65 translates to attitudes explaining
42% of the variance in intentions. Even including all of the other
variables only raised the correlation from .65 to .68, and only
increased the variance explained from 42% to 46%, which was not a
statistically significant increase. In summary, attitudes were the most
important predictor of behavioral intentions, and the other variables
failed to significantly increase the prediction of behavioral intentions
above and beyond that engendered by attitudes alone. Having said
that, the large correlation between perceived difficulty and
behavioral intentions suggests that it might be premature to
conclude that perceived difficulty is unimportant, a matter to be
addressed more fully in Study 2.

Beliefs

Table | contains all of the beliefs participants listed about advantages
and disadvantages of requiring writing, along with the percentages of
participants who listed them. Table 2 contains a similar list but of
normative referents rather than of consequences. Tables 3 and 4
includes the beliefs participants listed about control and difficulty,
respectively. Scanning across the tables, it is interesting that two
types of negative beliefs tended to be on three of the four lists
(Tables 1, 3, and 4). The time and difficulty involved with grading
writing assignments were considered to be (a) disadvantages, (b)
factors that place requiring writing in their classes beyond their
control, and (c) factors that make it difficult to require writing in
their classes. It is interesting to note that Elbow (1994, 1997) has
suggested the usefulness of educating teachers about ways to assign
writing that do not involve a large amount of time and effort.

TABLE 2. Normative referents and the number of participants who
listed each of them.

Normative referents N
Myself 14
Students 8
Teaching Assistants 2
Faculty/colleagues 15
Administrators 19
Other 7
None 4
STUDY 2

Study | demonstrated that attitudes and perceived difficulty are the
best predictors of behavioral intentions. Study | also provided us



with a set of beliefs that were widely endorsed by the participants.
Therefore, the goal of Study 2 was two-fold. First, we wished to
cross-validate that attitudes and perceived difficulty predict
behavioral intentions but with a larger sample. Second, we wished to
capitalize on the information gained in Study | about the relevant
beliefs pertaining to attitudes and perceived difficulty (listed in Table
| and Table 4, respectively). Specifically, in Study 2 we assessed the
ability of individual beliefs to predict behavioral intentions. The idea
is that those beliefs that are good predictors of behavioral intentions
also are good candidates for intervention.

METHOD

Participants

Participants were recruited similarly to Study |, with the exception
that we obtained a larger sample of |13 teachers, and 107
completed all measures.

Procedure

The procedure was similar to Study | but with the following
exceptions. First, we dropped the measures pertaining to subjective
norms and perceived control because these variables did not add
anything to the prediction of behavioral intentions above and beyond
that which was engendered by attitudes and perceived difficulty.
Second, we added belief measures as described in the following
paragraph.

Let us first consider beliefs pertaining to attitudes. Instructions
appeared on the screen: “To what extent do you think it is unlikely
or likely that requiring writing for at least 3 assignments in this
course would result in each of the following?” Subsequently, each of
the beliefs about consequences listed in Table | appeared on the
participants’ screens and they clicked a button indicating how likely
or unlikely they felt each consequence would be to occur. In
accordance with Ajzen and Fishbein (1980; Appendix A) the seven
choices were “extremely unlikely,” “quite unlikely,” “slightly unlikely,”
“neutral,” “slightly likely,” “quite likely,” and “extremely likely.” We
also measured participants’ evaluations of how good or bad the
consequences would be if they happened. In accordance with Ajzen
and Fishbein (1980; Appendix A) the seven choices were “extremely
bad,” “quite bad,” “slightly bad,” “neutral,” “slightly good,” “quite
good,” and “extremely good.” The purpose of obtaining both beliefs
and evaluations is to compute belief x evaluation product scores. For
example, if a participant believes a particular consequence of
assigning writing to be “extremely likely” and “extremely good” if it
occurs, the product score would be 3 x 3 =9 which would be a
force in the direction of the participant intending to assign writing. In
contrast, if a person considers a particular consequence of assigning
writing to be “extremely likely” but “extremely bad” if it occurs, the
product score would be 3 x (-3) = -9 which would be a force in the
direction of the participant intending not to assign writing.
According to Ajzen and Fishbein (1980), Equation 2 provides the
relation between beliefs (bj), evaluations (ej), and attitudes (A).

” €«
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’

A=3L, be (2)

We also measured beliefs pertaining to perceived difficulty.
Participants received instructions: “To what extent does each of the
following make it difficult or easy for you to require writing for at
least 3 assignments in this course?” Subsequently, participants
responded to each item in Table 4 by indicating the extent to which
each item made it difficult or easy to require writing. The seven
choices were, “extremely difficult,” “quite difficult,” “slightly difficult,”
“neutral,” “slightly easy,” “quite easy,” and “extremely easy.”

”»
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’
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TABLE 3. Beliefs about that factors that render requiring writing to
be under or not under the control of faculty, and the number of

participants who listed each of them.

Control beliefs N
Increases control
Academic freedom/autonomy 35
Supportive colleagues/department 5

Absence of department guidelines I
| do not have control/choice in this I
matter
Decreases control
Grading the papers is time consuming 28
A great deal of effort is required to give 12
useful feedback
Requires teacher to read poor quality 9
writing
No disadvantages listed 3

RESULTS

Reliability of the Measures

Before continuing on to the main analyses, we computed the
reliabilities of behavioral intentions, attitudes, and perceived difficulty
to cross-validate whether the reliabilities we obtained in Study |
would replicate in Study 2. These reliabilities were .99, .95, and .87,
respectively in Study 2. Thus, the reliability values obtained in Study

| seem to have replicated reasonably well in Study 2.

Correlations with Behavioral Intentions

There was a bit of a surprise here. Although, as in Study I, attitudes
and perceived difficulty both were significant predictors of
behavioral intentions, their relative efficacy as predictors reversed
from Study . In Study I, attitudes were a better predictor than
perceived difficulty but in Study 2, perceived difficulty was better.
The correlation between attitudes and behavioral intentions, in
Study 2, was .33 whereas it was .61 for the correlation between
perceived difficulty and behavioral intentions. As in Study |, the
multiple correlation involving attitudes and perceived difficulty to
predict behavioral intentions was strong (R = .65; it was .68 in Study
.

Because we had measures of beliefs and evaluations, it was
possible to compute product scores as specified by Ajzen and
Fishbein (1980) and correlate the product terms with behavioral
intentions. The significant correlations are as follows:

* Increase student learning (r = .56)

* Increase critical thinking (r = .54)

*  Increase ability to communicate (r = .46)

* Increase students’ ability to apply what is learned in
class (r = .51)

* Increase students’ reflection on course material (r
= 48)

*  Aids in assessment of student learning (r = .47)

We also correlated the perceived difficulty beliefs with

behavioral intentions. The correlations that stood out are as follows:
*  Having control over structure of the course (r = .49)
*  Belief that it is good for the students (r = .64)

Finally, we performed a large multiple regression analysis that
included all of the belief-evaluation products and all of the difficulty
beliefs to predict intentions to assign writing. The multiple
correlation was .77. Not only is this an impressive number for this
type of research but it also highlights the potential value of
intervening at the level of several beliefs rather than a single belief.
To drive this point home, consider that the belief that assigning
writing is good for the students best predicts intentions to assign
writing (r = .64). Using the coefficient of determination, this belief
accounts for 41% of the variance in intentions to assign writing. But



because the multiple correlation involving all of the beliefs was .77,
the implication is that 59% of the variance could be accounted for by
using all of the beliefs. Thus, there is a difference of 18% (59% - 41%
= 18%) that can be exploited by using all of the beliefs instead of just
the top predictor.

DISCUSSION

We commence by pointing out that although faculty generally
acknowledge the importance of requiring writing in their classes,
many of them do not do it. Our findings strongly implicate attitudes
and perceived difficulty as the most important predictors of assigning
writing. Not only were these variables more highly correlated with
intentions to require writing than any of the other variables but
inclusion of the other variables in a multiple regression equation in
Study | failed to increase significantly the prediction of intentions.
To our knowledge, this is the first such investigation into the
important issue of what distinguishes faculty who require writing
from faculty who do not. At the level of general constructs
(attitudes versus subjective norms versus perceived control versus
perceived difficulty), attitude and perceived difficulty are clear
winners.

Ultimately, to perform interventions, it is necessary to have
belief level data. The problem is that there are many beliefs that
pertain to each of the four more general constructs (see Tables 1-4),
and one cannot construct interventions on all of them. Fortunately,
the correlational and regression analyses from Study | enabled us to
eliminate subjective norms and perceived control as important
predictors of intentions to assign writing, thereby leaving attitudes
and perceived difficulty as the only constructs that needed to be
explored at the belief level. In addition, the open-ended data from
Study | explicated exactly what the relevant beliefs are, so that they
could be investigated quantitatively in Study 2. By eliminating
subjective norms and perceived control as important variables, we
also were able to eliminate the items in Tables 2 and 3 as matters
that needed to be investigated in Study 2.

TABLE 4. Beliefs about factors that render requiring writing to be

easy or difficult for the faculty, and the number of participants who
listed each of them.
Control beliefs N
Easy
Graduate/Teaching assistant support 9
Technology (e.g., CANVAS) 3
Rubrics/previous assignments 5
Expectations that writing will be assigned 6
in the particular course

Having control over the structure of the 9

course

Belief that it is necessary and good for 14

the students

Enjoyment of teaching writing 9

None I
Difficult

Student resistance or non-compliance 6

Student ability level 7

Grading 2]

Time consuming 15

Requires a great deal of effort to give useful 10

feedback

Class sizes are too large 6

Dealing with plagiarism

0| W

None
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In Study 2, we again found that the combination of attitudes
and perceived difficulty performed well in predicting intentions to
assign writing. However, the relative placement of the two variables,
in order of importance, reversed from Study |. This reversal
underscores the importance of cross-validation. We will say more
about this presently. For now it is sufficient to point out that we had
more participants in Study 2 than in Study | and so we give slightly
more weight to Study 2 than Study | on this matter.

The foregoing bullet-listed beliefs performed very well as
predictors of intentions to assign writing. Because the correlations
were so strong, especially the multiple correlation of .77, the
findings provide reason for optimism regarding the potential to
design successful interventions. They also provide a possible solution
to the puzzle of why the relative contribution of attitudes and
perceived difficulty reversed from Study | to Study 2. That is, the
belief that assigning writing is good for the students was listed as a
factor that makes assigning writing easier—that is, a perceived
difficulty item—but it also can be thought of as a positive
consequence of writing, which would render it an attitude item.
Although Trafimow and Duran (1998) have shown that attitudes and
perceived difficulty are different concepts, in general, our suspicion is
that there is some overlap between them with respect to the issue
of assigning writing. This overlap might be responsible for the
different orders of importance in the two studies. Although from a
theoretical point of view there may be an ambiguity about whether
this particular belief rightly should be regarded as an attitude item or
as a perceived difficulty item, from an applied perspective, it is not
necessary to resolve this theoretical issue. Regardless of one’s
opinion about it, the clear implication for application is that
interventions designed to convince faculty that their assigning writing
will help their students should increase the frequency of writing
assignments.

In one way, at least, the present findings are very surprising.
Consistent with the focus of Elbow (1994, 1997) on ways to make
writing assignments easier for faculty to handle, the two top
disadvantages of assigning writing, listed in Table |, were “grading
the papers is time consuming” and “a great deal of effort is required
to give useful feedback.” Informal discussions with colleagues
supported that the time or effort required would be important
predictive variables. And yet, when tested quantitatively in Study 2,
these failed to make the bullet list of top predictors of intentions to
assign writing. Perhaps teachers fail to give other teachers sufficient
credit for their commitment to do what they believe will be good
for the students—the belief that most strongly predicted intentions
to assign writing (remember, r = .64). In fact, almost all of the items
in the bullet list can be interpreted as specific ways in which
assigning writing can be good for students. Possibly, this fact could
increase the ease of designing integrated intervention programs.
That is, because most of the important predictors of assigning
writing were beliefs about various ways in which doing so is good
for students, doing what is “good for students” could be the central
them of future intervention programs.

The present findings clarify that attitudes and perceived
difficulty are more promising than subjective norms or perceived
control, as general constructs worthy of investigation in the context
of increasing teacher’s intentions to assign writing. At the level of
beliefs—the level at which one would intervene—we found that
beliefs pertaining to ways in which assigning writing is good for
students were excellent predictors of intentions to assign writing.
We find this very encouraging because it suggests an admirable level
of commitment that most teachers have to benefit students. There
is extensive data showing that writing is good for students (e.g.
Drabick et al,, 2007; Marek et al.,, 2005; Nevid, Pastva & McCelland,
2012; Stewart et al,, 2010). More specifically, Angelo (1995) and
others (Blake, 2005; Dunn & Smith, 2008; Mills, 2008; O’Connell &
Dyment, 2006; Tsui, 1999; 2002; Wade, 1995) all contend that
writing positively impacts student learning, ability to think critically
and ability to reflect on course material. Further research supports



that writing to learn practices facilitate acquisition of discipline
concepts (Christopher & Walter, 2006; Connor-Greene, 2000; Tsui,
2002). Others even identify writing as a unique form of learning
(Emig, 1997; Wiley & Voss, 1996; McLeod, 1992; Spivey, 1990).
Given the substantial research, it ought to be easy to convince
faculty that, in fact, writing does benefit students.

It seems worthwhile to list some limitations of the present
research. The most obvious limitation is that we used behavioral
intentions rather than behaviors as the main dependent variable.
Although behavioral intentions are a precursor of actual behaviors,
the two are not identical. It is encouraging that much research
shows that behavioral intentions are excellent predictors of
behaviors when measured correctly (see Fishbein & Ajzen, 2010 for
a review), but the only way to be absolutely sure, with respect to
the present behavior concerning teachers assigning writing, is to
collect behavioral data. A second limitation is that findings are
correlational rather than experimental. The good news here is that
there is precedent for the convertibility of correlational findings into
experimental ones. For example, based on previous findings by
Stasson and Fishbein (1990) that some behaviors receive larger
attitude than subjective norm correlations and beta-weights,
whereas the reverse is true for other behaviors, Trafimow and
Fishbein (1994a; 1994b) supported the validity of these analyses
using true experimental designs. Nevertheless, until this advance is
extended to the issue of teachers assigning writing, it remains
possible that the present findings may not convert to true
experimental paradigms. Finally, belief change is difficult, and so
although the present research identified the crucial beliefs on which
to focus, the extent to which any particular intervention will succeed
has yet to be determined.

Despite the limitations, the present findings are promising, and
we anticipate that future research will move in this direction. We
also hope that the methods applied here can be applied to many
educational issues that depend on faculty inclinations, such as active
versus passive teaching approaches (Michel, Cater, & Varela, 2009),
the flipped classroom (Lage, Platt, & Treglia, 2000), and others.
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