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ABSTRACT

Objective: Contemporary advanced professional nursing requires the ability to communicate effectively in written and oral
forms. Many registered nurses enter graduate nursing school with experience writing in medical records but with no experience
writing scholarly papers or writing for publication. This article describes the development, implementation and evaluation of a
writing course developed in an online graduate nursing program in the southeastern United States. The goal of this research was
to determine if graduate nursing students’ writing self-efficacy increased after the completion of a newly developed one-credit
online writing course.
Methods: Fifty-three first-semester graduate nursing students participated in a 16-week online asynchronous writing course
developed at a school of nursing. The course instructors designed writing experiences with the goal of increasing writing
competency. The faculty defined writing competence as achieving mastery of the necessary writing skills to produce an organized,
logical, understandable message containing the effective use of language, grammar, and punctuation.
Results: The students’ writing self-efficacy increased significantly from pretest and posttest. The results revealed a significant
increase in self-efficacy scores with the second administration of the tool. The mean of the 20-question Likert scale pretest was
70.59. Results obtained after the conclusion of the course resulted in a mean of 80.12. The finding of a mean increase of 9.529
was found to be statistically significant.
Conclusions: The information from this research can be used to develop effective strategies to support online graduate students
with their writing skills. This experience highlights the fact that we cannot leave the development of academic writing to chance.
Achieving academic writing success requires structured instruction, practice and frequent feedback from faculty who have the
passion for and expertise in scholarly writing.
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1. INTRODUCTION
Graduate education in the United States plays a crucial role
in the success of the U.S. workforce and economy.[1] Be-
tween 2008 and 2018, the number of jobs requiring a master’s
degree will grow by more than two million, an increase of
18%.[1] More recently, it was noted that newly graduated
masters’ degree employees need critical skills, such as oral

and written communication.[2] However, many students who
enter graduate school are unable to express themselves com-
petently via written communication.[3–6] Academic writing
is assumed to be a scholarly activity for which graduate
students are already competent. However, the acquisition
of writing skills is a long-term learning process requiring
personal practice, critical thinking, considerable effort, and
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training activities.[7, 8]

Most graduate students write without assistance and tend to
find academic writing challenging and stressful.[3, 9] These
students often look to university faculty members or on-
campus writing centers for guidance. In turn, faculty offer
support to assist with writing, but may lack the time and
knowledge to guide students adequately. With the growth of
100% online asynchronous graduate courses, the ability of
students to access in-person writing support services has de-
creased. In the fall of 2015, there were more than six million
students taking at least one distance course, having increased
by 3.9% over the previous year. This growth rate was higher
than seen in either of the two previous years. This equates to
29.7% of all students in higher education are taking at least
one distance course.[10]

Asynchronous online learning with the lack of face-to-face in-
teraction brings new challenges for both faculty and graduate
students. Many graduate students enrolling in 100% online
asynchronous online programs have been out of school for
many years, are juggling the competing demands of work and
family and may require academic and writing support that
is only available in face-to-face classes.[4] As programs and
enrollment in online graduate education grow, it becomes
essential to examine the unique characteristics and needs of
online graduate learners to help them be successful in online
environments.[4]

1.1 Research objectives

The goals of a nursing program, whether at the master’s
or doctoral level, include instilling knowledge, improving
critical thinking, and developing effective oral and written
communication skills. If any of these areas are deficient, it is
less likely students will be successful. For nursing seeking
advanced degrees, written communication skills are needed
to document patient care, write and revise policies, develop
and update educational materials, and write for publication.

The faculty of the School of Nursing at a southeastern U.S.
university frequently expressed concern about the lack of
quality writing of its graduate students. They identified a
need to improve the writing abilities of their graduate nursing
students enrolled in 100% online asynchronous programs,
specifically related to content, writing mechanics, grammar,
and APA formatting. The faculty expressed concerns related
to improving the quality of graduate student writing. After
multiple meetings, the graduate nursing faculty revised the
Masters of Science in Nursing and the Doctor of Education in
nursing curriculums to add a one-credit online, asynchronous
graduate academic writing course to the first-semester plan
of study.

1.2 Literature review
One of the essential components of scholarship and grad-
uate education is academic writing. Successful academic
performance relies on academic writing skill, which is rarely
taught.[11, 12] Successful academic writing entails planning,
deductive reasoning, comprehension, and the synthesis of
new knowledge. All of these attributes are skills grounded in
the cognitive domain. While writing is necessary for success
as a graduate student, many students enter graduate school
unable to express themselves via academic writing.[3–6, 13, 14]

Often, professors expect students to have proficiency in basic
writing skills.[15] However, in a national study, only 40%
of students graduating from 4-year colleges were competent
in the required knowledge and cognitive skills needed for
academic writing.[16] Switzer and Perdue[17] noted that two-
thirds of the students who came to a graduate writing center
lacked the skills to conduct a comprehensive literature search
and to write academically.

The social theory of self-efficacy served as the theoretical
background for the study.[18] Bandura defined self-efficacy
as the “belief in one’s capabilities to organize and execute the
courses of action required to produce given attainments”.[19]

Self-efficacy has been shown to be a consistent and reliable
predictor of students’ performance on tasks. Bandura theo-
rized that individuals choose to engage in certain tasks based
on their perception of success or failure.[20] Individuals re-
flect on their abilities to carry out the task but also try to
predict what the outcome will be based on the contemplated
course of action.[21]

Individuals’ self-efficacy development is also predisposed by
their personality, feelings, capabilities, prior experience with
similar behavior or actions, encouragement from others, and
the situation in which the action occurs. Self-efficacy beliefs
directly affect all successive actions. Thus, self-efficacy is
demonstrated to be a better predictor of performance than
factors such as actual performance or ability.[22] Learners
with advanced levels of self-efficacy are more likely to set
higher, but reachable goals and will persist to achieve the
goals.[23] Students with low self-efficacy tend to set lower
goals, apply less effort, and lack persistence, leading them
to quit if the goal becomes too difficult. In the academic
context, self-efficacy helps students decide how much effort,
resilience, and persistence to apply to an assignment.[24]

Pajares defined writing self-efficacy as the learner’s com-
mitment to complete the writing task.[25] The noteworthy
positive relationship between students’ self-efficacy beliefs
and their writing performance were found in several stud-
ies.[26–28] In higher education, where graduate students typ-
ically exhibit higher levels of academic skills, self-efficacy
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beliefs could be a key factor for academic success. Writ-
ers’ self-efficacy beliefs interact with their intrinsic moti-
vation to achieve their writing outcomes.[29, 30] The lack of
self-efficacy to carry out writing assignments can impede
students’ academic progress.[25, 30, 31] When faced with a de-
manding assignment, people who have high self-efficacy will
meet the challenge as something to be studied and conquered.
Their motivation and drive to learn the task will push them
to succeed in their challenging, yet attainable goal.[32] If
met with failures or setbacks, the student with high efficacy
will not give up; whereas, students with low self-efficacy are
likely to decide that the task is unachievable.[32] Researchers
have demonstrated the benefits of self-efficacy beliefs on
the degree of effort, the ability to persist, performance, and
goal setting.[33, 34] Writing self-efficacy theory offers a way
to measure the difference in graduate students’ beliefs in
their writing ability using the theory developed and tested by
Bandura.

Noteworthy positive relationships between students’ self-
efficacy beliefs and their writing performance have been
found in several studies. Hidi and Boscolo[35] noted that
investigators for more than two decades had found positive
associations between writing self-efficacy and writing out-
comes. Students expect that their efforts will bring about
positive results, ranging from simply passing the course to
full mastery.[25, 36] Students have a set of beliefs about the
value of learning and expected benefits. If students do not
value the learning, they are unlikely to be motivated and
engaged.[25, 30]

Pajares and Valente[37] pointed to research on beliefs about
writing methods and competencies that are instrumental to
students’ success as writers. Miller, Russell, Cheng, and
Skarbek[38] measured writing self-efficacy in undergradu-
ate nursing students enrolled in an online writing course.
The Post-Secondary Writerly Self-Efficacy Scale was used
to measure the change in self-efficacy before and after the
writing course. Significant improvements in all self-efficacy
scales were found.[38]

Although the concept of self-efficacy has been applied to
writing in general self-efficacy has not been studied with
online graduate nursing students.[25, 37] There is a gap in the
literature on how to develop the writing skills of online grad-
uate nursing students. Using social cognitive theory to study
graduate student writing is a necessary step to determine if
the intervention of a one-credit writing course fostered the
growth of writing self-efficacy.

The growth of online learning underscores the need for qual-
ity academic writing support to help 21st-century online
graduate nursing students’ academic success. The goal of

this research project was to determine if the one-credit writ-
ing course provided to the online graduate nursing students’
increased their sense of writing self-efficacy.

2. METHODS
2.1 Sample and process
Fifty-three first-semester graduate nursing students partici-
pated in a 16-week online asynchronous writing course de-
veloped by two faculty members and the writing special-
ist at the School of Nursing. Research in writing literacy
demonstrates that students’ self-efficacy and motivation are
increased when teaching strategies are used that model de-
sired writing and communication skills.[39, 40] The course
instructors designed writing experiences with the goal of
increasing writing competency. The faculty defined writing
competence as achieving mastery of the necessary writing
skills to produce an organized, understandable message of
logical organization and containing the effective use of lan-
guage, grammar, and punctuation. The researchers were not
involved in designing or teaching the course.

There was no face-to-face or scheduled web-based instruc-
tion. The faculty modeled writing competencies in their
class announcements and discussion posts. The students
were motivated by constructive feedback and achievement
of individual goals related to writing. No grades were as-
signed for individual assignments and the students received
a satisfactory or unsatisfactory grade at the end of the course.
Content elements of the writing intervention focused on:
(1) developing the central message, (2) logically organizing
the writing, (3) choosing effective vocabulary, (4) using writ-
ing mechanics correctly, and (5) concisely presenting the
work with linkages between concepts.

Students wrote papers based on assignments in their other
first semester courses. Assignments were scaffolded over the
semester based on writing complexity and difficulty. Course-
work became increasingly complex as students drew from
their learning, and incorporated research evidence to develop
an annotated bibliography related to their future capstone
project. Student work was evaluated by both course faculty
and classmates via a peer review process using a standardized
writing assessment rubric. The writing specialist coached
students who had difficulty developing their writing skills.

2.2 Measurements
Mastery of tasks, motivation, reduction in stress, negative
feelings, and social persuasion form the elements of Ban-
dura’s theory.[41] These concepts have been translated into
scales that assess elementary students’ writing self-efficacy
by focusing on the writing product rather than process.
Schmidt and Alexander[42] recognized that these scales could
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not assess college student writing or the process of writing.
Therefore, Schmidt and Alexander, assisted by the staff of
the Writing Center of Western Oregon University, developed
the Post-Secondary Writerly Self-Efficacy Scale (PSWSE).
The PSWSE is a 20-item question that uses a 5-point Likert
scale to evaluate overall writing self-efficacy on a scale from
1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree). Higher scores
indicated higher writing self-efficacy. Specific items are
used to create three subscales: (1) local and global writing
and process knowledge, (2) physical reaction to writing, and
(3) time and effort required for writing assignments.

Permission was obtained from the creators of the PSWSES
to use the tool. Potential participants received an email
invitation in the second week of the class asking them to
participate in an anonymous online pretest survey. Students
were provided a link to the PWSES instrument at an online
survey platform. Three weeks before the course ended, the
students were again provided a link to the PWSES instru-
ment. To maintain anonymity, but also to permit matching

of pre and post surveys, participants received instructions in
the pretest email invitation to create a unique identification
number. Data from each survey were downloaded, responses
matched by the students’ unique identification number, and
analyzed using the SPSS software program. Twenty-one
pairs of pretest and posttest questionnaires were used in the
analyses.

3. RESULTS

3.1 Research question 1
Was there a significant difference in the pretest and posttest
writing self-efficacy scores of graduate nursing students who
participated in a mandatory one-credit hour online writing
course?

Three subscale scores and an overal writing self-efficacy
score were calculated and assessed using paired-samples t
tests. In each case, the students’s self-efficacy scores were
signficantly higher at posttest than at pretest (see Table 1).

Table 1. Pretest/posttest differences in writing self-efficacy scores (n = 21)
 

 

Scale 
Pretest  Posttest 

t p 
M SD  M SD 

Local and global writing process knowledge 3.59 0.42  4.04 0.48 -4.15 < .01 

Physical reaction 2.94 0.80  3.56 0.88 -3.76 < .01 

Time and effort 3.80 0.61  4.20 0.53 -3.16 < .01 

Overall writing self-efficacy 3.54 0.47  4.01 0.46 -4.65 < .01 

 

3.2 Research question 2
What were the possible reasons for the changes in writing
self-efficacy scores after the students participated in a manda-
tory one-credit hour online writing a course?

Two faculty members taught 53 new master’s and doctoral
students in five sections of the writing course. At the end
of the course the students completed an anonymous 22-item
online evaluation of the class. The University’s online learn-
ing department administered and analyzed the survey. The
students responded to the items using a 5-point Likert scale
that ranged from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree).
Higher scores indicated agreement with the statements -
which were all written in the affirmative. Three subscales
were created from the 22 Likert-scaled items. The subscales
focused on the students’ evaluation of their participation in
the course, their feelings about the content and assignments,
and the effectiveness of the instructors demonstrating their
knowledge of the content and in explaining course materials
as well as the evaluation process. Sixty-two percent (n = 33)
of the 53 students responded to the survey (see Table 2).

Overall for the seven items on student participation, the

students reported that they were actively engaged in their
learning and were prepared for the class by using the course
materials. They all felt the course challenged their intel-
lect and that they were well prepared for class. For the six
questions related to the course content, the students in four
of the five sessions felt that the course assignments helped
them understand the concepts of scholarly writing as well
as requiring them to problem solve, think critically, and be
creative in their thought processes. The lowest score was
related to the how the course content was effectively pre-
sented but the majority agreed or strongly agreed that the
course-assignments - as well as discussions and activities
helped them to understand the subject matter. The students
in Section 5 were beginning doctoral students and reported
that the course content was not as effective for their learning.

The students agreed or strongly agreed to the nine questions
on instructor effectiveness. All students strongly agreed that
the instructors demonstrated respect for them as well as being
receptive and responsive to sharing ideas and being available
for individual assistance. The students responded strongly
that the intstructor demonstrated knowledge of the discipline
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of writing and explained course expectations. All students
agreed that they knew how they would be evaluated in the
course and that assignments were graded in a imely fashio.

The lowest score was for the question the instructor presents
material in an organized fashion which ties to the low score
on the effective presentation of the material.

Table 2. Means of student course evaluation subscales by course section
 

 

Section Instructor 
Respondents/students 

in class 

Response rate 

(%) 

Evaluation subscale 

Student 

participation 

Appropriatene

ss of content 

Effectiveness of 

instructor 

1 1 11/13 85 4.7* 4.4 4.5 

2 1 6/14 43 4.8 4.7 4.7 

3 1 7/14 50 4.4 4.6 4.6 

4 2 4/5 80 4.6 4.4 4.6 

5 2 5/8 63 4.2 3.5 4.2 

All sections  33 62 4.5 4.3 4.5 

Note. 
*
 mean of scale ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) 

 
Additionally, the students could respond to five open-ended
questions which were in addition to the previously discussed
items. The sixteen respondents wrote 64 responses to the five
open-ended questions. Sixty of the comments were postive
and four were written negatively.

When asked how they will use the knowledge gained in the
writing course in future classes,there were thirteen comments
which were all positive. One student wrote that, “I will utilize
the knowledge to continue to improve my writing.” Another
students stated, “The knowledge I gained from this course
will assist me throughout graduate school.” A student wrote
that she has more confidence in writing her papers while
another rstated they understood how to complete a synthesis
of literature.

For the question “What was the most important thing they
learned in the course?”, many students mentioned they
learned APA formatting, as well as learning to write a schol-
arly paper. One student commented, “I learned the definition
of scholarly writing and its concepts.” Another student stated,
“I learned how to synthesize the literature and how to outline
a scholarly paper while two others stated they appreciated
the feedback for improvement.” Seven comments focused
on the fact that they felt they would be more successful in
future classes as they had a foundation of knowledge related
to scholarly writing.

Students responded to the question on what positive changes
that need to be made in the course. Three comments were
written negatively in that more information on the completion
of course assignments was needed as well as coordination
of assignments with the faculty teaching other courses. Two
students felt the course should be offered as a prereguiste for
admission to the graduate program.

As far as the question on the evaluation methods used there

were eight comments that were positive in that the evalua-
tion methods used were fair and were clear. One negative
comment was made on the grading systems as there were no
numerical grades, rather the terms satisfactory or unsatisfac-
tory were used. The student felt that that numerical grades
should have been applied.

The final question asked students to comment on the instruc-
tor’s overall effectiveness in the discipline. All respondents
stated that the instructors were fair and understanding as
they provided excellent feedback. One student commented
made the following comment “This was very helpful for a
first time online student learning the meaning of scholarly
writing. Another student wrote”. It is genius to start with a
writing course like this one to equip students with the tools
to express themselves properly at the start of their pursuit of
their Master’s degree.

3.3 Research question 3

Did the assignments in the writing course meet the course
and program learning outcomes?

This one-hour credit course had one learning outcome. Stu-
dents were to demonstrate knowledge of basic writing skills,
including basic structure and rules of the English language.
Assignments designed to achieve this outcome included dis-
cussion board posts, an annotated bibliography, a literature
review, a reflective writing, and a plagiarism quiz. The in-
structors designed the course to scaffold assignments during
the course. For the literature review assignment, students
used the same articles they had used previously in the anno-
tated bibliography assignment. All students who enrolled in
the course completed it and passed with a grade of satisfac-
tory.

A course review meeting with the instructors was held at the
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end of the semester. The instructors reported that students
had difficulty throughout the course determining the expecta-
tions of the assignments. For example, the students reported
having no experience writing a review of the literature and
were unsure how to begin the assignment. Students made the
same comments about the other assignments.

The course assignments were designed to introduce students
to the specific content needed later in their program of study.
The learning outcome of the course, to demonstrate knowl-
edge of basic writing skills was met by the assignments.
Students who completed assignments needed varying de-
grees of writing support throughout the semester to revise
sentence and paragraph structure and to follow basic rules of
English writing. While the instructors teaching the course
and the evaluation results from the students indicated the
course learning outcome was met the instructors continued
to revise and update the course each time it is taught. The
addition of content related to identifying and avoiding pla-
giarism was an important concept the instructors wanted to
add to the course.

4. DISCUSSION

Development and implementation of a graduate-level online
asynchronous academic writing course was based on the
identified need for writing support of graduate students. This
provided the opportunity for an analysis of the impact of the
newly implemented course on the self-efficacy of the partici-
pant students. Results demonstrate a statistically significant
increase in writing self-efficacy in this group of students.

One key finding, the course, as evaluated by the students,
was seen as valuable. This correlates with the research in-
tent, the course does improve self-efficacy. Many of the
graduate students reported having been years out from their
undergraduate degrees, felt a lack of confidence in their aca-
demic writing abilities. Self-efficacy scores increasing in
the post-course evaluation was congruent with the comments
made by students through the course evaluations with reports
of improvements in self-confidence. Several students com-
mented on feeling empowered to begin academic writing
assignments and better understanding the time and effort
required for assignments at the graduate school level.

While the course was taught and evaluated in a school of
nursing at a state university, several of the faculty teaching
various sections of the course sought support and information
on resources from a trained writing assistant. This demon-
strates an additional key finding of the importance of spe-
cialty trained and designated writing assistance. The usual
responsibilities of the nursing school writing assistant were
to assist graduate students in thesis and dissertation work.

The writing assistant was able to help and direct faculty to
help individual students with the greatest writing needs. Ad-
ditonally, this correlates with the current research available
that students will seek out writing assistance from faculty
and writing centers, when assistance is available.[3]

Going forward, the ability to refine the content of the course
certainly exists. An early intervention necessary for the
course is an enhanced alignment of the course with learn-
ing outcomes of the graduate nursing program. Beyond the
accreditation demands, moving the content of the course to
better prepare students for more precise information on con-
tent expectations of the entire program is needed. Another
issue discovered by the faculty teaching the course, which
was unexpected, was the need by many students for basic
writing instruction. Examples include support with sentence
structure, finding academic journal articles for reference use,
and for some, explanation of the expectations associated with
academic writing. Considerations for the development of a
method to evaluate the writing skills of incoming students
could allow for dividing the students into groups where the
observed deficits are addressed together.

From the faculty perspective, an observed potential area of
improvement would be ensuring the faculty teaching sec-
tions of the writing course have available to them resources
which are accurate, current and presented on the same level.
Some variations in the writing skills set of the faculty were
noted. Inquiry into the writing experience of the faculty
varied widely. While some members of the faculty had writ-
ten a thesis or dissertation in their graduate programs, other
members of the faculty had completed graduate programs for
nurse practitioners and clinical nurse specialist and not had
an emphasis on academic writing in their graduate programs.
Discussions on ways to evaluate and foster the academic
writing skills of the faculty are ongoing.

5. CONCLUSIONS
A clear increase in students’ self-efficacy was demonstrated
using the PSWSES tool. The first sub-theme of the instru-
ment, assessing local and global writing process knowledge
saw an increase in score of over 5 points from the pretest to
the posttest. The relevance of this finding is consistent with
the current literature, when assistance with writing is avail-
able to students, it will be utilized. The second sub-theme
findings reflect a decrease in physical reaction to academic
writing for the students. This finding is significant, especially
since the required amount of academic writing in graduate
school programs can be substantial. The third sub-theme
findings demonstrate a decrease in the amount of time re-
quired by students to locate resources and complete writing
assignments. The importance of this information relates to
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the limited time many graduate students have to complete
graduate school assignments while also working full time
as a professional. Increasing writing knowledge, decreased
physical aversion to academic writing, and increased effi-
ciency in completing writing assignments could increase the
likelihood of successful graduate school completion. The
information from this research will be used to develop effec-
tive strategies to support online graduate students with their

writing skills. This experience highlights the fact that we
cannot leave the development of academic writing to chance.
Achieving academic writing success requires structured in-
struction, practice and frequent feedback from faculty who
have the passion for and expertise in scholarly writing.
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