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Communicative competence in today’s Engineering graduate is no longer being measured just by 

his oral communication skills. The change in the selection process, where the initial screening is 

based on the student’s ability to draft a mail effectively, emphasizes the fact that mastering 

written communication skills is equally important along with oral communication skills for an 

engineering graduate. Moreover, written communication skills play a vital role further in an 

engineer’s career, where simple written correspondences such as maize to complex report 

writing and documentation  is expected to be handled by them  with expertise. Ironically, in most 

of the English classrooms such an important skill is limited to few question and answer sessions 

without touching the core problem. What is needed in today’s Engineering communication skills 

classroom is a three dimensional program that includes brainstorming sessions  which involves 

critical thinking, providing  a scaffolding  for students to learn and build sentences and finally  

helping them to organize the thought process into a meaning full  written piece. Writing skills 

should be integrated into the syllabus in such a way that the above three components are 

practiced and perfected in the classrooms. The paper focuses on the various needs and issues that 

emerge in this attempt and suggests ways to resolve them to some extent. 

Earlier, Writing course primarily existed for grammar practice and for composition where 

students' knowledge of  limited sentences and vocabulary used to serve the purpose. Knowledge 

in core subject and competence in technical skills among the engineering students used to be the 

major deciding factor in getting jobs. Now, though the importance of technical skills can’t be 

denied, soft skills and especially communication skills are playing a crucial role in the selection 

process. Effective writing is a key to effective communication. The job aspirants should have 



adequate oral communication skills to face the interviews and group discussions and along with 

that the ability to write effectively is equally important. For instance, the new pattern of TCS 

selection includes verbal ability test where the applicant is expected to draft a professional mail 

based on the hints (set of 10 key words) given. Students are selected for the next round, 

depending on how well they could draft the mail and the checklist includes their sentence 

structure, apt vocabulary and most importantly how precisely they were able to convey the 

required message.  

Paradoxically, the more the demand for the writing skills is growing less the ability to write even 

reasonably good sentences is occurring in today’s generation. Various reasons resulted in this 

paradoxical situation: lack of practice in the basic writing skills in the pre engineering years of 

the students is one of the main reasons because the student’s spend two years of intermediate 

focusing entirely on the core subjects. The result is that they succeed in achieving an engineering 

seat, but forget the basic knowledge in grammar and sentence structure that is vital for 

reasonable writing skills. Further, students’ addiction to social networking sites decreasing in 

them the reading habit which certainly affects their writing skills, the advent of the sms culture 

of fragmenting the words into meaningless abbreviations and acronyms is further slaughtering 

the meager language input they have. Under such circumstances,  it falls on the shoulders of the 

English teacher in an engineering college to redress this problem with proper planning and 

methodology.  Within the boundaries s of prescribed syllabus and allotted time slots it is a 

tremendous task to improve the writing skills of students. The first step to succeed in this attempt 

would be to change our perspective to writing skills. Usually the written skills in the classrooms 

are limited to questions and answers, where often the teacher ends up dictating the notes and the 

student’s rote learning the given answers. Occasionally students will be asked to write a 

composition or draft a letter where the repeated formats and sentence structures help students to 

manage the situation with their limited writing skills. These kind of stereotyped writing activities 

can never produce the required change in the students writing ability as they skip the two 

important steps that is brainstorming and scaffolding in the writing process and land flat on the 

final step without much success.  



 Writing ability improves with creative thinking and the teachers must create an environment 

where brainstorming becomes the first phase of the writing process.  Leibman-Kleine (1987) 

suggests that techniques for gathering ideas about a topic can be classified into three groups: 

brainstorming, questioning and using tree diagrams, concept diagrams, maps etc. Out of the three 

techniques, engineering students relate more to brainstorming as it can be converted into a group 

or pair work which is more interesting to them. Mind mapping is another technique that can be 

successfully implemented in a writing class where students actively involve and come up with 

ideas that lead to further ideas. 

For group brainstorming the learners get together in small groups and suggest as many ideas 

about the writing topic that they can think of. At first no idea is rejected or criticized because it 

may lead to other ideas. One person in the group keeps a record of the ideas. 

With list making before writing, each learner makes a list of ideas to include in the writing. 

After the list is made then the learner attempts to organize it and this may lead to additions to the 

list. 

Looping is when each learner writes as quickly as possible on the topic for 4 or 5 minutes. Then 

they stop, read what they have written, think about it and write one sentence summarizing it. 

Then they repeat the procedure once more. 

Cubing is when the learners consider the topic from six angles: (1) describe it; (2) compare it; 

(3) associate it; (4) analyze it; (5) apply it; (6) argue for and against it.  

Using topic type grids. Information transfer diagrams based on topic types are a very useful way 

of gathering information before the writing is done (Franken, 1987). They can also be used as a 

checklist during writing. 

Reading like a writer is when the learner reads an article or text like the one they want to write. 

While reading the learner writes the questions that the writer seemed to be answering. 



With add details the teacher gives the learners several sentences that contain the main ideas of a 

story. Each sentence can become the main sentence in a paragraph. The learners add a 

description and more detail. The learners can explain the main sentence in a general way and 

then give particular examples of the main ideas. 

Without compromising on the syllabus and the schedule teachers can easily fit into their lesson 

plan any of the above techniques. Depending on the topic the techniques can vary. For instance, 

if the students' task is to write about any social evil:  group brainstorming and cubing help in 

gathering relevant points from different angles. Or if the written task is to develop a topic 

sentence into paragraph “add details” helps them to expand the given sentences by adding 

supporting details. The topics for these written tasks can be pre-selected from the text itself and a 

writing session per week can be scheduled for the students. An exclusive writing session makes 

the students take writing seriously and with proper planning and methodology the teachers can 

cultivate a passion for writing among the students. 

In the beginning, the selection of topics should be significant to the learners so that they will be 

intrinsically motivated and later it can be taken to the next level. For example, initially topics 

which they can relate to:  such as their areas of interest, engineering tools, campus news, blogs 

etc. Can be given and the complexity of topics should be gradually increased. As Bereiter and 

Scardamalia suggests readily available knowledge and reports of personal experiences (ex:  what 

I did last summer) enables students to quickly respond while composing a piece of writing. 

The next step crucial to the writing process is acquiring the ability to turn the ideas gathered by 

brainstorming into a concise and comprehensive piece of writing. Samples of students' written 

assignments clearly show that the major problems faced by students while turning the ideas into 

sentences are their inability to present in the required language form. The organization and 

presentation of ideas should be such that it is easy to follow and pleasing to read. Student’s 

failure to logically connect the sentences and long winding sentences affects the free flow of the 

content.  The language aspects such as grammar, vocabulary, spelling and punctuation should be 

acceptable and understandable. Here again the problem of  poor sentence structures, sentences 



replete with grammatical errors, limited vocabulary and sometimes influence of students first 

language writing system surfaces marring the beauty of the written piece.  

Since common grammatical errors, such as subject-verb disagreements, run-on sentences, tenses 

and fragmented sentences are the most problematic areas a pre writing session should be devoted 

to identifying these mistakes and how to avoid them. Modeled paragraphs with the most 

common grammatical errors can be shown to students and asked to avoid in future. Handouts 

with sentence structures, usage of tenses, kinds of sentences with examples can be provided to 

students to practice at home. However, over emphasis on language mistakes can de moralize or 

de motivate students or sometimes distract the students from content and organization. Hence, it 

would be better to provide the necessary scaffolding of structure to the students and intervene 

with correction only when the mistakes are glaring and affects the meaning. The students should 

be given enough time and opportunity to refresh their basic grammar and sentence structure.  

Vocabulary is another problematic aspect that hinders the writing process of the students. During 

the process of translating the ideas into sentences students often struggle due to lack of apt 

vocabulary. The outcome is such that we often come across ideas inadequately explained or 

supported. Repeated usage of the same words results in monotony and the content seems dull. 

With 6,00,000-8,00,000 words or as one estimate claims 20,000 word families,  English is the 

most vocabulary rich language and at the same time achieving mastery in it is quite daunting to a 

non-native speakers. There are many interesting ways to enrich one’s vocabulary from the old 

fashioned flash cards to today’s computer assisted vocabulary software programs. If not the 

entire vocabulary, acquiring related and frequently used vocabulary definitely improves the 

quality of writing. Strategies to acquires range from common rote learning process of organizing 

words in groups to mnemotechnic an innovative way of remembering new information by 

deliberately organizing it and linking it to existing information in the mind.”(Second language 

teaching and second language learning; Vivian Cook, fourth edition, pp 73). Finally, regular use 

of dictionary by students is a sure and steady way of increasing one’s vocabulary.  



After redressing the structure and vocabulary problems of the students, the teacher should turn 

his/her attention to another important aspect that is the style of the writing. Students often 

struggle with this aspect mostly because they wouldn’t know how formal writing differs from 

informal writing. As teachers, we need to be clear what is the best style?  David Lindsay in his 

“Scientific writing =Thinking in word” s explains the three immutable characteristics of 

scientific writing as preciseness, brevity and clarity. Hence, the style that has to be cultivated by 

the engineering graduates in their written compositions is the one that aims at achieving these 

characteristics. The main objective of an engineer is to convey the required information in plain, 

simple English, without any obscurity, and the style of his writing should suit this purpose. 

The final step where the teacher can extend immense support is the feedback session. 

Appropriate feedback increases student’s motivation. Nation (2008) opines that “positive 

feedback on the content of learners’ writing can do a lot to increase the amount of writing that 

learners do and to improve their attitude to writing” (Teaching ESL/EFL reading and writing). 

Feedback definitely improves the quality of the writing of the students by checking and 

correcting their errors. Along with the usual teacher guided feedback, peer feedback and self-

assessment can also be introduced in the class. Praise and question kind of feedback boost 

students' motivation level and further trigger their curiosity to think and write better. 

However, large classrooms pose a problem to the teacher as it is quite a strenuous job to provide 

individual feedback to all the students. In such a case scale sheet can be used as they are less 

time consuming and appropriate. 

 “One way of speeding up marking and making sure a balanced range of aspects of writing are 

dealing with is to mark each learner’s work using a scale” (Teaching ESL/EFL reading and 

writing, pp140). Here is an example of a scale: 

Aspects of writing                                           Comments

Richness of vocabulary 



1 -------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 

Mechanics (spelling, punctuation) 

1 -------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 

Grammatical accuracy and complexity 

1 -------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 

Organization and coherence 

1 -------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 

Content 

1 -------- 2 ------- 3 ------- 4 ------- 5 

Despite taking these measures, students can still consider writing activity as monotonous and 

tedious if proper care is not taken in the selection of the activity. Students will be intrinsically 

motivated if the activity matches their real needs. Practicing engineers need to prepare 

presentations, design reviews, draft mails, formal letter, submit reports etc. Activities based on 

these formats would help students immensely. Students should be trained to put a professional 

touch to these writing assignments to develop their attention to professional writing. Explaining 

the objective of the activity and the relevance of the activity to their futuristic needs would 

definitely boost their participation.  Another area of concern is the topic of the activity; it would 

be difficult to write on a topic they have less information on.  One way to handle this problem is 

to set an activity on topics familiar to them or give them handouts with hints on the topic.  A 

topic that involves sharing their personal experiences is definitely more productive as they need 

not worry about content part.  



While designing written assignments for engineering student teachers should follow certain 

guidelines to ensure the participation of the students. The below listed six components in the nut 

shell comprises the factors that teachers should consider before setting a writing assignment. 

(Reid and Kroll 1995:19-22) 

1. A Writing assignment should be presented in its context clearly delineated such that the 

student understands the reasons for the assignment. 

2. The content of the topic area should be accessible and appropriate for the writers while 

being broad enough to allow for multiple approaches. 

3. The language of the task part of the assignment and instructions it is embedded in should 

be unambiguous, comprehensible and transparent. 

4. The task should be focused enough to allow for completion in time or length constraints 

designated.  

5. The rhetorical specifications (cues) should provide a clear direction of likely shape and 

format of the finished assignment, including appropriate references to an anticipated 

audience. 

6. The evaluation criteria should be identified so that students will know in advance on what 

basis their output (i.e. written product) will be judged. 

Conclusion: Finally, teachers should accept that effective writing skills cannot be acquired by 

students overnight. It should be a step by step process that requires practice on the student’s part 

and patience on the teachers' part. Overloading the students with written assignments in a 

haphazard manner can indeed repel the students. Hence, a systematic, pre planned and targeted 

writing activities should be incorporated into the syllabus. Such activities combined with 

students' enthusiastic participation will surely result in enhancing the writing skills in an 

engineering student and further help him/her in molding a successful career. Therefore, it is 

mandatory that writing should be given equal importance along with the other three skills that is 

speaking, reading and listening skills. Effective communication can be acquired only when all 

the four indispensable and interlinked skills are mastered. 
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