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5 Ways to Drive Student 
Success through Better Writing
How higher ed can improve students’ written 
communication—and prepare them for the future 
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In this ebook, you’ll learn about  
five steps higher ed institutions  
can take to prepare students  
to communicate clearly:

Build up student writing confidence with 
coaching, not just pass/fail instruction

STEP 1

STEP 2

STEP 3

STEP 4

STEP 5

Show students the value of writing 
across disciplines

Help students understand the value 
of honesty and integrity in writing

Give students support to thrive in the 
cloud-based digital environment

Coach students to communicate 
successfully with peers and supervisors
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Preparing students for academic and professional success has always  
been a priority in higher education. But in an increasingly competitive  
and uncertain economic landscape, students have become more reluctant  
to invest in their education unless they’re confident the investment will  
prepare them for life after school. 

One essential skill that an institution can equip its students with stands  
out: Effective written communication. 

Of course, all forms of communication and collaboration are important  
no matter the field in which college and university graduates will pursue  
employment. But written communication regularly ranks as a top skill  
employers want to see in new graduates. In fact, 72.7 percent of managers 
surveyed for the National Association of Colleges and Employers’ Job Outlook 
2021 seek out written communication skills in recent college graduates. 

Meeting employer expectations  
Employers increasingly seek entry-level employees with skills 
in teamwork and written and verbal communication.

Challenges ahead for higher education students 

Managing technological disruption 
Knowledge workers now spend the majority of their workday  
on devices, communicating across channels like IM and text, 
email, collaboration platforms, and video and in-person meetings.

Collaborating across the globe  
Students need to prepare to communicate with a diverse and 
dispersed workforce.
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This makes sense in the context of an economy driven by teamwork, 
technological disruption, and global collaboration. But it’s also a critical 
skill for students as they navigate their academic journey. Student 
success in higher education relies on a student’s ability to communicate 
clearly in writing, even if the course credits fall outside of an English 
degree track.  

“The ability to write clearly, at the proper level of familiarity, with the 
correct use of words and tenses is not only helpful and useful but also 
commands respect,” said Julie Miller, Director of the Career Strategies 
Center at Brandeis International Business School in Massachusetts. 
“Even numbers-oriented academic paths such as finance or investment 
banking require a student to be able to write a convincing report 
about investments or mergers and acquisitions. We’ve seen written 
communication skills position a student at a higher level in a job search 
and make the difference between a candidate that advances in an 
interview and one that doesn’t.”
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Different tones  
Friendly with a close contact versus informative in an essay

Clear writing also allows instructors to achieve their ultimate 
effectiveness. When students don’t demonstrate basic competency  
in written communications, instructors spend valuable time and energy 
focused on improving the writing. But when students have the support 
they need to become solid writers, instructors are free to focus  
on sharing ideas and building strong relationships with students. 

In a survey of 540 US faculty, instructors, and administrators at the 
college level, Grammarly uncovered fascinating insights into perceptions 
of students’ writing, including its quality, accuracy, and confidence. In 
this report, we’ll explore five ways higher education institutions can help 
students communicate clearly—so those students can reap the benefits 
during their academic journey and into their professional careers.

Defining effective communication 
We tend to think of effective communication as error-free 
communication. However, effective communication is so much 
more than that. Students should be able to write their ideas 
clearly and adjust their communication for:

Different contexts  
Formal research versus informal email communication

Different audiences  
Manager or supervisor versus colleague
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STEP 1  
Show students the value  
of writing across disciplines

Higher education provides students with factual and practical information 
specific to a field of work. But there is also a deeper, more compelling 
purpose of preparing individuals for a career and becoming productive 
and engaged citizens. Learning how to think critically, gain knowledge, 
formulate opinions, and express those opinions to others through writing 
is an integral part of how an individual develops to find purpose and 
engage with society—which helps explain why written assignments  
are common across disciplines.
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“Regardless of the course, whether it’s an English course or a major-
specific course, every student encounters weekly writing assignments,” 
says Kellie Zaremba, Instructor and Learning Support Manager at National 
Louis University in Illinois. “Even in the maths and sciences, there are 
discussion boards and reports students must complete in written form. 
And it’s stressful for professors when they realize the quality of their 
students’ writing is not yet at the college level.”

The exchange of ideas and information in writing forms the foundation 
of knowledge work. Engineers must be able to provide clear, effective 
written explanations for their plans. Computer programmers must be 
able to write code but also reports and guides. Healthcare workers are 
required to input detailed notes, including care instructions, after each 
patient interaction. 



       85 Ways to Drive Student Success through Better Writing

However, higher education faculty see a sizable skills gap. According  
to Grammarly’s recent study, most educators (92 percent) view students 
as lacking writing confidence. In particular, they call out the need for 
practice to build that confidence and diminish feelings of hesitancy  
or worry. The opportunity lies in helping students understand the value 
of writing, no matter their discipline or future field, so they more readily 
apply themselves to practicing, learning, and improving the skill. 

Educators’ perceptions of student writing confidence

of educators say 
students struggle with 
writing confidence

Percent of educators
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“Students tend to see writing as a means  
to an end or a means to getting a particular 
assignment done. Without prompting, they 
don’t always think of it as developing  
or polishing a particular skill that’s going  
to be incredibly useful for them throughout 
their lives, not just in college.”

Kellie Zaremba 
National Louis University

Before After

Writing skill is important 
for English majors

Writing skill is important 
for every graduate

→

Help evolve the way students 
see writing
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STEP 2  
Help students understand 
the value of honesty  
and integrity in writing

Seventy-five percent of college educators surveyed indicate that 
students struggle with plagiarism and insufficient citation. Educators 
expect much of this plagiarism is unintentional and due to students  
not being taught how to properly cite resources (30 percent); students 
being rushed, taking shortcuts, or relying on the internet (17 percent);  
or students needing better instruction, improvement, and practice  
(16 percent). This highlights the important role higher education 
instructors can play in helping students maintain integrity in writing. 
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of students weren’t 
taught proper citation

of college educators say students 
struggle with plagiarism

Here’s why they think so:

of students are rushed, 
take shortcuts, or rely 
on the internet

of students need 
more instruction 
and practice

75%

These issues with plagiarism or improper citations are not happening  
in a vacuum. They vary in relationship to instructor concerns about writing 
quality or accuracy. Educators who cited lack of understanding about 
plagiarism and citation as a top-of-mind issue were most concerned about 
students’ ability to write successfully outside of their English courses.
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Educators rate their concerns with student  
plagiarism across curricula

Knowing how to use citations correctly is a critical component of strong 
writing skills. Many students don’t realize that failing to cite sources 
is considered plagiarism, even if not done intentionally. For many 
students, unintentional plagiarism can be even more of a risk. Students 
who struggle to communicate their own thoughts in writing may paste 
in sourced content, unmodified and uncited, putting them at risk for 
plagiarism. In such a case, lack of writing confidence can lead directly  
to plagiarism—not out of ill-intent but out of a lack of alternatives. 

Ratings are on a scale of 0-100
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At some point during their education, students of every 
discipline will perform research and write a summary  
of their findings. It’s crucial they understand how to write 
research-intensive assignments with honesty and integrity, 
and even more so, with originality and innovation. But 
because citations can be complicated—and can vary 
depending on which style is being used—instructors often 
need to provide students with examples, documentation, 
tools, and resources to be referenced when writing.

Students entering a workforce that increasingly requires 
intensive periods of teamwork need to become adept at 
collaborating without plagiarizing—a balancing act for which 
they may require practice and assistance. Providing students 
with clear protocols for collaboration minimizes confusion 
and helps them create written work together with integrity. 
Not only does this facilitate high-quality academic output,    
it also trains students to be productive collaborators  
for the long term.
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“Often college educators assume students  
have a certain level of instruction that may  
or may not be there, and they don’t necessarily 
realize the level of explicit instruction students 
need. Even when an educator isn’t a writing  
or English instructor, they need to help students 
understand the conventions of their discipline  
by showing them and walking them through  
it instead of just assuming they’ll know.”

Kellie Zaremba 
National Louis University

Before After

Unintentional “copy and 
paste” plagiarizing

Skilled paraphrasing and 
appropriate attribution of work

→

Transform student citation skills
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STEP 3  
Give students support  
to thrive in the cloud-based 
digital environment

The profile of the “average” or “typical” college student is changing.  
Data from the National Center for Education Statistics reveals that  
75 percent of the nearly 20 million students enrolled in postsecondary 
education are nontraditional. Such students are over age 25 and may  
be employed full-time and/or have children, which means they are often 
not well-served by the time requirements of in-person classes during 
the day. But they’re not alone: Students of all demographics prefer 
using digital tools. In a recent survey by Cengage, two-thirds of college 
students said they would prefer to use more tech and digital course 
materials in the future, and 73 percent said they would prefer some  
of their courses to be completely online. 
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These changes reveal an important shift in how higher education 
institutions must serve students. When it comes to support for assignments 
and classroom deliverables, students want the flexibility to learn and get 
help at their own pace and on their own time. It doesn’t make sense to wait 
for a professor’s office hours or a writing lab’s open appointment time  
if students are used to going online to get cloud-based support whenever 
they need it. 

Anything an institution can do to equip students with writing support tools 
on their laptop—available any time they might need it—goes a long way 
toward empowerment. Students can then easily review their own written 
communication for mistakes; make choices about tone, voice, and writing 
goals; and learn as they go. 

of college students are 
nontraditional

of college students want 
more tech and digital 
course materials

of college students want 
some of their courses 
completely online

75%

67%

73%
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“When we got feedback from our instructors that they weren’t satisfied 
with the quality of the writing of the student population, we decided  
to help students out with the Grammarly tool, which was already being 
used by our sister college, Kendall College,” said Zaremba. 

“Faculty members started noticing fewer errors, especially when it comes 
to surface errors like grammar and punctuation, and they quickly spread 
the word and asked students to sign up for it,” continued Zaremba. 
“Over time, we’ve seen students start to recognize particular issues that 
come up a lot and self-correct—and they really like getting assignments 
back without being overwhelmed by the critical comments, plus the 
grammatical errors they were able to catch before they turned it in.”
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“A graduate business school student is in their 
program for a very compressed 12–24 month 
timeline, and they need to be working on their  
job search materials before they even set  
foot on campus. Students learn very quickly 
that written communication skills are important  
for their time in the program, but they don’t 
have endless time and flexibility to seek extra 
support for writing by itself.”

Julie Miller 
Brandeis International Business School

Before After

Schedule time in the writing 
lab during office hours

Log in and get writing 
feedback on demand

→

Support students’ writing anytime 
with digital tools
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STEP 4  
Coach students to 
communicate successfully 
in written communication 
with peers and supervisors

Different situations require different styles of writing. When preparing  
a written deliverable, such as a report, project status update, or 
presentation, the language should be more formal and professional, 
and the piece should follow a more complete structure. But daily 
collaboration and communication with co-workers and colleagues 
through online tools such as Slack, instant messaging, and email can 
be more informal.
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Unfortunately, students don’t always pick up on this or change 
communication tactics accordingly, which is a real problem for higher 
education instructors today. 

of college educators believe students 
don’t know how to communicate 
effectively in writing with university 
faculty and staff80%

For example, according to Grammarly’s study, 80 percent of college 
educators believe students lack skills to appropriately communicate  
in writing with university faculty and staff. In particular, they attribute  
such struggles to a lack of professionalism. Some indicators include: 

“What students are really lacking is the awareness of the audience and 
purpose of their writing, and instructors are often overwhelmed by the 
task of teaching it,” said Zaremba. “For the instructor’s part, they might 
feel overwhelmed by how much content they need to cover and feel like 
they shouldn’t have to stop to teach writing, or perhaps they don’t feel 
comfortable or skilled enough themselves to instruct someone else in it.” 

Using the wrong formalities (too informal or too  
formal) and improper tone (22%) 

Being hesitant, afraid, or lacking confidence (15%)

Generally needing improvement (14%)

⟶

⟶

⟶
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of college educators see students 
struggle with peer communication79%

Educators rate students’ difficulties when  
communicating with superiors

Ratings are on a scale of 0-100

Many college educators also saw issues with students using “text speak,”  
or shorthand, acronyms, and skipping punctuation in their primary writing 
style—and saw the use of that shorthand correspond with lower ratings  
of writing accuracy on writing assignments. College educators indicated  
(79 percent) they noticed some degree of struggle in peer communication.
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“Students are used to writing the way they speak. 
They simply don’t know otherwise because  
they haven’t been given the time to fully develop 
those skills, and their academic-minded  
instructor feels overwhelmed at the task.”

Kellie Zaremba 
National Louis University

Before After

I write as myself I write for my audience
→

Expand students’ communication 
versatility
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STEP 5  
Build up student writing 
confidence with coaching, 
not just pass/fail instruction

A major roadblock students face when working to improve writing skills 
is a lack of confidence, which can have cascading effects. Receiving  
a low grade on an assignment is not only discouraging in that instance. 
When it’s received without any explanation, students may overgeneralize 
and conclude they are just not capable of writing well.
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The complexity of confidence is exacerbated when you bring in the variety 
of audiences, tones, and purposes of writing that students might not yet  
be able to grasp. 

Zaremba points out that helping students achieve a growth mindset 
around writing is critical because a lot of the students will just think they 
don’t write well, when in reality they’re only not meeting the requirements 
of a particular format because they’re still writing how they speak or 
learning new conventions. Without support and instruction around written 
communication, students run the risk of having their good ideas buried 
under expectations of proper grammar, organization, or citation. 

“Most students are conditioned to get grammatical feedback of yes,  
this is right, or no, this is wrong, and it’s very discouraging,” continued 
Zaremba. “They also feel intimidated by thinking they need to write  
it down perfectly the first time, and when they don’t do that, they take 
feedback as criticism or failure. If we want students to become good 
written communicators, we have to look beyond punitive measures. We 
have to give them resources to understand writing is a process filled  
with communication choices they are empowered to make.”
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For example, a student might have a wonderful grasp of the content 
but struggle in getting that information from their head to the finished 
product. An educator who walks the student through their process  
of communicating ideas in writing can teach clear thinking alongside  
specific knowledge. Providing specific feedback separately from the 
overall grade—or providing tools that allow a student to work through  
this process before turning an assignment in—can help them gain 
confidence by seeing where they did well and enable them to focus  
on the specific areas that need improvement.
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“Students spend a great amount of their time 
on some form of written communication, 
whether writing a paper or report, putting 
together slides for a presentation, or writing 
a cover letter for an internship. If they 
aren’t confident in their writing skills, that 
means they’re going to spend a lot of time 
worrying about their ability to complete their 
assignments without error.”

Julie Miller 
Brandeis International Business School

Before After

“It’s right or it’s wrong” noted 
by red pen on paper

“Here are your best choices” 
presented in a digital format 

→

Provide educational and 
constructive feedback
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Institutions that want to support international students 
and multilingual students need to go above and  
beyond to help students feel confident and comfortable 
expressing themselves in English. Without such support, 
language fluency becomes a limiting factor in a student’s 
confidence and ability to achieve their educational goals. 

On-demand, digital-first tools like Grammarly level the 
playing field. Regardless of their level of English fluency, 
students can write and turn in assignments knowing 
they’ve removed common mistakes from their writing. 
And, over time, they pick up and internalize those 
nuances of language, improving their fluency overall. 

Leveling the playing field
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Writing as the key  
to success today  
and tomorrow

The modern student invests in higher education with the aim of achieving 
success across all areas of life. From their area of study to their path into 
the workforce, building written communication skills is essential to both.

After all, the need for written communication skills is woven throughout  
a student’s academic life. In class, writing is the key to successfully 
sharing ideas, getting high grades, and avoiding the risk of plagiarism. 
After graduation, strong writing skills guide a student into their chosen 
field, then set them up for success on the job. 

Higher education institutions that want to prepare students for the rigors 
of college and the challenges of the workforce will give students plenty  
of opportunities to learn and practice written communication skills as they 
learn and practice the skills of their discipline. With these opportunities, 
students gain the ability to fully participate, contribute, and express their 
unique contributions both at school and in their career.
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With Grammarly, your entire institution gains access  
to an AI-powered writing assistant, offering suggestions  
that augment classroom instruction and improve student 
writing and communication. 

To get started, contact our team at edu@grammarly.com. 

For students: 
Grammarly helps students master 
effective written communication.

For educators:  
Grammarly makes teaching easier 
and more efficient.


