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Introduction  

I researched the current Santa Clara University curriculum to look at how the university 
defines and organizes the coursework within the English department. I recognized that SCU 
does not offer a “Writing Studies” or “Composition” major similar to one described within David 
Beard’s study that focuses on the new Writing Studies major at the University of Minnesota 
Duluth. I noted that the English department at Santa Clara is the only department on campus 
that deals with the direct study of writing, unlike UMD that separated their English department 
from a Department of Composition (later named the Department of Writing Studies).  

With this in mind, I believe looking further into the English Department at SCU as well as 
other departments is necessary because it provides insight into the classes and coursework 
offered (or not offered) at the university. This insight also provides a certain understanding of 
what courses SCU views as important and necessary in the world of writing studies, and how 
certain courses overlap conceptually and incorporate many similar elements. 

I hope to display how SCU organizes and explains their current English department 
curriculum and why they may feel that “English” is a proper major unlike a distinct “Writing 
Studies” major as described by Beard. Also, I will analyze the Communication department at 
SCU in order to identify any classes or coursework in writing or other subject areas that may 
overlap with classes offered in the English department.  
 
Method 

Based on David Beard’s article, I reviewed the 2018-2019 Academic Bulletin for Santa 
Clara University in order to examine the courses offered in the English department. In addition, I 
looked at the Communication department courses to examine their particular course 
descriptions and how they may be similar or different from the English department courses.  

I looked at these two departments in order to analyze how they both organize 
coursework and what certain classes they require for the particular majors or minors. For the 
required classes in particular, I read the course descriptions to gain an understanding of why 
these classes are required for that field of study, which helped me identify some of the threshold 
concepts present within the coursework studies. 

I sought to differentiate between the English and Communication departments, but also 
to see where they may be similar in regards to the offered courses, course descriptions, and the 
various threshold concepts and writing pedagogies involved in the classes.  

First, I opened the Academic Bulletin on the Santa Clara University website and read 
through the course descriptions of the “Critical Thinking and Writing” courses (which are 
required for every student enrolled in the university), “Introduction to Writing Studies,” 
“Advanced Writing,” and “New Media in Theory and Practice.” I then placed these course 



numbers, titles, and descriptions into a table similar to how Beard organized courses at the 
University of Minnesota Duluth. I wanted to place these courses into a table similar to Beard’s 
table in order to compare and contrast the various course and course descriptions within the 
English department specifically.  

Second, I used the Academic Bulletin to analyze the classes offered in the 
Communication department and chose a few classes that included either some element of 
writing or writing studies in the description, or a class that incorporated threshold concepts that 
are present within the English department courses. I placed these courses in a table as well in 
order to compare them to the English department classes. 

In addition, I reflected on my personal experiences and coursework thus far at Santa 
Clara in order to provide some personal insight into the curriculum and what aspects of both the 
English and Communication departments overlap or in what ways they might differ from one 
another. I wanted to see how the two distinct majors and their required courses influence my 
understanding of threshold concepts in each of the fields of study and how some concepts can 
be utilized within both majors.  

Finally, I copy and pasted the general description of the English and Communication 
departments from the Academic Bulletin onto the same page in order to identify whether any 
aspects of both departments contained information that resembled one another or that distinctly 
differentiated the two.  
 
Results 
 
Required for every major:  

Course 
Number 

Course 
Title 

Course Description 

ENGL 1A & 
ENGL 2A 

Critical 
Thinking & 
Writing I 
and Critical 
Thinking & 
Writing II 

A two-course themed sequence featuring study and practice of 
academic discourse, with emphasis on critical reading and 
writing, composing processes, and rhetorical situation. The 
second course will feature more advanced study and practice of 
academic discourse, with additional emphasis on information 
literacy and skills related to developing and organizing longer 
and more complex documents. Themes address a variety of 
contemporary topics. Successful completion of CTW I (ENGL 
1A) is a prerequisite for CTW II (ENGL 2A). (4 units each 
quarter) 

 
Required for English major: 

Course 
Number 

Course Title Course Description 

ENGL 16 Introduction 
to Writing 

Introduces students to the field of writing studies, touring 
scholarship about topics such as civic discourse and 



Studies rhetorics of social justice; composition and multiliteracies; 
and visual rhetoric and principles of design. The course also 
includes the composition of digital publications. Prerequisites: 
ENGL 1A and 2A. (4 units) 

ENGL 106 Advanced 
Writing 

Builds on learning in Critical Thinking & Writing courses to 
deepen familiarity with the values, genres, and conventions 
relevant to specific disciplines. Stresses analysis and 
rhetorical reading and writing skills, as well as the process of 
revising students' own writing. Assignments will reflect 
increased sophistication in critical reading and writing with a 
purpose for particular audiences. Prerequisites: ENGL 1A 
and 2A. (5 units) 

ENGL 110 New Media 
in Theory 
and 
Practice 

A writing studio course focused on multimodal writing, 
students will explore new media writing genres with special 
attention to their theoretical significance. 

 
Required for Communication major: 

Course 
Number 

Course Title Course Description 

COMM 20 Public 
Speaking 

This course is designed to provide students with basic 
theories and skills that are essential to effective public 
speaking. Topics include audience analysis, organization, 
persuasion, credibility, and delivery. Students can apply 
these skills in a variety of public speaking situations, 
whether in future communication in college courses or in 
nonacademic settings. Each student will also learn to 
analyze, criticize, and evaluate the speaking of others. (4 
units) 

Comm 40 Introduction to 
Journalism 

Introduction to the theories and techniques of journalism 
with emphasis on the role of journalism in a democracy, 
news values and ethics, reporting and writing techniques, 
and discussion and readings on the future of journalism. 
Includes weekly lab, which may be either in class or online 
at a flexible time, at the instructor's discretion. (5 units) 

Comm 125A Media 
Audience 
Studies 

The audience plays a critical role in our understanding of 
mass communication. How do media scholars and 
practitioners conceptualize and study media audiences? 
How do individuals and groups use media, interpret media 
messages, and integrate media experiences into their 



lives? The course will address these questions, looking at a 
variety of media and media content (e.g., news and 
entertainment content of books, film, TV, Internet) and do 
so with different characteristics of audiences in mind. We 
shall see, for example, how audience responses are 
shaped by factors such as ethnicity, gender, age, or by the 
context in which the medium and its message is 
experienced. Prerequisite: COMM 2 or consent of the 
instructor. (5 units) 

 
 
I found that both the English department and Communication department integrate new 

media and multimodal writing into their curriculums and coursework. Both departments have a 
strong understanding of the changing world of writing and presenting information through the 
utilization of diverse media platforms. For example, the “New Media in Theory and Practice” 
class in the English department includes the study of multimodal writing where students “will 
explore new media writing genres with special attention to their theoretical significance.” This 
course relates to the Communication class “Media Audience Studies” where the students will 
look at a “variety of media and media content...and do so with different characteristics of 
audiences in mind.” The two courses in the separate departments each look into media content 
and how certain genres can influence an audience or what their significance may be to a 
particular audience. 

Within the English department, the two tracks offered are either Professional Writing or 
Creative Writing. In addition, there is the Literary/Cultural studies tracks where a student can 
choose an American or British focus, or individually define their track to study a combination of 
various cultural studies.  

I found that journalism classes (which include a lot of writing and research skills) such as 
“Introduction to Journalism” are offered only in the Communication department, not the English 
department. This is interesting to compare to Beard’s study that displayed how Journalism is an 
offered track at University of Minnesota Duluth within the Department of Writing Studies. Also, 
Professional Writing is an offered track at UMD, while at Santa Clara there are two tracks to 
choose from (Professional Writing or Creative Writing) for an English major. As well, there is a 
newly offered Professional Writing minor within the English department that offers students 
training in “writing for business, nonprofit, and public sector work.” Also, this program 
emphasizes “optimizing multimodal communication based on the technology and audience 
relevant to the particular rhetorical situation,” which relates to courses within the English and 
Communication departments in terms of the threshold concept of identifying the rhetorical 
situation.  

Something interesting that I didn’t find in the Academic Bulletin but that I just learned 
from being a student at Santa Clara as well as working at the HUB Writing Center and helping 
first-year students with their essays is that there are many Critical Thinking & Writing classes 



offered for students that are not within the English department specifically. For example, there 
are CTW classes that are based in the philosophy field or environmental studies field. This 
diversity in CTW classes opens up the discussion of how critical thinking and writing skills taught 
within courses can be utilized within many departments and fields of study. The threshold 
concepts taught in these CTW classes prepare students to think critically about the world 
around them and solve problems, and how to reflect these skills in the form of writing or through 
other means of communication such as videos or oral presentations. 
 
Discussion 

I found through my study that there are similarities between English courses and 
Communication courses at SCU, even though the two majors are in separate departments. I 
also discovered that there are some similar threshold concepts between the two departments, 
which can signify that each department can build off of one another through the utilization of 
certain overarching threshold concepts, such as the necessity of analyzing the rhetorical 
situation in order to best convey information to an audience. 

While Beard made a clear distinction between Writing Studies and Communication 
Studies in his study at UMD, I found that English and Communication at Santa Clara have many 
overlaps. They integrate similar conceptual aspects/threshold aspects, such as writing to learn. 
Writing in both majors is essential in helping students understand key ideas and concepts of 
that field as well as building upon basic understandings of the concepts to learn more about a 
particular subject through research and articulation of ideas. English and Communication both 
call for the utilization of similar skill sets like ability to conduct authentic research or the ability to 
convey an argument to an audience. These skill sets prove to be versatile since they can be 
employed across a range of subject matters and genres of writing.  

From reading many of the course descriptions of English and Communication classes, I 
found that both strive to build upon students’ writing skills in order for them to effectively 
communicate a message to a particular audience, whether that be writing a journalism article in 
the Communication department or writing a research essay in the English department. Both 
departments integrate a keen awareness of the importance of the threshold concept of 
analyzing one’s rhetorical situation and understanding one’s audience. In addition, they 
emphasize how to effectively convey information to that particular audience and acknowledge 
how good writing looks different as a result of different rhetorical situations. These main 
elements of the field relate to Beard’s description of how writing is a practice where “we teach 
the skills of rhetorical production- of crafting texts to rhetorical situations.”  

Global awareness and integration of historical and social experiences are additional 
elements found throughout the courses in the English and Communication departments. These 
concepts play into Santa Clara University’s desire to have students be engaged global citizens. 
It is necessary for them to gain an understanding of the world and people in it, such as through 
required literary/cultural studies classes in the English department or through required 
Communication classes such as “Media Studies in a Global World” that teach students about 
global issues and understanding social spheres. When I took this class, we talked a lot about 
how technology influences our community, social spheres, and means of communicating with 
others throughout the world to help us learn about other cultures and societies. 



To add onto this concept of global awareness, Beard describes how he wants students 
to “recognize both the incredible power that comes from effective writing and the awesome 
responsibility that comes with being an effective writer, we ask them to encounter writing as 
historically transformative. We ask them to recognize that writing is embedded in human social 
structures and human cultural institutions.” In regards to this quote, students at Santa Clara are 
taught similarly in terms of understanding social structures and historical elements in the English 
department, especially within Critical Thinking and Writing classes. These required classes for 
all first-year students work to teach students about how to compose writings that take into 
account themes that “address a variety of contemporary topics.” In this light, students are taught 
initially to take in their rhetorical situations and worldviews within the composing process similar 
to Beard’s description that explains how writers recognize how writing is an embedded part of 
human social structures and diverse lifestyles. Through personal experience in my CTW 
classes, our class theme was “Borders and Barriers,” and we talked about the barriers that 
separate us from others in different cultures, different ethnicities, or those who speak different 
languages. With this is mind, we looked into U.S.-Mexico border discussions and other global 
topics in order to broaden our understanding of certain issues and how we as writers and critical 
thinkers can relate to and solve these issues.  

Additionally, I found that both departments focus on the understanding of writing and 
technology, especially the utilization of different modes and mediums for writing. As mentioned 
in the “Results” section of this study, both English and Communication classes integrate 
multimodal writing in order to teach students how to write using different platforms. I have 
learned within my CTW classes how to write blog posts and present information on a website. I 
have learned in my Comm 40 “Introduction to Journalism” class how to write an article or press 
release that is appropriate to publish online. Currently, I am taking a “Writing for Publication” 
class within the English department, and this class has taught me so far how to write across 
multiple platforms, such as on social media sites, which again reiterates the focus on the 
relationship between writing and technology. 

To conclude, although the English and Communication departments are separate at 
Santa Clara University, they have many similar elements and threshold concepts, which differs 
from Beard’s explanation of his desired separation between the two departments of Writing 
Studies and Communication at University of Minnesota Duluth. 

 
 
 


