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Who am I? 

http://www.ualberta.ca/~graves1/index.html 



Writing Initiatives @ U of A 

Three new ways to improve student writing: 

  Centre for Writers 

  Writing Studies courses 

  Writing Across the Curriculum 



Centre for Writers 

http://www.c4w.arts.ualberta.ca/ 



C4W 

Over 1100 students this fall 

Building a comprehensive website 

Work with graduate students as well  
as undergraduates 

Free to students 



Writing Studies 



New Course: WRS 500 
WRS 500 Academic Writing in Science 
Offered by Heather Graves (Fall, 2009) 

This class will focus on teaching graduate students 
about academic writing in the sciences, with the goal of 
helping them to improve their ability to construct clear, 
concise, and well-supported arguments in the 
documents that they write as part of or associated with 
their degree programs. 



Writing Across the Curriculum 

Me working with you to increase the ability of your 
students to write well 

• Writing assignments in courses (formal, graded 
writing) 
• Writing to learn (informal writing) 
• Writing in the disciplines (special rules for writing in 
your academic area) 
• Writing intensive courses (curriculum designation) 



Writing Across the Curriculum 

 writing-to-learn activities are short, 
impromptu or otherwise informal writing tasks 
that help students think through key 
concepts or ideas presented in a course 

 Based on learning to write research in 
1960s-1970s in US/UK 

 First programs emerged in 1980s  

The WAC Clearinghouse, http://wac.colostate.edu/intro/ 



WAC Philosophy 

  that writing is the responsibility of the entire academic 
community,  

  that writing must be integrated across departmental 
boundaries,  

  that writing instruction must be 

  that writing promotes learning 

  that only by practicing the conventions of an academic 
discipline will students begin to communicate effectively 
within that discipline.  



WAC: Writing and learning 

 writing plays an indispensible role in 
developing critical thinking skills, learning 
discipline-specific content, and 
understanding and building competence in 
the modes of inquiry and dissemination 
specific to various disciplines and professions  

Georgia State WAC Program, 
http://wac.gsu.edu/content/introduction/what_is_wac.shtml 



WAC and Student Engagement 

 student engagement with the subject matter 
being taught increases significantly when they 
are more frequently asked to write about that 
subject, particularly in courses in their junior and 
senior years.  

Richard J. Light. "Writing and Students' Engagement " Peer Review 6.1 (Fall 2003): 
28-31.  



WAC and writing assignments 

 Tie the writing task to specific pedagogical 
goals.  

 Note rhetorical aspects of the task, i.e., 
audience, purpose, writing situation.  

 Make all elements of the task clear.  

  Include grading criteria on the assignment sheet.  

 Break down the task into manageable steps.  

http://wac.colostate.edu/intro/pop10a.cfm 



Strategies for effective assignments 

  Overview 

  Group instructions into chunks  

  Step-by-step 

  Clarify key points 

  Include alternatives or 
substitutions 

  Tips, warnings, cautions 

  Troubleshooting 

  Adapt to reader’s level 

  Use imperative 

  Define terms 

  Use logical order 

  Maintain uniform tone 



 Writing to learn assignments 
  The reading journal  

  Generic and focused 
summaries  

  Annotations  

  Response papers  

  Synthesis papers  

  The discussion starter  

  Focusing a discussion  

  The learning log  

  Analyzing the process  

  Problem statement  

  Solving real problems  

  Pre-test warm-ups  

  Using Cases  

  Letters  

  What counts as a 
fact?  

  Believing and 
doubting game  

  Analysis of events  

  Project notebooks  

  The writing journal  

WAC Clearinghouse, http://wac.colostate.edu/intro/pop5.cfm 



WAC and writing in the 
disciplines? 
Writing in the disciplines focuses on instructing 

students in the language conventions of a 
discipline as well as with specific formats typical 
of a given discipline  

Problem? Human ecology students write from 
diverse disciplinary perspectives. How do they 
know which perspective to adopt for a 
particular assignment? 



WAC: Writing Intensive courses 

 WI courses incorporate revised assignments, 
sequenced assignments, peer review, and 
student assistance from a writing consultant. 
[Georgia State] 



Writing Intensive courses at Simon 
Fraser 

 A writing-intensive course is one in which writing 
is used as a tool for learning and developing 
understanding of subject matter and is taught 
as a means of communication in discipline-
specific ways. Students are shown, rather than 
simply told, how to write in the genres most 
valued in the discipline and are given 
opportunities to use skilled feedback in the 
revision and rewriting of major papers. 

http://www.lidc.sfu.ca/teaching/writing/resources/W-CourseCriteria.php 



Genres in Human Ecology 

  What do students write in Human Ecology courses? 

  Why do they write them? To explore ideas? To be 
evaluated? To describe? To argue? To reflect? 

  Who do they write for? 



Next Steps 
Workshops: 

  Clear Instructions, Great Expectations: Creating good 
writing assignments 

  Marking Essays: Designing Rubrics that Work 

Other support initiatives: 

  Publicizing the C4W to Human Ecology students 

  Curriculum: Writing in Human Ecology? 


