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Publications
•

 

Author of Writing 
Instruction in 
Canadian Universities

 
(Winnipeg: Inkshed 
Publications, 1994)

•

 

co-editor with Heather 
Graves of Writing 
Centres, Writing 
Seminars, Writing 
Culture: Teaching 
Writing in Canadian 
Universities

 
(Winnipeg: Inkshed 
Publications, 2006)

•

 

Co-author of the 
Canadian edition of 
the Brief Penguin 
Handbook

 
(Pearson/Longman 
2007)

•

 

Co-author of A 
Rhetorical Approach 
to Technical 
Communication

 
(Broadview, 2007). 



Current research projects
•

 
An interdisciplinary approach to text 
annotation

 
(co PI with R. Mercer, Computer 

Science); $79,768
•

 
A Study of Doctoral Writing

 
(with D. Starke-

 Meyerring, A. Pare, H. Graves, M. Horne); 
$228,824

•
 

Writing Beyond Borders: Writing Studies 
Across Disciplinary and National Borders

 (with H. Graves); $21,795
•

 
International Association for Interdisciplinary 
Research in Writing Studies

 
(with C. Beaudet

 and others); $75,000



http://publish.uwo.ca/~rgraves3/



WAC/WID at Western

•

 
UWO created Writing 101a (Writing 101F/G and 
Writing 101b (now 202F/G) in 1978. 

•

 
In the early 1980s, UWO instituted the essay 
requirement in a further effort to improve the writing 
of undergraduate students. 

•

 
Today, the Faculty of Arts and Humanities Writing 
Program offers 18 courses to over 1500 students 
each year, and the SDS Effective Writing Program 
offers one-on-one tutoring, classroom presentations, 
and web-based resources. 

•

 
Future: Graduate course in Teaching Writing; writing 
course for international faculty



Missing data

• Key genre of writing in the disciplines is 
the writing assignment

• Conveys the purpose, audience, 
intellectual goals of the course

• No data exists that catalogues 
assignments across disciplines at 
Canadian universities



Academic writing/Alternative 
discourses
The idea of a static, fixed “academic”

 discourse is incomplete
Diverse or alternative discourses are 

present in a wide variety of disciplines:
• Alternative formats (field notes, letters)
• Alternative media (blogs, wikis, 

websites)
• Alternative syntax (Englishes)
(Thais and Zawacki

 
2006)



Inkshed 24: Alternative discourses
•

 
First nations students: how can 
they adapt this discourse to their 
culture and values (Anne 
Hungerford, SFU)

•

 
Variations within Geography at U 
of T from one professor to another 
(Brock MacDonald)

•

 
Graffiti as constructive 
communication; getting students to 
see how discursive systems 
work/compete in society (Pete 
Vandenberg, DePaul U.)



Alternative assignments

• How prevalent are these alternative 
discourses in academia?

• How are they realized in the student 
experience?

• What is the relationship between the 
“alternative”

 
and the “norm”—academic 

writing?



Exigency & Pilot Study

• The Writing Program offers Writing 
121: Writing for MIT [MIT = media, 
information, and technoculture], 2nd

 year course

• Meetings with administrators led to 
questions about how the course 
articulates with first year and upper 
division MIT courses



Results
•

 
We needed to fine tune 
our coding sheet

•

 
Faculty members would 
not participate in a 
voluntary study (3 of 
31)

•

 
We turned this into an 
administrative initiative 
using public documents 
(syllabi)



Draft coding sheet



Phase 2: Liberal Arts

•

 
English (24)

•

 
Philosophy

 
(19)

•

 
Economics (20)

•

 
International and 
comparative studies 
(18)

•

 
History

 
(14)

•

 
Psychology (13)

•

 
French (13)

•

 
Political Science

 
(11)

•

 
Chinese (11)

•

 
Business (7)

•

 
Religious studies (4)

•

 
Japanese (4)

•

 
Hebrew (2)

•

 
Math (2)

•

 
Sociology (1)

We gathered syllabi from across the curriculum:



Objectives of our study
To list and describe the range of writing 
assignments that students are required to 
produce in a given discipline.
To determine how the assignments for 
upper years differ from the assignments for 
the lower years.
To determine:

faculty expectations of the writing skills of the 
students in each undergraduate year
the manner in which these expectations are 
revealed to the students. 

To determine the implications of these 
findings for teaching.



Procedure: Assignments 
•

 
We gathered copies of 
course outlines and 
assignments that are 
given to students. 

•

 
All assignments and 
documents were coded 
by the researchers--see 
handout. 

•

 
course year level 

•

 
genre

•

 
word length

•

 
value (percentage of 
final grade) 

•

 
source documentation

•

 
provision of feedback 

•

 
method of assessment 
(rubric, holistic, 
analytic)

Syllabus
Anthropology 
294 

Syllabus
Anthropology 
294



Procedure: Coding

• Coding scheme developed in pilot study

• Syllabi and assignments collected, 
copied, and numbered

• All assignments and documents were 
coded by the researchers

• Data sheets will be entered into SPSS; 
for this presentation, 
I used Excel 



Sample assignment description

Process

Format

Presentation

Topic

References



Sample essay assignment



Procedure: Interviews

• Follow-up interviews will be requested 
from a random sample of participants in 
order to examine in more detail the 
expectations of instructors regarding 
these assignments. 

www.yourpeoplemanager.com



Results−so
 

far

Limitations

• From 3 of 15 departments

• Incomplete data even from within these 
3 departments

• Based on document trail: oral 
instructions not included, 
supplementary documents often not 
provided



Range of writing assignments
To list and describe 
the range of writing 
assignments that 
students are 
required to produce 
in a given discipline.

•
 

Essays: long, short, 
research, critical, 
major, primary 
source, critical 
review

•
 

Proposals

•
 

Book reviews

•
 

Reading reports



Faculty expectations
To determine:

faculty expectations 
of the writing skills of 
the students in each 
undergraduate year

the manner in which 
these expectations 
are revealed to the 
students. 

•
 

Rubrics (15/55)

•
 

Exemplars (0/55)

•
 

In-process feedback 
(3/55)

Rubrics, written in paragraphs, are the preferred 
way of communicating expectations.



Format

Analysis

References

Organization

Rubric/criteria

Creativity Grammar, mechanics



Program-wide rubric



Year 1 Year 4
How do the assignments for upper years 
differ from the assignments for the lower 
years? More of the same

First year Senior year

Length (essays) 1450 4525

Require references/sources 1/5 4/6

Specify style sheet 0/6 4/6

Audience Not identified 1/6 (other students)

Genre of assignments 4 (essays, 
proposal, book 
review, pre-essay 
assignment)

4 (essay, proposal, outline, 
presentation)



Department snapshot: History
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3125
2666

1625

5666

25%

13%
17%

24%

0%0%

50%

66%

0

1000

2000

3000

4000

5000

6000

Level 0 Level 2 Level 3 Level 4

Year 1-4

Le
ng

th
(w

or
ds

)

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Length
Weight
Rubric



Implications

To determine the implications of these 
findings for teaching.

Assessment

Literacy of graduates

Funding



NSSE and Writing

• To what extent had your experience at 
Western contributed to: Writing Clearly 
and effectively? 

• To what extent had your experience at 
Western contributed to: Speaking 
clearly and effectively? 



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

http://wac.gsu.edu/content/introduction/what_is_wac.shtml


Writing and Learning

[S]tudent
 

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. 



Literacy of university graduates
•

 
11-14% of university 
graduates

 
have 

inadequate prose 
literacy

http://www.td.com/community/literacy_matters_report.jsp



Research Partnership

• Woodworth College at the University of 
Toronto is doing a similar study

• We have shared coding schemes
• These projects address Ontario Council 

of University Vice-presidents (OCAV) 
assessment initiatives

• We hope to obtain ongoing funding 
(SSHRC) to build the database of 
information on student assignments

http://degree-expectations.apps01.yorku.ca/wordpress/?page_id=32
http://degree-expectations.apps01.yorku.ca/wordpress/?page_id=32
http://degree-expectations.apps01.yorku.ca/wordpress/?page_id=32


Funding
We wish to thank the 

Teaching Support 
Centre, UWO for 
funding Phase Two 
of this research 
project.
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