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Higher literacy: a rationale

Cost of a Writing course at UWO: $496

Cost of a misplaced comma for Rogers 
Communications: $2,130,000

Ability to express yourself clearly: 
Priceless



Departure from the past: 1979

1979 conference in Ottawa-- “Learning to 
Write”-- and book that came out of it: 
Reinventing the Rhetorical Tradition

• Proceedings of a conference of 
leading figures in composition and 
rhetoric (US) and literacy research 
(UK); only 2 of the chapters are by 
Canadian researchers



2006: Two Inkshed books published

Rhetorical Genre Studies 
and Beyond

Writing Centres, Writing 
Seminars, Writing 
Culture: Writing 
Instruction in Anglo-
Canadian Universities



Ancient history

• 19th century rhetoric, c.f. Henry Hubert 
and Nan Johnson 

• Change in society and mission of 
universities

• Preachers, teachers, and lawyers--
Professionals of all kinds

"the enviable power of elegant and forcible writing [is] 
within the grasp of ordinary minds, and may, in general 
be viewed as the certain reward of patient industry."
Edgerton Ryerson, 1842



1920-1970s: Idealism supplants 
rhetoric
• 20th century—literature 

supplants rhetoric (oral and 
written communication) with the 
rise of English departments 
who increasingly define 
themselves through the study of 
literature

• Rise of professional schools 
leads to pressure to teach oral 
and written communication



Circa 1990

• Late 20th century snapshot:
• Writing programs (courses, writing 

centres/labs/tutorial sessions) spread 
throughout universities (Graves 1994)

• Movement in US to form a field of 
study in composition/rhetoric/technical 
communication with establishment of 
CCCC (currently 6,000+ Members), 
RSA, ATTW



Why writing programs keep growing

1. Increasing 
demand for higher 
education generally

• Participation rates 
up: Over 750,000 
university students 
in Canada 
(Statistics Canada, 
November 2006); in 
1945 there were 
35,000 students in 
all of Canada

University enrollments growing
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2. Writing leads to higher income

Good writers get paid more (Fortune
magazine, December 7, 1998, 244)

Take a Writing course.

Get paid more.



3. Climate of assessment

• Fordism, quality control, benchmarks
• Six Sigma
• ISO 9000
• Total Quality Management (kaizen: 

continuous improvement)
• Learning outcomes
• NSSE: National [US] Survey of 

Student Engagement



OCAV Guidelines

• Ontario Council of Academic Vice-
presidents Degree Progress guidelines

• Item 4: Communication Skills
• “the ability to communicate 

information, arguments, and analyses 
accurately and reliably, orally and in 
writing to a range of audiences”



National [US] Survey of Student 
Engagement

Broadly accepted measure in US and 
increasingly in Canada

Three questions specifically ask about writing
NSSE studies identify factors that improve 

student learning:
• Student interaction (peer groups)
• Student/teacher interactions
• Interdisciplinary links
• Scaffolding/bridging to previous knowledge



4. Digital natives/net generation

• Want to learn skills explicitly
• These students assert that it is not 

enough to trust that writing abilities will 
be developed tacitly

• NSSE –focus on engagement, active 
learning

http://coe.sdsu.edu/eet/articl
es/digitalnatives/index.htm



We’re turtles, they’re hares

http://coe.sdsu.edu/eet/articles/digitalnatives/index.htm



What does it all add up to?

Writing pedagogy intersects with these 
new students and the new demands 
for interactive or engaged learning

• Peer evaluation of writing/peer tutoring
• Experiential learning: service learning 

writing courses
• Computer lab based writing courses
• Writing as new media—blogs, 

MySpace, MSN



What does it look like?

Tania Smith:
• 17 degree programs; 21 certificates, 

cont. ed., community college programs
• Professional writing growing fast
• Centres proliferating; indicative of 

interdisciplinary nature of writing 
studies



University of Alberta Proposal

http://www.arts.ualberta.ca/wtf/PDF%20files/WTF_FINAL_Full_Report(June16).pdf

http://www.arts.ualberta.ca/wtf/PDF files/WTF_FINAL_Full_Report(June16).pdf


U of Winnipeg Writing Centre

http://io.uwinnipeg.ca/~caw/


University of Toronto

15 Writing Centres
spread across 3 
campuses

2 academic 
programs:

Writing and 
Rhetoric

Professional 
Writing & 
Communication

http://www.utoronto.ca/writing/


Universite de Sherbrooke

http://www.usherbrooke.ca/dlc/


University of Western Ontario

• Arts and Humanities Writing Program

• Writing Centre in Student Services
• Courses in Business and Engineering 

faculties

http://www.uwo.ca/writing/


Future directions

• WAC workshops to support writing 
intensive courses

• New, discipline-specific courses in 
Science and Nursing

• New Diploma and Certificate programs 
in Technical and Professional 
Communication

• New Minor in Writing Studies and New 
Media



More

• Re-establish Society for Technical 
Communication Student Chapter

• Participate in cross-disciplinary 
research team on text annotation

• Establish research program on writing 
in the disciplines



Programs and courses proliferating

• Alberta, Winnipeg, 
Toronto, Western

• Growth across 
disciplines

• Focus on professional 
and discipline-specific 
writing

• Writing centres favoured
as sites for growth—
centres of teaching and 
research



Future directions across the country

• Writing Studies emerging as a name 
for the field

• Research emerging and reaching 
critical mass



Professional organizations coordinating 
and growing

• CATTW
• Inkshed
• CSSR
• Writing Centre discussion list



Writing instruction: the next 25 years

• Hunt, based on his 25 years 
overseeing Inkshed, sees a mosaic of 
local initiatives

• Genre studies by Canadian scholars 
focus on writing learned as part of 
workplace activities

• WAC/WID should focus on developing 
similar activities within academia to 
support the learning of academic 
genres



Writing instruction: the next 25 years

As Writing Studies grows as a field,
• increasing coordination between 

provincial systems of higher education 
• critical mass of people teaching writing 

come together in professional groups, 
journals, conferences

• Funding lines up as assessment 
benchmarks arrive



Writing instruction: the next 25 years

It will take all kinds of writing instruction 
to use what Writing Studies teaches us 
to help the Net Generation develop as 
writers and communicators 
experiences

• tutors in writing centres
• internship learning
• academic writing classes
• discipline-specific writing opportunities



Future of a Field?

Writing Studies courses, programs, and 
research

Growth of professional organizations
Increase in full-time employment 

positions 
Tie-in to university mission statements
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