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I. Introduction 

 

In September 2009, Senate approved the development of a Writing-in-the-Disciplines Faculty 

Writing Fellows pilot project for the Winter 2010 semester.  This decision was based on research 

done by the Student Writing Committee that focused on writing instruction at Dawson and on 

WAC/WID programs at other colleges and universities  (see “Writing-Across-the- Curriculum / 

Writing-in-the-Disciplines: Recommendations” - Student Writing Committee, Senate, September 

2009).   

 

Over the Fall 2009 session, the Student Writing Committee prepared in a variety of ways for the 

Winter 2010 launch of the pilot project.  The committee reconstituted itself as the WID Working 

Group and added new members.  The membership of the group is currently Leanne Bennett 

(Humanities),  Silvia d’Apollonia (Biology), Robin Simmons (Nursing), and Ian MacKenzie 

(Coordinator – English).  The Working Group formulated a Call for Participants for the Fellows 

project that was distributed to department chairs and program coordinators in October.  In short 

order the group gathered and reviewed curriculum and resource materials; developed a schedule 

of topics for the bi-weekly face-to-face seminars; selected and learned to use a wiki platform 

(pmWiki) that the Fellows would access for weekly on-line discussions; and created a needs 

assessment for the participants.  By December, the Working Group had selected six faculty 

participants from six different departments (Biology, History, Math, Nursing, Phys Ed, and Social 

Services) and began organizing the schedule of meetings and activities. 

 

The Working Group established the following objectives for the pilot: 

• Introduce teachers to elements of Writing-Across-the-Curriculum/Writing-in-the-

Disciplines (WAC/WID) theory and pedagogy: writing as a mode of thinking / role of 

writing and genres in production of knowledge within disciplines / the novice-expert 

continuum of learning to write in a discipline.  

• Give teachers support and a range of resources for innovations in writing and critical 

thinking in their courses: more effective integration of writing to promote critical 

thinking / clarification of writing objectives / use of low-stakes exploratory writing 

activities / effective assignment design for formal assignments / effective feedback and 

assessment practices.  

• Identify a key concern in each teacher’s current practice: address successfully a writing-

related problem by the end of the semester.  
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• Facilitate the diffusion of ideas and best practices: discuss WID in home depts. / develop 

resources available to others through an on-line teaching portfolio. 

II. Activities 

Once the Winter 2010 session was under way, the Fellows worked together in two ways.  They 

participated in weekly on-line discussions of assigned readings, principally from John Bean’s 

Engaging Ideas: The Professor's Guide to Integrating Writing, Critical Thinking, and Active 

Learning in the Classroom, but also from discipline-specific journal articles selected on the basis 

of the participants’ particular needs.  The Fellows also met bi-weekly as a group to develop ideas 

and materials evolving out of the readings and on-line discussion.  Below is a summary of the 

topics addressed during these activities: 

• Needs  assessment review: participants’ current practices, challenges, attitudes  

• Views of writing / critical thinking in the disciplines, and the connection between writing 

and learning according to WAC theory 

• The history of writing instruction in higher education (guest speaker: Doreen Starke-

Meyyerring, McGill Centre of the Study of the Teaching of Writing)  

• Truths and myths regarding grammar and error in student writing  

• Methods for engaging a range of different styles of learning  

• Strategies for helping students to read difficult texts  

• Informal writing-to-learn activities in different disciplinary contexts  

• Formal assignments and the design process: identifying learning outcomes, staging the 

writing process, giving formative feedback, using models, developing evaluation tools 

• Feedback, evaluation and coaching strategies: rubrics, feedback, comments, and fostering 

“apprentice” disciplinary writers  

• Strategies for enhanced learning in exams: question design, student preparation, models, 

and grading  

• Engagement and inquiry in research assignments: inquiry-based learning, research 

methods in different disciplines, encouraging revision through assignment design 

As the session ended, each participant began to assemble materials for their teaching portfolio, 

composed of five elements: reflections on disciplinary thinking and writing; ideas for informal 

writing-to-learn activities; several formal assignments focused on writing and critical thinking; an 

evaluation rubric; and strategies for coaching student writers in their disciplines.   

III. Results 

A review of the responses to the feedback questionnaire (Appendix I) shows that the participants’ 

impressions of the WID Faculty Writing Fellows pilot project were on the whole very positive.  

Most participants indicated that they valued the project highly as a learning experience, and that 

this learning would prompt changes in their teaching strategies, changes that they saw leading to 

enhanced student learning and achievement.  While some participants needed time to familiarize 

themselves with the WAC/WID writing/critical thinking approach, most also moved quickly to 

test these new strategies as the session proceeded.  To mention only a few examples, the 

participant from Nursing expanded her repertoire of exploratory, writing-to-learn exercises; the 

participant from History experimented with a new peer review process for her major essay; and 

the Biology participant radically altered her views and tactics on offering formative feedback on 

preliminary drafts.  For more examples, see responses to questions 3.a, b and c in Appendix I.  It 

is the Working Group’s intention to support the Fellows in subsequent semesters as they develop 
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and evaluate these changes in their practices.  Indeed, all of the participants expressed a desire for 

a structured follow-up of some kind that would help them sustain the changes they have 

undertaken (see responses to Q5 in Appendix I). 

By the end of June 2010, four of six participants had submitted all the elements of their teaching 

portfolios, and the fifth and sixth portfolios will be completed by September 2010.  These 

teaching portfolios will be made available on-line to the Dawson community by the end of Fall 

2010. 

IV. Planning  

The WID Fellows will run again with the same objectives and a similar format.  Acting on the 

approval of the Academic Dean, in February the WID Working Group proceeded with a Call for 

Applicants for Fall 2010.  This time the call was distributed not exclusively to chairs and 

coordinators but to all faculty.  By the end of March, the Working Group had received around 

twenty expressions of interest, and from these, ten formal applications resulted.  Seven 

participants from seven different departments were selected for the fall session.  

The Working Group also plans to maintain close contact with the first group of Fellows by 1) 

including them individually in meetings of the new Fellows where topics suggest their 

contributions would be valuable, 2) supporting the diffusion of ideas within their home 

departments, 3) following their implementation of materials and strategies, and tracking and 

reporting on results, and 4) encouraging them to pursue WAC/WID-related PD opportunities. 

The coordinator of the Working Group will meet systematically with departments over F2010-

W2011 to publicize the Fellows project, and to describe tailored support that members of the 

Working Group or individual Fellows might provide at the departmental level.  

The Working Group plans to complete work on the WID wiki so that the teaching portfolios are 

available on-line to the college community. 

V. Conclusions 

The Working Group is satisfied that the pilot project achieved its objectives, all the while taking 

note of suggestions made by the participants for improvements for the next session.  The results 

of the pilot suggest that this kind of project can play a role in promoting writing and critical 

thinking across departments and programs, to the benefit of Dawson students.  The potential 

impact of a college-wide WAC/WID initiative has in fact been underscored by recent research 

indicating that at colleges where such programs exist, instructors assign significantly more 

writing, in more complex rhetorical situations, using a wider variety of genres, than instructors at 

institutions that have no such program.  See Dan Melzer, “Writing Assignments Across the 

Curriculum: A National Survey of College Writing,” College Composition and Communication 

61:2 December 2009. 
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Appendix I: Collation of Responses to WID Participant Feedback Questionnaire 

 

 

Q1. Being part of the WID Faculty Writing Fellows has helped me develop a better 

understanding of writing and critical thinking in my discipline (please circle). 

1 

 Strongly disagree 

2 3 4 5 

Strongly agree 

Frequency of Responses for Q1:  #1 – 0x / #2 – 0x / #3 – 1x  /   #5 – 6x 

Please explain:   1 “It made me more excited about writing in general.  It made me consider the 

appropriateness of all of the writing I presently ask my students to do and it gave me some tools 

to use to develop more meaningful writing assignments for students.” 2  “I had not previously 

known anything about writing in the disciplines before, but had always wanted to find acceptable 

ways of helping students improve writing and thinking, and understanding….and so this was a 

wonderful example of helping me think and learn more about this, and give me practical ideas to 

bring to teaching.”  3  “Definitely. The Bean textbook was such a lovely place to start thinking 

about these topics. I had always assigned written work but really had given little thought to why I 

did. What did the actual process of writing offer the students?  Why did I want them to write? 

Why is writing so important to thinking? Discussing and analyzing these topics throughout the 

term was a treat.  It was challenging to stop and answer the question: what does writing mean in 

the context of the historical discipline.” 4 “ I certainly developed a better understanding of writing 

and critical thinking in general. However, with respect to my specific discipline, I felt that often 

the examples related to mathematics cited by Bean were few and often somewhat superficial and 

naïve. The specific papers related to mathematics and writing were much more useful in that 

respect.  I score a 3 and not a 4 because although I feel that I formed a personal opinion with 

regard to writing and critical thinking in mathematics I am not sure that my opinion is consistent 

with the material and research that has already been produced. “    5  “The readings as well as the 

opportunity (in meetings, release time, exercises, etc.) to reflect with a well organized and 

committed group of fellows has enabled me to learn more about my discipline from a writing 

perspective - something I have never before had the opportunity to do.  There is no question that I 

feel I have a better understanding of both writing and critical thinking.”  6  “It enabled me to 

reflect on a subject as an educator, in a way that I had never had a structured opportunity to do 

before.” 

Q2.How would you summarize your experience as a participant in the WID Faculty 

Writing Fellows?     1 “I began with a feeling of interest and anticipation, and I quickly “bought 

in” to the WID philosophies.  I felt that the group was inclusive and accepting.  I feel very 

fortunate to have had the opportunity to join the group.  I wish it hadn’t been for only one 

semester.  I could easily see the discussions and sessions continuing for at least another year with 

the same group.”    2  “Inspiring!!!!   I loved it, especially the exchanges with faculty from other 

disciplines: sharing of ideas, perspectives, challenges, knowledge, and learning from each other, 

finding commonalities and richness in the transdisciplinary process. I would have loved to be able 

to continue on, but at the same time know that it is important for others to be exposed to these 

ideas, and this experience.”  3  “Fantastic! I LOVED meeting people from other disciplines. The 

Friday group meetings were invigorating and informative—really made me think. The individual 

attention Ian gave to the concerns of each person was very helpful. I was able to change how I 

evaluated student’s rough drafts and papers.” 4 “I spent the semester understanding where I stand 

with respect to formal mathematical writing and how it interacts with/interferes with/ improves a 
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student’s understanding of material.  By meeting with teachers I was able to gain insight into 

which struggles present themselves across disciplines, and which are more particular to 

mathematics.  The interactions and discussions held with teachers were extremely beneficial to 

my understanding of how students must be able to juggle the different types of writing and 

manage often conflicting opinions regarding writing.”  5  “It was a very positive experience, I 

found myself stimulated and challenged in an environment where I felt respected and engaged.”  

6  “Excellent, Enriching, Valuable, Appreciated.” 

Q3.a  As a result of this experience, has anything changed in the way you think about 

teaching in your discipline?. If so, please describe this change and what prompted it.    1 ”I 

still believe that we have a challenging situation in PE because we have a required activity 

component which I think should not be compromised.  However, I am now much more aware of 

the types of writing I am asking for and also of the benefits of asking for some written reflections 

when I would have done an oral exercise before.”  2  “Has given me the ‘freedom’ to try different 

approaches…to incite students to write, to express their ideas through writing, and to create 

discussion and understanding through their writings. Made me think about efforts to do more 

writing myself also…if I could find the time to do so.” 3  “I found myself thinking a lot about 

how I evaluate students’ writing—especially the formal writing. Ian and I discussed ways that I 

could give effective feedback. I realized that I wrote way too many suggestions for change on the 

final draft, and this is just useless because the student has no incentive to rewrite or rethink the 

project after its completion.”  4  “In some ways yes. I feel that the experience allowed me to at 

least concretize some of my criticisms of the way some subjects are taught in my discipline. 

These were already problems that I had observed; however I had never viewed them in the 

context of critical thinking and writing to learn.”  5  “That writing needs to be better designed in 

terms of learning goals and cannot be taken for granted – basically, read the final part of my 

portfolio!   I'd say that sums it up.” 6  “It has changed the way I design assignments and my 

methods for giving feedback, as well as my expectations and teaching strategies to improve 

writing.” 

Q3.b  Do you think that any of these changes will have an impact on student learning in 

your courses? If so, please describe.   1  “I think that the more globally my thinking is as far as 

assignment types, evaluation, and the validity of different styles of responses, the more beneficial 

it is to my students who are so diverse in their interests, backgrounds and skills.”       2 ” I have 

already seen some effects in some of the exercises I have tried with students…even though these 

were only in a preliminary process of development…I feel that I was able to help students read 

the text more effectively, to express their ideas first on paper and then discussion, and free me 

from the powerpoint taskmaster.”  3  “I hope so. If I can rework the assessment of rough drafts, 

then the students should produce more thoughtful and carefully written final drafts. That would 

be just super. I also like the idea of asking for more of their opinions/feelings in their responses to 

informal assignments. This should engage them more.”   4 “I now have the confidence to 
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implement some of the ideas and writing exercises that I developed over the course of the 

semester. Hopefully this will lead to students feeling more comfortable with some of the more 

theoretical topics that they traditionally struggle with.”       5 “Yes as I will be better equipped to 

design more appropriate learning activities and assignments- to meet the needs of the students in 

learning the material through writing.”  6  “I think it is self-evident – of course.” 

Q3.c  Do you have ideas/plans for integrating writing and critical thinking in your current 

or future courses? If yes, please describe.   1 “I have already begun to implement some of the 

methods we discussed.  I have changed some of my final summative “tests” to include reflective 

writing pieces.  I have continued to improve my directions for written work.  I have changed 

some in-class exercises to a group writing exercise rather than an oral discussion only.  These 

changes will continue through future semesters.”  2  “Have revised the type of journal questions I 

ask students…will also request that from the beginning of the year students be prepared to use 

some class time to write. Will encourage them also to continue to use Lea (or whatever network 

media we have) to contribute to student forums about writing…whether it be writing questions 

related to the readings they do, suggested readings from them; and most of all to get all of my 

faculty convinced of the importance of writing as crucial to developing critical thinking and 

reflection, and working together on finding ways that are effective in promulgating these ideas to 

our students.  Also will continue with our writing contest which was a big success  this 

year…want to publish their efforts from this year and continue next year with a new theme and 

new submissions… 3 “.  Yes. I am going to revise the feedback forms that the students will use 

for the self-evaluation of the formal papers. I hope this will encourage each student to offer more 

concrete and meaningful feedback to the first drafts. Perhaps more importantly, though, I want to 

be sure that every class I offer a moment to reflect in writing about one aspect covered that day. I 

want to encourage the students to make connections from one class to another and even to make 

connections to their own real-life circumstances. Why should learning about the medieval 

Cathedral have relevance to an 18 year-old Montrealer? I hope to get them thinking by framing 

questions in such a way to elicit more thoughtful responses.”  4  “I am really hoping to develop a 

comprehensive assessment or a series of comprehensive assessments based on critical thinking 

and writing-to-learn. If this project is successful I would like to explore the possibility of 

developing a course centered on the topic of this comprehensive assessment. Although dealing 

with a highly mathematical subject, this course would be designed in such a way that it would be 

accessible to students from any discipline, they would only require critical thinking skills to be 

able to succeed. I am using the book The Shape of Space by  Jeffery Weekes to build this 

comprehensive assessment.”  5  “See my teaching portfolio for specific details.” 6  “See the 

portfolios – the implications are again quite clear.  The Fellowship was practical, and about 

helping us to integrate our learning to improve things for students.” 
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Q4.Overall, being part of the WID Faculty Writing Fellows was a worthwhile experience 

(please circle). 

1 

 Strongly disagree 

2 3 4          5 

Strongly agree 

Frequency of Responses for Q4:  #1 – 0x / #2 – 0x / #3 – 0x / #4 – 0x / #5 – 6x 

Q5.a  What would you recommend as next steps for the WID Writing Fellows project?  1 
“Continued promotion in PED days, dept. workshops etc.  Follow-up sessions for participants.  

An information sharing opportunity (website etc.)”  2 “Keeping us as a Community of Practice in 

WID…being part of the continuing process….presenting our ideas to the college through a panel 

discussion…presentations….publishing over time our ideas in teaching…would like to have a 

second round if possible at a different level….funding to present at conferences for the Fellows, 

to share ideas with other institutions.”  3 “Expand the time spent one this to one academic year 

instead of just one semester. Or, have a formal follow-up during the second semester to report on 

how the status of any changes made to writing requirements in the class.”  4  “The WID Writing 

Fellows project? I would like to see some collaboration between the old Fellows and the new.  

Continued participation and contribution on the wiki.” 5  “to continue it and to allow more people 

to participate, also to build the continued participation of past fellows into their workload, instead 

of making it an unsustainable add on.” 6  “Allowing the Fellows to remain implicated with some 

release attached, if they choose, so they can spread the word with colleagues and continue to 

develop techniques and strategies for the cegep level.” 

 

Q5.b   What would you recommend to promote Writing-in-the-Disciplines across Dawson 

departments and programs?  1 “Have fellows report to their dept. in meetings and/or end-of 

semester workshops.  Relate student-success stories.”  2  “The same as above really…ensuring 

that there is funding to keep the process going. Recognition for the efforts of the WID group….all 

involved…” 3 “Perhaps have the program formally announced in each departmental meeting. 

Offering a panel discussion at Ped Day.  Presenting a panel for the Social Science or Humanities 

“week” that these divisions have started.”  4   “This is a harder question to address. I believe that 

once the wiki is up and unveiled, it would be nice for teachers to incite their fellow department 

members to use the material developed. I would also like to see the question of writing in the 

disciplines revisited in curriculum committees in various programs.”  5  “A presentation at ped 

day and/or within staff meetings of the various departments.” 6  “I frankly think this should be 

considered as ‘highly recommended’ for all teachers.” 

Other remarks:   4  “I very much enjoyed this workshop. I felt it really helped me to 

better understand the students’ needs based on the type of instruction they are receiving 

in other courses. I felt that Ian Mackenzie was a fantastic facilitator and really did a good 

job of focusing and leading discussion topics. His comments and ideas were very useful 
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to me.  One suggestion I might make is to meet more regularly and to have more small 

exercises to “hand in” and discuss at meetings. Exercises that were not already used by 

the teacher but that were entirely new. This would guarantee continued participation by 

all members and participants focused on the workshops. I found that I had great 

momentum in the workshops until the long Easter break, a month away from discussions 

set me back a little bit.”  
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Appendix II – Student Writing Committee Recommendations – Senate, September 2009 

 

Writing Across the Curriculum / Writing in the Disciplines: Recommendations  

 

 

Student Writing Committee 

September 2009 

 

 

I. Review 

II. Recommendations 

III. Motion: Senate, September 10, 2009 

 

 

 

 

I. Review 
 

The conclusion of the research report “Three Exemplar Programs” states that Dawson could 

benefit from the development of a WAC/WID program.  Such a program would support teachers 

who want to introduce innovations in classroom practices where writing is concerned, as well as 

programs that wish to develop curricular changes that aim at improving the literacy and 

communication skills of their graduates.  The report also concludes that as Dawson considers the 

development of the Academic Skills Centre, Writing Centres at other colleges provide interesting 

models, particularly in two areas: the expansion of forms of supplemental instruction already on 

offer at the ASC, such as peer tutoring and program-specific labs; and the development of 

opportunities for collaboration between faculty and ASC professionals. 

 

The development of a WAC/WID program would be consistent with earlier progressive 

initiatives in writing instruction at Dawson that we have drawn attention to in other sections of 

this research.  A coherent writing program, as we asserted in “Programs,” would provide a nexus 

for the generation of cross-disciplinary initiatives.  It would ensure that these local initiatives are 

maintained over time, are publicized widely, and can be built upon by others. 

 

The literature on WAC/WID program development is consistent on the question of process: begin 

with faculty workshops; move – slowly - to curricular innovations that are appropriate for your 

college’s needs and means; and, eventually, institutionalize at the policy level those features the 

community agrees should endure.  The draft policy developed by the Student Writing Committee 

(available on the committee’s webpage) gives an example of what such a policy might look like.  

The recommendations below sketch out this process over a five year period.  The first 

recommendation alone will be presented as a motion to Senate in September.  The other 

recommendations can be addressed at the appropriate time as Senate sees fit. 

 

The first motion asks Senate to support the development of faculty activities and resources over 

the Fall 2009 and Winter 2010 semesters.  Activities could include a Ped Day session, workshops, 

guest speakers, and, principally, a Faculty Writing Fellows pilot project  (see “Exemplar 

Programs” p.9). 
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II. Recommendations 
 

Fall 2009 

 

1. That the Student Writing Committee develop WID faculty resources and activities, 

including a Faculty Writing Fellows pilot project, over the Fall 2009 and Winter 2010 

semesters. 

 

Year 2 

 

2. That Senate oversee the formation of a Writing in the Disciplines Advisory Group with 

faculty representatives from a variety of programs/departments. 

 

Years 3-5 

 

3. That a resource person / WID Coordinator with an appropriate background and 

experience in Writing Studies or a related field be hired to work directly with students, 

faculty and professionals. 

 

4. That the college support the expansion of Academic Skills Centre services and programs 

where writing instruction is concerned. 

 

5. That Senate express a coherent, college-wide approach to literacy and writing instruction 

by way of a student writing policy. 

 

 

III. Motion: Senate, September 10, 2009 
 

“That the Student Writing Committee develop WID faculty resources and activities, 

including a Faculty Writing Fellows pilot project, over the Fall 2009 and Winter 2010 

semesters.” 

 

          Amended motion passed by Senate: 

 

“That Senate advise the Academic Dean to develop WID faculty resources and activities, 

including a Faculty Writing Fellows pilot project, over the Fall 2009 and Winter 2010 

semesters.” 

 


