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With Dawson contemplating a new initiative in 2009 to institute some form of writing 

across the curriculum into policy and practice, it is worth looking back at an earlier 

local experiment that started in 1984, rapidly grew into the most promising LAC/WAC 

program in Canada, and then largely disappeared, at a institutional level about a decade 

later.  The successes and weaknesses of that experiment may help shape a more 

effective new.program  

 

In the early 1980’s, Dawson College was still a learning laboratory that  consciously 

offered opportunities to students who might not otherwise have made it to college.  

Nevertheless, there was also a strong awareness that we had a very large contingent of 

students with what was then labeled a “literacy problem”.  In 1982, the Senate created a 

Literacy Task Force to define the problem more clearly and offer some possible 

solutions. 

 

As a co-chair of the English Department (Lafontaine campus), I was a member of the 

Task Force committee, and eventually did a substantial amount of research into literacy 

and under-prepared college students.  The committee concluded that the problem was 

complex and not likely to be resolved by assigning blame or simply remediating 

students.  We looked instead to models that had been developed in the UK and the US 

from movements called language across the curriculum and writing across the 

curriculum. 

 

History of LAC in a nutshell 

Research in the UK and the US between 1965 and 1982 showed that changing demands 

and definitions of literacy in the previous decades had not been matched by changes in 

teaching practices.  In the late 1960’s in the UK, a series of studies showed that 

students were not being asked to read, write, speak or listen much beyond the English 

classroom, despite evidence that these activities are cornerstones of learning in content 

areas.  Curriculum had become so specialized that activities connected to language 

were almost entirely centred in English studies.  That research lead to a movement 

called “language across the curriculum”(LAC).  LAC posited that all teachers are 

teachers of literacy and that writing is a cornerstone of learning.  Professional 

development was a key component of the movement.  

 

The idea was picked up in the US and transformed into Writing Across the Curriculum 

(WAC) and Writing in the Disciplines (WID), a version that privileged writing and that 

was grafted onto a tradition of rhetoric and composition studies, unique to the United 

States.  WAC built on many of the premises of LAC but moved the field from the 

schools into the post-secondary sector.  Model programs were set up at some colleges 

and universities across the States, and principles were derived for best practices in 



faculty development in specific disciplines and for policy to institutionalize the 

practice.  

 

 

 

Dawson experiment 

The Dawson Senate established a project in 1984 to try this approach, the first 

Canadian college to take it on.  We chose to call it Literacy Across the Curriculum 

because we merged components of the UK and US models, but did not want to use the 

word “language” in the context of Quebec.   The project was renewed annually for the 

next five years.  The first year was devoted almost entirely to meeting and talking with 

every department in the college to determine what they saw as the “problem” and to 

introduce the idea of LAC.  As in almost every institution where it was undertaken, 

there was considerable suspicion and resistance.  Many teachers felt it was the 

responsibility of the English Department to teach “properly”; some worried that their 

own skills might be scrutinized; some claimed they had no time to include more 

reading and writing activities, that it would take away content time.   

 

By the second year, we had identified teachers in every department who were enticed 

by the concept and who became the early adopters and champions.  We designed 

ongoing workshops and invited the most engaging facilitators from the UK and US, 

began to publish a bulletin with teaching ideas and comments, pro and con, from our 

own and other college teachers, and created a resource collection.  The other English 

cegeps asked to participate in workshops and receive the bulletin. By the third year, we 

were inviting secondary teachers as well to establish dialogue in the disciplines.  These 

were among the first serious curriculum discussions to happen across Quebec high 

school-cegep lines.  

 

Dawson was identified as a leader in LAC across Canada.  In 1988, an evaluation of the 

project showed that more than 300 Dawson teachers had participated in one or more 

LAC workshops, that many read and used the bulletin, that selected departments had 

begun to talk about what a “literacy policy” would look like for them, and that the time 

was right to move to institutional policy. 

 

At this point, however, the college had just moved to the new Atwater site and was 

integrating campuses with cultural differences of their own.  It also facedfinancial 

difficulty.  LAC had grown to be a program that served a larger community than 

Dawson alone, but the ministry refused support and the program did not fit neatly into 

any funding category. 

 

In 1988, the federal government was creating an entity called the National Literacy 

Secretariat (NLS) in time for the 1990 International Literacy Year.  They wanted to 

establish a literacy resource centre in every province and territory, using already 

existent sites where possible.  The NLS, through a local champion, approached Dawson 

about setting up the English Quebec resource centre through LAC.  Although they 

could not fund a college directly, through a partnership between the college and the 



Quebec Association for Adult Learning (QAAL), The Centre for Literacy was 

established in 1989 with funding coming through QAAL.  Part of the agreement was 

that we would continue to do LAC work including professional development for 

Dawson and others.  In 1991, The Centre was incorporated as a charitable, non-profit 

organization.  It continued to be housed at Dawson and has since grown into an 

internationally-recognized research, resource and professional development centre.  

 

But what happened to Dawson LAC? 

In the first three years of The Centre’s existence, it accessed funding to release 3-5 

teachers for one section a semester to develop LAC teaching strategies and materials in 

specific disciplines.  Teachers from physics, French, Fine Arts, math and other 

departments participated.  But at the administrative level, interest in LAC waned.  

While some tentative policy statements were proposed, none was taken on or seriously 

integrated into college practice.  Although not officially documented, from 

conversations and other exchanges, it was evident that most administrators thought we 

had “done it”.  There was not a strong consistent understanding that LAC has to be 

ongoing, it is never “done”.  There was also not a grasp of how it connects to other 

policy, including student services, professional development, orientation of new 

faculty, evaluation, etc. 

 

Without that next step in policy and monitoring, gradually the momentum was lost, and 

by 2000, there was limited participation of Dawson teachers in activities at The Centre 

for Literacy.  Ironically, The Centre has continued to be widely consulted about LAC 

and related issues, and the majority of those calling believe they are consulting Dawson 

College.  We also have a number of Dawson retirees who do part-time work with us, 

and we continue to offer Dawson staff seats at our activities which are almost always 

taken.  These are all at .the level of individuals.  

 

Lesson learned 

The history of LAC at Dawson is quite typical.   Of the many colleges and universities 

that have embraced LAC-WAC-WID over the years, only a small number have built a 

coherent institutionalized program.  They still exist as models. However, the need for 

these programs is greater than ever, and many places are reviving lapsed programs, and 

new ones are being started.  There is a substantial literature that captures the learning of 

the past three decades, and an international WAC network and database to share 

learning.   

 

Dawson in 2009 

The current ministerial policy framework in program organization favours an LAC-

WAC-WID approach.  At Dawson, we still have a large archive of the materials and 

models developed between 1984 and 1994.  There appears to be leadership and 

administrative support at the College, and there is a stronger institutional development 

orientation than there was in the past.  Any new initiative has to be undertaken with full 

understanding of how and where the pieces connect. 

 



I remain the only Canadian consultant on the international board of the WAC Network 

which I attend at least once a year. I am more than willing to share my knowledge and 

any resources in The Centre or archives. 

 

Respectfully  

 

Linda Shohet 

Executive Director, The Centre for Literacy of Quebec,  

retired teacher in Department of English, Dawson  


