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1. Introduction 

 

In January of 2007, the Academic Dean created a working group of Dawson senators to 

review the college‟s Literacy Policy and to make suggestions for its revision.  The policy, 

created in 1989, is a mix of recommendations and open-ended questions.  It contains 

some good intentions, but is less than satisfactory as cogent and effective policy.  The 

goal of review and revision is to give the college a clear set of principles and procedures 

that address the current needs of our students.  

 

The first step in the process of the policy review was a survey of faculty to gain a sense 

of how programs, departments, and individual teachers currently attempt to meet the 

needs of Dawson students, specifically in the area of writing skills.  To this end, we 

assembled a brief set of specific questions, and added space for comments on these 

concerns and any others that faculty felt merited attention.  The questions addressed 

strengths and weaknesses of student writing at Dawson and the challenges they pose for 

faculty; the effectiveness of departmental or program literacy requirements; and the 

adequacy of college resources that support writing instruction. 

 

The focus on student writing was a result of our preliminary research, which indicated 

that numerous colleges and universities have writing policies, or writing across the 
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curriculum statements.  In fact, the working group was able to find no other no other 

college or university with a “Literacy Policy.”  This reflects two developments in 

educational thought and practice.  First, the term “literacy” has become closely (but not 

exclusively) associated with the delivery of basic instruction in reading and writing to 

adult learners.  Literacy instruction on this level has not traditionally formed part of the 

mandate of colleges and universities.  Second, in higher education, for more than a 

decade, the discussion of the link between learning and communication skills has been 

framed by the “Writing Across the Curriculum” and “Writing in the Disciplines” 

paradigms.  These paradigms assert that students learn best when writing activities and 

discipline-specific learning objectives are integrated.  These paradigms do not 

underestimate the importance of reading and oral communication skills, which are 

traditionally grouped with writing as elements of the conventional definition of literacy.  

Higher level reading comprehension skills are obviously a prerequisite of good writing at 

the college level, and oral communication skills obviously develop in parallel with 

reading and writing skills.  The WAC / WID focus on writing simply reflects that in 

higher education, writing is already the medium of a great deal of discipline specific-

learning, and is already for teachers an important instrument, and in many cases the most 

important instrument, for student evaluation. 

 

It is the view of the working group that one outcome of this review of the Literacy Policy 

will be its eventual replacement with a Policy on Student Writing.  Furthermore, as the 

working group discussed the current Literacy Policy, and debated the nature of a possible 

Policy on Student Writing, a number of topics of wider import were introduced, and 

found to be directly pertinent to any future policy development.  The discussion paper 

reflects the full scope of our conversations, and the working group hopes that it will 

stimulate an even wider conversation among Senators.  The quality of student writing at 

Dawson is in our view among the most serious of academic concerns.  It deserves a 

thorough airing of views and opinions, and a deliberate process of policy development. 

 

 

 

2. Who is Responsible for Writing Instruction? 

 

2.1 Programs and General Education 

 

The question of who is responsible for instruction where composition and communication 

skills are concerned has for many years polarized faculty and arguably impeded the 

development of effective policy.  It comes as no surprise that the responses to the faculty 

survey express ambivalence regarding who should be teaching writing and reading skills.  

Program teachers feel distress over the disparity of the abilities of their students, but 

equally feel that addressing these disparities in program courses is difficult, if not 

impossible, for two reasons.  First, covering content objectives leaves little or no time for 

instruction in writing and reading. Second, they feel ambivalent at best about teaching 

and evaluating writing, as it is not their area of specialization.  Over the years, some 

program teachers have adopted the opinion that teaching writing is the domain of General 

Education, and the English department in particular, and if students are unable to write 
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effectively in the disciplines, it is because English teachers are not doing their job.  This 

view was expressed more than once in the survey.  

 

On the other hand, some English teachers have felt that some programs admit students 

whose literacy skills are so weak that they stand little chance of success, and do little to 

support these students once they are admitted.  In their view, programs do a disservice to 

their students by providing ineffective instruction where discipline-specific writing is 

concerned, and by ignoring serious problems in structure and mechanics when they 

evaluate.   

 

The review of current policy and any formulation of policy in the future requires, in our 

view, an airing of these entrenched opinions, and then a movement beyond them. 

 

 

2.2 Dawson’s Literacy Policy 

 

Dawson‟s 1992 Literacy Policy attempted to address the question of responsibility by 

requiring programs and departments to create and publicize explicit “literacy 

requirements.”   There are several remarks to be made on this approach.  The policy does 

not clarify by what process programs might decide what their own literacy requirements 

should be.  It does not address the question of whether one program‟s requirements must 

be consistent with, or could be radically different from, any other program‟s 

requirements. It does not state clearly whether “requirements” are in fact prerequisites 

(skills students must have at the point of admission) or new skills that will be not only 

evaluated but also taught by the program itself.  If it is the latter, the policy provides no 

general guidance on how such skills might be taught or evaluated in the program context, 

or in other words what their relation to course content might be.  The Literacy Policy 

does say that the college should provide the necessary support to the Learning Centre, the 

Library, and to internal faculty development so that departments, programs and 

individual teachers might clarify for themselves what literacy is for them, and how they 

ought instruct and evaluate for it.  

 

The 2004 draft revision of the policy attempted to clarify somewhat this picture by 

assigning separate responsibilities to programs, departments and teachers.  Programs are 

charged with developing their unique literacy policy and determining “provisions within 

the program that are necessary for students to attain the objectives, and determine how 

expectations will be assessed” (Dawson Literacy Policy – Amended Draft, 2004).  

Departments are responsible for determining “what pedagogical support they will provide 

to students in order to respect the College and Program literacy policies.”  Teachers will 

define “what criteria will be used to assess the achievement of literacy requirements.”   

 

In short, the Policy asserts that literacy is important – and leaves programs, departments, 

and teachers to decide just how important.  A sampling of outlines from W2007 indicates 

that, consistent with the policy, many individual teachers advertise a literacy requirement 

of some sort through their course outlines.  A number do not; a more comprehensive 

review would determine exactly how many fall in this latter category.  It is not surprising 
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that this sampling across programs and departments yields a wide variety of 

interpretations of literacy, and a wide range of different emphases in the representation of 

requirements to students.  By and large, the signal given to students in course outlines is 

that while they will be held to some specific requirements, neither the program nor the 

department will take any lead role in instruction in literacy, nor in remedial help.  Most 

often, “weak students” are referred to the Learning Centre for help with writing skills – 

and almost never to the teacher. 

 

When asked in the writing survey about the effectiveness of specific literacy 

requirements within their programs, teachers‟ responses were various.  Some said there 

were no requirements, as far as they were aware. One teacher asserted, “Our 

„departmental‟ standard has been for teachers to do their own thing.”  Others said their 

department or program had created clear standards, but achieving them was another 

matter.  One program teacher encapsulated nicely the ambiguous results of literacy 

requirements: “Most of our course outlines integrate the literacy element into the grade or 

assign a 5% value to it….  I doubt though that we are actually qualified to evaluate and 

guide student writing.  I also doubt that our literacy evaluation is implemented faithfully 

in all cases.” 

 

In conclusion, the outcome of merely requiring “literacy requirements” of programs and 

departments is at best uncertain.  The existing policy is well intended.  However, the 

working group feels that what is lacking is a college-wide consensus on how to approach 

the teaching of writing. 

 

 

2.3 Writing Across the Curriculum / Writing In the Disciplines 

 

In the meantime, for at least the past ten years, Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) 

and Writing in the Disciplines (WID) initiatives have been designed and implemented at 

colleges and universities across North America to address the very same challenges we 

face (see McLeod, 2000). Among other resources, the working group reviewed 

specifically the Report of the Senate Ad Hoc Committee on the Teaching of Writing, 

Memorial University (1994), as well as the University of Alberta Writing Task Force 

Report and Recommendations (2006).  These reports are especially interesting as they 

document university-wide inquiries into student writing, and subsequent 

recommendations for fully supported, university-wide WAC initiatives.  They are 

recommended reading for all Senators. Closer to home, McGill University in 2006 

convened a university roundtable on student writing, and one of the conclusions of this 

body is that the university needs to seriously consider the implementation of WAC / WID 

practices.  Evidence suggests that theses philosophies of writing instruction have been 

taken seriously in higher education for quite a long time.  Perhaps it is time for Dawson 

to take them seriously also.   

 

 The pedagogical philosophy behind both WAC and WID is straightforward.  It calls for 

the integration of writing instruction into course-specific content delivery, and it does so 

because research indicates that writing activities are more effective than any other type of 
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learning activity where the attainment of advanced learning outcomes is concerned (see 

http://www.mala.bc.ca/www/wac/proj.htm#work ).  “Writing Across the Curriculum” 

may be encapsulated in the phrase “writing to learn,” which suggests that writing does 

not simply express preconceived thoughts, but is a mode of thought in itself.  To 

encourage different kinds of writing at all stages of learning is to bring new dimensions 

of clarity, depth and self-awareness to cognitive activities.  “Writing in the Disciplines” 

represents a subcategory of WAC philosophy that concentrates on methods of developing 

disciplinary literacy through writing activities. 

 

The relevance of these philosophies for college education is worth exploring, especially 

as they help to clarify reflection on who is responsible for student literacy and why.  One 

of the major objectives of post-secondary education is to prepare students to participate in 

communities of professional or disciplinary practice, whether in society, the workplace, 

or university. Essential to this participation is skill in communicating disciplinary 

knowledge.  Moreover, the main method in college and university of assessing 

disciplinary knowledge is via writing, and the essay in particular.  However, in the survey 

the working group conducted, many program teachers stated that students were not able 

to write coherent explanations or structure coherent paragraphs in their courses. In most 

disciplines, faculty view this as a “student problem”, to be addressed by either English 

departments or study skills centres.  

 

However, research indicates that even when students do have the technical skills in 

writing, what they lack are the metacognitive skills of comprehending the “received” 

information, constructing their own understanding of the topic, integrating that 

understanding with the body of knowledge, and communicating with others engaged in 

the same enterprise (see http://www.c-sap.bham.ac.uk/resources/writing.htm).  These are 

abilities that simply cannot be acquired in a single introductory-level composition course 

that has no explicit connection with disciplinary knowledge or practice.  WID sees 

students as committed to constructing an understanding of their disciplines, via reading 

and writing, over the long term versus the short term.  This understanding is the product 

of an evolving, interactive relationship in which disciplinary knowledge gains depth and 

breadth as communication skills and especially writing skills increase in complexity.  

Students will not become mature writers within their disciplines as the result of a one-

time-only inoculation against mechanical and structural errors, such as that administered 

in a freshman composition course.  For example, research shows that senior natural 

science students at Harvard “wrote worse prose than did their freshman counterparts who 

had just completed a course in freshman composition” (Bok 1978, cited in U of A 

Writing Task Force Report).  Because they did not receive in subsequent semesters 

continued reinforcement and refinement where composition was concerned, these 

students lost what they had gained.  What works best is a “vertical” implementation of 

gradually more complex instruction and more challenging expectations, spread out over 

time in a number of strategically selected courses. 

 

At this point some faculty will ask, “But isn‟t that what our four English courses are for?”  

The lingering suspicion that inadequacies in student writing skills are really the sole 

responsibility of the English Department is one that indeed must be addressed.  The 
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English department engages teachers who have an M.A. or Ph.D. in English Literature.  

The department has not traditionally hired teachers with degrees specifically in Writing 

Studies, Composition and Rhetoric, or any field dedicated exclusively to the theory and 

practice of writing instruction.  That said, English teachers are nevertheless very 

knowledgeable where the fundamentals of composition and rhetoric are concerned.  They 

are so as a result of their discipline‟s focus on the study of literary forms and their 

meanings. Through years of academic writing, and then more years of classroom 

experience, these teachers have developed some highly evolved ideas and practices 

regarding the writing process – but they reflect this knowledge and impart these practices 

to their students through the study of English Literature.  In short, they too are 

disciplinary experts, just like physicists and engineers.  Most if not all English teachers 

enter the classroom with a sense of responsibility to the aims of General Education, and 

particularly to the idea of transferable skills.  Most will communicate this idea explicitly 

and repeatedly in their classes.  Yet no English teacher can “make” a student transfer his 

or her skills.  Indeed, the whole idea of transferability is put in question by WID research, 

which suggests that general purpose “one-size-fits-all” English composition courses have 

a minimal impact unless they are complemented by courses giving discipline-specific 

literacy instruction.  A student will see the relevance of transferable skills (structure, 

mechanics), and will certainly learn how to communicate effectively within their 

discipline, only through detailed instruction in that discipline‟s specific vocabularies, 

modes of discourse, and conventions of expression. (see Kinneavy, cited in U of A 

Report 2006). To conclude, an English department alone cannot ensure that college 

students are functionally literate in the context of their own disciplines.  A fully 

responsible approach to literacy and writing instruction in particular, will implicate both 

programs and departments. 

 

A college-wide WAC / WID approach would of course come with costs.   In the cases 

where WAC / WID approaches have been implemented, they have been accompanied by 

a college-wide dedication of specific resources, particularly WAC professionals who can 

work with teachers on instructional strategies, and Learning Centre / Writing Centre 

professionals and tutors versed in WAC practices to work with students.  Furthermore, 

WAC / WID initiatives have been accompanied by institutional policies regarding class 

sizes for courses dedicated to writing instruction.  Professional associations for the 

teaching of writing at the university level (NCTE, CCCC, ADE, MLA, WPA) are 

unanimous in recommending class sizes of 15-20 students for courses dedicated to 

writing-enriched learning activities.  Larger sizes make effective writing instruction 

difficult if not impossible (U of A Report, 2006, 25) due to the demands made on 

instructors to read and respond to student writing at all stages of the writing process.  

There is a frank acknowledgement that teaching writing well – through all stages of the 

learning and writing process – is a highly labour intensive task that cannot be 

accomplished successfully in classes of 30-40 students (U of A Report, 25) 

 

What would the implementation of a WAC approach look like at Dawson?  We feel this 

question merits a separate taskforce.  However, it is possible to briefly outline an 

approach based on the cooperation of programs and Core departments. 
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First, on a voluntary basis programs might designate one or more of their required 

courses as “Writing Intensive” or “Writing Enriched” courses.    These courses would not 

merely divide their time between discipline and writing instruction; rather, some of the 

courses modules would be developed along WAC lines to meet content objectives 

through teaching and reinforcing composition skills, skills both specific to the discipline 

(discourse, vocabulary, methodology) as well as transferable (structure, mechanics).  The 

program would assign these courses to those instructors who felt confident and qualified 

to teach in this manner, matching these instructors where need be with resource 

professionals or English teachers with knowledge and expertise in WAC who could help 

them with design and implementation.  If the research is accurate, well-designed 

instruction that integrates writing in this manner will not dilute discipline content, but 

enhance its delivery. 

 

A second, complementary course of action would see the English department work with 

programs to create BXE courses closely matched to the particular needs of programs.  

Current B-block courses gesture in the direction of some “program-specific” writing, the 

nature of which is typically decided on by student and teacher on an ad hoc basis.   A 

WAC approach would see some of these courses designed much more specifically with 

the disciplines in mind.  Programs would approach specific English teachers, or vice 

versa, with the aim of twinning a program course and a B-block course.  Such an 

arrangement, entailing devoted sections, would present significant scheduling challenges 

– but the benefits, including team teaching, interdisciplinary approaches, and enhanced 

student learning outcomes, seem worth the risk.  Indeed, the LEAP initiative, which is 

bringing together teachers from the Science program and the English department, points 

in this direction already. 

 

To conclude, the working group feels that a task force should examine the possible 

creation and implementation of a WAC / WID initiative at Dawson. 

 

 

3.  A Student Writing Policy 

 

In the late 1990‟s Harvard University‟s Richard Light led a team surveying Harvard 

students on a variety of aspects of their undergraduate experience.  Light devotes a 

significant part of one chapter of Making the Most of College (Harvard University Press, 

2001) to student‟s survey responses on the topic of writing.  One passage, where Light 

discusses the survey‟s results on the relation between student engagement and writing, is 

particularly striking: 

 

The relationship between the amount of writing for a course and students‟ level of 

engagement – whether engagement is measured by time spent on the course, or the 

intellectual challenge it presents, or students‟ level of interest in it – is stronger than 

the relationship between students‟ engagement and any other course characteristic.  

It is stronger than the relation between students‟ engagement and their impression 

of their professor.  It is far stronger than the relation between level of engagement 
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and why a student takes a course (required versus elective; major versus minor 

field).  

                                                                                         Light 55-56 

 

This finding is pertinent because it confirms that at elite levels of higher education, 

students are fully conscious that writing is a significant and demanding -- maybe the most 

significant and demanding -- learning activity.   They view it with at least the same 

seriousness as faculty do on the other side of the equation.  Many of our own best 

students obviously feel the same way; for example, courses that don‟t demand a 

significant amount of writing are often described as “bird” courses.  In our faculty survey, 

however, many teachers expressed concern over the significant number of Dawson 

students who are apparently unconcerned or even dismissive where writing is concerned.  

These students, in contrast with their distant Harvard cousins, do not yet grasp the full 

importance of writing as a learning activity, and are resistant to assertions that it does 

indeed matter.  This may be an effect of the relatively low-level cognitive tasks required 

of students in high school writing assignments.  It may also be an general effect of 

changing views in society on the importance of writing well (consider text messaging and 

its unique “dialect”, for example, a dialect now widely accepted and normalized, but also 

indisputably a-literate).  To address the contradictory views on writing within the student 

body, and to support faculty in their own insistence upon its importance, the college 

would do well to develop a policy statement that clearly articulates the importance of 

writing to both parties. 

 

The St. Norbert‟s College General Writing Policy is an example of what such a statement 

looks like (Writing in the General Education Program – General Writing Policy, St. 

Norbert‟s College, 2007).  Among other things, it articulates the ethical principles on 

which student writing is premised; it itemizes both higher and lower order concerns in the 

assessment of student writing; it notifies the students who need help of their obligation to 

see their instructor for help, in addition to using the college writing centre; it specifies a 

single, college-wide composition handbook that must be purchased by all incoming 

students; and it informs faculty that they have both the right and the obligation not to 

accept written work that fails to meet the standards detailed in the policy.  This final 

element expresses clearly and effectively the importance that the college assigns to 

writing.   

 

There are other points that such a policy at Dawson might contain that would add to the 

clear signal that writing is important.  The college could commit itself to mandatory class 

sizes for writing intensive courses, to allow for effective devotion of class time to 

formatively evaluating student writing, and assessing students‟ competency in discipline-

specific communication.  It could stress the importance of office hours for supplementary 

one-on-one conferences.  It might contain guidelines and identify resources for the 

selection of level-appropriate textbooks (the Learning Centre, for example, is already 

prepared to do reading grade-level assessments of textbooks, but very few people are 

aware of this).  It would hold the College to the highest standards in the quality of its own 

internal and external communications.  Finally, it would articulate the WAC / WID 

philosophy that would drive writing instruction across the college. 
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4.  English as Second Language Students: Challenges and Questions 

 

One concern expressed almost unanimously in the faculty surveys was the challenge 

presented by growing numbers of English as a Second Language students (it‟s worth 

noting at this point that the trend in higher education is to identify these students as 

English as an Additional Language or EAL, to acknowledge the increasingly complex 

language backgrounds of students).  As one teacher remarked, “The rise in second-

language students in our program over the last few years has been exponential.  The 

College will have to expand radically the services it offers ESL students.  This will be the 

most critical area in the future.”  Some faculty are clearly anxious over how both to 

instruct and evaluate these students in view of the often weak level of their language 

skills: “Once these students are admitted to the College, I am uncertain what is expected 

of me and of them with regard to standards of English writing.”  Both instruction and 

evaluation for ESL students flummox teachers in all sectors of the college.  Evaluation is 

especially difficult, in view of the fact that ESL students, as a number of faculty noted in 

the survey, may be among the most intelligent and highly motivated individuals in a 

class.  To pass on content, or fail on mechanics -- that is the question, and a distressing 

question it is for many of our teachers.  To fail on mechanics seems to dishonour the 

student and his efforts, while to pass the same on content, while ignoring mechanics and 

structure, dishonours equally the teacher and her academic integrity.  Dawson currently 

has no institutional answer to this particular dilemma in the form of a philosophy of ESL 

instruction. 

 

The working group examined an assignment that illustrated the predicament of many 

ESL students, and the gravity of the questions raised by the evaluation of their work.  The 

case involved a Spanish-speaking student whose first semester placement was at the 

Writing English level.  This meant her reading comprehension level was likely between 

grade 7 and 9.  She received an end of semester assignment in one of her courses to read 

more than 50 pages by five of the most significant writers in political philosophy on the 

topic of liberty.  She had to summarize their positions, and evaluate them, in a 1000 word 

essay.  The time allowed for this assignment was two weeks.  That she managed to hand 

something in at all was a testament to her intellect and hard work, and from the point of 

view of content, her final essay arguably accomplished the tasks of summary and 

evaluation.  In terms of mechanics, however, almost every sentence contained 

fundamental errors in grammar and usage.  In terms of structure, the essay suffered from 

an unclear thesis, and weak coherence between sentences and between paragraphs.  

Despite its blatant weakness, the instructor provided no comments or feedback on 

mechanics or structure.  There were two cursory sentences remarking on content, and no 

breakdown of numerical marks for form as well as content.  The paper was awarded a 

grade of 96%. 

 

We do not want to suggest that this example is representative.  However, that it exists at 

all must be a source of grave concern for the College from the point of view of academic 

integrity.  The assignment of such a demanding group of higher level cognitive tasks to a 
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first semester ESL student is at least questionable pedagogically.  The assessment of it as 

A-level work constitutes a clear instance of academic irresponsibility in our view.  That 

even a few teachers are working in this manner is an indication to the College that a 

problem exists, a problem that undeniably puts the College‟s credibility as an institution 

of higher learning in doubt. 

 

It is thus the working group‟s opinion that a separate task force should be struck to 

examine the challenges of instructing ESL students.  Enrolment and indeed demographic 

trends confirm the idea that this will be a critical area for reflection and action in the near 

future.  The proportion of ESL students at Dawson has risen gradually but steadily over 

the years: in 2002, 41% of day-time DEC students identified a language other than 

English as their mother tongue (English 58.7%, 14.6% French, 26.7% other -- 

Institutional Evaluation, 2003, 3). In Continuing Education in 2002, ESL students 

composed more than 50% of all students.  Although these levels fluctuate year by year,  

the general historical trend is toward a higher and higher percentage of ESL students. 

 

The faculty survey indicates that this situation is widely perceived as a challenge to be 

met by the Learning Centre, and by mise a niveau  and introductory-level ESL courses 

offered by the English Department.  Whether this perception is conducive to optimal 

instruction and learning for ESL students is open to question.  The Learning Centre is the 

subject of a later section of this report.  For its part, the English Department already 

offers streamed ESL courses for students identified by the English placement test (non-

credit mise a niveau courses: English Usage and Linguistics,  Preparation for College 

English I and II; credit 101-level courses: Writing English).  These courses are quite 

successful from some perspectives.  For instance, some students taking Preparation for 

College English have raised their reading levels by three or four grades in the space of a 

year – significantly higher than the normal ESL rate of increase of one grade level per 

year of instruction. 

 

However, the critical question is whether these courses are sufficient for the present and 

future needs of the students they are meant to serve.  After Writing English, ESL students 

proceed unstreamed through 102, 103, and BXE, grouped with first-language students 

and receiving further explicit ESL instruction and assistance only as they request it from 

the Learning Centre, or at the discretion of their English teacher.  However, research on 

ESL acquisition in higher education suggests that the needs of ESL learners are 

tremendously complex to begin with and remain so throughout most of their education.  

Their weaknesses cannot be addressed over the duration of one or two semesters.  Rather, 

language acquisition is ideally viewed as a long term project of development and 

reinforcement that must necessarily occur alongside education in a specific discipline, 

ideally in companion with an ESL-specific WID approach   (Matsuda, 2001. <http://wac. 

colostate.edu/ aw/forums/ fall2001/matsuda_opening.htm>). 

 

 

In short, ESL students pose a challenge that cannot be met by English teachers alone.  It 

must be noted that the English department does not currently hire teachers with degrees 

solely in ESL instruction.  It does try to hire teachers with ESL training and experience 
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where possible, but only in combination with an M.A. in English Literature.  The body of 

teachers who staff the ESL-stream courses are qualified for the most part by virtue of 

experience, not prior graduate-level training.  Despite this, the department does all it can 

to ensure that its ESL courses deliver high quality instruction.   The ESL Co-ordinator in 

the English Department organizes regular professional development meetings and 

workshops to discuss curriculum design and student assessment from an ESL perspective.  

Most indicators suggest that these teachers and courses do a very good job of language 

upgrading for ESL students.  Their efforts will never be really sufficient, however, unless 

complemented by program activities that are aimed also at fostering and reinforcing 

language development. 

 

As the ESL portion of the student population grows, it is incumbent on the College to 

respond in a informed, systematic manner. First, the college should collect data on the 

rates of success of ESL students as they move through their programs in order to have an 

accurate sense of their performance compared to native language speakers.  The working 

group has already initiated this process, and is working with the Office of Institutional 

Research to prepare data on Writing English students from F2005 and F2006, tracking 

their pass/fail rates in subsequent semesters. 

 

Second, it must be made clear to programs that they are ultimately responsible for 

students they admit who place very low on the English placement test (the Nelson-Denny 

reading and vocabulary test, plus sample paragraph).  Serious concerns have been 

expressed repeatedly by faculty about students who are admitted with virtually no hope 

of success in their programs due to a lack of fluency in English. That these students 

experience profound frustration and stress cannot be overstated.  While many pass their 

courses through sheer effort and diligence, a significant number of those still lack 

advanced comprehension and writing skills, and have great difficulty passing the English 

Exit Exam. Even if they squeak through the Exit Test (which, it must be stated, represents 

only a minimum standard of literacy and no disciplinary competence whatsoever), it is 

evident that even greater difficulties await them if they proceed to the university level.  It 

is the view of the working group, then, that a serious reflection on the admissions policies 

of the College and its programs with regard to language skills is overdue.  Since an 

immediate and radical rethinking of admission standards is unlikely, however, one 

practical and easily implemented measure would be to grant a mandatory course 

reduction to students scoring below a specific threshold on the Nelson-Denny placement 

test.  Such a measure would go some way to balancing program workload with the 

enormously taxing labour of language development.  At the least, it would represent a 

more realistic set of expectations on the part of the College and programs regarding those 

ESL students who are most at risk. 

 

Third, the College should mandate the creation of a professional support position 

specifically for ESL Teaching and Learning.  Such a position could be attached to the 

Learning Centre, or the Office of Instructional Development, or both.  The professional 

filling this post, with a graduate-level degree in ESL instruction and learning, would 

provide full-time assistance to faculty in design and delivery of ESL curriculum.  It 
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seems obvious, given the proportion of ESL students at Dawson, and the widespread 

concern and uncertainty over how to teach them, that such a position is warranted. 

  

Other solutions would be to create (as suggested above) ESL-specific WID courses 

within specific programs; to permit entry to programs for students placing at the 

Preparatory English level only after their successful completion of the course; to recreate 

the voluntary lab component of Writing English as a mandatory requirement for all 

students in the course; and to stream students passing Writing English 101 with a mark 

between 60-70% into ESL-enriched sections of English 102 or 103, taught by qualified 

ESL specialists.  

 

All of these suggestions would evidently carry serious, college-wide implications.  To 

reiterate, we feel the challenges posed by ESL students merit the study of a separate task 

force. 

 

 

5.  The Role of the Learning Centre 

 

A final and universal subject of concern for faculty is whether the Learning Centre has 

adequate resources to meet the demands made upon it where support for student writing 

is concerned.   

 

For instance, in the Faculty survey, some teachers indicate that they have no time to teach 

writing skills within their courses, while others feel that they lack the necessary expertise: 

“Teachers value writing skills, but do not have the time or expertise to improve them.” 

The default response for such teachers seems to be to refer students to the Learning 

Centre, but many of these teachers also feel that better use could be made of the Learning 

Centre‟s services in helping their students to develop better writing skills.  The challenge 

would be to deliver these services more effectively for both teachers and students.  The 

view from the Learning Centre is certainly that students would benefit from increased 

and closer collaboration between teachers and Learning Centre staff; the question is how 

to facilitate such collaboration.  Equally, to ensure that weak writers receive appropriate, 

timely help, ways should be found to create more opportunities for students to voluntarily 

make tutorial appointments; the question is what mode of delivery of these services will 

work best. 

 

How the Centre can provide direct instructional support for teachers and programs is 

illustrated by two key services. The Learning Centre currently operates small writing labs 

attached to particular courses, including Writing English and Business Communications.  

With greater resources, the Centre could theoretically run more of these course-tailored 

writing labs, working in close contact with individual teachers to monitor the progress of 

students.  The Learning Centre professionals also play a large role in the Preparatory Arts 

Program, providing writing-skills support through weekly labs and mandatory tutorial 

sessions. These services might be provided in a modified form to a much larger number 

of students needing remedial help, adapted to particular program needs.  Expansion of the 
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Centre‟s services on this scale would depend upon the College‟s provision of additional 

staff and workspace for the Learning Centre.    

 

Another way to provide program-based instruction and support in writing skills would be 

the use of student tutors or peer-teaching arrangements. Working in collaboration with 

subject teachers, these tutors could work with students in small groups or in the 

classroom, connecting their work on reading and writing skills directly to course material.  

 

The College already has a number of successful student-tutoring programs in place. The 

Learning Centre has been involved in the recruitment, training, and supervision of student 

tutors, and if the necessary resources were available, could expand this role based on 

several existing models. Currently, the Learning Centre and the English Department 

jointly run the English BXE peer-teaching course, training, monitoring, and assessing 

students who earn course credits through one-on-one tutoring. Meanwhile, the Peer 

Tutoring system administered by the Learning Centre provides a pool of trained senior 

students who tutor in particular subject areas. Learning Centre staff members also train 

and supervise Paid Peer English Tutors who work on writing skills with individuals and 

lead small groups. As well, they recruit and supervise writing tutors from outside the 

Dawson community (part-time employees classified as Lab Technicians).  This 

successful experience with the use of student tutors and outside tutors could be the basis 

of new approaches to the promotion of writing skills within programs, perhaps based on a 

Supplemental Instruction model.   

 

In conclusion, the working group feels the College would benefit from a review of the 

role of the Learning Centre in supporting college-wide writing instruction.  Such a review 

might naturally arise as part of the development of a WAC / WID initiative.  We feel also 

that in light of future increases in budgetary resources, the Learning Centre should 

prepare a proposal identifying how it could contribute more effectively to writing 

instruction, and that the College should take serious note of the Centre as it prioritizes its 

budgetary expenditures over the short and long term. 

 

 

6.  Conclusions and Recommendations 

 

The working group feels the College should commit itself to a period of reflection and 

policy development where student writing is concerned.  In the hopes of initiating this 

period, the working group would like Senate to consider and approve several 

recommendations: 

 

1)  Senate should mandate the current Literacy Policy working group to develop a Policy 

on Student Writing. 

 

2) Senate should create a Task Force to assess the most current developments in WAC / 

WID initiatives in higher education, and assess the possible modes of implementation of 

such an initiative here at Dawson.   
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3) Senate should create a second Task Force to assess how the college currently responds 

to the needs of ESL students.  This Task Force would evaluate program admissions 

policies, student placements, and workloads.  It would research the most effective kinds 

of curriculum design, instructional methodology and assessment tools for ESL in post-

secondary education, and make recommendations on how best practices might be 

reinforced or introduced at Dawson.  This Task Force could alternately be configured as a 

sub-committee of the Task Force discussed in 2). 

 

4) Senate should recommend that the College give high priority to the expansion of 

Learning Centre facilities and staff as the College determines its budgetary expenditures 

over the short and long term. 
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