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I. Introduction 
 

This literature review is intended to serve as background to the report on exemplar 

programs and recommendations presented to Senate by the Student Writing Committee.  

It does not pretend to be comprehensive.  The WAC/WID literature is wide and deep, and 

as a whole defies any attempt at brief summary.  Any college considering the 

development of a WAC/WID program will find discussions of the broad directions and 

the minutiae in numerous books, articles and on-line sources. This report identifies six 

important issues, and points to a few pertinent resources for each topic.   

 

 

II. Going WAC/WID: Assessing Needs 

 

From the beginning, WAC theory and practice have addressed questions of how to teach 

effectively for learning outcomes where communication is concerned.  These questions 

were raised first in informal dialogues, particularly among faculty convinced of the need 

for student-centred alternatives to a lecture-based model of instruction and testing. In the 

works of British and American researchers in cognitive psychology and socio-linguistics 

(the most frequently cited are James Britton and Janet Emig) teachers found research that 

convincingly suggested that writing was not merely a transparent medium for the 

communication of preconceived ideas, but rather was a unique form of learning in itself.  

This research provided a theoretical grounding for teaching practices that encouraged 

active learning and critical thinking through a variety of different kinds of writing, 

particularly what Britton named “exploratory” writing.  The earliest voicings of the need 

for using writing across the curriculum came from individuals or small groups of faculty 

who saw the potential for using the “writing to learn” paradigm to encourage engaged, 

active and critical thinking in their classes - the kind of thinking that John Dewey argued 
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was at the heart of a truly progressive education.  These individual, ad hoc efforts 

nevertheless had significant institutional impact, especially at smaller American liberal 

arts colleges (for example, Beaver, Carleton, Brown) with relatively small faculty 

communities where ideas spread quickly.  At these institutions, “first wave” WAC 

programs arose in a sense organically, without preliminary institutional fact-finding or 

decision-making. 

 

Once these initiatives began to attract attention, other colleges and universities began 

more formal processes to determine if they too could benefit from a “writing program.”  

Not all of these institutions were necessarily motivated by the original research that had 

inspired teachers.  Some colleges and universities in fact saw WAC as a response to the 

public discussion of a perceived decline in student literacy skills that began in the mid-

1970’s and continued into the 1980’s.  Whatever their motives, these “second wave” 

adopters sometimes brought significant institutional resources to bear on the question of 

going WAC, through faculty and student surveys, assessments of incoming students’ 

skills, and so on. 

 

For example, at Longview College, the decision was taken to mount a comprehensive 

assessment of the skills of incoming students.  Conducted over five years, this assessment 

took the form of an admission test that was scored systematically for criteria ranging 

from diction and syntactical complexity to reading skills of analysis and synthesis.  At 

Colorado School of Mines, a tailored graduate survey was especially significant.  When 

the school began to see signs that their graduates were not being hired and promoted at 

rates comparable to other engineering schools, the follow-up survey revealed that grads 

were being told by employers that they had excellent technical skills, but their 

communication skills were below par.   

 

For others, faculty surveys have played an important role.  One of the most impressive 

examples of a comprehensive survey of the teaching community on the matter of writing 

instruction can be viewed at the University of Alberta’s Writing Task Force homepage.  

In 2005 the U of A mandated a Task Force to gather information on how the university 

could raise its efforts to the level of the best universities in North America.  One of eight 

different sub-committees gathered information on faculty attitudes towards writing 

instruction, on student competencies, and on what actions the university should take.  

Although faculty felt it would be preferable that students arrived better prepared to write 

at the university level, they concurred in the majority that writing instruction needed to be 

integrated more successfully in all academic divisions, and that the university needed to 

provide a devoted stream of funding to make this happen.   

 

At Memorial University in 1994, a Senate committee examining the teaching of writing 

surveyed students on their attitudes towards writing, their estimation of their own skills, 

and their evaluation of services offered by the university to support student writing.  A 

large majority of the students expressed the feeling that their writing skills were adequate 

or good, while a large majority of the faculty indicated that these same skills were poor or 

inadequate.  The outcome of the student surveys led directly to detailed discussions with 

teachers and administrators throughout Newfoundland regarding writing instruction at the 
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secondary level. The outcome of these discussions was a clarification of the goals 

particular to each level.  In turn this led to recognition of the futility of blaming lower 

levels of education for the challenges faced in teaching at the university level.   

 

More recently, and closer to home, several colleagues from John Abbott College with a 

course release each devoted a full year to a survey of faculty on student reading and 

writing abilities.  One significant finding was that more than 75% of the faculty felt 

writing instruction was a college-wide responsibility. 

 

In each case, these and other forms of data gathered figured in the arguments in favour of 

some type of institutional approach to writing instruction.  At Longview the GENCAT 

assessment led directly to the implementation of Writing Intensive courses.  At MINES, 

the results of the graduate survey influenced the reconfiguration of General Education 

along WAC lines, and the institution of upper-division WI requirements.  The University 

of Alberta now boasts the most advanced writing program in Canada, having 

implemented changes in curriculum and faculty resources with impacts ranging from 

revision of freshman English courses all the way to the creation of a new graduate 

program in Writing Studies.  Memorial’s committee recommended the adoption of a 

WAC approach to instruction, and eventually instituted a Writing Course requirement 

within its Core Curriculum.  John Abbott’s committee recommended the hiring of a full-

time resource person into the college’s Writing Centre, who would work both directing 

the tutoring of students and as well acting in a consultancy role with faculty. 

 

Resources 

 

Britton, James. The Development of Writing Abilities (11-18).  London: Macmillan, 

1975. 

Emig, Janet.  “Thinking as a Mode of Learning.” College Composition and 

Communication. 28 (1977): 122-28. 

Fulwiler, Toby. Programs that Work: Models and Methods for Writing Across the 

Curriculum.  Portsmouth: Heinemann, 1990. 

McLeod, Susan.  “Writing Across the Curriculum: An Introduction.”  Writing Across the 

Curriculum: A Guide to Developing Programs. Newbury Park: Sage Publications, 2000. 

“Proposal For Continuation Of a Response To Data From Longview GENCAT 

Assessment Project (1995-1999)” Writing Intensive Cadre. Longview Community 

College: 2002. 

“Writing Across the Curriculum at CSM: A Retrospective and Looking Forward.”  WAC 

Committee.  October 2008. 

“Subcommittee Reports.” University of Alberta Writing Task Force.  2006.  <****> 

“Report on Student Writing.” Memorial University.  1994. < ***> 

“Report of Reading and Writing Committee.”  John Abbott College.  2008.   
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Generally speaking, there have been four modes of WAC implementation, with each 

school making choices suited to their needs and means:  

 

- Faculty workshops that lead to individual teachers making changes in pedagogy 

and curricular materials. 

- Introductory composition courses and core curriculum writing intensive (WI) 

courses infused with “writing to learn” activities. 

- Writing-in-the-Disciplines or WID courses given as “Writing in the Major” 

courses by various home departments. 

- WAC-guided supplemental instruction, particularly in the form of course-linked 

labs, peer tutoring, and faculty-professional collaboration offered by Writing 

Centres. 

 

The first institutionally-supported WAC curricular initiatives surfaced either within the 

general education / core curriculum framework, or within English / humanities / liberal 

arts programs; that is to say, in the domains where faculty have traditionally been 

occupied with language, writing and critical thinking.  These initiatives were 

programmatic in two senses.  First, they were characterized by faculty workshops that 

were sustained over significant periods of time, eventually with the aid of resources from 

administration.  Second, they usually involved an eventual recommendation for “writing 

courses” or “writing-intensive courses” (WI) that included some or all of the following: 

 

 - limited class size (usually 20-25) 

-  a minimum number of writing assignments (or total words) 

-  an emphasis on drafting, feedback and revision 

-  the use of exploratory writing or journals 

- “nested” or “scaffolded” multi-stage assignments as opposed to exams and “final”  

    papers 

-  formative evaluation and the use of portfolios as an assessment tool 

-  the instructional use of both student and professional models 

-  peer editing and collaborative writing 

 

Through the 1980’s these features became commonplace, first in required freshman 

composition courses, and then in upper-level core curriculum courses.  Longview College 

is an example of a program that has a freshman composition requirement paired with an 

upper level WI requirement that graduates must select from the college’s core curriculum 

offerings.    

 

At other institutions, the appearance through the 1990’s of “writing in the disciplines” or 

WID courses that are taken within the major (outside of core or general education) 

illustrates how WAC theory and practices made their way into new academic territories.  

These courses address the student as an apprentice in the genre or discourse of a 

particular discipline, and are taught by faculty from within that discipline.  Programs 

adopting a WID approach assume that university grads must be able not only to develop 

and refine ideas, as fostered by “writing to learn” activities, but must also be able to 

eventually function and communicate in the “insider prose” of those domains in which 
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they will eventually work.  “Learning to write” like a disciplinary expert is, from this 

viewpoint, is a logical completion of WAC. 

 

 Washington State University is an example of one comprehensive university that 

featured by the mid-80’s WAC-infused approaches throughout its core curriculum 

offerings, beginning with capped-size first-semester composition courses.  However, 

since the mid-1990’s, these have been complemented with WID “Writing in the Major” 

senior research seminars that are required for graduation, that are taught by faculty from 

all departments, and that act as capstone courses in the writing sequence. 

 

Some colleges have in fact moved to an entirely WID-oriented approach.  Cornell 

University, for example, now no longer enrolls freshman in general education first-year 

composition courses.  Instead, students are immersed immediately in particular 

disciplinary genres of their choice in their First-Year Writing Seminars.  These seminars 

are taught by faculty from departments across the university, not just the English 

department, which traditionally staffed composition courses. 

 

There is one tangent to explore briefly as we consider WAC/WID programs, and that is 

the contrast in American and Canadian approaches to writing instruction.  In the US, the 

ubiquitous first-year composition requirement (FYC), with its paired first and second-

semester courses, provided a ready platform for WAC reforms in curriculum and 

pedagogy.  FYC was widely instituted across the US in the second half of the 20
th
 century 

in response to a set of social and historical factors (for eg. the GI bill, the advent of land 

grant universities and open admissions, the Cold War space race and education gap) that 

have been discussed in detail most notably by David Russell.  It is beyond the scope of 

this report to explore this topic in any detail, other than to underline one important fact: 

while FYC gave (and continues to give) Americans a common reference point for the 

dialogue on writing instruction in higher education, Canadians have had no such 

touchstone.  

 

Roger Graves, Tania Smith and others have argued that Canadian universities did not 

face the same social pressures as their American cousins, accepting as they did a smaller 

number and a narrower selection of students.  They furthermore assert that in Canada, 

English Departments have in the majority remained loyal to the Anglo-humanist tradition 

of introducing their students to writing at the university level by way of “introduction to 

literature” courses (or for under-achievers, “literature and composition”) with a decided 

emphasis on literary appreciation versus composition.  There are now exceptions to this 

tradition, the University of Alberta’s writing program being a notable example.  Others, 

like Russell Hunt and Doug Brent, have commented that some Canadian university 

departments in fact leapfrogged WAC and went straight to WID, meeting the resistance 

of English departments where teaching composition was concerned with the development 

of their own internally-staffed, discipline-specific writing courses.  The University of 

Toronto’s Engineering Communication program is often cited as an example of this 

trend.  Tania Smith concludes her discussion “Recent Trends in Writing Instruction and 

Composition Studies in Canadian Universities” by asserting that as Canadian approaches 
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to writing instruction evolve, this will surely occur in measured consideration of 

American approaches, versus ignorance of or isolation from them. 

 

A final important trend in WAC implementations is the expanded role given to Writing 

Centres.  Writing Centres have typically been viewed as locations where students needing 

remedial instruction can go to receive individual tutoring.  Beginning in the 1980’s, 

however, many such centres, either formally or informally, became the home of WAC 

initiatives, staffed as they were by professionals who understood intimately the needs of 

students and recognized the potential for enriched writing instruction.  Stephen North’s  

1984 article “The Idea of a Writing Centre” articulates the potential gains for colleges 

and universities that choose to release their Writing Centres from the niche of remedial 

services and allow them a fuller role in the academic life of the institution.  This fuller 

role has included in many instances the development of an extensive peer tutoring 

network; the development of supplemental labs given by professionals as parallel 

required units in disciplinary courses; and the collaboration of Writing Centre 

professionals with faculty on the development of effective writing instruction within 

courses.  An example of this final domain is an initiative at U of T which was tied to that 

university’s 2005-2007 university-wide Curriculum Renewal.  Having identified 

writing/communication as one of five core graduate competencies, the university piloted 

a collaboration wherein writing instructors from U of T Writing Centres were assigned to 

work with selected departmental faculty on the design and delivery of effective writing 

instruction.  Piloted over 2006-08, this approach has been approved for wider 

implementation this year. 

 

Resources 

 

Peterson, Linda.  “Writing Across the Curriculum and the Freshman English Program.” 

In Writing Across the Curriculum: A Guide to Developing Programs. Eds. Sue McLoed 

and Margot Soven.  Newbury Park: Sage Publications, 2000. 

Farris, Christine and Raymond Smith.  “Writing-Intensive Courses: Tools for Curricular 

Change.” --------------------- 

Thaiss, Christopher.  “WAC and General Education Courses.”------------------ 

Harris, Muriel.  “The Writing Center and Tutoring in WAC Programs.”--------------- 

Freeman, Traci.  “Defining Our Roles: The Writing Center’s Role in Advancing a WAC 

Program.”  College Conference on Composition and Communication, San Francisco, 

2009. 

“Writing Intensive.”  Longview College WAC Homepage.  <****> 

“Overview.” Washington State University Writing Program. <writing 

program.wsu.edu/overview> 

“First-Year Writing Seminars.” Cornell University - Knight Institute for Writing in the 

Disciplines. http://www.arts.cornell.edu/knight_institute/fws/fws.htm 

Graves, Roger.  Writing Instruction in Canadian Universities. Winnipeg: Inkshed, 1994. 

Smith, Tania.  "Recent Trends in Undergraduate Writing Courses and Programs in 

Canadian Universities," in Writing Centres, Writing Seminars,  

Writing Culture: Writing Instruction in Anglo-Canadian Universities. Ed. Roger Graves 

and Heather Graves. Winnipeg: Inkshed Press, 2006. p. 319-370. 
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Hunt, Russell. “Afterword: Writing Under the Curriculum.” ---------- p. 371-383. 

“University of Toronto Engineering Communication Program.” http://www.engineering. 

utoronto.ca/about/programs/communication.htm> 

“Final Report of the Curriculum Review and Renewal Committee, 2006-2007.” 

<www.artsci.utoronto.ca/main/faculty/curriculum/pdfs/crrcfinalreport 

15aug07.pdf> 

North, Stephen.  “The Idea of a Writing Centre.” College English 46 (1985):433-46. 

 

 

IV.  Faculty Attitudes 

 

Faculty surveys have been referred to already, and they are an obvious starting point for 

gathering information about writing instruction and student abilities.  Barbara Walvoord 

cautions against using large-scale faculty surveys uniquely as justification for WAC 

programs, however, because such a survey can potentially turn into a massive list of 

complaints.  Faculty who have legitimate concerns regarding workload, the challenges of 

instructing to disparate skill levels within the student community, large class sizes, and 

lack of support resources for teachers may turn the survey into the decidedly negative 

expression of an often silent or silenced collectivity.  Consequently, the whole project of 

writing instruction can be labeled from the start as a Problem, to which WAC must then 

enter the arena as the Solution.  This creates expectations that cannot be met, and that will 

jeopardize any initiative.  Over and over the literature notes that success is dependent on 

changing how writing instruction is viewed.  This involves abandoning the view of 

writing instruction as a remedial or band-aid response to a perceived “decline” in the 

skills of incoming students – the perception itself being erroneous, according to David 

Russell.  It instead means seeing writing instruction as a permanent feature of the 

landscape in higher education, a feature evolving as a response to the increase in the 

number and complexity of writing genres in which we expect our students to become 

competent.   

 

This shift in understanding has been achieved successfully at many different colleges, but 

as Walvrood notes, it is a shift that is always initiated through faculty dialogue.  Faculty 

will respond negatively in almost every instance to what they perceive as top-down 

initiatives, especially if they consist of requirements and forced participation.  In contrast, 

when faculty can participate voluntarily and can in some sense direct the development of 

a WAC initiative themselves, then the likelihood is much greater that the faculty 

community will support it.   If the administration eventually meets this kind of faculty 

driven initiative half-way through support with release time and other resources, so much 

the better, but it is best if faculty own the effort from the beginning. 

  

Thus Walvrood suggests the body to direct the development of a WAC program is best 

composed, at least in its initial form, of faculty alone.  She recommends a WAC steering 

committee with representation from across departments that can approach faculty in a 

personal and individual manner to participate in early meetings and workshops.  This 

committee in turn is the ear to the ground collecting feedback from teachers and relaying 

it to administrative levels when it comes time to evaluate the committee’s activities. 
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Resources: 

 

Walvrood, Barbara.  “Getting Started.”  Writing Across the Curriculum: A Guide to 

Developing Programs. Newbury Park: Sage Publications, 2000.  9-22. 

Sandler, Karen.  “Starting a WAC Program: Strategies for Adminstrators.” ----------- 

Russell, David.  Writing in the Academic Disciplines, 1870-1990: A Curricular History. 

Carbondale: Southern Illinois Press, 1991. 

 

 

V. Writing Program Consultants and Coordinators 
 

WAC has been a progressive educational movement based on the exchange of ideas.    

Indeed the origins of this movement are in the transatlantic exchanges of the early 1970s 

between North American educators and British researchers. WAC took hold then, and 

continues to take hold to this day, in places that are open to advances in research and 

practice in education.  This openness has been expressed through workshops led by 

invited guest facilitators – as was the case here at Dawson in 1990 when John Bean (now 

of Seattle University) and Toby Fulwiler (University of Vermont) led Language Across 

the Curriculum faculty workshops.   It is also seen at the level of consultation regarding 

course design and program structure.  The International WAC Network has a roster of 

consultants (Linda Shohet remains among them) who are widely engaged by North 

American colleges, be it at the implementation, evaluation or revision stage of program 

development.  A consultant (often him or herself a full-time writing program 

administrator at another college) with experience in analyzing program structures and 

navigating administrative hierarchy can provide timely how-to and how-not-to advice 

that is especially useful when a WAC initiative is evolving beyond faculty meetings 

toward some form of program implementation. 

 

Eventually, successful programs have in almost every case created a position for a WAC 

coordinator, who in effect becomes the internal consultant on matters pertaining to 

writing throughout the college, providing support to faculty and students on the one hand, 

and advocating for resources for writing instruction within the administration on the 

other.  The coordinator might have a background in Writing Studies, or in a specific 

discipline but with a particular interest in writing within disciplinary communities; 

whatever the case, they have a depth and breadth of knowledge regarding writing 

instruction in higher education that allows them to collaborate confidently with faculty 

from any department.  This position is crucial to the permanence of the WAC endeavour.  

Faculty can, with or without release, sustain activities on the workshop level over the 

short term.  However, this makes the initiative susceptible eventually to a loss of energy, 

resources, and, critically, leadership.  This is exactly what occurred in the early 1990s at 

Dawson.  The Literacy Across the Curriculum workshops, conducted from 1985 through 

1993, put Dawson at the very forefront of North American colleges in this area.  



 

 

9 

However, the leadership was lost when the college cut back on funding, and Linda 

Shohet was chosen to direct the Quebec Centre for Literacy, with its wider provincial and 

federal orientation.  The momentum created by the meetings and workshops – attended 

by more than 300 faculty in total – was lost, and the leadership void was not filled.   A 

similar scenario unfolded more recently at Humber College in Ontario.  A WAC program 

under the leadership of Karen Golets Pancer was developed in conjunction with the 

college’s elaboration of its “generic skills” competencies in 2000-2005.  When Pancer 

retired in 2007, her position as coordinator was not filled, the WAC Newsletter she edited 

was allowed to lapse, and the college’s own writing requirements have gone unmonitored 

since. 

 

Resources: 

Sandler, Karen. “Starting a WAC Program: Strategies for Administrators,” in WAC: A 

Guide to Developing Programs. 

“The WAC International Network.”  <http://wac.colostate.edu/network/> 

Shohet, Linda.  “LAC at Dawson: A Review.” Correspondence. January 2009. 

Townsend, Martha.  “WAC Program Vulnerability and What to Do About It: An Update 

and Brief Bibliography.”  The WAC Journal 19: August 2008. 

 

 

VI.  Evaluating WAC Programs 

 

Since the beginning WAC has documented itself in an abundant and rich literature, itself 

an important chapter in the history of reform movements in higher education.  This 

literature provides answers galore to those inquiring as to what WAC is.  As Toby 

Fulwiler has noted, however, an ongoing challenge has been finding adequate methods 

for evaluating what WAC claims to do: improve student writing.  This is not just due to 

the complexity of isolating writing ability for evaluation.  It is due to the complexity of 

the WAC endeavour, Fulwiler argues.  There are multiple definitions of WAC in play 

continually; teachers tend to be result-oriented and not documentation-oriented; programs 

and offerings evolve, sometimes at a rapid pace, as innovations are tested and 

implemented or abandoned; program structures differ from institution to institution, 

making baselines difficult to identify; quantitative measures that claim to provide hard 

data on writing over time may in fact be mismeasures of other things, such as learning in 

a content area.  Fulwiler contends that a WAC program can address this challenge.  It 

should start by evaluating those things that it deems as signs of progress.  These measures 

– rates of faculty participation in activities, documentation of revised pedagogical 

practices, surveys of student attitudes before and after WAC courses, the holistic 

assessment of sample writing portfolios are some examples that Fulwiler gives  – may be 

dismissed by some as “soft,”  but they must be presented in the light of doubts about any 

“harder” data that attributes student improvement - or decline – to any single pedagogical 

approach in isolation from other factors in the learning environment. 

 

More recently, demands for accountability from administrators with budgets to 

streamline has sent WAC programs searching for more.  William Condon argues that 

WAC programs need to foresee and avoid situations where arbitrary measures of 
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improvement are imposed from without.  Rather, programs should take up the challenge 

of collaborating with administrators and indeed other academic units from across the 

college to construct the evaluative framework in which the progress of the program can 

be discussed.  There are indeed contrarian voices that question whether WAC claims 

regarding learning can be verified in any positivistic (testable) manner.  Condon suggests 

that tying evaluation directly to measures of student classroom performance that the local 

community agrees are important is an effective counter to this line of argument.  

 

In short, as they develop, WAC programs have to face the challenge of evaluation and 

accountability by developing their own measures of what the program claims to do, 

questioning the rigour of those measures in an ongoing manner, and convincing others of 

their validity. 

 

Fulwiler, Toby. “Evaluating Writing Across the Curriculum Programs,” in Strengthening 

Writing Across the Curriculum Programs.  Ed. Susan MacLeod.  San Francisco: Jossey-

Bass, 1988.  61-75. 

Condon, William.  “Accommodating Complexity: WAC Program Evaluation in the Age 

of Accountability,” in WAC for the New Millennium.  Eds.  Susan MacLeod and Eric 

Miraglia.  Urbana: NCTE Press, 2001. 

 


