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Writing in the Disciplines at Dawson  --  Report on Activities  --  June 2012 

 

Prepared by the WID Working Group: 

Ian MacKenzie – Co-director WID / English 

Anne Thorpe – Co-director WID / Humanities and English 

Leanne Bennett – Assistant Dean of Social Science and Business Technologies 

Ben Lander – History 

 

 

 

A. Overview 

Writing in the Disciplines at Dawson was initiated in January 2010, after a phase of Senate-level 

research and planning.  A faculty-driven initiative from the beginning, the mission of WID is to 

support the development of new approaches to writing instruction, active learning and critical 

thinking.  Its activities are directed by the WID Working Group, which reports directly to the 

Academic Dean.  Ian MacKenzie has directed the project since its inception, and in January 2012 

Anne Thorpe joined Ian as Co-director.   

The Faculty Writing Fellows, the central activity of WID thus far, has operated since W2010.  

Each semester it unites a group of six faculty members from across the college for an 

interdisciplinary seminar on writing, critical thinking and active learning.  The group reads 

widely in the literature of teaching and learning in higher education, holds discussions both on-

line and in bi-weekly meetings, and each participant publishes a disciplinary teaching portfolio 

on the WID@Dawson site.  The Writing Fellows now form a network of 30 teachers from 18 

different departments, each of whom is an advocate for innovative student-centred pedagogies 

in his or her home department and program.   Departments participating in the Fellows so far 

are Nursing, English, Biomedical Laboratory, Cinema and Communications,  Chemistry, Physical 

Education, Biology, Sociology, Electrical Engineering, Interior Design, History, Computer 

Science, Economics, Mathematics, Psychology, French, Social Services, and Humanities.  

In addition to the Faculty Writing Fellows, WID has offered sessions at Ped Day for the last 3 

years, and this Winter offered its first program-specific workshop, for the Social Science 

program.  Specifics on activities this year and plans for the future follow in the next two 

sections. 
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B. 2011-2012 At A Glance 

 

 Faculty Writing Fellows 

o 11 new Faculty Writing Fellows, six of whom represent departments 

participating in WID for the first time. 

o A total of 30 Writing Fellows in 18 different departments 

o By August 2012, a total of 26 Teaching Portfolios published at 

http://writing.dawsoncollege.qc.ca   

 Workshops 

o Program-specific two-day workshop, “Handling the Paper Load in the Social 

Sciences,” with 15 participants from various Social Science departments.  March 

and May 2012. 

 Presentations: 

o Dawson Ped Day session: “Better Writing in the Disciplines X 4” led by Writing 

Fellows from 4 different departments, for 50 participants.  October 2011. 

o John Abbott College Ped Day session: “WID at Dawson” led by 3 Writing Fellows, 

with approximately 75 participants.  January 2012. 

o English Curriculum Conference: “WID at Dawson,” interactive breakout groups 

led by 9 Writing Fellows, with approximately 50 participants.  March 2012. 

o Colloque intercollégial FLS, Marianopolis College: “Engagement et le processus 

d’ecriture” led by Writing Fellow Christian Pare for 20 participants, June 2012. 

o Conference of the Society for Teaching and Learning in Higher Education, McGill 

University: “Faculty-driven Writing in the Disciplines” given by Ian MacKenzie, 

June 2012. 

 WID Program Development and Research: 

o Participation in the University of Vermont‘s WID Summer Institute by members 

of the WID Working Group, May 2012. 

o Successful development and launch of new Wordpress platform for the 

WID@Dawson site (visit us at http://writing.dawsoncollege.qc.ca). 

o Planning sessions for a collaborative research project on college-level WID 

initiated by Dr. Doreen Starke-Meyerring of McGill University.  May 2012. 

 

C. Looking Forward 

 

In each of the five semesters of the Writing Fellows project, the Call for Applicants has yielded 

10-15 applications for 6 positions, and the positive feedback from participants suggests that the 

Writing Fellows should a core WID activity.  The Fellows project is grounded in the literature on 

writing and communication in higher education.  In turn we have attempted to make the best 

http://writing.dawsoncollege.qc.ca/
https://webmail.dawsoncollege.qc.ca/owa/redir.aspx?C=mIZrrguV20qzJdNxJdajI0AeElk1HM9I01qqvZrH28KXEB5uPpWHRcY3y00pMEna3LKlOfkJNqM.&URL=http%3a%2f%2fwriting.dawsoncollege.qc.ca
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of this scholarship available to the Fellows and the wider Dawson community.  We are 

therefore excited by the prospect of participating in a research project on the Writing Fellows, 

led by Dr. Doreen Starke-Meyerring of McGill.  Dr. Starke-Meyerring’s work focuses on writing 

instruction in higher education, and she is proposing a study of the impact of WID faculty 

development on college teachers.  This spring, John Abbott College launched a WID project 

modeled on Dawson’s Writing Fellows, and they too plan to participate in this multi-year 

project, which will potentially draw on provincial and/or national sources of funding. 

 

This year also saw an expansion of types of activities for faculty.  Our first program-specific 

workshop (for Social Science) was a two-part event, with the first day in March offering three 

interactive mini-sessions on assignment design, writing-to-learn activities, and formative 

evaluation.  The workshop enrolled to capacity at 15, and the positive feedback received from 

participants confirmed that this is a model we can adapt for other specific departments and 

programs next year.   We are considering two such targeted workshops for next year for other 

programs. 

 

Another activity in the planning stages is a three or four-day WID faculty symposium, modeled 

on the University of Vermont’s WID Summer Institute.  Our site visit to UVM this May led us to 

conclude that the symposium/institute format would be an effective addition to the WID 

project.  The Writing Fellows is a semester-long commitment of time and energy, and the 

institute model may appeal to those who would prefer a more intensive experience of shorter 

duration.   We are therefore examining the possibility of running such an activity in June 2013.  

Our participation in the UVM Institute marks the continued development of our relationship 

with WID at UVM and its Director, Dr. Susanmarie Harrington, who visited Montreal in June 

2011 to advise us on planning and development of WID at Dawson.  Our programs are quite 

similar in size and scope, and there is a strong mutual interest in future collaborations. 

 

Next year we would like to capitalize on the potential of the new Wordpress platform that now 

provides the homepage for WID@Dawson.  This year saw us test-driving the platform, which 

not only houses our static content, like resources, links, and teaching portfolios, but also adds a 

social networking capacity for groups and members.  5 different groups have used the new 

platform this year as a communication and collaboration hub.  We aim to finalize development 

of the Wordpress homepage this fall, and increase traffic on the site via promotional work 

across the college through 2013. 

 

In addition to planning future activities, WID is also developing the next generation of 

leadership for the initiative through the addition of Anne Thorpe as Co-director of the project 

and Ben Lander (History) as a new member of the WID Working Group.   Another equally 
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important factor for the viability of the project is a predictable resource allocation.  We 

appreciate the ongoing support of the Academic Dean and the Director General in this respect, 

and we encourage them to consider all options that would ensure the continuity of WID at 

Dawson over the long term. 
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D. Appendix: Participant Feedback Survey Sample – F 2011 / W 2012 

 

Writing-in-the-Disciplines Faculty Writing Fellows 

Participant Feedback Survey – Sample Responses from Fall 2011 / Winter 2012 

 
1. Participating in the Faculty Writing Fellows has allowed me to further my understanding of writing and 

critical thinking in my discipline and across the disciplines. 

1 
 Strongly disagree 

2 3 4 5 
Strongly agree 

 Answers:  6 x #5 

2. How would you characterize the experience of working alongside teachers from other departments in the 

Writing Fellows project?       

 The experience has been very positive: I have had the opportunity to learn about teaching strategies in 

disciplines very different from my own, and to get a sense of what the students experience in courses 

outside of my department (in terms of instructional techniques, assignment/test design and goals and 

evaluation).  As a new teacher, I particularly appreciated the opportunity to meet and share ideas with 

other teachers (both new and experienced). I found (to my surprise) that many teaching strategies that 

work in other disciplines (humanities, for example) can be effectively used in MedLab courses. I also found 

that I need to rethink what I expect students to “already know” from their English and Humanities courses 

– information that will be useful for me in future semesters. 

 Une formidable expérience ! Très enrichissant de pouvoir discuter de pédagogie et d’expérimentations 

d’activités avec des collègues de d’autres programmes. Cela m’a vraiment permis de situer mon 

enseignement dans un cadre plus large. 

 Wonderful!  The WID Fellows project presented a rare opportunity to get to know my colleagues, their 

interests and expertise, and to learn about the travails and techniques of teaching writing from teachers in 

other disciplines in a supportive, challenging and edifying situation. 

 I thought it was really helpful to get perspectives from other departments about how they approach 

writing and critical thinking. It’s easy to get wrapped up in our “English bubble,” and ignore that other 

departments work just as hard as we do to foster writing instruction. It was especially helpful to work with 

someone from the French department. Hearing Christian’s methods for inspiring his students to think 

critically in a linguistic context different from my own was extremely interesting. At times, it seems like 

there was a polarization between the science teachers and the arts teachers, but I found the science 

teachers’ ideas to be illuminating as well, considering science is also basically a different language (more 

different than French, for sure). 

 Working with teachers from different disciplines was a highlight for me. It was very interesting to be 
exposed to their teaching challenges and teaching philosophies. It was terrific to think about teaching 
from different perspectives but it was also great to see how much unity there is with respect to these 
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aspects among teachers from different disciplines. The fellows were also extremely receptive and helpful in 
working through some biology-specific ideas for activities in writing and critical thinking. 

 

 I also realized that I had many of the same ideas for teaching that were presented in the WID readings. 
However, the authors (especially Bean) presented these ideas and ways of accomplishing them in a 
dissected, scientific way that truly motivated me. 

 

 It was an enriching experience. Even though we were all from different departments, we did share 

common ground: the student. How to grade their work, how to get them to become aware, i.e. critical 

thinkers. It was interesting to see how other teachers were able to deal with these topics. I really enjoyed 

it, and  I feel I gained a lot more knowledge.  

 

3. Has participating in WID spurred significant changes in the way you think about teaching in your discipline? 

If so, briefly explain. 

 Yes, it has: in our department active learning is a major component of our laboratory sessions, but (in most 

cases) not of our lecture sessions. We would like to incorporate more active learning into our lectures, but 

it is difficult to find the time (our courses are very content heavy). After participating in WID, the idea of 

incorporating more active learning into our lectures seems much more feasible. I think that in the long run 

it will be possible to adjust the format of my lecture sessions so that active learning is increased and 

lecturing is decreased, without compromising on required content.  

 My experience with the WID group has also made me realize the importance and benefits of giving 

feedback to students early and often, and of structuring the feedback so that it is clear and constructive. 

Using some of the strategies described in Bean, I hope to be able to improve my evaluation techniques 

without significantly increasing the amount of marking that I have to do.  

 Beaucoup de remises en question; principalement en ce qui a trait à l’évaluation. Il est certain que cela 

affectera considérablement mon enseignement. J’ai même commencé à discuter de réaménagement de 

nos méthodes de correction avec d’autres collègues de mon département.  

 

 Yes, I will definitely change the way in which I design, present and evaluate assignments.  In particular, I’ll 

pay more attention to the design of short-term, in-class assignments that encourage writing activity as a 

means of ideation, or as a model for processing received information.  I’ll also pay more attention to the 

articulation of assignment grading criteria, using this as a means of instruction about the value, 

organization and presentation of individual, genre-specific writing tasks. 

 

 It has. I think a lot more about genre, meaning the kinds of forms I ask my students to write in and the 

kinds of assignments I assign. I think the way I design assignments can go a long way toward the quality of 

the work the students produce. I hadn’t considered that to such a degree before. My approach to grading, 

as well, changed dramatically. I feel that in the future I’ll be able to get better quality work from my 

students simply by focusing much more on positive feedback than negative feedback, and by giving my 

students more responsibilities outside of class to produce work that is of a higher quality. 

 My teaching philosophy and style has changed in several ways. The most global change for me was 
realizing that making students think critically and appreciate the applications of course concepts is 



7 
 

possible in a content-heavy course. I want to make critical thinking the center point of all of my courses 
while still cover all required course material. 

 

 I used to be solely concerned with making sure that all required course material was presented in a clear 
way. The end result was a very linear presentation of concepts and models. I would try to incorporate 
critical thinking and application of concepts here and there with varying success. I think the problem was 
that the tasks that I assigned to my students were not a center point of the course and the objectives or 
relevance was not clear. Only the most ambitious students benefited while many students did not receive 
the guidance needed to accomplished the task or viewed the task as unimportant. 

 

 Now, I am focused on designing student tasks during the course to get students to think critically about 
the material presented in class and make connections between lecture topics and between lecture topics 
and life experience/applications. My focus entails designing organized tasks with specific objectives where 
students understand the objective, receive the proper guidance to accomplish the task, and understand 
the relevance of the task. Although the readings assigned during my WID fellowship were helpful in 
designing student tasks to fulfill my needs, it was discussions with WID fellows that prompted this change 
in thinking. 

 

 Yes. Plenty of ideas are running through my head. I suppose the first (major) change would be my 

approach towards students’ “negativity” upon realization that they will do more writing. How to better 

deal with such comments, by perhaps placing the student in situations which they will face upon 

graduation.  

 

4. Do you expect that these changes will have an impact on student learning in your courses? If so, please 
explain. 
 

 Yes, by incorporating more active learning strategies in my courses (including the use of “writing to think” 
exercises) I hope to increase student engagement and critical thinking, and thereby to promote 
understanding as opposed to memorization. I also hope to be able to better evaluate student 
comprehension – and, as a result, to help those students who are having difficulties – through the use of 
improved evaluation techniques, modeling of “good” answers and increased use of short in-class 
assignments. 

 

 Je crois que oui, bien évidemment. J’ai remarqué que le simple fait de varier mes grilles de corrections à 
chacun des travaux encourageait les étudiants à mieux s’engager dans leur apprentissage. 

 

 I hope so.  I expect that integrating the discussion and exercise of writing processes into course content will 
result in the student’s appreciation of the importance of recognizing and utilizing appropriate rhetorical 
forms in verbal/written expression. 

 I think these changes will allow my students to write with more confidence. I’m recognizing more and 
more that many students suffer from a lack of confidence, more than a lack of ideas or skills. I see a lot of 
what I do now as showing them what they are capable of, as opposed to just pointing out the mistakes 
they are making. 

 

 Absolutely. By making critical thinking a center point of a biology class and having them complete well-
designed and guided tasks, they will have a better understanding of what science is and what role it plays 
in society. In addition, these tasks should make a content heavy course more manageable and fun for 
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students and allow them to understand and retain course material better. From my limited experience 
incorporating such tasks into my courses, I do see a benefit already. 

 

 I would expect so. Yes. By placing the student within the appropriate setting and giving them boundaries, 
the student then can see the purpose behind the idea of critical thinking or critical writing.   

 
 
5. Over this semester, have you developed specific new learning activities, assignments, units, instructional 

approaches, models, or evaluation tools for your current or future courses, or have you developed plans to 
do so? If yes, please briefly describe. 
 

 I have already incorporated several of the above aspects, specifically:  
o In-class and take home writing assignments, based on (1) case studies requiring critical thinking 

(2) explaining a concept to a non-expert and (3) writing about a technique after it is covered in a 
lecture.   

o Modeling of “good” exam/assignment answers in class 
o More detailed and effective evaluation rubrics 

And, I plan to continue developing new activities and assignments, using suggestions and resources from 
the WID group. My overall goal for next year is to increase active learning in my classes, and to decrease 
time spent lecturing. To this end, I plan to increase the number of short writing based assignments that I 
use in class, and to incorporate group-based active learning exercises into my lectures.  

 

 Oui, j’ai principalement revu ma planification de cours en fonction de l’objectif suivant : stimuler la pensée 
critique de l’étudiant en l’invitant à développer une pratique de l’écriture. (Voir mon PowerPoint à ce sujet) 

 Yes.  I’ve developed new, ‘small stakes’ writing assignments and better, more clearly articulated grading 
criteria.  I’ve also been introduced to new, as yet untried evaluation tools that I will try to integrate into my 
course. 

 I’ve developed a bank of activities and assignments for future courses. These involve a range of different 
writing activities, using different genres. I’ve been challenging the way I’ve always done things. It’s easy to 
get complacent as a teacher and just recycle old activities over and over again. But putting the time in to 
work on new activities almost always pays off in the quality of the work you get back from students. 

 My participation as a WID fellow allowed me to refine my teaching philosophy and was extremely helpful 
in exploring new teaching tools to accomplish my goals. It gave me time to try some pilot experiments in 
class but also allowed me to focus on goals that I wish to accomplish. My first goal is to re-design the 
formal assignments given in our biology classes. I am currently defining the overall goals of these 
assignments and designing a scaffold of several specific tasks to accomplish this goal while giving students 
the required guidance and feedback. I have also incorporated short writing exercises in my classes to 
prepare students for discussion questions in class tests. My participation in the WID fellowship project has 
given me the start I wanted to change the way that I teach and become a better teacher. 

 

 For sure. One example would be the informal writing activities suggested by Bean. To complement the 
informal writing there were summary writings – take the time to summarize the current lecture topic, etc. 
When giving out homework assignments, or even lab work, to clearly  “situate” the student, i.e. why are 
we asking you to take this measurement, or use this instrument. To summarize – basically adding a real-
life purpose or an appropriate context for our thinking and communication tasks. 

 
 

6. What do you recommend as next steps for the WID Writing Fellows project?  For promoting Writing-in-the-
Disciplines across Dawson departments and programs?   
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 I know that there is a short summer WID project that is being considered or implemented (I’m not sure of 
the details) – I think that this is an excellent idea. I would like to suggest short “up-date” WID sessions for 
previous participants (unless these already exist) – I have really enjoyed the opportunity to interact with 
the other WID fellows, and would like the opportunity for further discussion. 
 

 I think that the promotion efforts already in place are effective: I heard about WID both through my 
colleagues and at a PED day, and I have been sharing my WID experience with other teachers in my 
department. 
 

 Offrir de petit atelier de discussion et d’échange sur le sujet tout au long de la session. 
Offrir un soutien technique et logistique pour de l’observation des pairs en salle de classe. 
Envisager la possibilité d’inviter des étudiants à parler d’écriture et d’évaluation. Offrir un encadrement 
logistique aux profs de la formation générale désireux de rencontrer des profs (pour parler de projets 
d’écriture pour les étudiants) associés à un programme d’études précis. 
 

 For promotional purposes, I’d advise offering individual departments weekend long workshops on WID 
theories or, more specifically, workshops discussing evaluation and grading activities and approaches.  
Likely, this would spark interest in the Fellows project itself 
 

 Leading a workshop in the English department discussing some of the things I learned this semester could 
be a good way to promote WID. Advertising the portfolios resources available online during department 
meetings is also a good idea. 
 

 For teachers who previously participated, to go back and “update” their portfolios experiences as per their 

experiences, what worked and what did not, etc … For promoting WID across Dawson, perhaps a visit to 

individual departments – with the participating teacher.  What about having an official WID office within 

Dawson? 

 
 
 

7. Overall, being part of the WID Faculty Writing Fellows was a worthwhile experience. 

1 
 Strongly disagree 

Answers: 6 x #5  

2 3 4 5 
Strongly agree 

 

 

8. Any additional comments? 

 I have really enjoyed participating in the WID project, and I now have a number of ideas that I plan to 
implement in future semesters, and to share with members of my department. My only regret is that I 
didn’t have more time during the semester to focus on WID! I hope to be able to stay in contact with the 
WID group, and to continue sharing ideas. The organizers did an excellent job, and I would like to thank 
both Ian and Anne! 

 À mon avis, il serait fort utile d’envisager un team-coaching entre deux profs participants au groupe de 
recherche WID. 

 I think the curriculum is well considered, the discussions fascinating and edifying and the support provided 
by workshop leaders exemplary.   
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 I found the meetings that we had to be extremely useful. The blog is useful too, but I would have been 
keen on one or two more in-person meetings.  

 Thanks Ian for all of your hard work, support, and motivation. I truly enjoyed my participation in this      
project. 

 Good luck to the next group. Let’s see what innovations come about! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


