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Two studies 

I’ll be reporting on two studies today: 

1.  A study done at a small, liberal arts college in Canada; 
my co-researchers for this were Theresa Hyland and 
Boba Samuels. This work was supported by a grant 
from the Teaching Support Centre at the University of 
Western Ontario 

2.  A study of a large geography department at a 30,000+ 
PhD granting public university; I am the sole researcher 
on this, although I use the same methodology as for the 
first study. 



Canadian context: a primer 

   With one or two exceptions, no required first year 
writing courses 

   Few extensive WAC programs 

   Wide range of writing centres; perhaps the closest 
point of comparison with US context 

   Growing numbers of undergraduate and graduate 
writing programs 



Objectives of the first study 
1.  To list and describe the range of writing 

assignments that students are required to produce 
in a given discipline. 

2.  To determine how the assignments for upper 
years differ from the assignments for the lower 
years. 

3.  To determine: 
1.  faculty expectations of the writing skills of the students 

in each undergraduate year 
2.  the manner in which these expectations are revealed to 

the students.  

4.  To determine the implications of these findings 
for teaching. 



Methods: Assignments  

   We gathered copies of 
course outlines and 
assignments that are 
given to students.  

   All assignments and 
documents were coded 
by the researchers--see 
handout.  

   course year level  

   genre 

   word length 

   value (percentage of final 
grade)  

   source documentation 

   provision of feedback  

   method of assessment (rubric, 
holistic, analytic) Syllabus 

Anthropol
ogy 294 



Coding 

   Coding scheme developed in pilot study 

   Syllabi and assignments collected, copied, and 
numbered 

   All assignments and documents were coded by the 
researchers 

   Data sheets were entered into Excel and SPSS 



Results: 
Describe the types of writing: 
   178 course syllabi yielded 449 assignments 

Level 

Yr 1 
Level 100 
Yr 2 
Yr 3 
Yr 4 

# Courses 

  28 (16%) 
  23 (13%) 
  61 (34%) 
  47 (26%) 
  19 (11%) 

Assignments 

   17% 
    9% 
   34% 
   28% 
   12% 



Types of assignments, n = 429 



Number of assignments by length, n = 
297 (66% of courses specified word count) 



Total number of assignments by 
marks value,  

n = 410 (91% of assignments allocated mark value) 



Feedback provided 



Marking rubric provided in 
syllabus, n = 409 (10% missing) 



On the brighter side…  



Study 2: Geography 
   Large department at a Research 1 (PhD granting) 

university (G-13) 

   All syllabi from all courses taught in 2006-07 

   n= 64 courses; 219 assignments 

   Data reported here are preliminary 



Geography assignments by level 

18 of the 30 Level 100 assignments were “labs”. 

First year 5 12 2.4 

100-level 6 40 6.7 

Second year 16 58 3.6 

Third year 47 100 2.1 

Fourth year 1 3 3.0 



Assignment types 
Type Number Percent 

Lab 104 47 

Assignments/projects 27 12 

Reports, essays, papers 26 12 

Presentation 10 5 

Short summary 8 4 

Reviews 4 2 

Research essay 3 1 

219 assignments in 65 courses 



Other assignments 

   waste audit assignment  

   planning project  

   landscape analysis  

   literature review essay  

   impact assessment  

   avalanche  

   concept map  

   demographic analysis of 
neighborhood  

   arctic news project  

   dendroclimate  



Nested assignments 
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Value of assignments 

Value of assignment # % 

Less than 10% 102 48 

10-19 % 58 27 

20 percent 19 9 

25 percent 12 6 

30-40 percent 10 5 

Over 40% 11 5 



Rubrics 

Rubric; 
19% 

No rubric; 
81% 

% 

Rubric 
No rubric 
No data = 25 



Assignment length 

   Only 15% of assignments gave a length requirement/
guideline 

   None were given at the first year level 

   6 of 7 at the 100-level were 2000-2500 words 

   The 7 at the 2nd year level were all over the board—500 
words to 4000 

   The 5 at the 3rd year level were all over the board—500 
words to 18,000 words 



Assignment length 

The undergraduate research paper is a dying genre. 
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Convergences/Divergences 

Liberal Arts college 

•  “papers” = dominant genre 

•  Rubrics rare 

•  Half of all assignments 1-4 
pages long  

•  Little in-process feedback 

•  Almost half of assignments 
are nested    

Large Geography Department 

•  “labs” = dominant genre 

•  Rubrics rare 

•  Three quarters of all 
assignments are 1-4 pages long 

•  Little in-process feedback 

•  One quarter of assignments are 
nested 



But wait, there’s more 

   But what exactly do these assignments look like? 

   For more on that, Brock Macdonald will talk about his 
work with a different geography department 


