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Writing Across the 
Curriculum 

•  Writing assignments in courses (formal, graded 
writing) 

•  Writing to learn (informal writing) 

•  Writing in the disciplines (special rules for 
writing in your academic area) 

•  Writing intensive courses (curriculum 
designation) 

http://www.humanities.ualberta.ca/WAC/ 



Struggles: Grammar 

  Focus on grammar and “lower-order” 
concerns (punctuation, format of  
citations, margins) takes time away from 
strategies that do work 

  Grammar has a negative effect size of  
.32 (Graham, Handbook of Writing 
Research) 

  Any strategy is better than teaching 
grammar  



Struggles: Assignments 

  Too much direction can make a written 
assignment daunting because the answer 
can only be of  a specific type 

  Too much choice can result in students 
forming thesis statements that are too 
broad; they also jump from one topic to 
the next 

  Too little direction leaves them wondering 
about what they have been asked to do 



Struggles: Writing Process 

  Students who developed a writing 
process in high school that is inadequate 
to the rhetorical and intellectual 
challenges at university flounder 

  Processes: students need more than one 
process to respond to the variety of  texts 
they must produce 



Struggles: Audience 

  A key component of  writing is audience 

  Students sometimes don’t know the 
professor as audience 

  Students can’t judge if  a topic is of  
interest to the professor without guidance 

  Eg: A graduate student proposes a topic 
in a writing course that is not related to 
the topic of  the course 



Methods Grades1-12 

  Steve Graham did a meta-analysis of  39 
studies of  writing instruction strategies 
to identify which ones worked and the 
extent to which they were effective 

  “Strategy Instruction and the Teaching of  
Writing: A Meta-Analysis.” 2006. In 
MacArthur, C., S. Graham, and J. 
Fitzgerald. Handbook of  Writing 
Research. New York: Guilford Press. 



Methods that work 

1. Direct instruction (.80 effect size) 

2. Peer assistance (.75) 

3. Setting product goals (.70) 

4. Word processing software (.55) 

5. Sentence combining (.50) 

6. Process approach (.32; .80 done well) 

7. Prewriting (.32) 

8.  Inquiry (.32) 

9. Models (.25) 

These figures were taken from a presentation given at a public talk. 



Effective teachers 

1.  Spend time writing 

2.  Examine a variety of  genres 

3.  Model process: share, plan, and revise 

4.  Introduce thought-provoking activities 

5.  Use mixed methods (class, groups, ind.) 

6.  Model, explain, and offer guided assistance 

7.  Provide just enough assistance to get students 
started 

8.  Convey enthusiasm 

9.  Hold high expectations 

10. Adapt assignments to student levels 



Post-secondary contexts 

  Richard H. Haswell, “Teaching of  Writing 
in Higher Education” in  C. Bazerman, 
Handbook of  Research on Writing: 
History, Society, School,Individual, Text. 
New York: Lawrence Erlbaum, 2008. 



Problematic: Written 
comments 

  “notoriously unreliable” 

  17 readers will mark the same paper as 
anything from a B to an F 

 Many errors are unmarked 

  Teacher response varies with gender, 
personal background of  student, 
instructor’s politics and employment 
status, and other factors (Haswell 333) 

  Students’ evaluative sets contrast with 
instructors’ 



Instructional strategies in non-
writing courses 

Proven 

  Sentence combining 

 Writing to learn 

  Revising 

  Some kinds of  collaboration 

(Haswell 335) 

Common 

  Revising 

  Error correction or detection 

  Audience awareness 

  Grammar instruction 

  Peer evaluation 

  Journal writing 

  Prewriting 

  Problem solving 

  Imitation of  models 



Proven instructional 
strategies: Writing Centres 

  Both tutors and tutees improve their 
literacy skills (Haswell 339) 

  Both groups improve their self-concept 
and attitude toward writing 

  Tutors reduce power differentials with 
tutees and soften the directives from 
professors via assignments 



Student challenge: 
Disciplinary shifts 

  Undergraduates today face a “4-year 
tiptoe through an instructional 
minefield” (Haswell 340) 

  “academic fields differ in the way they 
treat every aspect of  writing. . .from 
colon[s] in titles to. . .the way evidence is 
repected, gathered, and presented” (340) 



What works: Programs 

  “there is fairly consistent evidence that 
the writing itself  improves under new 
WAC, WID, service-learning, or learning 
community conditions” (Haswell 341) 

  The new Science 100 27 credit course is 
an example of  a learning community 
approach here at U of  A 

  Community Service learning courses in 
Arts are growing 



What can you do? 

  Communicate your assignments clearly 

  Communicate your grading criteria early 
and often 

  Incorporate informal, low stakes writing 
assignments into your non-writing 
courses 

  Highlight and communicate your own 
disciplinary expectations for writing 

  Use the C4W as a resource for students 



Research 

  “Institutions that students feel stress 
critical-thinking skills tend to require 
more writing instruction (Tsui, 2001). 
Those with strong policy statements 
against plagiarism experience less of  it 
(Brown & Howell, 2001)” (Haswell 342) 

 My own project supports the Tsui 
research stated here 
http://www.ualberta.ca/~graves1/tsc.pdf   


