
Volume 24 . 2013
Writing Across the Curriculum 

THE WAC JOURNAL
Department of English

Clemson University
801 Strode Tower

Clemson SC 29634

T
H

E  W
A

C
  JO

U
R

N
A

L                                                                                                              VO
LU

M
E  24 . 2013

THE WAC CLEARINGHOUSE



The WAC Journal
Writing Across the Curriculum

Volume 24
Fall 2013

The WAC Journal 24 (2013). © 2014 by Clemson University. 
Copies may be circulated for educational purposes only.



The WAC Journal 24 (2013). © 2014 by Clemson University. 
Copies may be circulated for educational purposes only.



© 2013 Clemson University
Printed on acid-free paper in the USA 
ISSN: 1544-4929

Editor
Roy Andrews

Managing Editor
Heather Christiansen, Clemson University

Associate Editors
David Blakesley, Clemson University
Michael LeMahieu, Clemson University

Editorial Board
Art Young, Clemson University
Neal Lerner, Northeastern University
Carol Rutz, Carleton College
Meg Petersen, Plymouth State University
Terry Myers Zawacki, George Mason Univ.

Review board
Jacob S. Blumner, Univ of Michigan, Flint
Patricia Donahue, Lafayette College
John Eliason, Gonzaga University
Michael LeMahieu, Clemson University
Neal Lerner, Northeastern University
Meg Petersen, Plymouth State University
Mya Poe, Penn State University
Carol Rutz, Carleton College
Joanna Wolfe, University of Louisville 
Terry Myers Zawacki, George Mason Univ.
David Zehr, Plymouth State University

Subscription Information
The WAC Journal
Parlor Press
3015 Brackenberry Drive
Anderson SC 29621
wacjournal@parlorpress.com
parlorpress.com/wacjournal
Rates: 1 year: $25; 3 years: $65; 5 years: $95.

Submissions
The editorial board of The WAC Journal seeks WAC-related articles from across the country. Our 
national review board welcomes inquiries, proposals, and 3,000 to 6,000 word articles on WAC-
related topics, including the following: WAC Techniques and Applications; WAC Program Strategies; 
WAC and WID; WAC and Writing Centers; Interviews and Reviews. Proposals and articles outside 
these categories will also be considered. Any discipline-standard documentation style (MLA, APA, 
etc.) is acceptable, but please follow such guidelines carefully. Submissions are managed initially via 
Submittable (https://parlorpress.submittable.com/submit) and then via email. For general inquiries, 
contact Heather Christiansen, the managing editor, via email (wacjournal@parlorpress.com). 
The WAC Journal is an open-access, blind, peer-viewed journal published annually by Clemson 
University, Parlor Press, and the WAC Clearinghouse. It is available in print through Parlor Press 
and online in open-access format at the WAC Clearinghouse. The WAC Journal is peer-reviewed. It 
is published annually by Clemson University, Parlor Press, and the WAC Clearinghouse.

Subscriptions
The WAC Journal is published annually in print by Parlor Press and Clemson University. Digital 
copies of the journal are simultaneously published at The WAC Clearinghouse in PDF format for free 
download. Print subscriptions support the ongoing publication of the journal and make it possible 
to offer digital copies as open access. Subscription rates: One year: $25; Three years: $65; Five years: 
$95. You can subscribe to The WAC Journal and pay securely by credit card or PayPal at the Parlor 
Press website: http://www.parlorpress.com/wacjournal. Or you can send your name, email address, 
and mailing address along with a check (payable to Parlor Press) to Parlor Press, 3015 Brackenberry 
Drive, Anderson SC 29621. Email: sales@parlorpress.com

Reproduction of material from this publication, with acknowledgement of the source, is hereby 
authorized for educational use in non-profit organizations.

The WAC Journal 24 (2013). © 2014 by Clemson University. 
Copies may be circulated for educational purposes only.



The WAC Journal 24 (2013). © 2014 by Clemson University. 
Copies may be circulated for educational purposes only.



5

Contents
The WAC Journal

Volume 24, Fall 2013

ARTICLES
Evolutionary Metaphors for Understanding WAC/WID 7
Laura Brady

Connecting WID and the Writing Center: Tools for Collaboration 29
Heather M. Robinson and Jonathan Hall

WAC/WID Meets CXC/CID: A Dialog between 
Writing Studies and Communication Studies 49

Denise Ann Vrchota and David R. Russell 

Multidisciplinarity and the Tablet: A Study of Writing Practices  63
Jennifer Ahern-Dodson and Denise K. Comer

Committed to WAC: Christopher Thaiss 83
Interviewed by Carol Rutz

Conversations in Process: An Observational Report on WAC in China  95
Martha A. Townsend and Terry Myers Zawacki

REVIEW 111
Introducing Writing Across the Curriculum into China: 

Feasibility and Adaptation by Dan Wu
Reviewed by Mya Poe

Contributors 117

Subscribing to and Publishing in The WAC Journal 121

The WAC Journal 24 (2013). © 2014 by Clemson University. 
Copies may be circulated for educational purposes only.



The WAC Journal 24 (2013). © 2014 by Clemson University. 
Copies may be circulated for educational purposes only.



7

Evolutionary Metaphors for 
Understanding WAC/WID

LAURA BRADY

IN THE RECENT AND IMPORTANT ESSAY, “A Taxonomy of Writing Across 
the Curriculum Programs: Evolving to Serve Broader Agendas,” William Condon 
and Carol Rutz identify four types of programs: Foundational WAC, Established 
WAC, Integrated WAC, and WAC as Institutional Change Agent. These programs 
can be identified by key characteristics such as their primary goals, their funding, 
their structure or organization, and signs of their integration or success (362-63). To 
show how this valuable taxonomy works in practice, Condon and Rutz draw on con-
cepts of location and momentum derived from quantum mechanics that they hope 
will “allow those within a program to gain a sense of place (of where they are, pro-
grammatically, in the universe of WAC programs) and a sense of movement (of what 
steps are available next, and of which might be desirable)” (360-61). When Condon 
and Rutz shift their taxonomy from static to dynamic description, they shift from a 
life sciences frame (biological taxonomies) to a physical sciences frame (quantum 
mechanics). There are distinct advantages, however, to be gained by extending the 
biology frame. Evolutionary metaphors for understanding WAC/WID comple-
ment rich description with dynamic causal analysis of a program’s origins, adapta-
tions, and threats; they allow us to consider location, movement, and other factors 
simultaneously. 

This essay extends the evolutionary metaphor to two very different but very suc-
cessful WAC programs (one at a small liberal arts college and one at a large public 
university) to show how we might develop and apply a heuristic that can help us 
explore the evolutionary potential of our WAC programs. That is, if Condon and 
Rutz’s taxonomy helps programs situate and assess themselves in a national con-
text and provides descriptive language that is easily understood by others outside of 
our field (379, 361), then an evolutionary metaphor can provide a useful means of 
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8 The WAC Journal

internal study: a way of understanding the causes and conditions for a WAC pro-
gram’s origins and reproduction, mutations and adaptations, endangerment, or 
extinction. 

Moving from taxonomy to evolutionary theory follows a historical pattern. 
Evolutionary theory represented the next scientific step beyond taxonomy for 
advancing our understanding of the natural world. Carl Linnaeus (Carl von Linné), 
author of Systema Naturae, 1735, is credited with establishing hierarchical structures 
for classifying organisms according to their physical traits and their methods of 
reproduction. His taxonomy relied on visible, observable characteristics. In the late 
eighteenth century, Cuvier’s functional taxonomy superseded Linnaeus’s descriptive 
taxonomy (Foucault 268). In contrast to the externally visible traits emphasized in 
Linnaeus’s taxonomy, Cuvier was beginning to theorize internal causes and condi-
tions that could account for differences and disruptions. “From Cuvier forward,” 
Foucault argues, “it is life in its non-perceptible purely functional aspect that pro-
vides the basis for the exterior possibility of a classification” (268). Classification is 
still useful for Cuvier, but he shifts the categories from highly specific traits to very 
general principles. In his emphasis on function, Cuvier thus helps lay the ground for 
Charles Darwin’s theory that species formation depends on the natural selection of 
traits that help an organism adapt to its environment and reproduce successfully.1 

 Darwin’s theory of natural selection relies on environmental conditions, muta-
tions, and change. His famous finches adapted to different environmental niches on 
the Galapagos, with the most relevant factor being the type of available food. In a dif-
ferent place, adaptive coloration may have led Darwin to study predatory/prey rela-
tionships. The point remains: if a particular mutation lines up with an environmental 
niche and gives an organism a reproductive advantage in terms of a food source, pro-
tective coloration, or something else it can productively exploit, that trait gets passed 
along to subsequent generations and eventually a new species is formed. WAC also 
speciates by adapting to its local environment. Evolutionary metaphors help explain 
and explore patterns, interrelationships, and the conditions under which a program 
can thrive. The metaphor can also help us understand that not all mutations are 
adaptive or successful, and that certain conditions threaten a program’s survival.

Evolutionary and ecological metaphors are, of course, not new to WAC discus-
sions or to more general discussions of writing practices. In 1986, Marilyn Cooper 
argued for “The Ecology of Writing,” where writers are part of a varied and inher-
ently dynamic system. Rather than paying attention to individual writers and their 
immediate contexts, Cooper asks us to attend to the ways in which, “all the charac-
teristics of any individual writer or piece of writing both determine and are deter-
mined by the characteristics of all the other writers and writings in the system” (368). 
For Cooper, contextual models serve a taxonomic function; she notes, for instance, 
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Evolutionary Metaphors for Understanding WAC/WID      9

that Kenneth Burke’s pentad in the Grammar of Motives remains valuable for the 
ways in which it helps label and describe elements of a writing situation but also 
remains limited because it fails to explain causal relationships (368). Cooper’s eco-
logical model asks questions about behaviors and environments, looks for factors 
that can promote or prevent writing, and analyzes situations and systems to explain 
or predict change. These are all helpful strategies for evolving WAC programs.

Sidney Dobrin and Christian Weisser (2002) extend Cooper’s dynamic model 
of interlocking systems, particularly in terms of how groups and species shape and 
are shaped by their surrounding ecosystem and available resources. “Much like the 
finches and tortoises in Darwin’s theory of evolution,” they argue, “writers enter into 
particular environments with a certain ideological code and then contend with their 
environments as best those codes allow. These environments have material, social, 
and ideological qualities” (576). As we examine the effects of local environments on 
writers and writing, Dobrin and Weisser note that the metaphors we use to describe 
the writing spaces are important (577). Evolutionary metaphors often rely on the 
image of a radiating network or web. Cooper uses the image to remind us that “any-
thing that affects one strand of the web vibrates through the whole”(370). Dobrin 
and Weisser also describe “the webbed writing environment” (585) as they focus 
our attention on activities as well as locations and on the complex ways in which our 
physical and social environments shape and are shaped by our writing (578). 

Cooper, Dobrin, and Weisser focus on writers and texts. I suggest that we extend 
their theorization of writers as species to theorize WAC programs (administrative 
units within specific university environments) as species that similarly evolve, adapt, 
and reproduce. Martha Patton has already begun this work in her insightful book, 
Writing in the Research University: A Darwinian Study of WID with Cases from Civil 
Engineering (2011). In making a case for an evolutionary theory of WID, Patton is 
quick to note the limitations of any analogy between biological and cultural pro-
cesses, but emphasizes its value for “discussion of writing in larger forums of compe-
tition (not just within, but also beyond the walls of various disciplines)” and as a way 
“to explore both variability and stability in writing activity, to consider the impact 
of environment and its varying constraints on writing activity, and to describe the 
spectacular radiation of disciplinary specializations” (7). Patton’s book-length study 
articulates and illustrates a descriptive theory that encompasses research, teaching, 
and administration as she analyzes cases from civil engineering. My aims are dif-
ferent: I want to focus on ways in which evolutionary theory can help us create and 
apply a heuristic for WAC program administration and self-study.
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10 The WAC Journal

An Evolutionary Heuristic for WAC Administration and Self-Study
Darwin points to the heuristic value of his work as he concludes On the Origin of 
Species. Starting with the premise that every “production of nature” has a history, 
Darwin anticipates that: “A grand and almost untrodden field of inquiry will be 
opened, on the causes and laws of variation, on correlation of growth, on the effects 
of use and disuse, on the direct action of external conditions, and so forth. . . . Our 
classifications will come to be, as far as they can be so made, genealogies” (372). But 
what questions allow us to study patterns of inheritance, especially in terms of trac-
ing the genealogy of WAC? To what degree can we claim that different species of 
WAC share common goals for writing, thinking, learning, and knowing even as they 
adapt to the social, intellectual, and physical elements of their home environments?2 
And what is the effect of environmental enrichment? Too often, we seem to speak 
in Lamarckian terms where change is rapid, progressive, easily passed along to off-
spring, and never resulting in extinction. A Darwinian model suggests that change 
occurs much more gradually over several generations where successful mutation 
allows an organism to survive and reproduce while failed mutation results in extinc-
tion. As Darwin summarizes, “natural selection. . . only takes advantage of such vari-
ations as arise and are beneficial to each creature under its complex relations of life” 
(95). We see this in the only illustration in Origin of Species, the “Tree of Life” (see 
Figure), where Darwin shows branches extending from a common root. On both 
sides of the diagram, we see that development is not symmetrical. On the right-hand 
side of the diagram, in particular, we see how some branches become extinct as oth-
ers form the main trunk (87).

Figure 1 Darwin’s Tree of Life illustration, Origin of Species, 1859, p. 87.
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Because of its ability to analyze causes for variation, survival, and extinction in a 
non-linear manner, Darwinian selection and reproduction is a useful model, yet this 
evolutionary metaphor (like any metaphor) is necessarily limited. It forces a focus on 
change and physical environments without directly addressing social interactions, 
ideologies, and enculturation (a point that Condon and Rutz were perhaps trying to 
address with their metaphor from quantum mechanics). Nonetheless, the evolution-
ary metaphor can, if used heuristically, provide a structural and conceptual frame for 
exploring program history, variation, survival, and extinction. It should let us look 
for common patterns as well as local variations in ways that might prove particularly 
useful for new or emergent programs where location and momentum have yet to be 
established.

Such a heuristic for exploring the genealogy and adaptation of WAC programs 
might focus on the following questions: 

1. What distinctive features define WAC at your site? 

2. What strategic alliances establish, support, or advance your program? 

3. What conditions initiate, develop, threaten, or sustain WAC at your site? 

The first question establishes existing structures. Questions 2 and 3 focus on factors 
that shape change over time.

In the quick sketches below, I will test this heuristic’s ability to explore what is 
ecologically interesting about an existing program’s genealogy (its innovations, rep-
lication, and survival; or its innovations, endangerment, and extinction). The places 
where the evolutionary metaphor inevitably breaks down will, I hope, draw attention 
to the ways in which programs are also shaped by complex social interactions and 
ideologies, a point I will come back to in my conclusion. 

In other words, I am working from the premise that WAC programs do not spring 
forth fully formed. Some, for instance, may start as an innovation (or mutation) in 
a single semester when a member of the writing faculty collaborates with another 
discipline to present a workshop on writing; others may start with some funds from a 
seed grant or in response to a university assessment initiative. Whether or not some-
thing further evolves from that innovation then depends on whether or not it proved 
successful and whether or not conditions exist for repeating the activity. Changing 
conditions always drive the processes of selection and replication, generally with the 
goal of continuation or survival. If an innovation (such as a WAC initiative) survives, 
then other changes are likely to follow as the cycle continues. The progression does 
not, however, follow a straight line. That is, some innovations will prove dead ends, 
some changes will enrich, and still other changes will respond to a completely dis-
tinct set of conditions and start a new branch. With an evolutionary heuristic, we can 
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look to long-standing and well-documented WAC programs to trace their genealo-
gies and the adaptive alliances that form along the way. 

To test the heuristic for exploring the genealogy and mutation of WAC programs, 
I am choosing to look at two distinct environments: Carleton College, where the 
WAC program flourishes within a small liberal arts college setting, and George 
Mason University, which represents a successful program in the context of a large 
research university. There are clearly many other long-standing programs that could 
provide equally compelling cases for study. I am choosing these two for the distinc-
tive ways in which the programs speciated by adapting to assessment requirements 
(somewhat like looking just at beak adaptations in Darwin’s famous finches), and 
because I was able to augment the richly documented histories of each program 
(available through existing scholarship and Web-based materials) with site visits 
where the directors generously allowed me to interview them and see some aspects 
of their programs in action.

Carleton College: Features, Alliances, and Conditions 
within a Liberal Arts Environment
Carleton is a highly ranked, private liberal arts college in Northfield, Minnesota, 
with about two thousand undergraduate students (90 percent of whom live on 
campus) and 200 faculty. Admissions are competitive with only 21 percent of appli-
cants accepted in 2013. The school’s history dates back to 1866. Among other goals, 
Carleton “strives to be a collaborative community that encourages curiosity and 
intellectual adventure of the highest quality” with an academic focus on “developing 
the critical and creative talents of our students through broad and rigorous stud-
ies in the liberal arts disciplines” (About Carleton). The size of Carleton helps fos-
ter a strong sense of community where colleagues share a common commitment to 
the value of a liberal arts education. As Carol Rutz, director of Carleton’s Campus 
Writing Program, explains, “They share a belief that communication skills, variously 
defined, will help students in every aspect of their lives whether it’s advancing their 
learning as undergraduates or helping them succeed in the next phase of their lives. . 
. . It’s there in physics as much as it is in music or history” (Interview).

Carleton’s WAC program is most recently documented in the College Composition 
and Communication article that I cited in my introduction. In that article, co-authors 
William Condon and Rutz (director since 1997) trace Carleton’s four-decade pro-
gression through the various types identified in their taxonomy. They note Carleton’s 
status as a Foundational Program in the 1970s (366); its twenty-year “limbo” as 
an Established Program (369); the step to becoming a Type 3 Integrated Program 
around the year 2000 (373); and the effect of a new curriculum in 2010 that estab-
lishes WAC at Carleton as an Institutional Change Agent (Type 4) on the basis of its 
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Evolutionary Metaphors for Understanding WAC/WID      13

role in “assessment of student outcomes at multiple sites” as well as WAC’s continu-
ing focus for faculty development (378). In other articles that document Carleton’s 
history, Rutz and her colleagues are able to trace the branching progression in more 
detail. An analysis of the program’s genealogy shows, for instance, how WAC at 
Carleton has become closely allied with assessment even as it maintains its early ele-
ments of faculty and curriculum development. 

What Distinctive Features Define WAC at Carleton?
As I noted above, the aim of this first question is descriptive. Carleton College is now 
well known for its use of portfolios to assess students’ writing abilities and expe-
riences. Approaches to writing and the teaching of writing have, however, evolved 
over several decades. Faculty development workshops in the mid-1970s initially sup-
ported a change in the way in which undergraduates would meet a campus-wide 
writing requirement. Instead of taking a single composition course taught by the 
English department, Carleton students could take a course in any subject that had 
a “Writing Requirement” (or WR) designation. Rutz, Hardy, and Condon trace this 
history in a 2002 essay in which they observe that, “the system was distinctive in 
having replaced a system of instruction with one of certification” (9). They explain 
that the early stages of the WAC program “rested on the assumption that faculty 
were already assigning a good deal of writing in their courses across the curriculum; 
workshops that focused on creating and responding to writing assignments then 
provided faculty outside of English with the support they needed to offer these WR 
courses” (8-9). Over time, this innovation has become but one aspect of Carleton’s 
multifaceted program. Interestingly, the 2002 essay uses an evolutionary metaphor 
to describe cycles and conditions of change. That metaphor, adapted as a heuristic, 
can help explore not only changes over time in a single program but changes that 
occur across programs.

For instance, cross-disciplinary faculty workshops were successfully replicated at 
Beaver College. Elaine P. Maimon credits Harriet Sheridan’s “faculty rhetoric semi-
nars” at Carleton College in 1974 and 1975 as the inspiration for organizing similar 
faculty workshops at Beaver College. Writing in 1990, Maimon observes: “Now that 
such faculty gatherings have become as familiar as committee meetings, we forget 
that the faculty workshop was something new in the seventies. . . . [I]t is different in 
that the workshop is (1) scholarly and pragmatic and (2) politically and intellectually 
nonhierarchical” (142). It’s a good reminder that WAC programs don’t emerge fully 
formed. At Carleton and elsewhere, faculty workshops on the teaching of writing 
help establish writing as an institutional value that cuts across all disciplines.
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What Strategic Alliances Support or Advance WAC at Carleton?
Even within Carleton’s writing-rich habitat, WAC depends on relationships and 
partnerships (co-adaptive alliances in terms of evolutionary theory). When I inter-
viewed Carol Rutz about current conditions at Carleton, she continually brought the 
conversation back to her colleagues across campus. According to Rutz, the faculty 
are “completely committed. They are what make it all work.” Faculty alliances have, 
in fact, helped the portfolio assessment model not only survive but replicate. 

A symbiotic relationship between WAC and Qualitative Reasoning (QR) began 
“almost accidentally” when a group interested in improving QR instruction thought 
to look for examples within the writing portfolios that Carleton students already 
submit on a regular basis. The Quantitative Inquiry, Reasoning, and Knowledge 
initiative (QuIRK) found that “by placing QR in the context of argument, we can 
leverage the assets of the writing program to overcome institutional barriers, develop 
broad faculty support, and sidestep cultural inertia that plagues new initiatives. And, 
we argue, all of this can be done while reflecting facets of QR that would otherwise 
be underrepresented in programming” (Grawe and Rutz 16). One of the initial bar-
riers was funding. Darwin would, of course, remind us that organisms compete for 
limited resources. By partnering with WAC, the program was able to move forward 
without a budget line while establishing a critical mass of support. Now that the 
initiative has found grant funding of its own, it can reciprocate by offering support 
to writing. Beyond shared funding, the two programs can share another limited 
resource: faculty time (10). This alliance and replication has proven so successful that 
other cross-curricular initiatives at Carleton continue to extend the model: librarians 
at Carleton now have an independent research project that uses portfolios to see how 
students are using sources (Rutz Interview). Rutz summarizes the advantage of these 
faculty alliances: “What we all share is a genuine respect for students and a genuine 
commitment to helping students learn. How we enact that just plays out differently 
in different disciplines” (Interview).

Continuity for any program depends to some degree on budgets and upper-
administration decisions. As a result, administrative alliances also have to be fos-
tered and maintained. Rutz notes that she needs to build and rebuild her relationship 
with the associate dean position since that role rotates every three years. “For many 
years,” she explains, “I met with the associate dean every two weeks and could drop 
in as needed. Now I meet once a month and their schedules don’t allow for informal 
meetings. It’s harder to build relationships.” An alliance with upper administrators 
matters not only in terms of sustaining current work but also in looking to the future 
of the program since those alliances will almost certainly shape the transitions and 
continuity in program leadership. When Rutz was initially hired in 1997 (at a key 
transition point when the program was shifting its focus from faculty workshops 
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to an assessment-based model), she was in a temporary position that has gradually 
grown to full-time over the years. 

It is now impossible to imagine Carleton’s program achieving or maintaining its 
current status without the support of a full-time director. (The position is currently 
defined as two-thirds administrative and one-third adjunct teaching.) Rutz notes, 
however, that while the position is now full-time, it remains limited in at least two 
ways. Because the position is not tenure-track and is not allied with any department, 
it is not protected in the same way as a tenured faculty position, which could prove 
a threat to the position’s (and the program’s) long-term survival. While the position 
emphasizes the College Writing Program director’s active role as a teacher and thus 
contributes directly to Rutz’s credibility with faculty colleagues, she points out that 
the position has limited opportunities for curricular involvement or development. 
The departmental home for the director could, from her perspective, “be Physics as 
easily as English,” but it would give the position “a constituency other than the dean’s 
office” (Interview). 

While Carleton’s program will certainly continue to thrive as long as Rutz directs 
it (thanks in no small part to her deep history with and knowledge of the campus 
culture in addition to her knowledge of and contributions to WAC scholarship), she 
voices some concerns when asked about how she might manage transitions and con-
tinuity in leadership at some future point:

I don’t think it’s up to me. . . . My big worry is that cold-hearted adminis-
trators facing budget pressures could look at my position and decide that 
they could get it all covered without replacing me: my teaching could be 
absorbed by a department, my portfolio work could be absorbed by the 
assessment office, and my faculty development work could be absorbed by 
the Center for Teaching and Learning. While the College could get it all 
covered that way, there would be no leadership model, and—as Ed White 
has said—having no leadership is risky. There would be no one to pay atten-
tion, to do the tending.

Also, finding replacements depends on where you are. Does Carleton 
know what to look for? . . . Will Carleton have the choices that a place with 
more visibility or a different location will have? I don’t know. (Interview).

Rutz’s concern about the future of WAC at Carleton is a concern that may resonate 
with many directors: despite any program’s strong grassroots support, its future may 
still be determined by budgetary and administrative factors, with decisions made by 
colleagues who do not have scholarly knowledge of our field. 

Studying Carleton’s past and present program through an evolutionary lens dem-
onstrates ways in which even the strongest and most well-established programs must 
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continually have someone “to pay attention, to do the tending,” to adapt to chang-
ing conditions, compete for limited resources, and establish alliances and niches. In 
addition to needing someone to “do the tending,” that someone can’t just be anyone. 
The position requires more than a simple interest in writing; it also requires profes-
sional expertise and knowledge of existing scholarship. That is to say, the position of 
director has become a key feature of WAC as a species. At the risk of stretching the 
metaphor to the breaking point, directors are a key feature for WAC in somewhat 
the same way that eyes are a key feature for vertebrates. If WAC were to mutate and 
become director-less, there is a strong chance that WAC as a species would not only 
lose programmatic vision but would become extinct (or, barring extinction, WAC 
might be forced to adapt to a dark and low-energy environment like the eyeless fish 
in Mammoth Cave).

What Conditions Develop or Sustain WAC at Carleton?
The WAC program at Carleton can now claim a 40-year history. Since long-term 
change is rarely linear, the innovative workshops that proved to be so important to 
establishing writing as a core value were not enough to sustain the program without 
some structural changes. Rutz, Hardy, and Condon cite consistency as the largest 
challenge (10). They explain that a 1996 internal report on writing revealed that stu-
dent and faculty experiences within the Writing Requirement courses varied widely. 
Students noted disparities about the number and length of papers and revisions; fac-
ulty noted difficulties in evaluating content versus writing and questioned whether 
they looked for the same writing skills as their colleagues (10). Because so many fac-
ulty were certifying writing requirements in the absence of any common criteria, the 
certification process also lacked consistency. To adapt to these challenges, Carleton 
shifted from a faculty-centered approach to one that put students’ own writing (and 
writing selections) at the center. The result: a mid-career portfolio assessment (12). 
The mutation established a new link between instruction and assessment. Portfolio 
assessment is now not only established, but starting to replicate in other contexts. In 
the meantime, faculty development workshops continue to play an important but 
slightly different role in sustaining campus-wide values.

Rutz and Lauer-Glebov discuss the ways in which one change brings about 
other shifts in their article, “Assessment and Innovation: One Darn Thing Leads 
to Another.” In particular, they note “a marked change in faculty culture” where 
instructors take a much more collaborative approach to writing instruction now 
that “portfolio scoring sessions and other faculty development activities foster con-
tinued conversations about students, teaching, and learning” (90). They also point 
out that the culture is supported with some material resources: “Incentives in the 
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form of stipends, course development grants, and abundant good food have helped 
strengthen and maintain participation” (90). 

While resources do not have to be enormous, they are crucial to a program’s sur-
vival: they signal that WAC has an established niche. An infusion of funding, for 
instance, can accelerate change, but there must also be some ongoing support. For 
instance, initial grant funding at Carleton in 1999 helped create focus and dead-
lines; the ability to bring highly visible scholars to campus helped forge alliances, 
gain a national perspective, and spark conversations across campus (Rutz interview). 
Likewise, steady support such as the continuing appointment of a WAC director and 
regular funds for faculty development workshops have helped sustain changes over 
time. As an “institutional change agent” (Type 4 in Condon and Rutz’s taxonomy), 
Carleton’s current program may seem fairly secure, but there remains the risk of 
being subsumed by other innovations. “Writing is assumed as a learning vehicle; 
it’s part of the culture,” explains Rutz. “It works so well that it’s almost reflex.” If any-
thing, the challenge now is to keep faculty aware of the role that writing plays in their 
teaching so that writing does not become invisible, “like fluoride in the water.” The 
administration at Carleton recently directed a modest bequest to support writing 
assessment; that decision helps keep the program visible and helps fund its long-
term survival (Rutz interview).

WAC speciates by adapting to its local environment; assessment is, for most 
schools, an environmental requirement. Some species of WAC are better at adapting 
than others. At Carleton, the portfolios represent a mutation that allowed Carleton 
to speciate from the proto-species of college writing in general. Co-adaptive alliances 
emerge as one of the most relevant factors for sustained existence. To explore the 
ways in which the specific alliances depend on very local conditions, I want to test 
the heuristic value of the evolutionary metaphor a bit further, first by applying it to a 
very different institutional context.

George Mason University: Features, Alliances, and 
Conditions within a Research University Environment
Like Carleton, the WAC program at George Mason University dates back to the sev-
enties. Like Carleton, assessment has come to be an increasingly central aspect of 
WAC. Like Carleton, Mason’s assessment plan is featured on the WPA Assessment 
Gallery.

Like Carleton, the US News and World Report has rated Mason as a top pro-
gram for writing in the disciplines.3 Unlike Carleton, George Mason is a large public 
research university. 

The institutional environment at Mason has changed rapidly over five decades. 
In 1966, Mason was a four-year college with fewer than a thousand students; by 

The WAC Journal 24 (2013). © 2014 by Clemson University. 
Copies may be circulated for educational purposes only.



18 The WAC Journal

1972, it was an independent university with 4,000 students. By the late seventies (as 
WAC was getting established), enrollment had already climbed to 10,000. Over the 
next fifteen years, the size more than doubled to 24,000 by 1996. It is now a major 
teaching and research university (named the top national university to watch by US 
News & World Report in 2008) with 33,000 students and roughly 1,800 faculty across 
almost 200 degree programs on three campuses. Due in part to its location in the 
Washington D.C. metropolitan area of northern Virginia, George Mason University 
is also characterized by diverse cultures and communities, and 38 percent of its stu-
dents attend part-time (About Mason). 

What Distinctive Features Define WAC at George Mason University? 
George Mason University’s motto is revealing: “Where Innovation is Tradition” 
(About Mason). When Mason’s WAC program was featured in Fulwiler and Young’s 
1990 collection Programs That Work, Chris Thaiss began his contribution with the 
simple assertion, “George Mason grows” (223). Thaiss, who directed the WAC pro-
gram from its beginnings through 1998, witnessed changes in enrollment, staffing, 
curriculum, and institutional mission. In this institutional context, program survival 
has relied on continuous adaptation and innovative responses to state mandates and 
other changing conditions (such as shifts in state allocations of resources). In evo-
lutionary terms, innovation is the key to survival. The WAC program has learned to 
balance innovation with stability in interesting ways.

The first cross-disciplinary efforts at Mason were (like Carleton’s) tied to faculty 
workshops. The voluntary workshops, held on a weekend, began with some minimal 
funding from the dean’s office. In his 1990 article, Thaiss credits the WAC program’s 
“second major boost” to two state-supported grants: one focused on pedagogy, which 
allowed the weekend retreats to grow into a five-week institute; the other focused 
on research and led to a conference and a collection of essays on WAC published 
in 1983 (224). These twin strands of teaching and publication reflected the shifting 
institutional climate as Mason worked to establish itself as a serious research univer-
sity. A third stage quickly followed: a redesign of the English composition require-
ment in 1983 moved the second required writing course to the junior year with the 
creation of meta-disciplinary courses that focused on writing in the Humanities, 
Social Sciences, and Natural Sciences/Technology; a fourth emphasis on writing in 
business contexts was added in 1986. This emphasis on writing in the disciplines 
was followed with the Faculty Senate’s approval of an additional writing-intensive 
requirement in the major in the early 1990s accompanied by the creation of a WAC 
committee (Zawacki interview). 

Terry Zawacki succeeded Thaiss as WAC director in 1998. Almost forty years after 
the earliest WAC initiatives at Mason, faculty workshops, researched publications, 
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and significant writing throughout a student’s undergraduate career remain cen-
tral to the program. In particular, the upper division composition requirement 
that focuses on four broad meta-disciplines has had an important role at Mason. It 
puts students from different disciplines together so they can see differences within, 
between, and outside their own majors (an insight developed in Thaiss and Zawacki’s 
Engaged Writers). While environmental conditions at Mason do not support port-
folios as Carleton’s environment does, these upper division courses serve a similar 
structural role as a site for assessment (a point I will say more about in a moment).

When asked to highlight the most distinctive features of the WAC program as 
it exists at Mason today, Zawacki, director from 1998 to 2013, notes “the longevity 
of the program and the culture of writing it has established.” The well-established 
culture of writing at Mason, she explains, “depends on a large network of relation-
ships” to sustain WAC over time and through changes at the department, college, 
and university level. 

What Strategic Alliances Support or Advance WAC at Mason? 
Strong co-adaptive alliances between WAC and other initiatives (such as assessment, 
national and international research collaboration, or community outreach) can help 
us understand not only how George Mason University created institutional change, 
but also why the program is shaped by its specific environmental conditions. The 
specific institutional conditions at Mason have shaped writing in ways that suggest 
that WAC does speciate and diverge from common roots as programs develop fea-
tures that respond to their local environment.

For instance, assessment is a key strategic alliance for many WAC programs. At 
Mason, however, assessment of written communication is also a state mandate.

The state mandate represents an environmental requirement that posed both 
an opportunity and a threat for WAC. On the one hand, it held the potential to 
strengthen teaching and learning. On the other hand, the state’s preference for stan-
dardized testing threatened to overlook many important local and contextual factors. 
Fortunately, writing assessment at Mason had a strong ally in Karen Gentemann, 
Associate Provost for Institutional Effectiveness. Zawacki credits Gentemann with 
supporting the writing assessment plan that Mason developed4 and arguing for it at 
the state level. 

Mason’s existing writing-intensive requirement made it possible to keep writ-
ing assessment tied directly to courses rather than depending on tests outside the 
classroom as the state initially proposed. Both the Writing Across the Curriculum 
Committee and the Writing Assessment Group, a cross-disciplinary committee of 
experienced WAC faculty convened by Gentemann, worked together to assess the 
effectiveness of WAC efforts through departmental reviews of randomly selected 
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papers written in response to a representative assignment in upper-division writing-
intensive courses and assessed with a discipline-specific rubric. These sample papers 
were augmented with surveys of faculty and undergraduates. The combined results 
of this multi-strand embedded assessment process continue to inform ongoing cur-
riculum and faculty development work and the Office of Institutional Assessment 
has become the main venue for department-level faculty development workshops. 
This strategic alliance between WAC and assessment is detailed in Zawacki and 
Gentemann’s essay, “Merging a Culture of Writing with a Culture of Assessment: 
Embedded, Discipline-based Writing Assessment.” 

This strong assessment model, in place since 2002, faced a new challenge when the 
Virginia State Council of Higher Education (SCHEV) revised its competency-based 
guidelines to require institutions to conduct “value-added” assessment (Zawacki et 
al). To be sure that the new state guidelines did not impose timed writing tests or 
other measures that Mason had already rejected as unproductive, the WAC program 
needed to defend its successful course-embedded processes for assessing writing 
over time and in varied contexts; it needed to demonstrate that “writing instruc-
tion itself was adding value to students’ overall educational experience” (Zawacki et 
al). Again, co-adaptive alliances played a key role in bringing first-year composition 
(FYC) into the established upper-division WID-based writing assessment process 
while being mindful of how to make the process productive for FYC curriculum and 
faculty development. 

E. Shelley Reid, the director of first-year composition at George Mason, was able 
to embed a pre-assessment in the FYC course that considered student writing in the 
context of upper-division composition courses as well as WID courses. That is, how 
prepared were students to take advanced writing courses? Reid and her colleagues 
collaboratively created a rubric that considered several traits according to levels of 
competency, emerging competency, and consistency. They applied the rubric to 153 
randomly selected samples of a single researched essay – a sample that represented 
roughly ten percent of the FYC student writers (Zawacki et al.). The process allowed 
Reid and her colleagues to consider FYC not only in terms of how it develops 
students’ writing but also in terms of how it prepares them for future writing 
tasks. Their discussions raised questions about what skills can or should trans-
fer and why transferability is such a complex issue. Reid’s discussions reso-
nated with similar conversations that Zawacki had with WID faculty. 

For Zawacki, the fact that the majority of the FYC papers in the course-embed-
ded assessment received “emerging competence” as their final score adds quantita-
tive evidence “that all teachers must take responsibility for helping students develop 
into fully competent writers in their courses, whether in or outside of the major.” In 
addition to these implications for helping students succeed as college writers, the 
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cross-disciplinary assessment process was also important in building and sustaining 
collaborations and conversations about larger university writing cultures (Zawacki, 
et al.).

What Conditions Develop or Sustain WAC at Mason? 
Survival for any WAC program depends on successful competition for key resources: 
money, people, and time. Like Carleton, Mason has established itself over decades of 
work and generations of change. 

In terms of funding, Mason’s program initially relied on year-to-year allocations 
from the dean’s office and then a series of state grants. It was not until 2001 that the 
program was given a line item budget from the Provost’s office to cover the WAC 
director’s position and workshop stipends. The addition of two graduate research 
positions in 2005 further expanded and stabilized the budget. The provost recently 
promised a full-time assistant director (expanding the position from a part-time 
role), and future plans include a designated space for WAC. As Condon and Rutz 
note, “substantial, permanent institutional funding for well-defined and established 
roles and personnel” is one clear sign of a program’s institutional importance (362).

Time is a more problematic condition in many ways. One of the George Mason 
University’s institutional goals is to move from being a High Research Activity 
University to a Very High Research Activity University according to Carnegie stan-
dards. That institutional focus can cause a shift in what faculty perceive as valu-
able. Research universities typically do not reward teaching in the same way they 
recognize and promote publication and scholarship. WAC director Terry Zawacki 
explains how this has an effect on WAC: “Many [research faculty] do not want to 
teach writing intensive courses because they are labor intensive. As a result, we are 
seeing an increase in the number of adjuncts and term-appointment teaching faculty 
who are assigned to writing-intensive courses, although the original intent was to 
have those classes taught by full-time faculty.” At the same time that the program is 
seeing fewer research faculty willing to commit their time to teaching initiatives, the 
WAC director’s research expectations are also increasing: “National ranking depends 
on external work—publishing, being involved with the Clearinghouse, and so forth. 
For instance, the fact that George Mason University has been recognized for the past 
ten years in the US News and World Report rankings has helped establish visibility 
and credibility for our programs in important ways, but it also creates pressure to 
maintain that ranking” (Zawacki interview). How does a director balance the need 
to build internal relationships and networks with the pressures to publish? The direc-
tor’s role is, as noted in the discussion of Carleton’s program, a key feature of the 
many species of WAC in various environments. 
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Another condition for program sustainability depends on planning for continu-
ity. Zawacki poses the question, “How do you value and preserve important insti-
tutional history when the initial transition plans didn’t work out?” Mason intended 
to hire their next WAC director while the existing director (Zawacki) was around 
to provide some introduction and context. That year of overlapping roles proved 
impossible when the search for a new director took longer than planned. While the 
program now looks forward to their new director’s ideas and initiatives, some institu-
tional history will inevitably be lost despite attempts to create a rich internal archive 
to augment the ways in which publications already document the program’s evolu-
tion. Zawacki suggests that all programs consider how to strike a balance between 
history and innovation. Tracing and preserving a genealogy can help.5

Conclusion
An evolutionary heuristic identifies common patterns while also exploring the 
causes for local variations. It attends to conditions that support or threaten contin-
ued survival. By focusing on change and institutional environments without directly 
addressing social interactions, ideologies, and enculturation, however, the evolu-
tionary metaphor risks placing WAC program directors in a reactive role when what 
they need is a proactive role that allows them to initiate change and prevent threats. 

That is, the evolutionary metaphor breaks down at a crucial point: there is no 
intentionality in Darwin’s theory. (Polar bears cannot secure their survival in the 
face of global warming by deciding they need a new way to hunt for food or a new 
food source.) If I keep extending the metaphor, I suppose I could argue for artifi-
cial evolution where humans have recently tried to insert intentionality via genetic 
mutations (such as gene splicing, recombinant DNA, and so forth). But even this 
example of intentionality only goes so far. No one can fully predict how an artificially 
designed mutation will survive and interact within a real environment (i.e., whether 
it will produce a positive effect such as the prevention of genetic diseases or a nega-
tive effect such as antibiotic resistance). 

While WAC directors certainly have intentionality and agency, that agency is 
always and necessarily limited. What happens, for instance, when a new dean or 
provost no longer supports an existing WAC program? Or when the institutional 
emphasis on research prompts faculty to withdraw from teaching writing-intensive 
courses because that work is perceived as less valuable than their publications? Or 
when students do not see the connections between disciplinary writing and know-
ing? Competing needs and goals further complicate evolutionary theory. We need 
to take complex social interactions and ideologies into account to understand the 
complex history of a program and its potential transformations.
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Acting on the premise that complex human interactions can be studied 
much like any other organism, biologist David Sloan Wilson proposes a theory 
of cultural evolution that might help us answer questions about agency and com-
peting goals. In The Neighborhood Project, Wilson uses examples from biology 
as “parables” to illustrate successful niche adaptation and poisonous com-
petition (insects that walk on water called “striders”) as well as effective col-
lective action (the organization of wasp colonies). He follows these parables 
with examples of how he and a host of collaborators are beginning to map and 
study similar processes of adaptation, competition, and collective action in the 
urban environment of Binghamton, New York. He notes that evolution is “fun-
damentally about change” and results in a “full spectrum of outcomes” (11). 
Specifically, he hopes to identify and avoid the conditions that produce individ-
uals who “benefit themselves at the expense of their neighbors” (the striders 
in his parable) and, instead, identify and promote the conditions that produce 
individuals who “behave for the good of their groups” (more like wasps) and 
thus represent “the essence of solid-citizenry” (77). By studying and managing 
conditions, Wilson contends, the world (or at least his corner of it) can become 
a better, more cooperative, and harmonious place. The resulting theory of cul-
tural evolution and its goal of producing positive, collective, social action is 
ambitious and optimistic and yet to be fully proved (the Binghamton project is 
largely still at the data-gathering stage with only initial, isolated results). Still, 
Wilson’s use of evolutionary science to foster groups that can solve real-world 
problems shows the analytic value of extending the theory to complex social 
interactions. 

A close study of successful WAC adaptations and evolutions can similarly pro-
vide instructive stories to help us examine our own environments with new eyes, 
attending particularly to ways that our local programs might fill a particular niche 
or address a particular need through campus-wide collaboration. The evolutionary 
heuristic that I suggested at the start of this essay works to trace and preserve a pro-
gram’s genealogy, its growth, and its changes over time. It can also provide a way 
of evaluating where a program wants to go. Close study of both Carleton College 
and George Mason University’s programs specifically identified assessment as an 
environmental requirement to which each WAC program had to adapt, but also 
affirmed the importance of a strong and professionally knowledgeable director to 
build and sustain campus-wide collaborations. As the director of a slowly emerging 
WAC program, these cases (which were part of a larger, year-long study of several 
different programs) helped me understand the environmental niche that WAC may 
and may not fill at my home institution, specifically by looking at available alliances 
and existing conditions. The initial heuristic has led to more specific questions that 
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my colleagues and I are starting to address as we identify existing strengths and chal-
lenges as well as our needs and goals. 

Here is an expanded version of the evolutionary heuristic that others may find 
helpful as they trace the past, describe the present, and look to the future:

1. What distinctive features define WAC at our site? Where is writing already 
happening? What do we know about how faculty and students use writing 
to develop disciplinary knowledge? How do we gain that context? How 
can we assess whether or not writing develops disciplinary knowledge? 

2. What strategic alliances establish, support, or advance our program? Where 
do alliances already exist? What can we do to sustain them? Where should 
WAC be located to foster new alliances? What do different disciplines 
identify as their writing needs and goals? How can a partnership with 
WAC help advance those goals? What is the benefit of a WAC partnership?

3. What conditions initiate, develop, threaten, or sustain WAC at our 
site? Can department-based efforts make a campus-wide difference? Who 
and what connects WAC efforts across campus? Who is involved? How 
are the short- and long-term goals decided? Is the process inclusive and 
consensus-oriented (rather than top-down)? What happens when new 
administrators introduce new priorities? Or when initial resources (such 
as development funds) are exhausted? What might celebrate and sustain 
successful efforts?

The WAC initiative at my university is still very new. We are, like Wilson’s 
Binghamton Neighborhood Project, still at a data-gathering stage and still building 
alliances as we try to create a successful, cooperative WAC model. Looking closely at 
existing programs (through site visits, interviews, and publications) was one step in 
the process. Successful WAC collaborations from one school can never be repli-
cated at another school because of variations in local conditions, but studying 
existing models through an evolutionary lens did reveal similarities and differ-
ences that helped refine our questions for self-study and planning. 

A cultural theory of evolution of the sort that Wilson describes is particularly 
helpful for considering any project that depends, as WAC generally does, on large-
scale collaboration. Unlike social Darwinism’s emphasis on competition, individual-
ism, and “survival of the fittest” Wilson’s theory focuses on group selection and col-
lective action. In fact, Wilson’s “parable of the strider” cautions against selfish behav-
ior while his “parable of the wasp” (and the “parable of the immune system” later in 
the book) clearly favors cooperation. Perhaps Wilson’s model also appeals because 
it implies that prosocial group organisms can control or manage the evolutionary 
process. I suspect that Wilson’s reliance on group selection may remain controversial 
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among evolutionary biologists because of the implied agency, but metaphorically it’s 
a valuable addition: it allows for a proactive role that allows WAC programs to initi-
ate change and to anticipate and mitigate threats (even if we cannot always prevent 
them). A WAC program might just secure its survival in the face of budget cuts and 
shifting priorities by the collective actions of small groups of faculty and students 
across campus who, connected by well-defined goals and strategic alliances, form 
symbiotic relationships to practice writing in ways that contribute to their own dis-
ciplinary knowledge and to the larger campus-wide culture of writing. In the most 
optimistic extension of the metaphor, WAC programs become catalysts for accel-
erating positive educational changes—the very “Institutional Change Agents” that 
Condon and Rutz celebrate as the most evolved type of program in the taxonomy 
that inspired this essay.

Notes
I would like to acknowledge the generous colleagues who helped this essay evolve, espe-

cially Roy Andrews, Carol Rutz, Tom Sura, Tim Sweet, Terry Zawacki, and the WAC Journal 
reviewers. 

 1. Cuvier did not believe in evolution. He believed that function alone determined exis-
tence and that organisms remained unchanged until a catastrophe caused extinction and the 
development of a new species. His catastrophe theory seems particularly unhelpful in consid-
ering WAC programs. 

2. Terry Zawacki and Michelle Cox compile a list of commonly held goals and principles 
in their work on L2 writers and WAC. See their introduction to the forthcoming collection, 
WAC and Second Language Writers: Research towards Linguistically and Culturally Inclusive 
Programs and Practices (the WAC Clearinghouse and Parlor Press, 2014).

3. The rating is a result of a strong, existing program in terms of curriculum, faculty, staff, 
and students, but it is also the result of visibility through local and professional networking as 
well as national and international scholarship. Only 21 schools nationally make that list; 12 of 
the schools are public institutions (“Writing in the Disciplines,” US News 2013).

4. The writing assessment narrative for George Mason University is available online at the 
WPA Assessment Gallery http://wpacouncil.org/GeorgeMason. It is interesting to compare it 
to Carleton’s narrative, which is also featured as a model: http://wpacouncil.org/CarletonColl. 
As the head note to each narrative explains: “Together, the White Paper and assessment models 
illustrate that good assessment [models] reflect research-based principles rooted in the disci-
pline, is locally determined, and is used to improve teaching and learning” (emphasis added).

5. Tracing the genealogy of WAC at Mason makes it easy to see why its clear identity, its 
interdisciplinary policies, and its range of stakeholders would make it a useful example of an 
established program in Condon and Rutz’s taxonomy (Type 2), but it is equally easy to see 
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how Mason demonstrates their larger point that the taxonomic categories are not mutually 
exclusive (379). The established structures and supports at Mason, the upper administration’s 
recognition of WAC assessment practices, and writing infused curriculum are typical of Type 
2 (Integrated) programs. Mason also possesses the traits of a Type 4 program where WAC is 
driving change, where the program has substantial permanent funding, where each depart-
ment is engaged, where WAC is a signature program for the institution and fully theorized, and 
where multiple campus initiatives coming together to create and sustain a culture of writing 
(Condon and Rutz 362-63, 274-76). But there is a cyclic, non-linear progression at play, too. 
The institutional emphasis on research may find Mason once again working to persuade col-
leagues across campus that writing is everyone’s responsibility (Type 1). 
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Connecting WID and the Writing 
Center: Tools for Collaboration

HEATHER M. ROBINSON AND JONATHAN HALL

WRITING CENTER ADMINISTRATORS and scholars have long struggled with 
the problem of providing useful writing support for students in disciplinary courses, 
when the tutors who staff writing centers are usually not experts in those disciplines. 
Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC)/Writing in the Disciplines (WID) programs, 
for their part, have not always been focused on the specific design of student support, 
especially for upper-level courses in the disciplines. In this article, we discuss a new 
approach that we have developed on our campus for providing access to disciplin-
ary knowledge for tutors and students that we call the Discipline- and Assignment-
specific Tutoring Tools (DATT). This project has evolved out of collaborations 
between individuals in our college’s Writing Across the Curriculum Program, writ-
ing center tutors and faculty members from across the campus, and is designed to 
help writing center tutors go beyond working on seemingly generic issues in their 
tutoring sessions to providing directed support for tutor-student collaborations on 
discipline-specific writing projects. The DATTs address a number of issues identified 
by tutors, students and instructors, such as the need for concrete models of writing 
and learning tasks that help students produce writing that conforms to the disciplin-
ary requirements of the field, as well as the need for appropriate interpretation of the 
assignments and terminology of a discipline or course. 

The history of the project we describe here is something like a Bildungsroman, 
in which we set out on a journey that takes both Writing Across the Curriculum 
and writing center practitioners out of their comfort zones, and hopefully leads us 
to learn something about the challenges and potential rewards involved. The initia-
tive has been known by various names as it was re-conceived along the way, ranging 
from “Infosheets” to “Guided Paper Starters,” but we have settled on the less-catchy 
but more descriptive “Discipline-and-Assignment-specific Tutoring Tools” (DATT). 
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In all of its iterations, the intended purpose was to help close the gap between WAC/
WID pedagogy as it is practiced in actual classrooms on our campus, and writing 
center support services where tutors who were mostly undergraduate and recent 
graduate English majors were increasingly called upon to tutor outside their accus-
tomed focus on composition and literature courses. The project is also notable for 
what it reveals about the differing frameworks that underlie WAC/WID and writing 
center practices.

WAC/WID and the Writing Center: Student Support and Divisions of Labor
The relationship between WAC/WID and the writing center is one of the core topics 
of WAC scholarship. The current WAC bibliography on the subject lists 233 items 
ranging from the late 1970s right up to the present (Jory). Writing centers were there 
at the birth of WAC, and in many cases pre-dated it. Writing Across the Curriculum 
and writing centers share “intersecting histories” (Mullin), and so the roles of WAC/
WID and of writing centers appear to be complementary, with WAC primarily focus-
ing on faculty development, and writing centers on student support. In recent years, 
there have been calls for a greater integration of WAC/WID and the writing center, 
with some emerging from the writing center side (Waldo; Corbett and LaFrance) 
and some from the WAC/WID side (McLeod; Kuriloff). Michael Pemberton pointed 
out as early as 1995 that in many cases there is a fundamental disparity in theoretical 
orientation and basic practices between WAC and writing centers, to the extent that 
bringing the two together, as Pemberton argues, has resulted in an “arranged mar-
riage” founded on “administrative expediency” rather than a core alignment of goals 
and conceptions.

Because many writing centers arose initially as support for first-year compo-
sition, and because most peer tutors have successfully completed that course and 
many writing center administrators teach it, the issue of course-and-assignment-
specific support tends to get submerged in this familiarity. As writing center man-
dates have expanded to support writing courses beyond composition, issues of dis-
cipline have become increasingly important, and yet still tend to fall into the gap 
caused by the division of labor between WAC/WID and the writing center. The writ-
ing center has often operated with the unspoken assumption that student writing is 
student writing, and that therefore a tutor can approach any session in the same way: 
by asking the student to provide the context and conventions of the assignment. The 
tutor’s role has been limited to giving feedback as a general reader and as a writing 
process coach, but it is often precisely the context and conventions that are at the 
heart of a student’s difficulties, especially in highly technical subjects and those with 
particularly specific rhetorical conventions. The tutor’s expertise in supporting com-
position courses may be of little use here, and might even be counterproductive, if, 
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for example, they advise students to begin by stating a thesis if that is not the usual 
convention within a given field.

The question of how writing centers should offer tutoring services not only to 
students enrolled in composition courses but also to those in courses across the dis-
ciplines has been a focus of writing center literature for some time. Several scholars 
(e.g., Hubbuch) have argued that a tutor’s lack of knowledge about the content of a 
specific discipline is both beneficial and appropriate in a tutoring session, whereas 
others take a more equivocal stance suggesting that some expertise on the part of 
the tutor is useful in that it leads tutors to direct their sessions towards more higher-
order concerns (Kiedaisch and Dinitz). Other scholars argue that disciplinary exper-
tise is necessary for tutoring to have real, long-term value for a client, especially 
because only an expert can introduce a client to knowledge in the discipline—be it 
to do with content or discourse conventions—that the client does not and perhaps 
cannot yet know (Shamoon and Burns; Clark). The consensus seems to be that some 
disciplinary knowledge is useful in a writing center context, but only when it does 
not lead to a tutor’s appropriation of a client’s work. However, the availability of such 
knowledge in a writing center very much depends on the expertise of individual 
tutors, often leading to a situation where those who prove to be the best available 
tutors do not have the disciplinary expertise that would match the needs of students 
coming to the writing center. 

Further, whereas writing centers have often prioritized providing student sup-
port over providing specialized preparation for support staff, WAC/WID has not 
always seen support for students as an integral part of its mission partially because 
in many cases the writing center was already there when WAC programs got their 
start and many institutions simply expanded the Writing Center mission to include 
supporting WAC/WID courses. Overtaxed WAC administrators find themselves 
with more than enough to do in focusing on their pedagogical training for faculty 
in WAC pedagogy, and in gradually developing a curriculum that includes writing 
at every level and in every department. In order to bridge the gap between writing 
center and WAC foci, we need to find some administrative avenue for addressing the 
dilemma of a student’s experience of college writing. As students move on to more 
advanced courses, they are expected more and more to mimic and then to internal-
ize and finally to master the genres and registers and conventions of their discipline. 
They are expected to become members of that disciplinary discourse community, 
and to learn how to participate in its practices, think according to its epistemologi-
cal assumptions, and finally write like an insider. If they are having difficulty doing 
so—and who wouldn’t, with so complex a task?—they may seek out support in the 
writing center. 
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WAC/WID, Writing Fellows, and the Roots of DATT at York College
York College is a four-year college within a large urban university system, the City 
University of New York. Our campus is known for its professional programs, ranging 
from social work to physician’s assistant to nursing to medical technology to occupa-
tional therapy. As students move from lower-level to upper-level courses, and from 
WAC to WID, the differing theoretical frameworks of WID and the writing center 
become more evident. Many of our majors in our “pre-professional” programs must 
complete writing assignments that focus on highly technical genres that often have 
strict requirements for producing documents. These genres do not allow for a lot of 
variation in terms of structure or register, and therefore tutors who have only train-
ing in rhetoric or experience in humanities courses will be able to offer only limited 
advice, if they are to rely only on their own resources.

Our WAC program at York College is a writing intensive (WI) model that is a 
hybrid of a WAC and a WID orientation. We require two lower-level WI courses, 
often completed in general education or elective courses, and one upper-level WI 
within the major. We also required (until Fall 2013), as a prerequisite to all upper-
level WIs, a junior-level research writing course that is generally taught by instruc-
tors with a rhetoric and composition or English literature background, in which 
students write a research paper that addresses issues in their field but is framed for 
a more general audience. One of the signature features of the university-wide WAC 
program is a major resource: six “CUNY writing fellows”—advanced graduate stu-
dents who are given WAC training and work fifteen hours per week—are assigned 
to support the program on each campus. Not to be confused with undergraduate 
“writing fellows” who tutor at other institutions, our graduate writing fellows usually 
have significant teaching experience, and can interact with our faculty on a near-col-
legial level. Their ambiguous positioning within the interstices of the institution—
not instructors, not teaching assistants, not tutors, not administrators, yet with ele-
ments of each—allows them to serve as intermediaries between all these groups, and 
this flexibility of role was crucial in both the conception and the development of the 
DATT initiative.

The courses that we chose for the DATT project were all upper-level courses 
intended for juniors and seniors, and in one case, graduate students. Within those 
courses, the DATT project focused on assignments that instructors collaborating 
with writing fellows had identified as particularly problematic for students. From a 
WAC perspective, the first question to ask about such assignments is if the assign-
ments are really that difficult or if they are not clearly structured or explained to 
students. The WAC instinct is to ask faculty to re-think their approach to assign-
ment design and classroom management of assignments. In this case, however, the 
courses in nursing, occupational therapy, social work, and health education were 
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also courses in which Writing Fellows had been working with the faculty to develop 
and to implement WID pedagogy by scaffolding longer assignments, using low-
stakes and middle-stakes writing and developing assessment tools that include writ-
ing goals as well as content goals. These were courses where a lot of effort had already 
been expended on WID pedagogical design; the DATTs were a natural extension of 
the work that had already been done.

Designing the DATTs
The DATTs were designed with the following principles in mind, described by the 
writing fellow who designed the original “Infosheets” template: 

What if we had a kiosk in the Writing Center that stocked an array of 
one-page handouts with big print and lots of white space, each of which 
addressed a single very specific writing-related skill? The one-page, big 
print and white space requirements were important to the concept: if the 
information could not fit on one side of an 8 ½ by 11 sheet of paper in 
14-point type, then it was too much information. Students wouldn’t use it, 
and if they tried to use it, it would be just as likely to confuse them as to help 
them solve their problem. (Broder 2)

As we started to look at the Infosheets as a resource for the writing center, other 
benefits became apparent. The format was flexible and open-ended enough so that 
as long as a writing fellow and a faculty member were interested, there was no limit 
to the issues that they could try to represent on the Infosheets. Tutors could also 
participate in the production of these materials by examining them and helping the 
writing fellows adapt them for the writing center context to help focus the resources 
on their students’ problem areas in a particular assignment or course. The resources 
could also potentially capture the often-ephemeral workshop material with which 
tutors are trained, and whose transmission to students was unevenly implemented. 

 The DATT project arose from the assumption that not all knowledge exists 
within the student, and that setting up the tutor as an expert sometimes creates false 
expectations of the tutor’s ability to help students with their disciplinary and research 
assignments. In developing the DATT, we felt that building in structures for col-
laboration was vital, but as we came to see, each adaptation of the DATT framework 
raised different issues about the ways in which we ask our students to understand 
our assignments, and how the writing center staff must be creative in helping the 
student respond to the assignment in the course of a tutoring session. 

The set of DATTs that was designed surrounding the literature review section 
of the occupational therapy (OT) program’s graduate thesis provides a useful illus-
tration of the process surrounding the development of these resources. The writing 
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center’s administrative staff had already tried to provide specialized training for 
tutors to help them negotiate the specialized writing conventions of the literature 
review. Faculty in the occupational therapy (OT) department had identified this part 
of the thesis as one that the students struggled with, so the writing center director 
and a writing fellow met extensively with the OT faculty to develop a workshop to 
train tutors to understand the conventions of this review so that they could support 
OT students as they came to the writing center for help. The workshop itself was 
not particularly effective, however; the writing fellow conducting it had created a 
lecture rather than a truly interactive experience that would get the tutors thinking 
about what to do in a tutoring session. The DATT provided an opportunity to revisit 
the topic with the OT faculty and develop resources with which both the tutors and 
students could interact. The DATTs stood in for both writing fellow and faculty 
in explaining how the assignment should be executed. We include the first of the 
series of DATT for this course here (Figure 1); others can be found at http://www.
york.cuny.edu/wac/for-students/discipline-specific-infosheets along with the other 
DATT resources). This DATT, while more generic than others seen in Figures 2, 3 
and 4, shows the basic format of the resources.

The DATTs for this assignment are typical. They begin with a description of the 
assignment and a description of the conventions that are part of the assumptions of 
the assignment, such as APA style citations. The DATTs then focus on specific strate-
gies that students might use to successfully negotiate the process of writing the litera-
ture review, such as how to read relevant articles effectively, and how to summarize 
the information that they find in those articles in a way that will make a contribution 
to the overall focus of their thesis. The DATTs provide a breakdown of the task and 
the strategies used to negotiate the actual writing of the assignment.

The DATT Development Process: Case Studies
To further illustrate the process of developing the DATT, we turn to the first set that 
we developed. The starting point for the development of these DATTs was an assess-
ment rubric for the final paper in the upper-division writing-intensive health educa-
tion course, Program Planning. This Program Planning assignment was notorious in 
the writing center. Students would come needing help with their writing, and both 
tutors and students would flounder to understand expectations for the assignment, 
and to implement the detailed rubric that the course instructors had developed 
over the years. When a writing fellow started working with the course instructor 
one semester on supporting the writing pedagogy surrounding this assignment, the 
DATTs existed only as a set of generic tools developed to help students with ele-
ments of paper writing such as developing a thesis, writing an introduction, and 
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using evidence to support claims. Using the DATT concept, the fellow assigned to 
the Program Planning class developed a set of DATTs to break down the rubric so

Writing a Literature Review DATT #1

Writing a Literature Review: Overview
A Literature Review represents an in-depth written survey of scholarly 
articles, books, and other sources in a problem area you choose to research. 
Your purpose is to substantiate the state of the field: provide an overview of 
significant literature in your field.

A literature review:

• begins with the formulation of a problem or question that you 
wish to investigate or a hypothesis (an educated guess, hunch, or 
speculation proposed as a possible solution to a problem that is 
based on observation and can be supported or refuted through 
further observation or experimentation).

Example: Chocolate may cause pimples

• addresses why it is important.
• discusses concepts and data, not “papers”, “articles”, or authors.
• is not a list describing or summarizing one piece of literature after 

another.
• includes a critical analysis of the relationship among different 

works.
• organizes the significant literature into sections that present 

themes or identify trends that are related to your research problem.
• does not list all the material published, but synthesizes and evalu-

ates according to the guiding concept of your problem or ques-
tion (your review makes something new out of parts and elements 
of related articles that you judge as important to your problem or 
question).

• may be written as a stand-alone paper or to provide a theoretical 
framework and rationale for a research study (such as a thesis or 
dissertation).

York College WAC and Writing Center

Figure 1. Writing a Literature Review DATT #1
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students and tutors could interpret it; she worked extensively with a tutor in the writ-
ing center to understand the needs and the perspective of the writing center staff, 
as well as running workshops in the Program Planning course with the tutor to help 
students understand how these resources could help them. Figures 2 and 3 show the 
first two sheets in the DATT set that supports writing the final assignment in this 
course.

Program Planning Infosheet #1

Writing a Problem Description
In your grant proposal, you will need to explain to your reader what 
health problem you are addressing as well as the priority population most 
impacted by this problem. Your health problem description should: 

• Identify and describe the health problem. 
• Include relevant international, national, state, and local statistics 

and data (see DATT #19-20). This research will provide evidence 
as to the prevalence of your problem and its impact on certain 
populations. This research will also connect to the next part of the 
task: your description of the priority population. 

Your priority population should: 

• Be defined by community. Who does this health problem most 
effect? Is this group defined by: Age? Race? Behavioral risk fac-
tors? Socioeconomic class? Region? Are there any other defining 
characteristics of this group? 

• Be identified by your health problem statistics. Do these statis-
tics support that this group is acutely impacted by your health 
problem? 

York College WAC and Writing Center 

Figure 2. Writing A Problem Description (Program Planning DATT #1)
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Program Planning DATT #2 

Writing a Needs Assessment Plan

Methods and Measures 
You have identified your health problem and your priority population, 
and you have provided your reader with evidence regarding the impact of 
your health problem at the international, national, state, and local levels, 
particularly as this problem affects a priority population (see DATT #1). A 
needs assessment plan will now identify exactly what you need to know 
about this priority population to address this health problem as well as 
explaining how you will find this information out. 
A needs assessment plan begins by describing: 

• The priority population and evidence that this population is 
impacted by the health problem. 

• The measures through which you will gain information from 
this population. For example, will you use focus group questions? 
Surveys? What other forms might you use to assess this popula-
tion? You will also need to explain why these measures are appro-
priate for this population. 

• The methods through which these measures will reach your pop-
ulation. How will you select the focus group, for example? How 
will you distribute the surveys? 

See DATT #3 for the next part of the needs assessment plan.

York College WAC and Writing Center

Figure 3. Writing A Needs Assessment DATT (Program Planning #2)

The Program Planning case showed how the DATT concept might adapt to disciplin-
ary WI courses. Beginning with instructor documents and input, the writing fellows 
would break down the process surrounding the writing of a particular assignment 
in an upper-division course. Having drafted a critical mass of DATTs, the writ-
ing fellow would consult with a writing center tutor and revise the DATTs, often 
breaking the task down further, and creating more of the tutoring tools. Subsequent 
semesters could see further refinement, but at any stage the DATTs would provide 
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more support for tutors than had been possible in the past. The growth of the DATT 
project was a real step forward at a college where course instructors were sending 
students to the writing center, and leaving it to students and tutors to interpret and 
implement the assignment directions. 

The psychosocial assessment assignment from the upper division writing-inten-
sive social work course at York College also shows the utility of the DATT project 
with respect to supporting WID in the writing center. Of all the assignments in the 
DATT project, the psychosocial assessment, which is part of an upper-division social 
work course, is the one that is the least traditional academic assignment. Rather, it 
is a key piece of writing that many social workers, in a wide variety of settings, use 
every day in the field. It has in some ways a very rigid structure, yet paradoxically it is 
adaptable to very different populations and situations. The first of the DATTs for this 
course is shown in Figure 4.

In the social work case, the DATT project had a lot to work with. The instruc-
tor, a former writing fellow, had worked for two years with another writing fel-
low to develop an elaborate rubric and a workshop for teaching the psychosocial 
assessment (Oglensky). For DATT, we worked to adapt this rubric, and the mate-
rials developed in the professor’s Writing in the Field workshop series. The DATT 
documents provided not only a resource for use in the writing center, but also an 
institutional memory of the WID work involved in implementing the apparatus sur-
rounding the professor’s approach to preparing social work students to write the 
psychosocial assessment. The DATT also allowed us to work against the inherently 
transient nature of the writing fellows’ role at York College, and at CUNY—each 
fellow is limited to a one-year appointment. The DATTs give us a way to orient new 
writing fellows to the work that has been happening in faculty collaborations, as well 
as removing the necessity to reinscribe the pedagogical apparatus every year. The 
extension into the writing center of this project was, in some ways, an added bonus, 
allowing upper-division social work students to get support beyond the instructor 
and the writing fellow assigned to the project as they worked on the assignment. The 
disciplinary knowledge that the DATT resources encoded would give tutors a leg-up 
if a social work student arrived in the writing center seeking help.

DATT in the Center: Tutor Roles, Collaborative 
Training and Realigning Stakeholders
As we have discussed above, at York College there was a real necessity to connect 
tutors with disciplinary knowledge, and in particular the genres of writing asso-
ciated with the professional programs in which many of our students major. The 
DATT resources could help tutors and clients work together, not expecting either of 
them to be disciplinary experts, but expecting them to be able to make the necessary 
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connections if we provided the scaffolding to do so. The development of the materi-
als has the advantage of being an easily replicable process: the basic format is easily 
adapted to different assignments and assessment tools, and ongoing collaboration 
with faculty ensures that the DATT captures both content and pedagogy. The biggest 
challenge thus becomes making the DATT an integral part of the practice of tutors 
in the writing center. 

Writing a Psychosocial Assessment DATT #1

What is a Psychosocial Assessment?
As a social worker, one of the most important genres of writing you will 
use in order to convey information about a particular client will be the psy-
chosocial assessment. A psychosocial assessment is the social worker’s 
summary as to the problems to be solved. The social worker considers a 
variety of factors, which may include the physical/psychiatric illness and its 
impact, results derived from psychological tests, legal status, descriptions of 
the problem(s), existing assets and resources, the prognosis or prediction of 
outcome, and the plan designed to resolve the problem(s). 

Your psychosocial assessment should: 

• Communicate pertinent information about a client to colleagues 
for case planning and referral purposes. 

• Establish in writing an account of “where the client is at” at a par-
ticular moment in time during service provision; the psychosocial 
assessment account offers baseline information about the client 
when he or she enters an agency for service. 

• Offer the social worker an opportunity to reflect on, refine think-
ing, and raise questions about the client and his or her situation 
– to digest information about and impressions about the client 
through the process of writing about it. 

York College WAC and Writing Center

Figure 4. DATT #1 for Psychosocial Assessment

From a writing center perspective, perhaps the most disconcerting aspect of the 
DATT project is that it requires the tutor to take a much more active role in set-
ting the agenda for the session than is customary in many writing centers, including 
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ours. Probably the deepest taboo of the writing center concerns the fear of becoming 
overly directive. Kenneth Bruffee’s classic essay on peer tutoring suggested that too 
much training could be detrimental. The worst thing for a tutor’s self-conception, 
according to Bruffee, was to be called a “little teacher.” Bruffee’s idealization of the 
peer tutor relationship—as two students collaborating on a particular assignment—
has been highly influential in writing center theory and practice. Yet in the situations 
that we are addressing, where the student is enrolled in an upper-level course which 
assumes a lot of prior disciplinary knowledge, the tutor is not going to be able to 
collaborate on anything like an equal basis without help. By reaching for the binder 
that contains the DATT materials, the tutor is making a gesture that suggests the 
necessity of the instructor’s virtual presence in the room that is represented by the 
materials developed in collaboration between the instructor and the writing fellow. 
The tutor at this point becomes essentially a part of the instructional team and joins 
that hierarchy. In writing center parlance, it becomes a directive tutoring session—or 
at least a semi-directive one—where the tutor, assuming the mantle of a surrogate of 
the instructor, essentially takes control of the session’s structure. This was a step that 
many of our tutors did not feel comfortable making. Therefore it is probably the most 
important topic to be addressed in the tutor training: how can the tutor introduce 
the use of DATT—definitely an act of authority to some degree—without leading the 
student to feel a loss of control during the session?

In theory, given the difference in preparation between tutor and student, the 
introduction of the DATT should actually help to even things up. The DATT would 
help maintain “a balance of power,” as Pemberton describes it (124), where student 
and tutor could draw on their strengths with respect to working on a particular 
assignment, and truly collaborate to produce the type of work that the instructor had 
explained in making the DATT collection for their particular course. From a writing 
center/WAC administrator’s perspective, the DATT offer benefits beyond providing 
materials for students to use with their tutors. They provide an opportunity to bridge 
the perennial gap between instructor and tutor (Carino Floyd, and Lightle; Healy).  
We take as an ideal Shamoon and Burns’s claim for directive tutoring, and adapt it 
for document-led collaboration. “It allows both student and tutor to be the subjects 
of the tutoring session (while nondirective tutoring allows only the student’s work to 
be the center of the tutoring session)” (145). 

The importance of the DATT project from our perspective, however, goes beyond 
developing a set of useful materials that fill a gap in the resources available for tutors 
and students in the writing center. The DATT project also illustrates how the rela-
tionships between stakeholders in the process of writing disciplinary assignments 
and the pedagogy surrounding those assignments, were re-conceived in the process 
of developing these materials, as seen in Figure 5. 
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Figure 5. Realigning stakeholders 

WAC/WID and the writing center always have a complicated history of interac-
tion; the relationships between tutors, students, and instructors all too often form 
two lines which meet at only one point. The student and the instructor see each other 
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in class or during office hours, and the student and the tutor meet for their session 
in the writing center twice a week at most. However, the tutor and the instructor 
usually do not interact at all. The tutor may help the student to interpret the instruc-
tor’s intentions based on a written assignment, or the instructor may refer students 
to the writing center, and may receive a general notification that the student has 
worked with a tutor after the fact. These methods do not afford an opportunity to 
fully communicate the genre requirements and specific conventions that instructors 
are looking for in student writing or in the many possible ways to negotiate content 
in an academic discipline. 

Additionally, Figure 5 illustrates how these relationships were re-conceived in the 
course of the DATT project. The DATT materials themselves, though very useful 
as part of a tutoring session, are perhaps even more important as a symbol—and a 
facilitating condition—of this realignment of shareholders in the academic writing 
process. They serve as a magnet for activity that helps to close the loop and facilitate 
communication and collaboration—whether direct or indirect between the constit-
uencies that have often operated independently: a) instructors and tutors, and b) the 
WAC program and the writing center. 

The process of working with the WAC intermediaries compels the instructor to 
re-conceive the audience for class materials, to repurpose classroom materials for 
the new context of a writing center session, and to think consciously about designing 
support for a course—as opposed to just “sending” students to the writing center. In 
this new conception, there is no more just “sending” a student with writing prob-
lems somewhere else; rather, the instructor, through DATT, becomes a participant in 
what happens when the student arrives and sits down with the tutor.

The WAC Program also becomes indirectly part of that session, not only through 
the agency of the WAC intermediaries in the process of DATT development, but also 
through active participation in the process of tutor training. The writing center still 
conducts its usual training by focusing on the writing process, basic writing peda-
gogy and the ethics and procedures of general tutoring, but the WAC Program also 
contributes to this curriculum by incorporating a discussion of basic WAC/WID 
principles: writing to learn, disciplinary communities, and scaffolding assignments 
to facilitate learning, in addition to specific training in how to use particular DATT 
materials created to support specific assignments and courses. These sessions may be 
run by the WAC intermediaries (such as our writing fellows), by the WAC admin-
istrator, by the writing center director, or even by the faculty from DATT-targeted 
courses themselves, depending in all cases on time and availability. The DATTs 
make possible support of multiple disciplinary genres, but WID-based tutor train-
ing should go beyond the particular models to familiarize tutors with some basics of 
the disciplinary cultures that produced them (Walker 37). How do practitioners in 
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a particular discipline think? How do their discourse conventions reflect epistemo-
logical assumptions about what counts as evidence? 

Some Final Thoughts
We see a great deal of potential in the DATT model as a frame for faculty-fellow, 
fellow-tutor, and tutor-student collaboration, offering students consciously designed 
support in their WID courses. By bringing the WAC Program into the writing center 
in a collaborative manner, we work to overcome the traditional division of labor 
between faculty development and student support. For instructors, the potential use 
of DATTs in the writing center serves as a useful prompt, a tool for imagining audi-
ence and purpose as faculty and writing fellows collaborate on developing materi-
als for supporting specific courses and assignments. Some instructors have begun 
to make use of the DATTs in the classroom by taking the original resources devel-
oped with the writing center in mind, and adapting them for the classroom context. 
One instructor, using York College’s upper-division writing and research course as 
a laboratory for the use of the DATT, worked with a writing fellow to incorporate 
exercises into each sheet. The absence of the tutor meant that the DATTs themselves 
needed to be more directive. We provide two examples showing these exercises in 
the Appendix. Once again, the input of individual faculty members in the process of 
customizing the DATTs for individual classrooms is essential. Leaving the develop-
ment of exercises solely to the writing fellow, as this instructor quickly discovered, 
led to overly general exercises that relied on texts from outside the course. Since this 
writing course is already reading-intensive, adding more reading that was outside 
the specific focus of the course would have quickly built resistance from the students.

As we continue to link WID and the writing center, we will assign a writing fel-
low to the writing center for several hours a week to provide support and do ongo-
ing assessment of how the DATTs are used, and what resources need to accompany 
them so that they can work better. We will track how many students from targeted 
classes attend the writing center, and how frequently the DATTs are used in the writ-
ing center when they do. We will survey both instructors and students about their 
perceptions of the effectiveness of the materials and of their students’ interactions 
with tutors. 

In potentially expanding development of such tools to other campuses, the key 
elements would be to: 

1. Make use of a compensated intermediary. In our case we were fortunate to 
have writing fellows already on staff to fill this role, but on other campuses 
various mechanisms could be used. Tutors could work on special proj-
ects full-time or adjunct faculty could be compensated by grant money or 
other resources. 
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2. Limit the impact on a faculty member’s time by making use of materi-
als already developed (e.g. rubrics) that might be based in consultations 
between faculty and intermediaries.

3. Make sure that tutors involved in the development and editing of the mate-
rials are compensated for their time and have frequent opportunities to 
offer feedback and to field test the materials in the writing center.  

This interactive, team approach respects the different roles that tutors and instructors 
have in relation to students, but it finds ways that they can work together through 
the mediation of the writing fellows. It provides an important mechanism through 
which the tutor and the instructor, as two professionals engaged in the common 
task of helping the student to succeed in the course, can coordinate their efforts, and 
work together for the benefit of their students’ writing.

Note
The DATT project that this article explores is the product of many people’s work. We 
would like to acknowledge the contributions of the writing fellows who developed 
the DATTs that we show here: Laurel Harris (program planning), Janice Capuana 
(occupational therapy), Alberto McKelligan (social work), and Elizabeth Alsop / 
Jack Spear (Writing 300). Laurel Harris also played a significant role in editing the 
initial manuscript. We also thank the participating faculty and the tutors and staff at 
the York College Writing Center, for their ongoing contributions to the project.
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Appendix: DATTs from the Research Writing Course

Writing 300 DATT #3

WRITING A SYNTHESIS: TOPICS & THEMES
Your professor will assign sources for you to read. They may be newspaper or schol-
arly articles, essays, excerpts from books, or another type of source.

The topic is the general subject of your reading. Examples of topics include advances 
in medical technology, climate change, or the causes of the Civil War. Themes are 
more specific. Although your source has only one topic, it may contain multiple 
themes that relate to this topic. For example, a source on the topic of drug addiction 
may deal with the following themes: the consequences of addiction, the science of 
addiction, treatment options for addicts, etc.

    Most General                                         Most Specific
Topic    -------------->    Themes  -------------->    Ideas

Note: Instead of “themes,” your professor may ask you to identify “ideas,” “sub-top-
ics,” or “main points”—all mean roughly the same thing.

As you read your sources, keep in mind the following questions:

• What is the topic of the reading?
• Read the title. What does it suggest? As you read through the source, try to 

determine what the author is focusing on. 
• What key ideas or themes related to this topic are discussed?
• Are there any particular ideas to which the author repeatedly refers? What 

are these? Are there any related ideas (or themes) to which the author 
refers? Why might the author refer to these?

• What does the author say about these themes? Why might the author pro-
vide these ideas about these themes?

Remember that you will need to re-read your sources several times. The first time, 
you may want to scan quickly for the topic and main ideas. The next time, you will 
need to read more carefully, annotating as you go. You may also want to read sources 
for a third time, keeping an eye out for common themes.

Exercise: Have students re-read an article that they have been using in class. While 
reading, ask students annotate the article with the words “topic” and “theme” next 
to sentences where they see these emerging. When the article is annotated, students 
can work in groups to answer the questions in the bullet points above.

York College WAC and Writing Center
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Writing 300 DATT #4

WRITING A SYNTHESIS: SYNTHESIS VS. SUMMARY

In this paper assignment, you are being asked to synthesize, not summarize.

To summarize means to restate, in your own words, the content of one reading. 
Summaries are usually shorter than the original reading, and provide the reader 
with the main ideas of a particular reading. On the other hand, to synthesize means 
to restate and combine—again, in your own words—the content of more than one 
reading.

A summary is a restatement, in your own words, of the main points of a particular 
reading. A summary is typically shorter than the original reading, and provides the 
reader with the main ideas of the reading. It does not contain the opinions of the 
writer, or information on how the reading relates to other, related readings. Also 
remember that while the organization of a summary tends to follow the structure 
of the original source, the organization of a synthesis is determined by the writer.

• For example: You might summarize what one article argues about the 
impact of the Great Depression in the rural south. But in a synthesis, you 
would include multiple perspectives and arguments from several articles 
on the same topic.

Exercise:
Write summaries of the introduction of two articles that you have read in class. 
When you are done, share your summaries with your group, and ask your peers 
to choose a part of your summary which is particularly effective (one or two sen-
tences). Discuss what makes it effective. When you are done choosing a section 
from each student’s summary, go to the chalkboard and write the sentences there.

York College WAC and Writing Center
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WAC/WID Meets CXC/CID: A 
Dialog between Writing Studies 

and Communication Studies

DENISE ANN VRCHOTA AND DAVID R. RUSSELL 

Introduction
WE WORK IN THE SAME ENGLISH DEPARTMENT doing the same kind of 
work—but in two very different fields. Here at Iowa State University (ISU), English 
includes Speech Communication and Communication Studies. We sat down to have 
a coffee, find out what we have in common (and do not), and speculate about the 
future.

Writing- and Orally Communicating-to-Learn

David R. Russell—You and I have been doing similar work here at ISU—helping 
faculty in the disciplines develop assignments, researching their uses of communica-
tion in teaching, but we haven’t talked much about specific differences in our tradi-
tions. The slogan that people have used and debated now for forty years in WAC/
WID is “Learning to write, writing to learn,” since WAC/WID is really about the 
relationship between writing and learning. But I don’t know how relevant that is to 
Speech Communication and Communication Studies. 

Denise Ann Vrchota—“Learning to communicate, communicating to learn” was a 
motivation for the people at Central College to launch their CXC program in 1976 
(Cannon & Roberts, 1981), and the phrase has been used as an argument for dis-
ciplinary support of a more widespread scope by others such as Cronin, Grice, & 
Palmerton (2000). Can it be justified as a pedagogical approach? Intuitively, yes. If 
you have students in communication class (or history or whatever) communicating 
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orally, do they learn? Yes. But I say “yes” not as a result of research conducted in 
communication, but from the results of approaches to learning such as the learner-
centered approach and related approaches such as cooperative learning, active learn-
ing, reflective learning, and so on. These focus more on communicating to learn 
compared to work done in the Communication discipline.

DRR: “Communicating to learn” and “writing to learn” sound similar, but the con-
cept of “writing to learn” was developed specifically for the medium of writing, as 
distinct from oral communication. And isn’t “speaking to learn,” in a sense, kind of 
a truism? In a face-to-face classroom, isn’t oral communication necessary for teach-
ing? And speaking seems like something that doesn’t need to be taught except for 
special cases, such as delivery of “formal” presentations, or to special populations 
who need speech therapy. So couldn’t improving oral communication be thought of 
as another way of saying “improving classroom teaching”? 

DAV: Perhaps your comment is dependent on the definition of communication. 
What I have learned from my Communication in the Disciplines (CID) research, 
which identifies perceptions of communication in other disciplines, is that faculty all 
too often don’t think of what they are doing in class as communication. For example, 
a faculty member describing to students the circumstances in which they will need 
to be able to work in groups or on teams as practicing professionals, and how they 
will do that, that’s all about communication. That’s teaching communication. And 
students must be able to translate their technical knowledge so that members of 
other professions can understand that knowledge, or present it so as to disagree with 
those in authority. That also is communication. How do students learn to participate 
in complex interpersonal or group interactions? If communication is the process 
of working toward shared meaning or a common understanding, how do they get 
better at it? In Communication, we have courses in this process, which is valuable to 
students in all the disciplines. 

DRR: I guess I was buying into the stereotype of communication as something natu-
ral, not teachable. And ironically, it’s a similar stereotype to the one I hear many 
faculty in the disciplines express about writing. The “good” students know how to 
write. It doesn’t need to be taught, only remediated. Or faculty claim writing is not 
something that can be taught, except for elementary grammar, spelling, etc. 

But then I recall that Antonius in Cicero’s De Oratore also argued that public speak-
ing can’t be taught, that it’s a gift or knack just picked up. 

DAV: Most everyone seems to equate the field of Communication with public speak-
ing, don’t they? For me it’s ironic because most people in their careers don’t do a lot 
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of public speaking, at least in comparison to the amount of time spent in classrooms 
to teach them and to practice doing it. But it’s really difficult to convince individuals 
beyond the Communication discipline that a body of theory, research, and teaching 
practices exists that go beyond presentations. Interpersonal, organizational, group, 
intercultural, gender, nonverbal, computer-mediated communication—everything 
except written—one might say. So we have something to offer teachers in all the 
disciplines.

DRR: Communicating to learn? 

DAV: Most pedagogical research in Communication Studies focuses on students 
learning about the communication process as applied to various contexts, usually 
professional. But there is research that focuses on interpersonal or group communi-
cation or even presentations such as lectures in terms of how they influence learn-
ing in educational settings. So you have a study of “Relational turning point events 
in college teacher-student relationships” that looks at teacher-student communica-
tion and learning regardless of the discipline, or “a review of research on humor in 
educational settings” to say what researchers have learned about how teachers using 
humor in their communication help students learn. But I’d say that researchers in 
the field of Education rather than Communication have done more to study the role 
of communication in learning. It is my impression that “writing to learn” is a more 
immediate concept to WAC/WID researchers and practitioners. Is that accurate?

DRR: Maybe for WAC/WID practitioners. But I don’t think so for researchers. Much 
of the research in writing to learn has been done in psychology or educational psy-
chology, just as you say it has been done in educational psychology for communica-
tion and learning. If learning is defined as absorbing content, then writing doesn’t 
seem to have much effect on that kind of learning. But if learning is conceived in 
more complex terms, then there does seem to be an effect. But again, this is research 
mostly from educational psychology, not from WAC (Klein, 1999). 

And there really hasn’t been much theorizing of Writing to Learn since Britton 
(1975) and Emig (1977) in the 1970s—until about five years ago (Russell, 2012; 
Russell and Cortes, 2010). Bazerman (2009) and others have been developing the 
theory around genre. The genres of a discipline, conceived in terms of social action 
and not just their formal linguistic features, are a way of organizing the thinking and 
learning—the epistemology and methods—of each discipline differently. So genres 
might provide a scaffolding for learning. And this might be true of non-written or 
mixed mode genres, too.
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DAV: Lee Shulman, a founder of Scholarship of Teaching and Learning (SOTL) 
(1987), discusses something he calls “pedagogical content knowledge.” He defines 
it as a “special amalgam of content and pedagogy” (p. 8). I interpret that as meaning 
that pedagogy is site specific. If that is correct, the site-specific pedagogy of the com-
munication discipline would include much of the disciplinary content. 

DRR: That sounds like the “didactics of writing” research in Europe and Latin 
America, where they study the particular ways a discipline’s knowledge (or writing) 
is—and can better be—formulated for teaching it. A crucial point is that if writ-
ing has an effect it’s not general. Certain genres or ways of writing are conducive to 
learning certain kinds of content or learning in certain ways. 

DAV: I agree that we need to look at the specific ways writing and speaking are used, 
and in what particular contexts—that is a foundational principle of CID. So it’s very 
much the context of the speaking/writing that determines or influences whether and 
how much Writing To Learn or Speaking To Learn goes on. 

DRR: Like in the big Open Dialog project (Nystrand, Gamoran, Kachur, & 
Prendergast, 1997). Researchers found open dialog, as opposed to the typical 
teacher-structured discussion —interrogation, response, evaluation—was highly 
correlated with learning, even though the average class engaged in less than one 
minute of it a day. 

DAV: Good class discussion and learning are aligned. No doubt about that. And for 
learning literature, apparently open discussion is better than recitation, and I would 
guess it is better than lecture also. What we say is that a competent communicator is 
one who is able to identify his/her goals, has the ability to assess a situation, and can 
respond to the needs of a situation as a result of his/her knowledge about communi-
cation. Another way to explain this process is to apply the “tool kit” metaphor. The 
competent communicator has enough communication tools in the kit that he or she 
is able to select the best one for the needs of the circumstance based on his/her goals. 
It’s a synergism of knowledge and critical thinking. And I see that as consistent with 
a more broad definition of learning, that individuals do not simply “have” knowledge 
but that they are able to “use” or “manage” that knowledge.

So, in a broader sense, are there particular ways that writing can, in context, support 
learning? 

DRR: Writing to learn theory has pointed to several ways writing supports learning 
in contrast to face-to-face (usually oral) communication—not that writing can’t be 
face-to-face, as with passing notes in class. But writing can materially cross time and 
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space. Documents are, in the phrase of Bruno Latour, “immutable mobiles” (1990), 
allowing a kind of reflection, and recursive composition, that is impossible with oral 
communication (unless it’s recorded on some material—tape, silicon—and mate-
rially manipulated). One can construct a text spatially and move words and other 
signs around on it. As C. Day Lewis is reported to have said, “How do I know what I 
mean until I see what I say?” And writing can stay forever, given the right technology 
(ignoring shredders and acid paper and fire and so on). So it has more potential to 
influence—for better or worse.

So, let me ask you the same question. What are the particular ways that speaking can 
support learning? 

DAV: With oral face-to-face, you have to think on your feet. Lying is harder. That 
supports learning. And you can more quickly with speaking establish a relationship, 
create common meaning, than with a written exchange over time. Modern science 
started with scientists visiting each other’s labs to witness experiments and talk, face-
to-face. But as scientific study grew, a written record became necessary. Still, I could 
paraphrase C. Day Lewis, “How do I know what I mean until I hear what I say?” The 
act of talking can be a powerful way to learn. Discussion is a way of co-constructing 
knowledge and understanding. It is ancient dialectic, as with Plato. 

DRR: I’m not clear on what the difference between CXC and CID is.

DAV: The field is now known as Communication, formerly known as Speech or 
Speech Communication and includes Communication Studies and Rhetoric. CXC 
or communication across the curriculum is the name given to programs that serve 
students and faculty in other disciplines with communication activities. CID refers 
to communication in the disciplines and is the research term for individuals who 
study the communication traditions in other disciplines. 

DRR: So what shall I say you teach?

DAV: Communication.

DRR: But written communication is communication. 

DAV: Let’s just call my field Communication (capital C) and yours Writing (capi-
tal W). Communication, as I mentioned, includes research on nonverbal (non-oral) 
communication. But we can agree that at some level it’s all rhetorical.

DRR: Indeed! But we’ve immediately got complex categories and territories to 
understand—and perhaps negotiate.
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DAV: As you know, the Communication discipline has been based on some-
thing we call “the basic course,” which would be the counterpart to your First Year 
Composition (FYC). The basic course for many years was a traditional public speak-
ing course required of most undergraduate students. The traditional public speaking 
basic course usually means that students give three to five major speeches during 
the term. A survey of the textbooks for this course over the years shows remarkable 
stability in the concept of the public speaking basic course. But in the 1970’s, another 
type of basic course was added in some institutions, known as “the hybrid course.” 
In addition to public speaking, it also contains instruction in interpersonal commu-
nication and sometimes small group work—all of which is useful in CXC/CID. And 
since the late 1980s, we’ve had Communication Centers, where students (and faculty 
and others) can film their speeches and receive feedback, usually from a peer tutor 
(Yook & Atkins-Sayre, 2012).

DRR: I didn’t know that the basic course came in two types, the traditional and 
the hybrid. In Writing, textbooks also show remarkable continuity in composition 
courses. But I suppose the biggest change in writing instruction since the 1970s is the 
process movement, where we began teaching and researching the processes of writ-
ing as well as the products. That had big implications for WAC/WID practice and 
research, because we’re not just about the form of writing, which is what concerns 
most applied linguists, but also its relation to the knowledge—and know-how—of 
the disciplines, and the informal writing that goes on, or can.

By the way, would you say writing is taught in Communication courses?

Writing to Speak

DAV: Communication teachers do require a lot of writing, but whether writing is 
explicitly taught in a communication classroom, I’m not sure. In my own classes, 
the extent of my writing to speak action would be spending time in the classroom 
explaining the requirements and the “why” of my written assignments: “I’d like you 
to describe _____ because ____.” As you said earlier, a central goal of writing is to 
evaluate learning. Much of this is practical. Writing is more efficient for gathering 
assessment data—and makes it less likely that nerves or a bad day will skew perfor-
mance, in comparison to speaking. 

Oral activities or exercises are a part of the knowledge acquisition process in some 
classrooms but rarely do the students’ grades depend entirely on these. For example, 
in a public speaking class the outline probably counts toward the grade as well as the 
speech. So the display of knowledge on paper coupled with the possibility that they 
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do or do not do something they should when speaking assumes a more complete 
picture of the students’ abilities. I think the same could be said for the balance of 
written and communication activities in an interpersonal or other non-presentation 
class.  

It almost seems that in the Communication discipline—as well as others—what is 
spoken counts less. 

DRR: Ah, yes. Writing is more highly valued in the culture than speaking, more 
“real” in some senses but not in others. In some cultures university students have 
high stakes oral examinations (Italy, for example), “in vivo,” because then their pro-
fessors can probe their knowledge in dialogue. That was true in the US until the 
1870s, when written exams became the norm and—not coincidentally—written 
composition began to be taught.

But do communication teachers use writing for learning in addition to writing for 
assessing learning? 

DAV: One practice in communication classes is for students to write a series of fairly 
brief (two-page) papers in which they apply disciplinary concepts to their personal 
experiences. In addition to “learning the material” and practicing its application, the 
papers encourage thinking and students’ identification as a communication scholar.

DRR: Doing brief and informal writing repeatedly, over a period of time, tied to 
the activity of the class, is really central to WAC/WID approaches, as is writing for 
reflection, as your writing activity does (Bean, 2011). And actually quite a number 
of writing-to-learn activities that are common in WAC/WID practice are, in a sense, 
writing-to-speak activities, like a written response to a question about the reading or 
an answer to a question posed the previous class period. These are ways of preparing 
students for the classroom discussion to come. The same might be said for a brief 
written brainstorming activity before a discussion. One might also have students 
write down their goals for a group project and then share those in a first group meet-
ing as a way to clarify and/or resolve differences before beginning work. 

But what about formal writing to speak? You mentioned outlines.

DAV: As a founder of the field of Communication, James Winans quipped, “A speech 
is not an essay standing on its hind legs.” But in public speaking classes, emphasis 
is given to the construction of outlines as a means of clarifying the main points the 
speaker wishes to make, ensuring that main points are developed in consistent fash-
ion. And in interpersonal and group communication, writing is a way of structuring 
as well, and a way of learning together. In a committee meeting or job performance 
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interview people can’t always present themselves spontaneously without embarrass-
ment, but they can anticipate and compose some talking points or notes. Meeting 
notes and minutes structure future meetings. And all of these techniques can apply 
to working in disciplinary classrooms, especially in the applied sciences.

DRR: I’m thinking historically now. For the first twenty-two centuries after the 
Greeks founded rhetoric, writing was used mostly as preparation for speaking. 
Writing was a heuristic device. It’s part of finding something to say and organizing it. 
You make notes of various kinds, and organize them into an outline, then you write 
your speech out and memorize it. The canon of delivery! That’s the classical model, 
right? Up until the 1870s in US colleges, writing was mostly for preparing to speak, 
an incidental and invisible part of the rhetorical curriculum. My point is that writing 
to speak was the story of rhetoric for all those years. So we’re in a different world now. 
A world of new media mixing the modes. And in this age of electronic recording, all 
or almost all of the material affordances of written communication are available to 
recorded spoken or video. A politician’s every recorded word crosses time and space, 
is analyzed, and he or she is made to account for it.

Do you see this affecting Communication pedagogy? For example, students video-
taping themselves beyond their public speaking?

DAV: Yes, videotaping is used but can be beneficial across the board, not only in 
public speaking. You videotape two people talking to each other or a group work-
ing and when the participants view themselves, their view of what happened during 
the interaction is often different from what they thought was happening when they 
were participating. It’s a great way to learn. But the other goal besides the reflective 
experience is to figure out a way to help students see the importance of having a kind 
of out-of-body experience whenever they engage in communication—they need to 
become their own camera. Sometimes people don’t realize they just talked for fifteen 
minutes about something that had nothing to do with the meeting or they didn’t 
see the dismayed or supportive facial expressions of their colleagues when they pro-
posed a motion. One goal of communication is to help people narrow the distance 
between the way they see themselves and the way others see them. Communicating 
with a wide lens and big ears is really important to achieve that goal.

Speaking to Write

DAV: So, how about speaking to write?

DRR: Speaking to write? Well, James Britton theorized writing-to-learn and writ-
ing across the curriculum in the 1970s, and he was very much interested in what 
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he called “talk,” something like open dialogue (1975). But although that became an 
important concept in UK secondary school teaching, that wasn’t specifically devel-
oped in US composition, perhaps because of the writing/speaking divide we’ve been 
exploring. 

However, there’s a fairly long and strong tradition in composition, going back to the 
1980s, certainly to Kenneth Bruffee (Kail, 2008), of small group discussion to aid in 
generating ideas. But that’s been theorized not in terms of Communication but in 
terms of collaborative learning. In fact, Bruffee’s major work is called “Collaboration 
and the Conversation of Mankind” (1984). The idea is that collaboration, oral and 
written, and oral is key in his view, can improve writing and learning. 

And before that, a central tenet of the whole turn towards process, the writing pro-
cess movement, was revision based on feedback from peers, of peer-to-peer and 
small group revision feedback. It might be called “speaking to revise,” though I don’t 
know that it ever has been. 

And before that, writing centers were and are very much based on a pedagogy of 
face-to-face interpersonal oral communication. But again, I don’t know of anyone 
calling it “speaking to write.”

What do you think we writers could learn from Communication that might improve 
our speaking-to-write? 

DAV: A writing instructor who implemented group activities could learn and apply 
Communication theory to social and task functions of a group. And types of groups. 
And member roles. 

And Communication research has developed several systematic heuristics sequences 
that might be applicable to working groups in writing classes. There’s “functional 
perspective of group decision making” developed by Gouran & Hirokawa (1983) 
and classical stasis theory developed by Infante (1988). Using any of these structures 
might initially seem awkward when applied to a writing assignment, but I can see 
that any of them could be used to guide the discussion so the author of the assign-
ment would have some ideas about what to do next.

CID/WID Research

DRR: WID has been about research writing in the disciplines, scientific writing, 
mostly, though the research writing in most of the humanities has been analyzed, 
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too, because research writing is so powerful in our society. It’s the way new knowl-
edge is officially made. By being put into writing. 

DAV: I agree that written publication makes knowledge official. But generating 
knowledge is very much dependent on oral communication. Long before the publi-
cation process, even before the first draft, there is group process in the labs. Beyond 
the group dynamics of the lab, there are oral presentations, oral feedback, hall talk, 
and so on. 

DRR: I see that. But do the genres of group, interpersonal, and presentational com-
munication differ among disciplines? 

DAV: Indeed! In some disciplines and professions, a discipline-specific oral commu-
nication genre is at the very center of its practice, of its value. Design presentations, 
called “critiques” or “crits,” are the fundamental pedagogy in the field, with rather 
little writing (Dannels, 2005; Dannels, Gaffney, & Martin, 2008). 

In Dietetics, interpersonal communication is key during the dietician-client inter-
view, the rather formalized genre that is at the heart of their work (Vrchota, 2011), 
along with the genre of consultation with the medical doctors. Within both genres, a 
knowledge of questioning skills, the ability to listen to what is not said, establishing 
trust, and asserting expertise are important features, which can be taught.

DRR: Clearly there are different oral genres that CID—and WID for that matter—
must understand. But you must admit that the research article and its shorter cousin 
the grant proposal are terribly important genres for scientists and engineers. There 
writing is dominant, the key to success. 

DAV: Yes, and surveys show that working engineers do a great deal of writing on 
the job, but relatively little writing of research articles. And surveys of professional 
engineers show that they spend a great deal of their time in meetings, in group work, 
often in sales, but rather little in preparing and giving formal presentations. Yet most 
of the CID research in engineering is on presentations. Often professional education 
efforts privilege the priorities of the academy and so their value in terms of profes-
sional preparation is lessened.

DRR: What are the methods most commonly used in CID research? 

DAV: Pretty much what you’ve said. Ethnographic observation, case study. And the 
data is mostly oral, though we look at documents too (meeting notes, syllabi, etc.). 
We are looking at different disciplinary cultures. And that provides challenges in 
our “home culture.” When CXC programs were young, there was concern in the 
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Communication discipline that if faculty in other disciplines taught communication, 
that the Communication discipline would become obsolete. 

DRR: Ah, some Writing people were, and perhaps still are, worried about losing 
their bread and butter course, too. They worried that WAC would bring about the 
“abolition” (that’s actually the term the critics used) of FYC. But that has never hap-
pened that I know of. 

DAV: There was also concern that disciplinary faculty who taught Communication 
would teach skills without theory, thus “watering down” the communication 
discipline. 

DRR: And similarly, there was and is a fear in some quarters in Writing that our 
expertise would not be valued or would be taught in a reductive and unprincipled 
way in the disciplines. But that fear is, I think, largely based on an incorrect view 
that our expertise is a set of techniques to be given to the “natives” in other cultures, 
rather than the expertise of a consultant, who looks for ways to bring a new perspec-
tive, a critical perspective, to what is already going on. 

DAV: The broader culture of the academy is very territorial. Maybe that’s why writ-
ing centers and communication centers are so popular. They are useful without 
being threatening. 

Conclusion

DRR: So I take from our dialogue that there are things we can do together for stu-
dents in higher education. I’m beginning to see how writing and speaking support 
learning together. I think that must be happening now in the combined communi-
cation and writing centers (Maugh, 2012), where the two traditions are exploring 
new possibilities. Communication Centers number in the dozens whereas Writing 
Centers number in the hundreds, maybe thousands by now. I hope an ongoing 
dialogue between the International Writing Center Association and the National 
Association of Communication Centers will produce a deeper understanding of 
WAC/WID/CXC/CID. 

One of the things we haven’t explored here is how changes in technology are breaking 
down the barriers between writing and speaking. There are online Communication 
Centers as well as online Writing Centers, for example, and both written and oral 
long-distance technology that is being used. 
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DAV: We’ve also come across things we can do together for the study and practice of 
communication in the disciplines and professions. WID and CID are by their very 
nature working on the boundaries of the disciplines. So maybe we have less turf to 
protect than we thought and can be more willing to take risks and learn from each 
other. 
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Multidisciplinarity and the Tablet: 
A Study of Writing Practices 

JENNIFER AHERN-DODSON AND DENISE K. COMER

Introduction

Profound changes in expressive medium always ask a fundamental question: 
What does this medium do to us and for us?

—Richard Lanham, The Electronic Word, 1993.

RICHARD LANHAM POSES this question based on the premise that technology is 
a “rhetorical tool” with the capacity to reshape the values, practices, and possibilities 
of writing and teaching. Lanham’s legacy over the past twenty-plus years has been 
profound: various iterations of his question have continued to appear as new expres-
sive technologies have emerged and as the “we” to whom Lanham refers has become 
more broadly imagined: “What does this medium do to us and for us?” As tech-
nological media will likely continue to change, “we” (as teachers of writing across 
disciplines) must continue to ask Lanham’s question if we hope to remain engaged 
with the ways in which lived writing practices persist and change. New technologies 
may enable changes in writing practices and expectations, and also might reshape 
the ways in which we write. Whether these changes are positive or negative, welcome 
or not, they invite us to reexamine our values and practices regarding writing and 
writing pedagogy, and remind us of the deep role context plays as we enact particular 
kinds of writing (academic or otherwise) throughout our daily lives.

Perhaps the latest technological medium affecting writing practices is the tablet. 
Institutions from Seton Hill (Pennsylvania) and Princeton to Oklahoma State and 
George Fox (Oregon) have been experimenting over the past several years with how 
to incorporate the tablet, most commonly Apple’s iPad, into their pedagogy. This 
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ongoing interest has led some to even suggest that the tablet may be putting pressure 
on “the future of personal computers” (Hardwick). The possibility that tablets may 
come to replace personal computers lends an even greater urgency to learning more 
about how they impact the teaching and learning of writing. Despite (or perhaps due 
to) the considerable buzz surrounding this emerging technology, hardly any tablet 
studies have deliberately framed the tablet in the terms by which Lanham’s work 
demands: as a rhetorical tool that shapes writing practices. Using Lanham’s frame 
enables us to pose questions about how tablets impact research, learning, writing 
and knowledge across and within disciplines. Acknowledging the rhetorical impli-
cations of the tablet enables us to think about it not just as a mode of delivery, but 
within its full range of rhetorical context.

Instead, many studies document what students and faculty generally do with the 
tablet, and what they like or dislike about the device (Eichenlaub, et al.; “iPad Study”; 
Bush and Cameron). Most prior tablet research also seems either extra-disciplinary, 
where data is collected without explicit attention to disciplines (Foresman; Truong), 
or intra-disciplinary, where data pertains to tablet usage within particular disciplines 
(Marmarelli and Ringle; Gronke; Schaffhauser). One partial exception to these gen-
eral trends is a multidisciplinary tablet faculty learning group at Indiana University 
(“Completed Project”); its findings briefly mention how the tablet intersects with 
student reading, but do not focus on student writing.1 Thus, amidst a large and 
growing body of knowledge on the tablet in higher education, Lanham’s question 
largely remains unanswered: What does the tablet do to us or for us as writers across 
disciplines? 

To fill this gap, we conducted over the spring and fall of 2011 a multidisciplinary, 
grant-funded, IRB-approved study at our Research-I institution that explored the 
following two questions: How does the tablet2 impact scholarly writing practices 
across disciplines? How does the tablet impact the teaching of writing across dis-
ciplines? Our research extends prior studies about the tablet in higher education 
by being explicitly multidisciplinary and focused on scholarly writing practices. 
By integrating multidisciplinary faculty learning groups into our study, we sought 
to work within the rich tradition of faculty learning groups in Writing Across the 
Curriculum (WAC) (Carter; Gabelnick, et al.; Walvoord; Anson, WAC), particularly 
as they can be informed by technology (Reiss and Young).

Our study does not emerge from any particular interest in promoting tablets, but 
instead from a commitment to digital literacy, rhetoric and pedagogy inspired by 
such scholars as Cynthia Selfe and Kathleen Blake Yancey. They, like Lanham, insist 
that teachers of writing bear a responsibility to “pay attention to . . . technology” 
(Selfe, “Technology,” 96) as a means of helping students “become the citizen writers 
of our country, the citizen writers of our world, and the writers of the future” (Yancey 

The WAC Journal 24 (2013). © 2014 by Clemson University. 
Copies may be circulated for educational purposes only.



Multidisciplinarity and the iPad      65

1). Our study also enacts an abiding investment in cultivating multidisciplinary 
conversations about writing practices and about the teaching of writing, such as 
those fostered by Susan McLeod and Margot Soven, Art Young, and Toby Fulwiler. 
Through our study we hoped to create space for faculty and students across disci-
plines to think explicitly about the relationship between technology and writing. In 
the following sections we outline our research, discuss how the tablet can impact 
writing and the teaching of writing, and offer ideas for further research.

The Multidisciplinary Tablet Writing Project
Our university’s Center for Instructional Technology awarded us two “Jump-Start 
Grants” to conduct multidisciplinary tablet projects. These grants included loaner 
iPad tablets for six faculty members3 (including us) and up to 80 students in the fol-
lowing spring 2011 and fall 2011 undergraduate writing-intensive courses: 

• Environmental Science Seminar: Ethical Challenges in Environmental 
Conservation (Junior/Senior level; 13 students); 

• French 101: Advanced French Composition (two sections, taught by two 
different instructors; one section had 12 students, one had 11 students); 

• Public Policy Seminar: News Writing and Reporting (Junior/Senior level; 
16 students); and

• Writing 101: Academic Writing (First-year level; two sections of 12 stu-
dents each).

Participants included six faculty members, who ranged in rank from adjunct to ten-
ured professor, and 76 undergraduates who ranged in level from first-year through 
senior. Faculty members were provided with portable keyboards in addition to the 
iPad tablet; students were not. 

We recruited participants by inviting faculty members in humanities, social sci-
ences, and natural sciences with experience teaching writing and an ongoing interest 
in experimenting with their writing pedagogy. We collected quantitative and quali-
tative data from faculty and student participants through the following methods: 
a mid-term attitudinal survey (n=21; see sample questions in Appendix); an end-
of term attitudinal survey (n=14; see sample questions in Appendix); student blogs 
written in one of the Writing 101 sections (n=12); one focus group with faculty par-
ticipants (n=4); writing-process memos written in one of the Writing 101 sections 
(n=12); two one-on-one interviews with faculty participants; and teaching journals 
written by faculty (n=3). We performed qualitative analysis on data through a com-
bination of observer impression, where we examined data and formed impressions, 
as well as through content analysis, identifying themes and topics that were promi-
nent throughout the data (“Methods”).
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The tables below show the apps students and faculty in our study used for their 
scholarly work, and what kinds of writing they did with the tablet.

Table 1: Student Scholarly Apps and Writing

Course iPad apps Writing Practices

Environmental 
Science

Blackboard; Notes; Evernote; iAnnotate; 
GoodReader; iBooks; Dandelion; Stargazer; 
Word

reflective journal; 
calendar for 
assignments; notes 
on course texts; 
notes during 
class; notes about 
writing projects; 
major essays

French Noterize4 respond to peer 
writing

Public Policy SoundNote; Notes; Blackboard; Word notes during a 
simulated in-class 
press conference; 
respond to email; 
notes during 
class; notes while 
reading; news 
stories; major 
essays

Writing Notes; Blackboard; iAnnotate; 
GoodReader; iBooks; Word; Dropbox; 
Dragon

notes on course 
texts; notes during 
class; notes about 
writing projects; 
major essays

Table 2: Faculty Professional and Scholarly Writing

Discipline Writing Practices

Environmental Science notes during professional meetings; notes during class

French respond to student writing; notes on course texts; notes 
during class

Public Policy notes during professional meetings; notes during class; email; 
compose short (1-2 paragraph) drafts

Writing notes during professional meetings; notes during class; email; 
compose short (1-2 paragraph) drafts; respond to student 
writing
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How Did the Tablet Impact Scholarly Writing Practices across Disciplines?
According to our research, the tablet seems to increase distinctions between dif-
ferent phases of the writing process, especially between writing notes and in-depth 
composing. We adopt for this section Keith Hjortshoj’s discussion of writing-process 
phases from Understanding Writing Blocks: prewriting, composing, revising, editing 
and release. In particular, we rely on his distinctions between prewriting, “includ[ing] 
everything the writer does in preparation for composing a text or a portion of a text 
… [such as] making preliminary notes and outlines, talking about the subject … 
thinking about the task” (25), and composing, “the process of generating new sen-
tences and passages that might or might not appear in the finished product—com-
mitting words to paper, but not necessarily committing them to the audience” (25). 

Writing Notes
One of the most frequently commented-on aspects of the tablet for faculty and stu-
dent participants was that it improved their practice of writing notes, which falls 
into Hjortshoj’s “prewriting” phase: “It is a convenient and quick way to take notes”; 
“I don’t have to carry my heavy computer around to do writing assignments. In the 
same vein, I don’t have to wait until I am at my computer or in the library to do 
assignments.” While others have also indicated that tablet users appreciate the notes 
function (Gronke), our multidisciplinary perspective showed that notes are not lim-
ited to note-taking during class, but also include generative writing for longer, in-
depth writing projects, and note-taking in the field during interviews. That study 
participants used the tablet for a myriad of different note functions, and commented 
on this aspect, suggests that using the tablet may have made more visible the distinc-
tions that exist between writing as notes, which most participants found useful on 
the tablet, and in-depth composing, which most participants found not useful on the 
tablet (see In-Depth Composing section below). 

Notes also emerged as a pedagogical tool through the tablet as different faculty 
employed notes in various capacities in their classrooms. Four of our faculty par-
ticipants used iAnnotate for writing notes on student texts, for writing comments 
on scholarly articles, or by asking students to annotate and comment on their own 
research project drafts. In these instances, writers combined a scholarly reading 
practice (annotation) with writing (notes) as part of their work on larger discipline-
specific research projects in the courses. Faculty also wrote notes to themselves 
about aspects of class they planned to follow up on in subsequent classes or adjust in 
future semesters. Students and faculty wrote to-do lists with notes in order to better 
organize and plan their scholarly endeavors.5 As an easy-to-access archive of their 
thinking about their research through the notes format, writers could see evidence 
of both writing and thinking development over time. Although a pad of paper could 
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arguably achieve some of the same ends, the tablet seemed to provide participants 
a way of organizing multiple projects at once by capturing a text electronically to 
export into a fuller document or combine with another text.

We also discovered that the visibility of notes on the tablet prompted a productive 
moment of interchange between a faculty member and her students. One of the writ-
ing faculty members shared with her students her tablet notes about an on-campus 
student protest. She then annotated the notes to show students how the notes might 
be developed into three potential (and different) types of scholarly endeavors: a fac-
ulty research project on faculty-student partnerships; a student research topic about 
how to most effectively promote and publicize a cause; and an idea for a conference 
proposal on student-activist language. By sharing her notes and delineating three 
possible writing projects, she demonstrated that when we use notes in this inten-
tional way, they help us remember what research is needed, how we might organize 
data, and what we might want to rethink or extend. She commented that “this note-
taking function [when integrated into a larger discussion of the writing process], 
enabled students to slow down the research and writing process, to see that good 
writing takes time and ideas should be allowed to percolate throughout our everyday 
activities.” That so many of our participants commented on writing notes suggests 
that the tablet encouraged both student and faculty writers to place greater value on 
notes and fostered greater awareness of their prewriting practices. For many student 
and faculty writers, the prewriting phase often is undervalued and invisible; students 
need mentoring throughout the writing process (Bean; Young). However, the readily 
available and portable notes function of the tablet made students themselves more 
aware of the value of notes, offering an opportunity to enhance both the practice of 
prewriting and teaching the critical thinking associated with it.

The ways in which notes emerged differently across each class speak to the com-
plexities of disciplinary context. In the two first-year writing classes, for instance, 
taught from a humanities perspective, faculty asked students to read scholarly arti-
cles in-depth, which included writing annotations. In the public policy course, stu-
dents were asked to take notes in the field as they reported on various events. In 
the French courses, students wrote notes on grammar and vocabulary definitions. 
Rebecca Nowacek suggests that part of what makes interdisciplinarity so challeng-
ing, but also so potentially useful, is the concept of the “double bind”:  “Double binds 
are those uncomfortable and perhaps inevitable situations in which individuals expe-
rience contradictions within or between activity systems (e.g., between the motives 
and tools within a single activity system or between the motives of two different 
activity systems) but cannot articulate any meta-awareness of those contradictions” 
(507). Nowacek’s point is that these double binds emerge because of what David 
Russell has identified as a systemic problem with disciplinary divisions: faculty often 
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learn how to write from within their particular disciplines and are therefore under-
prepared in considering how their own discipline’s activity systems are unique and 
contextualized.6

For faculty participants in our study, the tablet learning community created the 
opportunity for a multidisciplinary conversation about what we expect in student 
writing and about how we teach writing; this process and the ensuing conversa-
tions tapped into these double binds and offered faculty the opportunity to enact 
Nowacek’s “meta-awareness of those contradictions.” We contend that not only 
should faculty in learning communities engage in these kinds of multidisciplinary 
meta-discussions about their writing practices and the implications of “double-
binds,” but students should be invited to participate as well—both in faculty-student 
learning communities and within individual courses. By participating in such a 
group, faculty and students can deepen their consideration of writing practices—
and beliefs about how writing should happen—potentially opening up additional 
avenues for cross-disciplinary dialogue beyond the tablet study.

In-Depth Composing
Despite the tablet’s success with writing notes, most participants indicated that the 
tablet was difficult or counterproductive for in-depth composing, and instead chose 
their laptops for “the paper” or “the journal article.” Comments about in-depth 
composing generally fell into three categories: 1) difficulty with the touchscreen 
(“Writing with our fingers and typing on the iPad] were clumsier than simply writ-
ing with a pen on paper would have been”); 2) frustration with word-processing 
functions (“local word processing applications . . . completely inadequate”); and 3) 
difficulty changing writing practices (“If I can’t even remember my iTunes account, 
how am I going to take time to really understand the mechanisms for creating, sav-
ing, transferring files? I loved the iPad for notes because it was easier to organize my 
notes, file, keep track of my ideas, and I didn’t lose random pieces of paper. But writ-
ing on it felt like too big of a change to be worth the learning curve.”). 

Taken together, these three categories of dissatisfaction suggest that the dislike 
of in-depth composing on the tablet, for some writers, may be connected primarily 
with a lack of familiarity and experience with touch-screen typing. Writing practices 
often are replete with personal idiosyncrasies, and writers might be disinclined to 
use a new technology for in-depth composing if they have already found mecha-
nisms that work well for them, as would likely be the case for a faculty member. 
Indeed, while our study’s faculty participants were willing to experiment with the 
tablet in their reading practices and in their teaching of writing, they were not as 
willing to experiment with the tablet for their own writing practices. As one faculty 
member commented,
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Although I often look for ways to enhance and strengthen my personal 
writing practices, I am reluctant to look for ways of deeply reconceiving 
how I write because I’d rather devote energy to the ideas and the projects I 
want to create. While I wish I could find ways of publishing even more, it 
felt like it would be a step back to learn to write on the iPad. . . . Some people 
of an earlier generation of scholars than me still write by hand because the 
way they think is connected to the medium through which they write. They 
may take advantage of certain new technologies, but not to change how they 
write.

Others have noted resistance and dissatisfaction with in-depth composing on the 
tablet (Kolowich; Gronke). Such findings make the tablet somewhat unique among 
other digital platforms, which studies have shown generally facilitate significant 
advantages to in-depth composing (Pennington; Hult; Reiss and Young). The advan-
tages we now see with in-depth composing on most digital platforms, however, were 
not universally apparent when computers first emerged. Several early studies sug-
gested that computers did not encourage critical revision (Hawisher, “The Effects”) 
or caused underperformance (Dean). The tablet might be facing a similar trajec-
tory as touch-screen technology is becoming more ubiquitous with infrastructures, 
phones and tablets; however, for the time being, the tablet seems to have a negative 
effect on in-depth composing for most students and faculty because of limited word-
processing functionality such as composing for long periods of time, facility with the 
process of moving from thought to text, and moving and deleting text. 

Although the tablet enables (and even fosters with deliberate attention in teach-
ing) pre-writing as well as the concept that writing can happen in short bursts of 
time, we wonder at what cost. Do we expect students (and faculty) to have both a 
tablet and a laptop to enhance both pre-writing and in-depth composing practices? 
How likely is it for academic writers to see using two devices as enhancing their writ-
ing process, rather than hindering or complicating it? 

How Did the Tablet Impact the Teaching of Writing across Disciplines?
Over twenty years ago, Gail Hawisher and Cynthia Selfe argued for deliberateness 
when integrating technology into the classroom: “All too frequently . . . writing 
instructors incorporate computers into their classes without the necessary scru-
tiny and careful planning that the use of any technology requires” (“Rhetoric” 35). 
Moreover, Janet Eldred argues that the effective use of technology requires linking it 
to the pedagogical goals of the course.7 Such cautions are especially important with 
the tablet, since it runs the risk of being perceived as redundant technology, or it 
might not even be officially incorporated in the classroom but brought into use by 
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students outside of class. Faculty, therefore, might not perceive a need for “careful 
planning.” The tablet, though, offers some markedly different features than laptops, 
and includes an ever growing and shifting range of apps. This complex realm of pos-
sibilities contrasts some of our expectations about technology. As Anson claims, “we 
see [technological advances] as a promise to simplify our lives and streamline our 
work” (“Distant Voices” 53). These concerns about simplification and about how 
well the tablet fits within the larger aims of a course emerged in our study as faculty 
reported that the tablet shaped their course design and pedagogy in the following 
two ways: writing assignments and responding to student writing.

Writing Assignments
Several faculty participants created new assignments specifically geared toward the 
tablet, most notably Environmental Science and Public Policy.8 

1. Environmental Science. This faculty member viewed the tablet’s increased 
portability and the environmentally related apps as an opportunity to 
encourage students to forge a closer relationship with the environment: 
“I had visions of students composing essays while sitting under an oak 
in [the forest], blogging about the latest environmental news from the 
Marketplace, and finding new cool apps that help us to live green!” To 
facilitate such engagement, she developed the following two tablet-specific 
writing assignments: 

• record experiences in nature through a tablet journal; and
• record and annotate an interview about the environment with a com-

munity member.
Despite student interest in these endeavors, though, her students expressed 
concern about the tablet’s use of resources and energy: “Saved some paper 
. . . but not enough to justify manufacture/cost of the device.” The faculty 
member began to question the inclusion of the tablet in her course: “In a 
class where I was asking students to think about the use of resources, I then 
saw that they were using iPads in addition to, rather than instead of, their 
laptops. It seemed to increase resource use rather than decrease it.” She 
eventually came to see journaling on a tablet as ironic within the context of 
an Environmental Science course:

[The dandelion app] presents an image of a dandelion, with its fluffy, 
white seeds almost sparkling on the screen. You blow on the screen 
and—poof—the seeds disperse out into the electronic atmosphere. If 
my students are wasting time making wishes on electronic dandeli-
ons, then clearly we have a problem. Our challenge is to become more 
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connected to nature, to better understand our role as stewards and our 
impacts as citizens.

Because this teacher implicitly valued students connecting to nature in 
meaningful ways and appreciating their responsibilities as “stewards” 
and “citizens” of the natural world, her choice to integrate the tablet into 
her course was based on the tablet’s potential to help students with these 
aspirations. Her growing hesitations over the tablet’s inefficacy for teach-
ing writing were based predominantly on this discipline-specific value. 
Although students were physically in nature, their focus was on the screen. 
In fact, they didn’t need to sit among the trees to write their journal entries 
at all. Despite the tablet’s portability, then, it interfered with, rather than 
enhanced, students’ meaningful connections with nature.

2. Public Policy. Whereas the tablet seemed to the Environmental Science 
instructor to be counterproductive to some of the primary learning out-
comes of her class, it had an affinity toward the broader learning objec-
tives of the News Writing and Reporting seminar. This faculty member 
also shaped assignments based on the tablet, and saw the device as a way 
of facilitating his larger endeavor of introducing students to several crucial 
features of contemporary journalism: the need to have access to large and 
varying kinds of information in the field and the ability to deliver news sto-
ries quickly from the field. He designed the following writing assignments 
specifically using the tablet:

• record weekly interviews around the campus and community;
• record an in-class mock press conference; and
• write news stories quickly and on deadline, often from the field.

This faculty member found the tablet of great potential use within jour-
nalism: “The news gathering industry is in transition mode as exempli-
fied by concepts such as ‘backpack journalism,’ in which one person takes 
everything s/he needs to cover a story in a variety of media formats.” For 
News Writing and Reporting, then, it seems that the tablet was able to for-
ward disciplinary aims by helping facilitate students’ learning of real-world 
journalism.

Together, these experiences suggest that integrating the tablet may help faculty re-
think writing assignments, but it also reinforces the importance of considering how 
a given technology intersects with the larger goals, discourse, activities, and aspira-
tions of particular faculty and disciplines.
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Responding to Student Writing
There is much literature on responding to student writing, and our study has 
been most influenced by research related to faculty responding styles (Straub 
and Lunsford; Anson, “Response Styles”), response and its relationship to writer 
development (Sommers; Hyland and Hyland) and the facilitative role of technol-
ogy in response to student writing (Comer and Hammer; Lynne; Reiss and Young; 
Nortcliffe and Middleton).

We found that faculty used the tablets to respond to student writing in dramat-
ically different ways. The first-year writing faculty chose not to use the tablet for 
responding to student writing. They indicated that they were reluctant to take the 
time to experiment with a new responding technology, and they were fairly content 
with their current response strategies and tools. The environmental science faculty 
member enjoyed the portability of the tablet because it provided a wider range of 
occasions for her to respond to student writing: “I liked that the iPad enabled me to 
take my work with me more easily. I could even respond to students’ writing while I 
was at the playground with my children.” The tablet, then, afforded her more cohe-
sion between her professional and personal activities. For her, responding to student 
writing while “in nature” and with her children positively influenced her attitude 
toward response (she was a happier responder). Still, while she liked being able to 
read student papers at the playground, she much preferred commenting by hand and 
did not make much use of the tablet for responding. 

The French teachers, however, both keenly interested in the tablet’s potential to 
facilitate high-quality feedback efficiently, used the tablet much more extensively for 
responding to student writing. They used the Noterize app to provide color-coded 
and audio responses to student writing in one PDF file. Their students responded 
with enthusiasm: “It . . . enhanced the experience of receiving comments from my 
prof.”; “having the ipad . . . made things more efficient (like receiving and storing my 
professor’s comments)”; “I really like hearing the faculty feedback. Mostly because 
I would hear my prof musing about [the paper] . . . I also liked hearing the feedback 
because it was more personal and more like discussing it with [her].” One French 
faculty member indicated that she paid greater attention to her commenting because 
of the tablet and could focus both on grammar/text ‘corrections’ and the ‘writing/
writers.’ She felt she was able to move beyond “corrective feedback” to become a 
more engaged reader of student writing (Vyatkina). Her interest in the tablet as a 
teaching and responding tool, her ongoing informal assessment of the way it shaped 
her teaching throughout the semester (teaching journal) and her participation in 
the research project all prompted a more critical analysis of her responding style 
and its influence on students.9 Although certainly there are other options for audio 
or even video response to student writing,10 this faculty member found the tablet’s 
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apps and portability worked for her and enhanced the quality of her response and 
her own engagement with student writing. She commented, “Before this semester I 
was dreading teaching writing again,” and she felt that students were often just “going 
through the motions” of revision after reviewing her comments on drafts. She was 
not engaged; they were not engaged. After experimenting with the tablet and her 
own responding style, she discovered a renewed commitment to teaching writing 
and, in fact, looked forward to teaching the course again.

The public policy faculty member used the tablet to read lower-stakes student 
writing and write brief comments, but chose not to use the tablet for more in-depth 
responses because he prefers instead to introduce students to journalistic red-pen 
editing and correction. He found the tablet a barrier to this mode of commentary. 
Although he could have explored virtual red-pen commenting options, the literal 
red-pen response is a deeply-held responding practice for him and one that he finds 
crucially embedded in his discipline. 

Overall, faculty made decisions about using the tablet for responding based on 1) 
their perceived level of need to improve or experiment with responding strategies; 2) 
their perceived level of time, energy and availability for adjusting responding strate-
gies; and 3) their perceptions about discipline-specific expectations and practices 
for responding to student writing. Thus, while the tablet yielded positive results for 
responding to student writing in the L2 courses (whose faculty were eager to experi-
ment with responding strategies, despite the learning curve), students and faculty in 
the other classes seemed not to find value in the tablet for response to student writing 
because they already had strategies that worked, simply were not interested in devel-
oping a new strategy or felt that it departed from disciplinary conventions. These 
findings suggest to us that point of need, faculty investment and disciplinary context 
are factors that play a greater role in response than does the tablet itself.

Further Research
We see two critical areas for additional research:

1. Student Writing. Continued research is needed on the ways the tablet may 
affect scholarly reading and writing practices and the teaching of writ-
ing. Given our data from the French courses, we call specifically for more 
research on faculty responses to student writing and peer-response prac-
tices with the tablet or other e-reading devices: Is the tablet any different 
from other audio or video tools responders might use? How might the 
tablet influence the various faculty and student responding roles and pur-
poses? Toward what ends?
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2. Power, Privilege, and the Tablet. The question of access, familiarity, power 
and privilege with tablets will, we believe, affect literacy practices differ-
ently across individuals and institutional contexts. Although our study 
was conducted at a private, Research-I institution with strong support for 
technology grants, many of our students’ experiences reveal what David 
Bolt and Ray Crawford (and others) term the “digital divide.”11 We call for 
more research into how tablets intersect with assumptions about students’ 
access to technology and its use in scholarly contexts.12 How might tab-
lets reduce or expand the divide between students who do or do not have 
access to technology? Given the portability and convenience of tablets, will 
they provide an educational advantage or disadvantage to those who have 
them? 

Conclusion and Implications: Did the Tablet Improve Student Writing?
Our research certainly indicated that the tablet did things to us and for us as writers 
and teachers of writing, but—and here is the implied significance of Lanham’s ques-
tion—to what end? The tablet works best when used for the following occasions: pre-
writing and making research and writing processes visible for students. We know the 
tablet did not work well for in-depth composing. Encouraging teachers of writing to 
be more innovative in assignment creation and response strategies and facilitating 
interdisciplinary conversations, unhinging us from our double binds, should have 
a positive effect on student writing by helping students understand the significance 
of context, audience and purpose within and across disciplines. However, when we 
asked the faculty participants whether student writing improved with the integration 
of the iPad tablet in their courses, only one of the six (a French faculty member) indi-
cated that she thought it probably did; the other five were unsure. The tablet runs the 
risk of seeming to users that it is just a more portable, lighter version of a computer. 
Our data, however, reveal limitations with in-depth composing on a tablet and thus 
demonstrate that the tablet is not just a more portable, lighter computer. Without 
deliberate attention to the tablet as a unique technology, we face a possible risk of 
reinforcing, or abiding by, or not noticing, ineffective writing practices. Without an 
explicit discussion about writing practices and conditions, students who are encour-
aged to—or choose to of their own volition—use the tablet for scholarly writing may 
in fact end up adapting their writing practices to meet the limited functionality of 
the device. We are concerned that the material conditions of writing on the tablet 
might dictate practice.

Our own personal experiences with the tablet reflect in some ways this seduction. 
As researchers who not only were studying faculty and student use of the tablet, but 
also enthusiastically experimenting with tablets ourselves (each of us received an 
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iPad for two semesters as part of our research grants), we were interested in identi-
fying ways this device might transform the teaching of writing or the ways that we 
understand those practices. Any limitations we identified initially we attributed to 
user error or to lack of experience, rather than limitations in the device itself. During 
the academic year, however, our enthusiasm for the tablet diminished. We found 
it practical for some professional purposes (taking notes during meetings, skim-
ming various kinds of texts, writing quick emails, pre-writing, etc.), but we found 
ourselves using it less and less for our own scholarly and work-related writing. This 
gradual shift in practice, though, may have occurred in part because we are more 
experienced writers, and we work to be aware of our writing practices. Students, 
many of whom are presumably less experienced as writers, may not be as inclined to 
embrace the agency demanded by the tablet and could instead let the device shape 
and dictate their writing practices, perhaps in ways that may challenge longstanding 
values in academia: namely, the importance of in-depth, sustained composing. 

Addressing this possibility places heightened emphasis on what Dennis Baron 
has argued—that we should continue to question and notice our priorities with tech-
nology and literacy practices: 

But maybe the most significant thing that we can learn from putting today’s 
digital reading and writing in the context of five thousand years of literacy 
history, using past results to predict future performance, is that the digitized 
text permeating our lives today is the next stage, not the last stage, in the 
saga of human communication, and that it’s impossible to tell from what 
we’re doing now exactly where it is that we will be going with our words 
tomorrow. (246)

Baron’s point, like Lanham’s before him, and like others before and since, is that the 
most meaningful way we can work with technologies such as the tablet is to pay 
attention to and reflect on the ways in which they shape writing practices. We dis-
covered that the tablet reshaped for some students and faculty several key writing 
practices, such as writing notes. Our multidisciplinary tablet faculty-learning group 
enabled faculty to design writing courses that were more deliberate and innovative; 
it helped make those courses more engaging for students in a variety of ways. We 
found that interdisciplinary conversations about writing shifted with the introduc-
tion of the tablet. 

While other scholars have made the point that technologies should be deployed 
with deliberate attention, we want to underscore that the tablet may seem like it is 
not necessarily a new technology. To some, the tablet has the appearance of merely 
being a smaller, more portable computer that uses apps instead of a hard drive. This 
may make these individuals unlikely to differentiate the tablet from a laptop. As 
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such, some faculty might not see the need to spend time deliberately integrating the 
tablet into a classroom. Unlike medium-specific writing occasions, where teachers 
might ask students to design a webpage or use Twitter, students might on their own 
be using tablets for all sorts of writing assignments without even finding it relevant to 
communicate that choice to the teacher. However, the tablet shapes writing practices 
differently than does a computer. Thus, this lure of similarity between computers 
and tablets creates even more urgency for teachers and students across disciplines 
to reflect on the contexts for writing, to be aware of how material conditions shape 
writing, and to make deliberate choices about which kinds of technologies they will 
use for different writing performances. In this way, students and faculty alike will be 
able to have more control over what the tablet does to us and for us as writers across 
disciplines.
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Notes
1. Their final report briefly notes, “[T]he iPad also suggests utility as a reading device 

for electronic textbooks (as well as a method of reviewing, creating, and responding to other 
instructional material and media)” (“Completed Project”).

2. Our study focused on iPad tablets specifically, but we use the more general term tablet 
throughout the essay. 

3. The French faculty members were awarded loaner iPads for their courses as a separate 
“Jump Start” grant but were included in this research study.

4. Noterize has since been purchased by Nuance.

5. These kinds of notes reflect what Eichenlaub, et al., term, “Organizing academic work-
flows with the iPads”: “Project iPad provided participants with the opportunity to develop new 
approaches for time management and organization in their personal and academic lives” (18).

6. See also Carter, “Ways of Knowing, Doing, and Writing in the Disciplines.”

7. We have found the work of Cynthia Selfe (Multimodal), Wayne Jacobson and Donald 
Wulff, Deborah Hatch and Kimberly Emmons, and Erping Zhu and Matthew Kaplan useful in 
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making the case with faculty across the disciplines for an intentional inclusion of the tablet and 
alignment with course and disciplinary learning goals.

8. The other faculty modified existing assignments. 

9. See also Ahern-Dodson and Reisinger, “Moving beyond Corrective Feedback to Engage 
Students as Writers and Faculty as Readers.” (MS in Preparation)

10. Camtasia and Jing, for instance, provide audio and video feedback options. For 
research on the impact of audio and video feedback, see Reynolds and Russell; and Jones, 
Georghiades, and Gunson.

11. Several student participants expressed a disinclination to purchase “expensive” apps; 
some students indicated familiarity with the iPad tablet because one of their family members 
already had one, and one student planned on asking her parents for one as a Christmas gift. 
Meanwhile, other students indicated feeling newly equipped to navigate academia with a por-
table, continual connectivity that they previously did not have through phones, much less a 
tablet.

12. See Elmer-DeWitt and “iPad Ownership” for demographics of iPad ownership; Steven 
J. Vaughan-Nichols on the iPad’s impact on K-12 systems; Pillar on the “technological under-
class” (218); Selfe and Selfe on “domination and colonialism associated with computer use” 
(66); and Bush and Cameron on ADA compliance.
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Appendix 
Sample Questions from Mid-Term and End-of-Term Attitudinal Surveys

• Please list some adjectives or phrases describing your experience using the 
iPad to read course texts.

• What do you like about using the iPad for scholarly reading?
• What do you dislike about using the iPad for your scholarly reading?
• Do you have any other comments about your experience using the iPad for 

scholarly reading?
• Have you used the iPad for scholarly writing this semester?
• List some adjectives or phrases describing your experience using the iPad 

for scholarly writing.
• What do you like about using the iPad for scholarly writing?
• What do you dislike about using the iPad for your scholarly writing?
• Do you have any other comments regarding your use of the iPad for schol-

arly writing?
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Committed to WAC: Christopher Thaiss

INTERVIEWED BY CAROL RUTZ

CHRISTOPHER “CHRIS” THAISS has served the writing across the curricu-
lum (WAC) cause for many years in multiple ways. Currently, he is the Clark Kerr 
Presidential Chair and Professor in the University Writing Program at the University 
of California at Davis, splitting that appointment with the directorship of the UC Davis 
Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning. During this interview, Chris reviews 
his personal educational and scholarly history, which I will not repeat here.

Widely appreciated for his scholarship, Chris has personified WAC pedagogy, 
theory, and ideals through his teaching, research, and publication. With talented co-
authors (all of whom are credited as part of this interview), he has been an agent of dis-
covery and documentation. Without Chris Thaiss, the WAC Mapping Project would 
not exist, nor would the follow-up study by his co-author, Tara Porter, now underway. 
Without Chris Thaiss, his pedagogical instincts, his collaborative energy, and his elo-
quence, the WAC world would be a less defined, under-theorized intellectual place. 
Fortunately, Chris remains engaged in WAC work for the duration—may his commit-
ment never flag.

If this interview seems longer than some others published in The WAC Journal in 
recent years, the reason lies in an impressive range of topics, problems, and ideas that 
Chris brings to my questions. Among the themes developed: scholarship and peda-
gogy as mutually informing; collaboration as a positive professional experience; WAC 
legacy of exploration and innovation (an evocation of the spirit of the Renaissance); 
international connections for WAC programs and scholarship; healthy prospects for 
WAC; concern about standardized assessments; surprise at the limitations of much 
WAC research; and possible connections with MOOCs. All of these goodies were col-
lected through correspondence and a lengthy interview over lunch at the 2013 conven-
tion of the Conference on College Composition and Communication (CCCC or Cs) 
in Las Vegas.

The WAC Journal 24 (2013). © 2014 by Clemson University. 
Copies may be circulated for educational purposes only.

DOI: 10.37514/WAC-J.2013.24.1.05

https://doi.org/10.37514/WAC-J.2013.24.1.05


84 The WAC Journal

Throughout, Chris’s enthusiasm for learning as well as his excitement about future 
possibilities offers a portrait of a senior WAC scholar who is just getting started. That 
paradox will make sense to readers as you explore with me a tiny slice of Chris Thaiss’ 
world. Read on.

Carol Rutz: Few scholars are as personally identified with WAC as you are, yet you 
are of a generation that came to writing studies and WAC more specifically through 
a literature route. What can you tell The WAC Journal readers about your professional 
journey?

Chris Thaiss: I like that “of a generation.” I know what that means! Well, yes, there 
were no rhet/comp programs when I came through grad school (Northwestern, 
1975), where I concentrated in Renaissance (also known as Early Modern) literature 
in England. But my interest in that literary period was not antiquarian: what I admired 
about the Elizabethans and their Continental counterparts was their sense of adven-
ture and of a break with the medieval past, manifest in the voyages of discovery, the 
revival of the Greek and Roman classics, the new science, and the explosion of litera-
ture and transnational communication catalyzed by the spread of printing. I was totally 
mesmerized at the time by the whole Elizabethan myth. I didn’t realize at the time that 
my reading classical and Renaissance rhetoric would have so much relevance to what I 
would wind up doing with my life.

I had the good fortune at Northwestern to meet Wallace Douglas. Wally had a joint 
appointment in English and Education, and he inspired me with his love of teaching. 
I also came just at the time that Northwestern launched a training course for teach-
ing assistants (TAs), and so I began reading Wilbert McKeachie and other eloquent 
advocates for undergraduate teaching. Then, when I began teaching as an adjunct in 
Virginia at George Mason University and Northern Virginia Community College in 
1975, I thoroughly enjoyed teaching composition and became the first tutor in the new 
GMU writing lab.

The founder of that tutorial effort was GMU faculty member Don Gallehr, who two 
years later would found the Northern Virginia Writing Project, and who would ask 
me to “co-direct” (really, be an assistant). It’s ironic that in 1976 I was hired as an assis-
tant professor, to teach Renaissance courses (and intro comp and lit), because once the 
Writing Project got going in 1978, I was pretty quickly transformed into this “new“ 
thing called a compositionist. (I don’t think we actually used that term until quite a 
bit later.) By 1979, I had taken over as director of comp and director of the writing lab 
(renamed the writing center in the early 80s)—and coordinator of this cool thing called 
“writing across the curriculum.” All this in three years, while I was still an assistant pro-
fessor. Such a thing was possible at GMU in those days, when it was a comparatively 
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small and new place, and an assistant professor’s having these kinds of administrative 
adventures was not a hindrance to getting tenure, but, at least in my case, a help.

It’s important to keep in mind that I have never seen a disjunction between my 
Renaissance studies and my teaching/administration of writing. Sure, the rhetorical 
continuum is one obvious link, but more profound for me is the link through experi-
mental “let’s try this new thing” culture heroes like Shakespeare, Erasmus, and Bacon. 
Since I come from immigrant farmers and craftspeople, I’m always attracted to stories 
of clever “by your bootstraps” types who like to try new stuff and don’t mind organiz-
ing things. I guess that’s one reason why I didn’t have much trouble uprooting from 
Virginia in 2006, after 30 years, to go West to the University of California-Davis, which 
is a similar place in its entrepreneurial ways and has taken me back to my family’s 
farming roots. 

It’s that same perspective on life that drew me to the teaching of writing and lured 
me away from literary history. It was easier for me to see how a writing class could 
help striving young persons achieve their goals, whatever those might be. After all, 
writing fits with any dream of moving forward. I enjoyed the lit classes I taught, but 
I always had the feeling that I was trying to sell the love and value of literature to stu-
dents. Students would have to accommodate themselves to the texts, whereas writing 
can accommodate almost any self, because it is so flexible and variously useful.   

CR: What a stunning combination of scholarly and pedagogical passions. Can you cat-
egorize the programs and projects that have most engaged you as a teacher and scholar? 
For example, your work with Terry Myers Zawacki at George Mason University had as 
much to do with faculty as graduate or undergraduate students. What kinds of profes-
sional work have been most satisfying?

CT: I think of myself primarily as a teacher, and one reason why I’ve loved writing stud-
ies as a discipline is that it links pedagogy with scholarship. I have never just been an 
administrator and wouldn’t want to be. I’ve had one sabbatical in my life (last year), and 
even then I was working with my grad students. I’m equally drawn to undergraduate 
and graduate teaching. In the past few years, since coming to Davis, I’ve been especially 
happy teaching science writing to our passionate, hard-working, wonderfully diverse 
(disciplinarily and linguistically) science majors, though I enjoy just as much the grad 
classes, such as the new Writing Program Administrators (WPA) course I taught for 
the first time last fall.

Still, I’ve been a WPA type for over 30 years now, and what still excites me the most 
about this type of program coordination is that it puts me in constant touch with peo-
ple who do interesting things and are dedicated to students. I love Writing Across the 
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Curriculum/Writing in the Disciplines (WAC/WID) because it gets me out of a disci-
plinary silo and gives me a much more generous viewpoint on what’s going on across 
the university. I always cringe when I hear people (including some folks in writing 
studies) bash faculty in other disciplines for being ignorant or uncaring as teachers. 
The people that Terry and I interviewed for Engaged Writers and Dynamic Disciplines 
were emblematic of so many teachers from different fields that I’ve met over the years. 

The new job I took here at UC-Davis this past fall, director of our Center for Excellence 
in Teaching and Learning, has given me an even greater chance to find out about fac-
ulty and TAs across the whole university, and I can’t begin to tell you how I’ve been 
amazed to see the inventive student-centered courses they design and how dedicated 
they are to teaching. We do very little of what you might call “outreach” in the center, 
because we have our hands full trying to facilitate the ideas and answer the questions 
that people bring to us. I know that this is a top-tier research university and faculty are 
judged on their grants and publications way more than on their teaching, so, sure, the 
university accommodates that agenda with quite a few overly large classes. But that 
makes what I’m seeing and hearing here on a daily basis all the more amazing. 

CR: You mentioned in another context that you can’t back-track these smart faculty 
teaching innovations to any programming through your Center or other WAC faculty 
development. Do you see evidence of a teaching culture at Davis that promotes the 
inventive teaching you observe? For example, do you detect a particular writing culture 
vis-à-vis STEM (science, technology, engineering, mathematics) departments that fos-
ters the science writing you have been teaching yourself?

CT: My inability to back track the rise of a writing culture at Davis comes almost 
entirely from my still being a relative newbie here—only seven years. Our program 
website has an archive of documents from the early 2000s that details the reasons for 
the split of the writing program from English and testifies to the great respect that fac-
ulty and students across the curriculum had developed for writing and for the roles of 
the writing program in building it. That the archive was kept by a physicist colleague, 
Joe Kiskis, says something about the influence of WAC pedagogy and faculty devel-
opment over the years here. One of the tasks I’ve undertaken since coming here has 
been to catalog as many of the components of that writing culture as I can observe. For 
example, my colleague Gary Sue Goodman and I have a piece about writing at Davis 
in Writing Programs Worldwide, and my colleague Dana Ferris and I have a some-
what historical essay on WAC and second language writers at Davis in the Across the 
Disciplines special issue on that theme. 

Just last March (at 4Cs) I gave a talk specifically on the growth of a writing culture 
in STEM at Davis. I’d say the most profound continuing influence on that growth is 
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the research orientation of the faculty, which includes their great respect for writing. I 
chaired the university committee implementing our new multi-literacies general edu-
cation requirement for three years, and I was continually impressed by the ways that 
course proposals across disciplines, including most of the science programs, featured 
substantial research-related writing projects written in stages. From working with 
so many science majors in my courses, I can see how many opportunities advanced 
undergrads have to work in labs and contribute to research projects. The first time I 
went to the annual Undergraduate Research Conference, I was blown away by sev-
eral hundred high-quality poster presentations. Similarly, I’m always impressed by the 
number and quality of student submissions to our annual publications Prized Writing 
and Explorations, about half of which come from STEM students. 

That we have such a staunchly supported WAC-oriented writing program and a strong 
teaching center derives from this ethos, but the influences are mutually reinforcing. 
Students respect the writing program in part because they know they have to use what 
we teach in their other courses and in their careers. Reciprocally, the faculty and grad 
students who take advantage of WAC and teaching center workshops and consulta-
tions become better able to teach in interactive, student-centered ways.  

CR: You are clearly an ace collaborator, given your publications and your ongoing map-
ping project of WAC programs that extends internationally. In your experience, what 
are the benefits of collaboration for WAC folks? Are there limitations or obstacles?

CT: For me, there’s been a natural link between the collaborating I’ve done for years 
now as a WPA and the collaborative urge in scholarship and writing. I know it’s not 
the traditional norm in the humanities, who like to hold on to that fading myth of the 
lone author, but collaboration is the norm in most disciplines, and to me it makes sense 
that two or more heads are better than one, when the goal is to pool expertise and take 
mutual advantage of the strengths and perspectives of others. For mature scholars, I 
think it’s particularly important to engage graduate students in collaborations, both to 
give them credit for the contributions they make and to help ease them into this com-
petitive business of publication.

In WAC/WID scholarship, I think collaboration is especially rewarding, for the co-
researchers and, I’d hope, for readers. The three short texts I did for Allyn and Bacon 
in 1999-2000: Writing for Psychology, Writing for Law Enforcement, and Writing about 
Theatre, benefited from my working with psychologist Jim Sanford, former FBI agent 
John Hess, and dramaturg/producer Rick Davis. I learned so much from them and 
they (they said!) from me. My recent collaboration with Paula Carlino (University 
of Buenos Aires), Gerd Bräuer (University of Freiburg), Lisa Ganobcsik-Williams 
(Coventry University), and Aparna Sinha (UC-Davis) has been absolutely essential 
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to the success of Writing Programs Worldwide, our new book, not to mention the 
contributions from our 60 authors from 28 countries. The same is true of my recent 
collaboration with psychologist Bob Thompson and biologist Julie Reynolds, both of 
Duke University, on writing in STEM, on which Julie and I (along with Pam Childers, 
Michael Lowry, and John Bean) presented at 4Cs in March.

Collaborative scholarship might not be everyone’s cup of tea, of course. As in any rela-
tionship, there has to be a willingness to share credit and keep egos from clashing. And 
collaboration may be a problem for scholars in fields, including English lit, that still 
are not geared to understand collaboration. A good bit of that comes from the typical 
practice of turning dissertations (sole-authored) into books, but I can’t see a good rea-
son for persisting with a requirement for sole authorship by faculty members in some 
departments, when group authorship is the norm elsewhere. 

CR: Ed White has often been quoted (or paraphrased) as saying that WAC programs 
typically undergo a boom-and-bust cycle that depends on a variety of institutional and 
personnel factors. Have you observed such phenomena? Do you have a model that 
explains how some programs succeed better or longer than others?

CT: When Tara Porter and I did the Mapping Project survey and the Cs article that 
grew out of it, we were conscious of Sue McLeod and Eric Miraglia’s 1997 study that 
showed how many WAC programs depended on the longevity of an original coordi-
nator. At our annual WAC special interest group (SIG) meetings at Cs, we hear many 
stories of programs that are restarting after a first effort dried up, for whatever reason. I 
like David Russell’s explanation that WAC is precarious because it works horizontally, 
across traditional reporting lines in academic departments, so is not seen as part of a 
unit’s core mission. What we saw in the Mapping Project results is that many programs 
have figured out ways to ensure their staying power by becoming part of the fabric of 
their institutions (as you and Bill Condon describe in your CCC article) and handling 
the continuity of leadership. 

Tara is still in the process of mining the data for her dissertation, which is focused 
on this idea of sustainability, but it seems pretty clear from the data that Barbara 
Walvoord’s advice for WAC programs to establish links with many facets of a school’s 
operations (e.g., general education, libraries, student services, technologies, etc.) leads 
to sustainability. That GMU, for example, saw WAC as the model for faculty develop-
ment in technology fifteen years ago and as the centerpiece of its multi-faceted assess-
ment efforts (since 1999) ensures the prevalence of the writing culture at that univer-
sity, as Terry Zawacki and I described in Engaged Writers. 
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In a different way, that the University Writing Program at Davis is its own department, 
with upper-level WID courses, a thriving minor, a major (in preparation), and a PhD 
emphasis, ensures its longevity. (By the way, five of us from the UWP are collaborating 
on an essay about this development for a new volume on independent writing pro-
grams.) That writing is woven throughout the general education requirements and that 
UWP-led writing workshops and tutoring are a major part of the Graduate School’s 
services to students also manifest the university’s writing culture. One way I’d measure 
the success of a WAC/WID initiative is how, over the years, a college or university cul-
ture grows that respects active learning—student proactivity in their learning, teachers 
creating opportunities for students to demonstrate authorship and leadership, actual 
participation in research teams. That Davis has had a thriving undergrad research 
culture for years (e.g., a prominent center, two annual publications, and several con-
ferences) is one indication of the success of its WAC program, as are the daily pleas-
ant surprises I get as director of the Center for Excellence in Teaching and Learning 
(CETL), as I mentioned above.

CR: Having collected data with your colleague Tara Porter on hundreds of WAC pro-
grams, you must have a sense of where the WAC movement, as it were, is heading in 
the 21st century. What are your predictions—both the fearless and reckless ones?

CT: I think about this a lot. I’ve just written a new version of the “WAC/WID peda-
gogy” chapter for the coming new edition of A Guide to Composition Pedagogies, plus 
a couple of other pieces that ask a question similar to yours. I guess that comes with 
being around this territory for a long time. Basically, I think WAC is here to stay, which 
is pretty amazing considering that we’ve never had our own national organization, and 
even our biennial conference has no ongoing organization. Yet, you’d be hard pressed 
to find an institution in the US that hasn’t heard of it and at least thought about hav-
ing a program. Even US News has had a category for WID since 2003—and that helps 
with publicity. When we started doing the research for the international portion of the 
Mapping Project (which led to Writing Programs Worldwide), we figured that “WAC” 
wouldn’t be a well-known acronym, but I don’t think I’d have qualms about that now—
and that was just seven years ago. 

Tara, by the way, is planning a follow-up survey, to see where we’ve come in the five 
years since we closed the US survey, but I haven’t seen her design yet. 

CR: Good for her. I’m eager to see that survey and participate. It sounds as though 
you expect the numbers of WAC programs to have increased since the first Mapping 
Project survey. Can you elaborate?
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CT: Why am I so optimistic? Well, we are now a global information/writing-driven 
world in a way that we weren’t when WAC began as a movement 40-plus years ago. (I 
was listening to National Public Radio [NPR] commentator and sardonic humorist 
Andrei Codrescu a while ago, and he said in his inimitable way, “I was asked for my 
opinion. That used to mean something, when on any issue there were three or four 
opinions that anyone listened to. Now everyone writes an opinion. You can’t escape 
opinions. Everyone now has opinions on the opinions. So why should I bother?”) 

Moreover, as I’m learning in my new job here, teaching technologies are becoming so 
popular that we’re close to reaching a critical mass (I don’t think I’m exaggerating) in 
teachers’ willingness to create “blended” classes (with student work going on through 
technologies and in classrooms) and, in more and more cases, even to “flip” the class-
room—with lectures and multimedia presentations recorded for students to watch 
outside class, so class time can be project- and group-oriented and interactive. I won’t 
say most courses are there yet, but the number of teachers and TAs who are moving in 
that direction is growing quickly. The Massive Open Online Courses (MOOC) phe-
nomenon will cause that model to “go viral” (I hate that term), and in a few years I 
think it will become the norm for classes in all kinds of schools to feature much more 
peer-to-peer written communication, blogs, wikis, etc.—all tools that facilitate the old 
WAC credo of “writing to learn.” It’s amazing how quickly this landscape has changed. 
Ten years ago I’d not have ventured a statement like that. 

CR: No kidding. I’m totally with you on that. And where is WAC headed?

CT: What all this means is that WAC/WID will survive and prosper not mainly 
because of the efforts of WAC outreach programs to convince and train teachers to be 
more language-centered in their teaching. That’s happening because of the phenomena 
mentioned above. There will still be a need for teacher development and improvement, 
and a WAC program or a teaching center will be very helpful, even necessary, with that, 
but writing surely won’t disappear from universities if they don’t have WAC cheerlead-
ers. But the writing and learning will be much more directed and successful with help 
from those organizations.

Having said all this, I get depressed thinking about a couple of forces holding back 
change. One is standardized assessment. The WPA Journal has just published my 
review of the excellent new book Writing Assessment in the 21st Century (partly a fest-
schrift to Ed White), and it’s positively scary to read the essays by folks from Educational 
Testing Service (ETS). They actually believe that a single instrument can capture how 
all these digitally and multi-modally connected young people are “writing.” The ETS 
definition of writing is so out of date that they can’t possibly be taken seriously. But 
the Feds and the states are handing contracts hand over fist to these people and other 
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testing conglomerates. The result is that K-12 schools are being forced to stay frozen 
in time, with the further result that schools are becoming less and less relevant to the 
multi-modally literate kids on their smart phones and other tools outside school life. 
Aren’t you noticing that your first-year students come in much more influenced by the 
literacy experience they have outside of school than in? 

CR: In some ways, yes, but they are still quite constrained by expectations of them 
as writers in school. It’s difficult for me to convince them to do something as basic as 
embed an image in a prose document, whereas their digital lives assume not just the 
skills to do that, but the necessity of illustration as part of their rhetoric.

CT: Indeed—good point. As long as writing—and every other subject in the schools—
is tested by these increasingly narrow, standardized, and machine-like (and machine-
readable) methods, even the most carefully-thought-out curriculum will fail to help 
prepare students for college—because teachers will be forced to teach to these sorry 
tests, which have no way to account for who our children have become in their multi-
media environments. 

WAC/WID is also held back by our lack of research on the increasing multi- and 
trans-linguality of students (and faculty), which is part of the phenomenon of global 
networking through technology. Only recently (e.g., the December 2011 special issue 
of Across The Disciplines, Writing Programs Worldwide, and a forthcoming collection 
co-edited by Cox and Zawacki) has the WAC scholarly community looked at how out-
dated a lot of “traditional” WAC pedagogy has become. At a lot of places, including 
Davis, we have so much work to do to incorporate policy statements like the 2009 
“CCCC Statement on Second-Language Writing and Writers” into WAC/WID work-
shop and assessment practice. In too many places in the US, we still act as if one job 
of a WAC program is to help turn our students across disciplines into polished writers 
of standard edited American English, and to treat multilingualism as a deficit, not a 
strength in a global information culture.

This second concern is closely related to a third. I worry that WAC/WID—and an 
interdisciplinary perspective as a whole—is hindered by the continuing overemphasis 
in US colleges and universities, and in writing studies research, on first-year required 
composition courses housed in English departments. I was on the Braddock Award 
committee this year, and doing concentrated reading of CCC has sort of shocked 
me into seeing how the discipline of Writing Studies keeps focusing on the same—
though important—US-centric, First-Year-Composition (FYC)-centric, and English-
Department-centric issues that we’ve been writing about for decades: contingent labor 
in US colleges, respect for English-department-based writing programs, how writing 
knowledge “transfers” from FYC. In the September 2012 issue devoted to research 
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methods, I was disappointed to see that most of the articles described varieties of 
archival research and text analysis, the main interests of English departments, with few 
pieces devoted to any methods quantitative or qualitative in relation to student devel-
opment, and these only speculative.

Not being in an English department for several years now, and my currently direct-
ing a completely cross-disciplinary teaching and learning center, have given me a bit 
of perspective on how much WAC pedagogy and program development have been 
guided by the often-unconscious view that WAC is an extension of FYC, which, con-
sciously or unconsciously, US WPAs often view as the core of writing education in 
higher ed. Researching structures for teaching writing around the world has shown 
me how US-centric that view is. Going forward, I’d like to see WAC acquire more of an 
international, whole university view, with language-and-learning policy seen not just 
in relation to the interests of FYC programs in English. This means that FYC programs 
and WAC programs and any other funded entities have to be accountable to the needs 
of the whole student and shouldn’t resist (as they/we self-righteously often do) assess-
ing their value in others’ contexts.

CR: Please say more about your vision of WAC as a player in institutional transfor-
mation. Would you imagine a connection with MOOCs and other digital teaching 
methods?

CT: Sure. I think that’s a good way to put it: WAC as a player, a significant contribu-
tor. WAC has been now for years a powerful voice at many schools, because it came 
along 40-plus years ago with its message of working against silo mentality and achiev-
ing linkages across the college or university. At George Mason, the success of WAC was 
the prototype for subsequent cross-curricular efforts, for example, in teaching with 
technology and innovative interdisciplinary curricula. The many people nationally 
who cut their teeth in WAC and then went on to other cross-disciplinary efforts or 
administrative posts, show that influence. And there’s no reason why that influence 
can’t continue to be powerful. The younger generation of WAC directors I’ve gotten to 
know has much the same whole-institutional vision and potential to affect transforma-
tion across their colleges and universities. 

At the same time, if WAC leaders want to help change whole institutions, they have 
to resist equating transformation with what they know best, writing. Put another 
way, transforming institutions may mean not putting the WAC program first, spe-
cifically the WAC director’s vision of the ideal writing-centered environment. If the 
only kind of transformation the WAC director wants to contribute to just realizes the 
goals of the WAC program, then that’s not being a player, but trying to be the team. Of 
course, transformation can mean many things, and there are certain highly publicized 
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“transformation” trends that WAC folks might want to resist, strenuously, such as 
narrow notions of assessment based on the kind of standardized testing that has so 
harmed K-12 education. But if the transformation we are talking about is toward a 
more learning-centered environment, one that appreciates the role of student think-
ing and creativity, then I’d think most WAC leaders could get on board with that, even 
if other strategies besides, or in addition to, writing are featured. That’s what I’ve seen 
happening at Davis, and there is nothing in that vision incompatible with the aims of 
the writing program.

One transformative issue in higher ed that we all have to take seriously is scalability. 
Except at a few elite institutions, with very high price tags for students, student-teacher 
ratios have continued to climb and I doubt that will turn around. MOOCs are the (cur-
rent) most extreme version of that trend, and I think we can rightly be skeptical about 
their potential to give students anything close to the same kind of experience that 
they get in a writing-rich class with 20 students or even 35 students. But we’ve already 
seen in reports from MOOC-taking students that there are some tried-and-true tech-
niques from WAC pedagogy—specifically peer-to-peer, instructor-monitored writing 
forums—that can contribute to student satisfaction and deeper learning, and that are 
scalable in different-size venues. If we think of institutional transformation as building 
a more active, interactive, learning-centered environment, then we can imagine venues 
of different sizes that use active-learning, technology-rich techniques—some derived 
from WAC pedagogy—that contribute to that vision. I’ve worked with faculty at Davis 
from different fields—music, biotechnology, chemistry, sociology, etc.—who teach 
very large classes, even as large as 500 or more, but the size itself has not kept them 
from designing challenging assignments and providing useful responses, with the 
assistance of digital tools. Buying into scalability needn’t mean riding a slippery slope 
to the death of small classes. Davis, for example, has many, many small capstone and 
research classes—that the large classes subsidize (our first-year seminars are capped at 
19, for example). The students and faculty cherish these opportunities, and the balance 
among venues of different size enables them.  

CR: Finally, is there anything you would especially want The WAC Journal readers to 
know about you, your work, or anything else?

CT: Thanks for asking, but I’ve gone on long enough. What a great opportunity you’ve 
given me!
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Conversations in Process: An 
Observational Report on WAC in China 

MARTHA A. TOWNSEND AND TERRY MYERS ZAWACKI

IN MAY 2013 we co-authors found ourselves crisscrossing China at the same time, 
each giving invited talks at different universities about our work in writing across 
the curriculum and writing in the disciplines (WAC/WID).1 Although each of us 
knew the other was in the country, we were there for different purposes, under dif-
ferent auspices and our paths did not cross. Still, we believe our collective experi-
ences contribute first-hand observations that further contextualize the research Wu 
Dan writes about in Introducing Writing Across the Curriculum into China: Feasibility 
and Adaptation (2012), reviewed in this volume. We both served as informants to 
Wu Dan as she was doing her dissertation research, on which the book is based, 
and we both met with her (though on different days) at Xi’an International Studies 
University where she now teaches when we were in China. Our observations, 
although derived from only the six institutions we visited, help document a growing 
interest in WAC in China as well as a desire on the part of the faculty with whom we 
met for an ongoing cross-national dialogue among Chinese and US scholars on writ-
ing instruction across the disciplines.

This article is based mainly on conversations with EFL faculty, administrators 
and students during our visits to universities that have varying educational missions, 
ranging from science and technology, teacher education, international studies and a 
“Sino-Foreign” English-medium collaboration (see Appendix for list of institutions). 
On our return to the US we spent a day together discussing what we had seen and 
learned about the state of postsecondary EFL writing instruction and WAC in main-
land China,2 gradually narrowing our focus to themes and issues we thought most 
pressing in light of the increasing numbers of Chinese international students we are 
encountering in our US composition and WID courses. These include the influence 
of a national testing culture on approaches to writing instruction, particularly the 
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use of formulaic, decontextualized assignments to demonstrate learning rather than 
the use of writing to aid learning; faculty and students’ understandings of and expec-
tations for critical and original thinking; and concerns about maintaining Chinese 
rhetorical traditions when Western-style writing is increasingly the goal whether 
students are writing for specific purposes in English or in Chinese. Our observa-
tions here join with conversations in progress, conversations evidenced in recent 
articles in College Composition and Communication and College English, new books 
found on the WAC Clearinghouse and articles by Chinese scholars in the Writing 
Research Across Borders (WRAB) volumes, among other publications. The first half 
of our essay presents some of the literature that we searched in preparation for our 
2013 visits, supplemented with related observations and reflections. The second half 
addresses the themes and issues noted above that emerged for us as a result of our 
visits and subsequent conversations. We close with news of nascent but promising 
WAC efforts that are underway now. 

By way of background, we note that both of us have a longstanding interest in and 
experience with international applications of writing instruction through our US 
professional activities, our scholarship, and our travels abroad.3 More than a decade 
ago, for example, Marty wrote about the ways writing is part of the teaching and 
learning environment at Nankai University, a well-respected research university in 
Tianjin (2002). Based on the first of Marty’s three WAC-related China visits, this first 
article details her interviews with faculty, alumnae, and students about their univer-
sity writing experiences. These interviews, conducted in 1999, were very much on 
Marty’s mind during the visit that is written about in this article. For a second visit in 
2007, she served on the US steering committee to plan and host “Literacies of Hope: 
Making Meaning across Boundaries,” an academic conference that brought together 
Chinese and American scholars at Beijing Normal University, China’s premier insti-
tution for teacher education. Both Marty’s 1999 and 2013 visits were sponsored by 
the University of Missouri’s Council on International Initiatives, which supports fac-
ulty in international teaching and research. 

Terry’s visit to China was arranged by Wu Dan and by Liu Xinghua at Shanghai 
Jiaotong University, whom Terry had first met at a European writing research con-
ference in Prague where she was an invited presenter. While Terry’s China visit was 
her first, she has traveled several times to the Middle East to give talks and work with 
faculty and administrators on implementing WAC at postsecondary institutions in 
the United Arab Emirates and Qatar. In both the Middle East and in China, the focus 
of the invited workshops and talks Terry gave was on writing and teaching writing 
across the curriculum in English as a second language. We want to note, however, 
that Arab and Chinese scholars in these countries are also increasingly engaged in 
research on L1 (first language) academic writing practices in the disciplines. We 
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point, for example, to Chen Huijun’s “Modern ‘Writingology’ in China” (2010), in 
which she describes the rise of interest in and research on “practical” or applied writ-
ing in Chinese postsecondary language instruction. Our visits in 2013 however, con-
nected us with composition and WAC-interested Chinese colleagues in EFL fields, 
so that is our focus here.   

Brief Bibliographic Background, with Commentary
Our description of the Chinese EFL literature we consulted is both brief and selec-
tive; we aim to introduce readers to fairly new work we believe is especially interest-
ing and informative. In general, we find limited publications in English on post-
secondary EFL writing studies and/or writing in and across disciplines by Chinese 
scholars working in China. There is, however, a larger body of work on L2 (second 
language) writing available in Chinese. This is not surprising since even if Chinese 
scholars have been educated in English-medium institutions, they are expected 
to publish their research in Chinese in Chinese journals to be considered for pro-
motion (Wu Dan email communication 15 December 2010).4 Whether writing in 
Chinese or in English, the authors typically have backgrounds in applied linguistics 
or translation studies; those writing in English are generally publishing in TESOL, 
EAP or ESP journals.5 

We begin by referring readers to Mya Poe’s review of Wu Dan’s Introducing 
Writing Across the Curriculum into China (2013). Based on her dissertation research 
at Clemson University under the direction of Art Young, Wu Dan’s book is the first 
full-length consideration of WAC’s potential contribution to higher education in 
China. She makes a compelling case that China needs WAC and that the time is right 
given the current national attention to the quality of teaching and learning in higher 
education; yet, as she told us, her book is mostly unknown in China and print cop-
ies are not yet available to Chinese readers. Beyond Poe’s review, we note from our 
(separate) conversations with Wu Dan that faculty attitudes about student writing 
and teaching with writing in the disciplines that she describes are very much like 
our own in the US but are exacerbated because cross-discipline and cross-depart-
mental—not to mention cross-institutional—communication between faculty 
in China is rare. Few channels exist for faculty exchange or conversation around 
writing, such as US faculty might have through centers for teaching and learning. 
Departments and colleagues seem isolated from one another; the writing center, for 
example, at Wu Dan’s institution, Xi’an International Studies University, is open only 
to English majors. She herself was transferred from English Studies to the School of 
International Programs because it was believed that she could provide more help to 
students with her knowledge of American higher education. Yet this move further 
isolated her from other departments and has hampered her WAC efforts (although 
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she did design and teach a WAC-focused graduate course for the English Studies 
department).  

We also refer readers to a recent special issue of College English, “Studying 
Chinese Rhetoric in the Twenty-First Century,” edited by LuMing Mao (2010). As 
Mao writes in his introduction, the five articles in this special issue are intended 
to complicate what has often been characterized in the literature as the East-West 
cultural and rhetorical divide; rather, he hopes to “negotiate between developing a 
localized narrative and searching for its broader significance without turning it into 
a super narrative” (p. 341). We hope to contribute to that same cause with this article. 

Composition scholars may already be familiar with the recent CCC article 
“College Writing in China and America: A Modest and Humble Conversation, 
with Writing Samples” by Patrick Sullivan, Yufeng Zhang, and Fenglan Zheng 
(2012). Here, three teacher-researchers, one American and two Chinese, read and 
responded to essays written by students in China and the US. The authors conclude 
that, while there are marked differences in both the student writing and teachers’ 
responses to the writing, these differences stem not solely from different rhetorical 
traditions but also from a very different view of the role of writing in student learn-
ing—that is, whether writing is viewed as a way to learn or a way to demonstrate 
learning. Zhoulin Ruan, one of the faculty who hosted Terry’s visit, discusses this 
pedagogical divide in Metacognitive Knowledge in Self-regulated Language Learning 
and Writing (2012). He explains that while Chinese EFL teachers are familiar with 
process pedagogies and socially-situated approaches to teaching writing, these are 
far from being widely adopted in writing classes that are generally still taught along 
current-traditional lines, largely in response to China’s emphasis on testing, a point 
we comment on more fully below.6 One of the questions for Ruan, then, is how an 
awareness of task, purpose, audience and cross-cultural rhetorical preferences might 
help to foster Chinese students’ autonomy as writers. 

Increasingly, Chinese scholars are arguing for more contextualized approaches to 
researching and teaching writing.7 In “More than Ba Gu Wen (Eight-legged Essay) 
and Confucianism: A New Research Agenda for English-Chinese Writing Studies,” 
Xinghua Liu (2011), another of Terry’s hosts, calls for an ecological approach that 
considers the nature and “academic domain” (discipline) of the writing task, the 
students’ L1 and L2 educational and writing backgrounds, and their perceptions of 
their own processes and difficulties (p. 5). Similarly, Xiao Lei (2008), in “Exploring a 
Sociocultural Approach to Writing Strategy Research: Mediated Actions in Writing 
Activities,” argues that cognition and content are so deeply interrelated that to study 
cognition one must look at sociocultural contexts and the activity systems in which 
writing occurs. She also acknowledges however, the complex role language acquisi-
tion plays as a fundamental element of context. An overarching question asked by 
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faculty at all of the universities where Terry spoke was how to balance attention to 
disciplinary and rhetorical contexts in their English L2 writing instruction when stu-
dents are still struggling to acquire fluency and accuracy at the sentence level. This 
question is, of course, one that Chinese writing instructors will need to grapple with 
if WAC pedagogies are introduced, although they will find precedent in the numer-
ous places in the US where WAC has been applied to foreign language instruction. 

At the same time that many Chinese English L2 writing scholars are making 
arguments for more situated approaches to writing research and teaching, they also 
note the powerful effects of the required national tests of English on writing instruc-
tion. In their surveys of K-12 Chinese teachers of English, Danling Fu and Marylou 
Matoush (2012) found that high school and college entrance exams not only drive 
writing instruction but also shape the attitudes of students and parents who see 
English writing as the application of correct vocabulary and form and very much 
isolated from the rhetorical traditions of their Chinese L1. In Writing in the Devil’s 
Tongue: A History of English Composition in China, Xiaoye You (2010) describes the 
role of writing and national examinations in traditional Chinese education and the 
changes that occurred with the “infiltration” of Western rhetoric (among other influ-
ences) from the late 1800s through to the present. His chapters on the continued 
influence of traditional rhetorical forms, the introduction of expressivist and process 
pedagogies in the 60s and 70s, and the persistent formulaic constraints imposed by 
the required College English Test (CET) provide a valuable guide to understanding 
the “global contact zone” (p. 175) of postsecondary English writing instruction in 
China. 

Also valuable is a new book on the WAC Clearinghouse, Chinese Rhetoric and 
Writing: An Introduction for Language Teachers in which Andy Kirkpatrick and 
Zhichang Xu (2012) trace the development of Chinese rhetorical traditions. They 
argue that Chinese writing styles are dynamic and changing in response to sociopo-
litical contexts, just as other languages are. To suggest, as many scholars have, that 
Chinese students bring “culturally determined and virtually ineradicable rhetorical 
traditions to their English writing” is to overlook that fact. Yet, the authors argue, 
writing teachers should not aim “to gut the English of the Chinese writer of local cul-
tural and rhetorical influences,” but to see how students can draw on these influences 
to form effective texts (p. 4).8  

 You’s and Kirkpatrick and Xu’s insistence on the importance of recognizing and 
valuing differences—historical, cultural, rhetorical, pedagogical—in the Chinese/
Western encounter returns us to the article Marty wrote over ten years ago, “Writing 
in/across the Curriculum at a Comprehensive Chinese University” (2002), in which 
she reports on interviews with twenty-five faculty, students, and alumnae of Nankai 
University. The goal was to discover whether an instructional initiative comparable 
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to WAC in the US might exist at Nankai. Equal in importance to the research find-
ings, however, are the essay’s cautions for US WAC professionals, two of which are 
particularly pertinent here; summarized these are: 

• American-style WAC pedagogies cannot and should not be promulgated 
uncritically in other cultures.

• Social, economic, historic, political, and institutional pressures mitigate 
against acceptance and success of US-style WAC pedagogies in China. In 
particular, although American educators associate WAC pedagogies with 
critical thinking (in the form of encouraging students to question texts), 
Chinese faculty and students are not rewarded for challenging authority.

As we look at this article again, we are struck by the prescience of these cautions, 
especially in light of current arguments around translingualism and global Englishes. 
(See, for example, Canagarajah and Horner, et al.).

Emergent Themes and Questions Raised
Given the recent attention to rhetorical traditions and writing instruction in China, 
coupled with the interest in English L2 writing studies as shown in the literature 
above, we might have expected to encounter faculty with knowledge about WAC 
during our 2013 visits. Yet, apart from Wu Dan’s monograph and our hosts’ stated 
interest after our presentations, we found but scant knowledge of WAC during our 
professional travels. 

What we did find is uncannily close to the displeasure that US compositionists 
endured for years prior to the introduction of WAC here—and in some places still 
do. The English language teachers Marty spoke with in China, for example, fre-
quently commented that their discipline-based colleagues are asking, “Why haven’t 
you taught our students to write better? They took your courses, so why are they 
producing such poor scientific papers for us?” In her research, Wu Dan reports simi-
lar comments as well, such as Chinese colleagues noting that writing skills are very 
important but that they have neither the time nor knowledge to teach these skills.

We suspect that Chinese discipline-based teachers’ reluctance to engage with 
students’ writing traces not only to their reported lack of time and knowledge but 
also to the relative lower importance of written work compared with the culture of 
national examinations. For example, Chinese students in many disciplines at both 
the undergraduate and graduate levels are expected to produce an independently 
written “scientific paper” based on research in their respective fields as a requirement 
for graduation. “Scientific” in this context does not refer to science per se. Rather, 
it means a student-researched paper produced in any discipline as a threshold or 
high stakes document that demonstrates the student’s ability to think, research, and 
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solve problems in his or her academic field. Typically, undergraduate students begin 
research for this paper in their third year and continue on into their final year—at 
the end of which they “write it up.” At one institution, Marty was told of students 
being allowed to graduate with papers still unfinished; even though the research was 
concluded, the final document was incomplete and numerous exceptions were being 
made so students could graduate. Although professors guide their students through 
the necessary steps for research, guidance on writing the paper, she was told, is mini-
mal. We wonder whether demonstrating the ability to do the research is paramount 
and that forging that research into a written document is not as crucial.

We also suspect the experience reported by Yaoqui Zhou, an informatics scholar 
at Indiana University’s School of Medicine, might be typical of faculty who see writ-
ing mainly as a product rather than what it might demonstrate about learning. (Our 
using an example from science to illustrate the point above about “scientific” papers 
is coincidental.) In the introduction to a set of guidelines Zhou produced for the 
graduate students working in his Indiana University lab, Zhou says that even though 
he had more than twenty publications by the time he had earned his PhD at SUNY-
Stony Brook, his understanding of how to write a high-quality paper “remained at 
an elementary level and was limited to minimization of grammatical errors.” He had 
simply accepted his advisors’ corrections without asking what they meant. Later, 
during postdoctoral work at North Carolina State University, his mentor suggested 
that he attend a two-day workshop on writing at nearby Duke University. Zhou 
writes: “The workshop taught by Professor Gopen truly opened my eyes. For the first 
time, I learned that readers have expectations when they read, and the most effective 
way to write is to fulfill their expectations. . . . [I came to] realize that a good paper 
requires an in-depth, tough, and thorough self-review.” Zhou’s reference to George 
Gopen’s work will not surprise WAC scholars in the US and Zhou’s guidelines for his 
own students, based on Gopen’s workshop and offered in both English and Chinese 
PDF versions, represent an admirable attempt to “pay forward” the rhetorical under-
standings he wants his own students to demonstrate in their writing. 

Given the comments made to both of us by the EFL teachers we met, they would 
welcome knowledge of the WAC research and work that has gone on in the US for 
over thirty years now. After Marty’s presentations about the underlying principles of 
WAC, with selected examples of classroom application, teachers expressed a sense 
of liberation in learning that they, in fact, are not responsible for Chinese students’ 
“poor” writing in discipline-based classes. When WAC theory and concepts are 
explained, interest is robust. After her lectures, Terry, too, heard faculty say, “This 
needs to be a discussion here.”

And there is much to discuss, as we recognized while outlining this article. These 
include questions that Marty encountered when she spoke about the importance of 
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writing to learn along with writing to demonstrate learning in courses across the 
curriculum. And questions that Terry was asked when she talked about her research 
with international students in the US, in particular, the difficulties they report with 
faculty demands for originality and critical thinking. During Terry’s China presenta-
tions, she observed graduate students and faculty nodding in agreement, especially 
in response to her comment that Chinese international students she interviewed 
for her WAC and second language research all said that they regretted losing the 
“beauty” of their language as they learned to conform to US teachers’ expectations. 

We turn first to Marty’s experience when she demonstrated several examples of 
how short, low-stakes writing-to-learn assignments might enhance students’ under-
standing of difficult course concepts—and help them be more prepared to tackle the 
rigorous demands of their longer, high-stakes writing assignments to come. While 
some Chinese faculty seemed familiar with the idea, they indicated that so-called 
“writing to learn” practices are not widely used; some questioned why students 
would do them, if they were not receiving a grade. In one middle school English 
class that Marty was invited to observe, approximately sixty students were crowded 
shoulder-to-shoulder into a classroom at long, narrow tables, facing one another 
over rows of stacked books. A young teacher read short passages from a text, after 
which students quietly circled multiple-choice answers in printed workbooks. No 
teacher-student interaction occurred, and students did not have an opportunity to 
speak about what they were hearing. More to the point, judging from class size and 
reliance on the texts provided, students would not be writing short passages of their 
own in response to the reading. 

The school Marty visited, with more than 7,600 residential students who live 
in dormitories and return home only on weekends, was selected because of its 
status as a “Provincial Model Unit in Moral Standards,”9 one to which the county 
government “gives priority to the development of education” and thus significant 
resources. The school places “ultra emphasis on scientific management, and deep-
ens classroom teaching reform.” Administrators, including the full-time on-site 
Party Leader, proudly describe the school’s audio-visual and other “experimen-
tal devices,” high quality teaching staff, science labs, ten computer classrooms and 
one-hundred-thousand-book library. Even though observing the class only briefly, 
Marty wondered how much these students’ acquisition of English (or any other 
subject) might improve if they were writing just occasional short paragraphs. The 
scene recalled You’s conclusion in “The choice made from no choice’”: “[S]tudents’ 
individual needs for English are hardly acknowledged; many teachers are predomi-
nantly concerned about teaching language knowledge and test-taking skills, instead 
of language skills for communication purposes. English writing is still taught in the 
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current-traditional approach, focusing on correct form rather than helping the stu-
dents develop thoughts” (108).

We surmise that Chinese teachers’ reluctance to embrace writing-to-learn peda-
gogies is closely tied to the well-established testing culture that dominates all levels 
of education, as mentioned earlier. As Ze Wang, Xiao Yong Hu, and Yong Yu Guo 
explain in “Goal Contents and Goal Contexts: Experiments with Chinese Students” 
(2012), the pursuit of scholarship as a means of attaining economic well-being and 
social status is inextricably interwoven in Chinese history and culture. Drawing on 
previous studies by other scholars, they show that official examinations of schol-
arly learning in China trace to 700 AD. They write, “High-stakes testing, high edu-
cational expectations from parents, traditional values, and teaching practices that 
make comparisons transparent (e.g., test scores or rankings made public to all teach-
ers and/or students) contribute to a competitive school environment in China, even 
in middle schools” (p. 108). 

It is easy to see that an examination system that values standardized testing to the 
degree that China’s does will not readily embrace writing that does not demonstrate 
knowledge but only leads toward it. In “The Education System That Pulled China 
Up May Now Be Holding It Back” (2012), Helen Gao describes how disorienting it 
was for her to come to the US for study after having had an education that prepared 
her primarily for taking the gaokao, China’s annual, nationwide college entrance 
exam. In an “intense, memorization-heavy” nine-hour exam over two days, during 
which city neighborhoods near testing sites virtually shut down, students provide 
rote answers to mostly multiple-choice machine-graded questions. Gao’s education 
had not prepared her for the analytic essays she subsequently encountered in the 
US. Lest we seem to appear too US-centric in this observation, however, we hasten 
to point out that WAC pedagogies may prove to be part of the answer to enabling 
Chinese students in our classrooms—whether in China or the US—to make sense of 
writing assignments they encounter as English L2 learners. Pedagogies that call for 
incremental development of longer papers, multiple drafts with revision based on 
feedback from teachers, and explicit grading criteria—the staples of WAC—may go 
a long way toward diffusing Chinese students’ confusion.

This is not to say, however, that, even with attention to writing processes, stu-
dents—and teachers—will not be confused about other US-centric values, as was 
apparent in the questions Terry was asked, for example, about expectations for crit-
ical thinking and originality in writing. Both of these concepts seem particularly 
troublesome to understand and enact in a Chinese context for many reasons, cul-
tural and linguistic.10 An article given to Terry by Lihong Wang, a visiting scholar 
with whom she met at George Mason prior to her trip to China, is especially useful in 
helping to understand that context. In “‘But when you are doing your exams it is the 
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same as in China’—Chinese Students Adjusting to Western Approaches to Teaching 
and Learning,” Wang, who did her doctoral work in the UK, cautions against mak-
ing easy comparisons between Chinese and Western educational practices, such 
as seeing memorization as exclusive of understanding or as synonymous with rote 
learning in contrast to thinking critically. As Wang’s and others’ investigations show, 
both Chinese students and teachers see memorization and understanding as “inter-
locking processes, complementary to each other” and achieved with “considerable 
mental effort” rather than “a process of sudden insight” (p. 408). Wang calls this 
belief “effortful learning/kuxin,” or the idea that “painstaking effort” is required for 
all learning. This “inherited” belief goes along with two others—“reflective learning/
yong xin,” which requires “emotional and intellectual commitment” and “humble 
learning/xu xin,” which emphasizes “learning from others with modesty and humil-
ity” (p. 410-13). Yet “humble learning,” as we see from so much of the literature on 
Asian students’ writing, often seems in direct opposition to our Western conceptions 
of critical thinking and the need for students to learn to generate original arguments. 

We do not mean to imply, however, that Chinese students are not expected to 
think critically. Western-style critical thinking was mentioned as an expectation by 
the EFL faculty with whom we talked but also something which many felt was par-
ticularly difficult to teach—given, as we noted earlier, the pervasive testing culture 
and students’ ongoing struggles to articulate complex knowledge in English. On the 
other hand, when students become more acclimated to writing in English, as Wang’s 
research shows and as Terry could clearly see from the graduate and advanced 
undergraduate students she talked to, they are quite able to adapt to teachers’ expec-
tations for thinking originally and critically. Two of the undergraduates Terry met at 
the English-medium institution she visited, for example, described enthusiastically 
the assignment they were working on for a web-based marketing plan for Apple that 
was sensitive to Chinese contexts. 

The students’ demonstrated ability to adapt to Western rhetorical norms, how-
ever, begs the question of whether and the extent to which they should. Zhoulin 
Ruan, whose book we referenced earlier and who has published numerous articles 
on critical thinking, expressed some concern to Terry about the Chinese rhetori-
cal traditions that are being lost with the national emphasis on learning to write in 
English. Terry found this a striking but perhaps not surprising observation com-
ing from someone who is the head of the Department of English, Culture and 
Communication at Xi’an Jiaotong-Liverpool University, an English-medium insti-
tution, and whose scholarship concerns metacognition and self-regulated language 
learning and writing. 
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Promising Signs for WAC in China—What We Are Seeing Now
Based on conversations with WAC-interested faculty and administrators both in 
China and on our return, we see many promising—and exciting—signs for the start 
of WAC in China. We begin with the “needs assessment” survey research Wu Dan 
conducted to determine whether students in different departments would like to see 
a bilingual writing center established for all students. Students responded that they 
need and want assistance with writing in both Chinese and English, so the next step 
for Wu Dan, as she wrote to us, is to report her findings to the university adminis-
tration to begin a conversation about both Chinese and English writing across the 
curriculum. Given the current national emphasis on evaluating instructional qual-
ity in higher education and a first-round governmental report indicating that much 
improvement is necessary, Wu Dan anticipates that the university administration 
will be receptive to the idea of WAC. “If WAC can be introduced to institutions as 
one possible method to help teaching and learning,” she writes, “or be used as ‘proof ’ 
that the university has tried to work on instructional quality, then the national evalu-
ations are actually good opportunities for WAC to be started in China” (email com-
munication 5 August 2013). In addition, both Ruan and Liu agreed that WAC is 
“an important future direction of English L2 writing teaching and research in China 
considering the current transition from college English teaching to English for 
Specific Purposes” (Liu, email communication 2 August 2013). 

We also see exciting potential in the listserv Ruan is developing with assistance 
from Wu Dan and Liu as a platform for conversations among WAC-interested fac-
ulty. In his initial posting on this planned WAC network, Ruan writes that “Such a 
forum will enable us to discuss some key issues in teaching and research on WAC in 
China; explore the potential of research collaborations across different institutions; 
organize WAC seminars and symposiums in China; develop a Chinese association 
of WAC when it matures; establish a collective connection with the international 
community of WAC; etc. etc. . .”11 (email communication 1 August 2013). To sup-
port these efforts, we note here that Mike Palmquist has extended invitations to 
Zhoulin Ruan and Wu Dan to join the WAC Clearinghouse Publications Review 
Board, a move that recognizes these scholars’ WAC interests and moreover makes 
their expertise visible to their colleagues in China. 

In a timely confluence of events for WAC in China, Marty learned just prior to 
her trip that one of the US’s most prominent WAC resources—John Bean’s first edi-
tion of Engaging Ideas (1996)—is available in Chinese translation. Of the transla-
tion’s origin, John tells us that “about ten or twelve years ago, I gave a WAC work-
shop at the University of Wyoming and a Chinese professor in the Department of 
Agriculture—Rhenduo Zhang—asked if he could translate the book into Chinese. 
He handled all the details and produced the translation surprisingly fast” (email 
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communication 15 May 2013). John does not know to what extent the book has been 
used, although Martha Patton, newly retired from her English position at Missouri 
and now teaching English through the Peace Corps at Southwest University’s School 
of Foreign Languages in Chongqing, told us that she has forwarded her only copy 
of the Chinese translation to her dean, who is “interested in these ideas, does want 
to make changes, and is beginning to implement some” (email communication 16 
May 2013). We also know that two of the faculty Marty worked with at Northwest 
University of Agriculture and Forestry have obtained the book in Chinese. If the 
concepts in Engaging Ideas prove adaptable by the Chinese professoriate and the 
book has a fraction of the impact in China that it has had on the American profes-
soriate, WAC may begin to achieve what WU Dan calls for in Introducing Writing 
Across the Curriculum Into China.

Conclusion: Where Can We in the US Go From Here?
While this essay is not a formal study by either of us and is based on a limited sample 
of institutions, we believe our observations point to exciting possibilities for WAC in 
China. Both our formal presentations and informal interactions with Chinese col-
leagues generated genuine interest in the WAC work being done by US scholars; we, 
likewise, have much to learn from them. Toward that end, we encourage WAC schol-
ars to become familiar with the literature on writing in China; to take time to talk 
with visiting colleagues from China about their work; to volunteer to host Chinese 
scholars if opportunity arises (Marty, for example, will be hosting two scholars from 
Northwest University of Agriculture and Forestry in the 2013–2014 academic year 
and may return to NUAF to teach a short seminar); to welcome visiting Chinese 
scholars into their graduate seminars; and to engage Chinese graduate students in 
study of WAC, as Art Young did at Clemson with Wu Dan. However, mindful of the 
cautions we mentioned earlier, we call for a genuine exchange of research and prac-
tice, an exchange that values the rich rhetorical history and traditions of teaching 
writing in China. 

It seems appropriate, then, to close our observations with the Chinese term  
or jiegui, which is often used to refer to acts of dialogue and connection (literally 
“connecting the tracks”), to say how exciting it is to be playing some small role in 
connecting WAC-interested Chinese scholars to one another and to WAC scholars 
in the US with the goal of sharing research and pedagogies across our borders. 
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Notes
1. For simplicity’s sake, we use “WAC” to refer to both WAC and WID throughout this 

essay, intending for readers to assume an expanded definition of both terms in the single label. 
In fact, we conflate the meanings of both in our work and, in most cases, find using separate 
terms misleading and unnecessary. 

2. Our interactions with Chinese scholars, and our comments in this article, are limited to 
mainland China. The educational system in Hong Kong, a Chinese SAR (special administra-
tive region), developed under British rule and its writing instruction has evolved in concert 
with British traditions.

3. See Notes on Contributors in this issue for more details on our professional activities 
and scholarship related to our broader international WAC experiences. 

4. After having her article accepted for a “WAC and Second Language Writing” special 
issue of Across the Disciplines that Terry co-edited, Wu Dan had to withdraw when she was told 
by her supervisors that the publication would not count for promotion and that she “should try 
to translate it into Chinese for a Chinese journal.” In a more recent email, Wu Dan confirmed 
this point, adding that she will present “Missing persons: The under/unrepresented writers 
and readers in English L2 writing studies research in China” at the 2013 Symposium on Second 
Language Writing in Shandong, China. Her paper includes a review of second-language (L2) 
writing studies in China, “almost all of which are in Chinese [her emphasis]” (email communi-
cation 4 August 2013).

5. EAP, or English for Academic Purposes, and ESP, English for Specific Purposes, are the 
closest academic constructs in China and many other countries to the US initiatives for WAC, 
WID, CXC, ECAC, and the like. EAP and ESP often take the form of stand-alone programs or 
are combined with some version of teaching and learning resource centers. 

6. In “’The choice made from no choice’: English Writing Instruction in a Chinese 
University” (2003), Xiaoye You investigates the often uncritical transplantation of Western 
writing pedagogies into first and second-year classes designed for non-English majors, classes 
that are taught under a system requiring teachers to prepare students for China’s national 
examination system. This requirement leads to a focus on correct form rather than on language 
for communication, even when teachers are versed in process and expressivist pedagogies. 

7. Arguments are being made for applied or contextualized writing instruction in both 
Chinese and English writing studies, at least partly in response to national directives, as Huijun 
explains in “Modern ‘Writingology’ in China.” 

8. We also see this attention to China’s rhetorical traditions in the writing of two popu-
lar contemporary authors, one Chinese and one American, both of whom should be read by 
scholars seeking to understand Chinese language and culture. Yu Hua is among China’s top 
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contemporary writers; his newest work, China in Ten Words (2011), combines memoir with 
social commentary. Each of the ten one-word-titled chapters is based on a mandarin charac-
ter that Hua believes describes the country today. The chapters “Reading” and “Writing” are 
particularly relevant for our community. In Oracle Bones (2007), American journalist Peter 
Hessler employs an archeological framework, both literal and figurative, to explore China’s 
changing cultural landscape; the title itself refers to characters inscribed on shell and bone, 
thought to be the earliest known writing in East Asia. That these characters can still be read by 
modern Chinese readers, even though modern characters are vastly more sophisticated, is one 
of the reasons, Hessler explains, that the character writing system and the beauty of the charac-
ters themselves are so deeply embedded in Chinese culture and identity. 

9. Quotations here are taken from printed material provided by the school. The school’s 
designation as locus for students’ moral development traces to Confucian philosophy that 
holds that the state is the moral guardian of the people (Asia for Educators). As we note else-
where in this article, China’s standardized exam system is related to this concept as well. 

10. Teachers’ expectations for originality are also among the most fraught for English L1 
students as Chris Thaiss and Terry found in their research for Engaged Writers and Dynamic 
Disciplines.

11. We are thrilled to be included in these early efforts at building a WAC network and are 
being copied on the messages, as is Mike Palmquist. 
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Dan, Wu. Introducing Writing Across the Curriculum into China: Feasibility and 
Adaptation. New York: Springer, 2013. 150 pages.

INTRODUCING WRITING ACROSS THE CURRICULUM INTO CHINA: 
Feasibility and Adaptation is an offering in the Springer Briefs in Education series, 
which are manuscripts published as part of Springer’s eBook Collection and avail-
able for individual print purchase. Manuscripts in the Spring Briefs series combine 
elements of journals and books, presenting “concise summaries of cutting-edge 
research and practical applications in education” (Springer). I was eager to read 
Introducing Writing Across the Curriculum into China and can recommend the book 
because of the perspective it offers on the potential of Writing Across the Curriculum 
(WAC) in China. 

Introducing Writing Across the Curriculum into China, which closely follows Wu 
Dan’s 2010 dissertation from Clemson University, includes seven chapters with the 
first three chapters providing introductory material and historical framing. Chapter 
four is dedicated to methods—interviews of twenty-eight Chinese university fac-
ulty, administrators, and recruiters from “state-owned, foreign or joint, and private 
companies” (48) and interviews of eight leading US WAC scholars. Chapters five 
and six offer interview results, divided into findings from Chinese participants and 
findings from US participants. Based on those interview results, Wu Dan derives the 
opportunities and challenges for introducing WAC into mainland Chinese higher 
education. The book concludes with a summary of her feasibility analysis, suggest-
ing, for example, that WAC initiatives in China might bring together internationally-
trained writing researchers, Chinese literature teachers, English language teachers, 
and faculty in the disciplines to expand the reach of WAC beyond English-language 
instruction: “WAC programs in China quite possibly will be initiated by [US trained 
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Chinese writing researchers] with an initial focus on English writing but will be 
eventually expanded to Chinese writing” (113).

The introductory material and historical framing provide a review of the WAC 
movement in the US and description of changes to Chinese higher education. As 
readers of The WAC Journal will know, origin narratives of WAC in the US have 
been a staple of WAC scholarship since the 1980s. While most articles today no lon-
ger need to recount early programs at Carleton College and Beaver College or theo-
retical distinctions between WAC and Writing in the Disciplines (WID), the story 
of how WAC came to a specific institution remains an important element in much 
scholarship still found in the field. Likewise, more recent scholarship has tended to 
point to where WAC is going, especially in regards to technological advances as well 
as support for graduate students and multilingual writers. And, importantly, Chris 
Thaiss’s WAC WID Mapping Project has made us cognizant of the international 
spread of WAC or WAC-like initiatives. Wu Dan’s book adds much needed details 
about the possibilities for introducing WAC into China (hence, the title of the book). 
In doing so, she lays the groundwork for an origin narrative of WAC in China with 
provocative suggestions for the possibilities as well as challenges of introducing and 
sustaining WAC initiatives in mainland China. (Wu Dan notes that WAC interven-
tions to date have been at sites such as Hong Kong and Taiwan, which have different 
political, colonial, and linguistic histories than mainland China.) 

Such narratives are important in contemporary international WAC scholarship 
for several reasons. First, they give us a portrait of the history of higher education in 
other national contexts. As Wu Dan explains, the Chinese higher education system 
is “a combination of an indigenous tradition that can be traced to 135 BCE and an 
imported Western model” (p. 28). The modern Chinese higher education system 
has a relatively short history that has been punctuated with dramatic ideological and 
curricular shifts. For instance, after World War II, Chinese culture underwent a mas-
sive upheaval with the introduction of Soviet-style education: “in the Soviet model, 
higher education faculty and students were assigned to specialized institutions, each 
focusing on one area, creating a planned workforce to serve the planned economy” 
(37). On one hand, effects of the Soviet model included a focus on science and tech-
nology, limited pedagogical exchange across disciplines, separation of teaching and 
research, and isolation of Chinese scholars from scholars outside the Soviet sphere. 
On the other hand, the Soviet model also opened higher education to average 
Chinese students. Other changes would also dramatically affect Chinese higher edu-
cation. Through the mid-1960s and 1970s, the Cultural Revolution destroyed many 
academic freedoms and severely curtailed research in the humanities and social sci-
ences. By the 1990s, China’s higher education was again undergoing a massive trans-
formation, this time with expansion of college enrollments from 3.2 million to 18.8 
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million within a ten-year period (1997-2007). Economic transformation brought 
on double-digit gains in the gross domestic product (GDP) and a corresponding 
demand for a better-educated workforce. 

Second, WAC origin narratives are important in documenting the cultural and 
political forces that shape higher education within national contexts, including con-
texts outside the US, because such narratives offer context for the forces that give rise 
to WAC initiatives. In doing so, they disrupt notions that WAC is being exported as 
a complete system from the US and being taken up “as is” in other national contexts. 
Today, Wu Dan explains, the introduction of WAC into China has the potential to 
take root because of national awareness that the quality of Chinese higher educa-
tion must improve. In addition, efforts to expand access to college education as well 
as provide English language instruction from middle school through college pro-
vide a fertile context in which WAC may flourish. Such an opportunity is distinct, 
however, from other national contexts because it is found in a culture that values 
Confucianism, includes an appreciation for “good writing” (28), and has adopted an 
economic growth model that demands highly skilled workers with English language 
skills. Moreover, it is written against an educational infrastructure that continues to 
rebuild from the destruction of the Cultural Revolution, limits faculty expansion 
to match student enrollment increases, and rests on a funding and political model 
that is resistant to grassroots changes: “in China, grassroots movements could cause 
unnecessary resistance from the administration who may fear that the initiative or 
the subsequent research and collaboration may be subversive” (37). Such forces sug-
gest that the uptake of WAC in China will be anything but “as is” from the US.

It would be inaccurate, however, to suggest that the origins of WAC in China 
and the pressures that Chinese WAC scholars face are entirely unlike the pressures 
faced by American scholars. One of the things that struck me in reading Introducing 
Writing Across the Curriculum into China: Feasibility and Adaptation was the simi-
larity of challenges that Chinese and American WAC scholars face. Like the US, for 
example, Chinese higher education values science and technology over degrees in 
the humanities and social sciences, is driven by an assessment system that—although 
different than the US accreditation process—drives many of the decisions made by 
university administrators, and is based on a reward system for faculty that privileges 
research over teaching. 

These differences and similarities become more evident through Wu Dan’s 
twenty-eight interviews with Chinese faculty, administrators, and recruiters in 
Beijing and Xi’an as well as eight interviews with US-based WAC scholars. Despite 
the carefulness by which Wu Dan describes her narrative protocol, I found myself 
wanting more in the methods from this project. In fact, one of my criticisms of 
this project is that it seems to rely solely on interviews for its explanatory powers. 
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Qualitative researchers will find this lack of triangulation difficult. Where is the 
analysis of artifacts, samples of student writing, interviews with students, or sur-
vey results? Such methodological triangulation would have allowed Wu Dan to 
make stronger claims about the importance of her findings and directions for future 
research. 

Notwithstanding my quibbles about the methodological approach in this project, 
I found myself intrigued by Wu Dan’s findings, which are divided into primary and 
secondary themes depending on the frequency of the topic in the interview data. 
Not surprisingly, Chinese interview participants universally agreed that strong com-
munication skills were important in the workplace. Moreover, almost all agreed that 
communication skills should be taught in higher education because communica-
tion skills are a “basic competence” (64), allow for the demonstration of technical 
competence, and are lifelong skills. What’s interesting here is that in these interviews 
there is a view of writing in which writing is not distinct from acquisition of tech-
nical content—a point captured by one human resources (HR) manager. Wu Dan 
summarizes: “Chinese engineers can do as well as their Europeans counterparts, but 
the European engineers present their work more effectively. The reason, [the HR 
manager explained], was not the quality of the knowledge or skills of the Chinese 
engineers, but their lack of communication practice in the universities” (64). There 
was also a strong belief among participants that student writing both in Chinese and 
English was not very good (although professional recruiters were less critical of stu-
dent writing in Chinese). It seems that Chinese and US faculty and business-sector 
professionals share many of the same attitudes toward student writing, even if they 
don’t share the same cultural context. 

What was also intriguing in interviewee responses was that there was no dis-
course of falling standards or cataclysmic cultural downfall as are standard themes in 
US popular literacy discourse. Writing did not need to be added to the curriculum. 
Instead, in interview responses there was a discourse of writing that was intermeshed 
with education and work. In fact, as Wu Dan concludes, WID is already present in 
Chinese higher education but “without proper guidance or support” (107). Writing 
is generally perceived as a by-product of courses, not evidence of student learning. 
While Wu Dan sees this as a fault, it’s useful to note that writing is present in Chinese 
higher education and that it is perceived as a transparent process of acquiring techni-
cal knowledge. Finally, participants’ views of writing were deeply tied to the global 
economy and the desire of interviewees to integrate intercultural communication 
into the curriculum. One wonders what US WAC would look like today if intercul-
tural communication had been one of its initial theoretical pillars.

Despite this integrated view of writing and the consensus among interviewees 
that campus-wide communication initiatives might work best, interviews revealed 
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strong disincentives to introducing WAC-based programs, including issues such as 
heavy faculty workloads, assessment systems that are misaligned with writing out-
comes, insufficient technological support, and mercurial administrative support. 

Wu Dan’s findings from her interviews with the eight American WAC scholars 
were less enlightening to me, in part, because such perspectives are well known in 
US scholarship. One exception, however, was her findings related to international 
dissemination of WAC. Interestingly, interviewees suggested that US WAC scholars 
have gained quite a bit of expertise in learning about international contexts for WAC. 
This marks an important change in the field and one worth continuing to follow in 
the scholarship; WAC of the future might be equally informed by the work outside 
of the US as well as the work within the US It was particularly heartening that the US 
interviewees all agreed that the future of WAC is enriched through internationaliza-
tion of the field.

In conclusion, Wu Dan argues that the results of her research “strongly support” 
the feasibility of WAC in mainland China (118). She offers the following advice for 
implementing successful WAC programs in mainland China: 1) administrative 
independence of writing/study centers from any department or college; 2) secure 
funding; 3) faculty development and connections with the evaluation program; and 
4) faculty rewards such as reduced workload. She also concludes that obstacles in the 
way of implementing WAC in China include the local higher education structure, 
academic dishonesty, and insufficient educational technology resources.

Wu Dan writes, “With China now being the home of the most English-language 
speakers in the world and its rapidly increased access to higher education, the tim-
ing has never been more optimal for bridging the Chinese needs [for quality writing 
instruction] and the US-based WAC initiative” (119). Indeed, the introduction of 
WAC into China offers the possibility of a powerful new vision for writing instruc-
tion across the curriculum. Introducing Writing Across the Curriculum into China: 
Feasibility and Adaptation gives us a portrait of that potential.
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