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The shift from college to university curriculum at OCAD University in Toronto, an art and design school, has produced tensions between cultures of making
and their perceived incompatibility with academic discourse. These tensions,
however, afford opportunities to reflect upon the place of academic writing
in relation to diverse forms of knowledge production within the university.
Writing in the studio, which emphasizes creativity, process and peer critique,
productively destabilizes conceptions of academic writing as a generalizable academic skill while fostering the codification of disciplinary knowledge in emergent academic discourses in art and design. These issues are discussed within
the context of a university-wide Writing Across the Curriculum initiative.

OCAD University (OCAD U) in Toronto is the largest art and design university in
Canada and the third largest in North America. The shift from college to university
curriculum in 2002 has produced tensions between cultures of making in the studio
and academic discourse. While these tensions resonate differently within each program and disciplinary context, writing has occupied a central position within pedagogical debates, ranging from concern about the quality of student writing to fears
about the encroachment of academic writing upon studio-based education. This
dissonance, however, affords opportunities to reflect upon what and how we learn
in different pedagogical and disciplinary contexts and to recognize diverse forms of
knowledge production within the academy. Studio education—which emphasizes
embodied and emplaced knowledge, materiality, creativity, process, and peer critique—productively destabilizes conceptions of academic writing as a generalizable
skill and isolated academic discourse. Likewise, a writing pedagogy mobilized for
art and design education enables pragmatic interconnections between—and, in so
doing, also reveals the false dichotomy of—academic and art and design practices,
while, at the same time, fostering the codification of disciplinary knowledge in
emergent academic discourses in art and design.
In this chapter, we will explore these issues within the context of a university-wide Task Force on Undergraduate Writing Across the Curriculum established in
2013 to address concerns about student writing. We will begin with a brief overview
of the institutional context of art and design education at OCAD U that gave rise to
the task force, highlighting some of the key pedagogical tensions that arose during
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task force discussions. We will then describe the resulting Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) initiative, focusing on two key pieces that were developed to answer
the need for a contextually appropriate and flexible approach: the development of
degree-level learning outcomes for writing and the implementation process for a
stream of WAC-designated courses. Finally, we will showcase its implementation
in first-year in the Graphic Design program where writing is treated as a material
practice through an emphasis on the acquisition and application of an intersubjective design vocabulary to support and enliven studio process, while also staking the
grounds of Graphic Design as an evolving academic discourse and discipline.

The Institutional Context of OCAD University
OCAD U offers 16 undergraduate programs in fine art, design, digital media, and
liberal arts across three undergraduate Faculties: the Faculty of Art (FoA), Faculty of
Design (FoD), and Faculty of Liberal Arts and Sciences and School of Interdisciplinary Studies (FoLASSIS). Although FoLASSIS now offers its own programs, it was
initially established to support OCAD U’s transition to a degree-granting university
in 2002 by offering liberal studies courses to satisfy the breadth requirements of each
undergraduate program. In this manner, FoLASSIS has been historically responsible
for most formal, for-credit academic writing instruction at OCAD U through both
the disciplinary writing assignments found within liberal arts courses and a required,
first-year writing course (Essay and Argument), housed within FoLASSIS.
The limitations of the first-year composition course model are well-established
within the WAC literature (Petraglia, 1995; Hall, 2006) and it is now commonly
recognized that becoming a good writer takes time and that writing is best learned
when grounded in the context of a particular discipline rather than treated as a generalizable skill (Carter, 2007). By writing within their disciplines, students engage
in the legitimizing and regulatory activities of their professions (Haswell, 2006),
“inventing the university” (Bartholomae, 1986) each time they attempt to write.
Inventing the university requires negotiating between the attributes we associate
with self-expression—creativity, point of view, voice—and the “peculiar ways of
knowing, selecting, evaluating, reporting, concluding, and arguing that define the
discourse” of a scholarly or professional community that they must appropriate or
to which they must adapt their own voices (Bartholomae, 1986, p. 4; see also Jones
& Comprone, 1993; McLeod, 1989).
While the value to art and design education of first-year composition and
the academic writing instruction characteristic of a liberal studies curriculum are
not in dispute, the inherent shortcomings of the first-year composition model of
writing instruction seem also to be applicable at OCAD U where faculty from
across the university have become increasingly concerned about students’ writing
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competency and ability to communicate effectively, orally and in writing, especially
within the context of studio-based programs. Although students struggle with writing requirements across their years of study, concerns about undergraduate writing
competency have been especially pronounced in relation to capstone studio courses
required in most programs, in which students combine studio making with sizeable
writing components. Faculty expressed concerns that students were unprepared to
write in ways specific to their professions and practices and that students seemed to
have difficulty translating what they learned through writing instruction in liberal
arts courses into the writing components of their final year.

The Task Force on Undergraduate
Writing Across the Curriculum
In the Spring of 2013, in response to these concerns, a university-wide task force
with membership from all three Faculties, as well as academic support staff, was established to develop a comprehensive strategy to embed writing instruction across
the undergraduate curriculum and improve student writing outcomes. The Task
Force on Undergraduate Writing Across the Curriculum conducted a comprehensive needs assessment, investigated the types of writing assignments currently being
used within programs at OCAD U, and researched models of writing instruction
in higher education generally, and art and design education specifically. Importantly, it was recognized from the outset of the process that any model of writing
instruction at OCAD U would need to be grounded in OCAD U’s unique institutional context, the curricular needs of OCAD U programs and the pedagogical
approaches of studio-based art and design education.
A key theme emerging from the task force discussions—and one that we will
return to throughout this chapter—was a tension between studio making and academic writing. This was expressed as the sense that students tend not to perceive writing as directly relevant to their studies at OCAD U, believing instead
that their sole focus ought to be on making in the studio. This (mis)perception is
both a reflection of, and reinforced by, the positioning of the Essay and Argument
course—and liberal arts courses in general—as the main locus of academic writing
instruction at the university, allowing students and faculty alike to treat writing as
a discrete skill that can be learned independently of making in the studio. Positioned in this way, writing is sequestered from student learning in their programs
of study, existing “over there” in liberal arts courses. Writing viewed in this manner
thus becomes an instrumentalist problem of grammar and mechanics that is the
responsibility of a small group of academic writing instructors. Furthermore, many
studio faculty members describe an ambivalent relationship to the inclusion of
writing in their courses, on the one hand recognizing strongly the value of written
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communication to their fields of art and design practice and, on the other hand,
expressing reluctance about both their ability to support and assess student writing and the pragmatics of including writing in studio courses with already very
full curriculum. Some faculty have gone further, questioning the very presence of
writing in studio courses, some suggesting that writing ought properly to remain
the responsibility of a liberal arts curriculum and others questioning whether the
presence of writing is counterproductive to studio pedagogies that exemplify often
unarticulated but demonstrably embodied ways of knowing and doing.
Writing has thus come to occupy an uneasy space at OCAD U, particularly
against the backdrop of the transition to a university and the perceived encroachment of liberal arts content on studio curricula—within this context of educational change, the problem of student writing became, at times, a flashpoint for
larger pedagogical debates about the very nature of teaching and learning at OCAD
U. And yet, the needs assessment also clearly revealed that writing is already very
present throughout the OCAD U curriculum, in many different courses, across
all programs and all faculties (DiPietro, 2014). Similarly, it was also found that
writing is already used to support student learning in a wide variety of ways—visual analysis, idea generation, critical reflection, researching materials, and concept
development, among others—and across all course types (DiPietro, 2014). And so,
while writing and its purpose and place within the curriculum are highly contested,
it is also widely accepted that OCAD U students must be able to write well in the
context of their programs and future professions.

Writing in the Disciplines of Art and Design
It is in this last statement—“in the context of their programs and future professions” —that we might find a sense of the problem. Many programs at OCAD U
do not identify as an academic discipline—indeed, they may actively resist identifying as an academic discipline—or are emerging disciplines where the academic
discourse has not yet been well-established or well-documented in scholarly literature. And yet a key assumption of writing pedagogy, and indeed our approach
from the outset of the task force discussions, is that writing instruction needs to
support student learning in the context of academic programs which are themselves
grounded in their respective disciplines. At the same time, “academic writing” is
typically conceived of narrowly, as the conventional essay writing commonly found
in the liberal arts, and there was understandable apprehension about the place of
this type of academic writing in diverse disciplinary contexts, particularly art and
design studio-based ones. And so it was that a kind of dissonance emerged around
writing at OCAD U, with very different stakes involved for differently positioned
faculty, students and staff.
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It was by taking seriously WAC’s emphasis on using writing to support student
learning (Writing to Learn) and the rhetorical approach to writing as a social practice
that takes place within particular discourse communities (Writing in the Disciplines)
that we were able to mobilize these tensions within pedagogical debates about writing
and develop a comprehensive model of writing instruction at OCAD U. As McLeod
(2000) argues, WAC programs are most effective when they are transformative rather
than additive; that is, when they engage faculty in deep collaborative work to enrich
the curriculum through the renewal of disciplinary writing activities rather than simply adding writing to existing curriculum. In an art and design educational environment, this means beginning with an understanding of the specific curricular needs of
different programs, and the writing genres and conventions of those same programs.
In the context of studio education, it also means proceeding from an appreciation for
the distinct value, aims and culture of studio pedagogy.
It follows, then, that typical understandings of academic writing must also be
reconceived to include the rich, diverse forms of written knowledge production
found throughout the studio curriculum. By drawing upon foundational pedagogical principles of studio education—including embodied and emplaced knowledge,
materiality, creativity, process, and peer critique—and treating writing as a creative
and material practice in its own right, the key assumptions of writing pedagogy can
be extended, and perhaps even reimagined, to allow for an inclusive and relevant
writing pedagogy for art and design education. In this sense, WAC in an art and design educational context is highly reciprocal, as writing pedagogy and studio pedagogy inform one another across different and shared pedagogical commitments.

The Framework for Undergraduate Writing Competency
The mandate of the Task Force included the development of degree-level learning
outcomes for writing and benchmarks for achieving them. The resulting document, OCAD U’s Framework for Undergraduate Writing Competency, set an institutional standard by making explicit what students need to achieve to produce
university-level writing. The Framework was developed with reference to standards
for writing and communication, including the Canadian Language Benchmarks,
the Writing Program Administrators’ Framework for Success in Postsecondary
Writing, and the ACRL Information Literacy Competency Standards
A learning-outcomes-based approach was chosen in part to shift the perception by
some faculty that writing refers to the eloquent and grammatically proficient finished
product, with the attendant concerns noted above about faculty not seeing themselves as competent language and writing teachers, to emphasize instead the variety of
skills, knowledge and attitudes that students require in the process of writing—skills
that are also essential to their processes of making. The learning outcomes include
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the development of rhetorical or contextual awareness of their practice through the
use of disciplinary vocabulary or the mastery of professional genres of writing, the
ability to engage critically and analytically with textual, visual and material sources,
and the use of tools in the process of developing concepts and arguments (brainstorming, mind-mapping, drafting, and revision) in ways that integrate written and oral
discourse with visual and material production and encourage students to reflect upon
the interconnections of the writing process with studio making. By focusing on the
learning outcomes, faculty are able to develop unique and creative approaches to writing that are contextually specific to their disciplines—for example (in Figures 8.1,
8.2, 8.3, and 8.4), having students combine the use of disciplinary vocabulary and
written reflection with their practice of drawing in sketchbooks and process work in
first-year courses—while, at the same time, drawing connections via common learning
outcomes to their learning in liberal studies courses. Note that the figures shown below
were collected as part of a multi-year research study approved by OCAD University’s
Research Ethics Board (REB 100805). To participate in the study, students consent
to the collection, analysis and dissemination of their visual course work for research
purposes, indicating whether they prefer to remain anonymous or be credited for their
work when reproduced in scholarly presentations and publications.

Figure 8.1. Excerpt from a sketchbook by Siobhan Waldock, produced for
a required first-year drawing course in the Drawing and Painting program
taught by David Griffin, Faculty of Art, and excerpt from the same student’s
written reflection on the use of the sketchbook to develop a habitual drawing
and writing practice where they reflect on their materials, how they experiment
with materials, and where such experimentation leads to creativity.
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Figure 8.2. Excerpt from a sketchbook (anonymous) for Drawing and Painting
(as in Figure 8.1) with excerpt from a written reflection statement in which the
student articulates why writing is valuable to their critical and creative practice.

Figure 8.3. Excerpts from a mind-mapping exercise by Brigitte Bernardo
in a required first-year course in the Illustration program taught by Shea
Chang, Faculty of Design. The assignment requires students to creatively
reinterpret their zodiac sign to convey a unique visual message.
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Figure 8.4. Final illustration and artist statement for the zodiac assignment
from Figure 8.3 by Cindy Zhao. The student reflects on their personal
experience as an international student, demonstrating how students make
meaning in language that emerges from their personal experience, the
embodiedness of their creative practice, and their place in the world.

Negotiating the Tensions between “Academic”
Discourse and Art and Design
As noted above, the Framework also enables a flexible and contextually-nuanced approach to the implementation of the WAC initiative in course and program development. Rather than prescribing a curriculum or a fixed approach to writing pedagogy,
the Framework instead permits interpretation and translation of the learning outcomes into different disciplinary contexts. Through a course development process,
faculty actively engage with the language of writing pedagogy in order to translate it
into their unique curricular and disciplinary contexts. Given the tensions described
above between academic discourse and studio pedagogy, such engagement requires a
negotiation of sometimes fraught and often contested language and concepts.
To give but one example of such a flashpoint, the development of research
skills and information literacy are described in the Framework in the more neutral language of “information gathering.” In art and design education, “research”
has the rhetorical force of conventional academic practice and, for many studio
faculty, therefore potentially problematic connotations. An institutional emphasis
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on research, an emphasis driven by funding and tenure processes, is sometimes
interpreted as administrative pressure to force art and design education to conform
to an academic norm. Where “academic” research is understood primarily to mean
using library databases to find authoritative scholarly sources and documenting
and citing textual sources using established disciplinary conventions, “studio-based
research”—a coinage many faculty members are disinclined to use—involves a variety of embodied, haptic, and empirical explorations of processes and materials
requiring, for example, sketching, feeling, observing, copying, experimenting, and
prototyping. Although a common observation by faculty is that such studio-based
research is embodied and does not require written language, in fact, the challenge—
and often the point of meaningful connection as well as, occasionally, a difficult
impasse—is to demonstrate how writing is also an embodied practice, and that no
visual or material practice exists, as it were, outside of language and, therefore, that
visual and material research can be enriched by a variety of written and oral interactions between faculty and students.
By unpacking the implications of information-gathering skills in studio situations, we can draw out parallels between textual, visual, and material practices, to
show, for example, how students can use writing as a means of documenting visual
sources in a sketchbook or journal (e.g., recording the act of walking down the
street and observing graphic design) or by annotating photographs and images, or
how they can describe their studio research orally in critique and cite their sources
of information (see Figure 8.5). The need to teach students more intentionally
how to document and cite visual and material sources has, in fact, taken on new
urgency given the rising tide of instances of academic misconduct involving visual
and material plagiarism. What we discover, then, by drawing out the parallel between “academic” or textual practices and studio-based visual and material practices is a pragmatic but increasingly false dichotomy, especially in light of OCAD
U’s transition to university curriculum and the still emergent disciplinarity of art
and design education. Working through the language of research thus becomes an
institutional and educational imperative.

WAC Course Development
In addition to the Framework, another key piece of the WAC initiative is a stream
of designated WAC courses, one stream in each undergraduate program at each
year level such that all students take one required WAC course in each year of their
program. These designated courses were identified from existing courses within the
curriculum that already had a writing component or for which the inclusion of a
writing component was well-aligned with the course. The implementation of the
initiative involves working with faculty to align their course learning outcomes,
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teaching and learning activities and assessments with the benchmarks identified in
the Framework. As noted above, the course development process requires faculty
to interpret the learning outcomes of the Framework according to the contextually
specific needs of their students and practices of their programs, adapting or developing new writing strategies and assignments. As such, the process is dialogic,
driven by faculty and requiring their expertise, and supported and facilitated by a
WAC team comprised of faculty mentors, educational developers and language/
writing specialists. The initiative is also tied to a complementary strategy to support
the learning needs of second-language writers.

Figure 8.5. Excerpt from an assignment showing primary material research
by Ruitong Zhu, a student in a first-year Materials and Methods course in the
Material Art and Design program taught by Joni Moriyama, Faculty of Design.
There is no prescribed WAC curriculum and, to date, the emphasis has been on
low-stakes in-class writing activities integrated into studio-based making activities. The
course development process involves a variety of strategies, including an online survey
or “reflection” tool to help faculty develop their courses, pre- and mid-term faculty
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workshops, faculty and student-focused events such as lunchtime roundtables and exhibitions of student work, and the development of teaching resources in the form of a faculty toolkit. The Writing & Learning Centre also provides optional short workshops for
students tied to learning outcomes in the Framework that can be embedded in classes.
The most effective implementation strategy has been the use of a model of
collaborative course-based research. Using an iterative methodology informed by
collaborative inquiry and participatory action research, disciplinary faculty team
up with writing specialists and educational developers to develop and test writing
activities and assignments designed to help students achieve the Framework’s learning outcomes. The approach grounds theory in practice in the classroom, enabling
the refinement of best practices in ways that are meaningful and authentic, as well
as responsive to the needs of a particular discipline or context.
The research is premised on the recognition that a contextually nuanced approach requires deep and meaningful investigation into the rich and diverse forms
of written knowledge production in art and design, as well as the skills students
need to progress in their disciplines. It also reflects our awareness of the need to
test the assumptions of and generate validity evidence for the Framework. Faculty
who participate in the research become, in turn, advocates for the initiative who are
able to share the results of their research demonstrated through student samples of
written and visual work. Collaborating staff from the writing and teaching centers
translate their enhanced expertise to other WAC collaborations and use the results
of the research to guide and inform the initiative while also contributing to educational research. One especially fruitful collaboration has been with Graphic Design
faculty teaching the first-year WAC-designated course.

Learning Language, Learning Practice
An active student press as well as faculty output in research and scholarship indicate
that an interest in and productive energy around writing and design as a discourse
exists in and outside of existing Graphic Design curriculum. In place of introducing writing as a tangential and mechanical exercise exterior to design-as-a-practice,
recent efforts in the first year of the program embed an approach to WAC that a)
builds facility with disciplinary language, b) initiates a contextual awareness of writing
as a conceptual/rhetorical tactic of making, and c) commences a reflective relationship
between visual and verbal form. These three facets of learning serve as a foundation
for the development of Graphic Design as critical visual rhetoric in the second,
third and fourth years of the program. As the first year concentrates on the acquisition of formal skill and technique, writing is introduced as a low-stakes means to
extend the activity of design as a process. The studio introduction of WAC begins
with an intersubjective sense of design vocabulary in the first year of the program.
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a) builds facility with disciplinary language
The acquisition of disciplinary language is a complex and long-term activity, but
common ground can be found from the perspective that design will be a second
language for all students regardless of linguistic proficiency in English. The mapping of a core design vocabulary in the Graphic Design program at OCAD U
(Figure 8.6) allowed students across multiple sections of a core design studio to see
the language of their discipline in a relational context—not all language functions
in the same way—where some terms are descriptive, some are active, and some are
shared by other disciplines. The map was given as a paper handout at the beginning
of each project throughout the first year as a means for students to identify, track,
and define where the given project existed in terms of language. As all projects
were composed of multiple phases over four weeks, the maps served as a means for
students to demonstrate their sense of where a project started, and where it went as
the project evolved towards its conclusion.

Figure 8.6. Excerpt from a curriculum map by Roderick Grant for the Graphic
Design program at OCAD University showing the relationship of a modified
Bloom’s taxonomy, program learning outcomes and WAC learning outcomes
identified in the Framework for Undergraduate Writing Competency.
The intent of the map is to help students establish the linguistic territory of
their discipline, and to identify inter-disciplinary potential when the vocabulary
seems inadequate. The map is thus never thought of, nor presented as, a totality,
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but merely as a first step towards an intersubjective understanding of what we mean
when we say certain terms in studio. While such a degree of looseness and freedom
can be intimidating in the first-year environment, such an approach underpins the
ethos of the program which champions design practice as porous and fugitive, subject to the push and pull of other vocabularies outside of a core foundation.

b) initiates a contextual awareness of writing
as a conceptual/theoretical tactic of making
The map is tied to guided, bi-monthly writing assignments. These low-stakes writing
assignments allow students to test their vocabulary acquisition without the burden of
heavily weighted evaluation. The differences between the language identified as important to a given project and the language that is then used to talk about in-progress
project work during a studio critique serves as a bridge to move language away from
fixed and final interpretations, towards a more contextual approach. Language in this
sense can be seen to generate visual form as much as it can be seen to describe what is
already made—the query to students to define necessary terms before, during, and after
projects allows them to see language more as a range of potential directions, rather than
as a final, fixed destination (Lupton, 2014, p. 9). Design language in this sense initiates
a process of conceptual thought where language is an active participant in design activity, not merely a post hoc justification of what was done in a given instance (Figure 8.7).

Figure 8.7. A visual mapping of design language by Nancy Snow, Saskia van
Kampen, and Roderick Grant, for first-year studio courses in the Graphic Design
program in the Faculty of Design. The mapping serves as a basis for negotiating
vocabulary, understanding and an evolving sense of how this language both
describes visual form but can also cause visual form to be made in specific ways.
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Students who can begin to see design language as a means to initiate visual
making processes are well on their way to more advanced conceptual and theoretical investigation. We don’t just see contrast between black and white, between blue
and yellow, we make that contrast happen, we initiate that principle if we have a
working definition of that principle. That principle then, can guide how, and therefore what, we make as designers—this is an active participation in the definition of
language, and brings design and writing together as generative practices (see Figure
8.8). Though being able to write down what one is about to do doesn’t necessarily
mean one will be able to do it, we will be able to respond to whatever is made, and
iterate the work both verbally and visually.

Figure 8.8. Excerpt from an assignment by Vuoni Unigabe, in a first-year
Design Process studio, required by the Graphic Design program, taught by
Roderick Grant, Faculty of Design. The assignment combines visual and
material exploration of design vocabulary with short, written reflections.
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c) commences a reflective relationship
between visual and verbal form
Graphic Design reserves a dedicated discourse for the study of language in the form
of typography. Typography at OCAD U is a studio sequence of five courses. While
students are exposed to a full range of digital approaches to given design projects,
the final project of the year is a fully hand-assembled book of their reflective writing
in relation to their studio work (Figure 8.9). The project gives students a chance to
review their work, but most importantly, gives students the experience of building
language from its constituent fragments and structures as an active visual practice.

Figure 8.9. Excerpt from an assignment by Jason Aronsberg, in the firstyear Design Process studio. The assignment asks students to assemble their
own writing, typographically, by hand, word by word, line by line to gain
experience with language as having physical/material properties.
In taking writing from a generic word processing document, printing it onto
plain white paper, then cutting that paper apart to be re-composed within a specific
page format, syntactic issues meet visual and rhetorical issues of spacing, structure, composition, and visual movement within a defined format—the page. The
requirement of performing this process with paper, scissors, tape, etc., gives the
work consequence and real, physical weight. Importantly, students become active

162 | DiPietro, Ferguson, Grant

participants in constructing academic discourse in the discipline of Graphic Design
through their engagement in this work—language as a way of “doing” the discipline (Carter, 2007, p. 385). As students engage with this practice, they come to
see that language can be defined, applied, but also visually re-contextualized as it
has a conceptual as well as a phenomenal life. An exposure to the life of language in
vocabulary acquisition, generative potential and as a means to reflect on individual
decisions and praxis, grounds first-year students in an experience of language as
having unique potential across different contexts, practices, and disciplines.
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