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Next Steps:  A Public Forum on Transforming Student Writing  
in the College of Arts & Sciences 

 
 
About this document: This document contains information presented at a public forum hosted by the 
Arts and Sciences Writing Council on May 2, 2005. (The Arts and Sciences Writing Council is part of the 
larger Arts and Science Writing Program. The ideas and proposals contained below are not final  – the 
Council welcomes your feedback. Please click here to visit a website where you may comment 
anonymously, or email writeuw@u.washington.edu. 
 
 
 

Where We Were 
 

Virtually everyone agrees that many seniors graduating from the University of Washington should write 
better than they do. Whether community leaders, college task forces, department chairs, or faculty 
generally, there has been widespread agreement that we need to do more for the students we graduate.   

 
That said,  it is also true that we already do a great deal to help students become better writers. Why 
then, do many students still not write better at graduation? This was the question Dean David Hodge put 
to the Undergraduate Curriculum Writing Committee (UCWC), a committee he established in the fall of 
2002 to study what could be done to strengthen our students’ writing.  
 
In its year-long review of our writing programs, the UCWC identified at least three major problems:   
 

1. Lack of Coordination. As many programs as we had to work with student writing, we had no 
central point in the College for discussion, articulation, and decision-making regarding writing 
education.     

 
2. Too much reliance on a traditional English-Department based model for the teaching of 

writing. Though the English Department’s Expository Writing Program does a good job of 
introducing students to college-level writing, that introduction can only go so far. The people who 
understand best what counts as argument or evidence in political science or biology are not 
English teachers, but political scientists and biologists. English can get students well on their way, 
but in the end only faculty in particular disciplines can teach students what they need to know if 
they are to be writing well as they graduate.     

 
3. A relatively weak set of writing requirements.  Current requirements  leave many students 

with insufficient formal instruction in writing for college-level work. Of the three courses we ask  
students, only one is explicitly a writing course.   

 
The deep problem in our course structure lies in imagining that a single composition course followed by 
two writing-rich courses will teach students to write well for the variety of complex tasks college-level 
assignments ask of them. This runs squarely against what is now widely recognized as a basic fact about 
learning to write: writing is not a skill that can be learned once, like bike-riding, and remembered 
indefinitely. Rather, we learn to write over time, in different genres, and with a need for consistent practice 
and application. If students are to develop the habits and understandings that enable strong writing, they 
must write frequently, in a variety of settings, and over their entire undergraduate career.   
 
What the UCWC proposed:   
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Starting from these explanations for why our undergraduate students are not writing well enough, the 
UCWC offered a set of recommendations to the Dean in a report entitled, “Transforming Writing: Final 
Report of the Undergraduate Curriculum Writing Committee.”  
 
The UCWC’s most  substantial recommendation was that the College create a fully inclusive campus 
culture of writing: 
 

“Given this community’s extensive professional engagement with writing, this Committee strongly 
believes that the College should work to extend the culture of writing that supports our research 
and administrative roles to include our students’ learning as well. This means that all of us across 
the College must begin to coordinate better our thinking about the writing abilities we want our 
graduating seniors to have. Different departments will want different outcomes, but we should all 
want students who are more proficient, more flexible, more able to write well in the forms and 
subjects their personal and professional lives will require.” 

 
To move us towards that general goal, the committee made a series of other proposals, the chief of which 
was that the Dean appoint both a Director of Writing for the College, and a Writing Council strongly 
representative of faculty in the College. If writing were to be improved, the Committee argued, doing so 
would require strong department support, and that would happen only if Departments knew that their 
views were both sought and heard.   
 
 
 

Where We Are 
 
In response to the UCWC’s main recommendations, Dean Hodge appointed in late 2003 both a Writing 
Council broadly representative of departments across the College, and a College Director of Writing. In 
the 18 months since being appointed, the Director and Council have initiated a series of measures to 
improve the teaching and learning of writing on campus:   
 

• Establishment of the Writing Administrators’ Advisory Committee (WrAAC) to promote 
coordination and planning of writing instruction across the College. Writing programs are now 
engaged in regular conversations about writing issues throughout the College.       

• Development and successful implementation of GIS 140, in partnership with Educational 
Outreach. This is a 5-credit bridge course for incoming first-year students who feel their writing 
skills may not be strong enough for college writing courses. This summer expands last 
summer’s pilot program from two sections to three.   

• A survey of departments and units in the College with respect to writing issues. 
• Development and successful first-year implementation of the 4x4 Initiative, a faculty 

development program to support the design of writing-integrated classes.  This year the 4x4 
included 17 faculty members from six different departments.   

• Publication in May 2005 of a new Bulletin for the Center for Instructional Development and 
Research on “Teaching Writing-Integrated Classes”  (Vol. 8, No. 3). 

• Development of a new College Writing Program Website to make information about writing 
programs across the college immediately and centrally available to all.   

• Better coordination with other faculty development programs on campus run through either the 
Office of Undergraduate Education, the Graduate School, the Provost’s Office, or the Center 
for Instructional Development and Research.   

• Year-long piloting of the Odegaard Writing and Research Center, a partnership with the 
Odegaard Undergraduate Library. This Center works with students in those units in the college 
who have no departmental writing center to support them.  In the future the Writing and 
Research Center will also offer a coordinating presence to departmentally-based writing 
centers for tutor training.  
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• Working with Departments. In addition to discussing writing issues with faculty from a number 
of departments, we have also scheduled informational workshops with three departments this 
quarter (Psychology, Scandinavian and Math). Two other departments are currently arranging 
Fall quarter workshops.   

 
 
 

Where We Are Going 
 
At this point the Writing Council believes the College must address the central remaining issue: if 
students will really only write better if they write more in their majors, how can this best be accomplished? 
How do we replace our English-Department dominant model with a model that shares responsibility for 
student writing more effectively across the College? English will continue to have a major role, of course, 
training students in general writing and fluency skills. At the same time, we want disciplinary faculty to see 
that only they can reliably teach students to use the general writing skills they bring with them to their 
majors.   

 
In recognition, then, of the need to engage more faculty in working with student writers, the Council 
proposes a two-pronged approach. On one hand we imagine a new Writing-in-the-Major initiative to help 
departments define and address their undergraduate students’ writing needs. On the other, we want to 
enact a set of College-based measures to support departments as they do this.   

 
 

The Writing-in-the-Major Initiative: 
 
As the Writing Council now envisions it, the Writing-in-the-Major Initiative would ask departments for three 
things: 
 

1. Each department in the College would identify as precisely as it can exactly what writing abilities 
it wants its students to have as they graduate. We expect these goals to vary significantly from 
department to department. Some will want students to know how to represent data sets 
effectively, or how to identify and summarize key arguments in the disciplinary literature. Others 
may also want students to write for the Web, or to integrate graphics into their discourse.   Given 
the range of possible goals, only departments will finally be able to judge which will do most to 
support their students.   

 
2. Having identified goals for their graduating seniors, departments would then identify the places in 

their curricula where they can provide students the help they will need if they are to attain these 
goals. Because these goals are so various, and because they all depend upon disciplinary modes 
of thinking, departments, again, are best placed to make these decisions.   

 
3. Finally, each department would work with the Director of Writing and the Writing Council to 

develop the means by which it could assess how well its students were doing in reaching these 
goals.  Again, different departments may develop quite different plans.  One may use papers 
written for a senior seminar capstone course to assess their students’ writing, while another may 
develop a writing portfolio of some sort.  Here as with the first two elements of this initiative, 
departmental goals and needs will play a major role in deciding how best to proceed.   

 
 
College Support for Writing in the Major 
 
The Writing Council believes that these measures will do much to strengthen student writing, but we also 
believe that they will not be sufficient in and of themselves. We think the College, too, must do more.  
Two measures to support the Writing in the Majors Initiative are already in place, though still under 
development:   
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• The Odegaard Writing and Research Center, whose task is to ensure that students all 
across the College have support both with their writing and with their mastery of information 
research as well. Not only will the center help students build and sustain their writing abilities, 
it will help faculty by providing a place their students can be sent for special help with writing-
related tasks.   

 
• Faculty-support programs like the 4x4 Initiative, to foster the design and re-design of writing-

integrated courses. 
 
But beyond what the College is already doing, we believe the College must also ensure that students 
come to their work in their majors with stronger and more sophisticated preparation than they now have, 
and to accomplish this we think we need to reconfigure our current writing requirements. 
 
 
Current Requirements 
The College now requires of its students three writing-rich courses defined in the following way: 
 

• Writing Course #1:  A composition class (c-course) in which writing is the principal focus 
(e.g., English 131, 197/8/9, Comparative Literature 240). Current outcomes for these courses 
can be found here.  

• Writing Course #2:  A Writing-intensive class (w-course), defined as a class in any discipline 
in which students write substantial papers, and which provide occasion for work with these 
papers—like revision or assignment sequencing. Current requirements for these courses can 
be found here.  

• Writing Course #3:  A second Writing-intensive class, defined exactly like Writing Course #2.     
 
As we have already suggested, there are problems with these requirements. They include: 
 

• The sheer difficulty of internalizing within the single quarter of a composition class the set of 
habits and practices that enable successful college-level writing. 

• The difficulty of administering w-courses to ensure their consistency and effectiveness.  
Though governed by a set of rather rigorous criteria (see above), and though some w-
courses have been brilliantly carried out, overall the effectiveness of these classes has been 
uneven at best.   

• Most w-courses credits are earned in few departments—which means that most students 
satisfy these requirements without actually taking w-courses in their majors.   

• The w-course program as currently constituted lets us all believe that writing in disciplinary 
contexts is being adequately addressed when in fact even two very good such courses will 
not be enough for many students.   

 
Reconfigured Requirements 
In view of these difficulties, the Writing Council proposes the following reconfiguration of the three 
required writing courses: 
 

• Writing Course #1: a Composition course, as before, but governed by a set of learning goals 
more closely focused on providing students an introduction to college-level writing (see 
outcomes linked above). (This requirement would be satisfied primarily in a student’s first 
year.)  

• Writing Course #2:  a second Composition course, upgrading the current first w-course to a 
second course in which writing is the explicit subject. This new c-course would continue 
building skills introduced in the first c-course, but would differ by focusing on writing from 
within the materials of a discipline. The primary model for these courses would be the 
Interdisciplinary Writing Program. (Satisfied primarily in a student’s second year.)  



  5 

 

• Writing Course #3:  A w-course as currently defined, but now satisfied by an upper division 
course or courses within a student’s own discipline or, in some circumstances, within a 
closely associated discipline.  (Satisfied primarily at the upper division level.) 

 
We believe this redefinition of our current requirement would address the concerns we listed above, but 
we’d like to stress three benefits in particular:   
 
First, the newly defined requirement would give students far stronger skills with which to enter their 
majors. Between this better preparation and the new Writing Center, disciplinary faculty can be assured 
that their role will be that of teaching students to use writing effectively in their disciplines rather than that 
of teaching sentence fluency.   
 
Second, these requirements would extend the experience that some of our students now have to all of 
them. For in fact, somewhere between 600 and 1000 of our students already take 2 or more C-courses.  
That leaves some 4000 who don’t—and those will benefit most from the change.   
 
Third, these newly redefined requirements, along with changes in departmental offerings resulting from a 
new Writing in the Major Initiative, will ensure that students begin to see writing as part of their work at the 
University of Washington no matter what they choose to study. They will be writing much more 
consistently and frequently, becoming participants in our College-wide culture of writing, not mere 
onlookers.   
 
 
Conclusion 
 
A number of questions remain. Who, for example, will staff the new IWP sections? If this is to be a 
partnership among different stakeholders in the College, how can we build strong interdepartmental links? 
How will we involve graduate students and faculty from across the College in locating and training 
teachers for new writing links? These and other questions are part of our current conversations, and it is 
in the spirit of those conversations about how best to share responsibility for student writing that we called 
this meeting. With the foregoing as a summary of the Council’s work to this point, we invite comments or 
questions. Please contact us at writeuw@u.washington.edu or click here to provide anonymous feedback. 
We look forward to working with you. 


