
May 26, 2006 
Report of the Arts & Sciences Writing Council 
 
The Arts & Sciences Writing Council was appointed by Dean David Hodge in December 
2003 for an initial three-year term. The Council was established to follow up on the 
recommendations of the Undergraduate Curriculum Writing Committee 
(http://www.artsci.washington.edu/writesum.asp) and the A&S Task Force on Enhancing 
Student Learning (http://www.artsci.washington.edu/learnsum.asp). Both these reports 
emphasized the central role writing should play in the life of the College and the 
perceived inadequacy of our current approaches to writing instruction. 
 
The Council�s charge from Dean Hodge was:  
1) to integrate the College�s various writing programs and efforts;  
2) to survey the writing goals of departments;  
3) to develop guidelines for writing requirements in the College;  
4) to oversee the development and the on-going effectiveness of a writing assessment 
system;  
5) to advise on College policy regarding writing issues.  
 
On all these issues, the Council has worked closely with Professor John Webster, A&S 
Writing Director and a member of the Council. Professor Webster�s achievements as 
Writing Director over the past two years have been extraordinary. A disproportionate 
share of the credit for what the Council has achieved belongs to him. 
 
Integrating the College�s Writing Programs 
 
4 x 4 Writing Workshops: These intensive, annual, three-quarter long workshops enroll 
4 faculty members from each of 4 departments. Their goal is to help faculty redesign 
individual courses and departmental curricula in ways that make writing a powerful tool 
for student learning rather than simply a method of �generating a grade.� Directed by 
John Webster, these workshops have been extremely successful in helping faculty rethink 
the role of writing in their courses and curricula. Participating faculty members receive a 
$1,500 stipend, and their departments are then eligible to apply for grants of up to $4,000 
to fund unit-wide initiatives to support undergraduate writing. Departments that have 
participated in these workshops so far include American Ethnic Studies, American Indian 
Studies, Anthropology, Comparative Literature, Dance, Mathematics, Philosophy, 
Psychology, Scandinavian Studies, and Speech and Hearing Sciences. Calls for a third 
round of 4x4 proposals have just gone out. 
 
OUGL Writing and Research Center: With the support and cooperation of the 
University Libraries, the Council has established the OWRC as a place where students 
from all departments in the University can go for help on writing and research projects. 
OWRC is currently being funded out of temporary money provided by the College of 
Arts and Sciences. If we can secure adequate and stable funding to sustain OWRC, our 
hope is that the OWRC could also help to train the writing tutors who staff the various 
department-level writing centers that have been established across the College. Tish 



Lopez, an advanced graduate student in the Department of English, has recently been 
appointed to be the Director of the OWRC. 
 
Council of Writing Center Directors: This newly-formed group meets regularly with John 
Webster to coordinate the work of the department writing centers and the OWRC. 
 
Webpage of Writing Resources: http://www.artsci.washington.edu/writing This website 
is the �portal� through which faculty, staff and students can access the variety of 
resources available to them through the Arts and Sciences Writing Program. Topics 
covered include the 4x4 Initiative; advice and bibliography for faculty designing Writing-
Integrated classes; lists of all the writing centers on campus, with contact information; 
descriptions (with hotlinks) for other writing resources on campus; news and events. 
 
Writing Administrators� Advisory Committee (WrAAC): Established to promote 
coordination and planning of writing instruction across the College. Committee members 
are now engaged in regular conversations about writing issues throughout the College.  
 
GIS 140: Writing Ready: Getting Started Writing in College: A 5-credit bridge course, 
developed in partnership with Educational Outreach, for incoming first-year students who 
believe their writing skills may not be strong enough for college writing courses. This 
past summer we expanded the first summer�s pilot program from two sections to three.  
 
Coordination of Learning Objectives between EWP and IWP: Under the leadership 
of Prof. Anis Bawarshi, Director of Expository Writing and a member of the Writing 
Council, EWP faculty have redesigned the 100-level expository writing classes (ENGL 
131, 111, 121, 104/5) around a new set of shared learning objectives (attached). These 
objectives stress the need for students to develop and practice the skills that are 
foundational to academic writing, and to recognize how to adapt these skills for different 
disciplinary contexts. The course is now a much more clearly-defined introduction to 
college-level writing for students in all disciplines, and prepares students more effectively 
for the explicitly disciplinary writing that is taught through the IWP program. 
 
Surveying the Writing Goals of Departments 
 
During winter quarter 2004, the Council surveyed all A&S chairs and unit directors, 
asking about their unit�s writing goals for its undergraduate majors; how well students 
were doing as writers in their unit�s courses; resources their unit had already committed 
to the teaching of writing to its majors; resources they believed the College could provide 
to improve their use of writing in teaching; and steps units themselves might take to 
improve the teaching of writing. 
 
Three major findings emerged from this survey: 
 
1) Only a few departments have well-developed writing goals for their students, but most 
are able to define the kind of writing they expect of their majors, and nearly all believe 
that teaching their majors to write �like biologists� (or chemists, or sociologists, or 



literary critics�) is an important goal for their department. To achieve this goal, 
however, most departments rely on department writing centers (in departments where 
these exist) and Teaching Assistants who are assigned to grade student writing. Most 
departments believe that with more funding for department writing centers and TAs, they 
could do a better job of teaching disciplinarily-based writing to their majors. 
 
2) Student writing capabilities vary enormously. Students with special difficulties writing 
in English are a particular challenge, with which departments are ill-equipped to cope. 
 
3) Departments with writing centers believe strongly in their value, but there is wide 
support also for a college-wide writing center to serve departments that cannot afford to 
fund their own center, and to take some of the pressure off those departmentally-based 
centers that do exist. 
 
Guidelines for Writing Requirements in the College 
 
After two years of study and debate, the Council has unanimously concluded that the 
College�s existing composition requirements are inadequate, and that the W-course 
system is irreparably broken. A completely new approach to writing is needed, one that is 
based on the best current understandings of the relationship between learning, teaching, 
and writing. 
 
Our current writing requirements consist of one 5 credit �Composition� course, usually 
but not necessarily ENGL 131; plus two 5-credit �Writing Intensive� courses, for which 
there are no effective standards whatsoever. As the Undergraduate Curriculum Writing 
Committee has already established, these requirements are significantly less rigorous than 
those of our peer institutions. Additionally, they provide no common foundation course 
on which subsequent writing instruction could build, no sequencing of writing 
instruction, and no assurance that students will ever learn the writing conventions and 
values specific to their major field of study.  
 
Faculty dissatisfaction with the quality of student writing is widespread, but departments 
by themselves cannot possibly fix these problems on their own. Nor is �teaching students 
to write� a responsibility that can or should fall to the English Department alone. There is 
an overwhelming consensus among writing professionals that discipline-based writing 
instruction is a necessary component to any successful writing program.  
 
What is required, we believe, is a college-wide solution to teaching composition in the 
freshman and sophomore years, that will provide a foundation upon which each degree-
granting department or program can then build in teaching its own majors the specific 
writing conventions of its own discipline. Our existing writing requirements are 
inadequate and ineffective. We recommend that they be abolished, together with the 
entire system of �W� course designations, in favor of a new set of writing requirements 
as described below. 
 
A New Set of Writing Requirements for the College of Arts and Sciences 



 
Part I. Goals and Assumptions 
 
In designing this new plan, the Council had two goals: to improve undergraduate writing 
throughout the College, and by so doing, to make it possible for writing to become as 
powerful a tool for student learning as is reading. The plan we propose rests on the 
conviction that to become good writers, students must write regularly in a wide variety of 
genres and disciplines, with an appropriate command of English grammar and syntax. No 
less importantly, however, they must also understand, identify, and employ in their 
writing the specific expectations and conventions that characterize good writing in a 
particular discipline. Beyond an elementary level, composition �skills� cannot be taught 
effectively apart from the specific disciplinary context that frames each writing 
assignment. Research studies consistently show that when even very skillful writers are 
asked to write in an unfamiliar genre, the grammatical, syntactical, and orthographical 
correctness of their prose diminishes markedly. We are convinced therefore that much of 
the �bad writing� by our students, about which faculty so often complain, arises less from 
an inadequate knowledge of the rules of grammar than from students� unfamiliarity with 
the particular (and disciplinarily specific) types of writing they are being asked to do. An 
effective writing program for the College of Arts and Sciences must therefore teach 
students to recognize and address these �metacognitive� aspects to good writing, as well 
as ensuring that they have a proper command of grammar, syntax and spelling. 
 
Part II. The Plan 
 
We propose, therefore, that starting in the fall of 2010, all students in the College of Arts 
and Sciences should fulfill the following writing requirements: 
 
1) One 5-credit composition course (C1), �An Introduction to College Writing,� to be 
taken and passed before a student had completed 45 credits at UW. This course would be 
modelled closely on the existing EWP classes, such as ENGL 131, and would be housed 
in the English Department. We presume that virtually all entering transfer students would 
already have taken a C1 course before enrolling at UW. 
 
2) A second 5-credit composition course (C2), �Writing in a Discipline� (for which C1 
would be a prerequisite), to be taken and passed before students had completed 90 credits 
of study at UW (135 credits for transfer students). We foresee two models for this course. 
One model is UW�s prize-winning Interdisciplinary Writing Program, which we would 
propose to expand. Through IWP, students enroll in a 5-credit �writing link� course AND 
in a discipinary course to which the writing link is attached. Because the two classes are 
so closely related, IWP students not only learn how to write in a disciplinary context, but 
they are also more successful than non-IWP students in mastering the material taught in 
their linked disciplinary course. A second model for courses to fulfill this C2 requirement 
would be free-standing 5-credit courses that departments might choose to offer that 
would focus specifically on �Writing in Sociology� (or Physics, or Dance, etc.).  
 



3) A �Writing in the Major� requirement (C3), to be determined individually by each 
department or program that offers a major, but which would be approved and monitored 
by the Writing Council. Some units may choose to address this requirement by specifying 
particular �disciplinary writing� courses that every major must take. Other units may 
choose to adopt a �writing across the major� approach, in which all the classes in which 
majors enroll pay explicit attention to teaching students the elements of good writing 
within the discipline, while others may choose to designate a certain subset of their 
required major classes as meeting the WiM requirement.  
 
4) Assessment of these new writing requirements should be ongoing. Assessment 
mechanisms for individual students are already built into the the learning goals of EWP 
and IWP courses. It should be relatively simple to adapt these learning goals to the new 
C1 and C2 courses. The Writing Council should then monitor both programs at a 
�system� level. The �acid test� for these new writing requirements, however, will be 
whether they succeed in producing majors whose ability to write within their disciplines 
is commensurate with the expectations the unit�s faculty have declared to be appropriate 
for their majors. This is the essential question on which assessment efforts should focus. 
The Writing Council and the College must therefore be prepared to assist departments in 
designing appropriate assessment mechanisms for their �Writing in the Major� program. 
These assessments should become part of each unit�s regular ten-year review process.  
 
Impact on Student Enrolment Patterns 
 
This new plan represents a substantial curricular reform, which will have a significant 
impact on student course enrolment patterns across the College. These calculations 
presume an entering first-year class of 5,000 students. 
 
� C1. Enrolments will increase from ca. 3,500 to ca. 4,200 first-year students per year. 
We presume that, as at present, ca. 800 students per year will fulfill this requirement 
through Running Start and X131 credits.  
 
� C2. The IWP Program currently enrolls ca. 2,000 students per year. Under this new 
plan, we would need to accommodate a total of approximately 4,700 first or second year 
students, plus an additional 1,500 transfer students, per year. As community colleges 
begin to offer C2 classes locally, the number of transfer students needing to enroll in a C2 
class at UW would decline. Clearly, however, it will take several years for the 
community colleges to make this change in their curriculum. 
 
� C3. Minimal impacts on current enrolment patterns. 
 
We predict, therefore, that approximately 4,900 students per year who are currently 
taking some other class would instead enroll in either a C1 (700 students per year) or a 
C2 (4,200 students per year) class. Costs of offering these additional composition classes 
would be partially offset by reduced enrolments in the classes in which these students 
would otherwise have enrolled. 
 



Costs of Implementing this Plan 
 
C1. To accommodate 700 additional students per year, we would need to open 
approximately 35 more sections at 22 students each.  
 
C2. To expand IWP on the scale we propose would mean offering approximately 300 
IWP sections per year (up from the current 100). Currently, IWP has 7 lecturers and 
senior lecturers, and 25 TAs. To offer 300 IWP sections, we would need to add 9 
additional lecturers and senior lecturers and 65 new TAs. This expansion would also 
entail additional administrative costs. A full-time Program Administrator would be 
needed to handle budget and coordination with departments. Some technical support to 
manage websites would also be needed. Office space will also be required to 
accommodate this expansion. 
 
C3. Some additional costs would likely be incurred by departments in administering and 
assessing their Writing in the Major programs, particularly in the largest departments. 
Although we would anticipate that these additional costs would be modest, some central 
funds should be set aside to respond to requests from units for support in meeting these 
costs. 
 
Implications for the College of Arts and Sciences 
 
1. The proposed expansion of IWP cannot be accomplished in a single year. It needs to be 
�phased in� over at least two, and preferably three, years. 
 
2. As IWP grows larger, the Director of IWP will have more administrative duties, and 
will spend commensurately less time teaching and doing curriculum coordination and 
liason work with faculty members. An Associate Director (or Directors) of IWP will need 
to be appointed to take over these duties. 
 
3. The College will need to give careful thought to the appropriate departmental home(s) 
for the 16 IWP lecturers and senior lecturers. Presently, IWP is housed within the English 
Department. It may be that an expanded IWP will be better placed as a free-standing unit 
within the College of Arts and Sciences. 
 
4. Administrative support for the EWP Program will also need to be increased. At 
present, the EWP Director is carrying a nearly insupportable burden of teaching, 
administrative, and scholarly commitments. It is not realistic to add further to them. The 
additional training costs for TAs that this expansion will require make it imperative that 
some additional support for EWP be provided. 
 
5. The number of tenure-stream faculty currently involved in running EWP and IWP is 
inadequate even at present. We cannot expand these programs solely with lecturers and 
TAs. We must add tenure-stream faculty to them. 
 
6. The Directors of EWP and IWP should be tenure-stream faculty members. 



 
Conclusion 
 
The Writing Council�s goal is not merely to improve writing instruction in the College. It 
is, rather, to transform the curricular role of writing within the College so as to make 
writing into a powerfully effective tool for promoting student learning. We believe the 
changes recommended in this plan are essential steps toward accomplishing this larger 
goal. Faculty from all four divisions of the College have participated in drawing up this 
plan, and we are convinced that it will, if enacted, be of substantial benefit to faculty and 
students in all the College�s departments and programs. It is, to be sure, only one part of a 
larger effort to build a culture of writing throughout the College. The 4 x 4 Initiative, the 
Odegaard Writing and Research Center, the Council of Writing Center Directors, the 
Writing Administrators� Advisory Committee, the Writing Program website, and the 
numerous presentations to individual departments and programs that Writing Director 
John Webster has organized and offered, all aim toward the same goal. To attain that 
goal, however, it will not be enough to take incremental steps, although many 
incremental steps will be needed. The plan we are proposing here is one in which the 
whole is much more than the sum of the parts. We cannot put in place half of it, and have 
anything like the kind of impact we are intending to achieve. We must act boldly, in the 
confidence that, as Donald Peterson has so often reminded us, �No investment in quality 
is ever wasted.� It is in that conviction that we present this report. 
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