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At Laurentian we are learning first-hand how evaluation can
drive the curriculum. Between 1985 and 1990 the consequences of our
competency test moved us away from an ethos of testing which was
monolithic toward one characterized by collaboration and shared
responsibility. I say «toward» because the degree of movement is, of
course, variable. Those at the centre of the testing milieu—the English
and French departments, the Language/Writing Centre, and those in the
WAC/LIP programs—are further along, to the point where some of us
are beginning to see the test as a potential impediment to further change.
At the same time, some of the professional schools use the test as just
another hurdle their students must clear before being admitted to
professional years.

— 111

Universities, despite their common general purposes, have
distinctive features which make them individuals. The context within
which a university defines and undertakes its mission can provide insight
into the programs it develops and into the relationship it establishes with
its students. Located in Sudbury, Ontario, Laurentian—a bilingual
English/French institution with approximately 5000 full time and 5000
part time students—has as its mandate the serving of northeastern
Ontario, a vast area stretching from the mid point of the north shore of
Lake Superior east to the Quebec border, north to James Bay, and south
to Parry Sound on Georgian Bay. Affiliated campuses in Kapuskasing
and Sault Ste. Marie, and an extensive distance education program
collaborate with the Sudbury campus to fulfil the mandate. Three other
factors contribute to Laurentian’s situation: the area’s economy is
primarily in the raw resources industries: mining and forestry; there is
a significant native Indian population in the northeast; and northeastern
Ontario has one of the largest francophone populations in Canada outside
of Quebec. Consequently, when Laurentian was established in 1960 the
central concern was to provide post secondary education to populations
which had not been able to participate previously. Our students are still,
to a great degree, first generation university attenders, and they come
from a wide variety of backgrounds, and with wide variation in their
degrees of preparation.


















The Grain of Sand in the Oyster 61

of information and rules to an environment promoting active learning,
where students come to experience writing as a heuristic and recursive
process rather than simply as a technical skill. Literature, in this view,
was a world to encounter rather than a Chinese wall to dynamite.

The vision here (and I stress that it was a vision, with widely
varying degrees of implementation) chimed with our own intimations that
our composition course Engl. 1500 needing a more complete revamping.
Up to the end of the 1984-85 academic year the course had employed a
bottom-up approach to writing, from punctuation, grammar, sentence
structure, paragraphing, to the whole essay, with a workbook for
grammar exercises, and a reader for models of writing modes—compare/
contrast, classification/division etc. Students wrote eight in-class essays
in different modes, a ten page research paper, and a final exam. The
pedagogy required memorization and application of theory and rules
delivered in lectures. Nowhere had there been any attempt to integrate
the process of learning to write into the curriculum. Throughout 1984-
85, however, a number of instructors of Engl. 1500 began to lobby for
a change. We could see that while students often were able to learn and
parrot back the theory and rules, only the strongest were able to transfer
the information into their writing occasions, thus becoming independent,
self-confident writers and thinkers (Aitken). By far the majority managed
to ape the formula for the five paragraph theme. Though for a substantial
number of students even this was progress, and made Engl. 1500
popular, somehow it was not what we envisioned writing at the
university level to be—a heuristic discipline of sustained inquiry. We
were in accord with George Whalley: «language is not so much a
medium of expression as an instrument of inquiry. [...] There really is no
other way of coming to terms seriously with language than by trying to
write well» (135). In May of 1985 we adopted a new process-rhetoric
text for the course, and reoriented the syllabus to some degree, stressing
a top-down approach from rhetorical occasion (subject/audience/purpose)
through topic, outline, draft, revision, to submission of the completed
paper. Paragraphing, sentence structure, grammar, and punctuation were
dealt with in the revision stage, and through use where possible of actual
examples from the class. We still used a reader for models of the various
essay modes, and had students write within them.
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Though not everyone was convinced of the validity of the
collaborative route, the upshot of the committee’s explorations was a
recommendation to Senate—supported by the Teaching and Learning
Committee—for the creation of a Senate Committee on Writing Compet-
ency, and a Writing Across the Curriculum Program. We recommended
that the graduation requirement and test be maintained, but that
satisfactory performance on the writing component of a WAC course be
sufficient to clear the requirement without a retest. Our lobbying had
done its work—there was little opposition.

IX

The Senate Committee on Writing Competency went to work
quickly in order to have new regulations for the requirement in place for
the 1988-89 academic year. It recommended, and Senate subsequently
approved, a number of significant changes:

1. a change in the test from a 3 point to a 4 point grading scale, as
follows:

1= The student has satisfied the competency requirement;

2= The student has some difficulties in writing effectively. A
WAC course is recommended [this is essentially an indication of
borderline status, something that had been hidden in the earlier
version];

3= The student has significant difficulties in writing. A WAC
course is recommended, and supplementary help is available
from the Language Centre;

4= The student has major difficulties in writing. The student
must seek help and guidance at the Language Centre.

2. limits on student progress, to ensure students do not misinterpret
their status:
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APPENDIX 1
English Language Competency Test

This test has only one part, an essay, which you are to write in
the examination booklet provided. Write only with a pen, not a pencil.
N.B. Dictionaries are allowed.

Before you choose a topic from those given below, however, we
ask you to read through the following explanation of the examination.

1 Of what does the test consist?

The test consists of an essay on a topic students choose from a
limited set of alternatives. Given the range of topics, students of diverse
backgrounds should be able to find a topic they can discuss without
special preparation.

2. What qualities should the essay have?

Within the limits imposed by test conditions (reacting on the spot
and within a limited time to a topic you may not have thought through
beforehand), test essays should have the qualities that go with all
acceptable compositions at the university level: a degree of thoughtful-
ness, clear organization, and sound grammar and style.

Markers will ask such questions as the following about each

paper:

a) Is there a main idea for the essay? Has the student stated
the main idea in the essay’s introduction?

b) Is there an orderly arrangement of paragraphs that
support the main idea with evidence or other relevant
points?

c) Is each paragraph developed with its own main idea and
supporting details?

d) Are sentences effectively phrased?

e) Is vocabulary appropriate?

f) Is the grammar sound?

2) Are spelling and punctuation correct?
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APPENDIX 3
Anglophone Competency Test Marking Standards

[The criteria for the marking of the test are given to each student as part
of the test paper. See Appendix 1 for the seven criteria listed as items a
through g in the section «What qualities should the essay have?» These
criteria are also used as guidelines in the evaluating of written work in
WAC courses.]

Score of 1: Satisfies Competency Requirement—Student satisfies
criteriaa, b, ¢, d, e, f, g.

Score of 2: Borderline Failure—
a) Student satisfies organizational criteria (a,b,c) but has
significant problems with mechanical criteria (d,e,f,g);
b) Student satisfies mechanical criteria (d,e,f,g) but

has significant problems with organizational
criteria (a,b,c).

[Clearly many borderline cases do not fall cleanly into one or the other
of these two categories. The benefits of collaborative team marking
become apparent here, because the marker can appeal to the larger
group for a judgement.]

Score of 3: Significant Failure—Student shows significant shortfall
in no more than two of criteria a,b,c, and d, plus
significant problems in e,f,g.

Score of 4: Profound Failure—Student shows significant problems
in all criteria.

¥ %k ok

There are some exceptions to the standards outlined above: Students
whose principal language of schooling has been neither English nor
French will be required to satisfy different minimum writing competency
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APPENDIX 4

Writing Across The Curriculum Program Course Policy

1. Each student must submit original written work totalling at least
2000 words.
2, Courses must include explicit treatment of writing in the

discipline, on an ongoing basis.

3. WAC professors must participate in workshops on the local
campus on instructional methods and evaluation procedures.

4, Each WAC professor must submit for approval a statement,
explaining how he/she will implement #2, to the WAC
coordinator before the course begins.

3. The WAC professor must evaluate a student’s writing compet-
ency using the same standard applied to the appropriate language
competency test.






