
BEST BRIEF STRATEGIES 

A Cross-Disciplinary Writing lab at Work 

by 
Paul Fletcher 

"How did you happen to start the cross-disciplinary Walk-In Writing lab 

at Bristol Community Colleger' I was recently asked by an English professor, a 

key member of our writing lab team here at BCC. "Border trafficking." I 

replied. "Border traffickingr' I do tend towards hyperbole, so I thought a bit . 

before I replied, "Once writing was a one-way street. English teachers taught tt. 

Turf borders were tight. Writing Centers were operated by English teachers 

working with peer tutors often outside the mainline curriculum. But now at 

BCC, the traffic is beginning to go both ways." 

Long before NAFT A, I got into border crossing with my old friend Ray 

Lavertue, now Director of the Lab project but then a professor of criminal 

justice. Together we taught a second-year humanities elective,_ "The Crim.inal 

in Literature." Ray and I were always convinced that our crossmg borders m 

that first interdisciplinary course-wherein Ray the former cop had them writing 

about point of view and irony in Crime and Punishment and In Cold Blood from 

a literary point of view, and I the English professor was talking about the Four

teenth Amendment and Anthony Lewis's Gideon's Trumpet, was a wonderful 

cross-disciplinary learning experience for us, as well as for the students-One 

that should be shared by the rest of the faculty. 

Last year, the college, in the fall of 1992, received a three-year Title Ill 

Developing Institutions grant to fund, Writing Across the Disciplines, proposing 

a five day a week, prime time drop-in writing lab operated by a rotating team of 

faculty from all six divisions of the college. The lab would serve the dual func

tion of tutoring center and faculty development laboratory. Bristol Community 

College serves a large number of students who need to upgrade their writing 

skills. As an open-admission institution, the College draws upon a significant 
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immigrant population of students, whose families speak limited English in the 

home. 

All matriculated students must complete English 11 and 12. This 

standard two-course, six-credit freshman English sequence combines writing and 

literature. Many students, after entrance testing, require a semester of pre

freshmen composition. However, students need additional writing instruction. 

While many of these students pass their freshman writing courses, most do not 

become involved in writing thereafter and quickly lose their writing ability 

because development of competence in these skills require 

This new walk-in lab is operated not just by English instructors but by 

full-time faculty rotated annually from every academic division, including history, 

chemistry, mathematics, business, nursing, dental hygiene, ESL, and psychology. 

A faculty coordinator from English, and a learning specialist from psychology, are 

responsible for the day-to-day operations of the lab. The lab's main goal is to 

improve the writing of any student who is interested in coming there with a piece 

of writing in progress or who is recommended to the lab by any member of the 

faculty. We focus on writing as process, that is to say, on organizing and express

ing ideas and communicating effectively to enable a student to learn subjects 

across the disciplines. The lab holds regular open houses, conducts regular lab 

tours for classes, meets with departments, gives presentations and workshops at 

faculty meeting, and holds popular poetry slams to get the word out. 

Writing to Learn 

The lab's faculty coordinator, plays a significant role in the intensive 

annual summer training sessions that develop curriculum materials and workshop 

goals and that share ideas on writing with faculty across the disciplines. A 

professor of English at the University of Rhode Island serves as the project's 

consultant. Professor Toby Fulwiler of the University of Vermont, a nationally 

recognized authority on writing across the curriculum, has pointed out that if you 

have students writing across the disciplines in chemistry, business, and biology 

courses , they not only learn to write better, but they are also going to learn 

chemistry, business, and biology better. 
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Success and Impact 

To identify how writing across the disciplines has increases and whether 

the quality of student writing and learning has improved, the lab team, is con

ducting a three-year longitudinal portfolio assessment to compare the writing 

and learning improvements of 40 students exposed to the services in the writing 

lab who have taken at least one course with a writing lab instructor, with those 

of an equal number of students who have not been exposed to the lab. By the 

end of the grant one fifth of the faculty will have served two semesters on the lab 

team. Several area colleges have already invited us to share our ideas on a cross

disciplinary writing lab with them. The student participation has been impres

sive. 

By the end of its third semesters of operations, the lab had been used by 

570 students, exceeding expectations for the Tide III program. The increase in 

the average number of visits to the center by students from one to three suggests 

students have found that the help they have received in the center merits a 

return visit for additional assistance. Need for tutoring in English composition 

motivated the greatest number of visits with psychology running second. Half 

the students visited to work on a first draft. Final draft work was second while 

successive draft work accounted for less than 20%. 

Students have expressed enthusiasm for the project: "The lab tutors are 

teaching us how to think-I guess that's what good writing is." "This is the first 

time I have a chance to have someone read one of my papers before I hand it 

in." "These teachers in the lab awaken the student." "I love to use the writing 

lab's computers-I've told my friends about it." Instructors have commented, "I 

have examined writing issues and gained new insights." "The writing lab is a 

wonderful non-threatening environment for students." "Students are writing 

more because of the lab." 

Criteria for Good Writing 

Each discipline has a distinct set of assumptions about the way knowl

edge is made and expressed. Nevertheless, we have come to a consensus on 
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those qualities in writing that cut across areas of expertise and knowledge. 

~e~e are considered primary traits, usable criteria to evaluate the many kinds of 
wntmg that may come our way. 

Perspective: Good · · h wntmg as a perspective, a way of seeing. Perspec-

tive is expressed through point of view, voice, and thesis. 

Audience: Good writing is appropriate to the reader, the purpose, and 
the occasion. 

Evidence: Good writing makes use of detail to persuade, to move, or 
to inform the reader. 

~: Good writing is coherent from sentence to sentence, 

paragraph to paragraph, beginning to end. 

Correctness: Good writing displays competency in grammar and punc

tuation and accuracy in spelling. The use of another's 

words or ideas must always be acknowledged. 

Tutor Protocol 

We refined a tutor protocol as in our summer workshops: 

1. Introduce yourself. 

2. Ask if the student has been here before. If so, read the student's 
file. 

3. Ask for the teacher's instructions. 

4. Ask the student to explain what the assignment calls for and what 

he or she wants to get out of the tutoring session. 

5. Read the entire paper through in the light of the "Criteria For Good 
Writing." 

6. Discuss the teacher's comments, if any, on the writing. 

7. Identify the nature of the writing problem. 

8. Begin by talking about positive qualities in the writing. 
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9. Ask open-ended questions. 
1 O. Determine deadlines, time constraints, and length of time of the 

current session. Make note of these on the log. 

11. Establish with the student a manageable goal and a follow-up 

session, if possible. 
12. Encourage the student to begin writing (or rewriting) during the 

session using the available software. 

13. Fill out the tutor log. 

Writing Resource Materials 

We have already collected writing materials from instructors from 

several academic disciplines including engineering, nursing, humanities, and 

mathematics. 
When the lab was started, some of the faculty team were doubters, 

wondering if the Lab was not simply spoon feeding writing to students. The lab 

has made believers out of the former doubters. In fact, they have become the 

strongest advocates for the lab. Finally, the lab has become a community of 

learning that is respected by administration, faculty, and students, and it has 

become a center for faculty development. One external evaluator, summed it up 

nicely: "The writing lab is doing well. It is unique in its design because it uses a 

new group of trained faculty tutors each year. Ultimately, all faculty may have 

an opportunity to become a faculty tutor. There is no question about its future 

from the external evaluator's perspective, it should be continued." We are all 

crossing borders, getting students to write across the curriculum. 
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Heterogeneous Grouping in Teaching Rhymes 

by 
Marlow Ediger 

Many language arts teachers have attempted to develop uniformity 

within a class by tracking students homogeneously in terms of ability or skills. 

Most educators, however, recommend assigning students of mixed achievement 

levels to work cooperatively in heterogeneous groups. Students can learn from 

one another regardless of ability levels or socio-economic status. I recently 

observed the success of heterogeneous grouping in an elementary lesson in 

poetic composition. 

In collaboration with the cooperating teacher, a student teacher taught a 

unit on poetry writing to an interage grouping of grades three and four. The 

ultimate goal was to have learners within a heterogeneous group write limericks. 

Working in committees of four, learners first concentrated on writing rhyming 

couplets. The teachers initially read aloud couplets they had written and printed 

them on the chalkboard for learner observation and discussion. Teachers 

showed pictures that had provided the background content for their own cou

plets, then gave each committee pictures to suggest content for writing couplets 

cooperatively. 

Committees appeared eager to locate a picture for couplet writing. The 

teachers circulated among the committees to answer questions and encourage 

learner achievement, as students brainstormed lines for couplets. 

Soon committees voluntarily shared their couplets with classmates; 

The cow in the pasture with her calf 

Chewed grass by cutting it in half. 

Rain in springtime flowed down in a drove 

Waiting to be heated like vents on a stove. 
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