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As the University of Alberta tries to 
attract more international students to 
campus, the importance of teaching 
English grammar becomes obvious. 
And with this increased weight comes 
a need to improve the writing skills of 
both local and international students 
alike.

The Writing Task Force, created by 
the Dean of Arts Daniel Woolf last year, 
is designed to improve the writing of  
students throughout the University.

The organization is co-chaired by 
two U of A English professors, Ingrid 
Johnston and Betsy Sargent who both 
said that there isn’t enough help for 
students with their English-writing at 
the U of A.

“We’re trying to globalize our 
campus; we certainly don’t want 
less international students. [But] 
the amount of support we have for 
them on campus is not as great as it 
should be ... the resources are really  
limited and also the University, just 
realistically, can’t supply unlimited 
resources,” Sargent said.

And it isn’t just international students 
who struggle with writing in English.  

According to Sargent, programs like 
Effective Writing Resources, which is 
run by the U of A’s Academic Support 
Centre, offers help to all students, 
but currently there’s only one person 
available to aid students with their 
writing. Many students take advantage 
of this service in times of pressure, 
such as when a PhD dissertation is due 
the next day, Sargent explained.

“They’ve been told their ideas are 
good, their research is good, but they 
need help with their English,” she said.

Both Sargent and Johnston agreed 
that good grammar could mean the 
difference between an employer seri-

ously considering a student for a job, 
or throwing out the student’s resumé 
at first glance.

“One year I had my first-year writ-
ing class write a generic application 
letter for a job. [These letters were] 
going out to a banker, a builder and 
a businessman. The banker said he 
would interview three or four of them, 
the businessman said he would inter-
view the same three or four [while] 
the builder didn’t want to interview 
any of them ... [his comment being] 
‘if that’s what they do with a comma, 
what will they do with a nail?’” 
Sargent said with a laugh.

But while grammar is important, 
according to Johnston, it isn’t the only 

thing that defines good writing.
“We believe writing is so much 

more than that ... there’s a difference 
between good writing and correct-
ness,” Johnston said.

Both Sargent and Johnston agree 
that proper grammar is not separate 
from good content in writing. They 
encourage all students to look at the 
content of their writing more so than 
their grammar.  

According to Johnston and Sargent, 
that’s what good writing is about.

“Research shows that if you teach 
writing in isolation, it doesn’t seem 
to have a large carry-over effect, but if 
you teach it in context, then it does,” 
Johnston said.

University-level English 
doesn’t make the grade 

“It’s really unfortunate that the pri-
vacy commissioner took this long for 
an issue didn’t involve a lot of differ-
ent issues—it was one thing,” Ross 
Low said.

The current President of Athabasca 
University, Dr Frits Pannekoek, came 
into the position in June 2005, after  
Abrioux left. However, Ross noted 
that the adjudicator’s report was not 
clear in stating which president for-
warded the e-mails in question.

“And this is really unfortunate 
because the report just says ‘the uni-
versity president’ which implies that 
it was the current university presi-
dent, which it isn’t,” Ross said.

Ross explained that since that time, 
Athabasca University has appointed 
a privacy and policy advisor, Kent 
Nelson, to deal with any questions 
and concerns about the province’s 
privacy act.

“It looks like something really 
good is coming of this because the 
University has been reviewing all 
of its policies and making sure that 
everything is absolutely compliant 
with privacy,” Ross said. 

Nelson explained that this case is 
the first instance in which Athabasca 
University has ever been ruled to be in 
violation of the Alberta privacy act.

“We don’t very many complaints or 
requests for information at our insti-
tution,” Nelson said. “Our record is 
good.”

Wood explained that this case was 
nothing out of the ordinary and that 
his office deals with a “fair number” 
of this type of investigation every 
year.

“For the most part, everybody is 
pretty good at adhering to requests 
for information and making sure 

that they’re not disclosing too much 
personal information about people,” 
Wood said. “I think overall, we have 
a 93 per cent success rate in the prov-
ince of Alberta of freedom of infor-
mation requests being completed, 
which is pretty darn good.”

Alberta’s FOIPP Act was recently 
amended during the Legislature’s 
spring session (and won’t be up 
for changes for another five years), 
but Nelson said that the changes 
didn’t really affect postsecondary  
institutions.

He explained that the University 
collects only the minimal amount 
of information necessary to provide 
educational services, and that the 
information is relayed directly from 
students to the institution.

“Anytime we collect the informa-
tion, we are required by law to advise 
the student of why we’re collecting it, 
and under what legal authority we’re 
collecting it and how we will use 
that,” Nelson concluded.
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“Anytime we collect 
the information, we 
are required by law to 
advise the student of 
why we’re collecting 
it, and under what 
legal authority we’re 
collecting it and how 
we will use that.”
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