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ABSTRACT	

This	paper	describes	a	collaboration	between	an	economist	and	a	writing	specialist	in	the	
context	of	a	faculty-wide	writing	across	the	curriculum	program,	WIT	(Writing	Instruction	for	
TAs).	The	collaboration	involved	developing	scaffolded	writing	assignments	for	a	large		
(800	students)	introductory	course	with	an	economic	literacy	approach.	An	economic	literacy	
approach	focuses	on	core	concepts	students	can	use	to	make	smart	choices	as	consumers,	
businesspeople,	and	informed	citizens.	Informed	citizens	will	make	better	decisions	about	
economic	issues	that	matter	to	them	and	their	communities,	and	communicate	those	views	
effectively	to	others.	The	op-ed	assignment	gives	students	practice	developing	a	convincing	
argument	about	an	economic	issue	for	general	readers.	

The	assignment	is	scalable	because	of	its	length	(300-500	words),	detailed,	yet	easy-to-apply	
grading	rubrics,	and	peer	assessment	software.	Students	give	each	other	detailed	feedback		
that	they	use	to	revise	their	initial	draft,	while	the	graduate	teaching	assistants	grade	the	final	
version.	

Since	students	lack	experience	writing	arguments	for	general	readers,	we	developed	two	
scaffolded	assignments	to	prepare	them.	The	first	is	an	online	module	on	how	to	read	critically	
that	models	the	process	of	reading	an	article	from	The	Economist.	Students	then	write	a		
250-300	word	abstract	for	an	article	from	an	approved	list.	The	second	online	module	teaches	
students	how	to	write	an	abstract,	emphasizing	the	transition	from	writer-based	to	reader-
based	prose,	and	the	importance	of	revision.	The	low-stakes	abstract	assignment	also	has	
students	do	peer	review	before	they	revise	their	writing,	along	with	a	simple	rubric	to	help	TAs	
grade	more	consistently.		A	final	module	has	students	write	their	own	argument	as	an	op-ed	
assignment.	

Like	an	earlier	paper	(Cohen	and	Spencer	1993)	about	integrating	writing	into	the	economics	
curriculum,	this	paper	includes	assignment	details,	processes,	and	lessons	learned	for	
instructors	interested	in	implementing	similar	assignments.		
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INTRODUCTION	

Writing	is	widely	considered	both	an	essential	skill	for	college	graduates	and	a	key	part	

of	the	undergraduate	curriculum.	The	Writing	Across	the	Curriculum	(WAC)	movement	and	its	

close	counterpart,	Writing	in	the	Disciplines	(WID),	advocate	for	college	responsibility	to	teach	

students	to	write	in	their	chosen	major,	using	writing	as	a	key	tool	for	thinking	and	learning	

through	writing-to-learn	activities.	The	International	Network	of	WAC	Programs	(INWAC)		--		

a	subgroup	of	the	largest	postsecondary	organization	of	writing	teachers,	the	Conference	on	

College	Composition	and	Communication	--	in	2014	issued	a	Statement	of	WAC	Principles	

asserting	that	“writing	should	be	an	integral	part	of	the	learning	process	throughout	a	student’s	

education,	not	merely	in	required	writing	courses	but	across	the	entire	curriculum.”1	Because	

ways	of	knowing	and	writing	are	discipline-specific,	writing	instruction	is	most	effective	when	

guided	by	those	with	disciplinary	expertise.	While	the	central	role	of	writing	is	obvious	in	

English,	history,	and	philosophy,	commonly	referred	to	as	“writing-intensive	disciplines,”	the	

role	of	writing	is	less	visible	in	more	quantitative	disciplines	such	as	economics.	Yet	writing	is	an	

essential	skill	in	economics,	and	writing	instruction	and	writing	assignments,	as	Cohen	and	

Spence	(1993)	demonstrated,	can	be	integrated	into	economics	courses	in	ways	that	enhance	

rather	than	detract	from	the	core	course	content	and	learning	objectives.		

This	paper	reports	on	a	successful	collaboration	between	an	economist	and	a	writing	

specialist	in	developing	multi-part	reading	and	writing	assignments	in	a	large	(over	500	

students),	full-year,	introductory	economics	course	that	takes	an	economic	literacy	approach,	

ECO105	Introduction	to	Economics	for	Non-Specialists.2	The	course	structure	and	materials	

described	here	could	be	work	in	a	variety	of	contexts,	including	large,	public	universities	(like	



Cohen	&	Williams,	May	2017	

	

2	

the	one	where	we	teach)	where	class	sizes	are	large	and	instructors	must	rely	on	a	cadre	of	

graduate	students	with	little	to	no	experience	in	teaching	writing	to	respond	to	and	evaluate	

student	writing.	We	will	show	how	writing	assignments	and	related	instructional	materials	can	

help	students	learn	fundamental	economic	reasoning.		

Although	we	believe	that	writing,	because	it	is	closely	linked	to	thinking,	deserves	a	

place	in	most	economics	courses,	writing	is	a	particularly	good	fit	for	an	economic	literacy	

course	where	the	aim	is	to	prepare	students	to	become	economically	literate	citizens	–	

thoughtful	and	engaged	people	capable	not	only	of	understanding	basic	economic	concepts	

and	arguments	but	who	can	also	construct	persuasive	economic	arguments	of	their	own.	Hall	

and	Podemska-Mikluch	(2015)	show	the	benefits	of	op-ed	writing	assignments	in	encouraging	

students	to	engage	with	key	economic	concepts.	Similarly,	the	assignments	we	present	here,	

because	they	involve	critical	thinking,	reading,	and	writing,	help	students	engage	with	key	

economic	concepts	applied	to	policy	issues.	The	iterative	structure	of	these	assignments	

requires	students	to	read,	draft,	revise	and	edit,	and	then	receive	feedback	and	read,	draft,	

revise,	and	edit	again,	teaching	students	fundamental	transferable	skills	such	as	critical	reading	

and	writing	process.		

We	present	these	teaching	materials	so	that	instructors	interested	in	integrating	writing	

into	their	economics	courses	have	pre-existing	assignments,	rubrics,	and	related	instructional	

activities	and	resources	to	adopt	or	adapt,	rather	than	having	to	reinvent	the	wheel.	The	

assignment	and	related	resources	included	here	have	been	tested	for	six	years	on	over	3000	

undergraduates	and,	as	we	will	show,	are	efficient	and	scalable.3			
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Effective	instruction	must	be	aligned	with	disciplinary,	curricular,	and	course	goals	and	

contexts.	We	first	discuss	the	course	objectives	related	to	writing	and	how	the	assignments,	

activities,	and	resources	meet	the	course	learning	goals	and	fit	our	particular	departmental	and	

institutional	contexts.	Efficiency	is	not	only	a	key	concept	in	economics,	but	increasingly	a	

central	concern	in	higher	education	as	institutions	are	expected	to	teach	more	students	with	

fewer	dollars.	Second,	we	address	how	the	assignments	make	efficient	use	of	limited	resources,	

particularly	teaching	assistant	(TA)	hours.	The	third	way	our	course	serves	as	a	potential	model	

is	its	scalability:	these	assignments,	rubrics,	and	related	activities	work	in	high-enrolment	

courses	(this	course	enrols	approximately	500	students	annually	in	the	face-to-face	version	and	

300	in	the	online	version).	For	those	who	have	the	luxury	of	teaching	smaller	numbers	of	

students,	these	assignments	could	be	expanded	to	provide	students	with	even	more	

opportunities	to	read,	write,	receive	feedback,	and	revise.	

	

INSTITUTIONAL,	DEPARTMENTAL,	AND	COURSE	CONTEXTS	

Writing	is	a	complex	cognitive	skill.	Teaching	students	to	write	well	is	challenging	in	any	

institutional	context,	and	even	more	so	at	an	institution	such	as	ours.	The	University	of	Toronto	

has	a	high	percentage	of	multilingual	international	students	as	well	as	a	large	contingent	of	

multilingual	local	students.	With	71,000	undergraduate	students,	many	classes	at	the	University	

of	Toronto	enrol	hundreds	of	students	of	which	over	20%	are	international	students,	most	of	

whom	are	multilingual	learners,	along	with	the	many	Canadian	students	who	are	multilingual.	

Because	of	the	large	classes	sizes,	TAs	play	a	key	role	in	teaching	and	evaluating	writing.	The	
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TAs	in	the	course	discussed	here	are	mostly	economics	graduate	students	(both	MA	and	PhD	

students),	many	of	whom	are	themselves,	like	the	undergraduates	they	teach,	multilingual	

learners.4	Our	institution,	like	most	Canadian	universities,	has	no	required	first-year	writing	

course	so	if	students	are	to	learn	to	write,	they	must	do	so	in	disciplinary	courses.	Although	the	

vast	majority	of	our	undergraduates	do	not	take	dedicated	writing	courses,	they	have	access	to	

writing	centres	where	they	obtain	help	on	writing	assignments	in	one-on-one	appointments	

from	highly	skilled	instructors	and	group	workshops.5	Our	assignments	are	designed	to	utilize	

these	existing	institutional	resources.	We	encourage	students	to	book	appointments	at	one	of	

the	campus	writing	centres	where	they	can	get	feedback	on	a	draft	of	their	writing	assignment	

in	a	one-on-one	appointment.	The	economics	TAs	do	not	provide	guidance	or	feedback	on	

assignments	beyond	grading	the	final	submissions.	

The	Department	of	Economics	is	part	of	the	Faculty	of	Arts	and	Sciences.6	The	

departmental	context	for	ECO105	is	similar	to	the	institutional	context	except	that	Economics	

has	an	even	higher	percentage	of	multilingual	learners	and	a	language	other	than	English	as	

their	first	language	than	the	rest	of	the	Faculty	and	university.7		Economics	has	participated	in	a	

Faculty-wide	WAC	initiative	called	WIT	(Writing	Instruction	for	TAs)	since	2012	and	now	has	ten	

participating	courses.	Participation	involves	including	at	least	some	writing	in	a	course	and	

consulting	with	the	WIT	Coordinator	and	the	two	graduate	students	who	work	with	the	

Coordinator	as	Lead	Writing	TAs	(WIT	consultants)	on	designing	assignments,	rubrics,	and	

tutorial	activities.	Participating	in	the	WIT	program	gives	instructors	guidance	on	course	and	

assignment	design,	as	well	as	additional	hours	for	course	TAs	to	receive	training	in	writing	

instruction,	particularly	how	to	respond	to	and	evaluate	student	writing.8	The	Lead	Writing	TAs	
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are	trained	and	mentored	by	the	WIT	Coordinator	(Andrea	Williams)	and	in	turn	train	the	

course	TAs	in	providing	effective	and	efficient	feedback	to	students	on	their	writing.		

Avi	Cohen	has	taught	the	ECO105	course	since	2011.	As	an	introductory	economics	

course	with	an	economic	literacy	approach,	the	course	explicitly	“introduces	microeconomics	

and	macroeconomics	as	the	basis	for	making	smart	choices	in	life	as	consumers,	

businesspeople,	investors	and	informed	citizens	judging	government	policies.”	(See	Appendix	A	

for	the	syllabus).		Although	less	mathematically-oriented	than	its	counterpart	course	for	majors,	

ECO105	is	a	rigorous	course	that	students	may	use	towards	an	economics	major	as	long	as	they	

earn	80%	or	more.9	The	course	is	taught	in	a	face-to-face	and	an	online	section,	both	of	which	

have	a	variety	of	assessments,	including	online	quizzes,	group	projects,	term	tests,	final	exam,	

and	writing	assignments.	The	face-to-face	course	has	two	writing	assignment	(article	abstract	

and	one	op-ed	on	either	a	micro	or	macro	topic),	the	online	version	has	three	writing	

assignments:	an	abstract	of	an	article	and	two	op-eds	(one	micro	and	one	macro).	10	

	

WRITING	ASSIGNMENTS	AND	RUBRICS	

We	began	collaborating	on	the	first	op-ed	writing	assignment	in	2011	and	have	since	

revised	the	assignment	structure	along	with	related	rubrics,	resources,	activities,	and	TA	

training	to	better	support	both	the	undergraduates	in	the	course	and	the	graduate	TAs	who	

grade	the	students’	writing.		One	key	tenet	of	WAC	is	that	writing	assignments	be	closely	

aligned	with	course	goals	and	that	they	take	the	form	of	common	genres	in	the	discipline	so	

that	students	see	the	writing	as	a	legitimate	part	of	the	course	and	the	field	rather	than	as	busy	

work.	Appendix	A	shows	the	course	syllabus,	which	includes	ten	specific	learning	outcomes.	The	
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most	salient	outcome	for	the	writing	assignments	is	for	student	to	learn	to	“Write	persuasive,	

informed	opinion	pieces	about	microeconomic	and	macroeconomic	policy	issues	for	a	general	

audience.”	Beyond	the	learning	outcomes,	the	syllabus	also	provides	a	rationale	for	the	writing	

assignments:		

Part	of	your	role	as	an	informed	citizen	involves	making	sound	arguments	about	
economic	issues	that	matter	to	you	and	communicating	these	arguments	effectively	to	
others.	These	assignments	will	give	you	practice	identifying	and	developing	convincing	
written	arguments	about	an	economic	issue	for	a	general	audience.	

The	assignments	asks	students	to	write	for	general	rather	than	expert	audiences	both	to	better	

assess	their	understanding	(it’s	easy	to	hide	misunderstanding	behind	jargon)	and	give	them	a	

writing	situation	more	closely	resembles	the	writing	they	will	do	after	graduation:	explaining	

complex	(economic	or	otherwise)	ideas	to	general	readers	rather	than	to	economic	experts.11	

Scaffolding	

	 Scaffolding	assignments	involves	structuring	in	ways	that	break	larger,	more	complex	

tasks	into	smaller,	more	manageable	ones	that	support	student	learning.	The	idea	is	to	

sequence	assignments	so	that	students	gradually	progress	to	more	complex	and	difficult	tasks	

with	practice	and	formative	feedback.	The	article	abstract	and	op-ed	writing	assignments	are	

scaffolded	in	multiple	ways.		The	op-ed	assignment	is	most	closely	aligned	with	the	learning	

objective	to	“Write	persuasive,	informed	opinion	pieces	about	microeconomic	and	

macroeconomic	policy	issues	for	a	general	audience.”	But	undergraduates,	especially	first	year	

students,	are	often	daunted,	if	not	paralyzed,	at	the	prospect	of	making	an	original	argument.		

	 The	article	abstract	assignment	precedes	the	op-ed	assignment,	providing	practice	in	

identifying	someone	else’s	argument,	and	giving	a	sense	of	the	structure	and	composition	of	
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what	the	student	will	have	to	do	herself	in	the	op-ed.	Writing	an	effective	abstract	involves	

knowing	how	to	read	critically	–	to	read	for	argument.	Before	the	article	abstract	assignment,	

we	walk	students	through	the	steps	of	reading	critically	an	article	from	The	Economist	about	

Uber	surge	pricing.	

	 The	assignment	sequencing	takes	the	form	of	three	modules	that	we	describe	in	more	

detail	below.	

1.	 How	to	Read	Critically	

2.	 How	to	(Re-)Write	an	Abstract	

3.	 How	to	(Re-)Write	an	Op-Ed	

Notice	the	emphasis	on	re-writing.		There	is	a	second	form	of	scaffolding	within	each	

writing	assignment.	As	part	of	teaching	students	to	write,	we	provide	an	explicit	three-step	

process	for	the	writing	process	that	asks	them	to	(1)	draft,	(2)	revise,	and	(3),	edit	their	writing.	

There	is	an	explicit,	grade-incentive	rationale	for	this	process	in	the	assignment	description	

(Appendix	D):	“Many	novice	student	writers	often	submit	first	drafts	and	wonder	why	they	earn	

poor	marks.	However,	good	writing	almost	always	requires	rewriting.”		

Because	one	of	our	aims	is	to	give	students	a	framework	and	vocabulary	for	writing	that	

they	can	transfer	to	other	courses,	disciplines,	and	contexts,	the	assignment	description	not	

only	names	this	three-stage	process,	but	explains	it	in	considerable	detail.	Providing	students	

with	a	framework	for	writing	is	particularly	important	for	the	many	multilingual	learners	in	the	

course	who	struggle	with	reading	and	writing	university-level	English.	We	developed	a	video	

module	that	not	only	describes	but	also	models	the	critical	reading	process	and	gives	students	

practice	reading	critically	a	sample	article	from	The	Economist	(shown	in	Appendix	C).	As	part	of	

the	written	assignment	for	How	to	(Re-)Write	an	Abstract	and	related	video	module,	we	include	



Cohen	&	Williams,	May	2017	

	

8	

our	own	versions	of	abstracts	for	the	sample	article,	including	a	version	with	Avi	Cohen’s	re-

drafting	and	revisions	shown	in	track	changes	(Appendix	E).	By	presenting	two	different	

abstracts	of	the	same	article	along	with	the	revision	process,	we	show	that	there	is	more	than	

one	way	to	write	a	good	abstract	and	that	even	expert	writers	must	revise	their	drafts	to	

produce	high	quality	writing.	The	third	module	on	How	to	(Re-)Write	an	Op-Ed,	builds	on	the	

processes	in	the	previous	modules.	

How	to	Read	Critically12		

Many	students	enter	college	with	inadequate	reading	strategies.	Because	student	

success	on	the	writing	assignments	(and	in	the	course	as	a	whole)	requires	effective	reading	

strategies,	we	developed	a	module	to	teach	this	crucial	skill.	The	module	consists	of	a	video	

tutorial	that	both	explains	critical	reading	and	demonstrates	how	exactly	to	do	it	using	The	

Economist	article,	“A	Fare	Shake.”		That	article	is	similar	to	the	ones	students	must	write	their	

own	abstracts	for.	As	we	read	through	The	Economist	article	and	began	separately	writing	

respective	abstracts,	we	came	to	see	just	how	complex	the	steps	involved	in	critical	reading	are.	

Our	video	on	critical	reading	begins	by	defining	the	term,	distinguishing	it	from	

criticizing	or	disagreeing	with	a	text,	a	common	misconception	that	many	students	have	when	

asked	to	critically	read	or	analyze	a	text,	event,	or	phenomenon.13	Rather	than	emphasizing	

criticizing,	critical	reading	(most	college-level	reading)	involves	several	key	moves	on	the	part	of	

readers.	The	first	is	understanding	the	overarching	argument	that	is	being	presented	rather	

than	simply	identifying	the	particular	information,	facts	or	data	presented.	The	second	is	

identifying	the	specific	claims	being	made	and	how	effectively	these	claims	are	supported	with	
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evidence.	The	third	move	is	asking	questions	of	the	text.	This	may	involve	challenging	

assumptions	the	author	makes,	identifying	gaps	or	contradictions	in	the	argument	or	evidence,	

questioning	sources	of	data	or	evidence	(as	in	the	article	where	data	provided	by	Uber	is	used	

to	support	a	claim),	challenging	the	testimony	of	experts	(such	as	Uber	employees),	and	noting	

counter-arguments	the	author	has	provided	(or	not).		

These	critical	reading	steps	apply	to	most	disciplines,	so	we	explain	what	critical	reading	

means	specifically	in	economics,	which	we	describe	as	“being	able	to	read	and	identify	the	

economic	concepts,	models,	assumptions,	reasoning,	and	evidence	an	author	presents”	

(Appendix	G).	Because	most	students	have	read	little	about	economics	before	taking	this	

course,	it	is	not	enough	to	merely	explain	what	the	concept	of	critical	reading	is.		We	realized	

that	we	need	to	show	students	how	to	read	critically	an	economics	text.	We	decided	the	best	

way	to	do	this	was	to	pay	attention	to	our	own	reading	process	and	Andrea	William’s	in	

particular.	Although	unlike	the	students	she	is	an	expert	reader,	like	the	students,	she	is	not	an	

economist.		

So	Andrea	Williams	demonstrates	her	own	critical	reading	process:	how	she	approaches	

an	unfamiliar	text	in	an	unfamiliar	discipline	and	makes	sense	of	it.	Because	of	the	many	

multilingual	learners,	we	thought	it	best	not	to	assume	that	any	reading	strategy	was	too	

obvious	or	basic.	Andrea	begins	her	critical	reading	demonstration	at	the	beginning,	with	the	

title,	which	she	points	out	is	sometimes	overlooked	by	hurried	readers	but	which	the	author	

has	chosen	carefully	and	which	usually	forecasts	the	article’s	argument.	The	title	of	our	sample	

article	on	Uber	(“A	Fare	Shake”)	involves	a	pun	on	the	word	“fare,”	which	we	point	out	for	the	

benefit	of	the	English	language	learners	who	may	not	recognize	the	homonym.	Andrea	
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William’s	demonstration	of	critical	reading	analyzes	chronologically	the	moves	the	author	

makes	and	addresses	both	local	issues	such	as	topic	sentences	that	forecast	the	subject	of	the	

paragraph	(“A	good	topic	sentence	should	tell	you	what	a	paragraph	is	about”)	and	more	global	

observations	about	the	text’s	organization	(e.g.,	that	it	is	structured	as	a	problem-solution).	But	

more	than	merely	comment	on	each	rhetorical	move	the	author	makes,	Andrea	William’s	

critical	reading	demonstration	includes	questions	she	has	of	the	text	such	as:	“As	a	.	.	.	

consumer	who	.	.	.	uses	Uber	I’m	asking	of	the	article,	‘Why	not?’	Why	shouldn’t	local	

governments	ban	surge	pricing?	I’m	expecting	the	next	paragraph	to	answer	this	question.”	

(Appendix	G).		

The	model	of	critical	reading	we	give	the	students	includes	analyzing	the	language	of	the	

article.	For	example,	Andrea	Williams	points	out	that	describing	paying	drivers	more	during	

periods	of	surge	pricing	as	“sharing	with	drivers”	is	the	author’s	attempt	to	make	the	company	

seem	generous	towards	its	drivers	rather	than	merely	fairly	compensating	them.	In	addition	to	

encouraging	students	to	attend	carefully	to	language	as	they	read,	our	demonstration	

addresses	the	use	of	two	graphs,	which	like	all	visual	displays	of	data,	play	a	key	role	in	most	

economic	arguments.	Although	the	graphs	used	in	the	sample	argument	are	quite	

straightforward,	as	Andrea	points	out,	other	sources	of	evidence	are	less	so.	For	example,		

a	study	the	article	uses	to	make	a	case	for	surge	pricing	was	supplied	by	the	less-than-

independent	source	of	Uber	itself,	which	Andrea	explains	makes	it	a	less	convincing	source		

had	this	evidence	been	provided	by	a	neutral	third	party.	
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How	to	(Re-)Write	an	Abstract14		

	Following	the	critical	reading	module,	the	first	writing	assignments	asks	students	to	

choose	one	of	six	different	articles	from	The	Economist	and	write	a	short	(250-300	words)	

abstract	for	it	that	is	understandable	to	a	general	audience.	Because	the	goal	is	to	teach	

students	how	to	analyze	and	construct	basic	economic	arguments,	we	decided	that	an	abstract	

would	help	prepare	students	to	write	the	more	challenging	analysis	assignment	(the	op-ed	

writing	assignment).	The	abstract	assignment	is	worth	5%	to	make	it	a	low-stakes	assignment	

that	gives	students	practice	reading	and	writing	without	undue	pressure.	The	assignment	

contains	the	grading	rubric,	providing	additional	guidance	to	students	about	what	we	expect,	

and	what	they	need	to	do	to	receive	high	marks	(Appendix	B).	

We	allow	students	choice	to	ensure	that	they	have	the	freedom	to	explore	a	topic	they	

find	interesting,	but	limit	them	to	articles	that	are	good	models	of	writing	–	The	Economist	is	

the	gold	standard	of	economics	journalism.	The	selection	of	six	articles	also	makes	the	TAs’	

grading	task	easier.	All	abstracts	written	about	one	of	the	six	articles	were	graded	by	a	single	

TA.		

To	further	scaffold	this	assignment,	we	use	peer	feedback	to	ensure	students	they	give	

and	receive	comments	on	their	initial	drafts	since	the	TA	hours	are	only	sufficient	to	grade	one	

version	of	each	assignment	and	because	students	learn	from	reading	and	responding	to	each	

other’s	work.	Using	peerScholar	software	(www.peerScholar.com),	each	student	responds	

online	anonymously	to	three	peers’	assignments	and	in	turn	receives	feedback	from	three	

different	peers	on	their	own	assignment.	We	ask	students	to	rate	the	assignment	on	a	4	point	

scale,	identify	one	thing	that	their	peer	did	well,	one	thing	that	needs	improvement,	and	then	
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give	an	overall	comment.	The	peerScholar	software	also	has	a	highlighting	and	commenting	

feature	so	students	can	identify	specific	words,	phrases,	and	sentences	that	are	problematic.	

The	TAs	mark	students	on	the	quality	of	the	feedback	they	provide,	assigning	one	of	

four	levels	on	a	simple	rubric:	(1)	Strengths	and	weaknesses	for	each	assigned	abstract,	with	

specifics;	(2)	Fair	attempt	but	weak,	lacking	specifics;	(3)	No	real	effort;	and	(4)	Missing.	This	

fosters	accountability,	as	the	quality	of	feedback	students	provide	counts	as	part	of	their	overall	

grade	on	the	writing	assignment.		

Using	peerScholar	also	makes	it	easy	for	TAs	not	only	to	grade	students’	assignments	

using	the	scoring	rubric,	but	also	review	the	feedback	each	student	has	provided	to	their	peers.	

Students	describe	the	feedback	process	as	extremely	valuable	in	multiple	ways.	Not	only	do	

they	receive	suggestions	for	improving	their	abstracts,	they	learn	from	reading	others’	

assignments	and	providing	feedback.	Many	comment	on	gaining	perspective	from	seeing	other	

students’	work,	of	both	high	and	low	quality.	

Students	submit	a	final	draft	of	their	abstract	to	peerScholar,	incorporating	suggestions	

from	peers	or	any	other	revisions.	To	minimize	the	variability	across	the	different	TA	graders	

and	maximize	the	use	of	the	limited	TAs	hours,	we	developed	a	rubric	that	gives	students	as	

much	information	as	possible	to	explain	their	performance	and	justify	their	grade,	yet	is	easy	

for	TAs	to	use.	As	Appendix	B	shows,	the	rubric	for	the	abstract	has	three	main	criteria	(main	

economic	argument,	structure,	and	quality	of	writing),	which	are	assigned	one	of	four	levels	of	

competence	(excellent,	good,	competent,	and	problematic).	In	weighting	most	heavily	the	

economic	argument,	the	rubric	signals	to	students	that	their	understanding	of	the	issues	is	
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what	matters	most;	yet	by	also	including	“structure”	and	“quality	of	writing”	as	criteria	the	

rubric	reminds	students	that	how	clearly	they	express	their	understanding	of	economic	issues	

matters.		

To	discourage	plagiarism,	students	must	submit	their	final	drafts	to	Turnitin,	the	

software-matching	program	our	institution	subscribes	to.	We	used	the	Turnitin	settings	that	

allow	students,	when	they	submit,	to	see	the	originality	report	highlighting	passages	that	

contain	textual	similarities	to	papers	in	the	database.	The	onus	is	on	the	student	for	fixing	any	

suspicious	passages,	and	drafts	can	be	resubmitted	(with	new	originality	reports)	until	the	due	

date.	This	drastically	reduces	marking	time	for	plagiarism	detection.15	

With	the	rubrics	for	peer	assessment	and	the	final	draft,	marking	time	averaged	about	

5-6	minutes	per	abstract.	Marks	are	entered	directly	into	peerScholar,	and	TAs	simply	have	to	

pick	one	number	for	assessment,	and	3	numbers	for	the	final	draft.	The	marks	are	transferred	

directly	to	the	LMS	(in	this	case,	Blackboard)	gradebook.	

How	to	(Re-)Write	an	Op-Ed16		

Building	on	the	abstract	assignment,	the	second	writing	assignment	(Appendix	F)	and	

associated	video	module	(Appendix	I)	asks	students	to	move	from	summarizing	to	analyzing	by	

identifying	a	controversial	economic	argument	from	a	recent	article,	editorial,	or	opinion	piece	

(the	piece	must	have	been	published	since	the	start	date	of	the	course).	Students	then	write	a	

commentary	(300-500	words)	in	response	to	the	article	or	opinion	piece	in	which	they	make	an	

argument	about	an	economic	issue.	Allowing	students	to	base	their	op-ed	as	a	reaction	to	a	

published	story	is	another	form	of	scaffolding.	We	decided	it	was	too	difficult	for	students	to	
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come	up	with	an	argument	on	their	own,	and	using	a	published	source	(which	they	had	to	

include	in	their	submission)	minimized	the	need	for	additional	research.	

As	with	the	abstract	assignment,	students	are	instructed	to	follow	the	three-stage	

writing	process	(draft,	revise,	and	edit)	and	peer	review	is	a	required	component	to	provide	

students	with	formative	feedback	on	their	initial	draft	and	guide	them	in	making	their	revisions.	

Like	the	assignment	itself,	the	rubric	for	the	op-ed	assignment	(shown	in	Appendix	F)	is	more	

complex	than	the	abstract.	The	main	criteria	of	the	rubric	are	(1)	Title,	introduction,	audience	

(how	appropriate	the	writing	is	for	a	general	reader),	and	background	information;	(2)	

Economic	argument,	reasoning,	counter-argument,	and	evidence;	(3)	Structure	and	closing;	and	

(4)	Quality	of	writing.		

This	op-ed	assignment	is	closely	aligned	with	the	core	learning	outcomes	of	the	course	

because	it	asks	students	to	engage	with	key	economic	issues	such	as	gains	from	trade,	

government	versus	market	failures,	and	environmental	policies	as	they	explain	and	argue	for	or	

against	various	policies.	By	having	to	persuade	an	imagined	general	rather	than	expert	reader,	

students	must	do	more	than	merely	parrot	lectures	or	the	textbook	and	instead	demonstrate	

their	understanding	in	their	own	words.	

Despite	the	detailed	assignment	instructions,	video	tutorials,	and	peer	response,	some	

students	still	struggle	with	the	reading	and	writing	elements	of	the	course	and	require	

additional	support.	We	recommend	in	all	of	our	written	and	video	instructions	that	students	

seek	help	on	their	writing	assignments	at	one	of	our	campus	writing	centres.		In	this	way,	we	

provide	additional	support	to	students	who	need	this	without	exceeding	our	course	TA	budget.	
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Since	most	colleges	and	universities	have	writing	centres,	this	strategy	would	work	well	in	a	

variety	of	contexts.	

	

TA	TRAINING	AND	RESOURCES	

One	distinctive	features	of	the	WIT	program	at	the	University	of	Toronto,	which	the	

initiative’s	name	suggests	--	Writing	Instruction	for	TAs	--	is	its	dual	focus	on	improving	

undergraduate	writing	and	providing	Graduate	Teaching	Assistants	with	training	and	

professional	development	in	writing	pedagogy.	Whereas	many	WAC	programs	export	TAs	from	

English	to	serve	as	writing	fellows	in	other	units,	the	approach	of	WIT	is	to	provide	TAs	with	the	

necessary	training	and	support	to	teach	writing	in	their	home	disciplines.	TAs	are	not	teaching	

designated	writing	courses;	rather,	they	are	teaching	writing	skills	within	disciplinary	courses	

such	as	economics.	

Now	in	its	tenth	year,	a	key	feature	of	WIT	is	its	use	of	benchmarking	or	grading	

calibration	sessions	to	improve	the	quality	of	feedback	students	receive	on	their	writing	and	the	

consistency	of	the	grading,	but	also	provide	professional	development	in	teaching	writing	for	

TAs.	For	each	writing	assignment,	the	course	instructor	and	WIT	Coordinator	co-facilitate	

sessions	with	the	TAs	where	we	analyze	student	writing	and	score	it	according	to	the	rubric.	

These	sessions	give	TAs	a	chance	to	ask	questions	about	the	assignment	and	clarify	the	

expectations	of	the	instructor.		
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Grading	Calibration	

There	were	grading	calibration	sessions	for	every	writing	assignment	–	the	article	

abstract,	and	each	op-ed.	These	sessions	lasted	about	2	hours	each,	with	the	TAs,	Andrea	

Williams	and	Avi	Cohen	around	a	big	table	with	a	large	whiteboard.	Everyone	brings	a	laptop	

for	accessing	peerScholar,	where	the	grading	takes	place.	We	jointly	select	5-6	student	papers	

that	cover	the	range	of	quality	and	grading	issues	–	strong/weak	arguments,	structure,	writing,	

and	prose	written	by	multilingual	learners	.	After	Andrea	Williams	and	Avi	Cohen	go	through	

the	rubric	categories,	everyone	reads	and	privately	grades	the	same	op-ed.	We	put	a	matrix	on	

the	board,	with	the	rubric	categories	as	rows,	and	the	names	of	each	grader	(TAs,	Andrea,	Avi)	

across	the	columns.		

We	go	around	the	table,	have	each	person	state	their	marks	for	each	rubric	category,	

and	more	importantly,	their	thinking	behind	that	mark.	We	don’t	allow	halfway	marks	between	

rubric	grades	(excellent,	good,	competent,	problematic),	forcing	quicker	decisions	and	less	

agonizing.	There	was	often	consensus	on	marks	for	individual	categories,	and	more	often,	close	

total	marks	despite	differences	in	individual	categories.	But	situations	with	large	differences	in	

marks	were	often	most	valuable,	for	the	ensuing	discussion	would	clarify	what	we	were	looking	

for.	We	do	not	privilege	our	own	marks	(which	often	disagreed),	and	usually	spoke	after	the	

TAs.	When	TAs	were	torn	between	marks	for	an	individual	category,	we	encouraged	them	to	

compensate	in	a	different	category.	For	example,	if	a	grader	was	equivocal	between	excellent	

and	good	for	the	category	of	Economic	Argument,	she	might	give	excellent,	but	then	go	for	a	

lower	grade	for	the	category	of	Quality	of	Writing	where	she	was	equivocal	between	excellent	

and	good.	These	discussions	help	the	TAs	feel	comfortable	and	confident	in	their	marking.	
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The	op-ed	assignment	has	an	additional	rubric	(not	present	in	the	abstract	assignment)	

for	the	Reflection	(“on	what	you	learned	from	the	writing	and	assessment	process”)	that	

students	must	submit	with	the	revised	version	of	their	op-ed.	The	Reflection	rubric	has	four	

levels:	(1)	Thoughtful	and	detailed,	refers	to	peer	comments,	incorporated	revisions;	(2)	Honest	

attempt	but	lacking	specifics	—maximum	if	missed	assessments;	(3)	No	real	effort;	and	(4)	

Missing.	According	to	the	cognitive	psychology	research	behind	peerScholar,	the	combination	

of	critically	assessing	others,	receiving	and	incorporating	assessments,	and	reflecting	on	the	

process	enhances	learning.17			

Having	used	peerScholar	for	years,	Avi	Cohen	developed	an	efficient	workflow	for	the	

order	of	activities	involved	in	grading	each	assignment.	For	the	op-eds,	those	activities	include	

looking	at	the	media	story	link	on	which	the	op-ed	is	based,	reading	the	final	draft	of	the	op-ed	

and	assigning	grades	in	each	category,	reading	the	peer	assessments	given	to	the	student,	

comparing	the	original	and	final	drafts	(the	software	makes	this	easy,	similarly	to	track	

changes),	and	grading	the	Reflection.	We	then	look	at	the	peer	assessments	given	by	this	

student,	and	assign	a	mark	using	the	Assessment	rubric.	He	created	a	short	screen	capture	

video18	walking	the	TAs	through	the	workflow.	We	estimate	that	it	takes	a	TA	7-9	minutes	to	

grade	each	op-ed	assignment.	

One	of	the	most	challenging	issues	our	TAs	face	in	grading	student	writing	concerns	how	

to	evaluate	the	writing	of	English	language	learners	(ELL).	To	counteract	the	widespread	but	

false	notions	that	all	good	writing	is	error-free	and	that	error-free	writing	is	always	good,	at	the	

grading	calibration	session	we	introduce	the	idea	that	many	good	writers	write	English	with	an	

“accent.”	In	conversation,	someone	may	be	articulate	and	easily	understood	by	listeners	even	
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though	they	speak	with	an	accent	(not	like	a	native	speaker).	Similarly,	good	writers	may	write	

with	an	accent	and	make	minor	errors	that	don’t	impede	meaning.	Although	we	encourage	

students	to	edit	and	proofread	carefully	their	writing	assignments,	we	also	recognize	that	for	

most	English	language	learners	it	is	impossible	to	produce	100%	error-free	prose	on	their	own.	

During	the	session	we	discuss	student	writing	samples	that	help	TAs	distinguish	between	major,	

meaning-impeding	errors	(such	a	sentence	fragments	and	major	problems	with	verb	tense)	and	

more	trivial	ones	(such	as	missing	articles).	Many	of	the	TAs	are	themselves	multilingual	

learners	who	have	never	graded	writing	before.		

Seeing	how	the	TAs	use	the	rubric	and	getting	their	feedback	on	it	enables	us	to	

improve	it	over	the	years.	For	example,	this	year	we	noticed	that	many	students	and	TAs	alike	

were	struggling	with	a	rubric	category	that	included	the	phrase	“use	of	economic	concepts.”	

The	rubric	was	intended	to	get	students	to	actually	apply	key	course	concepts	like	elasticity	to	

explain	real	events	like	pricing	decisions.		Instead,	students	interpreted	the	rubric	as	rewarding	

the	mention	of	economic	concepts,	which	they	then	sprinkled	in	without	necessarily	explaining	

them.	As	a	result,	we	revised	the	rubric	to	say	“use	of	economic	reasoning”	and	the	writing	has	

since	improved,	with	fewer	students	resorting	to	using	economic	jargon.	

TA	Hours	

	 What	do	these	writing	assignments	“cost”	in	terms	of	TA	hours?	Beyond	the	estimates	

of	5-6	minutes	per	graded	abstract,	and	7-9	minutes	per	graded	op-ed,	we	can	only	give	rough	

approximations	because	TA	writing	responsibilities	are	combined	with	traditional	
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responsibilities	like	invigilating	and	marking	tests	and	exams.	Even	the	online	section	has	an		

in-person	midterm	and	final	exam.		

For	the	three	academic	years	of	2013/14	–	2015/16,	the	ECO105	full-year	course	was	

allocated	1050	TA	hours	for	500	students,	or	2.1	TA	hours	per	student	per	year.	The	2016/17	

academic	year	was	the	first	with	both	a	500	student	face-to-face	section	and	a	300	student	fully	

online	section.	TA	resources	were	combined	for	the	sections,	with	1505	TA	hours	for	800	

students,	or	1.88	TA	hours	per	student	per	year.	Some	of	the	TA	hours	were	unused,	so	we	

estimate	that	the	courses,	including	the	abstract	and	op-ed	writing	assignments,	need	

approximately	1.75	TA	hours	per	student	year.	

Other	TA	responsibilities	include	invigilating	6	hours	of	term	tests	(4	one	hour	tests	for	

the	face-to-face	section,	1	two	hour	midterm	for	the	online	section)	and	5	hours	of	final	exams	

(2	hours	for	face-to-face,	3	hours	for	online).	Term	tests	and	exams	consist	of	a	combination	of	

true/false,	multiple	choice,	and	short	answer	problems.	While	the	head	TA	deals	with	

computerized	marking	of	true/false	and	multiple	choice	questions,	TAs	grade	the	short	answer	

problems,	which	constitute	about	25%	of	total	test/exam	marks.	The	other	major	responsibility	

is	answering	student	questions	on	course	discussion	boards	(for	both	sections).	We	have	

eliminated	in-person	office	hours	for	lack	of	demand,	and	there	are	no	tutorials	for	these	

courses.	

We	hope	these	numbers	give	you	at	least	some	ability	to	judge	the	“affordability”	of	

implementing	writing	assignments	in	your	own	courses.	Suggestions	about	what	other	

information	would	be	useful	to	have	are	most	welcome.	
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CONCLUSION	

Reading	and	writing	instruction	and	assignments	can	be	seamlessly	integrated	into	an	

economic	literacy	course	to	help	students	learn	how	to	apply	key	economic	concepts	while	

improving	their	writing.	We	provide	strategies	for	realizing	pedagogical	effectiveness	and	

efficiencies	in	writing	pedagogies—short,	scaffolded	assignments	with	peer	feedback	and	a	rich	

array	of	written	and	videotaped	instructions	and	guided	practice—that	can	be	used	in	a	variety	

of	contexts.	These	assignments	can	be	adopted	in	large	classes	in	other	institutional	contexts,	

or	used	in	smaller	classes	where	instructors	could	introduce	additional	assignments	or	meet	

one-on-one	with	students	to	improve	their	writing.	We	have	presented	here	practical	strategies	

for	integrating	writing	into	large	courses.		

Anecdotally,	we	see	significant	improvements	in	the	students’	writing	between	the	

drafts	of	the	abstract	and	the	final	versions,	but	it	would	be	useful	to	analyze	student	writing	

more	systematically	to	see	in	what	areas	students	most	and	least	improve	and	how	we	can	

adapt	the	assignments	and	activities	accordingly.	Although	we	have	developed	robust	course	

and	writing	assignments,	good	teaching,	like	good	writing,	involves	ongoing	revision.	Having	

developed	effective	assignments	and	rubrics	we	plan	to	pilot	having	TAs	add	a	general	

comment	to	students	on	their	writing	assignment	as	means	of	providing	additional	formative	

feedback	to	students.	We	anticipate	continuing	to	refine	the	writing	elements	to	ensure	that	

students	get	as	much	guided	practice	and	feedback	possible	given	the	considerable	resource	

constraints.		
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END	NOTES	

																																																													
	
1	For	an	overview	of	WAC	and	WID	see	Russell	(2002)	and	McLeod	(1992).	
	
2	At	the	University	of	Toronto,	students	must	choose	either	an	intensive	specialist	major,	a	double	
major,	or	a	major	and	two	minors.	With	40	one-semester	courses	required	for	a	degree,	a	specialist	
major	has	24	courses,	a	major	has	14	courses,	and	a	minor	has	8	courses.	Specialist	majors	generally	are	
preparing	for	graduate	school.		Students	who	take	ECO100	Introduction	to	Economics,	are	eligible	for	all	
economics	degrees.			The	unsexy	name	for	ECO105,	Introduction	to	Economics	for	Non-Specialists,	is	
accurate	in	that	it	allows	students	to	pursue	an	economics	major	or	minor,	but	not	a	specialist	degree.	
ECO105	attracts	students	doing	majors	such	as	international	relations	and	public	policy,	which	require	at	
least	one	economics	course,	and	students	in	other	science,	social	science,	and	humanities	departments	
looks	for	an	elective	economics	course.	http://calendar.artsci.utoronto.ca/crs_eco.htm#ASSPE1478	
	
3	Appendices	A-F	contain	all	print	materials.	Appendices	G-I	contain	the	slides	from	the	video	modules.	
	
4	Most	TAs	are	economics	MA	or	PhD	students,	but	between	¼	and	½	of	the	TAs	are	graduate	students	
in	the	2	year	Master’s	of	Public	Policy	(MPP)	program,	which	requires	a	full	year	micro/macro	course	
taught	by	an	Economics	faculty	member.	While	the	Economics	qualifications	of	these	MPP	students	are	
not	as	strong,	they	have	turned	out	to	be	excellent	TAs	–	more	versed	in	writing,	policy	applications,	and	
the	experience	of	learning	some	economics	for	its	applicability.	At	the	start	of	each	year,	Avi	Cohen	
gathers	preferences	from	the	TAs	for	marking	problems	on	tests/exams	versus	writing	assignments.	
MPP	TAs	are	far	more	interested	in,	and	usually	better	at,	marking	writing	assignments.	
	
5	The	Faculty	of	Arts	and	Science,	where	the	department	of	economics	is	situated,	has	seven	college	
writing	centers	with	approximately	30	full-time	equivalent	instructors	and	twice	as	many	adjunct	
instructors.	The	University	of	Toronto	as	a	whole	has	9	undergraduate	Writing	Centers	on	3	campuses.	
http://writing.utoronto.ca/writing-centres/	
	
6	The	Department	of	Economics	has	62	full-time	tenure	track	faculty,	and	7	full-time	teaching	stream	
faculty.	
	
7	It’s	impossible	to	get	a	precise	number	for	the	percentage	of	English	Language	Learners,	since	there	is	
no	definition	of	such	a	category	and	the	University	does	not	administer	a	language	aptitude	test	to	all	
incoming	students.		We	have	data	on	the	number	of	incoming	students	required	to	show	proof	of	
English	language	proficiency	(i.e.	TOEFL	or	other	test	score),	but	this	applies	only	to	people	who	didn't	
complete	4	years	of	high	school	in	Ontario	and	does	not	cover	the	many	students	who	are	more	
comfortable	in	a	language	other	than	English,	whether	they	are	Canadians,	permanent	residents,	or	visa	
students. 
	
8	Normally	WIT-designated	courses	receive	up	to	280	additional	TA	hours	over	their	base	hours	for	
teaching	and	grading	writing.	
	
9	Students	who	receive	a	grade	of	67%	in	ECO100	or	80%	in	ECO105	are	eligible	to	go	on	to	upper-level	
courses	and	to	major	or	minor	in	economics.	All	majors	must	also	receive	a	grade	of	63%	in	a	full-year	
calculus	course	as	a	pre-requisite	for	intermediate	micro	or	macro.	
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10	The	online	section	was	offered	for	first	time	this	year.	Differences	in	the	structure	or	online	courses	
contributed	to	decision	to	add	a	second	op-ed	writing	assignment.	
	
11	According	to	Cohen	and	Spencer	(1993,	221),	“Students	face	a	unique	difficulty	in	clarifying	the	
audience	for	whom	they	are	writing.		In	most	writing	situations,	the	writer	writes	to	inform	a	reader	
who	is	generally	less	knowledgeable.	In	sharp	contrast,	students	are	asked	to	write	for	a	reader	(the	
instructor)	who	is	clearly	more	knowledgeable.		This	places	the	student	writer	in	an	artificial	and	hence	
difficult	situation.’	
				The	ECO105	writing	assignments	all	specify	the	audience:	“Your	audience	is	the	general	reading	
public.	Assume	your	audience	has	some	education	and	background	in	current	affairs	and	understands	
basic	economic	concepts,	but	is	not	knowledgeable	about	the	details	of	economic	theory	or	policy.	In	
other	words,	you’ll	need	to	explain	any	economic	concepts	and	specialized	vocabulary	in	a	way	that	
keeps	their	interest	and	respects	their	intelligence.	Your	audience	is	not	the	professor	or	the	TAs.	You	
need	to	write	more	like	a	journalist	than	an	academic.”	
				Because	of	the	peer	review	process,	the	actual	audience	is	fellow	students.	
	
12	Slides	for	the	video	are	in	Appendix	G.	
	
13	We	allow	that	critical	reading	sometimes	involves	disagreeing.	
	
14	Slides	for	the	video	are	in	Appendix	H.	
	
15	The	instructions	to	students	are:	“Turnitin	generates	an	Originality	Report	highlighting	suspicious	
passages.	Click	on	highlighted	passages	to	link	to	the	related	internet	source.		If	the	source	is	a	student	
paper	from	your	class	this	will	be	indicated.	If	the	source	is	a	student	paper	from	another	class,	your	
instructor	will	receive	contact	information	for	that	instructor.		
				Each	Originality	Report	has	a	score	based	on	the	percentage	of	matching	text.	These	reports	do	NOT	
indicate	whether	you	have	plagiarized,	but	simply	help	to	identify	sources	that	contain	textual	
similarities	in	submitted	papers.		
				If	you	find	significant	textural	similarities	to	uncredited	sources,	you	should	modify	your	paper.	You	
may	submit	your	paper	as	many	times	as	you	like	before	the	due	date	to	recheck	the	Originality	Report.”	
	
16	Slides	for	the	video	are	in	Appendix	I.	
	
17	The	power	of	peer	assessment	to	enhance	learning	fits	well	with	the	views	of	Vygotsky	(1978)	and	has	
been	supported	empirically	and	theoretically	via	many	research	studies	(e.g.,	King,	2002;	Venables	&	
Summit,	2003).	
	
18	https://play.library.utoronto.ca/o8oeVCYLTXRn	
	


