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Presentation Outline
A  rationale for and introduction to the whole systems 

approach, methodology, and principles

W hole systems strategies for building sustainable W A C 
programs

A pplying the strategies to the challenges facing your 
programs
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Quickwri te (3 minutes): Make a quick list of some 
of the challenges facing your WAC/ writing 
program.



A Rationale: Why Our Work is Needed
A recent post to the WPA listserv….

I  am a junior faculty at a small H B CU  in A labama and I  have been tasked with the 
responsibility of structuring a W A C/ W I D  program on our campus. I  have only been 
here two years, but it seems that several years ago measures were put into place to 
make writing a more central part of the undergraduate curriculum. Certain courses 
have been identified as “ writing intensive”  courses. H owever, there has not been 
much more effort, that I  can see, other than that. F aculty who teach “ W ”  courses are 
left to figure out for themselves what that “ W ”  means!

I  wonder if anyone can provide me with some direction on how to begin pulling 
together what is already in place so that there is more direction and purpose. I  have a 
degree in R het. Comp, but I  did not focus on W A C so I ’m simply trying to find a 
good model to follow and I ’m not as familiar  with the current scholarship and best 
practices as I  feel like I  should be.



Literature on Starting WAC Programs
WAC books….



WAC journals… I N W A C S tatement….



Theorizing WAC Program Building

B arbara W alvoord (1996), “ T he F uture of W A C” : S ocial 
movement organization framework

B ill Condon and Carol R utz (2012), “ A  T axonomy of W A C 
P rograms” : Quantum physics particle/ wave



What is the Whole Systems approach?
F ive theoretical frameworks that we bring together to 
inform the whole systems approach:

Complexity theory (umbrella theory)

S ystems thinking (meta-level)

Organizational network analysis (micro-level)

R esilience thinking (across scales and thresholds)

S ustainable development (assessment indicators at 



Definition of A Complex System   
A complex system has many interacting parts that defy easy 
explanation.  However, complex systems also typically have:

multiple and robust levels of interactions among many agents/parts/actors

emergence of self-organizing, sophisticated, hierarchical patterns

no central controller that can manage all levels of the system

typically a level of unpredictability 

and often elements of non-linearity 

Universities can be characterized as complex systems but not a specific WAC 
program



Complexity Theory

We borrow from complexity theory the recognition that adaptive 
systems rely extensively on feedback loops that can cause a system 
to fall into and out of relative balance, or homeostasis.



A complex adaptive system introduces the additional 
important element of

homeostasis, or relative state of equilibrium and . . . 

Homeostasis in a 
WAC program 
represents a high 
functioning program 
that is integrated into 
the university system.



And it is driven by

feedback loops that either sustain the equilibrium or disrupt it--
what scientists call positive and negative feedback loops                                                                                 

Negative 
feedback system 
has an adaptive 
controller that 
changes states 
based on input 
from the 
environment. Positive feedback loops are 

self-fueling cycles that tend to 
amplify out of control. 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Feedback loops are systems that amplify behaviors or outcomes.  Hurricanes are good examples of positive feedback loops as warm air is sucked into a moving vortex, which amplifies the growth and wind cycle of a storm.  Left unchecked, a hurricane will amplify into a horrific force.  On the other hand, negative feedback loops utilize an adaptive controller that monitors the status of equilibrium in the system have issue directives to change the state of the system depending on the feedback that returns.  Think of an air condition thermostat that intervenes when the temperature drops or rises a degree or more above the designated level.  Sustainable WAC programs draw upon any number of assessment processes that act as negative feedback loops.  I will discuss this point further when I talk about sustainable development indicators for WAC programs.  

An example of a positive feedback loop in a writing program could be embedded in a FYC program in which TAs are told to prioritize higher order concerns.  The fact that many TAs are not as comfortable with grammar and the fact that we warn them not to teach grammar as the subject of the course, often turns into the notion that grammar should not be taught.  This feedback loop amplifies itself throughout the curriculum unless there is a direct and explicit intervention.  To prevent the same feedback loop from reoccuring, adaptive controllers (policy) must be put in place and review of practices at multiple places within the system in FYC and beyond. 



Systems Thinking . . .

Encourages us to approach complex natural and human systems by 
focusing on patterns of relationships and by “using the concept of 
wholeness to order our thoughts” (Checkland 4).

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Systems thinking encourages us to focus on complex interactions and the ways the different components of a system form an integrated whole.



How Leverage Points Work

Typically, points of leverage are highly connected places in the 
system where even a small change might have significant ripple 
effects for the entire system

These ripple effects are what Senge refers to as “reinforcing 
processes,” where a single intervention can have a snowballing 
effect on students, faculty, and the campus culture of writing.

Presenter
Presentation Notes
For example, a required writing course or a campus-wide writing assessment.
For example, changing from a timed test to a portfolio for a graduation writing requirement.




Finding Points of Leverage in a System

Presenter
Presentation Notes
In a WAC program within the larger university system,  leverage points could be points of access such as preexisting relationships, participation on key committees, WAC workshop advocates who are chairs or deans, etc.  Leverage points could be program alignments with existing campus initiatives like a QEP, critical thinking project, honors programs in the majors, etc.  Or they could be external assessment mandates that can be satisfied with WAC affiliated efforts.  Top-down mandates do not tend to work as well as leverage points unless they are clearly aligned with existing mandates that are not being addressed effectively otherwise.  As is the case for each of the theoretical frameworks in the whole systems approach, a focus at the systems level will not by itself lead to a sustainable WAC program.






Organizational Network Analysis (ONA)
ONA is a form of social network 
analysis, which considers a group of 
people as an interconnected system 
of nodes. 

visually map connections

trace and examine the lines of 
communication, patterns of 
interaction, and distribution of 
knowledge within that system 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
ONA is one form of Social network analysis.  ONA typically involves the use of surveys within a social network like a business to determine the lines of communication that occur within the organization.  Different surveys are designed to uncover different kinds of pathways.  



Executives in Petroleum Organization

(Cross  2014)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
The visual map here shows the difference between the typical organizational chart of a business and the lines of communication that occur on a daily basis.  Notice that there are several mid-level executives who are fundamental to information flow.  Cole in particular becomes an important conduit through which several senior executives communicate with the rest of the exploration and production team.  If he were to leave the organization, the efficiency of the team as a whole would suffer significantly.  We do not advocate that WAC directors undertake a full-scale ONA process; however, a less formal process of talking to stakeholders across the university will certainly make it much easier for a WAC director to identify important lines of communication, bottlenecks for procedures and implementation of a given project, and individuals who can help with key leverage points within the system.



Resilience Thinking

R esilience thinking studies the “ capacity of ecosystems to 
handle challenges or changes to the system while maintaining a 
relative balanced state or to shift to an alternative, potentially 
transformative, state”  (F olke et al. ,  2010, para. 3) .

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Folke et al. (2010) note that these relatively balanced states (homeostasis) and the thresholds themselves can change over time, even shift fundamentally.



Adaptability and Transformability
S ocial change is essential to maintain social-ecological systems. 
“ T his is why we incorporate adaptability and the more radical 
concept of transformability as key ingredients of resilience 
thinking”  F olke et al.  (2010) (para.8) . 
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Agency to Create Change

F urthermore, this focus on adaptability and transformability 
introduce the focus on agency, which social network theory 
cannot address. 



However, given too much stress over time, a complex adaptive 
system can cross a band of equilibrium threshold, and fall into 
a different, less desirable steady state or fail altogether.



Sustainable Development Theory
“Humanity has the ability to 
make development 
sustainable to ensure that it 
meets the needs of the 
present without 
compromising the ability of 
future generations to meet 
their own needs” (paragraph 
27 Bruntland Report, 1987)

Presenter
Presentation Notes
This definition is situated within adaptive complex systems and systems theory as applied to the ecological footprint that humans have on a given natural environment. Like our use of the other frameworks, we draw on sustainable development for the terms and strategic practices that it provides rather than the scientific methodologies for conserving our environment. 



Effective Sustainability Indicators
1.relevant—something we need to know

2.easy to understand– concrete and obvious

3.reliable—direct and significant

4.assessable—available data in time to initiate necessary 
intervention.

I ndicators can be positive or negative and can mark inner or outer 
threshold boundaries. B ut negative concerns are more likely to 
inspire action   T hus  we call them warning signs  



Sustainable WAC Program



Individual Warning Sign Examples
Quality of student writing levels off or drops

S tudent or faculty perceptions shift negatively

N umbers of courses taught or faculty or students participating drops 
unexpectedly

S yllabus review process stalls

S ignificant drop in faculty syllabi meeting W A C guidelines

P rogram not have a dedicated position for W A C D irector

S upport for D irector wanes (concerns over promotion or program effectiveness)



Whole Systems Approach

A ll five theoretical frameworks specifically talk about the need 
to examine “ whole systems,” but they don’t agree on what this 
work means because they use different methodologies.  W e 
bring them together in an attempt to provide a clear definition.  



Our Whole Systems Approach
F ocuses outwardly on tracking system patterns, 

programmatic feedback loops, desired equilibrium, 
ideologies that affect the system, thresholds, and 
leverage points to facilitate transformative change;  and

S imultaneously, focuses inwardly on key relationships 
among stakeholders, distinct W A C initiatives within a 
given program, priorities for intervening within campus 
writing culture, and indicators of distress and success 
that can be used to track program viability and longevity.



Whole Systems
Methodology

P roject-based approach 
for each program initiative

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Can also use this methodology to think about the WAC program as a whole



Whole Systems Principles 

1. W holeness

2. B road participation

3. T ransformative change

4. E quity

5. R esilience

6. L eadership

7. S ystematic development

8. I ntegration

9. V isibility

10. F eedback

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Should we add these to the handout?



Whole Systems Strategies for WAC

U nderstanding the I nstitutional landscape: Strategies 1-3

I nitial S tages of B uilding a P rogram: Strategies 4-7

D eveloping P rojects and Making R eforms: Strategies 8-11

W A C L eadership: Strategies 12-15

Presenter
Presentation Notes
from presentation by Alison Reynolds, Creed Greer, and Megan O’Neill: Survey, Plant, Grow (but not unchecked growth -- for WAC leadership to be sustainable, growth can’t exceed resources) -- ask audience to star the ones they’ve used in the past, check the ones that may be used to address the challenge they wrote about initially, and think about strategies that might be missing from our list -- we’re hoping for feedback. 



Responses to the WPA -L  P ost

S urveying faculty about their  students’ writing

F orming a task force or advisory group

V isiting other schools that have W A C programs

I nviting in consultants  

A ttending the I W A C conference

V isiting the W A C Clearinghouse

R eading the I N W A C S tatement of W A C P rinciples and P ractices



Discussion

W hich strategies seem most useful to the challenge you wrote 
about at the start of this session? 

W hat comments or questions do you have about the 
theoretical framework, methodology principles, or 
strategies?

http:/ / t inyur l.com/ I WAC2016CoxGalinMelzer
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