Frequently Asked Questions 

WAC and Teaching Portfolios


The questions that appear below were compiled from numerous phone calls to the WAC office and from support sessions for faculty members preparing to submit teaching portfolios.  If you have other questions, please contact the WAC office (x4650).

1.
What benefits do I derive from being WAC-approved?


The major extrinsic benefit connected with teaching portfolio approval is the privilege to offer any course that you teach as an official, bona fide writing-intensive course which will be designated on student transcripts as writing intensive.  For you personally, completing a teaching portfolio will give you the unparalleled personal opportunity to examine your teaching and the kinds of learning your students engage in.  The process of creating the portfolio is a lesson in reflective learning in itself and gives teachers practical feedback about how to improve learning in their classrooms.

2.
Exactly how do I become a WAC-approved faculty member?


First you need to attend a two-day, off-campus WAC training retreat offered each fall and spring.  Then, you need to teach at least one experimental class in which you apply the WAC strategies you learned at the retreat to your own discipline.  Finally, after completing the experimental course or courses, you need to prepare a teaching portfolio according to the guidelines that appear at the end of this manual and submit this portfolio to the University WAC Committee for approval.  This WAC teaching portfolio provides for the University WAC Committee evidence that you are regularly using WAC methods shared and endorsed by WAC faculty at Marshall.  You need to put three kinds of evidence in it:  a) reflections on changes you are making in your teaching which involve WAC strategies and the results of these changes; b) sample syllabi, writing assignments, and evaluation criteria which show how you use WAC teaching strategies in a specific class or classes; and c) samples of student writing which fulfill the writing assignments you have explained.  Please read carefully the guidelines at the end of this manual to understand the specific information called for.  


Be aware also that every two years, you will be required to recertify at which time you will write an informal update to your teaching portfolio. 

3.
What are the benefits for me of attending a WAC training retreat?


This is the most exciting and successful part of the Marshall WAC program.  The training workshop/retreat is held off-campus usually at the state-owned Cedar Lakes facility that has modern motel-like accommodations.  All expenses (including meals, lodging, and transportation) are paid for entirely by Marshall.  These two-day training retreats are often held on a Friday and Saturday, generally in October, of each academic year.  



Participants are asked to bring with them all of the materials they need to create or renovate a course they are planning to teach the next semester.  Faculty learn how to (re)build this course from its foundations, from course objectives to specific written (or oral) assignments, using WAC principles and strategies.  The goal is for participating faculty members to examine their present teaching methods in terms of whether they cause students to engage in active learning, to think critically, to learn to write in a specific disciplinary language and style, and to fulfill course objectives in a verifiable way.


You will also encounter a community of faculty members from across the university who share your desire to improve learning in the classroom.  For some participants, this is the first opportunity provided after years of teaching here or elsewhere to talk freely about teaching and learning in a “safe,” non-judgmental environment.  Feel free to bounce your ideas for new projects or improved strategies off teachers of varying experiences, backgrounds, and disciplines.  The WAC program tries to foster continuing discussions of this sort throughout each semester. 
4.
Why do I have to prepare a teaching portfolio to be approved?


WAC programs vary enormously from institution to institution, and the University WAC Committee studied several outstanding programs before proposing the program that the Faculty Senate and the President eventually approved.  Some programs approve only courses and use course requirements, syllabi, and writing assignments as a means of evaluation.  Others use simply a designated amount of writing in a course as the criterion for approval; for instance, students in an approved course at some institutions are required to generate 2,000 to 3,000 words of formal writing.  Marshall, however, has chosen a unique means of accrediting faculty which focuses on the teaching methods and writing assignments that faculty regularly use.  Faculty members here are approved in measure of their use in their own disciplines of methods endorsed by WAC faculty.  The University WAC Committee chose this focus on teaching methods for two reasons:  a) reviewing actual tested writing assignments and methods for teaching writing and thinking is the clearest way to understand how writing fits into a given classroom; and b) this review of methods/practices keeps our attention and discussion focused on successful teaching methodologies in all disciplines and on the art of teaching.  The WAC Committee also encourages a reflective style of teaching in which instructors find ways to evaluate their teaching on a regular basis.  In this way, they experiment with new methods and assignments in order to channel improvements back into the learning process.

5.
What is a good way to put together a teaching portfolio?


The best method involves planning from the outset to submit a portfolio.  In other words, you need to know exactly what kinds of evidence of your teaching methods and assignments will demonstrate to the University WAC Committee that you are applying WAC principles to the teaching of your discipline.  If you are aware of the kinds of evidence you need to provide, you can, as you experiment and make changes in your teaching, begin to select the pieces of evidence that you need.  But see the section later in this manual, entitled “Ways to Prepare a Teaching Portfolio.”

6.
If I decide to prepare a teaching portfolio, where can I go for help if I need it?


There are several resources.  Begin with this manual.  Read it thoroughly so that you can get a perspective on the whole process, its purposes, and its effects on faculty and students.  Visit the WAC office in OM 236 where you will find sample portfolios by teachers in your discipline or a related one.  Talk to several of the instructors whose portfolios you read, and ask them questions about how they prepared their portfolios.  Call Karen McComas (696-2983 or email: mccomas@marshall.edu) or a representative on the University WAC Committee from your college, who will be familiar with the process of preparing and approving a portfolio.  Attend announced support group meetings and the spring portfolio workshop for those teachers preparing to submit a portfolio.  You will receive phone messages and email about the times and places of these meetings.  (In this process, there are some similarities with grant writing activities, which often involve talking to people who have prepared successful, grant applications and seeing the applications themselves.)

7.
What does the formal approval process entail and what are the customary deadlines?


This is the formal process:


a.  You prepare a draft of your portfolio with the help of the WAC office and other faculty members who have completed this process.  Please see the selection later in this manual, entitled “Ways to Prepare a Teaching Portfolio.”


b.  The WAC program at Marshall follows a system similar to WAC strategies used in the classroom:  You must prepare a draft of your portfolio which will be reviewed by a subcommittee of the University WAC Committee from whom you will receive suggestions for improvement.  Your application will not be considered unless you submit a rough draft.  You may submit the draft at only two times per year:  in September and in February—the exact due dates will be provided to you by voice mail and through email.


c.  After the subcommittee meets, you will meet in a conference with a representative of the subcommittee who will provide feedback on the draft of your portfolio.  If there are any questions that occur to you while you are revising the portfolio, call the WAC office immediately.


d.  The final draft of your teaching portfolio is due about one month after the rough draft is due, that is, in October or in March each year.


e.  You will receive notice of the disposition of your teaching portfolio in about three to four weeks after you submit it.  No portfolios are disapproved outright, but faculty members are urged to revise the portfolio again following the suggestions of the committee and to resubmit outside the regular due dates, at whatever point they complete their revisions.  Requests to resubmit often result from a lack of specific evidence required by the guidelines.  The University WAC Committee has consistently approved about 90% of all completed applications.

8.
What kinds of support are there for me as a WAC-certified faculty member?


First, you may find support and help through the WAC office, located in Old Main 236 (phone:  4650).  Teaching resources are available as well as contact with other WAC teachers throughout the institution.  Also, the WAC office offers a variety of lunchtime and afternoon workshops throughout the academic year.  These are announced in a newsletter and phone messages.  If the topics for workshops are not useful to you, call the WAC office and suggest your own topic and a workshop will be set up around that topic.  Karen McComas and other members of the University WAC Committee are always willing to meet with individuals or groups to discuss any aspect of teaching.  One of the main goals of the WAC program is to create a community of WAC instructors who discuss regularly their pedagogical victories, problems, and failures in an effort to improve their teaching.


If your students need help with their writing assignments beyond the guidance you yourself provide, send them to the Writing Center in Corbly 353.  It is a good idea to share your writing assignments with the tutors in the center so that they will know in advance what you expect your students to do.  The Writing Center tutors are trained in WAC teaching strategies and ready to help students from all disciplines.
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