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This external review was conducted at the request of the Salt Lake Community College English 
Department as part of its five-year review process. The external review included examination of 
a variety of departmental assessment reports, curricular documents, and promotions and tenure 
criteria, as well as a day-long site visit, during which we met with department leadership, groups 
of full- and part-time faculty, teams working on a variety of departmental programs and 
initiatives, and students currently enrolled in English courses. This report documents the 
departmental strengths and challenges we observed, as well as our recommendations for future 
development. 
 
 

Strengths 
Over the course of our observations, we noted the following strengths in Salt Lake Community 
College’s English Department. These strengths reside in five broad areas: innovation, student 
centeredness, effective leadership, assessment culture, and connections to community. 
 
Innovation 
The SLCC English Department supports a wide range of innovative programs and events. Its 
writing curriculum is grounded in current disciplinary theory and practice and an informed sense 
of how students learn and transfer writing knowledge. Particularly noteworthy are the Online 
Plus program, which complements online instruction with face-to-face conferences, the 
integration of developmental reading and writing and English as a Second Language instruction 
within the English Department, and the new Writing Across the College initiative.  
 
For students who would like to develop and study writing further, the Writing Certificate of 
Completion program offers ample opportunities for engaged and applied learning—faculty also 
noted its benefits for retention, as students working as tutors in the SLCC Student Writing Center 
form a community that sustains them through the program (as one student writing tutor 
explained, “I live there”). The Publication Center is truly distinctive and helps students produce 
creative and professional publications. Likewise, the department’s leadership in forging 
articulation agreements and other innovative partnerships between its own programs and 
offerings at the University of Utah are creating new opportunities for SLCC students pursuing 
transfer. 
 
Such innovation has contributed to the national visibility of Salt Lake Community College. In 
addition to the high profile of the SLCC Student and Community Writing Centers, many faculty 
are prominent in professional organizations such as the International Writing Centers 
Association, the Conference on College Composition and Communication, the Two-Year 
College English Association, and Utah Campus Compact. Several faculty expressed their 
appreciation for an institutional culture that values and supports their professional and scholarly 
engagement, which shapes their teaching and administrative practices in important ways.  
 
Student-Centeredness 
Both full- and part-time faculty in the English Department are clearly committed to helping their 
students succeed and connect literacy to their community and professional lives. We were struck 



by frequent references to specific students in faculty members’ comments to us and to each 
other. It was clear that faculty regularly follow up with students and often collaborate to support 
their success. Students themselves described faculty as accessible, responsive, and explicit about 
how their learning will transfer to professional and community contexts. Consistent in their 
responses was their appreciation for English instructors’ focus on applied learning, individual 
feedback, and mentorship. 
 
Effective Leadership 
Faculty regularly praised the leadership and culture of the English Department. Full- and part-
time instructors alike described Associate Dean Stephen Ruffus’s supportive, open, and 
intellectually engaged way of working with them—one instructor commented that he treats all 
faculty as colleagues. Several also expressed enthusiasm for the college’s new president and her 
respectful and supportive approach to faculty. 
  
Culture of Assessment 
English Department administration and faculty are committed to assessment and dedicate 
significant resources to assessing curriculum and programs. Recent internal reviews of the 
introductory writing sequence and the Online Plus program demonstrate energetic effort to 
determine areas of success and opportunities for improvement, particularly in norming outcomes 
across sections of the same course and articulating courses in the sequence so that each dovetails 
with the next. The recently published Writing Inventory and Climate Assessment produced by the 
Writing Across the College program also helps extend the reflective and informed approach to 
writing cultivated by the English Department to the entire SLCC community. 
 
Connection to Community 
The English Department furthers the mission of Salt Lake Community College by engaging the 
wider Salt Lake Community and encouraging SLCC students to do the same. The SLCC 
Community Writing Center was among the first of its kind and is looked to as a model 
nationwide. Likewise, the Writing and Social Justice Conference offers students both from 
SLCC and other institutions the opportunities to see writing as a way of effecting positive social 
change and sharing their work with a wider audience. The English Department’s efforts to 
partner with colleagues at other educational institutions—both secondary and postsecondary—
have made it a hub for literacy-related collaborations in the metro area. 
 
 

Challenges 
 

While the SLCC’s English Department is remarkably innovative, a number of challenges 
complicate the department’s ability to fulfill its vision. These challenges relate to four broad 
areas: curriculum, assessment, infrastructure, and labor issues. 
 
Curriculum 
Over the last three years, the SLCC English Department has integrated developmental and ESL 
literacy instruction, formerly part of a separate organizational unit, into a department previously 
devoted to college-level writing and literature courses. While the department has made 
significant strides in fostering curricular coherence across the introductory composition 
sequence, it is still working to forge a common pedagogical framework among faculty with 



different disciplinary backgrounds and identities. Such efforts require intensive collaboration and 
professional development. 
 
Emerging departmental efforts to articulate “threshold concepts” about language, literacy, and 
learning that span the composition sequence are promising, and align well with recent theoretical 
developments in writing studies. In order to succeed, however, these initiatives will require 
sustained commitment of both material resources and time from individual faculty, the 
department as a whole, and the institution. This is particularly true as the department continues to 
develop new course formats and tutoring options for students needing additional literacy 
support.   
 
Assessment 
Regular and thoughtfully designed assessment practices have become key concerns for 
policymakers, accrediting bodies, and researchers in writing studies. The SLCC English 
Department clearly understands the value of evidence-based decision-making and is striving to 
integrate thoughtful assessment practices throughout it programs. However, we see challenges to 
implementing and sustaining these efforts, particularly with regard to placement, curricular 
assessment, and evaluating new initiatives. 
 
Placement assessment. SLCC currently uses ACCUPLACER reading comprehension scores to 
determine whether incoming students are prepared to enroll in English 1010 or would benefit 
from some form of developmental literacy support. We see a lack of alignment between the 
complex, rhetorically grounded construct of writing articulated in the department’s curricular 
materials and the limited notion of literacy that ACCUPLACER measures. Indeed, standardized 
tests like ACCUPLACER have long been critiqued by writing assessment scholars for failing to 
account for the actual complexity of authentic literacy practices, both in and beyond academic 
settings. Furthermore, there is mounting evidence that assessment instruments of this type are not 
effective predictors of students’ ability to succeed in college-level writing courses, that they can 
have a disparate impact on students from diverse socioeconomic and linguistic backgrounds, and 
that using a single test score for student placement is often less valid than using multiple 
measures. The validity of one-score placement is particularly questionable given the growing 
number of options for “remediation” offered within SLCC’s English department: such tests may 
not give good indications of which option will best meet a particular student’s needs. 
 
Curriculum assessment. The SLCC English Department has made a demonstrable commitment 
to assessing its composition sequence but appears to face some challenges scaling and sustaining 
these activities. Its portfolio-based assessment process is well-conceived and in line with 
established best practices in the field. However, preliminary reports suggest that the department 
has had difficulties integrating portfolio-building throughout the curriculum in ways that support 
meaningful assessment of student learning. Such integration will require significant ongoing 
professional development among both full- and part-time faculty. 
 
New initiative assessment. While the department is engaged in a great deal of curricular and 
program innovation, faculty do not always have the resources to assess these initiatives 
thoroughly. For example, the new Online Plus program is very promising, but participating 
faculty indicate that they have not yet had the time or institutional support to assess this program 
as extensively as they would like. In some cases, finding the time and institutional support to 



assess the program as extensively as they would like remains a challenge, although it is one they 
express a commitment to meeting. 
 
Infrastructure 
The SLCC English Department’s ability to maintain and expand innovative curricula and 
services is sometimes hindered by unmet infrastructure needs. Some of these needs are spatial: 
for example, the lack of adequate permanent space for tutoring for the Online Plus program 
could make it difficult to take this pilot to scale. Other infrastructural needs relate to student 
services. Most notably, students and faculty alike indicated a need for more resources for English 
language learners at the Academic Literacies Center. 
 
Labor Issues 
Many of the challenges discussed above are either directly or indirectly related to faculty labor. 
These labor-related issues fall into two broad categories: workload for full-time faculty and 
reliance on part-time faculty. 
 
Workload. Full-time tenure-track faculty noted that the demands of their current teaching loads 
and class sizes often left insufficient time or energy for other important aspects of departmental 
work, such as professional development, curriculum redesign, and assessment. Enrollment for 
ENGL 1010 and 2010 is capped at 25, while the Conference on College Composition and 
Communication (the field’s major professional body) states in its recently revised Principles for 
the Postsecondary Teaching of Writing that “no more than 20 students should be permitted in 
any writing class. Ideally, classes should be limited to 15.” While ENGL 990 is capped at 20 
students, the CCCC principles indicate that “[r]emedial or developmental sections should be 
limited to a maximum of 15 students.” Effective writing instruction—particularly for 
underprepared students and those facing socioeconomic challenges—requires a great deal of 
individual interaction and feedback. Class sizes and course loads need to reflect the time-
intensive nature of this teaching work. Likewise, faculty advising has important benefits student 
learning and retention, but this kind of work is not currently factored into instructors’ workloads. 
 
Part-Time Faculty. The SLCC English Department’s efforts to a) integrate ESL, developmental 
reading and writing, and college-level literacy curricula, b) implement program-wide e-portfolio 
assessment, and c) balance the workload of full-time faculty are all challenged by the 
department’s extensive reliance on part-time and non-tenure track faculty. While there are many 
dedicated long-serving adjunct instructors in the department, the nature of their positions (and, 
often, their teaching commitments at other institutions) makes it difficult to keep them involved 
in departmental decision-making and professional development activities. The recent move to 
create full-time non-tenure-track positions is a step in the right direction, offering improved job 
security, benefits, and integration into to the department and college community. However, these 
positions are undercompensated, and the current teaching load of six courses per semester for 
these positions—made up primarily of too-large, labor-intensive composition courses—leaves no 
time for professional development. In our view, this is not yet a sustainable labor model for 
delivering the department’s vision for high-quality, theoretically coherent instruction that meets 
the needs of an increasingly diverse student population. 
 
 



Recommendations 
 
Based on these observations about the SLCC English Department’s strengths and challenges, we 
offer the following recommendations for future development: 
 

• Continue efforts to align curricula, assessment, and faculty professional development. 
Emerging efforts to frame alignment of the composition sequence through the articulation 
of threshold concepts is promising, but this initiative will require significant and 
continued investment of resources—time, energy, and funding—in order to be widely 
adopted by faculty and fully integrated across the curriculum. The department might 
consider creating a Writing Program Administrator position to coordinate these activities. 

 
• Initiate a review and possible revision of current approaches to student placement 

assessment and advising. According to established best practices in the field (see, for 
example, CCCC’s Writing Assessment: A Position Statement), assessment practices 
should be locally validated in relation to curricular and institutional context, with 
particular consideration given to the possibility of disparate impact for particular racial, 
ethnic, and linguistic groups. Likewise, students construct their initial understanding of 
college literacies based on what and how colleges assess for the purposes of course 
placement. The department might consider the degree to which current placement 
practices communicate an accurate or desirable construct of college literacy to incoming 
students. Particularly given the growing variety of course format and remediation options 
for students, it may be that some form of multiple-measures and/or directed self-
placement—perhaps linked to threshold concepts—might better serve incoming students. 
Ensuring that students receive appropriate academic advising before registering for 
courses will also increase the likelihood that they take courses best suited to their 
preparation, learning preferences, and life circumstances. 

 
• Continue to develop infrastructure--both space and support services--to sustain current 

programs and prepare for projected student growth, particularly among dual/concurrent 
enrollment students and English language learners. 

• Continue to increase the percentage of courses taught by full-time faculty. Ideally, this 
will involve expanding the ranks of tenure-track faculty who can help shoulder the 
administrative workload of curriculum development, innovation, and assessment, as well 
as student advising.  Providing additional administrative reassign time for faculty and 
funding for peer tutors not tied to particular financial aid requirements would also help 
sustain the department’s initiatives. The conversion of part-time adjunct positions to full-
time non-tenure-track positions is a promising option, but only if these positions are fairly 
compensated, with a teaching load that allows time for sound pedagogical practices, 
ongoing professional development, and participation in departmental decision-making 
and assessment processes. 

 


