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I.  The Context

Before proceeding to address the subject of the HS/PSE transition, I would like to provide
readers with a brief contextual statement.  I am a Professor of English, and last academic year I
taught first-year English to a lecture class of 130 students; in a third hour tutorial I had 17
students with whom I met one hour a week, whose essays and tests I personally marked, with
whom I met one hour a week.  I had not taught and marked for a first-year group in over twenty
years (and I found the experience shocking) since for 21 years I was a senior university
administrator: from 1974-82 as Chair of English, from 1982-86 as Dean of Arts, and from 1986-
1995 as Provost and Vice-President Academic, all at this institution.  I bring that background to
this important subject.  However, hesitant to rely solely on my own experience and impressions,
I have in preparing this paper consulted with colleagues who have extensive first-year teaching
experience in the Departments of Classical Studies, History, Mathematics, Chemistry, and
English, and also with the Dean of Education.  In addition, I have had access to two relevant
documents recently produced at Western: a study by our Office of Institutional Planning and
Budgeting (IPB) of the “Grade Drop” (that is, the difference between OAC averages and first-
year university grades at Western from 1994-94 to 1996-97 – see Appendix A); and I have also
looked at a recent survey by Western’s University Student’s Council on professorial perceptions
of the quality of the writing skills of undergraduate students (see Appendix C).  Finally, I have
information concerning the results of a standard first-year test (40 questions remaining constant
over the period from 1978-96) which has been administered in Chemistry 20 to assess
incoming students’ knowledge of basic high-school chemistry.  While the following comments
do not pretend to be based totally on statistical evidence, they do reflect some such analysis
(the IPB document) and they also reflect judgments which are firmly held by a wide cross-
section of the professoriate, including myself.  

II.  Public Expectation: Basic Goals of University Education

It is extremely difficult to assess public expectations concerning university education.  And, of
course, there is no necessary correlation between the expectations of the public and those of
elected politicians.  Ideally, however, one would hope that the public should expect universities
to graduate young women and men who are able to think coherently and logically, and to
express themselves verbally, and in writing, clearly and correctly.  Such graduands should also
possess skills in basic numeracy, and electronic communication.  Universities should not be
expected to provide specific job training, except (and then only in part) in those areas
designated as “professional” Schools or Faculties.  But, particularly in the Arts and Social
Sciences, universities do provide job preparation in that they offer the means for students to
achieve intellectual growth and maturity which, in turn, will enable those students to undertake
responsible employment upon completion of their degrees.  

III.  Identification of Issues

Basically, and briefly put, universities are hard pressed to fulfill these goals because, for the
most part, the students entering our first year are ill-prepared to undertake university studies. 
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Many (a majority, in my view) do not possess rudimentary skills in reading, writing, or thinking,
although I am told that those who choose courses in Mathematics are numerate.  My personal
experience of this past year clearly indicates, however, that one cannot assume even a
moderate degree of literacy from those who elect to study first-year English, presumably
because they think, or have been led to believe, that they are at least proficient in this subject. 
And universities themselves are either unable or unwilling to address the issues related to the
problems of poor high-school preparation.  More on the latter two points below.

IV.  Factors Affecting the Non-Achievement of the Goals

A.  At the Secondary School Level

At the HS level, there seems to be no consistent curriculum from school to school, and the
curriculum that is in place is too loose and inconsistently taught, even in the OACs.  Most
students, consequently, receive poor preparation in the basics (reading, writing, mathematics),
they develop poor work habits, and they possess neither powers of critical thinking nor learning
skills.

Those who are more familiar with the HS system than I tell me that there are two major factors
which contribute to this situation: first, many subjects such as English increasingly are not
taught by subject specialists; secondly, there remains in the school system far too much
emphasis, at least in Ontario, on catering to the students’ sense of self-esteem a la the Hall-
Denis Report.  Finally, there is the matter of grade inflation.  As indicated in Appendix A, the
“grade drop” of those students who entered Western from 1993 to 1996-97, including 368
schools (all of which sent at least 10 students during that four-year period), with a total of
10,961 students, has been disconcerting to the students, to the high schools, and to the
university: these students had a mean OAC average of 79.5%, and a mean first-year grade at
Western of 65.3% – for a mean grade first-year grade drop of 14.2%.  It is hard to believe that
this situation is peculiar to Western, and one should avoid the speculation that this grade
differential occurs because university professors make unreasonable demands and/or mark too
severely (more on this below).

These inflated HS grades lead students, sadly, in my experience, to have expectations of
themselves that they cannot possibly fulfill in their first-year courses.  I provide one other piece
of evidence in this regard: in the chemistry test mentioned in Part I above, the average mark
from 1978 to 1996 – and I remind the reader that this test covers basic HS chemistry, with 40
questions that have remained constant over these years – has dropped from 64% in 1978 to
48% in 1996 (see Appendix B).

B.  At the University Level

As the USC document (Appendix B) clearly indicated, there is considerable dissatisfaction
among the professoriate with incoming year I students.  Fully 91% of the 72 professors who
responded to the survey disagree with the statement, “High school prepares students well for
essay writing at university.”  94% believe that these students do not have a strong grasp of the
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rules of grammar, and 97% believe that they do not have a strong grasp of style.  See also the
related prose comments in Appendix C.
My experience with my own first-year tutorial students in the 1997-98 academic year is pertinent
here.  Of the 17 students, only 4 wrote at an acceptable level of literacy – ie. they were able to
construct basic sentences and paragraphs.  Most of the remaining 13 had severe problems with
writing, comprehension (they made the same errors in paper after paper, even though detailed
comments were made on all papers), with reading, and also with oral expression.  All of these
students seemed to me to be hard workers (although not efficient), and they had good
attendance records in the tutorial.  They were very concerned about their inadequacies, and
frustrated and embarrassed by the gap between what they had been led to believe they could
achieve (because of the HS grades) and their actual level of accomplishment in my tutorial.  

But it is not just the secondary schools which are guilty of grade inflation.  If I and my
colleagues were to mark these students according to their actual abilities, the grade drop would
be much higher than it is.  But we do not do so, for a complex number of reasons, not the least
of which is that Western recently adopted an invidious internal funding system which rewards
Faculties and Departments financially for attracting and retaining additional students in post
year-one courses.  This system has ostensibly been introduced to encourage interdisciplinary
teaching and course development (and strangely so, particularly at a time when students have
little or no disciplinary knowledge); its actual effect has been to increase grade inflation across
the university.  I possess no statistical evidence for this observation, but I assure you that the
matter has, for example, been openly and fully discussed by those of us who share the teaching
of first-year English.  The point made in such discussions is simply this: don’t mark the students
too honestly or we will have few students in upper years, thus losing funds and probably faculty
positions.  These deliberations, by the way, occur in a context in which our Departmental
Honours registration has dropped 36% over the past five years, and in which students in all
Faculties, wisely understanding their own deficiencies, avoid courses in which there are any
essay or other writing requirements.  I expect that some version of this same situation exists in
all universities.  

Why do not the universities attack the problem of this lack of basic skills in our year I students? 
The answer, simply, is money.  It seems that universities are basically in denial that the problem
is as severe as I have indicated.  And while Western has recently invested $200,000 in a
Writing Certificate Program (an embarrassed gesture which simply restores the $200,000 that I,
as Provost, had directed to writing courses, which my successor then cut), the administration
seems not to understand that such a program is only a token creation because it will involve so
few of our students.  Quite frankly, most universities ignore the problem because to solve it
would cost huge sums of money which, administrators believe, should be spent on “relevant”
areas like communications, technology, and applied science.

There is one other important reason that universities fail to address the issue of ill-prepared
students and inflated OAC marks.  Universities are in competition with each other for good
students (ie. students with superior marks), and for high numbers of student enrolments
(because they mean money).  Each year, for example, there is a competition in Ontario among
University Presidents as to which one will win bragging rights about the highest number of
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applicants in the student pool who indicate a preference for a particular institution.  In this
context, naturally enough, individual universities are extremely cautious about offending their
“customers,” for fear that they will lose out in this competition for presumed quality, numbers,
and dollars (cf. my comments above concerning the internal competition for students at
Western).

V.  Priority Actions: Remedies

Despite the negative views that I have expressed, I believe that the situation does have
remedies, even though I, and many of my colleagues, are rather cynical about the outcome of
exercises such as this.  But no amelioration will occur at either level (HS or PSE) if
governments simply rely on their so-called “reforms” at the HS level, and if universities continue
to ignore the most severe educational problem they have.  I would, therefore, recommend all of
the remedies that follow.

1. Grade inflation at both levels must be addressed.
2. Secondary school students must be inculcated with more realistic expectations

concerning their potential achievements in first-year courses.
3. There must be much more formal and continuing liaison between the two levels:

HS/PSE.  Currently such liaison is minimal, and the result is that neither level knows
what the other is, or should be, doing, or what the other expects.

4. There must be an increased emphasis on basics, and a consistent curriculum, at the
HS level.

5. Finally, and most importantly, all potential university students should be given some
form of tests for literacy and numeracy.  If students fail these tests, university courses
should be created to address the problems.  

I realize that proposal #5 would be complex and costly, both for the provinces and the
universities.  I also am aware that this idea has been much and frequently discussed in various
jurisdictions, and always, finally, rejected, precisely because of its complexity and cost.  But we
must face this problem, and solve it, or we will increasingly become a nation of semi-literates,
with excellent computer skills, but with nothing to process that is beyond the gibberish that I
encountered in the essays of my English 20 tutorial students (see Appendix D).

VII.  How to Measure the Remedies

No mechanical or automatic measures are, I believe, possible.  The results of implementing the
suggestions in Part V will only become evident with the passing of time.  But if no real remedies
are sought, the effect will be easy enough to measure.  

VIII.  Conclusion

I have purposely kept this paper brief, and relatively simple in its focus and its
recommendations concerning remedies.  My personal experience in dealing with various
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aspects of #5 above, for example, is sufficiently extensive that I could easily enough write 20
pages on that subject alone.  But I have chosen to avoid such complexity for a very important
reason: a project such as this usually becomes unsuccessfully bogged down because the
discussion is so complex that those involved simply give up attempting to reach solutions, or
they reach solutions that are so wide-ranging and extensive that they end up in bound volumes
that gather dust on bookshelves.  I urge those involved in the project to keep focus and to
simplify.  Some very positive results could follow. 






















