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Abstract 

The growing diversity of the student population in post-secondary institutions and 

growing concern over student retention has generated a need for student support 

initiatives. The Diagnostic English Language Needs Assessment (DELNA) may be used 

to identify potentially linguistically at-risk students for individualized support. DELNA 

was modified for use with first-year engineering students at a large Canadian university. 

This case study investigates the role that such an assessment can play in a first-year 

student's academic acculturation into engineering. It examines the suitability of the 

diagnostic assessment and explores its contribution to the acculturation process. This 

study also discusses the effectiveness of the suggested student support services. The 

findings suggest that although the diagnostic assessment contributed greatly to one 

student's academic acculturation, linguistic ability is clearly not the only factor that 

determines academic success. Discipline-specific support initiatives and services are 

needed to ensure that students receive the help needed to succeed academically. 

Keywords: diagnostic testing and assessment, DELNA, academic acculturation, 

first-year experience 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

1 

Students are more likely to persist, learn, and graduate when they find themselves 

in settings that hold high expectations for their learning, provide needed 

academic and social support andfrequent feedback about their learning, and 

actively involve them with other students and teachers in learning [...]. The key 

concept is that of educational community and the capacity of institutions to 

establish educational communities in the first year that actively involve students 

with other members of the institution (Tinto, 2009, p. 5). 

Tinto's (2009) concept of the importance of educational community in enabling 

students to persist in their studies reminds me of my own difficult first year experience. I 

struggled to understand what I needed to do to succeed at university and to manage my 

time so that I could cope with the increased work load. I was too intimidated to speak 

with my professors or teaching assistants. I changed majors twice. It was not until near 

the last year of my program that I began to seek out help when I needed it and take 

advantage of the support programs available on campus. I often wonder how different 

my undergraduate experience might have been if I had known in the first-year how to 

access the help I needed. If I could not seek out help on my own once I started having 

problems with my assignments and exams, who or what might have helped me? 

Growing student enrollment and student diversity highlight the importance of the 

first-year experience in a Canadian post-secondary context particularly in view of 

retention statistics. At the large Canadian university in this study, the number of new 
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first year students grew from 3839 in 2004 to 4578 by 2010 (Office of Institutional 

Research and Planning, 2012a). Enrollment in Architecture, Engineering, Computer 

Science, and Industrial Design also grew between 2004 and 2010 from 575 students to 

952 students. During this period, the university continued to lose almost 40% of its first 

year students with 62.3% (2392) of students continuing to second year in 2004 and 63.8% 

(2920) of students in 2010. However, first year student retention in science and math-

based disciplines dropped slightly from 73.2% (421 students) to 72.6% (691 students) 

over the same time period (OIRP, 2012a). This means that by 2010, roughly 36% of all 

students and 27.4% (261) of science students left their programs. While the reasons for 

their departure are unknown, this thesis will explore the complexities of the first-year 

experience and examine the potential contribution of diagnostic assessment in directing 

first-year engineering students to individualized support. 

The diagnostic tool being examined in this thesis is the Diagnostic English 

Language Needs Assessment (DELNA). It has been used at a New Zealand university 

since 2000 to help ensure that linguistically at-risk students, regardless of their language 

background (i.e., English first language (LI) or second language (L2)), could be guided 

towards the appropriate support they needed to be successful in their post-secondary 

studies. There was growing international student enrollment and increasing numbers or 

"covert bilinguals" (Taffe & Pringle, as cited in Fairbairn & Fox, 2009, p.l 1), or students 

whose families had immigrated to New Zealand. Flexible admissions requirements 

meant that these groups of students, in addition to native speakers, may not have 

sufficiently developed the academic and/or language skills needed to succeed at 

university. 
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The numbers of both international students and covert bilinguals are also growing 

in Canada. More than 180,000 international students were studying in Canadian 

secondary schools in 2008, generating $6.5 billion dollars (Long, 2012). By 2016, it is 

estimated that one fourth of the Canadian population will be youth either born in Canada 

to immigrant families or born outside the country (Rieti, 2012). There are also increasing 

numbers of international students at Canadian universities. 

According to the Association of Universities and Colleges of Canada (2011), 

undergraduate enrolment at Canadian universities had grown to 755,000 full-time and 

239,000 part-time students in 2010. This increase also includes growing international 

enrolment. In 1990, there were only 25,500 international students studying in Canada. 

By 2010, international enrolment had more than tripled to 90,000 full-time and 13,000 

part-time international students. International students, studying both full- and part-time, 

now make up just over 10% of the undergraduate student body in Canada. In 2008, while 

only 8% of domestic students were studying in engineering and related programs, 16% of 

international students had chosen this discipline (AUCC, 2011). In the 2011-2012 

academic year, the large Canadian university in this study reported 3,147 full-time 

undergraduate students whose native language was not English (OIRP, 2012b). With a 

total full-time undergraduate student body of 20,940', non-native English speakers make 

up roughly 15% of the student body. 

In the United States, only 43% of students who began in a college or university 

engineering program actually finished their programs and obtained their degrees (Astin as 

cited in Anson et at, 2003; see also Bernold, Spurlin, & Anson, 2007). At a large 

1 There were 20,940 full-time undergraduate students for the 2010-2011 academic year. This figure was 

used as the data for the 2011-2012 academic year has not yet been released. 
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Canadian university, 70% of first-year engineering students fail at least one course (D. 

Russell, personal communication, July 2011). Since students are admitted to engineering 

based on their high grades, it is unlikely that such a low completion rate or high failure 

rate is due purely to low academic ability. Engineering students have challenging course 

loads, in terms of both difficult content and number of concurrent courses. Thus, there is 

often little time for students to spend on seeking the support that they may need (Bemold 

et al„ 2007). 

In the last decade, researchers have begun to explore the potential of diagnostic 

assessment as a tool to help identify post-secondary students' potential strengths and 

weaknesses in academic literacy and to direct them to relevant support (see Read, 2008; 

Artemeva & Fox, 2010; Elder, Bright, & Bennet, 2007; Elder, Erlam, & von Randow, 

n.d.; Elder & von Randow, 2008; Fox, 2009; Fox & Hartwick, 2011). In spite of this 

research and the growing potential of diagnostic assessment, there are still gaps in the 

knowledge of and agreement on its use (see Alderson, 2005). Alderson concludes that 

"the language testing literature offers very little guidance on how diagnosis might 

appropriately be conducted, what content diagnostic tests might have, what theoretical 

basis they might rest on, and how their use might be validated" (2005, p. 10). This thesis 

aims then to contribute to the growing body of literature on the role of diagnostic 

assessment and testing in the first-year experience in a Canadian post-secondary context. 

In my view, the first-year experience is best described as a process of acculturation 

characterized by intertwined and complex negotiations in which students manoeuvre to 

understand, accept, and adapt to their role as a university student (see also Cheng & Fox, 

2008). 
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Motivation for the Study 

Through my work teaching English to international students who wanted to 

pursue academic study in Canada, I frequently observed my students struggle to adjust to 

a new country, new academic expectations, and a new language. The majority of 

students I taught were unhappy they were required to take ESL classes - they intended on 

studying engineering or business and often commented that they did not need so much 

practice with reading and writing because they would only be studying math. 

I first learned of Diagnostic English Language Needs Assessment (DELNA) at a 

teachers' conference and was immediately intrigued by the idea of an assessment that 

could help to identify potentially at-risk students and direct them towards programs that 

may give diem the support they need to be successful at university. Through my 

curriculum and language testing course work in my MA program of Applied Linguistics 

and Discourse Studies (ALDS), I learned more about the potential of diagnostic 

assessment. As part of an initiative for program renewal, the Faculty of Engineering at a 

large Canadian university sought to identify not only potentially at-risk students, but also 

to gain perspective on what support their first-year cohort may need to be successful and 

persist in their studies. When I was offered the opportunity to participate in a DELNA 

pilot project in July 2011,1 accepted immediately. It was through the DELNA planning 

meetings and reading about diagnostic assessment that I arrived at my thesis topic. 

Research Questions 

The purpose of this thesis is to examine the first-year experience of an 

engineering student through the lens of diagnostic assessment. As such, the aim of this 
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case study is to consider what contribution diagnostic assessment can make to the process 

of an engineering undergraduate student's first-year academic acculturation into post-

secondary study. The research questions that guide this qualitative study are as follows: 

1) How well did the diagnostic tasks work for a first-year engineering student? 

2) What role did the diagnostic assessment play in one student's academic 

acculturation into engineering? 

3) How well do the supports offered on campus address the diagnosed needs of a 

first-year engineering student? 

Having introduced the focus of the study, Chapter 2 provides a discussion of the 

first-year experience by identifying elements which may contribute to academic 

acculturation and lead to academic success, both in university in general and more 

specifically in engineering. It considers language proficiency and the tendency of non-

native English speaking students to select math-based courses. It concludes with 

examples of discipline-specific first-year student support initiatives that have been 

successful in assisting students in their acculturation to post-secondary study. Chapter 3 

introduces diagnostic testing and assessment by examining the conflicting literature on its 

definition and use. It provides an example of a large-scale diagnostic tool and several 

examples of diagnostic testing and assessment use in university classrooms. Finally, an 

institution-wide diagnostic assessment that aims to identify potentially linguistically at-

risk students when they begin their post-secondary studies is outlined and discussed. 

Chapter 4 explains the rationale behind piloting a discipline-specific diagnostic 

assessment and outlines its planning and implementation. It also includes the student 
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cohort's demographics, diagnostic results, and participation in the feedback process. 

Chapter 5 provides a description of case study research and the methods used for this 

thesis. Information on sampling, participant demographics, data collection, and data 

analysis is included. Chapter 6 introduces my participant as a case of the role diagnostic 

assessment in academic acculturation. It then provides the results for each of the three 

research questions guiding this thesis and discusses them in relation to the first year 

experience and diagnostic testing literature from Chapters 2 and 3. Chapter 8 concludes 

with a consideration of key findings, the limitations of the research design, potential 

future research directions, and a reflection on my learning from this research. 

In Chapter 2, which follows, the first-year experience is discussed drawing on the 

research literature. 
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Chapter 2: The First Year Experience 

The first year of university study is arguably the most crucial time for engaging 

students in their learning community and equipping them with the requisite skills, 

not only to persist, but to be successful and independent in their new learning 

throughout their undergraduate years and for a lifetime of professional practice 

in which they will be continually required to learn and to engage with new ideas 

that go beyond the content of their university course (Queensland University of 

Technology, 2009, p. 1). 

Tinto (1975,2002a & 2002b) has made considerable contributions to the large 

body of literature dedicated to student retention and the first year transition (see also 

Astin & Lee, 2003; Astin 1975; 1993a; Wintre, Bowers, Gordner, & Lange, 2006; 

Scanlon, Rowling, & Weber, 2007; Wilson & Lizzio, 2008). Many studies have also 

sought to identify factors which may predict student retention, such as parents' education 

level, financial concerns, and participation in campus activities (see Fike & Fike, 2008; 

Mayo, Helms & Codjoe, 2004; Allen, Robbins, Casillas, & Oh, 2008; Astin & Lee, 2003; 

Braxton, Vesper, & Hossler, 1995; Chapman, & Pascarella, 1983). Even though much of 

the literature on die first year experience uses the teim transition, the term acculturation 

is more appropriate for this study because it encompasses the complex adaptation that 

students experience rather than a linear trajectory as they move from one learning context 

to another (which the term transition suggests). Whereas transition has been defined as a 

move from one state to another (Hussey & Smith, 2010), Cheng and Fox (2008) define 
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academic acculturation as "the dynamic adaptation processes of linguistically and 

culturally diverse students engaging with the academic study cultures of [...] English-

medium universities" (p. 309). The term acculturation may, however, be contentious for 

some if it were simply viewed as requiring students to conform to post-

secondary/disciplinary culture. However, if acculturation is viewed as a process, it takes 

into account how students view "what is happening and what it means, what they 

perceive, what they choose to appropriate [or reject], and how they interpret their 

expectations of and experiences in university classrooms" (Cheng & Fox, 2008, p. 309) 

in relation to their own beliefs and culture. Consequently, instead of focusing on 

transition and identifying retention predictors as is common in quantitative studies, the 

present case study aims to examine how diagnostic assessment may assist an increasingly 

diversified first-year student population as they begin to acculturate into engineering. 

This chapter provides an overview of the first-year experience in post-secondary 

study. It outlines the struggle many students may face if their background knowledge is 

insufficient or unsuitable to assist them in their new learning environments and discusses 

several components that may be key to a successful acculturation. The role that language 

proficiency plays in academic acculturation and academic success is considered with 

some discussion of post-secondary institution language entry requirements and math-

based courses. Finally, this chapter includes a discussion of successful university-wide 

and engineering-specific support initiatives for acculturating students. 
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The Transition to Post-Secondary Culture 

All first year students, regardless of their ethnicity, age, educational history, 

family background, linguistic profile, etc..need to make the transition to university life 

in varying degrees (Lawrence, 2005). Hussey and Smith define these transitions as "a 

significant change in a student's life, self-concept, and learning: a shift from one state of 

understanding, development and maturity to another" (2010, p. 156). They put forth that 

how a student makes these transitions is of the utmost importance. A successful 

transition includes adapting their learning style, building and feeling a connection to their 

discipline, and viewing themselves through a new lens. Krause describes this transition 

as a battle comprised of "a conflict of values, a challenge to one's identity, and a threat to 

the familiar ways of knowing and doing" (2006, p. 1). 

Bourdieu (1977) defines cultural capital as "cultural heritage" (1977, p. 488), or 

explicit knowledge and implicit understandings that are passed down to an individual. 

This knowledge includes, for example, the home learning environment which is 

influenced by the level of education a parent has achieved, how much value is placed on 

schooling, learning, reading, etc..., or how asking for assistance is perceived. Different 

societies or classes will thus possess and transmit different cultural capital. An 

educational institution typically diffuses the dominant culture of the society and yet often 

offers little in the way of explicit explanation of this culture's expectations (Bourdieu, 

1977). Therefore, Bourdieu (1990) argues that a student whose cultural capital is similar 

to that of their chosen post-secondary institution may use their capital as a form of 

currency to make their transition. Habitus is a "sense of one's place" (Bourdieu, 1990, p. 

131) within their surrounding milieu. One's social conditions, and thus their cultural 
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capital, bring about an individual's sense of self. A student's habitus may therefore 

contribute greatly to their acculturation if they feel they belong at their institution. 

Kairos, a classical Greek concept of the qualitative value of time, can be defined 

as "the right or opportune time to do something, or right measure in doing something" 

(Kinneavy, 2002, p. 58). This concept may also play a role in a student's acculturation. 

Students may create, seize, or miss a kairotic moment to "interact with a particular 

audience in a particular way within particular circumstances" (Yates & Orlikowski as 

cited by Artemeva, 2005, p. 394). For example, kairotic moments could come in the 

form of taking advantage of situations to engage with peers, ask professors or teaching 

assistants questions about specific needs, or shape the focus of an assigned topic in 

relation to individual interests. 

Tinto (2009) identifies four conditions that must be in place for students to 

succeed. First, in terms of student achievement, universities need to set clear and high 

expectations and hold students to them. The second condition is feedback: prompt and 

frequent feedback can guide students in their learning. In their study on how students' 

perceive the feedback they receive in university, Poulos and Mahony (2007) put forth that 

feedback for first-year students is not just about helping them obtain good grades: 

"effective feedback for these students is that which provides emotional support and 

facilitates integration into university" (p. 152). 

Third, students need both academic and social support services. Further, the 

academic support that is offered to students cannot be generic. It must have a solid link 

with what students are facing in their classes so that students can apply their support 

strategies in their personal learning contexts (see also Tinto, 2002a&b; Fike & Fike, 



12 

2008; Chapman & Pascarella, 1983; Peach, 2005). If students cannot make the 

connection between the academic support offered and the classroom, students will not be 

able to implement the support they receive. The link between their support and their 

courses is created when all parties at the university align their plans. Lastly, students 

need to be engaged because "the more students are academically and socially involved, 

the more likely they are to persist and graduate" (Tinto, 2009, p. 4; see also Tinto, 2002b; 

Nora 2004; Thomas, 2002). Indeed a number or researchers have identified persistence 

as a quality that is characteristic of students who complete their studies (see Fox, 2008). 

Student engagement can be defined as "the quality of effort students themselves 

devote to educationally purposeful activities that contribute directly to desired outcomes" 

(Hu & Kuh as cited in Krause & Coates, 2008, p. 493). Mayo, Helms, and Codjoe (2004) 

argue that a student's engagement in their academic institution through interaction with 

both their peers and their professors contributes to their success. This interaction, though, 

should not only be initiated by instructors: students themselves must make an effort to 

engage with others if they expect to succeed academically. This places the final 

responsibility for learning on the students even though universities must take the 

responsibility for fostering an environment that promotes student engagement. A 

longitudinal Canadian study on university leavers found 29% of the students reported that 

their university felt impersonal and that they were not always able to build connections 

with their professors and/or classmates. Moreover, of the 49 students who withdrew or 

failed, 44.9% of them did not discuss their decision with anyone prior to leaving 

university. One student who failed commented that more support may have enabled them 

to continue with their studies (Wintre et al., 2006; see also Nora, 2004). 
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Building the new academic and social connections described by Tinto (2009) is 

challenging when students from diverse backgrounds need to construct a new student 

identity. Scanlon et al. (2007) reported that students often found their transition difficult 

because they relied on the knowledge gained from their past learning experiences, i.e. 

high school, in their approach to university study. The students found that this previous 

knowledge often did not match with the new expectations they had to meet in a university 

learning context. Large class sizes and thus limited contact with professors made it 

difficult for students to understand how to meet these expectations. Professors have the 

knowledge, or cultural capital (see Bourdieu, 1977), that can assist students in building 

their new student identities, and yet the students reported feeling the professors were 

distant. Although students took this as a cue to become more independent learners, they 

felt anonymous and disconnected, and they struggled to meet what they felt were unclear 

expectations. Students did, however, begin to make friends and construct social networks 

that helped them transition into their new learner identity by providing the support they 

needed (Scanlon et al., 2007). 

Woods (1996) points out that one's beliefs, assumptions and knowledge, or BAK, 

gready influence the decision making process. Although his work focused mainly on 

teachers' BAK, Woods (2006) discusses that learners also come to the classroom with 

their own BAK. Their BAK influences their decisions about their learning and classroom 

practices. Consequently, learners thus reflect on the events that take place and then 

"evaluate them (in the context of all other life decisions being made) and these 

interpretations and evaluations feed into subsequent decisions" (Woods, 2006, p. 94). 

Students' expectations about their college experience influence their academic and social 
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integration. Braxton et al. (1995) found the more closely students' expectations about 

college match with their experiences, the more students will integrate both academically 

and socially (see also Thomas, 2002; Walker et al., 2009). In addition, as students 

integrated more, their level of commitment to their institutions increased (Braxton et al., 

1995). 

In order to succeed in university, it is vital that students be able to self-assess, or 

"distinguish what they know from what they do not know" (Pressley, Synder, Levin, 

Murray, & Ghatala as cited inNist, Holschuh, & Sharman, 1995, p. 3; see also Taras, 

2001; Cassidy, 2007; Lew, Alwis, & Schmidt, 2010). This self-assessment must also 

come as students cope with an increased workload and less time to spend with friends 

and family. For example, undergraduate students may often procrastinate when they 

have to prepare for assignments and exams. Pychyl, Morin, and Salmon (2000) found 

that even though students who procrastinate could predict how much time they would 

actually spend studying, they started studying later and spent less time studying. 

Students must also develop into autonomous learners so that they can make their 

own decisions about their learning. Their decisions will be based on their awareness of 

their learning habits and their knowledge gaps (Hussey & Smith, 2010). Assessment can 

also be designed to assist new university students in raising the awareness they need to 

monitor their own progress (Taylor, 2008). Autonomy is not, however, intuitive and 

students usually need guidance and practice to develop as independent learners (Railton 

& Watson, 2005). Students must also learn to synthesize information. They cannot 

simply memorize facts - they must begin to piece information together and see how each 

piece fits a more complex process (Nist et al., 1995; see also Hussey & Smith, 2010). 
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This "deep learning" (Hussey & Smith, 2010, p. 158) will enable them to explain the 

material they are learning and apply the knowledge gained to other topics of study. A 

student employs "strategic learning" (Hussey & Smith, 2010, p. 158) when they have a 

specific objective that they are trying to meet, such as passing a test, and simply 

memorizing the material will enable them to answer the questions. (See also Thompson, 

Pilgrim, & Oliver, 2005 for a brief discussion on surface, deep, and strategic learning in 

higher education.) 

First semester courses will be the first time the students will need to "engage, 

master, and demonstrate the subject's discourses and cultural practices" (Lawrence, 2005, 

p. 20). Students need to do this while also building new social relationships, balancing 

school with paid work and/or family, and time management. Lawrence's (2005) Model 

of Student Success Practices (see Figure 1 on page 16) highlights critical, reflective, and 

socio-cultural competencies as the three key, dynamic elements that may guide a student 

to success in university. 

Reflective competency is a student's ability to notice and take in the cultural 

practices occurring around them at the university. Through observation and reflection, a 

student can readjust and refine their approach to their work. Critical competency is a 

student's sense of self and the institution's processes through critical self-awareness and 

being cognizant of the power relationships at work on campus. Socio-cultural 

competencies "facilitate the development of study groups, writing groups and learning 

circles, newsgroups, mentors, friendship networks [...] and develops more 

resources/sources of help" (Smith as cited by Lawrence, 2005, p. 26; see also Thomas, 

2002). These support networks play a vital role in student retention by both empowering 
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students to adapt to their new learning environment and learning needs and assisting with 

time and stress management. 

Seeking Help & Information Seeking & Offering Feedback 

X X 
Expressing Disagreement Making Social Contact 

I Socio-cultural ^ 

Practice 
Refusing a Request Participating in a Group 

Observation & Listening 

/ 

Reflection before Practice Reflective 

\ Practice 

Reflection in Practice 

\ 

Reflection on Practice 

Dynamic 

Success 

Practices 

Critical Self-Awareness 

Critical 

Practice 

Critical Discourse Awareness 

Figure 1. Lawrence's (2005) Models of Student Success Practices 

The first year experience in engineering. Students who persist in engineering 

have been identified as those who have had at least minimal exposure to the engineering 

profession, either through family members or friends or through engineering-related 

summer camps or competitions (Pierakkos, Beam, Constantz, Johri, & Anderson, 2009; 

see also Astin, 1993b; Artemeva, 2005). These connections helped them to begin to feel 

as though they identified at least slightly with the engineering community even though 

they did not yet feel they were engineers themselves. These students are, thus, more 

intrinsically motivated to pursue engineering studies instead of simply following the 

recommendations of high school teachers or guidance counsellors. Pierakkos et al. 
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(2009) also found that compared to students who transferred out of engineering, students 

who persisted were more inclined to engage and participate in activities related to 

engineering and to build an engineering social network. 

Foor, Walden, and Trytten (2007) provide engineering-specific examples of 

Bourdieu's (1977) notion of knowledge as a form of wealth. Having a family member or 

close family friend who is an engineer is an example of social capital. Knowing how to 

study in engineering or how to prepare for a job interview are examples of cultural capital 

while participating in an engineering co-op program is a type of symbolic capital. 

Lacking these types of capital makes it difficult for some engineering students to compete 

in their highly competitive programs. Moreover, having limited capital resources at the 

beginning of a program makes it all the more difficult for a student to acquire new capital 

throughout their programs (Foor et al., 2007; see also Artemeva, 2005). 

Artemeva (2005) found that having family members who are engineers can 

provide students with real world examples of the content they will learn in their 

programs. The novice engineer in her study, Sami, was able to build a bank of discipline 

appropriate communication strategies based on knowledge passed to him from his family 

and his course work. Sami accredited the business and professional decisions he made 

directly to his father and that he had a much deeper knowledge of the engineering 

workplace and the hierarchy that exists in an engineering firm. An undergraduate course 

in professional engineering communication also afforded him the opportunity to produce 

oral presentations and written communications that were sensitive to the needs of an 

engineering audience (Artemeva, 2005). 
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Artemeva (2005) uses the theory of kairos (Kinneavy, 2002) to illustrate how 

Sami's experiences demonstrating his expertise with engineering communications in the 

workplace led to his creation of a kairotic moment. This concept could also be extended 

to an engineering classroom if students have and/or create the opportunities to choose 

their projects' topics to suit their own needs. However, Artemeva (2005) cautions that 

few students actually create their own kairotic opportunities - instructors typically do this 

themselves through assigning topics and setting deadlines. Unfortunately, this may do 

little to assist students who lack sufficient engineering-related cultural capital. 

The Role of Language Proficiency 

Research into proficiency in English and academic success has not determined a 

clearly defined relationship. Graham (1987) provided an overview of 20 studies of which 

some found that English proficiency was not linked with academic success, some that 

found it was, and still others who reached a mixed conclusion. What Graham's overview 

does offer is potential reasons for why a student's academic achievements may not be 

based on their linguistic abilities. English proficiency is often measured by standardized 

tests like the TOEFL. While these high-stakes test are highly researched, their validity is 

sometimes debated and these tests only assess if a student can function in the English 

skills covered on the test and not their academic abilities. O'Loughlin (2011) found that 

little is done to ensure that the decisions universities make using language proficiency 

test entrance scores are working - there is little tracking of students admitted under such 

requirements. Just as Elder et al., (2007), Krause and Coates (2008), and Dooey (2010) 

confirmed, Graham (1987) concluded that the wide range of results indicates that many 
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factors, not only English proficiency, contribute to academic achievement. Graham 

(1987) goes on to posit that it is likely that there is a minimum English proficiency level 

that a student must attain before other factors, such as motivation or math ability, can 

play a more influential role in determining a student's academic success. (For a 

discussion on TOEFL scores and international student success in engineering, see Wait & 

Gressel, 2009). 

For students whose first language is not English, the two most common ways to 

gain university acceptance are either to complete a number of years of secondary school 

in an English-medium school or to pass a standardized language proficiency test (such as 

TOEFL or IELTS). This growing cohort of university students is admitted to Canadian 

universities without further linguistic assessment. However, since they satisfied the 

university's admissions requirements, even if they find they could benefit from additional 

linguistic support, they typically do not qualify for any further language programs. Fox 

(2005) set out to examine "language residency" (p. 86), defined as the number of years 

spent in an English-medium secondary school, and its potential link with academic 

performance at university. In their first year, the 265 students admitted to a large 

Canadian university on the basis of language residency achieved an average GPA of C-

while the average GPA of all first-year students was B-. 72 of the students received an 

unsatisfactory evaluation from the registrar's office. In their second year, only 39 of the 

265 students had successfully completed their credit requirements and achieved an 

average GPA of C+ compared to the average second-year student GPA of B-. 29 of the 

students had withdrawn completely from the university (Fox, 2005). 
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di Gennaro (2009) compared the writing abilities of international students with 

those of language residency students and found that, in terms of cohesion, grammar, and 

sociolinguistic control, language residency students' writing did not differ significantly 

from that of international students. Moreover, while the language residency students 

typically produced longer essays, their essays often lacked appropriate and/or sufficient 

content. What di Gennaro's study also highlights is the need to gather as much 

background information as possible about incoming students. Since it was impossible for 

the university to identify "covert bilinguais" (Taffe & Pringle, as cited in Fairbairn & 

Fox, 2009, p.l 1) who had met the language residency entrance requirements, all 

incoming students had to complete a background questionnaire when they took their 

composition course placement exam. Raters used this information along with the writing 

samples to more accurately place students in the appropriate courses (di Gennaro, 2009). 

Although ESL students often enrol in mathematics courses because they perceive 

them to be less demanding linguistically, they do not realize that a lower English 

proficiency could potentially cause them great difficulty (Neville-Barton & Barton, 

2005). In five studies of students enrolled in secondary and post-secondary mathematics 

courses, Neville-Barton and Barton (2005) confirmed a 12-15% difference in 

achievement on math tests between the native and non-native speakers. Further, the 

majority of the ESL students were not able to self-identify that they were at a 

disadvantage linguistically in their mathematics courses. 

Barton and Neville-Barton (2004; see also Neville-Barton & Barton, 2005) claim 

that although math courses are perceived as being lighter in terms of language, they are 

actually just as challenging as language-rich courses. Dale and Cuevas (as cited by 
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Barton & Neville-Barton, 2004) provide several examples that outline the complexity of 

vocabulary used in mathematics: 

• technical vocabulary, e.g. quadrilateral, algorithm, factorial; 

• everyday vocabulary that takes on different meanings, e.g. rational, range, 

product, integrate; 

• complex phrases combining more than one concept, e.g. least common multiple; 

• several words signalling the same mathematical concept, e.g. add, sum, and, 

increase, plus; 

• general English vocabulary; 

• symbols (which can be both conventional and free, depending on the context) e.g. 

+,=,n,x,y. (p. 3) 

Fox (2005) found that language-residency students who were struggling 

academically were more likely to register in math-based courses. This suggests that these 

students may have had more confidence in their abilities to "read formulas and solve 

problems more effectively than [...] read extended texts and write lab reports or 

academic papers" (Fox, 2005, p. 101). The move towards math-based courses was in 

contrast to other groups of students on campus. For example, students who do not meet 

the language residency entry requirement and thus take English for Academic Purposes 

(EAP) classes during their first year at university tend to begin with more math-based 

courses. Then, as they acculturate to university study, they progress to more 

linguistically demanding courses in subsequent years 

A large number of students in Fox's (2005) study were enrolled in Engineering 

(27.4%). Interviews with Engineering professors revealed that they noticed that as 
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language-residency engineering students encountered academic difficulties, the students 

became increasingly frustrated with both their ineligibility for English-language support 

classes and the lack of support available on campus. Moreover, the Engineering 

professors interviewed explained that they did not have extra time to offer to their 

potentially linguistically at-risk students (Fox, 2005). 

Regardless of how students meet the language requirements to begin university 

study, they will have to acculturate to their post-secondary institution. Cheng and Fox 

(2008) found that many of the L2 students in their study reported consciously using 

strategies to reach their academic goals. The students focused on time management to 

complete assignments early so they could seek feedback and they prepared for lectures 

before attending them. They also formed study groups, skimmed their long readings, and 

chose classes that they felt they could succeed in. Even though Canadian university 

students are encouraged to ask their professors and teaching assistants questions, many of 

the students Cheng and Fox interviewed explained that they felt apprehensive of 

approaching them. "Acculturation does not (and cannot) evolve as a one-way 

transmission from a community of specialists to novices" (Cheng & Fox, 2008, p. 327) . 

Students also recognized how important acculturating socially was to their academic 

success. By making an effort to expose themselves to English outside of class, they 

could build the confidence, language skills, and networking skills they needed to 

participate effectively in group work. However, building social connections was 

challenging for the L2 students as they did not know how to meet or interact successfully 

with their Canadian classmates (Cheng & Fox, 2008). 
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Evans and Morrison (2011) identified motivation, social connections, hard work, 

effective study routines, and self-developed learning strategies as key components of an 

L2's academic success in an English-medium university. Tracking 28 Chinese native 

speakers as they progressed through their programs at an English-medium university in 

Hong Kong revealed that often their greatest roadblock was not language proficiency, but 

adapting to their new student life. The drive to continue practicing their skills and to 

build up peer support networks was found to contribute the most effectively to their 

academic acculturation (Evans & Morrison, 2011). 

Successful Support Initiatives 

While post-secondary institutions are increasingly recognizing the need to offer 

specialized support for first-year students, Kift argues that students' first year experience 

is "everyone's business" (2008, p. 3). The benefits of this support are two-fold: if 

students can receive the support they need to succeed, they perform better academically, 

make more social connections, and stay enrolled in their programs. Staying enrolled 

lowers an institution's attrition rate which is likely to assist them with funding, 

accountability, and student recruitment. However, the purpose of retaining students is 

not only to keep students enrolled. Tinto points out that learning is still the primary goal 

of a university and that "retention and graduation are its by-products" (2009, p. 5). 

Nist et al. (1995) warn that interventions tailored to students' needs are "neither a 

short-lived or simplistic solution" (1995, p. 6). Student support interventions need to 

become embedded in an institution's practices and not just "sit at the margins of 

institutional life" (Tinto, 2009, p. 1; see also Hussey & Smith, 2010; Read, 2008). 
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"Creating an environment of assistance on campus is as crucial as providing assistance ; it 

is what encourages students to not only seek out services, but to feel as though they are 

receiving support from the campus as well" (Stem, 2001, p.3). "Timely access to 

support" (Kift, 2008, p. 4) ensures that students get the help they need when they need it 

the most - at the beginning of their acculturation experience (see also Wilson & Lizzio, 

2008). It becomes increasingly more difficult to make a difference in a student's life as 

the semester passes. Universities need to implement "early warning systems" (Tinto, 

2009, p. 4) to identify students that may need assistance early in the school year. 

Just as much of the research on the first-year experience has been done in 

Australasia, so has much of the research on institution-wide support programs (see 

Chapter 3 for an explanation of the DELNA initiative). However, there are no one-size-

fits-all student retention programs - individual institutions need to design, implement, 

and evaluate programs to ensure that they are meeting the needs of their 

institution/departments and their student body (Fike & Fike, 2008; see also Chapman & 

Pascarella, 1983; Peach, 2005; Bernold et al., 2007). 

The Student Success Program (SSP) at a large Australian university began as a 

pilot project in one faculty (see Nelson, Duncan, & Clarke, 2009) and is now an 

institution-wide support program for at-risk, transitioning students. Nelson, Quinn, 

Marrington, and Clarke put forth that all staff, whether they are administrators, 

instructors, or support staff, "have an obligation to provide the necessary milieu to 

support students to engage academically, socially, and personally with their institution" 

(2012, p. 84; see also Tinto, 2009). By collecting extensive student information, such as 

attendance, assignment submissions and grades, course participation (both in-class and 
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online), and demographic profiles, SSP proactively identifies students who may need 

help completing their semester successfully. 

In spite of the fact that SSP is an institution-wide program, it does not offer 

generic academic support (see also Tinto, 2002a; 2002b; Fike & Fike, 2008; Chapman & 

Pascarella, 1983; Peach, 2005). The Student Success Advisors (SSAs) who contact the 

first-year students are all upper-year students who can provide discipline-specific 

support. The SSAs also receive training on the other support services on campus, such as 

the library or counselling services, so that they can direct students on if needed. 

Partnerships were built between any university staff members involved in social, 

administrative, personal, and/or academic services for students which likely greatly 

contributed to the SSP becoming "embedded institution-wide" (Nelson et al., 2012, p. 94; 

see also Tinto, 2009). 

These partnerships also enabled the SSP to offer four stages of proactive support 

to students. In Stage 1, students who wait to accept their admission offer or have 

problems registering are provided with information on services related to the decision to 

enrol, such as financial assistance. Stage 2 in the first month of the semester involves 

contacting all students who skipped orientation sessions or come from a demographic that 

may benefit from transition support (see Fike & Fike, 2008). The third and fourth stages 

involve the SSAs calling students whose profiles indicate they may be in need of help. 

Stage 3 calls go out during the semester with the intention of creating a plan that students 

can put into action to improve their learning. Whether the SSAs are able to speak to the 

student or not, they follow up on all phone calls with an email. The email either outlines 

the action plan the SS A and student discussed, or includes study tips for any student the 
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SSAs were unable to reach by phone. Stage 4 calls go out at the end of the semester to 

students who may end up on academic probation. SSAs ensure these students know who 

on campus they should talk to about their options (Nelson et al., 2012). 

Nelson et al. (2012) report that students have indicated they appreciated the 

advice they received when they spoke with an SSA in the first, second, or third stages of 

the program. Of the 242 students contacted during Stage 1 in the fall of 2008, 186 

(76.9%) were still enrolled one year later. They also found that students who were 

contacted in Stage 4 were twice as likely to being taken off academic probation and more 

likely to still be enrolled the following semester as those who did not speak with an SSA. 

Overall, the attrition rate for first-year students at this Australian university had dropped 

from 18.1% to 15.8% within two years of implementing the Student Success Program. 

Department-specific support programs are emerging - engineering programs 

across the United States have begun to focus their efforts on helping their students' 

transition into the discipline and build the social connection they need to help them 

succeed in their studies. Watson, Pierrakos, and Newbold (2010) highlight the 

importance of knowledge of the engineering profession to enhancing first-year student 

engagement with their program and building an "engineering identity" (p. 1). While not 

geared solely at first-year retention per se, the curricula changes they report on 

contributed to raising students awareness of engineering as a profession and thus enabling 

"them to develop an understanding of how the foundational coursework correlates to, and 

is integrated into, engineering practices (Watson et al, 2010, p. 2). This will, Watson et 

al. (2010) argue, let students make more informed decisions about whether to change 

from or persist in their engineering program. 
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Voluntary, online self-assessments were developed for first-year engineering 

students at a large American university to help them learn to apply empirical functions, 

computer programing, and ethics to real-life engineering problems (Kemppainen & Hein, 

2008). The instructors of a first-year core engineering course recognized that although 

many of the students had no prior knowledge of these areas and needed more support, 

they could not spend extra class time on the material. Instead, the department turned to 

self-assessment as a way of meeting student needs. The self-assessments were designed 

so that students receive immediate feedback on their mastery of the course content. 

Students can complete the assessments as many times as they wish. Students who 

completed the assessments reported feeling they had increased their knowledge base by 

9% - 13%. Although the students still slightly doubted the benefit of any contribution 

from the self-assessments to their overall grade, they indicated that they had improved 

understanding of the specific topics covered in the assessments and thus scored higher on 

assignment/exam questions based on that material. Results after the first semester of use 

demonstrated that completing the self-assessments may have contributed to overall 

course grades as students who chose to use them scored on average 6% higher than those 

who did not. Based on the apparent success of this initiative, self-assessments were 

developed for two other core engineering courses and offered to all course sections 

(Kemppainen & Hein, 2008). 

Learning communities, or student cohorts, were implemented by another large 

American engineering program in order to ensure that students received the extra math 

support that they required to be successful in an engineering program. Scott (2009) 

reports that students in the program who needed further math instruction were required to 
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register in a specific cohort. Making cohort participation mandatory improved retention 

rates for the students who entered the program with insufficient mathematical knowledge. 

These cohorts of students were enrolled in all of their classes together (see Tinto, 2009 

for the benefits of learning communities). Cohort students learned more about 

engineering because these students were offered targeted symposiums and professional 

talks. Their English course was also geared specifically towards engineering 

communications and writing. 

With only about 60% of first-year engineering students continuing into the second 

year of their program, Tsang, Halderson, and Kallen (2007) explain the potential of 

learning communities in improving student retention rates at a large American university 

(see also Tinto, 2009 for the benefits of learning communities). First-time, first-year 

students were grouped either by their major or their first semester math level. These 

groups of students were clustered into the same 3 or 4 course sections and an anchor class 

taught by an engineering faculty mentor. Tsang et al. (2007) found that this cohort of 

students had a statistically significant higher successful course completion rate and 

approximately 5% more students from this cohort continued into the second semester of 

their program than first-year students who were not in the learning communities. 

Moreover, after the first year of implementing the clustered courses, the retention rate 

from first to second year increased between 8% and 17%. While the pilot only had four 

learning communities, the second year of the project increased to twelve. This project 

was not, however, only for first year students. The need for faculty involvement in the 

first year transition was highlighted as the authors state that a learning community for the 
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faculty was also created and that "caring faculty members are invited to serve as faculty 

mentors" (Tsang et al., 2007, p. 1; see also Tinto, 2009). 

Further to the implementation of learning communities, the same university also 

launched the Engineering House (EH) program as part of their First-Year Engineering 

Experience (FYEE) program (Tsang, Darrah, Engelmann, Halderson, & Butt, 2009). I'he 

department recognized that EH would enable students, who spend the majority of their 

time outside of the classroom, to "develop the life skills, academic habits, and 

connections that will help them persevere and become successful in engineering and 

applied sciences" (Tsang et al., 2009). In its first year, the EH had 41 residents, but by its 

third year it had grown to 178 residents. In an FYEE survey, the EH students scored 

significantly higher on items relating to having friends in their cohort and knowing how 

to use various academic supports available on campus. Through this initiative, Tsang et 

al. (2009) again highlighted the need for collaboration between student support services 

and faculty members as these groups worked together to plan and implement various 

events for the EH students to encourage their integration into the program and the 

university (see also Tinto, 2009; Nelson et al., 2012). 

Summary 

This chapter has discussed how concepts such as Bourdieu's cultural capital 

(1975) and habitus (1990) and the importance of building new academic and social 

connections (Tinto, 2009; 2002a; 2002b; Scanlon et al., 2007) apply to the first year 

experience. The challenges for students admitted to post-secondary study with a lower 

language proficiency were highlighted (see Fox, 2005; Cheng & Fox, 2008; Evans & 
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Morrison, 2011) as well as potential language issues with writing (di Gennaro, 2009) and 

mathematics (Fox, 2005; see also Neville-Barton & Barton, 2004; 2005). The chapter 

concluded by presenting successful support initiatives that are embedded in the university 

and offer discipline-specific support to potentially at-risk students (Tinto, 2009; Nelson et 

al., 2012; Watson et al., 2010; Kemppainen & Hein, 2008; Scott, 2009; Tsang et al., 

2007; 2009). 

The following chapter examines research on diagnostic testing and assessment. 

After an introduction to conflicting definitions and uses of diagnostic tests, the chapter 

focuses on the importance of diagnostic feedback in an international suite of diagnostic 

tests and in post-secondary coursework. Finally, a university-wide first year support 

initiative that uses diagnostic assessment is discussed. 
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The previous chapter discussed the theoretical framework which informs this 

study of first-year academic acculturation and the relevant research literature. This 

chapter introduces diagnostic testing and its potential role in assisting with that 

acculturation. The chapter begins with a discussion of the conflicting definitions of and 

challenges with diagnostic testing. Alderson's (2005; 2007) tentative definitions are 

highlighted as is his work with an international diagnostic testing project, the DIALANG. 

Next, several examples of how diagnostic feedback has already been used in post-

secondary classrooms are presented. The chapter concludes with a detailed discussion of 

DELNA, a diagnostic assessment and support initiative for incoming university students 

that is both institution wide and embedded in the university's culture. 

Towards a Definition of Diagnostic Testing 

In Testing for Language Teachers, Hughes (1989) defined diagnostic tests as 

those "used to identify students' strengths and weaknesses. They are intended primarily 

to ascertain what further teaching is necessary" (p. 13). Despite this seemingly 

straightforward definition, Hughes points out that diagnostic tests for language learning 

contexts are incredibly challenging to develop and, as a result, very few diagnostic tests 

actually exist. Little had changed by the time Hughes published the second edition of his 

book in 2003 - there were only two additions to his discussion on diagnostic testing. The 

first addition being the suggestion that since learners tend to have problems with lower 

level listening skills, a diagnostic test could be useful. However, with his second 
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addition, Hughes raises doubts about the possibility of diagnosing vocabulary knowledge 

in terms of usefulness and feasibility. 

Contrary to Hughes' doubts about the potential of diagnostic test development, 

Bachman (1990) posits that "virtually any language test has some potential for providing 

diagnostic information" (p. 60) and that consequently, placement and readiness tests can 

generate diagnostic information by examining student responses. Bachman then defines 

a diagnostic test as one that "has been designed and developed specifically to provide 

detailed information about the specific content domains that are covered in a given 

program or that are part of a general theory of language proficiency" (1990, p. 60). 

Bachman and Palmer (1996) offer a brief description of diagnostic testing that is similar 

to that put forth by Hughes. They, however, suggest that the information about a 

learner's strengths and weaknesses provided by a diagnostic test could be used to "assign 

students to specific courses or learning activities" (1996, p. 98). They also provide an 

example of a diagnostic achievement test in an ESP program which determines if learners 

are able to effectively use the material covered in an ESP course. Although this appears 

to be an achievement test, Bachman and Palmer (1996) explain that learners who are not 

able to effectively use the course concepts receive diagnostic feedback that can be used to 

guide future instruction. 

Brown (1996) devotes considerable discussion to diagnostic testing in his 

language testing course book and defines a diagnostic test as one "designed to determine 

the degree to which the specific instructional objectives of the course have been 

accomplished" (p. 15). The only distinction he makes between a diagnostic test and an 

achievement test is that a diagnostic test is best administered at the beginning and middle 
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of a course to make diagnostic decisions which are "aimed at fostering achievement by 

promoting strengths and eliminating the weaknesses of individual students" (Brown, 

1996, p. 14). Brown also suggests that the same test could be used 3 times throughout a 

course: at the beginning and mid-point for diagnosis and at the end for achievement. 

Despite the lack of distinction between diagnostic and achievement tests, Brown does 

provide an overview of how diagnostic assessment is used in a university language 

institute. However, the diagnostic procedures that he outlines do not seem diagnostic. In 

the second week of classes, teachers administer a diagnostic test of the skills taught in 

their class to see if any students have been misplaced, not to highlight a student's 

strengths and weaknesses. 

Alderson's work (2005; 2007) makes clear that the field of language testing needs 

more research on diagnostic testing so that we can more clearly define what a diagnostic 

test is and exactly what it is that we are diagnosing. He argues that theories in second 

language acquisition are not yet sufficiently defined or detailed to allow for diagnostic 

tests that might truly inform a learner of their learning progress (Alderson 2005; 2007). 

The fact that few purely diagnostic tests exist seems to support the vastly different views 

on the matter: diagnostic tests are difficult to develop (Hughes, 1989; 2003; Alderson & 

Huhta, 2005), any test can offer diagnostic information (Bachman, 1990), and diagnostic 

tests would likely be program specific (Bachman & Palmer, 1996). Alderson (2005) 

concludes that "the language testing literature offers very little guidance on how 

diagnosis might appropriately be conducted, what content diagnostic tests might have, 

what theoretical basis they might rest on, and how their use might be validated" (p. 10). 
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Alderson (2005) was only able to put forth a tentative list of the characteristics of 

diagnostic testing after taking into consideration both the lack of literature concerning 

diagnostic testing and the confusion that reigns over differentiating a diagnostic test from 

other forms of language testing, i.e. proficiency, placement, or achievement tests. Of the 

nineteen characteristics that Alderson suggests, several are contradictory supporting his 

notion that not enough is known about diagnostic testing and assessment. Many of the 

characteristics highlight areas that require further research and analysis to determine their 

importance in diagnostic testing. The nine characteristics that apply most directly to this 

thesis are that diagnostic tests: 

• are designed to identify strengths and weaknesses in a learner's knowledge 

and use of language; 

• are more likely to focus on weaknesses than on strengths; 

• should lead to remediation in further instruction; 

• should enable a detailed analysis and report of responses to items or tasks; 

• give detailed feedback which can be acted upon; 

• provide immediate results, or results as little delayed as possible after test-

taking; 

• are typically low-stakes or no-stakes; and are thus 

• expected to involve little anxiety or other affective barriers to optimum 

performance; 
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• of language skills like speaking, listening, reading, and writing are (said to be) 

easier to construct than tests of language knowledge and use. Therefore, the 

results of such tests may be interpretable for remediation or instruction, (p. 

I I ) 2  

The DIALANG Project 

In response to the lack of literature on diagnostic testing, Alderson (2005, 2007; 

see also Alderson & Huhta, 2005) provides a detailed explanation of the DIALANG 

project. DIALANG was developed to provide language learners with information on 

their writing, reading, listening, vocabulary, and grammar skills in the 14 European 

languages of the Common European Framework of Reference for Languages: Teaching, 

Learning, and Assessment (CEFR). Every stage of this test is voluntary. Learners can 

decide if and when they want to take the test, whether they wish to self-assess or not, in 

which skill(s) they wish to be tested, and finally which results they receive. They also 

have the option of stopping the test at any stage. Easy, medium, and difficult are the 

three levels of the test that are currently available. According to Alderson and Huhta 

(2005), the reading, writing and listening sections each have eighteen corresponding self-

assessment 'I can' statements that relate to the CEFR scale. The vocabulary section was 

then introduced as another way to determine which level of the test would be 

2 See Language Assessment Quarterly 2009,6(3) for an entire issue on cognitive diagnostic testing 

(informing the development of tests and the interpretation of test scores with an understanding of test 

taker psychology). A subsequent issue in 2010 contains several commentaries and responses. See also 

Koizumi et al., 2011 for an additional example that diagnostic tests are resource-intensive to develop and 

that second language acquisition theories are not yet developed enough to make clear what is being 

diagnosed. 
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administered based on concerns with using only the self-assessment statements to make 

this determination. If the learners opt to complete the initial vocabulary and self-

assessment sections, the results from those sections will be combined to determine which 

version of the DIALANG learners will complete. Should a learner choose to complete 

neither the vocabulary test nor the self-assessment, they will be presented with the 

medium level DIALANG (Alderson, 2005). 

After they complete the tests, learners can choose between several types of results 

and feedback. Feedback on the vocabulary placement test offers learners a brief 

description of their vocabulary size. Learners can get their CEFR level, as determined by 

the tests they have completed, and the results of each of the skills separately with a 

breakdown of items based on their sub-skill group, i.e. making inferences, identifying 

main ideas, etc. "Advisory feedback" (Alderson, 2005, p. 30) details how a learner may 

improve their language proficiency so that they may, in turn, improve their CEFR level. 

DIALANG also provides a comparison of learners' self-assessments of their reading, 

writing, and listening to their actual test results in these skill areas. This comparison 

allows learners to reflect on why there may be differences between their own evaluation 

of their language skills and their skills as assessed by DIALANG. If there is a mismatch 

between the self-assessment and the DIALANG results, possible reasons for this 

discrepancy are also listed for learners to read. The test's developers hope that this 

information will enable learners to self-diagnose and raise their language learning 

awareness. Alderson (2005) described self-assessment as: 

the heart of the DIALANG philosophy that an ability to assess one's language 

proficiency accurately will not only reveal, or lead to, greater self-awareness, it is 
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also believed to contribute to the setting of more realistic goals for (further) 

language learning. This in turn will contribute to the development of learner 

autonomy, (p. 118) 

Alderson and Huhta (2005) put forth that the range of its feedback is one of the 

DIALANG's most innovative aspects. Alderson (2007) contends that diagnostic testing 

is intended to be low-stakes and posits that the DIALANG is, in fact, no stakes since 

interested learners can take the DIALANG online for free at any time they wish. 

Furthermore, the feedback they receive is for their personal use only. It does not 

determine access to either education or employment. 

As Alderson (2005) points out with his list of diagnostic test characteristics, the 

detailed diagnostic feedback learners receive must be such that it can inform future 

instruction. DIALANG meets this goal through its connection with CEFR. This 

European-based framework lays out the abilities required for communication, the skills 

and knowledge a learner needs to develop those abilities, and the different situations in 

which that communication occurs. The CEFR document "facilitates a clear definition of 

teaching and learning objectives and methods and provides the necessary tools for 

assessment of proficiency" (Council of Europe, n.d.). The implications of CEFR with 

DIALANG are that since CEFR is linked with learning, teaching, and assessment 

materials, and DIALANG is linked with CEFR, then DIALANG results could potentially 

link directly to language learning and teaching (Alderson, 2005). 

Despite his immense contributions to the field of diagnostic testing, Alderson 

(2007) questions how test developers should decide which strengths and weaknesses need 

to be identified for a learner through a diagnosis. This is especially true when diagnosing 
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language proficiency since there is still debate on how language proficiency develops. 

Since there is no clear picture of which abilities play a role in language development, 

choosing which abilities to test for weaknesses is problematic. In terms of feedback, 

generating usable feedback from the test is a key factor in diagnostic testing (Alderson, 

2007). Any diagnostic test must therefore be designed to generate detailed feedback 

which can be used to inform teaching and learning. 

Diagnostic Testing and Assessment in the Context of Post-Secondary Education 

The classroom implications of diagnostic testing. Alderson (2005) posits that 

both a learner's strengths and weaknesses will be highlighted by a diagnostic test. By 

highlighting the areas where a learner may need improvement or refinement and 

providing a detailed feedback report, learners and teachers become aware of where future 

instruction may focus. This feedback should be given to the learner as soon as possible 

after the test is completed and be in a format that enables the learner to put the feedback 

into action. As part of a two year study on the impact of a new admission policy, these 

characteristics were applied to a classroom diagnostic assessment that Fox (2009) used to 

"provide on-going, systematic, and comprehensive information to both groups [teachers 

and policy makers] about the learning progress of students admitted on the basis of the 

new policy" (Fox, 2009, p. 28). As some the diagnostic testing literature suggests that a 

placement or achievement test could also be used for diagnostic purposes (see Bachman, 

1990; Bachman & Palmer, 1996), Fox modified a researched and validated placement 

test, the Canadian Academic English Language Assessment (CAEL), into a diagnostic 

tool. Surveying the literature on academic language development allowed Fox (2009) to 
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identify diagnostic indicators of the sub-component skills. Then, the CAEL test 

specifications were analyzed and placed into the corresponding sub-component 

categories. This retrofitting process helped to ensure the diagnostic strength and 

interpretability of the newly designed diagnostic tool. The diagnostic CAEL was 

administered at the beginning of the session and was used to generate a learning profile 

for each student (Fox, 2009). 

Teachers had freedom in how to use the diagnoses and profiles. Some teachers 

created more student-friendly profiles so that students could know their diagnostic score 

in each skill tested, suggested focus areas, and teacher comments. Many teachers had 

face-to-face meetings with each student to go over their diagnosis. Slowly teachers 

began to adapt their classroom practices to address areas identified in their students' 

diagnoses and focused more on addressing the needs of individual students. There was 

also evidence of increased student motivation. One teacher reported on how 

incorporating the diagnoses more into the students' work led to increased class 

participation and improved results overall. Another used her teaching assistant to address 

specific student needs through optional work groups which had high participation (Fox, 

2009). 

Linking the diagnoses to the students' own assessment of their skills, setting goals 

with the TA, and then meeting at regular intervals to discuss progress was incredibly 

motivating for many students. Setting their own goals means that students "assume 

ownership of a goal" and as a result they are more likely to work to reach it (Sadler, 

1989, p. 129). Moreover, the profiles and on-going assessment provided policy makers 



40 

with more information on program effectiveness and learning over time and highlighted 

the need for continued academic language support. 

In year two, Fox and Hartwick (2011) used the re-engineered CAEL to refocus 

ESL learner portfolio work. In the past, the portfolios were used to focus students on 

their learning process, but the students were often skeptical about or uninterested in 

developing their portfolios. Students completed both a self-assessment of their academic 

skills and the diagnostic CAEL at the beginning of the term and then received a personal 

learning profile. Teachers provided in-class reflection time so that students could read 

their profiles and ask questions about them. Raising students' awareness of their own 

strengths and weaknesses was a key part of the entire process. Reflective tasks were 

continually used through the semester to promote this and support self-evaluation. 

In focus groups, students received further diagnostic tests and activities to 

determine the sub skills on which they needed to focus. Students then had to create 

portfolios of all of their tasks to be handed in for grading at the end of the term. The shift 

in portfolio use led to increased motivation and initiative among the students. "They 

recognized the purpose, could articulate what they were doing, why they were doing it, 

and its potential benefits" (Fox & Hartwick, 2011, p. 55). Students felt that the on-going 

diagnostic assessment prompted them to practice and focus more on their identified 

weaknesses. The low-stakes, continual assessment increased student participation and 

learning (Fox & Hartwick, 2011). 

Using a diagnostic assessment of genre knowledge enabled instructors to make 

informed pedagogical decisions about an introductory communications course for 

engineering students (Artemeva & Fox, 2010). To meet the requirements of the 
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Canadian Engineering Accreditation Board, an engineering communications course was 

added to the curriculum at a large Canadian university (see Artemeva, 2005 for an 

example of the potential benefit of such a course for novice engineer graduates). 

However, many of the students required to take the course requested an entrance exam so 

that they could show they already had the communications skills required for engineering 

and could thus be exempted from the course. Instructors soon realized that they could 

mould the course to the students' needs if they had a diagnostic assessment at the 

beginning of the course. The no-stakes diagnostic assessment was comprised of five 

passages from different genres discussing the same engineering-related topic. Students 

were required to identify the genre of each passage and then select the pertinent 

information from the passages in order to write a technical report. Not only did this 

provide instructors with diagnostic information, it provided students "with an opportunity 

to see for themselves whether they were proficient users of the technical report genre" 

(Artemeva & Fox, 2010, p. 486). Students were then also given the opportunity to reflect 

and self-assess their performance before receiving their diagnostic feedback. 

The majority of the engineering students were able to correctly identify the 

technical report genre among the five reading passages and 7 out of 62 students were able 

to write an appropriate technical report of their own. The instructors, who did not expect 

any students to have this genre knowledge at the start of the course, used this information 

to place students in peer feedback groups with a variety of roles and to adjust 

assignments accordingly. When given the opportunity to reflect on their diagnostic 

assessment again at the end of the course, students could recognize their "ability to focus 

and reflect on the central role of audience awareness in writing and its effects on 
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rhetorical and linguistic features of engineering texts" (Artemeva & Fox, 2010, p. 496; 

see also Artemeva, 2005). The students may not have fine-tuned their engineering 

writing abilities without the safety of the no-stakes diagnostic assessment to show them 

what they already knew and where they still needed practice. 

The Diagnostic English Language Needs Assessment (DELNA). The 

Diagnostic English Language Needs Assessment (DELNA) was introduced at a New 

Zealand university in 2000 as a way of ensuring that linguistically at-risk students could 

get the support they needed to respond to academic requirements (Read, 2008). 

International student enrollment in New Zealand had reached 14,026 for primary and 

secondary schools and 13,373 for tertiary institutions by 2002 (Elder et al., 2007). 

According to Elder et al., (n.d.), DELNA has four purposes: 

1) to diagnose the English language needs of university entrants; 

2) to raise consciousness of students' language among university staff; 

3) to guide those found to be in need towards suitable sources of language support 

& to counsel them about optimal academic pathways; and 

4) to enhance the chances of success among the student population, (p. 1) 

Screening and diagnosis are the two parts of the DELNA. The 30-minute, 

computer-based screening section is comprised of both a vocabulary and reading test. 

The 27-item vocabulary test requires students to match academic vocabulary with a one-

word definition. The two parallel versions of the vocabulary test are based on words 

from the University Word List (see Xue & Nation, 1984) and were first developed and 

validated by Beglar and Hunt (1999). Elder and von Randow regard this task as "a quick 
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and simple way of measuring the size of a learner's vocabulary" (2008, p. 177). In the 

three parallel speed reading tasks, students have 10 minutes to complete a 73-item cloze-

elide exercise. That is, they have to identify the redundant word in each line of an 

academic text. Although this is not an academic reading skill, the ability to skim and 

scan through large amounts of academic text is. This speed reading task was also judged 

to better distinguish between native and non-native English speakers because of the 

assumption that a native speaker will be better able to cope with the rapid processing 

required (Elder & von Randow, 2008). 

Elder and von Randow (2008) found that the vocabulary and speed reading tasks 

had reliabilities of 0.87 and 0.86 respectively. Moreover, the two tests demonstrated a 

significant difference in mean scores between the native and non-native English speaking 

test takers. The greatest difference was on the speed reading task which separated the 

two groups by more than 20 points. In terms of sensitivity, scoring 70 or lower on the 

screening identified 93% of the students who did not perform well on the subsequent 

diagnosis. False negatives, or students who needlessly took the diagnosis, were 13% 

(Elder & von Randow, 2008). However, setting a cut-off score of 70 exempts very few 

students from the subsequent diagnosis, making it somewhat impractical for a university 

setting in which several thousand students may be required to complete the 2-hour 

diagnosis. Setting the cut-off score for diagnosis at 60 exempts more students, but 

reduced the number of false negatives to only 1% of test takers (Read, 2008). 

Participating students and their departments receive email notifications of their 

screening results. Email notifications from the screening process provide a student's 

category: good, satisfactory, or recommended for diagnosis. Good means that a student 
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does not need linguistic support while students placed in the satisfactory category are 

recommended to seek support at one of the campus's two learning support centres (Read, 

2008). 

The screening section is designed to filter through the majority of students and to 

flag students who are likely to struggle with academic literacy. Once flagged, students 

are suggested to take the two hour paper-based diagnosis which includes listening, 

reading, and writing sections that model typical academic literacy demands. The 30-

minute listening component requires students to listen to a mini-lecture on a general 

academic topic. They have to use the information from the lecture to complete multiple 

choice, information transfer, and short answer items. The 45-minute reading test requires 

students to complete a variety of item types using the information from one or two 

general academic texts totalling approximately 1200 words. The 30-minute writing task 

requires students to interpret a simple graph or table of a social trend and write 

approximately 200 words commenting on the trend shown (Read, 2008). 

The diagnostic section is designed so that students know in which of the three 

areas tested they need support, thus providing students with a very clear idea of where 

they need to focus. The following 6-point band scale is used for the students who 

participate in the diagnosis: 

• Bands 8 & 9: Proficient or highly proficient user. No support required. Unlikely 

to experience any difficulties with academic English. 

• Band 7: Independent user. English is satisfactory and no support is required. The 

student may, nevertheless benefit from further practice in one or other skill area. 



• Band 6: Adequate user. English is mainly satisfactory but would be advised to 

seek concurrent support in one or more skill areas. 

• Band 5: Limited user. May be at risk with academic study due to limited English 

skills. Needs intensive English language support. 

• Band 4: Very limited user. Is likely to be at severe risk of academic failure due to 

inadequate English. Needs intensive English language support. (University of 

Auckland, 2011) 

Email notifications report a letter grade. An average of A or B across listening, 

reading, and writing indicates that a student has placed in the same good or satisfactory 

categories as the screening section. Those students receive an email notifying them of 

their results and no further action is taken. A grade of C or D on the diagnosis indicates 

that a student is greatly in need of academic linguistic support. Those students are sent 

an email inviting them to a face-to-face meeting with a DELNA language advisor in 

order to receive and discuss their results (Read, 2008). 

In their case study for test validation, Davies and Elder (2005) propose eight 

hypotheses about DELNA: 

H. 1 Students performing above a specified threshold will perform satisfactorily 

on all of the second tier diagnostic components. 

H.2 All test components will function uniformly for the different populations of 

test-takers. 

H.3 Essays rated high will contain a higher incidence of linguistic and discoursal 

features, which have been found to be characteristic of academic prose in various 

disciplinary areas. 
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H.4 Academics from different disciplines will accept the writing tasks as 

representative of the language demands placed on students in their discipline. 

H.5 The standards they use to judge the adequacy of samples of academic writing 

will conform with those applied by the language experts who have been trained to 

rate the scripts. 

H.6 Students, language instructors, and faculty administrators will be able to 

interpret and make use of the test results for relevant test purposes. 

H.7 Academic language proficiency (as measured by DELNA) will be 

significantly related to performance in the academic domain (as measured by 

GPA). 

H.8 The student population will benefit from the information that the test 

provides, (p. 805) 

With regard to interpreting and using the test results, students and instructors 

receive a more detailed report of strengths and weaknesses, while program administrators 

typically receive only the overall band scores of the students with support suggestions. 

Administrators can then use these suggestions to determine what resources and supports 

to make available. Davies and Elder (2005) recognize that validating DELNA's 

effectiveness is both challenging and complicated. First, it is important to consider how 

you interpret benefit in the hypothesis as this could refer to multiple benefits such as 

uptake of relevant supports, improved linguistic abilities of those using the supports, 

and/or higher GPAs or few course failures. A diagnostic profile may not be the only 

factor that contributes to a student's use of a support service. A student who is highly 

motivated to succeed may seek out support regardless their DELNA results. On the other 
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hand, a student may be limited in how much time they have to attend support sessions or 

how much money they may need to spend if using a support service may result in 

extending their academic study period. 

Read (2008) explains that face-to-face meetings were not always part of the 

diagnosis. However, when studying the effectiveness of the DELNA, it was discovered 

that many students who received C or D were not seeking out the support opportunities 

offered. The students interviewed mentioned that meeting with someone instead of only 

receiving an impersonal email would have been more beneficial (Bright & von Randow, 

as cited in Read, 2008). Students now receive a personal discussion of their DELNA 

diagnosis and they also receive information about the different language support 

programs available to them. The university offers credit writing classes and has learning 

support centres on campus. The courses and support centres are specific to either ESL 

students or native English speakers. The support centres offer one-on-one advising, non-

credit courses, and workshops. Some disciplines offer language tutorials which are 

linked with content courses in the discipline. Continued monitoring of the students is also 

conducted. Moreover, some departments now also follow up with students (Read, 2008). 

Elder and von Randow (2008) report that some departments will use the linguistic 

profiles of the students who participate in DELNA to design language tutorials that are 

specific to their discipline. 

Taking the DELNA is a free, "low-stakes" testing situation (Read, 2008, p. 182) 

because it is taken after acceptance to the university has been granted. Read (2008) 

devotes considerable discussion to how the DELNA is presented to both students and 

staff. He argues that test presentation is an important part of this initiative because how 
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the test is presented will play a significant role in the impact of the test on all of the 

stakeholders. The use of the DELNA has been accepted by the faculty members as many 

of them had voiced concerns about the increasing need for academic language support for 

their students. However, as its use expanded, there was a need for increased 

communication across the university on how to use the DELNA results and how to offer 

support to the students identified by the assessment. Printed materials are provided to 

faculty and face-to-face meetings are set to ensure that the assessment has the desired 

impact on the study body (Read, 2008). 

The university offers DELNA and the academic supports as optional, but puts a 

strong positive spin on participating in the assessment and the subsequently 

recommended support programs. The university recognized that they needed to present 

DELNA in a way that emphasized its benefits to students. Promotional literature used 

the slogan "Increases your chance of success" (Read, 2008, p. 185) and in the early years 

of the program, the university sent positively-worded letters to applicants inviting them to 

take part in the DELNA. DELNA was presented as a post-entry assessment with some 

personal choice for the students and shared responsibility with the university for meeting 

academic language needs. By 2005,40% of those invited were participating in the 

DELNA (Read, 2008). By 2007, most of the departments had changed their policies to 

require all incoming students go through the DELNA screening process. Information 

about the DELNA is now available on the university's website and in the program 

literature of each department. Students can access the DELNA handbook and sample 

versions of the assessment online and they can take the assessment on the day they prefer 

(Read, 2008). 
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5,427 students took the screening section of the test in 2007 and it was suggested 

that 1,208 students should return to complete the diagnostic section. Of those who 

received the suggestion, 42% returned. The lower participation in the diagnostic section 

could be because students worried that poor results on the diagnosis would affect their 

admission even though DELNA is offered post-entry. Rather than measuring students' 

abilities, Read (2008) insists that the focus needs to remain on helping students meet their 

academic language needs so that they can achieve their academic goals. In 2002, when 

DELNA administration began, there were concerns that the support services that students 

may need either did not exist or were not sufficiently developed to cope with an increase 

in clientele. However, as the students' linguistic profiles indicated the areas upon which 

students needed to focus, the number of support services available to students at the 

University of Auckland has increased (Elder & von Randow, 2008). 

High first-year grades are unlikely for students whose average skill score places 

them in Band 6 or lower and students testing into Band 5 or lower in more than one skill 

are at risk of failing at least one class (Elder & von Randow, 2008). Elder et al. (2007) 

administered the DELNA to 3042 entering undergraduate students. They found that the 

majority of the non-native English speakers and just under half of the native English 

speakers scored a band level 7 or lower meaning that they were likely to need at least 

some linguistic support throughout their academic study. 12% of all the students tested 

scored below band 6 indicating that they were at high risk for academic failure. The 

majority of students scoring below band 6 were non-native English speakers. After the 

first semester of study, the students who scored a band 4 or 5 had a much higher failure 

rate, 23.5%, than those who scored a 6 or higher. 
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When studying two successive university intakes, Elder et al. (2007) found a 

significant, albeit weak, relationship between academic performance and DELNA-

measured language proficiency. Although the relationship was stronger for reading and 

listening than for writing, less than 10% of the variance in the students' GPA could be 

attributed to their language proficiency as measured by DELNA. This suggests that 

language proficiency is not the only factor that contributes to academic success (Elder et 

al, 2007; see also Krause & Coates, 2008; Dooey, 2010; Graham, 1987). According to 

Fox (2004), if being proficient in English were the only requirement for tertiary academic 

success, all native English speakers would succeed in their studies, regardless of their 

motivation or background. That is, however, not the case. Even though DELNA is still a 

relatively new diagnostic testing initiative that requires further study, it seems to offer the 

possibility for making "assessment, learning, and teaching more technologically 

sophisticated, more critical and empowering, more collaborative and reflective, than they 

have ever been" (Hargreaves, Earl, & Schmidt as cited in Fox, 2008, p. 103). Despite the 

thus far positive implications of DELNA, Elder et al. (n.d.) warn that without well-

established support programs in place, a diagnostic assessment alone will not be able to 

help the students identified as at-risk. 

Summary 

This chapter introduced diagnostic testing and assessment by discussing the 

conflicting definitions and uses available in the language testing literature (Alderson 

2005; 2007; Hughes 1989; 2003; Bachman, 1990; Bachman & Palmer, 1996; Brown, 

1996; Alderson & Huhta, 2005). DIALANG, perhaps the world's most prominent suite 
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of diagnostic tests, was introduced to exemplify Alderson's (2005; see also Alderson & 

Huhta, 2005) argument that diagnostic testing is low-stakes and provides detailed 

feedback. Finally, examples of diagnostic testing and assessment in a post-secondary 

context were presented with DELNA particularly relevant to the first-year transition 

experience. 

In an effort to gain awareness of the diversity and needs of their first-year 

students, the Engineering Faculty at a large Canadian university opted to modify DELNA 

to suit the specific needs of engineering and offer individualized support to their 

incoming students. Chapter 4, which follows, provides a description of the diagnostic 

assessment pilot project that constitutes the larger context of the present case study. 
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Chapter 4: Context of the Study 

We need to help disadvantaged students effectively utilize their meager capital 

resources to locate and acquire the additional social, cultural, and symbolic 

capital resources needed to excel in engineering programs and pursue academic 

careers (Foor et al, 2007, p. 113). 

Students entering into engineering have typically achieved high academic results 

in high school. From 2003-2011, the mean admission average to the Faculty of 

Engineering at a large Canadian university was 83.95%3 (OIRP, 2012c). Despite this 

past high level of academic success of incoming students, 70% of first-year engineering 

students fail at least one course (D. Russell, personal communication, July 2011). Of the 

8834 students who registered in first year engineering in the Fall of 2011, 220 were 

international students (OIRP, 2012d; 2012e). High course failure rates and growing 

international enrollment in the faculty raised concerns that there were possibly increasing 

numbers of students who may potentially be unprepared to meet the demands of their 

studies. Given the success of DELNA in New Zealand and Australia, the ease of 

administering the screening section, and its suitability to discipline-specific 

modifications, DELNA was chosen for a faculty-wide, first-year support initiative. 

In case study research, the case, or bounded system, is inseparable from its 

context. Describing the context of the case is done for the purpose of "situating the case 

3 This mean only represents students applying directly from Canadian high schools and does not include 

the grades of international applicants. 
4 Interestingly, 2,378 students were approved to enter engineering and yet only 883 (37%) actually 

registered. 
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within its setting" (Creswell, 1998, p. 61). Chapter 4 offers a detailed description of the 

context of the present study so that the case being studied may be situated within the 

larger context. This rich and thick description is drawn from two sources. My role as a 

participant observer began two months before the diagnostic assessment was piloted. I 

attended planning meetings, assisting in writing a background questionnaire, 

administered and marked the assessment, and worked shifts in the support centre until its 

closure in mid-October. In mid-November, the SAFE Report for Engineering (Fox, 

2011) was written for the Faculty of Engineering. The data in the report are based on 

data analysis of the first year cohort's diagnostic assessment results and their background 

information. The report aimed to highlight for the faculty the diversity of their incoming 

students, their diagnosed strengths and weaknesses, and the students who may potentially 

be at the most risk both linguistically and mathematically. 

This chapter begins by explaining the timing and marketing of the DELNA pilot 

project and providing a brief overview of the support services involved. Second, the 

modifications of the original DELNA tasks and the design of engineering-specific tasks 

are outlined. Then, after explaining the administration and marking of the diagnostic 

assessment, demographic and assessment result information for the entire cohort is 

provided. Lastly, the subsequent support and student participation in the feedback 

process is discussed. 

The DELNA Pilot Project in Engineering 

First year cohort. Approximately 850 students entered the faculty of 

Engineering in September 2011. As in all disciplines, class time is extremely valuable. 
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Finding class time when all 850 students could complete a diagnostic assessment proved 

impossible. Consequently, the department decided to pilot the assessment during the 

first-year orientation session the day before the beginning of the fall session. EngFrosh is 

a week-long event with activities like white-water rafting, a movie night, and boat 

building. While open to all first-year students, EngFrosh is typically attended by certain 

demographics of students and skipped by others (D. Russell, personal communication, 

July 2011). It was estimated that 400 students would attend EngFrosh and thus complete 

the diagnostic tasks. As part of the scheduled 'academic orientation' during EngFrosh, 

students were divided into groups based on their major and the groups rotated through a 

faculty welcome session, a departmental orientation, and the diagnostic assessment. 

Students who did not attend EngFrosh but still wished to take the assessment would be 

offered the possibility to do so during the second week of regular classes on their own 

time. 

Marketing DELNA to first-year engineering students: self-assessment for 

engineering (SAFE). Alderson (see 2005; 2007) contends that diagnostic assessment is 

low- or even no-stakes. On the contrary, Fox argues that if an intervention takes place 

based on test scores, the test cannot be low stakes: "If the intervention is useful, it may 

reduce the stakes, if it is not, it may increase the stakes and the likelihood that the learner 

will not progress in the ways he/she could" (J. D. Fox, personal communication, October 

13,2011; see also Read, 2008). The worry that students would perceive the assessment 

as high stakes and Read's (2008) emphasis on positive marketing strategies informed 

Engineering's decisions on how to present and administer the assessment. 
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The engineering department recognized the need to positively present DELNA to 

the first-year students and offer the support in a non-punitive manner. Moreover, it was 

recognized that the math tasks likely needed to be highlighted. Galloway argues that "the 

number one 'soft skill' that has almost certainly kept many engineers from holding 

leadership and political positions is their unwillingness or inability to communicate 

effectively" (2008, p. 25) and that engineers are often unclear about the mechanics, i.e. 

grammar, etc..., that more formal written communication entails (see also Artemeva, 

2005 for an example of how written communications may be perceived in an engineering 

firm). Even though written reports are required for all first-year labs, the associate dean 

suspected that the students would strongly disagree with any suggestion that they will 

have substantial writing in the program. There was also the concern that using the name 

DELNA (Diagnostic English Language Needs Assessment) would result in the students 

viewing the assessment as a test of their academic English reading and writing skills. 

Self-Assessment for Engineering (SAFE) did not use the terms 'test' or 'English" and 

gave the impression of student self-responsibility. 

Research has identified upper year engineering students as a valuable resource for 

first-year students (see Nelson et al., 2012; Meyers, Silliman, Gedde, & Ohland, 2010). 

To further emphasize SAFE as a student-driven assessment rather than a test from 

professors, only peer mentors were present in the lab during administration. They 

introduced themselves as upper year students, introduced SAFE, and fielded any 

questions during the administration. Peer mentors also operated the SAFE Drop-In 

Centre which again kept the focus of SAFE as students helping students rather than as a 
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top-down initiative. (For a script of what peer mentors said to welcome students and 

introduce SAFE, see Appendix A.) 

Campus-wide support services involvement. The objective for SAFE in 

September 2011 was identified as "mobilizing support for students at risk across already 

existing support services" (J. Fox, personal communication, August 12,2011). In July 

2011, two professors from Applied Linguistics and Discourse Studies (ALDS), an 

Associate Dean in Engineering, instructors for Engineering communications and English 

as a Second Language Academic (ESLA) courses, the coordinator for the Writing 

Tutorial Service (WTS), two librarians and three ALDS graduate students met to discuss 

the SAFE pilot project. (Meetings with the Math Tutorial Centre (MTC) and Learning 

Support Services (LSS) took place at a later date - both centres declined to participate in 

the project beyond the services that they already offer to students.) 

The ESLA instructor suggested that engineering-specific reading workshops 

could be developed and delivered by ALDS teaching assistants. In terms of writing 

support, the Engineering communications instructors admitted to advising students to 

avoid seeking support at the campus writing centre. The WTS is currently staffed almost 

entirely by TAs from ALDS and although the WTS can meet so many writing needs, it 

can be challenging when both the novice writer and the TA are unfamiliar with the genre. 

A former WTS TA explained that "a TA can be much more helpful and efficient when 

they have that discourse savvy, thus giving more informed assistance" (M. Friesen-

Stowe, personal communication, December 3, 2011). At the July planning meeting, the 

WTS coordinator pointed out that it would be beneficial for students needing writing 
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weekly hours. The associate dean and communications instructors acknowledged that 

they could possibly find students who were strong readers and writers that could assist 

with reading and writing support for first-year students. 

Peer mentors. Ten graduate and undergraduate students participated in the 

SAFE pilot project. The five undergraduate peer mentors were all current engineering 

students in their 2nd, 3rd, or 4th year of studies. They were recruited based on 

recommendations from the associate dean and an Engineering communications 

instructors. The three upper-year students attended a planning meeting and administered 

and marked the assessments. The two second-year peer mentors joined to offer academic 

support once the SAFE drop-in centre opened. A recent engineering graduate 

administered and marked the assessments, but was not available to work shifts in the 

centre. 

The five ALDS peer mentors were all graduate students with varied and extensive 

teaching experience. Four had also completed a graduate-level course in language testing 

and assessment. Three of them were involved in each phase of the SAFE pilot project 

while a fourth graduate student assisted with the SAFE administration and marking and 

the fifth was only available to work shifts in the drop-in centre. 

The majority of the peer mentors involved in SAFE met in August to get an 

overview of the SAFE pilot project (see Figure 2 on page 58). The meeting also served 

as a brief rater training session. The peer mentors marked several DELNA writing 

samples using the DELNA developed rubric and discussed their ratings as a group. Upon 
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hearing that the department also intended to assess the incoming students' math skills, 

one of the engineering peer mentors agreed to develop diagnostic math tasks that could 

be incorporated into the assessment. 

Self-Assessment for Engineers (SAFE) 

From diagnosis to intervention 

Diagnosis 

1 
SAFE 
Administration 

September 7th & 
September 14lh-
21st (depends on lab 
availability) 

SAFE Marking 
and Individual 
Results 
Summary 
Development 

September 7th -
22' nd 

-> Academic 
Counselling 

3 
SAFE Marker 
Meeting 

Emails sent to 
students with 
Learning Profile 
Information 
September 9th -
22nd; email 
includes invitation 
to SAFE Drop-In 
Centre 

-> Intervention 

SAFE Drop-In Resources & 
Centre 

September 15' -
October 21", 
6hrs/day, 2 
days/week 
-results discussed; 
-service person & 
support identified; 
-open invitation; 
-personal contact; 
-connections 

Connections 
Identified and 
Carried Out 

Writing Tutorial 
Service 
Reading Workshop 
Math Tutorial 
Centre 
Learning Support 
Services 

Figure 2. Fox's (2011) SAFE Process 

Designing the SAFE tasks. As explained in Chapter 3, DELNA consists of a 30-

minute screening and a two-hour diagnosis. The screening uses vocabulary and reading 

tasks while the diagnosis uses more in-depth reading, writing, and listening tasks. Time 

and resource constraints required that the SAFE pilot consist of one 50-minute stage that 

assessed both language and mathematical knowledge. Although DELNA was designed 
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to be applicable to multiple university faculties (see Read, 2008), in this context it had to 

be adapted to fit the specific needs of the Faculty of Engineering. 

To assess students' vocabulary and reading knowledge, the DELNA online 

screening tasks were chosen. Since DELNA writing tasks use graphs, they can also be 

used to assess a student's mathematical vocabulary and graph interpretation skills. Two 

different tasks were used in the pilot booklets: half of the booklets included a DELNA 

writing task with a graph on a general academic topic while the other half included a 

similar writing task using an engineering-based graph. The graph was drawn by the 

associate dean of engineering and was considered typical of a graph a first-year 

engineering student might encounter in their course materials. Although the graphs were 

different, both tasks required students to respond in the same manner. The five math 

tasks included basic questions on fractions, algebra, geometry and calculus. These were 

developed by an engineering peer mentor and then reviewed and accepted by the 

associate dean. 

Administering and marking SAFE. On academic orientation day, September 

7th, students were welcomed in the computer labs by the peer mentors and heard a brief 

overview of SAFE (see Appendix A). The first page of their SAFE booklet also offered a 

short description of SAFE and outlined the benefits of participating in the assessment. 

After filling in their name, student number, and email address, students completed an 

eleven-item background questionnaire. The booklet then provided examples of the 

vocabulary and reading tasks taken from the DELNA website and listed the time limits 

for each section of the assessment. Students began by logging into the DELNA website 
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for the vocabulary and reading tasks. After completing the vocabulary practice task, 

students had 7 minutes to answer the 27 items. Next, the students completed the reading 

practice task and then had 10 minutes to go through the 73 lines of text. Students 

returned to their paper booklets for the writing task and math tasks. 

Once all of the groups had completed the assessment, the peer mentors met to 

begin marking the tasks. As the vocabulary and reading tasks were marked instantly 

online, only the writing and math tasks had to be reviewed. The writing tasks were 

assessed by the ALDS peer mentors. No rubric was used since it was felt that the 

DELNA rubric was too detailed and it would be too time consuming to use it for over 

500 writing samples. Instead, the mentors reviewed each text for clarity of ideas, 

organization, grammar, and content. Each sample was assigned a score of high (H), 

medium (M), or low (L). An H indicated that the student was unlikely to need extensive 

writing support and would be able to adjust to the demands of engineering writing 

whereas an M indicated that the student may benefit from some writing support. An L 

was assigned for students whose writing indicated they were possibly in serious need of 

writing support and may not succeed on academic written tasks without an intervention. 

Regardless of whether the students had completed the general DELNA writing task or the 

engineering specific task, students' writing samples were assessed in the same manner. 

The math tasks were corrected by the engineering peer mentors. Students 

received a mark out of 4 (if they had not previously studied calculus) or 5 (if they had 

previously taken calculus). Major errors in fractions, quadratic equations, trigonometry, 

and calculus resulted in lower scores while other errors, such as failing to completely 

reduce fractions, were considered more minor. All potential issues, whether considered 
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major or minor, were mentioned in the emails sent to each student. Although the 

engineering peer mentors did not assess the writing tasks, they did read them to 

determine if the students needed support in graph interpretation and math vocabulary. 

Specifically, they verified that students were able to appropriately use terms like x/y axis, 

histogram, exponential, linear, etc..and to correctly identify maximum/minimum 

values as well as general trends without over generalizing the relationships in the graphs. 

After the group marking session, the SAFE booklets were divided among markers and 

taken home. 

On September 13th, the markers met again to compile the SAFE results and send 

individual emails to each of the students. The emails aimed to inform students of their 

results while acknowledging that SAFE was simply a brief snapshot of what a student's 

abilities may be. The email included the student's vocabulary score out of 27 and their 

reading score out of 73. Although the writing tasks were first assessed using high, 

medium, or low, it was felt that the results would be clearer to students if they received a 

score out of 5. A score of 0 to 2 corresponded to an L on the writing task, a 2.5 to 3.5 to 

an M, and a 4 to 5 to an H. The math score was reported out of 4 or 5 and included a 

brief list of the math skills that a student may need to review. The email included a 

reminder that the results were for the students' personal use and students were also 

strongly encouraged to visit the SAFE Drop-In Centre to discuss their results (see 

Appendix B). The mean, mode, and median of each diagnostic task for the whole group 

were included at the end of the email giving students the opportunity to compare their 

results with the rest of their cohort. This email was not, however, the first email the 

students would have received regarding their assessment results. Since the vocabulary 



and reading tasks are online, they are immediately scored and an email with the results 

for those two sections is generated and sent automatically to the student. 

While effort was made to contact each student who had completed the 

assessment, some students provided incorrect email addresses. If an email message was 

bounced back to a peer mentor, the student's name and student number were recorded on 

a separate list. The list was then given to the engineering department for them to try to 

contact the students about their SAFE results. During planning meetings, engineering 

had discussed the possibility of assigning lab time so that students who had not attended 

EngFrosh could take the self-assessment on their own time. Unfortunately, scheduling 

did not permit this to happen. 

SAFE cohort demographics. 517 students attending EngFrosh completed the 

self-assessment. However, once data analysis began, several non-engineering students 

were identified and removed from the database. Several others did not complete one or 

more sections of their assessment and thus did not provide a complete profile for 

analysis. Removing these cases from the database left 489 cases to be analyzed. Even 

with piloting SAFE on only the students who attended EngFrosh and removing 28 cases, 

this sample still represents over half of the approximately 850 first-year engineering 

students. 

Table 1 below shows that the students who took the self-assessment were mostly 

male (n=396, 81.1%), between the ages of 17-19 (n=449, 92%) and identified themselves 

as Canadian (n-419, 85.9%) (Fox, 2011). There were 92 (18.9%) female students, 39 



63 

(8%) students aged 20 or older, and 69 (14.1%) international students. 283 (58.2%) of 

students indicated that they had lived in Canada all their lives. Even though there were 

groups of students who indicated that they had lived in Canada for periods of time 

varying from 6 months to more than 10 years, the next largest group were those that had 

been in Canada for less than 6 months (n=68,14%). 334 (68.6%) of 487 students 

reported that English was their first language. In spite of this majority of native English 

speakers, this was an incredibly multi-lingual group. 32 other languages were identified 

as first languages, the most common of which were Arabic (34%), French (19%), 

Chinese (17%), and Urdu (12%) (Fox, 2011). 

Table 1 

Demographic information from SAFE participants (Fox, 2011) 

Gender Age 

Male 396 17-19 yi* 449 Canadian 419 

Nationality Time in Canada First 

Language* 

Female 92 20-22 yrs. 21 

23-25 yrs. 9/ 

26 yrs. or older 9 

us 

International 69 

All my life 

Over 10 yrs. 

5-10 yrs. 

2-5 yrs. 

6mths-2yn. 

283 

41 

46 
•mssk 
28 

20 

English 334 
mmmm s*® 
Arabic 14 

French 19 

Chinese 17 

Urdu 12 

Under 6 months 68 

488 488 486 

*First Language: Only the most frequently mentioned first languages are reported here. 

Moreover, 5 (1%) of students reported that they had more than one first language. 

66 (13.5%) of students reported speaking more than two other languages, 15 (3.1%) three 



64 

other languages, and 5 (1%) 4 or more other languages. Even though only 334 students 

reported English was their first language and 69 identified themselves as international 

students, 457 (93.6%) students indicated that they had completed their high school 

studies in English (see Table 2 below) (Fox, 2011). 

Table 2 

SAFE participants and other variables that contribute to academic success (Fox, 2011) 

Engineering Work 

Experience 

• 

High School in English First in Family Contact with 

Engineers 

Warburton, Bugarin, and Nunez (2001) and Fike and Fike (2008) have identified 

students who are the first in their immediate family to pursue post-secondary education as 

students who may underperform and thus may benefit from support (see also Walker et 

al., 2009 for discussion on first-generation students' approaches to university learning). 

150 (30.9%) of the SAFE participants indicated that they are the first members of their 

family to attend university. Exposure to and familiarity with engineering also contributes 

to success in engineering programs (see Artemeva & Fox, 2010; Pieirakos et al., 2009). 

313 (64.4%) students reported having a family member or close friend who was an 

engineer and 131 (26.8%) reported having previously worked in an engineering situation 

(Fox, 2011). 

Setting risk thresholds. Table 3 (see below) provides an overview of the scores 

for each individual SAFE task for the 489 students who completed all sections of the 
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assessment (Fox, 2011). The vocabulary, writing, and math tasks all have normal 

distribution of scores. The vocabulary task has a mean score of 24.43 and a standard 

deviation of 2.17, the writing task has a mean score of 3.07 and a standard deviation of 

1.25, and the math task has a mean score of 3.87 and a standard deviation of .91. The 

reading task, however, did not produce a normal distribution. While it has a mean score 

of 46.95 and median score of 47, the mode is 72 (the whole task was 73 points) and the 

standard deviation is 17.26. These scores seem to support other findings (see Elder & 

von Randow, 2008) that cloze elide tasks effectively separate linguistically strong and 

weak test takers. Combining the scores for the vocabulary and reading tasks (for a total 

score out of 100) produces a mean score of 71.38, a median score of 71, a mode score of 

98 and a standard deviation of 18.36 (Fox, 2011). 

Table 3 

Score for individual SAFE tasks from 489 cases (Fox, 2011) 

Mean Median Mode Standard Deviation 

Vocabulary (V) 24.43 25.00 24 2.173 

Reading (R) 46.95 47.00 72 17.264 

VR Total 71.38 71.00 98 17.264 

Writing 3.0736 3.0000 3.0 1.25080 

Math 3.8681 4.0000 4.00 .91113 

Based on the assessment results for this group, thresholds needed to be set for 

each skill area so that the Engineering department could identify students who were 
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potentially at risk and use this information to inform curriculum innovations for 2014. 

To determine the risk thresholds for the SAFE participants, the standard deviation was 

subtracted from the mean for each skill area (see Table 4 below). 

Table 4 

Risk thresholds for the 489 SAFE participants in each skill area (Fox, 2011) 

At-Risk Threshold Students Below Threshold 

Vocabulary <22 42 (8%) 

Reading <29 82(16%) 

Linguistic Total <53 90(18%) 

Writing <1.82 69 (14%) 

Math <2.89 32 (6%) 

Students who scored below these thresholds may potentially be at risk of being 

unable to engage appropriately academically in university work. 42 (8%) students scored 

below 22 on the vocabulary task and 82 (16%) scored below 29 on the reading task; 90 

(18%) students scored below the overall linguistic threshold of 53. 69 (14%) students fell 

below the writing threshold of 1.82 and 32 (6%) students fell below the mathematics 

threshold of 2.89 (Fox, 2011). (Given that the thresholds were calculated by subtracting 

the standard deviations from the mean scores, it is important to note that the thresholds 

set are specific to this cohort of students.) 

Performing below the threshold on a single task may not indicate that a student 

will encounter difficulties in their studies. To further distinguish potentially linguistically 
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at-risk students among the SAFE participants, we cross referenced students' total 

linguistic scores and writing scores. 27 students fell below the thresholds for both 

linguistic and writing ability (see Table 5 below). The math scores were cross referenced 

with the writing scores to obtain a more refined math profile - 20 students had problems 

with both the math task and the graphic interpretation in the writing task. Of these 20 

students, 7 indicated in their SAFE booklets that they had not previously studied calculus 

(see Foor et al., 2007 for commentary on the importance of calculus for the retention of 

engineering students). Further analysis revealed that 13 students fell below the 

thresholds of all the diagnostic tasks (Fox, 2011). 

Table 5 

Potentially at-risk SAFE participants (Fox, 2011) 

Students at risk linguistically 27 

Students at risk mathematically 20 

Students at risk both linguistically & mathematically 13 

Information on how students met the university's language proficiency 

requirements was available for 24 of the 27 students who demonstrated language 

weakness on the assessment (see Table 6 on page 68). 9 (37.4%) reported English as 

their first language, 7 (29%) had attended a minimum of 3 years of English high school in 

Canada, 3 (8%) had taken TOEFL or IELTS, and 4 (6%) were enrolled in the university's 

credit ESL program (Fox, 2011). 



68 

Table 6 

Background on meeting language proficiency requirements for 24 SAFE participants 

(Fox, 2011) 

Indicated English as a first language 9 out of 24 (37.5%) 

Met language residency requirements 7 out of 24 (29%) 

Took a language proficiency test 4 out of 24 (16.7%) 

Enrolled in credit ESL program 4 out of 24 (16.7%) 

From diagnosis to intervention. The SAFE Drop-In Centre was open on 

Tuesdays and Wednesdays from September 20th to October 19th, 201 lfrom 1pm to 7pm. 

At the centre, students could meet with an engineering peer mentor to discuss their math 

results and get course-specific advice. Students spoke with the ALDS peer mentors about 

their results in vocabulary, reading, and writing. The shifts were designed so that at least 

one engineering peer mentor and one ALDS peer mentor were in the centre for each shift. 

Students were asked to sign in when they arrived. Information about the MTC, WTS, 

LSS, Engineering faculty advisors, reading in Engineering, and ESL conversation classes 

was available in the centre (see Appendix C for examples of information sheets). Posters 

advertising the centre were posted around the engineering buildings and professors made 

announcements about the centre in the first-year engineering classes (see Appendix D). 

Read (2008) reported 30-40% of students who were flagged by the DELNA 

screening returned to complete the full DELNA diagnosis. However, uptake had only 

reached those levels several years into the project - participation was initially quite low. 

10 SAFE participants officially signed in at the drop-in centre (see Table 7 on page 70 for 
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student profiles). Only one of the students who scored below the language thresholds set 

signed in at the centre (Case 5). Since they had provided their names when they signed 

in, these 10 students also received a follow-up email near the end of the semester. 

Approximately 10 other students stopped by the centre but did not sign in either 

because they had not participated in SAFE but were seeking information on support 

services or because they did not want a record of their visit. Low attendance and 

unwillingness to sign in suggest that marketing SAFE will be a key issue for the 

engineering department in the future. One student's response to his SAFE results 

demonstrates the gap between his results and his beliefs about his own skills: 

I realize that my reading/writing skills seem to be a little off but unfortunately the 

instructions were not well heard or clear so i had waisted about 10 minutes 

causing me to rush through the reading a writing material. Hopefully providing 

you feedback on this exercise will help future students to not be inaccurately 

graded. I do understand that this does not affect my overall grades at [university] 

but will definitely waist some individuals times in trying to assist those who are 

perceived as needing help. 
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Table 7 

Profiles of students who officially signed in at the SAFE Drop-In Centre 

Case Demographic Profile Other Factors that 
Contribute to 
Academic Success 

SAFE Results SAFE 
Consultation 

Case 1 17-19 yr. old male 
Canadian who has 
lived in Canada for 
more than 10 years 
First language is 
English 
Completed high school 
in English 

Not the first member of 
his family to attend 
university 
No family members or 
close friends who are 
engineers 
No previous engineering 
work experience 

Vocabulary - 27 
Reading - 69 
Writing - 3 
Math-4 
Did not take 
calculus 

Provided with 
information on the 
Writing Tutorial 
Service 
Explained the role 
of teaching 
assistants 
Strongly 
encouraged to visit 
the Math Tutorial 
Centre 

Case 2 17-19yroldmale 
An international visa 
student 
First language is 
English 
Completed high school 
in English 

Not the first member of 
his family to attend 
university 
No family members or 
close friends who are 
engineers 
No previous engineering 
work experience 

Vocabulary - 24 
Reading-35 
Writing - 0 
Math - 4 

Was upset with 
receiving a 0 on the 
writing section 
Provided with 
information on the 
Writing Tutorial 
Service 
Directed to reading 
help 

Case 3 Over 45 yr old male 
Canadian who has 
lived in Canada for 
more than 10 years 
First language is 
Spanish 
Did not complete high 
school in English 

Not the first member of 
his family to attend 
university 
Has family members or 
close friends who are 
engineers 
Has previous engineering 
work experience 

Vocabulary - 27 
Reading - 22 
Writing - 3 
Math-4.5 

Came in to discuss 
his reading results 
Had problems 
understanding the 
instructions for the 
reading task 
Commented that 
his reading was 
improving every 
day 

Case 4 17-19 yr old male 
Canadian who has 
lived in Canada all his 
life 
First language is 
Cantonese 
Also speaks Mandarin 
Completed high school 
in English 

Is the first member of his 
family to attend 
university 
Has family members or 
close friends who are 
engineers 
No previous engineering 
work experience 

Vocabulary - 26 
Reading -41 
Writing - 1 
Math-5 

Came in to find out 
which mistakes he 
made in the writing 
section 
Was not interested 
in seeking help or 
improving his 
writing skills 

Case 5 20-22 yr old male 
Canadian who has 
lived in Canada 1-2 yrs 
First language is 
Chinese 
Speaks both Cantonese 
and Mandarin 
Did not complete high 
school in English 

Not the first member of 
his family to attend 
university 
No family members or 
close friends who are 
engineers 
No previous engineering 
work experience 

Vocabulary - 23 
Reading - 18 
Writing -1 
Math-4 

Registered in 
ESLA and is 
receiving the 
linguistic support 
he needs 
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Case 6 20-22 yr old male An 
international visa 
student who has lived 
in Canada less than 6 
months 
First language is 
Malay 
Completed high school 
in English 

Is the first member of his 
family to attend 
university 
Has family members or 
close friends who are 
engineers 
No previous engineering 
work experience 

Vocabulary - 19 
Reading - 17 
Writing-2 
Math -4 
Did not take 
calculus 

Provided with 
information on the 
Writing Tutorial 
Service 
Directed to 
Learning Support 
Services 
Strongly 
encouraged to visit 
the Math Tutorial 
Centre 

Case 7 17-19yroldmale 
Canadian who has 
lived in Canada all his 
life 
First language is 
English 
Speaks Vietnamese 
and French 
Completed high school 
in English 

Not the first member of 
his family to attend 
university 
Has family members or 
close friends who are 
engineers 
Has previous engineering 
work experience 

Vocabulary - 26 
Reading - 63 
Writing - 5 
Math-4 
Had problems with 
graphic 
interpretation 

Came in to the 
centre because he 
was having 
problems 
understanding 
concepts in his 
math course 
Advised to attend 
math lectures for a 
different section 

Case 8 17-19yroldmale 
Canadian who has 
lived in Canada 5-10 
years 
First language is 
Mandarin 
Speaks Spanish and 
French 
Completed high school 
in English 

Not the first member of 
his family to attend 
university 
Has family members or 
close friends who are 
engineers 
No previous engineering 
work experience 

Vocabulary-27 
Reading-73 
Writing - 4 
Math-4 

Concerned with his 
results 
Provided with 
information on the 
Writing Tutorial 
Service 

Case 9 26-35 yr old male 
Canadian who has 
lived in Canada all his 
life 
First language is 
Arabic 
Also speaks French 
Did not complete high 
school in English 

Is the first member of his 
family to attend 
university 
No family members or 
close friends who are 
engineers 
No previous engineering 
work experience 

Vocabulary - 25 
Reading - 57 
Writing - 4 
Math-3.5 
Did not take 
calculus 

Was concerned 
with his academic 
reading skills and 
the time he needs 
to complete a 
reading 
Strongly 
encouraged to visit 
the Math Tutorial 
Centre 

Case 10 17-19 yr old female 
Canadian who has 
lived in Canada 5-10 
years 
First language is 
Arabic 
Completed high school 
in English 

Is the first member of her 
family to attend 
university 
Has family members or 
close friends who are 
engineers 
No previous engineering 
work experience 

Vocabulary - 23 
Reading - 26 
Writing - 3 
Math^t 
Had problems with 
graphic 
interpretation 

Came in to go over 
results and get help 
with a lab report 
Had already visited 
the Math Tutorial 
Centre 
Provided with 
information on the 
Writing Tutorial 
Service 
Visited the drop- in 
centre twice 
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Summary 

In order to situate the case within the greater context of SAFE, Chapter 4 has 

provided a detailed overview the pilot project. From the rationale for implementing a 

diagnostic assessment to decisions regarding timing, marketing, and support services, this 

chapter aimed to outline the decision-making process leading up to assessment day. It 

provided the demographics and SAFE results for the first-year cohort. By outlining the 

at-risk thresholds and participation in the subsequent feedback, the stage is set for this 

case study to provide additional insight into the role that diagnostic assessment played in 

the first-year acculturation of an engineering student. 

Chapter 5 will provide an overview of case study research and describe the 

methods used in this study. It will discuss sampling, participants, data collection methods 

and instruments, and data analysis. 
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Chapter 5: Method 

Chapter 4 introduced the larger context of the SAFE pilot project within which 

the present case study was situated. Chapter 5 offers an overview of case study research 

and then outlines the methods used for this thesis. Information on sampling, participant 

demographics, and data collection is included, as is a description of how the data were 

analyzed. 

Approach 

Although language testing research is often dominated by quantitative research 

methods, qualitative research is becoming more commonplace in the field of applied 

linguistics (Lazaraton, 2005; see also Benson, Chik, Gao, Huang, & Wang, 2009). 

Research in applied linguistics, especially in second language acquisition, has often 

involved studying the characteristics, knowledge, growth, and so forth of individuals. 

Since the 1990s, the body of literature dedicated to case study (see Duff, 2008 for an 

overview) has been growing. Case study research provides a rich, thick, and holistic 

description of a bounded system (Creswell, 1998; see also Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1994; 

1995; Duff, 2008) where a bounded system is defined as a case that is "bounded by time 

and place" (Creswell, 1998, p. 61). Merriam (1998) characterizes case studies as being 

particularistic in that they have a specific focus of a situation, heuristic in that they 

provide new insight into the situation, and descriptive in that they offer a rich description 

of information from a multitude of sources. While often difficult to define, a case study 

can be intrinsic, instrumental, or collective (Stake, 1995, p. 3). An intrinsic case study 
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examines a case that we do not exactly choose ourselves. We have a need to learn about 

a particular case, for example a program that we are required to evaluate. On the other 

hand, an instrumental case study involves a researcher using a case to gain further 

understanding of and insight into an issue of interest. If multiple cases, instead of a 

single case, are used to gain insight into the issue of interest, we have a collective case 

study (Stake, 1995). 

The design of a research study must suit the research questions. While 

ethnography also uses thick and detailed description, its outcome is a "cultural 

interpretation of the phenomenon" (Merriam, 2009, p. 2009). It is broader in both scope 

and scale as ethnographic studies are often longitudinal and involve multiple members of 

the cultural group in question. Since this study sets out to gain understanding of and 

insight into the "process" (Merriam, 1998, p. 33) of how the implementation of a 

diagnostic assessment in a university engineering program contributed to a student's first-

year acculturation, case study methodology is the most suitable (see Figure 3 below). 

Figure 3. Situating the present case study within the larger phenomenon of first-year 

student transition and acculturation 
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Even though I had the role of participant observer in the project, as an outsider to 

engineering, I had no control over the events involved. Furthermore, employing a case 

study methodology permitted me to become closely involved in the SAFE pilot project 

and to "spread the net for evidence widely" (Bromley as cited in Merriam, 1998, p. 33). 

Although the first-year acculturation experience is not an unusual case, using diagnostic 

assessment to help ease students' acculturation into first-year engineering at a Canadian 

university is distinctive. Therefore, an instrumental case study design will uncover 

information about this bounded system that might otherwise be missed. The main focus 

of this study then is to discover knowledge that may potentially inform the use of 

diagnostic assessment to support students' academic acculturation and lead to future 

research projects. 

Sampling and Recruiting 

tli 
I was granted ethics clearance on September 13 , 2011 by the Carleton Research 

Ethics Board and began recruiting participants using a technique referred to as 

"purposeful sampling" (Patton, 2002, p. 40) (see Appendix E for ethics clearance letter). 

Patton explains that purposeful sampling is essential in qualitative research as it allows 

for the study of "information-rich cases [which] yield insights and in-depth 

understanding" (2002, p. 230) of the phenomena under study. Feedback is a key 

component of diagnostic testing (see Alderson, 2005,2007; Alderson & Huhta, 2005; 

Fox, 2009; Fox & Hartwick, 2011; Read, 2008). Given that coming to the SAFE Drop-In 

Centre to discuss the results of their assessment and taking advantage of the suggested 

supports was entirely optional, it appeared that trying to recruit the students who chose to 
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come to the centre might provide die most insight into SAFE'S contributions to their first 

year experience. (Although completing SAFE was optional, most students assumed that 

since it was part of their orientation, it was mandatory. In fact, only one student 

abstained from completing the assessment and only after he confirmed that doing so 

would not result in any negative consequences.) Information posters describing my study 

(see Appendix F) were placed in the SAFE Drop-In Centre next to the sign-in sheet and 

were handed out to each student who visited the centre. 

In order to gain a more informed view of the impact of supports offered on 

campus in addressing a first-year engineering student's diagnosed needs, it was important 

to not only consider the narrative of my participant's experiences. I also sought to 

interview individuals with knowledge of the services she visited. 

Participants 

SAFE cohort. Read (2008) reported DELNA feedback uptake of approximately 

40%. In our planning meetings, we anticipated that around 400 students would complete 

the assessment, that approximately 100 would subsequently be flagged by SAFE as 

potentially at-risk, and that around 40% of those flagged would seek support. As such, in 

my initial plan for my study, I hoped to have 4-8 participants. However, low turn-out at 

the drop-in centre only enabled me to recruit one participant. Triangulation of data has 

been identified as a key aspect in case study research (see Creswell, 1998; Faltis, 1997; 

Stake, 1994; 1995; Duff, 2008). Although I cannot triangulate the data gained from a 

single engineering student participant, I can use my own observations and those of the 

other peer mentors to support or refute the data she provides. I can also compare my 
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results to the SAFE Report for Engineering (Fox, 2011). Moreover, I can use 

"investigator triangulation" (Stake, 1995, p. 113) when coding observation and interview 

data. 

My case study participant (pseudonym Anna) does, however, represent a 

demographic that is important in DELNA research and is thus what Patton would refer to 

as an "information-rich case"(2002, p. 40). Further, Foor et al. argue the importance of 

listening to "these hidden and experientially diverse people one story at a time using 

research methodologies that are appropriate to the task" (2007, p. 104). 

Peer Mentors. Ruby and Zoe (both pseudonyms) worked as peer mentors 

throughout the entire SAFE pilot project. Ruby taught EAP to undergraduate engineering 

students in Iran for 6 years. She is an ALDS graduate student who had also completed a 

graduate-level language testing and assessment course. Zoe is an upper year engineering 

student. She was invited to join the SAFE pilot project by the Faculty of Engineering's 

associate dean and communications instructors. Ruby and Zoe attended planning 

meetings, assisted with SAFE's administration and marking, and worked at the drop-in 

centre. Zoe completed the questionnaire while Ruby opted for an interview. 

Academic Support Staff. Meredith (a pseudonym) has a PhD in mathematics 

and has teaching experience at several large Canadian universities. She taught math full 

time for 4 years, including 2 years teaching mathematics courses to undergraduate 

engineering students. She then worked 5 years as a contract instructor for mathematics at 
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two universities, one of which being the same large Canadian university considered in the 

present case study. 

Data Collection 

Data were collected from observations, questionnaires, and interviews. I describe 

these collection methods in detail in the following sections. 

Participant observation. As the researcher, I not only observed the planning and 

administration of SAFE and the drop-in centre, I was also able to actively participate in 

the pilot project as a participant observer (see Creswell, 1998; Duff, 2008; Flick, 2009; 

Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002). Spradley (as cited in Flick, 2009) describes participant 

observation as having three stages: descriptive observation happens at the beginning of 

the study as the researcher becomes familiar with the field and develops research 

questions; focused observation happens as the researcher's view focuses on areas that are 

important for addressing those research questions; and finally selective observation which 

focuses on discovering specific examples and information for the already narrowed 

research questions. 

I attended planning meetings and assisted with SAFE'S administration and 

marking during EngFrosh. I kept detailed notes of what I observed and I spoke with 

others involved in the process. This knowledge informed my participation as a peer 

mentor in the SAFE Drop-In Centre. My observations also informed my interviews with 

my first-year engineering participant Anna. In our initial interview, I would have missed 

some key questions about her experience taking the self-assessment had I not taken part 
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in its administration. This "emic perspective" (Patton, 2002, p. 268; see also Creswell, 

1998; Merriam, 1998) created by my role as a participant observer enabled me to gain 

insight of diagnostic assessment from a first-year student's point of view. 

Peer mentor questionnaires. I developed a peer mentor questionnaire with eight 

questions that were derived from my observations and experiences as a peer mentor 

administering and marking SAFE and working shifts in the drop-in centre (see Appendix 

G). The questions were open-ended and aimed to elicit as much information as possible 

about the experiences and observations of the other peer mentors. Questionnaires and 

consent forms were sent to the peer mentors via email after the SAFE Drop-In Centre 

closed in mid-October. I received Zoe's informed consent as per university ethics 

guidelines when she returned her questionnaire. 

Interviews with a SAFE participant. Merriam (1998) identifies three types of 

interviews: highly structured or standardized, semi-structured, and unstructured or 

informal. Highly structured interviews involve asking participants a list of prewritten 

questions in a predetermined order whereas unstructured interviews do not include a set 

of questions and are more exploratory in nature. Semi-structured interviews include 

more flexible, open-ended questions. Not all of the questions are written in advance -

many may arise from a participant's responses. A semi-structured format "allows the 

researcher to respond to the situation at hand, to the emerging worldview of the 

respondent, and to new ideas on the topic" (Merriam, 1998, p. 74). 
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Interviews with Anna followed a semi-structured format. I received Anna's 

informed consent at the beginning of our first interview as per university ethics 

guidelines. Our initial interview was face-to-face and audio-recorded, but subsequent 

interviews during the semester were carried out via email. Open-ended questions were 

emailed since Anna was incredibly busy with her first-year course load and may have had 

difficulty finding time to meet every 2-3 weeks. Instead, she could answer the emailed 

responses to the questions at her convenience. While the questions I emailed were 

prewritten, they were often based on her previous responses. In exchange for her 

participation, Anna could make appointments with me whenever she needed help with 

her courses or had questions about general university life. Although the appointments 

had the primary purpose of helping Anna, they also provided me with further 

observations and opportunities to ask more questions. 

Interviews with a Peer Mentor. Ruby opted to participate in an interview rather 

than complete the peer mentor questionnaire. I received Ruby's informed consent at the 

beginning of our interview as per university ethics guidelines. Our interview was face-to-

face and audio-recorded. Although Ruby's interview began with questions taken from 

the questionnaire, the interview followed a semi-structured format as other questions and 

comments resulted from Ruby's answers. 

Interviews with Academic Support Staff. I interviewed Meredith using a semi-

structured format. I received Meredith's informed consent at the beginning of our 

interview as per university ethics guidelines. Our interview was face-to-face and audio-
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recorded. My initial questions were based on Anna's narrative of her visits to the MTC. 

Subsequent questions arose from Meredith's comments. 

Data Analysis 

"Analysis is a matter of giving meaning to first impressions as well as to final 

compilations" (Stake, 1995, p. 71). Data collection and data analysis in this case study 

happened simultaneously. Each interview was transcribed using Express Scribe software. 

I began my analysis with line-by-line coding of Anna's first interviews and emailed 

responses. Charmaz (2006) explains that line-by-coding allows researchers to take a 

critical and analytic view of their data. Although Charmaz's (2006) work focuses on 

grounded theory, using short codes that reflected the action I interpreted from Anna's 

narrative improved my understanding of her actions and her views (see Appendix H for 

an example of my line-by-line coding). The advantage of line-by-line coding is that it 

allows for both the development of themes and the identification of gaps within the data 

(Charmaz, 2006). Since I coded each interview or emailed responses soon after 

collecting them, I was able to identify which data I needed to collect next in order to 

saturate my themes and fill gaps. This applied not only to data from Anna, but also 

generated the questions I asked Meredith. Meredith and Ruby's interviews and Zoe's 

questionnaire were coded through the lens of Anna's experiences. My analysis generated 

three major themes as representing stepping stones and roadblocks to Anna's success. 
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Summary 

This chapter described the case study research methods employed in this study 

and linked them with the relevant supporting literature (see Creswell, 1998; Merriam, 

1998; 2009; Stake, 1994; 1995; Duff, 2008; Flick, 2009; Patton, 2002). The participants 

were described and the data collection procedures were outlined. Finally, an explanation 

of the data analysis, which was informed by grounded theory coding methods (see 

Charmaz, 2006), was provided. 

Chapter 6 presents the case study results and discussion in addressing the three 

research questions which guided the research: 

1) How well did the diagnostic tasks work for a first-year engineering student? 

2) What role did the diagnostic assessment play in one student's academic 

acculturation into engineering? 

3) How well do the supports offered on campus address the diagnosed needs of a 

first-year engineering student? 
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Chapter 6: Results and Discussion 

While the previous chapter outlined the research methods used in this case study, 

this chapter provides the results of the three research questions guiding this thesis. The 

chapter begins by introducing Anna, the subject of this case study on the role of 

diagnostic assessment in academic acculturation. Then, the results for each research 

question are provided in the form of Anna's narrative, my observations, and comments 

from peer mentors and academic support staff. Finally, the results are considered in 

relation to the theoretical framework and research literature which informed the study 

(see Chapters 2 and 3). 

Anna as a Case of Academic Acculturation 

At 18, Anna is the first member of her immediate family to attend university. She 

moved to Canada with her family 6 years ago. Anna's spoken and written English reflect 

that she completed her junior high and high school studies in English. However, her first 

language is Arabic. Anna is a "covert bilingual" (Taffe & Pringle, as cited in Fairbairn & 

Fox, 2009, p. 11) who met the language residency requirements for admission to 

university (see Fox, 2005). 

The first time I met Anna she was sitting in the SAFE Drop-In Centre eagerly 

asking an engineering peer mentor questions about a lab report that she had to hand in 

soon. I listened to their conversation and took notes as she shared her frustrations about: 

her core engineering course. When the engineering peer mentor left at the end of her 

shift, I took the opportunity to discuss Anna's linguistic diagnostic profile with her. 
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Anna's self-awareness came across as she openly discussed her beliefs about her 

weaknesses and asked about various student support services. 

Anna later described herself as shy, but her actions never seemed to quite match 

her description. While always very polite, Anna was never soft-spoken. Further, she 

never hesitated approaching her professors and teaching assistants to ask questions. One 

afternoon I ran into her in a common area at the university. She was sitting with a group 

of 5 friends, laughing and actively participating in their conversation. Although her 

vibrant personality was sometimes masked by her studious expression, neatly pulled back 

long dark hair, and glasses, Anna often laughed and joked as she reflected on her 

experiences as she acculturated into engineering. She also described herself as hard

working and commented that she liked to be around people who were ambitious and 

motivated. This was made evident through both comments others had made to her and 

her strong work ethic that she maintained throughout her first year. 

Anna viewed university as a place to get an education that will lead to future 

employment. As a student who enjoyed math and solving problems, she chose 

environmental engineering as a major that would allow her to combine math and science. 

While she had no previous engineering work experience, her parents and several 

members of her extended family were engineers. Anna explained that many members of 

her cultural community and her high school also study engineering. While attending 

cultural social events, she began to recognize many people that she had seen in the 

engineering buildings on campus and vice versa. Very quickly, Anna began to take 

advantage of this potential resource for help with her assignments: "I don't really know 

them. But, I see them around and when I recognize them I'll ask if they are in 
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engineering and then ask them for help." However, Anna soon recognized that she 

needed support beyond that which she found from the people around her. 

Ql. How well did the diagnostic tasks work for a first-year engineering student? 

On EngFrosh academic orientation day, Anna reported that she did not feel any 

apprehension about taking an assessment: 

I didn't feel like I was stressed or anything because I was told it's not for marks, 

it's just an assessment [...] a lot of other people got scared [...] and I said it 

doesn't count for anything, it's an assessment, so if you need help they'll give you 

help. 

On the diagnostic tasks, Anna scored 23/27 on vocabulary, but only 26/73 on 

reading for an overall DELNA score of 49/100. Anna received an M, or 3/5, for her 

writing sample which indicated that she could potentially benefit from writing support 

(see Chapter 4 for a description of the rating scale). She had the engineering-related 

graph for the writing task. Despite providing only a very brief writing sample 

(approximately 100 words), she did attempt to address all 3 questions asked about the 

graph and to organize the information in a logical way. There were no major errors in 

terms of grammar and general vocabulary in her paragraph. However, her interpretation 

of the relationship between variables in the graph was incorrect, poorly explained, and 

lacked the appropriate mathematical vocabulary. At the bottom of the writing task page, 

Anna left a note for the markers explaining the difficulties she had with the task: 
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I have difficulty writing labs & understanding graphs. The graph here is not clear 

to me because I can't picture what is going on. 

Anna answered the questions in fractions, algebra, and trigonometry correctly 

although she did need to further reduce the fractions. She attempted the calculus 

question, but made an error. She scored a 4/5, but was rated as Low in math by the 

engineering peer mentors because of her problems with graph interpretation and 

explanation. These issues were listed after her math score in the email with her SAFE 

results. 

Table 8 

Anna's SAFE results compared with her cohort and the at-risk thresholds 

Anna's scores SAFE Cohort Mean At-Risk Threshold 

Vocabulary 23 24.43 <22 

Reading 26 46.95 <29 

Linguistic Total 49 71.38 <53 

Writing 3 3.0736 <1.82 

Math 4 3.8681 <2.89 

Compared with her cohort, Anna scored below the mean on all of the diagnostic 

tasks except for math (see Table 8 above; see also Chapter 4 for the SAFE cohort 

descriptive statistics and thresholds). She also fell below the at-risk threshold for two 

categories: reading and overall linguistic total. However, since the overall linguistic 
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scores were cross-referenced with the writing scores, Anna was not highlighted as a 

student who potentially needed an immediate language intervention. 

Although Anna showed openness to receiving support and acknowledged a need 

for writing support, she did not come to the SAFE drop-in centre until she had gotten 

back her first lab report: 

After I saw my marks [SAFE results], I was like, what is this, I don't know 

English [laughs]. I knew after I wrote that lab that coming into university I 

needed help with writing... that's why I came there [SAFE drop-in centre]... I 

saw my marks and I was like yeah I should go get help. 

Q2. What role did the diagnostic assessment play in one student's academic 

acculturation into engineering? 

Her first form of assessment at university was Anna's motivation for seeking help 

during her acculturation to university life. Unhappy with her first grade, a six out of ten 

on an ECOR 1010 lab report, and confused about what to do for her second lab report, 

she sought help at the SAFE drop-in centre. Although Anna was initially looking for 

help with how to complete her second lab report, she discussed her SAFE results with me 

and learned about the Writing Tutorial Service (WTS). She then spent close to an hour 

discussing the questions for her second lab report with an engineering peer mentor. 

The first time I interviewed Anna she spoke openly about her frustration with her 

lab reports for ECOR 1010. Introduction to Engineering (ECOR 1010) is a required first 

year course with four lecture hours and two lab hours per week. The course provides 
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students with an overview of society, technology, and the environment and introduces 

them to methods for graphic design, data management, design analysis, and data 

reporting. Lab questions are posted before the lab period begins. Students can work 

individually or in groups and two teaching assistants (one graduate student who is 

responsible for marking and one undergraduate student who assists with questions during 

the lab period) are present to field questions. 

For her first lab, Anna spent two days trying to find the free downloadable 

program that was required for the lab. When she couldn't find it herself, she emailed her 

TA, but did not get a response until 3 days later. Although she had gotten the program 

from a classmate in the meantime, she was frustrated because she did not understand 

what she was supposed to do for the lab or what was expected for the written lab report. 

In an attempt to manoeuver through the support available, since she had problems 

emailing her first TA, she emailed her next questions to the undergraduate TA. In spite 

of all the time and effort she invested, she only got 6 out of 10 points on her lab report. 

Moreover, she received her first lab back the same day she was required to hand in her 

second lab: 

I didn't know what he was looking for in the write up, so I lost marks [...] I had to 

hand in my second lab today and I did the same mistakes on it because I didn't 

know, I only got the feedback today [...] so I screw up two labs before I get to fix 

the things I did wrong. 



89 

Although not shy to ask for help, Anna found it frustrating to ask her ECOR 1010 

TA for help because she felt she was being perceived as simply whining for the 'right' 

answers or for extra marks on her labs instead of trying to develop as an independent 

learner: 

I'm asking, you know, am I doing it the right way, can you make it clarified? [the 

TA answers] 'I can't tell you the answer.' I'm not asking you the answer, I don't 

want you to tell me the answer, I want to figure it out myself [...] I just don't 

wanna like beg for marks. 

Anna was often able to recognize if a university process could be made more efficient 

even though she was still struggling to manage her own time more effectively. After only 

two lab sessions, she remarked that the labs would possibly be easier to manage if they 

were posted sooner. That way, she could attempt the entire lab on her own first and then 

go to the lab with her questions prepared. Anna recognized that lab time was crucial, but 

she had not yet developed an effective strategy for working on the reports once the lab 

period ended: 

It's hard and you're on your own after those 3 hours. 

It was at this stage that Anna appeared at the SAFE Drop-In Centre for help. 

Communication with her ECOR 1010 TA did not improve over the semester and she was 

becoming increasingly frustrated with her results: 
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I emailed my TA, but I only got a 4 word answer [...] I don't want to do all of this 

work and only get like 60%! 

Lectures, course materials, and tests for ECOR 1010 also did not meet Anna's 

expectations of what a university course would be like. In terms of class notes, although 

the professor posted the lectures prior to class, they were in a format that did not allow 

students to type in their own comments. When Anna approached her professor about 

changing the format of his slides, he explained that for copyright reasons, they had to be 

posted in a format that did not allow students to add content to the files. Although she 

found it extremely difficult to organize her notes, Anna was unwilling to print the lecture 

slides and actually handwrite notes. During her second visit to the SAFE Drop-In Centre, 

an engineering peer mentor twice strongly recommended that Anna refer more to the 

course textbook for help. Both times, Anna dismissed the suggestion and said she would 

only read the slides. Anna's SAFE reading score was only 26 out of 73 points and this 

did fall under the reading at-risk threshold of 29. Anna said that she was a slow reader 

and did not like to read. I tried to go over the reading for engineering tip sheet with her, 

but after less than 2 minutes, she turned her attention back to her lab report. 

In terms of her ECOR 1010 exams, Anna seriously questioned the material that 

they were expected to know for the test. She felt that it was unreasonable and 

unnecessary to memorize data like gas emission percentages, statistical formulas, etc... 

when they could easily be found in reference materials: 



The things that we have to memories [memorize] don't benefit us at all and won't 

help us benefit society. [...] Why do I need to memories these kind of data [...] 

which in real life you won't ever be asked to remember? 

Although many of Anna's frustrations came from her introductory engineering 

course, preparing for all of her midterms was challenging for her. When asked about 

how she was studying for her midterm exams, she reflected back on how much easier it 

was to prepare for high school exams. She missed the familiarity not only of the high 

school exam system, but also the close connections she had with her teachers: 

That's the thing, in high school, I knew my teachers, so I knew what to focus on. 

Here, I don't know, so I'm going in all directions. 

When Anna first came to the drop-in centre, I told her about the Writing Tutorial 

Service (WTS) and how they may be able to help her with her writing. Later, in my first 

interview with Anna, she explained how she had followed my suggestion of visiting the 

WTS for writing help with her second ECOR 1010 lab report. Her evaluation of her 

experience made clear that she was able to differentiate between effective and non

effective feedback on her work: 

She helped me see my mistakes [...] it's not like when sometimes somebody 

helps you and [...] they say it in their own words instead of yours [...] she helped 

me think about the words I wanna say, you know, or say it in another way. 
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Anna had already visited the Math Tutorial Centre (MTC) once before she first 

visited the SAFE Drop-In Centre. She found it useful. By mid-October her opinion of its 

effectiveness had changed. At the MTC, TAs are seated at the front of the room and 

students are expected to approach them with their questions. On Anna's second visit, the 

centre was quite busy and Anna was unsure of how to ask her question: 

I don't really know how it works, so I felt really awkward. I was there and I 

wanted to ask, but people who came after me got up and asked their questions. 

[...] I realized I was never gonna get to ask my question so I left. I don't know 

why I can't write my name and get called when it's my turn. I wouldn't go there 

and watch them do a question that I don't need. I was there for like 30 minutes. 

Developing time management skills also played a role in her unhappiness with her 

second MTC visit. Consequently, she questioned the value of sitting through other 

students questions when the students were in different math courses. After that negative 

experience, Anna only used the MTC as a meeting place for appointments with her linear 

algebra TA. 

When I met with Anna in early November, she appeared tired and told me that she 

was starting to feel very unhealthy. She also complained that she did not have time to eat 

properly anymore. She had purchased vitamin D tablets and took her first dose during 

our meeting to go over her chemistry lab. In an email that same week, she recognized 

that she needed to use her time more effectively so that her effort matches her results: 
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The results I get back are not reflective of the effort that I put in. I seem to be 

spending more time on labs than other students and I get the same marks. [...] I 

feel like I over exhaust myself. [...] I need to be faster at finding the solutions 

for questions I don't understand as well as knowing where to look and how to 

look properly. 

This answer indicates that although Anna had always seemed keen to seek help 

from as many sources as possible as soon as she ran into trouble, she was still not 

manoeuvering the various supports as efficiently as she would like. She also 

acknowledged that she may still have been relying too heavily on others for help instead 

of beginning to look for the answers herself: 

I realize that as I move up in university I will have to do that [find answers 

herself] more often as well as in real life. I can't always rely on someone to give 

me the answer. 

By the end of November, Anna seemed better able to manage her time and focus 

her attention appropriately. She was also beginning to use her textbooks. Anna still 

avoided reading, but began to understand how to use her textbooks effectively. Instead of 

reading every chapter word for word, she started skimming and would use her books to 

refer to concepts or ideas that the professor discussed in class but were still unclear. She 

used her success on her second chemistry midterm to explain: 
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I recognized that I don't need to read everything in the book and that way I was 

able to focus more on the slides and study harder rather than waste time reading 

(since [7] am a slow reader). 

Anna's apprehension about speaking up over what she felt was unfair marking 

also lessened over the semester. When she received 74% on a chemistry lab, she took all 

of her papers and went to her TA to discuss why she had lost points. Anna successfully 

demonstrated that she had in fact carefully followed the instructions she had been given: 

She [the chemistry TA] took off half a point because I described it as fluffy. She 

wants us to say that there were clumps. I'm like, you can't deduct marks for what 

I saw. What I saw is what I saw. It's not what I should have seen. It's what I 

saw. You can't take off marks for that. [...] You were looking for words that 

don't describe what I saw. How am I supposed to know what you're looking for? 

[...] It [the mark] got pushed up to an 82 which helped a lot. 

Once her final exams were over, Anna reflected on her finals, her first semester of 

university, and her first semester in engineering. Even though Anna felt she had studied 

effectively and had prepared as best she could, she questioned the value of learning new 

material right until the last class. Anna received As in four courses, but only a B- in 

ECOR 1010. With a GPA of 10.4, she was able to keep her scholarship. She was happy 

with her overall results and pleased with her work ethic: 
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My [high school] teacher told me that I would do well in uni because I am a hard 

worker. I never realized it until I saw my friends who did better than me in high 

school get lower marks than me at uni because they studied last minute. 

And, despite her frustrations with her required engineering course, Anna felt she 

has chosen the right field. Seminars focusing on the different program and career streams 

for environmental engineering encouraged Anna that she would find future work in the 

field that she will enjoy. All she felt was left was building more social connections at 

university: 

I am just trying to adjust to the social part of uni since I think I got the studying 

part figured out by now. [...] I didn't have any social friends or anything until the 

end of last [the first] semester. 

Anna began her second semester satisfied with her university experience and her 

newfound friends. However, she appeared a bit daunted by her course selection. She 

registered for mechanics, chemistry, calculus, physics and technical writing. Physics 

seemed especially challenging and Anna considered dropping it or even retaking it in the 

summer if she was not happy with her grade. After 3 weeks of class, she had decided to 

stay in physics, but recognized that she needed to start visiting the physics help centre 

regularly. When asked if she would consider visiting the MTC again this semester if she 

needed help, Anna said no and explained that she would be fine just reading the textbook 
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and studying on her own. Although she thought physics was a difficult course, Anna was 

most unhappy with her technical writing course. 

Communication Skills for Engineering Students (CCDP 2100) aims to help 

students develop their written and oral communication competence in engineering. 

CCDP 2100 focuses primarily on professional written documents such as engineering 

proposals and reports (for an example of the potential contribution of this professional 

writing course to an engineer's career, see Artemeva, 2005). Anna explained that the 

major course project was a group proposal for a system or machine that would benefit 

people in third world countries. Anna's group designed a water purification system for 

use in the Philippines and had submitted their statement of intent. Anna knew that her 

group would eventually submit their proposal to an actual engineering firm and that their 

proposal could be accepted for real-world use. However, she did not like the class and 

doubted its usefulness and relevance to her academic study and future career: 

[The instructor said] I need to explain that [evaporation] to a non-technical 

person. [...] Like she wants us to do, kinda crazy, you know, like I don't think 

my boss is going to be that stupid. 

Even though she seemed unclear on the expectations she had to meet, Anna 

doubted she would have time to visit the WTS again. She also felt that the only reason 

she needed to meet with the instructor to go over her drafts was because the instructor 

was so demanding - not because it would help her improve her writing: 
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Every week we have an assignment due and every week I have to meet with her 

and I have to meet with my group. It's so annoying. [...] She [the instructor] 

meets with 3 of us... like, it's the people who want to, like she really encourages 

us, because she's really picky. She's like the faster I mark it, the higher your mark 

will be. If I sit there for 10 minutes trying to read your paper which is like 

paragraph, you're not getting a good mark. Because she's so picky. 

By the end of February, Anna became too busy to participate in further interviews 

or respond to emailed questions. When she saw me on campus at the beginning of 

March, she approached me and apologized for not having any extra time. At that point, 

when she was not doing course work, she was busy applying for summer jobs in the 

engineering field. 

Q3. How well do the supports offered on campus address the diagnosed needs of a 

first-year engineering student? 

Sometimes simply finding the location of the support service or office a student is 

looking for can be challenging. Anna herself experienced this frustration while looking 

for some services on campus: 

You go through like 4 or 5 people to get to where you need to go to ask the 

question [...] I got like so mad, like what the hell is going on on campus. Nobody 

knows anything! 
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Anna's motivation certainly pushed her to keep looking for the help she needed. 

She visited the SAFE drop-in centre once she realized that she needed help. Anna stayed 

in the centre not only to discuss her results, but also to ask questions about her ECOR 

1010 lab report. Then, when she had her negative experience at the MTC, she 

immediately turned to the SAFE centre's peer mentors again for help and advice. 

Because the centre was run as a drop-in centre and there were always engineering peer 

mentors available, Anna was able to get the help she needed when she needed it the most. 

Further, participating in my study gave her access to another support that she could 

contact throughout the year. 

Ruby and Zoe did not meet with Anna when she came to the drop-in centre, but 

they did work with several other students. Their experiences suggest that students who 

came that seemed motivated to improve and possibly agreed with their diagnoses were 

most open to discussing their options. Zoe commented that some students only wanted to 

see their mistakes and not discuss any support options. Ruby had a student leave before 

she could encourage him to consider the different ways he could improve his academic 

skills: 

He told me he just wanted to know how many mistakes he made or what his grade 

was like. I was going to explain more to him [...] he stopped me [...] and he left 

the centre. 

Even though Anna did not experience any anxiety when taking the assessment, 

she agreed with her results, and she thought she needed help with her writing, she still 



99 

waited to come to the drop-in centre. Ruby suggested that many first-year students may 

go through a similar experience: 

They are flooded actually by the amount of information they receive. [...] they 

don't want to do something extra, they're already overloaded by assignments. 

Anna followed through on most of the advice that she received from the peer 

mentors. I introduced her to the WTS and the tutor referral service. Although she 

eventually decided against getting a tutor, she did visit the WTS with one of her lab 

reports. Overall, Anna was pleased with the help she got from the WTS even though the 

TA was not familiar with science writing. However, she only visited the WTS once in 

the first semester and her full schedule in the second semester prevented her from visiting 

again with her CCDP 2100 assignments. 

It is unclear if Anna's experience at the Math Tutorial Centre is truly 

representative of the majority of visits to the centre. As Meredith explained, the 

difficulty Anna had asking her question may have been due to management style and TA 

training: 

There are several different ways to run a help centre. [...] A TA who is used to 

one-on-one tutoring may not know what to do when suddenly there are 15 

students in the room waiting for help. 
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In terms of which math courses were given priority at the MTC, Meredith 

wondered if it all came down to funding: 

Math is a service department. So, if the departments they are serving, such as the 

business department, are giving funding for the help centre, that will determine 

which courses are given priority and how the help is delivered. 

Linking Anna's Experiences to Theory 

Contrary to Read and Alderson's ideas that diagnostic testing is low stakes, Fox 

argues that once an intervention takes place based on a test's scores, it is no longer low 

stakes. The success of the intervention is what will lower the stakes involved with a 

diagnostic assessment (J. D. Fox, personal communication, October 13,2011). Davies 

and Elder (2005) posited that students would benefit from their DELNA diagnosis. For 

this study, the benefit to Anna will be discussed below in regards to the suitability of the 

diagnostic tasks, the role SAFE played in her academic acculturation, and her experiences 

with various campus support services. I will also consider how meaningful the 

information from SAFE is now that Anna has completed her first year of university 

study. 

The accuracy of Anna's SAFE diagnosis. Alderson (2005; 2007) posited that 

diagnostic tests should be low or no-stakes. Subsequently, they "involve little anxiety or 

other affective barriers to optimum performance" (Alderson, 2005, p. 11). Since DELNA 

is intended to be taken after university admission has been granted, Read (2008) also 
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argues that it is low-stakes. These concepts seemed to hold true for Anna as she 

reportedly felt no anxiety while taking the assessment. Although she struggled with the 

reading and writing sections and heard other students expressing concern when they left 

the room, Anna was confident that she would receive help if her assessment indicated 

that she needed it. She seized her first opportunity, or kairotic moment, to interact with 

her discipline (Artemeva, 2005). 

Davies and Elder (2005) hypothesized that the DELNA writing tasks were 

representative of post-secondary language demands and thus would be accepted by 

different disciplines (see also Read, 2008). However, because the graphs are based on 

social trends, Fox (personal communication, June 20, 2011) chose instead to try a graph 

typical of first-year Engineering course materials. Both graphs tasks could be used to 

assess a student's graph interpretation skills and mathematical vocabulary, but the 

engineering-specific task required students to explain and discuss the relationship 

between two variables that are common in engineering. This potentially went further to 

identify students' difficulties with graph interpretation and math-based writing than a 

graph of a common social trend. 

Discipline specificity has been identified as important in student support 

initiatives (Peach, 2005; Bernold et al., 2007, Tinto, 2002a; 2002b; Nelson et al, 2012). 

Modifying the graph task, along with including questions on fractions, algebra, geometry 

and calculus, permitted Anna to complete an assessment that was specific to her 

discipline. Since Anna had the engineering-specific graph, it is possible that this helped 

to highlight her own difficulties with graph interpretation which she herself recognized in 

the note that she wrote on her SAFE booklet. Still, even though Anna indicated that she 
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clearly explain her ideas for the SAPE writing task. Her brief writing sample addressed 

all 3 questions asked and contained no major grammatical errors or general vocabulary 

problems. Her response was organized in a logical way despite being poorly explained 

and lacking appropriate mathematical vocabulary. 

The engineering department renamed the DELNA as Self-Assessment for 

Engineers (SAFE) simply for marketing purposes. So, SAFE was not an actual self-

assessment and did not contain "I can" statements like the DIALANG (see Alderson, 

2005). However, Anna was still able to use SAFE to self-assess her own writing and 

graph interpretation abilities. Once her first lab report grade confirmed both her 

perception of her writing abilities and her SAFE results, she again utilized a kairotic 

moment and sought help at the drop-in centre (Artemeva, 2005). This increase in self-

awareness and autonomy as a result of self-assessment is what Alderson (2005) described 

"as the heart of the DIALANG philosophy" (p. 118). 

Detailed and early feedback is characteristic of diagnostic assessment (see 

Alderson, 2005; Read, 2008). Diagnostic tests should focus more on weaknesses and 

producing feedback which test takers can actually put to use (Alderson, 2005). Anna 

received an email with her SAFE vocabulary and reading results immediately after 

completing the assessment. Then, a week later she received a second, personal email 

with her SAFE profile which provided her scores and highlighted her weaknesses in 

math. There was also an invitation to discuss her results at the drop-in centre. The 

opportunity for a face-to-face meeting to discuss the diagnosis was found to be more 

effective in ensuring that students take advantage of the support services available to 
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them (Bright & von Randow as cited in Read, 2008). Once at the drop-in centre, peer 

mentors were able to review each of Anna's assessment tasks with her and make feasible 

support suggestions based on her specific needs. Additionally, Anna took advantage of 

her visit to ask questions about the services and her lab report (Artemeva, 2005). 

As suggested by Elder and von Randow (2008), Anna's vocabulary and reading 

scores clearly set her apart as a non-native English speaker. Scoring just above the at-risk 

threshold for vocabulary but well below the at-risk threshold for reading indicated that 

she may struggle with academic literacy. Although her first semester GPA was high 

enough to keep her scholarship, Anna's unwillingness to read her ECOR 1010 textbook 

possibly contributed to her lower grade in that course. She eventually learned how to use 

her textbooks more efficiently, but she seemed to apply this only to her chemistry course. 

Despite being given suggestions on reading at the drop-in centre, Anna chose to ignore 

them and consequently missed a kairotic opportunity (Artemeva, 2005). This appears to 

have been somewhat to her detriment. It does, however, stay consistent with Read's 

(2008) argument that DELNA and the subsequently offered supports remain optional to 

students (see also Alderson, 2005). Ruby and Zoe both reported meeting with students 

whose only interest was the mistakes they had made on the assessment. They perhaps did 

not agree with their results and thus were not interested in learning about any support 

services. When Anna was offered the advice, she did not feel it met with her needs. It 

may have also mismatched with her BAK (see Woods, 2006). She later learned by 

herself how to use her textbooks once she realized that doing so would enable her to find 

answers to her questions more quickly and independently. This increased her autonomy 

and improved her time management skills (Hussey & Smith, 2010). 
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SAF£'s contribution to Anna's academic acculturation. The process of 

acculturation considers what students observe, what they decide to take in, and what they 

understand about their classroom experiences. Anna's academic acculturation into 

engineering was heavily influenced by: 

• her background knowledge; 

• her learning to use her time more effectively; and 

• her ability to access and manoeuver the supports available to her as a first year 

engineering student (see Figure 4 on page 109). 

These three dynamic elements greatly contributed to or blocked her learning potential and 

were each in turn influenced by her SAFE experience. 

Background knowledge. Anna's cultural capital and her habitus (Bourdieu, 

1977; 1990) greatly contributed to the beginning of her acculturation to post-secondary 

education. Even though Anna was the first member of her family to attend university, 

she had several family members, friends and community members who are engineers 

thus providing her with some "social capital" (Foor et al, 2007) to help her begin to 

navigate through her program (see also Artemeva, 2005). This capital also helped Anna 

to identify at least slightly with the engineering profession (Pierakkos et al., 2009). The 

environmental engineering seminars, similar to the symposiums and professional talks 

that Scott (2009) reported as part of a successful engineering learning community 

initiative, helped expand on her cultural capital and reinforced that she had chosen the 

right field of study (see also Watson et al., 2010). Anna's first semester of study matched 
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her expectations of what she thought university would be. She knew that she would have 

to work hard and would have to become a more autonomous learner. The match between 

her expectations and her actual experience pushed her to integrate socially and 

academically (see Braxton et al., 1995; Thomas, 2002; Walker et al., 2009; Pierakkos et 

al., 2009; Woods, 2006). 

From the beginning of the semester, Anna worked hard to engage with her studies 

and with her peers (see Tinto, 2009,2002b; Nora, 2004; Mayo et al., 2004; Scanlon et al., 

2007; Lawrence, 2005). Anna sought out support services both pre-emptively and as 

soon as she realized she did in fact need help. She attended all of her lectures and labs. 

When she realized that the first friends she made at university did not have a work ethic 

similar to her own, she began spending all of her time in the library and reported that she 

did not really have any social friends in engineering until the end of her first semester. 

Anna felt that the friends she made in engineering were more in tune with her own 

academic habits and goals. In other words, Anna was seeking a social network that 

shared a habitus, or BAK, similar to her own (Bourdieu, 1990; Woods, 2006). 

Scanlon et al. (2007) reported that relying on learning experience from high 

school often made the transition to post-secondary education more difficult for students. 

Anna also often struggled to readjust her learning habits. She reported missing the 

familiarity of high school, both her close relationships with her teachers and her 

knowledge of the academic expectations she had to meet. This was particularly true once 

her midterms began as Anna reported feeling quite unsure about how to prepare for the 

exams and what material to cover. Her sense of loss soon began to diminish as Anna 
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exhibited and developed many of the dynamic success practices outlined by Lawrence 

(2005). 

Her socio-cultural competencies developed as she sought assistance with her 

work, began discussing her marks with her teaching assistants, and refused interview 

requests when she did not have time to meet. She also slowly reconstructed her social 

network. Anna struggled with unclear expectations in her first term as her critical 

practice, of both self and discourse, developed. She often felt she was guessing at how to 

format and write her ECOR 1010 labs. When she asked her ECOR 1010 TA for help, she 

felt she was being perceived as whining for answers and marks. She expressed her 

frustration to her chemistry TA when she lost marks simply for using different 

vocabulary than the TA was looking for in a lab report. Anna could differentiate between 

effective and ineffective feedback on her work. She also noted when a university 

practice could be run more efficiently. Lastly, Anna began to notice and reflect on her 

approach to her university course work. She disliked reading, scored low on her SAFE 

reading tasks, but ignored suggestions from peer mentors about reading in engineering. 

However, in her third month of study Anna adapted her reading practices to study more 

effectively for her chemistry course as her reflective competency increased. 

Anna's academic success in spite of her low reading, vocabulary and writing 

SAFE results seem to align with Graham's (1987) idea of a minimum English proficiency 

level a student needs to be successful. Once a student has reached this proficiency, their 

motivation or their ability in math, etc... can have a greater influence on their chances of 

academic success. Anna was an incredibly motivated student. She visited the MTC early 

in the semester. She came to the SAFE Drop-In Centre twice and she agreed to 
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participate in this study. She followed up on most of the suggestions that her peer 

mentors gave her. And, even when she struggled, Anna still attended every lecture and 

studied every day on her own in the library. Despite her problems interpreting a graph 

and writing about it, her results on the diagnostic math tasks and her first term grades in 

linear algebra and calculus demonstrate her mathematical competence. Although she still 

needs writing support and reading practice, Anna clearly has sufficient English 

proficiency to do well in her courses, build social connections and seek help when she 

needs it (see also Cheng & Fox, 2008; Evans & Morrison, 2011). 

Using time effectively. Anna's BAK led her to focus on her work and get help 

instead of procrastinating about doing her assignments (Woods, 2006; Pychyl et al., 

2000). Although she did not procrastinate, learning to use her time effectively did play a 

role in Anna's academic acculturation through both being able to study and answer 

questions on her own more efficiently and creating/seizing kairotic moments when she 

needed to (Artemeva, 2005). 

In some cases, having enough time to go for help is a deciding factor in whether 

engineering students seek help or not (Bemold et al., 2007; see also Davies & Elder, 

2005). In the first term, because Anna did not have courses or labs Wednesday 

afternoons, she could visit the SAFE drop-in centre. However, Anna's schedule did not 

match with the management style used at the MTC. With lectures every morning and 

labs most afternoons, she did not have time to listen to math questions that were not 

relevant and could not spend time waiting for her turn if the centre was busy. Even 

though Anna greatly appreciated the help she received from the WTS, she doubted she 
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would have time for subsequent appointments in the second term. Anna felt she had too 

much to do already with her 5 courses and group meetings with her CCDP 2100 

instructor to take any of her proposal drafts to the WTS. 

Learning to use time effectively also played a role in Anna's reading at university. 

She described herself as a slow reader who avoided using her course textbooks and yet 

she dismissed reading advice from the peer mentors. Eventually though she had to turn 

to her chemistry textbook for help. Knowing that she did not have time to read the whole 

chapter, she chose to skim only sections explaining concepts from her lectures that were 

still unclear. This resulted not only in improved academic reading skills, but also in an 

increase in learner autonomy, more efficient study practices, and a developing sense of 

reflective competency (Lawrence, 2005; Hussey & Smith, 2010). 

At the beginning of the year, Anna often spent several days trying to find the 

answers to her questions. She became increasingly frustrated with this, especially in 

regards to emailed responses from her TAs, but several times she acknowledged that she 

needed to be faster at finding the answers on her own. This, of course, related back to 

both her background knowledge and her ability to effectively manoeuvre the supports 

available to her. 

Manoeuvering through support. As her BAK was characterized by the 

motivation to succeed, Anna constantly searched for avenues of effective support 

(Woods, 2006). Anna worked hard to engage in her classes and with her professors and 

teaching assistants. She was not usually shy to ask for help and she visited the support 
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services offered to her when she needed them. However, her efforts were not always 

successful. 

Figure 4. Elements contributing to and/or blocking Anna's learning potential during her 

academic acculturation 

Pierakkos et al. (2009) found that building an engineering social network 

contributed to students' decisions to stay in engineering (see also Tsang et al., 2009). In 

her first weeks of engineering, Anna frequently looked for members of her cultural 

community and students from her high school that might be able to help her. When she 

needed help, she would often ask around until she found an upper year student who could 

explain concepts or review her work. This got her the help she needed and it increased 

her social network in engineering. By the beginning of her second semester, Anna 

reported having a group of fellow engineering students as friends. 
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Even Anna's unsuccessful attempts to manoeuvre through the supports available 

were an indication of her developing dynamic success practices (see Lawrence, 2005). 

Anna tried on numerous occasions to seek help and feedback from her ECOR 1010 head 

TA. However, in lab periods she sometimes felt as though she was being perceived as 

whining. She often received emailed replies several days after emailing questions. So, in 

an effort to get help, she went to the TA assistant instead. Although she effectively 

manoeuvered through her options, the assistant TA was not involved in marking, and thus 

was not always able to provide effective help. Communicating effectively with her TAs 

was a skill that Anna developed throughout her first term. Despite often being 

unsuccessful with her ECOR 1010 TA, she still approached her chemistry TA when she 

felt she had been unfairly docked marks. After several weeks of lectures in which she 

had problems keeping her notes organized, Anna approached the professor to request 

receiving the lecture slides in a different format. The professor declined, but nonetheless 

Anna was still able to convey to him the problem she was having with the course. 

Ruby reported that first-year students may feel overwhelmed by the amount of 

information they receive at the beginning of the semester and the amount of work they 

have to do. Further, Read (2008) contends that a diagnosis and any offered support 

should not be punitive. Anna chose when to come to the SAFE drop-in centre. She did 

not come as soon as she got her diagnosis, but rather when she received a low mark on 

her first lab report. She knew then that she needed help right away and referred back to 

her email for the location of the drop-in centre. Her first experience at the centre was 

positive enough that she chose to return as soon as she did not get the help she was 

looking for at the MTC. Anna's motivation to succeed pushed her to move on from an 
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unhelpful support experience and seek another option, thus creating kairotic moments 

whenever possible (Artemeva, 2005; see also Woods, 2006). 

Addressing Anna's SAFE diagnosis. The SAFE Drop-In Centre was opened so 

that students could have the face-to-face meeting to discuss their results that Read (2008) 

highlighted as key for a successful intervention. Often the battle for first-year students is 

actually locating the support offices and other services on campus. As a Learning 

Support Services staff member explained during a TA training session: 

We don't want our students bounced around campus to get the help they need. 

Students come to us who have already been to three different places and you can 

see it. This is their last stop - they won't go anywhere else. 

Anna did sometimes have problems finding the services she was looking for, but 

that was not the case with the SAFE Drop-In Centre. Anna said that once she decided to 

come to the centre, she referred to the email that she had received with her SAFE results. 

She also remembered a professor mentioning the centre at least once in class. Moreover, 

the centre was located in her faculty's building. Although Anna certainly had classes in 

multiple buildings on campus, having the SAFE Drop-In Centre in the engineering 

building further emphasized SAFE as a discipline-specific support initiative and 

potentially increased her sense of connection with her faculty. It also contributed to 

Anna's familiarity with the engineering building. 
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Since Anna's beliefs about her reading and writing skills seemed to match with 

her SAFE results, she was ready to find help once she got back an unsatisfactory grade. 

Thus, when she came to the centre, Anna was very open to discussing her weaknesses 

and learning about the support options that were available to her. She felt the advice and 

help she received at the centre was so valuable that she visited the centre twice. When 

the MTC foiled to meet her needs, she returned to the drop-in centre for help with her lab 

report. While only open two days a week, the centre was open from 1pm to 7pm and was 

thus available to students after their labs had ended. Further, the centre remained open 

for 5 weeks providing the opportunity for students to seek help once they began to 

receive feedback on course work and marks on labs and midterm exams. 

The Writing Tutorial Service (WTS) was another positive support experience for 

Anna. She appreciated the help she received with her lab report and felt it improved her 

overall writing on that assignment. Unfortunately though, there are still no engineering 

TAs working in the WTS. Even if Anna had time in the second semester to take one of 

her CCDP 2100 assignments to the WTS, the TAs that were would likely have been 

unable to offer the discourse savvy needed for an engineering proposal or report. Anna 

was skeptical that her CCDP course would help with her writing. She did not feel that 

small group meetings with her instructor to go over her drafts could potentially lead to a 

better-written piece aimed at the appropriate audience. Hearing that information again in 

a one-on-one appointment with an upper year engineering student may have enabled 

Anna to better understand engineering discourse and improve her writing skills. 

During the planning stages, the WTS coordinator requested engineering TAs for 

the centre. The associate dean sent out emails to engineering graduate students and 
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supervisors, but unfortunately, no one was willing to devote part of their TA hours to 

working in the WTS. Writing in engineering is greatly undervalued, especially when 

compared to graduate research projects (Galloway, 2008). 

The Math Tutorial Centre (MTC) lost Anna as a client. As a service department, 

they need to meet the needs of their clients. This may, as Meredith suggested, all come 

down to management styles and TA training. Meredith suggested that a sign-in sheet is 

certainly a simple way to make sure everyone's time is used more efficiently and would 

still allow TAs to serve multiple students at once who need help with the same concepts. 

Anna herself said that a sign-in sheet would be a more valuable use of her time than 

waiting for the right moment to dash up to a TA when multiple students were waiting. 

The Relevance of Anna's Diagnosis. Six months after participating in SAFE, 

Anna was half way through her second semester of university study. She had built social 

connections, learned to successfully manoeuvre various supports, and made friends 

within her discipline. Equally as important, she was successful academically. Anna 

received As in first year chemistry, calculus, linear algebra, and computer programming. 

Her successes came not just from the match between her perceptions about what 

university would be like and her actual experiences, but also her math abilities, 

motivation, and determination to succeed. 

Despite only scoring B- in her core engineering course, she scored an overall 

GPA of 10.4 and kept her scholarship. Her lower score in ECOR 1010 may be attributed 

not only to her weaknesses in academic reading and writing, but also her initial 
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difficulties with time management and speaking with her TA. Anna also felt a disconnect 

between her expectations about her field and the course content. 

Anna's SAFE results identified her as a student who may potentially benefit from 

some support in writing - she was not identified as potentially at risk. So, what relevance 

then does her diagnosis have if she appears to have successfully acculturated into post-

secondary study in spite of her weaknesses in academic reading and writing? Even 

motivated, able, and successful students benefit from the information and support they 

receive from a diagnostic assessment. Anna will need to focus on her reading and writing 

abilities if she wants to continue to be successful in engineering. As she moves up in her 

program, she will need to write more lab reports and project proposals. Developing her 

writing skills is also essential for her future employment opportunities (see Artemeva, 

2005; Galloway, 2008). Anna started university suspecting that she would need help 

with writing. This was confirmed by her lab report results. SAFE gave her further 

confirmation and somewhere to turn when she was ready to get help. 

Her diagnosis also highlights the need for the Faculty to gather more extensive 

demographic information on their applicants. Without the SAFE questionnaire, Anna 

would never have been identified as a non-native English speaker since she completed 

high school in Canada. Furthermore, her need for writing support and her negative views 

of her engineering communications course strengthen the argument for discipline-specific 

writing support at the WTS. 

It is entirely possible that Anna still would have been successful in her first year 

had she not taken SAFE. She is, after all, a motivated, persistent, and hard-working 

student. However, SAFE equipped her with the tools she needed to make her 



acculturation process smoother, less stressful, and possibly even more successful. The 

stakes involved with SAFE were lowered for Anna as the intervention she received 

contributed to her success. 

Summary 

Chapter 6 has introduced Anna as a case of academic acculturation informed by 

diagnostic assessment. Anna's SAFE experience and results, her successful and 

unsuccessful attempts to manoeuvre through the supports on campus, and comments from 

SAFE peer mentors and academic support staff were described. Then, the chapter 

discussed how well the diagnostic tasks matched with Anna's needs, the role SAFE 

played in her successful acculturation into engineering, and her experiences with various 

student support services. Finally, the implications of Anna's diagnosis were discussed in 

relation to her academic and social success. 

The next chapter concludes this case study with a consideration of key findings, 

the limitations of my research design, potential future research directions, and a personal 

reflection on this research. 
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Chapter 7: Conclusion 

DELNA represented a recognition by the university that it shares with students a 

joint responsibility to address academic language needs (Read, 2008, p. 182). 

Cheng and Fox (2008) defined academic acculturation as "the dynamic adaptation 

processes of linguistically and culturally diverse students engaging with the academic 

study cultures of Canadian English-medium universities" (p. 309). The following 

statistics emphasize the importance of assisting students in those processes: 

• more than 180,000 international students were studying in Canadian 

secondary schools in 2008 (Long, 2012); 

• by 2016, one fourth of the Canadian population will be youth either born in 

Canada to immigrant families or born outside the country (Rieti, 2012); 

• international students now make up just over 10% of the undergraduate 

student body in Canada (AUCC, 2011); 

• in the 2011 -2012 academic year, the large Canadian university in this study 

reported 3,147 full-time undergraduate students, or 15% of the student body, 

whose native language was not English (OIRP, 2012b); 

• 220 (24.9%) of the 883 students who registered in first year engineering at the 

large Canadian university in this study in the Fall of 2011 were international 

students (OIRP, 2012e; 2012d); and 

• the 489 students who took SAFE represented 32 different first languages, but 

only 69 international students. 
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Chapter 7 concludes the present case study on the potential role of diagnostic 

assessment in academic acculturation with a summary of the study and the limitations of 

my research design. It presents the main findings in response to the research questions 

guiding this thesis. These findings will be viewed in relation to suggestions for the future 

implementation of SAFE, potential future research directions, and reflections on my own 

learning from this research. 

Summary of the Study 

This study set out to examine academic acculturation into university through the 

lens of diagnostic assessment. It considered literature on the first-year experience and the 

role that language proficiency may play in a successful academic acculturation. Further, 

campus-wide, embedded support initiatives which gave students the tools they needed to 

transition to university life and acculturate into their respective disciplines were 

introduced. The diagnostic testing literature focused on the benefits of diagnosing 

academic literacy skills for teachers and students alike. In particular, the university-wide 

support initiative DELNA was explained and identified as a useful tool in assisting 

potentially linguistically at-risk students. To explore the potential benefits of such an 

assessment in a Canadian context, I participated in a student support initiative in the 

Faculty of Engineering at a large Canadian, English-medium university. My involvement 

with planning meetings, SAFE's administration and marking, and the SAFE Drop-In 

Centre led me to meet Anna, a student whose acculturation process greatly benefited 

from her diagnosis. From observations, face-to-face interviews, and emailed questions, I 

was able to track Anna during her first 6 months of university study. 
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Limitations 

Before I can summarize my findings, it is important to consider how the 

limitations of my research design may influence their interpretation. Being a participant 

observer provided me with an emic, or insider, perspective. Being a researcher and using 

an assessment that was designed in another context also provided me with a somewhat 

etic, or outsider, perspective (Merriam, 2009, p. 29). For my thesis project, I attended 

planning meetings, administered and marked SAFE, and worked shifts in the SAFE 

Drop-In Centre. Although this gave me insider knowledge, it also meant that I was 

analyzing these experiences through the lens of a researcher and may have been 

perceived by engineering students as being in a position of power. DELNA was designed 

and implemented in Australia and New Zealand to assess students from all disciplines. 

The vocabulary and reading tasks and half of the writing tasks were developed off-site 

more than a decade before the present study was conducted. However, DELNA was 

modified to suit the particular needs of the Faculty of Engineering and had been piloted at 

least once by a smaller group of engineering students prior to the beginning of my study. 

Perhaps the greatest limitation to my study is that even though I spread "the net 

for evidence widely" (Bromley as cited in Merriam, 1998, p. 33), I had a single 

participant. However, despite being only one of the 489 students who completed SAFE 

and only one of the 10 students who came to the drop-in centre, Anna is an "information-

rich case[s] [which] yield insights and in-depth understanding" (Patton, 2002, p. 230) of 

diagnostic assessment in the academic acculturation process. In an attempt to add rigor 

to my data, I collected data from Anna for as long as possible. While we remained in 

contact for 6 months, by March she was too busy to continue with interviews. My 
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findings are thus limited in that I cannot provide a fully comprehensive view of her firs t 

year experience. Moreover, I was not able to track Anna as she progressed through her 

engineering communications course which put her weakest skill, her writing, to the test. 

As a result of these limitations, it is not possible to make generalizations from my 

findings. 

My findings can, however, provide insight into the role of diagnostic assessment 

in a Canadian context and may potentially inform other contexts. Anna knew that 

although I was involved with the SAFE project, I was a student and was not a member of 

the Faculty of Engineering. That Anna seemed to view me somewhat as an equal when 

she shared her experiences with me was evident in her candidness and relaxed 

demeanour. 

Summary of the Main Findings 

Suitability of the diagnostic tasks. Anna's experiences and academic success 

support the validity of the DELNA screening tasks (see Read, 2008; Elder & von 

Randow, 2008; Davies & Elder, 2005). Although her reading mark was also low, she had 

begun to adapt reading strategies that were appropriate to her discipline. As the 

engineering-specific writing task and the math tasks were designed for this pilot project, 

their validity has yet to be determined. Those tasks did, however, seem to work well for 

Anna. She did not struggle mathematically, but had problems with writing. She was not 

at-risk, but was still clearly in need of at least some writing support. Moreover, Anna did 

not experience any anxiety while completing SAFE. She immediately recognized its 

potential benefit and turned to the drop-in centre once she sought help. 



Read posited that "it may be counterproductive to make it [language support] 

obligatory for students to participate in a support programme when they have no wish to 

be set apart from their peers and are reluctant to acknowledge that they have language 

needs" (2008, p. 181). My study seems to suggest that if a student is to benefit from 

support they need to be predisposed to receive it. In other words, the agenda of the 

support service and the student's own agenda must match to a degree in order for the 

student to benefit (Cheng & Fox, 2008). Anna's BAK enabled her to create kairotic 

moments by choosing when and how often to seek help from the peer mentors (Woods, 

2006; Artemeva, 2005). She also chose which of the suggestions to implement. This 

enabled Anna to further develop her learner autonomy as she progressively recognized 

the gaps in her own learning and ultimately decided herself how to address them. 

Contribution of diagnostic feedback to Anna's academic acculturation. 

Anna's first year experience matched her expectations of university life. Her SAFE 

diagnosis contributed to this by confirming her expectations of the areas of academic 

literacy with which she would need help. Visiting the drop-in centre gave Anna a venue 

to share her sense of loss of her high school connections with teachers and recognize gaps 

in her cultural capital. Peer mentors provided her with suggestions on how to prepare for 

midterm exams, how to find answers on her own, and who to contact when she needed 

help with her course work. This entire process afforded Anna opportunities to build her 

cultural capital and benefit from kairotic moments (see Artemeva, 2005; Bourdieu, 1977; 

1990; Tsang et al., 2009; Watson et al., 2010). 
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Effectiveness of support services. The SAFE Drop-In Centre helped to increase 

Anna's knowledge of the various support services available to her on campus and its 

schedule matched with Anna's availability. Nevertheless, the problems that can arise 

from a mismatch of agendas were also highlighted by her experience. She followed 

through on advice given to her by peer mentors to visit the MTC and the WTS. Even 

though both centres are obviously there to assist students, their managerial styles may be 

in conflict with implementing an institution-wide initiative that offers discipline-specific 

support. The MTC does not give priority to any engineering math courses nor are any of 

the TAs from the Faculty of Engineering. They, along with Learning Support Services, 

were also unwilling to participate in the SAFE pilot project beyond the services that they 

already offered to students. While the WTS helped Anna with a lab report, there are no 

engineering TAs at the WTS. Consequently, the WTS is unable to offer assistance with 

discipline-specific discourse savvy that would be crucial for engineering 

communications. This works to further emphasize the current undervaluing of writing 

that may be present in the Faculty of Engineering. 

SAFE Recommendations 

Read (2008) reported that students now hear about DELNA when they receive 

their university acceptance. And, although most incoming students are now required to 

participate in the DELNA screening, they still receive positively worded promotional 

literature about the assessment. It is important to take into consideration the fact that the 

students who participated in EngFrosh had no advance notice that they would be 

completing an assessment. Although the EngFrosh website listed an academic 
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orientation as part of the week's activities, it did not mention SAFE. The Faculty of 

Engineering was concerned about marketing the diagnostic assessment to the students, 

but it needs to go further. In order for SAFE to be "accepted as just another part of the 

experience of entering the university" (Read, 2008, p. 186), and thus embedded (see 

Tinto, 2009; Hussey & Smith, 2010) in the engineering department's practices, it may be 

beneficial for students to receive information about SAFE well in advance of completing 

the assessment. 

Read's (2008) work and the results from this study suggest that using a support 

service should remain optional. However, the students who did come to the centre were 

not required to follow through on the advice they received. So, although actually using 

the support services is likely a decision best left to the students themselves, all first-year 

students identified as potentially at-risk may greatly benefit from being required to visit 

the drop-in centre at least once to discuss their SAFE results. This will provide them 

with the opportunity to connect with upper year students and thus potentially take 

advantage of their own kairotic moments and build their cultural capital (Artemeva, 

2005; Bourdieu, 1977; Tsang et al., 2009; Watson et al., 2010). 

Several changes to the marking and reporting stages of SAFE are needed if the 

entire first year cohort will complete the hour-long assessment. While peer mentors did 

receive basic rater training, there were still difficulties and inconsistencies reported 

during the marking and emailing sessions. No rubric was followed as the original 

DELNA rubric was considered too detailed for marking 500 writing samples in such a 

short period of time. Further rater training, a marking rubric, and more group-marking 
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sessions may be needed in order for the marking of SAFE to run smoothly once it is ful ly 

implemented. 

Peer mentors suggested doing more to advertise the SAFE Drop-In Centre 

especially once the centre had been opened for a couple of weeks. As Ruby pointed out, 

first-year students may be overwhelmed with information. As such, their personal SAFE 

email may have soon been forgotten or deleted. Posters were put up in the engineering 

buildings and professors made at least one in-class announcement. However, larger and 

more inviting posters in addition to class visits from SAFE peer mentors may increase 

turn out for the face-to-face meetings. 

Fox holds that "the timing of interventions and support may be a critical factor in 

language development and successful academic performance" (2005, p. 109; see also 

Kift, 2008; Wilson & Lizzio, 2008; Tinto, 2009). In the future, it may be beneficial to 

students to have die SAFE Drop-In Centre opened for a longer period of time and for 

more hours per week. Keeping the centre open for 5 weeks ensured that students would 

still have somewhere to turn for help if they started receiving unsatisfactory grades on 

their assignments. However, many students likely also need academic support and advice 

as they near the end of their first semester. Just as Nelson et al. (2012) found, reaching 

out to struggling students near the end of the semester may provide them with the 

assistance they need to persist with their studies. 

Diagnosing students' weaknesses will not necessarily benefit the student 

population if the appropriate support programs are not in place (see Elder et al., n.d.). If 

graduate TAs are not available to offer some office hours in the WTS, upper year 

engineering students could be recruited. Not only will this provide discipline-specific 



:L24 

writing support to struggling engineering writers, it will put a stronger focus on writing 

and help upper year students engage even more within their discipline. 

Future Research Projects 

Designing a discipline-specific writing task perhaps worked to more effectively 

market a writing assessment to engineering students (Galloway, 2008). However, after 

marking the SAFE tasks, several peer mentors wondered if the engineering-specific 

writing task was, in fact, much more difficult than the original DELNA writing task. 

Even though both tasks required writers to interpret and write about a graph, there was 

concern that the engineering-specific writing task was more cognitively demanding. If 

this was the case, this may have had an effect on the students' writing and thus their 

results. Validation studies of the new, discipline-specific task (and possibly also the math 

tasks) are needed. 

All native English speakers, regardless of their motivation or background, would 

succeed in post-secondary education if being proficient in English were the only 

requirement for success (Fox, 2004). And yet this is not the case. As Anna's experience 

has shown, countless other factors contribute in varying degrees to academic success. 

Although great potential exists for DELNA in assisting students as they acculturate, it is 

currently limited to only measuring academic literacy skills. Perhaps including short 

scenarios or "I can/know" statements about how and when to seek support might be a 

way to raise students' awareness about seeking support and inform faculty and 

administrators of potential gaps in students' cultural capital. However, student BAK, 

persistence, motivation, cultural capital, and ability to manoeuver support are hard to 
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measure constructs. More research is needed to examine if DELNA can in fact be used 

to assess other constructs that contribute to student success. 

Personal Reflection 

A recent report on international student recruitment options at the large Canadian 

university in this study stated that the university needs to aggressively increase 

international enrolments "to a level that offsets declines in domestic enrolments and/or 

replaced revenues lost from provincial funding cuts" (Ricketts, 2011, p. 2). The report 

also recognized that support services, ESL training, and foundation programs for 

international students need to be built up and/or created. 

While I certainly agree that support services for international students need to 

become more of a priority in post-secondary education, it is imperative that universities 

recognize that covert bilinguals and students who meet the language residency 

admissions requirements also need support (see Fox, 2005). In other words, Anna and 

her needs, and those of countless others, must be addressed, rather than ignored, by their 

institutions. To continue to ignore the need to identify and support a potentially large 

portion of the student body seems both unethical and unprofitable given the university's 

current financial situation and recruitment processes. Spending increasingly large 

amounts of money on recruiting students both domestically and internationally seems 

unwise if money and effort are not spent on supporting and thus retaining those students. 

Vested interests will do little to support institution-wide student support 

initiatives. The climate of post-secondary education in Canada has changed. More 

flexible admissions policies and cuts in federal funding mean that the student body is 
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changing and universities must now run on business models. However, businesses are 

only successful if they are meeting the needs of their clients. My research taught me that 

successful university-wide initiatives are possible. SAFE planning meetings involved 

people from many different backgrounds who recognized a need for support and were 

trying to adapt to address that need. While I still feel there is a need for some generic 

student support services, such as workshops on how to write exams or take lecture notes, 

I am now much more aware of the substantial benefit of offering individualized and 

discipline-specific support to students. 

Finally, I reflect on my own experience at university and wonder how I would 

have reacted to a diagnostic assessment and support initiative such as SAFE. How would 

knowing more about my academic literacy skills have helped me? As a strong reader, I 

am confident that I would have scored extremely well on the vocabulary and reading 

screening sections. Although I was a good writer, I may have been highlighted as 

potentially needing some writing support. But, what would I have done with my 

diagnosis? I would have read my email, compared my results with that of my cohort, and 

then not visited the SAFE Drop-In Centre. 

Two months later, after barely passing several assignments and midterms, I would 

have certainly been too intimidated to speak with my professors or TAs. I would have 

thought I just needed to spend more time studying. Eventually I may have remembered 

my SAFE email or seen a poster and wondered if stopping by would be helpful. Having 

a peer mentor visit my classes to talk about the drop-in centre would have probably 

convinced me to go to the centre. But, I would have certainly walked by the door several 

times to discretely see who was in the room before deciding to enter or not. At the 
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beginning of my first year, had seeking feedback on my SAFE results been required, I 

may have gotten the help I needed so much sooner. 

Meeting with a friendly, upper year student in my program would have been 

intimidating at first, but I would have soon recognized the value of having such a 

resource. And, like Anna, I would have certainly returned to the centre when I needed 

more help. Such meetings would not have solved all of my problems, but they would 

have contributed greatly to how I manoeuvered through my own acculturation process 

during my first year experience. 
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Appendices 
Appendix A SAFE Invigilator's Script 

September 2011/SAFE 

INVIGILATOR'S SCRIPT 

Hi, my name is . I'm a year (e.g. 4th) Engineering student in 
(Discipline). The next hour is all about playing it safe - getting information 

and making the right connections as a Carleton engineering student. SAFE stands for 
self-assessment for engineering. It's a self-assessment strategy run by students for 
students. It'll give you information about your language and mathematics readiness for 
success in engineering. 

SAFE is personal and confidential. Results are sent to you - and you alone- by connect 
email. You'll get your SAFE results by email in about a week. Once you have your 
SAFE results, you can drop in at the SAFE centre, located in this building. We know 
how critical the first few weeks of your first year are. SAFE is a way of assuring a good 
start. Once of the most important investments you can make to ensure a successful term 
is the time you spend at the beginning of year with me or with another engineering 
student at the Centre. The Centre will be open from the 15th of September to the 21st of 
October. You'll meet me and other engineering students there who know the ropes and 
can talk with you one-on-one about your SAFE results, your courses, and concerns. We 
can also connect you with other people on campus who may be useful to you. There will 
be more information about the SAFE Centre in the email we send you. 

Now, look at the SAFE booklet at your lab/computer station. Do all of you have a pen to 
write with? Please fill in your name, student number, and email contact - at 
Carleton.connect - on the cover of the SAFE booklet. We will send your results to this 
email address. When you finish reading and filling in the information on page 1, go on to 
page 2, and complete the questionnaire. While we are logging you on to the SAFE site, 
read over pages 3 and 4, so you know what to expect. We have only about 5 minutes for 
this step, so read quickly as far as page 4. We'll let you know when we are ready to 
begin the SAFE. 

TCheck that the students are filling in the booklet information completely and clearly. 
help to log them into the site. Time this so that no more than 10 minutes is spent for the 
intro and log in.1 TWhen vou are ready sav~[: begin Part 1. 

rWhen Part 1 Screening is finished, tell the students!: Ok, now look at your booklet 
again. Turn to page 6. This is part 2 of SAFE. Follow the instructions and write your 
response on pages 7 and 8. We have allowed 20 minutes for this part of SAFE. If you 
finish early, go on to part 3. We will announce when the 20 minutes is up. We have 
allowed 10 minutes for part 3. Please remain in your seats, even if you finish early. 
When you're finished, we'll take you to the next orientation activity. Just raise your hand 
if you have questions. 
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Appendix B SAFE Results Email 

Subject: YOUR SAFE RESULTS and the SAFE CENTRE at ME4346 

Hi , 

The SAFE Centre - Room ME 4346 -- is open from September 20-0ctober 19 (Tuesdays 
and Wednesdays) from 1 to 7 p.m. Last week you participated in SAFE (Self-Assessment for 

Engineering). This e-mail is a summary of all of your results. Of course, this is just a limited 

snapshot of what you did during one hour last week, but it provides some useful information for 

you to consider. There are 3rd and 4th year students in the SAFE Centre who will go over your 

results with you one-on-one. They will also identify resources and people who will help you 

succeed in your first year at Carleton. The more information you have, the more likely you are to 

achieve your goals. Here is your personal result summary: 

[Reference: Booklet ] 
Vocabulary: /27 
Reading: /73 
Writing: __/5 
Mathematics: /5 [issues: J 

Remember, these results are confidential and are only sent to you for your personal 
information. [You can compare your own results with those of other students in the first year of 
Carleton engineering by looking at the information below]*. You can calculate your own 
percentage in relation to other students in the first-year program, but for details you need to 

come and see us. Just drop in at the SAFE Centre September 20-0ctober 19 (Tuesdays 

and Wednesdays) anytime from 1 to 7 p.m. 

We hope you will take advantage of the SAFE Centre to discuss your results, meet with an 

upper-year student who knows the ropes, and get a jump on a successful academic year! 

Your SAFE TEAM 

*How did first year engineering students perform as a group: 
Vocabulary: Average Score: 24; Mode (most common score): 24; Median (the score where 50% 

are higher and 50% are lower): 25. 
Reading: Average Score: 46.8; Mode (most common score): 72; Median (the score where 50% 

are higher and 50% are lower): 47 
Writing: If you received 3 or less, you may need additional support. If you received 4 or more, 
you may have the writing skills you need to develop effective engineering writing in future. 

Come to see us to find out more. 
Mathematics: If you received 3 or less, you may need additional support. If you received 4 or 
more, you may have the mathematics skills that you need for engineering. Come and see us to 
find out more. 
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Appendix C Support Services Information Sheets 

If you need help with: 
Developing your writing skills Writing Tutorial Service 

4th Floor MacOdrum Library 

Fall 2011 Tutoring Hours 

Monday/Wednesday/Fridays 9am - 4:30pm 

Tuesday/Thursdays 9am - 7:30pm 

To schedule an appointment, students can: 

(1) call 613-520-2600 ext. 1125, or 

(2) come in person to the Learning Support Services Desk on 

the 4th floor of the library, or 

(3) go online using MySuccess on Carleton Central. 

Developing your spoken English 

skills 

English Conversation Groups 
Learning Support Services, 4th Floor MacOdrum Library 

All students are welcome to drop-in at any of the sessions, 

no registration is necessary. These groups are informal and 

casual and have no assignments or grades attached to them. 

However, regular attendance is encouraged and new visitors 

are always welcome. 

Fall 2011 Group Meeting Times 

Tuesdays 10 - 11am 

Thursdays 1 - 2pm 

Fridays 2:30 - 3:30pm 

Developing your mathematical 

skills 

Math Tutorial Centre 
Monday - Thursday 10am - 4pm 

Room 1160 HP 

httD://www.math.carleton.ca/srad/tutorial center.html 

Developing your mathematical 

skills 

Teaching Assistants are seated at the front of the room at 

the tables marked "TA DESK". 

Academic Study Skills Learning Support Services Study Skills Workshops 
Learning Support Services, 4th Floor MacOdrum Library 

25 minute workshops on topics like: Writing Lab Reports, 

Academic Reading, Note-Taking in Lectures, and Success in 

Math 

To register, use the MySuccess link on Carleton Central 

A specific class 1) Get in touch with your professor and/or teaching 
assistant; OR 

2) Tutor Referral Service 
Under the MySuccess tab on Carleton Central, you will see 

"Tutor Referral Service" link. Submit the form and you will 

be matched with potential tutors who you can contact for 

your tutoring needs. Please note that filling out the form 

does not necessarily mean there is a tutor available. You will 

be notified via your Carleton email account of tutor 

availability within 3 to 5 business days. 

A learning/physical disability Paul Menton Centre 
httD://wwwl.carleton.ca/Dmc/ 



Self-Assessment for Engineers 

(SAFE) FALL 2011 

Tips for Reading Success in Engineering 

Make time for reading 
Reality check: reading textbook chapters, scientific articles, etc... takes time. Schedule 

time for yourself to do your weekly readings and stick to it. 

Learn your reading habits 
Learn what conditions you need to do focused reading and make it happen. You'll be 

able to use your reading time effectively and get your work done sooner. 

Take notes while you read 
Summarizing the key concepts and vocabulary in your own words will help you 

understand and remember the material better. Note taking will help you find any 

concepts that you don't quite understand and need to ask more questions about. Plus, 

you probably won't have time to re-read all the material and take notes once you start 

studying for your exams. Writing notes while you read the first time will save you time 

later and give you good study material! 

Read BEFORE class 
You will get more out of the lecture if you do the readings ahead of time. Taking notes 

will be easier because you will already be a bit familiar with the vocabulary and 

concepts. Not only will the reading make understanding the lecture easier, but the 

lecture will help you understand what you read. 

Use the text to help you read 
Read the title, headings, and subheadings. Check out any graphics. Read the chapter 

overview and/or a summary first because they will give you the most important points 

in the reading. When you're finished reading, read carefully through the summary one 

more time to make sure that you've understood the main concepts. Try the study 

questions at the end of the reading and ask your prof and/or TA about any problems 

you have. 

Know why you're reading 
Keeping up with all of your reading will be challenging. Talk with your prof and/or TA 

about how to use your textbook. For each reading, do you need to know just the main 

points and some relevant examples, or do you need all of the details of a scientific 

process? Knowing what you're reading for will let you read more efficiently and save 

you time. 

Check your course outline 
Your course outline probably has information on what you should be reading in the 

textbook and/or which practice problems you should focus on. If your prof has listed 

specific sections or practice problems, if s for a reason! This is very likely key 

information that you will need to know for you assignments and exams. 
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, t, Self-Assessment for Engineers 
Appendix D SAFE Drop-In Centre Poster 

(SAFE) FALL 2011 

Having problems with any assignments? 

Don't know what your prof expects? 

Worried about how to get everything done? 

SAFE Drop-In Centre 

ME 4346 

Come and make a plan for your academic 

success with an engineering peer mentor and 

discuss your SAFE results! 

Tuesdays & Wednesdays (Sept. 20th-0ct. 19th) 

from 1pm - 7pm 
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Appendix E Ethics Clearance Form 

Carleton University Research OfRce /-i -a . csiwm uiHvuw 
I .flnPtftn Research Ethics Board 
VXUiUlUll 5* Floor Tory BuHding 
U N I V I R S I T Y  1 1 2 5  C o l o n e l  B y  D r i v e  

Canada's Capital University w 613-KKwil?6 a>nad* 
Fa*: 613-520-2521 

Ethics Clearance Form 

This is to certify that the Carleton University Research Ethics Board has examined the application 
for ethical clearance. The REB found the research project to meet appropriate ethical standards as 
outlined in the Trl-Coundl Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans and, 
the Carleton University Policies and Procedures for the Ethical Conduct of Research. 

X New durance 
a Renewal of original clearance Original data of clearance: 

Date of clearance 13 September 2011 
Researcher Melissa McLeod 
Status M.A. student, School of Linguistics and Language Studies 
Supervisor Professor Janna Fox, School of Linguistics and Language Studlea 
Funding status Non-funded 
Project number 12-0BS4 
Title of project SAFE Success: Self-Assessment for Engineers and the uptake of 

academic support services among first-year engineering students 
(working title) 

Clearance expires: 31 May 2012 

All researchers are governed by the following conditions: 

Annual Status Report) You are required to submit an Annual Status Report to either renew clearance or 
dose the file. Failure to submit the Annual Status Report win result In the Immediate suspension of the project. 
Funded projects will have accounts suspended until the report is submitted and approved. 

Changes to the prqjlect: Any changes to the project must be submitted to the Carleton University Research 
Ethics Board for approval. Ail changes must be approved prior to the continuance of the research. 

Adverse eventai Should any participant suffer adversely from their participation In the project you are 
required to report the matter to the Carleton University Research Ethics Board. You must submit a written 
record of the event and indicate what steps you have taken to resolve the situation. 

Suspension or termination of clearance: Failure to conduct the research in accordance with the principles of 
the Trf-Counctl Policy Statement; Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans and the Carleton University 
Policies and Procedures for the Ethical Conductor Research may result in the suspension or termination of the 
research project. 

Antonio R. Gualtlerl, Chair 
Carleton University Research Ethics Board 
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Appendix F Participant Recruitment Poster 

M Carleton 
U N I V E R S I T Y  

Canada's Capital University 

Did you participate in SAFE? 
Do you have any concerns about your 1st year in 

Engineering? How do you feel about your reading, 

writing, note-taking, and math skills? 

Would you like to talk to someone about your 

experience with SAFE and your goals for academic 

success? Sharing your experience will put you in 

contact with a teaching assistant who can offer 

personalized help when you need it during your first 

semester in Engineering. 

Participants in this study will receive emails with 5-6 interview questions. 

You can respond to the questions via email and/or request a one-on-one 

meeting to discuss your answers or receive general academic input. 
Responding to the emailed questions will take 5-15 minutes per email. 

Since meetings will be focused on your needs, the length may vary. Your 

participation in this study will be kept anonymous. Participating in this 
study will allow you to have personalized input throughout your first 

semester of university study. While I will only email you every 2-3 weeks, 
you may contact me to make appointments when you need help. 

If you are interested in participating, please email Melissa McLeod at: 
mmcleod4@connect.carleton.ca 

Researcher: Melissa McLeod, MA Student in ,, , _ 
Applied Unguistics & Discourse studies, Carleton This project has been reviewed and 
University. mmdeod4(aconnect.carleton.ca cleared by the 

Carleton University Research Ethics 
Supervisor: Dr. Janna Fox, Associate Professor in Board 
the School of Linguistics & Language Studies. 613-520-2517 Or ethics@carleton.ca 
Janna Fox@carleton.ca. tel. 613-520-6612. 

mailto:Fox@carleton.ca


Appendix G Peer Mentor Questionnaire 
Peer Mentor Questionnaire 
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1) Did you attend any planning or information sessions for the SAFE project? 

• Yes • No 

2) Are you familiar with the self-assessment tasks used for the SAFE project? 

• Yes • No 

3) What instruction, if any, were you given before offering discussing the learner profiles 

and academic advice with the SAFE students? 

4) How would you describe your experience of interpreting and explaining the 

information contained in the learner profiles? 

5) In your opinion, were the learner profiles easy for the SAFE students to understand? 

Please explain your answer. 
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6) Based on their learner profiles, did you know which academic support services to 

recommend to the SAFE students? 

7) Overall, how do you feel most students reacted to their individual meetings? Please 

elaborate. 

8) Are there any changes to the learner profiles or the feedback process that you would 

recommend for the future? 

9) Any other comments? 

Email is not a secure or confidential form of communication. Interview questions will 
only be sent to your Carleton email account and you must ensure the responses are sent to: 

mmcleod4@connect.carleton.ca 
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Appendix H Line-by-Line Coding Sample 

OK so you emailed your TA on Wednesday and he didn't get back to you until Saturday 

He didn't get back to me until Saturday and like the thing is there was like this program in tdfcetj f t* Wip 

telecad that we're supposed to um download and it was Monday he's like oh veah. I was like 1 

dont have my laptop with me to download it on it. and he savs it's ok vou can find it online-

Monday on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday I spent just looking online trying to find it and I loo  ̂for 

couldn't, so I emailed him he doesn't answer me. so I was talking to this student and she's like 

yeah I downloaded it on my flash and I have my laptop so I was lucky hmm I got it and I ft*. 

downloaded it but my TA regardless of that only emailed me on Saturday saying oh 1 don't knowy^w 

where you can get it ifs online it's for free vou should be able to find it and then like then he send M 

me another email saying oh here's the website or whatever he cave me. but I had it by then, so  ̂̂  

didn't even check the website I still emailed him and was like thank you but it's kinda too late I 

have it now I was kind of frustrated and I didn't know what he was looking for and I didn't set î*. (tu^nWi 
— —  — —  " "  J 

the mark I wanted to I got 6 out of 10 on a lab that I spent I think I deserved at least a 9 or an  ̂fcj 

minimum, 7, and I got a 6 so I was kinda frustrated and uh like to see the point the way he the 

lab questions were not clear that I didn't know what I was being asked to do and 1 was like I  ̂

emailed him and 1 had a problem emailing him so 1 emailed the other TA who was not actuallvftarceuecvf  ̂

markjnp; my lah and 1 showed him my calculations and he was like yeah you seem to be on the 

right track when I handed in my lab, no, this is wrong, this is wrong and then I didn't know what 

he was looking for in the write up so I lost marks there too and then um so my lab was like\>Uw  ̂% G*r ta wcV 

poorly marked I guess and I had to hand in my second lab today and I did the same mistakes oniT5cty>a<irv, NtMs 

it because I didn't know 1 only got feedback today and I had to hand in today's lab you know, so |«k fetdWlf 

1 screw up two labs before I get to fix the thing 1 did wrong yeah so foiW* 


