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This report addresses how leaders at the Undergraduate Writing Center (UWC) at 

The University of Texas at Austin (UT) can respond to changes in administration, staff, 

and funding to promote awareness and recognition of the UWC and increase funding to 

both preserve and enhance UWC programs and services that will address the needs of 

UT’s dynamic student population.  In doing so, I apply reflective and deliberative 

practitioner theories to writing center work, analyzing my work at the UWC from the 

perspective of a reflective practitioner and participatory planner.  I first provide an 

overview of the UWC.  I then explore theories related to writing pedagogy and practice 

and serving as a reflective and deliberative practitioner.  Next, I discuss trends in the 

university climate in general and UT in particular, using them to contextualize the 

challenges affecting the UWC as an organization working with the university system as it 

enters into the transition period.  Finally, I propose responses to these challenges as well 

as future directions for UWC leaders. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 The University of Texas at Austin’s (hereinafter referred to as “UT”)1 

Undergraduate Writing Center (UWC)2 is entering a transition period in which it must 

address changes in staff and finances. Leadership is changing. The Department of 

Rhetoric and Writing,3 which houses the UWC, has a new chair, Dr. Jeffrey Walker. The 

UWC’s Program Coordinator, Dr. Lisa Leit, is stepping down to develop her mediation 

practice. Two of the current Assistant Directors, graduate students who assist with the 

administration of the UWC, are completing their terms this summer, making way for two 

new Assistant Directors. In addition, several veteran consultants, myself included, who 

have been at the UWC for many years are also graduating from UT. 

 The financial situation of the UWC is also changing. The UWC is the largest and 

busiest writing center in the country (we see approximately 11,000 visits a year from 

writers across all disciplines at UT). Yet the UWC has been hit hard by the economic 

downturn. The UWC had 17% less money available in the budget in September for the 

2009-2010 academic school year than it did in the previous year. Helping to account for 

this decrease is that fact that the UWC receives a portion of the fees that all students at 

UT pay. Prior to 2004, the UWC received $12 per semester per student to fund the UWC.  

When UT moved to a flat rate tuition system in 2004, the fee dedicated to the UWC 

essentially disappeared. Thus, although student services were supposed to be funded at 

                                                
1 “Home,” The University of Texas at Austin, http://www.utexas.edu. 
2 “Home,” The Undergraduate Writing Center, The University of Texas at Austin, 
http://uwc.utexas.edu/. 
3 “Overview,” Department of Rhetoric and Writing, The University of Texas at Austin, 
http://www.utexas.edu/cola/depts/rhetoric/about/overview.php. 
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the same or higher levels, the flat rate system made it difficult to connect UWC funding 

to student fees, hampering accountability.   

 In response to these funding changes, the UWC administration has reduced the 

number of consultants on staff and limited the budgets for UWC-related events and 

activities. In addition, the UWC has moved to a system in which 80% of the students with 

whom we consult make appointments. Previously, about 50% of the students with whom 

we met were walk-ins, and 50% were appointments. The primarily appointment-only 

system helps to manage the flow of consultations and prevent the reduced staff from 

becoming overworked. 

 This report aims to address how leaders4 at the UWC can respond during this 

transition period and beyond, given the changes in funding and staff. In doing so, the 

report also raises awareness about the UWC as an organization within UT. Moreover, it 

applies reflective and deliberative practitioner theories to writing center work.   

 These theories are relevant and useful in this case for several key reasons. First, 

individuals who work at the UWC are practitioners. Second, writing center theories and 

practices are in line with reflective and deliberative practitioner theories, namely their 

focus on reflection, dialogue, and learning. Third, I have served as a reflective and 

deliberative practitioner at the UWC and have reflected on my practice, including this 

                                                
4 In using the word leader, I understand that it can have the broad connotation of 
meaning anyone who inspires action by exhibiting certain values or qualities.  In this 
sentence and in the remainder of the report, I intend for leader to be read more narrowly 
and specifically to include those individuals at the UWC who are in positions involving 
greater authority in and involvement with the planning decisions of the UWC, namely 
members of the administrative staff and, to a lesser extent, consulting group leaders and 
project group leaders. 
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report assessing the current needs of the UWC, which is grounded both in my graduate 

work and writing center experiences as well as my work as a leader, engaging in 

participatory planning with others. Finally, the focus in the theories on adapting practices, 

practices that are created through repetition and enhanced by reflection and 

communication between members with a stake in the organization, to creatively respond 

to novel and often difficult circumstances provides a useful framework for thinking about 

how the UWC can respond during this transition period within a university structure that 

is challenging in many ways. 

In this report, I will first provide an overview of the UWC. I will then discuss 

writing center theory and practice before moving to examine the theory behind becoming 

and serving as a reflective and deliberative practitioner. Next, I will identify myself as a 

practitioner, briefly discussing my experiences leading up to the publication of this 

report. Following this section, I will discuss various issues, namely finances, students, 

and technology, that characterize the university climate in general as well as relate 

specific information related to UT. I will use this discussion to contextualize the 

challenges affecting the UWC as an organization working with the university system as it 

enters into the new transition period. Finally, I will propose responses to these challenges 

as well as future directions for leaders at the UWC. 

THE UNDERGRADUATE WRITING CENTER 

 The UWC, located on the second floor of the Flawn Academic Center5 (FAC 211) 

at UT, provides 45 minute, one-on-one sessions to currently enrolled UT undergraduate 

                                                
5 “Overview,” Peter T. Flawn Academic Center, The University of Texas at Austin, 
http://www.utexas.edu/its/fac/. 
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students, during which writing consultants “offer free, individualized, expert help with 

writing.”6 In consultations, students work with consultants to “define goals for the 

session.”7 These goals include: “deciding on a topic;”8 “clarifying and organizing 

ideas;”9 “researching, drafting, and revising;”10 “improving grammar, punctuation, and 

usage;”11 and “citing sources properly.”12  

 Consultants help students become more resourceful and self-reliant by developing 

strategies to improve their writing. Students receive consultant’s advice and decide when 

and how to use it in their writing. The UWC does not and “cannot guarantee better 

grades.”13 In addition, we are not a proofreading or editing service for students.14 Instead, 

we “encourage students to take an active part in the consultation and become more 

confident writers.”15 To that end, we do not “fix writing ‘problems.’”16 Rather, we serve 

as a support service as students work through the writing process.17 

      These consultations are the primary work of the UWC. However, the UWC also 

engages in various forms of outreach in the UT community. For example, we offer 

                                                
6 “Home,” The Undergraduate Writing Center. 
7 Ibid. 
8 Ibid. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
13 “About the UWC,” The Undergraduate Writing Center, The University of Texas at 
Austin, http://uwc.utexas.edu/about. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Ibid. 
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presentations to classes and groups on campus, publish and provide various writing 

resources online and in print versions, and host writing-related events.18 

 Our existence for 16 years providing writing support to thousands of students 

serves as a testament to our success and importance at UT. Part of what has contributed 

to this success is the fact that we continually refine our practice. For instance, we obtain 

feedback from students, those who directly benefit from our services, by asking them to 

complete an anonymous survey after their consultations. We work with other writing 

experts, like George Schorn from the School of Undergraduate Studies,19 to revise our 

consultant training. We also open ourselves to our peers in the writing center community, 

via presentations at writing center conferences and through Praxis,20 our online journal.  

 We have also found ways to extend the reach of our services beyond the specific 

undergraduates with whom we work in consultations at the UWC. We expose individuals 

to different forms of writing like sports writing, culinary writing, and travel writing, 

through the UWC After Hours series.21 We conduct presentations during events such as 

Explore UT,22 a day in which the community can visit UT and learn about campus 

resources, such as the one we have done the past two years entitled “Making the 

Transition from High School to College Writing.” Another significant form of outreach is 

                                                
18 Ibid. 
19 “About,” The School of Undergraduate Studies, The University of Texas at Austin, 
http://www.utexas.edu/ugs/about. 
20 “Home,” Praxis: A Writing Center Journal, The University of Texas at Austin, 
http://projects.uwc.utexas.edu/praxis/. 
21 “Upcoming Events,” The Undergraduate Writing Center, The University of Texas at 
Austin, http://uwc.utexas.edu/events. 
22 “Welcome,” Explore UT, The University of Texas at Austin, 
http://www.utexas.edu/events/exploreut/welcome.html. 
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our Presentations Group – UWC employees meet with classes and organizations on 

campus and give presentations on various writing topics, such as revising or navigating 

the writing process.23 

WRITING CENTER THEORY 

 The history of writing centers, such as the UWC, has been characterized by a 

transition from writing centers as a remediation service to writing centers as a location in 

which critical thinking and learning with students takes place. In his article, “The Idea of 

a Writing Center,” quintessential to current conceptions of writing center work, Stephen 

North explains that writing centers, alternatively termed writing labs in some cases, have 

existed “in one form or another since at least the 1930s when Carrie Stanley was already 

working with writers at the University of Iowa.”24 At that time, writing centers 

“define[d] their province in terms of a given curriculum, taking over those portions of it 

that ‘regular’ teachers [were] willing to cede or, presumably, unable to handle.”25 

 Later, in the early 1970s, what North defined as “a documentable resurgence,”26 a 

“renaissance”27 took place, in which writing center theorists and practitioners moved 

beyond “the idea that the writing center can only be some sort of skills center, a fix-it 

shop.”28 Instead, the writing center: 

 represent[ed] the marriage of what are arguably the two most powerful 

                                                
23 “Presentations,” The Undergraduate Writing Center, The University of Texas at 
Austin, http://uwc.utexas.edu/faculty/presentations. 
24 Stephen North, “The Idea of a Writing Center,” College English 46, no. 5 (1984): 436. 
25 Ibid., 438. 
26 Ibid. 
27 Ibid. 



 7 

 contemporary  perspectives on teaching writing: first, that writing is most usefully 

 viewed as a process; and second, that writing curricula need to be student-

 centered. This new writing center, then, define[d] its province not in terms of 

 some curriculum, but in terms of the writers it serve[d].29 

The new writing center then is not “to serve, supplement, back up, complement, 

reinforce, or otherwise be defined by any external curriculum.”30 Instead, the instruction 

is more particular, more student-specific. It is also professional. North explains that “we 

are professionals at what we do.”31 Consultants receive training, learning to become 

participant-observers32 in which they “observe and participate in – this ordinarily solo 

ritual of writing,”33 the end goal being “to produce better writers, not better writing.”34   

 In focusing on the student, dialogue is central to the writing center method.  

Gillam describes the work of writing centers as “breed[ing] conversations between writer 

and tutor which grow and spread in directions neither consciously intends.”35 Freire 

emphasizes the importance of talking, of dialogue,36 in teaching as well: 

  Through dialogue, the teacher-of-the-students and the students-of-the-teacher 

                                                                                                                                            
28 Ibid., 435. 
29 Ibid., 438. 
30 Ibid., 440. 
31 Ibid., 441. 
32 Ibid., 438. 
33 Ibid., 439. 
34 Ibid., 438. 
35 Alice M. Gillam, “Writing Center Ecology: A Bakhtinian Perspective,” The Writing 
Center Journal 11, no. 2 (1991): 3. 
36 Paulo Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 20th anniversary ed., trans. Myra Bergman 
Ramos (New York: The Continuum Publishing Company, 1993), 49. 
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  cease to exist and a new term emerges: teacher-student with student-teachers.  

 The teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-teaches, but one who is himself 

 taught in dialogue with the students.37 

The interactions between student and teacher (the consultant at the writing center) are 

reciprocal, mutually reinforcing and beneficial learning events. These interactions typify 

social learning, the notion that “[w]riting is always the production of a community of 

sorts”38 and that “learning [more broadly] is, in its essence, a fundamentally social 

phenomenon.”39 

 At the heart of our work at the UWC is this notion that: 

  A UWC consultation is a teaching and learning event in which writers and 

 consultants work collaboratively. Consultants aim to lead writers to greater 

 awareness of their own writing processes and with every consultation gain a better 

 understanding of how to share their knowledge for the writer’s benefit. Writers 

 benefit from our consultants’ greater knowledge of and experience with the 

 writing process, but they also teach us how to be more effective consultants and 

 better writers.40 

Therefore, consultations at the UWC involve consultants and students working with each 

other in a space of respect. Although consultants have an expertise in writing, the 

interaction between consultants and students is not one in which consultants have power 

                                                
37 Ibid., 61. 
38 Etienne Wenger, Communities of Practice: Learning, Meaning, and Identity 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998): xiv. 
39 Ibid., 3. 
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over students. The relationship is an equal one: consultants share information they have 

with students, and students are responsible for taking and using that information to 

improve their writing. Again, it is a relationship in which students and consultants work 

with each other, rather than consultants doing work for, students. 

 To ensure that an equal relationship exists, the UWC advocates three consultation 

principles. The first is that “[c]onsultations are non-evaluative,”41 meaning that 

consultants will not provide an assessment of a writing product (for example, “this essay 

is good/bad” or “I love/hate this essay”). Doing so would weigh the power balance in 

favor of the consultant, who then becomes an authority figure, consequently removing 

power from the student, which is the essence of the second principle I describe next. It 

also removes power from the student’s instructor who ultimately evaluates, in the form of 

a grade, a piece of writing.42 Thus, in contrast to instructors, consultants are to conceive 

of “progress in terms of what the writer is learning about writing.”43 

 The second principle is that “[w]riters retain ownership of their texts and make all 

final decisions about revision.”44 In accordance with this principle, consultants conceive 

of students who visit the writing center not as “docile listeners [but as] critical co-

investigators in dialogue with the teacher.”45 By taking an active role in their 

consultations, students “can use the consultants’ considerable expertise as a resource for 

                                                                                                                                            
40 The Undergraduate Writing Center, Consultant Handbook: 2008 – 2009 (Austin, 
Texas: The Undergraduate Writing Center, 2008), 20. 
41 Ibid., 18. 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid., 19. 
44 Ibid., 18. 
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making their own decisions about a piece of writing that is truly their own, rather than an 

exercise performed for others.”46   

 Consultants hold students responsible by asking students questions about their 

writing, getting them to critically engage with it. Consultants can take notes while 

students respond to questions or think aloud regarding their writing, allowing students to 

have a record of their thought processes and the work they do. Consultants can also 

provide strategies or models for improving writing and ask students to apply them to or 

incorporate them into a particular text.   

 In addition, students, not consultants, make certain decisions. For example, 

consultants “may make recommendations for what the goals of the session will be, but 

[writers] make the final decision.”47 Consultants also explain the advantages of various 

reading strategies (for example, consultant reading a text silently, consultant reading 

aloud, or student reading aloud) to students, leaving the ultimate decision to students.48 

Moreover, students make changes to the texts; consultants ask permission before making 

any comments on a text.49 Finally, consultants can engage in meta-consulting about why 

they are using with or recommending certain strategies to students or focusing on certain 

aspects of the text during the consultation,50 making it more likely that students will 

                                                                                                                                            
45 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 62. 
46 The Undergraduate Writing Center, Consultant Handbook, 18. 
47 Ibid., 19 
48 Ibid., 24 – 25. 
49 Ibid., 23. 
50 Ibid., 27. 



 11 

apply the “technique[s] on [their] own the next time [they] writ[e] a paper.”51   

 The third principle is that “[c]onsultants are sensitive to writers’ emotional 

investments in the writing process.”52 As with the second principle, asking questions can 

help consultants accomplish this principle. These questions begin when consultants first 

meet students and ask them where they want to sit in the center for their consultations, 

helping to put students at ease and set the tone for the consultations.53 Consultants 

continue to ask questions throughout consultations. These questions include: “Have you 

been to the Writing Center before?”54 “When is the paper due?”55 “What is the 

assignment?”56 “Where are you in the writing process? What do you want to work on 

specifically in this paper?”57 “What is you thesis and how will you support it?”58 Asking 

these types of questions demonstrates the consultants’ interest and attentiveness to the 

students’ writing while also working to keep the students engaged. 

 These consulting practices are “based on collective experience”59 of consultants 

over the years, yet “[i]f we conceive of writing as a relatively rhythmic and repeatable 

kind of behavior, then for a writer to improve that behavior, that rhythm, has to 

                                                
51 Ibid. 
52 Ibid., 18. 
53 Ibid., 21. 
54 Ibid. 
55 Ibid. 
56 Ibid., 22. 
57 Ibid. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Ibid., 18. 
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change.”60 In other words, consultants must “stay flexible and be creative,”61 responsive 

to students’ particular needs. Consultations at the UWC therefore do not involve a 

curriculum. Our pedagogy does have a structure in the sense that consultants prioritize 

higher order concerns (“argument, audience, organization, and supporting evidence”62) 

over lower order concerns (“grammar, punctuation, and other sentence-level issues”63) 

with students, but the unique concerns of the student at the particular time and with 

regard to the particular writing at hand guide each consultation, meeting each student 

where he or she is at a particular moment in time. 

 This approach also enables us to revise and improve our consulting practices.  

Freire argues that such changes result from “praxis: reflection and action upon the world 

in order to transform it.”64 Both reflection and action are necessary: “reflection – true 

reflection – leads to action,”65 and “action will constitute an authentic praxis only if its 

consequences become the object of critical reflection.”66 In the case of consultations at 

the writing center, consultants “constantly re-for[m] [their] reflections in the reflection of 

the students.”67 In this reciprocal learning space: 

 Teachers [consultants] and students (leadership and people), co-intent on reality, 

 are both Subjects, not only in the task of unveiling that reality, and thereby 

                                                
60 North, “The Idea of a Writing Center,” 443. 
61 The Undergraduate Writing Center, Consultant Handbook, 18. 
62 Ibid., 25. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 33. 
65 Ibid., 48. 
66 Ibid. 



 13 

 coming to know it critically, but in the task of re-creating that knowledge.  As 

 they attain this knowledge of reality through common reflection and action, they 

 discover themselves as its permanent re-creators.68   

Schön’s Reflective Practitioner Theory explores how to bring about meaningful reflection 

practices. 

REFLECTIVE PRACTITIONER THEORY 

 In The Reflective Practitioner, Schön advocates for critical reflection among 

practitioners. Overall, he argues that “practitioners themselves often reveal a capacity for 

reflection on their intuitive knowing in the midst of action and sometimes use this 

capacity to cope with the unique, uncertain, and conflicted situations of practice.”69 He 

terms this reflection the “epistemology of practice.”70  

 Recognizing that Schön’s work “has been crucial to bringing this train of thought 

to the attention of educators,”71 Brookfield explains that the notion of reflection: 

 has its roots in the Enlightenment idea that we can make rational decisions that 

 are in our own best interests and that we can come to a clearer understanding of 

 what we do and who we are by freeing ourselves of distorted ways of reasoning 

 and acting.72 

                                                                                                                                            
67 Ibid., 61 – 62. 
68 Ibid., 51. 
69 Donald A. Schön, The Reflective Practitioner: How Professionals Think in Action 
(New York: Basic Books, Inc., Publishers, 1983), viii-ix.   
70 Ibid., 37. 
71 Stephen Brookfield, “Changing the Culture of Scholarship to the Culture of Teaching: 
An American Perspective,” in The Changing University, ed. Tom Schuller (Bristol, 
Pennsylvania: Open University Press, 1995), 129. 
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Such a philosophy is in keeping with the dominant and current university system, one 

that is “based on the eighteenth-century Enlightenment”73 with “[i]ts key values [of] 

rationality, scientific processes of thought, the search for truth, objectively, and 

knowledge both for its own sake and for its practical applications.”74   

 The act of reflection “involves three distinct but overlapping processes.”75 The 

first is “becoming aware of the assumptions that inform how we think and act.”76 The 

second is “learning how to check these assumptions for their accuracy and validity in 

different contexts.”77 The third is “taking different perspectives on familiar ideas and 

actions.”78 The ultimate goal is to help practitioners “understand, question, investigate 

and take seriously their own learning and teaching.”79 In this way, they “must develop 

the capacity for a kind of continuous investigation and monitoring of their efforts.”80 

 With regard to the first process, Schön believes that practitioners develop a 

certain knowledge base through their practice and “exhibit a kind of knowing-in-practice, 

most of which is tacit.”81 Practice in this case:  

                                                                                                                                            
72 Ibid. 
73 Clark Kerr, “Shock Wave II: An Introduction to the Twenty-First Century,” in The 
Future of the City of Intellect: The Changing American University, ed. Steven Brint 
(Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2002), 5. 
74 Ibid. 
75 Brookfield, “Changing the Culture,” 130. 
76 Ibid. 
77 Ibid. 
78 Ibid. 
79 Ibid., 129. 
80 Ibid.  
81 Schön, Reflective Practitioner, viii. 
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 refers to performance in a range of professional situations. In the second, it refers 

 to preparation for performance. But professional practice also includes an 

 element of repetition. A professional practitioner is a specialist who encounters 

 certain types of situations again and again.82 

In other words, a practitioner, through repetition of the tasks of his or her profession, 

“experiences many variations of a small number of types of cases”83 and is thus “able to 

‘practice’ his [or her] practice. He [or she] develops a repertoire of expectations, images, 

and techniques.  He [or she] learns what to look for and how to respond to what he [or 

she] finds.”84  

 This repetition makes it so that “knowing is ordinarily tact, implicit in our patterns 

of action and in our feel for the stuff with which we are dealing. It seems right to say that 

our knowing is in our action.”85 As Schön states, the “joys and pains of close attention to 

the intuitive thinking [are] revealed in the very particular phenomena of actual 

performance.”86 Significantly, “the workaday life of the professional depends on tacit 

knowing-in-action.”87 Gladwell refers to this knowing-in-action as “[t]hin-slicing,”88 the 

“ability of our unconscious to find patterns in situations and behaviors based on very 

                                                
82 Ibid., 60 
83 Ibid. 
84 Ibid. 
85 Ibid., 49. 
86 Ibid., ix. 
87 Ibid., 49. 
88 Malcom Gladwell, Blink (New York: Back Bay Books/Little, Brown and Company, 
2005), 23. 
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narrow slices of experience”89 through repetitive practice. 

 In the case of the UWC, our practice primarily centers on consultations. During 

any given shift, a consultant typically conducts one consultation per hour of his or her 

shift, since consultations last up to 45 minutes. Graduate student consultants consult a 

minimum of seven hours per week, meaning that a consultant will visit with at least seven 

students per week, often in back-to-back consultations. Since starting work at the UWC 

in 2003, I have conducted 1,283 consultations, as of October 21, 2009. These figures 

indicate the repetitive nature of our practice.   

 This repetition is present in the way in which we approach consultations. For 

example, we always first review the intake form that students fill out upon visiting the 

UWC. The intake form asks students to provide information about their classes (if the 

assignment is for a class), their assignments, what they want to work on during the 

consultations, and any other information they think will be useful for their consultants 

(for example, information regarding learning styles or learning disabilities) to know.   

 In reviewing the information on the sheet, consultations obtain clues or signals as 

to how a particular consultation will go. These signals allow us over time to develop 

certain expectations or assumptions – a student without an essay likely wants to work on 

brainstorming; a student who checks that he or she wants to work on grammar and 

punctuation is focusing on final revisions; a student who checks ten things he or she 

wants to work on is panicking about the assignment; a student who indicates that he or 

she is ESL likely wants to work on grammar and punctuation; a student who has not 

                                                
89 Ibid. 
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filled out the form correctly may be dealing with stress or struggling with some aspect of 

college life. These patterns become implicit to us and help us prepare for consultations; 

they help us determine, for instance, which handouts to grab or how to approach the 

consultation.   

 Repetition also exists in terms of how we proceed through and structure a 

consultation. After reviewing the intake form, we greet the student, introduce ourselves, 

check in to see how the student is doing, ask about the assignment, create a game plan for 

the consultation, address critical aspects of the student’s writing in accordance with that 

plan (generally working from higher order to lower order concerns), and wrap up the 

consultation, reviewing with the student what we have covered in the consultation. Upon 

completing the consultation, we ask the student to fill out a short exit survey and ask 

whether he or she would like a note sent to the instructor describing the work we did 

during the consultation.   

 Because the potential for consultations to feel rote is high, as Schön indicates, 

simply knowing and becoming aware of patterns are insufficient. Practitioners must also 

focus on these tasks and think about them, how to improve them. We at the UWC must 

become aware that our assumptions regarding students do not always hold. For example, 

a student who identifies that his or her first language is not English may have immaculate 

grammar and punctuation usage. 

 Schön believes that becoming aware involves both “reflecting on action and . . . 

reflecting in action.”90 The reflection piece is crucial, as it can “serve as a corrective to 

                                                
90 Schön, Reflective Practitioner, 55. 
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over-learning”91 that will then enable a practitioner to  

 surface and criticize the tacit understandings that have grown up around the 

 repetitive experiences of a specialized practice, and can make new sense of the 

 situations of uncertainty and uniqueness which he [or she] may allow himself to 

 experience.92 

Thus, practitioners unpack the knowledge they have acquired through their repetitive 

experiences, via the third process of reflection, and apply it to new, problematic, or 

difficult situations, the “sort of situation that professionals are coming increasingly to see 

as central to their practice.”93  

 Geller and others refer to such moments as “Trickster”94 moments, present in the 

“quickest decisions we make during the course of a day.”95 In such moments, 

“normalizing practices and the assumptions that underlie them are exposed not only in 

their absurdity, but also in their destructive power.”96 Practitioners must “discover and 

name”97 the significance of such moments through reflection. 

 To Schön, this second process, the “ability to ‘take a convergent knowledge base 

and convert it into professional services that are tailored to the unique requirements of the 

                                                
91 Ibid., 61. 
92 Ibid. 
93 Ibid., 40. 
94 Anne Ellen Geller et al., The Everyday Writing Center: A Community of Practice 
(Logan, Utah: Utah University State Press, 2007), 15. 
95 Ibid., 19. 
96 Ibid., 117. 
97 Ibid., 19. 
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client system,’ a process which demands ‘divergent thinking skills’”98 is “[o]ne of the 

hallmarks of the professional.”99 In this process, the practitioner  

 must do a certain kind of work. He must make sense of an uncertain situation that 

 initially makes no sense. When professionals consider what road to build, for 

 example, they deal usually with a complex and ill-defined situation in which 

 geographic, topological, financial, economic, and political issues are all mixed up 

 together. Once they have somehow decided what road to build and go on to 

 consider how best to build it, they may have a problem they can solve by the 

 application of available techniques; but when the road they have built leads 

 unexpectedly to the destruction of a neighborhood, they may find themselves 

 again in a situation of uncertainty.100 

UWC consultants possess a general knowledge of and training in how to conduct 

consultations. Yet, as discussed above, UWC pedagogy asks that consultants remain 

flexible, tailoring their styles, approaches, and ways of conducting consultations to best 

suit the unique needs and concerns of a particular student.   

 A Trickster moment in a consultation can create some initial anxiety on the part of 

a consultant. What should a consultant do when encountering a student with a disability 

with which he or she has not worked before? How does a consultant work with a student 

who brings in an open-ended, creative assignment? How does a consultant approach a 
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consultation when a student is writing in a field with which he or she is unfamiliar? In 

these cases, the consultant can return to his general knowledge base to make sense of the 

situation.  

 As with other consultations, the consultant remembers the core philosophies of 

the UWC (remaining non-evaluative and holding the student responsible for writing 

decisions) and knows that by asking questions of the student and working with the 

student to create a plan for the consultation, he or she can assist the student with any 

piece of writing. Trickster consultations can be the most fun, as they diverge from the 

consultations with which a consultant has become familiar, and the most rewarding in the 

challenge they present to a consultant to demonstrate his mastery of UWC practices. 

 After such Trickster moments, or after any consultation, consultants engage in 

reflection, more informally when they discuss their concerns about a consultation with 

peers in the break room or when asking an AD or another member of the admin staff for 

advice about such consultations, or more formally during training sessions or in 

consulting groups, small groups of UWC consultants that meet to discuss information 

regarding UWC policies and writing-center related topics. Consultants also wrestle with 

concerns or difficulties they may have by writing white papers or articles for Praxis, 

attending writing center conferences to exchange ideas with others in the writing center 

community, and sharing their ideas with others in the UWC during meetings for 

consulting groups or project groups, groups that allow consultants to work in various 

non-consulting roles at the UWC. 

 When we as staffers come together in this manner, reflecting, exchanging ideas, 

and discussing our roles in the UWC: 
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 we interact with each other and with the world and we turn our relations with each 

 other and with the world accordingly. In other words, we learn. Over time this 

 collective learning results in practices that reflect both the pursuit of our 

 enterprises and the attendant social relations. These practices are thus the property 

 of a kind of community created over time by the sustained pursuit of shared 

 enterprise.101 

Through this social learning, the type of learning that also occurs during consultations 

between consultants and students, UWC staff members create a community of practice of 

which “learning is an integral part.”102 

 Furthermore, “learning [in the community of practice is a form of] social 

participation.”103 To Wenger, participation is a “process of being active participants in the 

practices of social communities and constructing identities in relation to these 

communities.”104 Practices are “a way of talking about the shared historical and social 

resources, frameworks, and perspectives that can sustain mutual engagement in action”105 

and “giv[e] structure and meaning to what we do. In this sense, practice is always social 

practice.”106 Identities are “a way of talking about how learning changes who we are and 

creates personal histories of becoming in the context of our communities.”107  

 In addition to practices and identities, Wenger identifies two other components of 
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social learning, meaning and community. Meaning is “a way of talking about our 

(changing) ability – individually and collectively – to experience our life and the world as 

meaningful.”108 Finally, community is “a way of talking about the social configurations 

in which our enterprises are defined as worth pursuing and our participation is 

recognizable as competence.”109 All four of these components are interrelated. 

 In engaging in this type of learning, members of an organization sustain the 

practices of the organization, those practices “through which an organization knows what 

it knows and thus becomes effective and valuable as an organization.”110 Practitioners 

develop a “habit of identifying and checking the assumptions behind their practice and of 

experimenting creatively with approaches they have themselves evolved in response to 

the unique demands of the situations in which they work.”111 In this way, reflective 

practice can lead to improvements in the individual as well as the organization and help 

to combat the danger of reflective practice “becoming a buzz word denuded of any real 

meaning, of acting as a premature ultimate.”112  

 Schön also distinguishes the work of practitioners from managers, whose 

“reflection-in-action also has special features of its own.”113 These special features arise 

because “a manager’s professional life is wholly concerned with an organization which is 

both the stage for his [or her] activity and the object of his [or her] inquiry. Hence the 
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phenomena on which he [or she] reflects-in-action are the phenomena of organizational 

life.”114 A manager’s reflection task can be difficult; the “scope and direction of a 

manager’s reflection-in-action are strongly influenced, and may be severely limited, by 

the learning system of the organization in which he practices.”115 By learning system, he 

means the “cumulatively built-up knowledge: principles and maxims of practice, images 

of mission and identity, facts about the task environment, techniques of operation, stories 

of past experience which serve as exemplars for future action.”116 In reflecting, a 

manager “draws on this stock of organizational knowledge, adapting it to some present 

instance . . . extending or restructuring, in his [or her] present inquiry, the stock of 

knowledge which will be available for future inquiry.”117   

DELIBERATIVE PRACTITIONER THEORY 

 Although Schön discusses reflective practice with regard to the individual 

practitioner, organizations, such as writing centers, can also foster such reflection among 

its members, enabling them to reflect on their roles within the larger organization. As 

discussed above, writing centers are communities of practice that “have a history of 

exploring the ways in which meaning is negotiated among mutually engaged 

participants.”118 They bring together diverse groups of individuals who “come from their 

own many sites of practice, [but] within the writing center they become members of the 
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writing center community of practice.”119 

 The UWC is characterized by such diversity, as both undergraduate and graduate 

student consultants as well as members of the administrative staff have educational and 

occupational backgrounds ranging from rhetoric to music composition to psychology to 

human ecology. Yet UWC staffers are united by and contribute to a common writing 

center and practice. In other words, this diversity among staffers at the UWC allows them 

to bring with them to the UWC “those naming and framing practices in which [they] have 

been schooled as well as those [they] have cultivated based on lived experience.”120   

 Forester in his deliberative practitioner theory concerns himself with examining 

how such a diverse group of “people [work] with others to attempt to remake their 

common future.”121 In particular, he examines how individuals in an organizational 

setting “[inquire] and [learn] together in the face of difference and conflict, [tell] 

compelling stories and [argue] together in negotiations, [come] to see issues, 

relationships, and options in new ways, thus arguing and acting together.”122 In this way, 

he demonstrates how we can: 

 recognize the ways in which the varying frames tutors (and directors) bring to the 

 writing center  may conflict. Rather than suppressing those conflicts, we are 

 inclined to recognize them as intriguing phenomena and as dynamics rich with 

 meaning-making potential. We recognize that creating and sustaining a learning 
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 culture means [making] conscious, explicit, and accessible to inquiry those 

 naming and framing practices.123 

Thus, the distinction between the two theories is that while reflective practitioners learn 

from their own experiences, “‘deliberative practitioners’ work and learn with others.”124   

 Given this wealth of experiences, Forester encourages planners, such as UWC 

administrators and other leaders, to work with others when making organizational 

decisions. This planning involves “astute deliberative practice: learning about others as 

well as about issues, learning about what we should do as well as about what we can 

do.”125 The “should do”126 component requires that leaders “learn not only about ‘the 

facts’ at hand but inquire about value too, asking what ought to be honored, protected, 

sustained, or developed – what, practically, should be done.”127 At the UWC, 

deliberative practice means obtaining the perspectives of not only other leaders but 

consultants who work at the UWC and students who use UWC services.  

 Leaders can obtain these perspectives through “conversation and argument, the 

actual interpretation and reconstruction of what parties working together say and do”128 

and “crucial listening.”129 Such an approach reflects the work UWC consultants carry out 
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every day – namely, engaging in conversations with students about their writing, listening 

to their concerns, and mutually developing a plan of action for consultations.  

 While working and conversing with others, leaders must also be able to distance 

themselves from the conversation among divergent perspectives. They “must be able to 

recognize in detail the perspectives of others, their stories and accounts, their feelings and 

stakes, without necessarily agreeing with any of them.”130 Therefore: 

 fostering public deliberation require[s] both closeness and distance, empathy and 

  critical judgment, and the character to recognize and respect, rather than to 

  dismiss, the human emotions of anger, and fear, impatience and suspicion.131   

A leader’s ability to handle these competing tasks requires a keen awareness of his or her 

practice and role in the organization, awareness brought about by reflective practice. 

 Finally, in engaging in conversations with others, a leader “must not only think 

with others, but often must think ahead of time.”132 Doing so requires considering 

“complex relations of power”133 and “inequalities of power and political voice,”134 to 

not only be “personally reflective but politically deliberative too.”135 They must reach 

“pragmatically viable agreements”136 that affect the future funding and direction of the 

organization.  
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 Such a discussion of power seems incompatible with the non-hierarchical nature 

of the UWC. Yet, power does play a part at the UWC. For example, the administrative 

staff rather than the consultants are the ones making decisions regarding the mission, 

vision, and programmatic aspects of the UWC. They are the ones who negotiate with 

entities outside of the UWC. Moreover, the UWC, housed with the DRW at UT, is not 

free to make major decisions without the consent and approval of DRW and university 

administrators. Recognizing how the UWC fits within the pecking order and 

understanding how particular choices may affect not only the UWC but other university 

entities are crucial to the success and viability of the UWC. 

MY ROLES AT THE UWC 

 At the heart of my studies at the UT School of Law137 and Lyndon B. Johnson 

School of Public Affairs (LBJ)138 has been public service. More specifically, I am 

committed to working with individuals on developing their writing skills and to 

improving access to writing assistance and support. This commitment is evident in my 

writing center history. As a staff member of the UWC, reflective and deliberative 

practitioner theories have been critical to my understanding of the UWC and my role 

within it.   

  I have worked at the UWC in various capacities since 2003, when I started 

working at the UWC as an undergraduate. For example, I have worked as a writing 

consultant; manned the front desk; helped to develop Virgil, the UWC’s writing advice 
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website; served as a consulting group leader; worked as an editor for Praxis; and 

contributed to writing center scholarship.  

 After having worked at the UWC for four years, continuing on through graduate 

school, I was ready to take on a more involved role and assume greater responsibility at 

the UWC. I applied for and became an Assistant Director (AD), a graduate student who 

devotes a portion of his or her employment appointment to consulting with the remaining 

hours assigned to administrative work. This position was ideal because it not only 

provided me with experience in management and policy, but it also allowed me to apply 

my educational and professional training in an environment I love, helping to make the 

experience of other consultants as gratifying as mine has been for me.  Importantly, I also 

wanted to contribute my experience, skills, and perspectives to make certain that the 

UWC continues to be a valuable and thriving institution.    

 The different roles I held at the UWC, combined with the fact that I could relate 

to the needs and lives of both undergraduate and graduate consultants, aided me as an AD 

in serving as an intermediary between the administrative staff and consultants, to address 

consultant concerns while also ensuring that the policies of the UWC were carried out 

and that the goals of the UWC are accomplished. They also prepared me for assisting 

consultants with training and professional development, providing feedback to 

consultants regarding the effectiveness of their consultations, and educating students and 

consultants about the various aspects and functions of the UWC. I also served as a mentor 

to an undergraduate consultant who serves as our Administrative Intern, working with her 
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to develop her administrative skills; managed correspondence through the UWC email; 

and administered aspects of the UWC exit poll to deliver feedback to consultants.   

 During my time as an AD, I also led several project groups. In particular, my 

second year as an AD, I headed up the Events Group, which organizes and advertises 

UWC events such as the UWC After Hours, and revived the Library Group, the primary 

charge of which is maintaining the UWC’s collection of books. Thus, in addition to my 

administrative and consulting duties, these tasks allowed me to pursue various projects 

vital to spreading awareness about the UWC and fostering a creative working 

environment.  

 Eager to maintain a leadership role in the UWC during my final year at UT upon 

completing my two year term as AD, I proposed the position of Community Outreach 

Coordinator, a position that would also satisfy my internship requirement for the LBJ 

School. This internship allowed me to re-focus my energies at the UWC and apply what I 

have learned at the LBJ School to a new leadership role at the UWC. During this 

internship, I primarily worked on the UWC institutes, which I discuss in further detail 

later in the report. 

 This short autobiography provides a timeline of personal and organizational 

events at the UWC, represents my cumulative insights, and highlights lessons I have 

learned throughout my seven year association with the UWC. It demonstrates my work as 

a leader and manager, as a practitioner, at the UWC, one who has the advantage of a solid 

understanding of writing center work through the repetition of my practice over the years 

while also acknowledging that my analysis of the UWC may be limited by my insider 

perspective, a challenge inherent to reflective practice. In reflecting on my practice, 
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through ongoing training at the UWC, through my writing center scholarship, through my 

interactions with the other UWC staffers, through my role as a leader who has worked to 

critically engage others at the UWC, and more explicitly here in this master’s report, I 

use what I observed and learned to suggest recommendations for the future of the UWC. 

THE UNIVERSITY CLIMATE 

In 1990, Cremin, in speaking about the 1980s, argued that the “American people 

need more literacy”139 and, thus, we must reduce our adherence to “academic 

fundamentalism.”140 He attributed this reliance on fundamentalism to the fact that the: 

need for changes in education introduced by the development of modern society 

 in the nineteenth and twentieth century . . . is so fundamental that it’s simply 

 easier to stay with things that we’ve been doing for centuries, and so we stay with 

 the old curriculum, we stay with the old drill, we stay with the old subjects, we 

 stay with the old tests, instead of experimenting with fundamental changes in 

 education. And I think particularly during the last 10 years experimentalism has 

 been reduced.141 

To combat this fundamentalism, Cremin called for “alternative routes to and versions of 

education,”142 ones that allow us to “broaden”143 and “individualize programs”144 in 

education. 
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 Now, in the twenty first century, “extensive changes in higher education”145 are 

taking place, continuing trends characterizing the last half of the twentieth century. 

Higher education is available to more people, resulting in an expanding and increasingly 

diverse student population. To accommodate this growing and changing population, 

universities must compete with other entities for government funding to support a larger 

scale university system. The student population changes have also resulted in curricular 

modifications that respond to the popular view that higher education serves as a gateway 

to upward social mobility, one designed to prepare students for certain types of jobs in 

the service of the economy, as well as demands for newer technology. The changes 

taking place at UT are consistent with these historical patterns. Since, like many writing 

centers in the US, the UWC is housed within a university and, more specifically, within a 

particular department within the university structure, the above-mentioned changes 

simultaneously impact the operations of the UWC. 

 In the US, “colleges and universities have become more market-driven in the last 

two decades”146 as a result of “rising competition for state funds.”147 More specifically, 

“[s]tate support was reduced in relative and absolute terms at the start of the 1990s.”148  

Institutes of higher education have not fared well in this competition against other 

                                                                                                                                            
143 Ibid. 
144 Ibid. 
145 Kerr, “Shock Wave,” 2. 
146 Roger L. Geiger, “The Competition for High-Ability Students: Universities in a Key 
Marketplace,” in The Future of the City of Intellect: The Changing American University, 
ed. Steven Brint (Stanford, California: Stanford University Press, 2002), 82. 
147 Kerr, “Shock Wave,” 4. 
148 Geiger, “Competition,” 83. 



 32 

departments. Instead, “state legislatures have increased financial support for health and 

other care for an aging population, and for the criminal justice system.”149  

Consequently, “[i]n the years between 1970 and 1990, the result was a 16 percent 

reduction, in real dollar terms, in state and local government financial support per student 

in public colleges and universities.”150 

 Yet, “[e]ven as cuts were gradually restored, state funding was hedged with 

restrictive conditions.”151 In response, universities raised tuition - “[s]uch revenues 

doubled in relative weight – from 29 percent of state appropriations in 1980 to 58 percent 

in 1996.”152 Meanwhile, universities engaged in privatization, “mov[ing] aggressively to 

increase other sources of private revenues.”153 

 These trends are true for UT. According to UT, “[i]n the early 1970s the state paid 

for nearly 85 percent of the cost of running the educational side.”154 In contrast, “[t]oday, 

the state-appropriated fraction of the total budget for UT Austin is below 20 percent.”155 

The decrease in state funds has been:    

 covered in part by private donations, efficiency and  other actions taken by the 

 university. However, if the university is to maintain  delivery of the quality of 

 education for which it has become known, it determined it had to ask the students 
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  attending the university to pay for an increasing share of that gap.156 

By way of example, the flat cost of tuition for one semester for a nonresident Liberal Arts 

student was $10,118 through Spring 2004.157 It increased to $10,669 from Summer 2004 

through Spring 2006.158 It increased again to $14,327 from Summer 2006 and 

beyond.159 

 Such financial constraints make it difficult for universities to accommodate the 

demands of changing and varied student populations. In recent years, “[c]ollege 

attendance has become the norm rather than the exception; two-thirds of students aged 

eighteen to twenty-four (and an increasing proportion of older adults) now spend some 

time studying at a college or university.”160   

 Part of the norming of college may be attributed, at least in part, to an increase in 

availability of student financial aid, which has enabled students to afford the costs of 

higher education. Student financial aid has become “the rule, with 63 percent of students 

in the public sector and 80 percent of private students receiving some form of aid.”161  

Notably, tuition increases help to partially fund financial aid, resulting in students helping 

to finance other students’ educational costs.162 However, a much greater cause may be 
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the development of “higher education in the late fifties and sixties [which] turned the 

college from an institution providing sheltered space to the nation’s elite into ‘open 

universities’ enjoined with the education of ever-larger portions of its citizenry.”163  

 Having assumed the task of educating a greater proportion of the population, the 

university “was transformed into a mechanism for providing entrance tickets to 

occupations and professions and thereby, it was hoped, to status, power, and 

affluence.”164 In other words, Americans acquired a “spreading recognition that 

education forges the key to wealth and power.”165 As a result, institutions of higher 

education grew, the “once small and self-contained institutions of higher learning 

[developed] into research machines of awesome dimensions.”166 For example, at UT, the 

number of undergraduate students, based on fall enrollment numbers, increased from Fall 

2005 through Fall 2009.167 Meanwhile, they also “transformed the academic enterprise 

into a corporate entity breathtaking in its grasp of the principles of finance, in its 

capitalist daring and sheer rapacity.”168 

 The growth of the university machine resulted in changes to the “intellectual 
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content of the classical liberal tradition.”169 This change is evident in the fact that “over 

the last three decades the fast-growing fields have been occupational in virtually every 

case. The fastest growing of all has been business, which now accounts for some one-

fifth of all undergraduate degrees.”170 By way of comparison, “over [that] period only 

four liberal arts fields [psychology, life sciences, liberal/general studies, and 

interdisciplinary studies] grew relative to other fields.”171 Moreover, “[v]irtually every 

other liberal arts and sciences field has declined not only in relative but also in absolute 

terms.”172 

 The trend toward occupational fields is apparent at UT.  As of Fall 2009, “the 

largest college enrollments (based on major) at the undergraduate level . . . [we]re in 

Liberal Arts (10,063), Natural Sciences (8,796), Engineering (5,675), Business 

Administration (4,056), and Communication (3,869).”173 Within those colleges, “the 

largest undergraduate majors [we]re Biology/Biological Sciences (3,345), Unspecified 

Business (1,507), Psychology (1,440), Government (1,361), and Economics (1,353).”174 

Thus, although Liberal Arts is the biggest college in terms of enrollment over Natural 

Sciences and Business, the more popular majors within Liberal Arts among students, 

Psychology, Government, and Economics, are occupational in nature. Moreover, while 

the percentage of students at UT in the Liberal Arts, based on fall semester enrollment 
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numbers, decreased during the period from Fall 2005 to Fall 2009, the percentage of 

students in the Natural Sciences increased during that time frame.175 Interestingly, the 

percentage of students in Business Administration also decreased,176 highlighting a 

deviation from the national trends above and suggesting an area for future research. 

 In addition to the increases in the student population, demographic shifts have 

also taken place. In particular, there has been a “rise in the proportion of historically 

disadvantaged racial and ethnic groups,”177 and a “new market . . . has developed among 

adult re-entry students [age 25 to 65] who are interested in moving up in their jobs.”178  

This group “constitutes 40 percent of all enrollments on a head-count basis. In this 

market, education for the sake of a job has replaced education for the sake of one’s total 

life experiences.”179 These shifts in the population mean that universities must adapt 

their curricular offerings and academic support services. 

 They must also change how they deliver services to accommodate the needs of 

more technologically savvy students. A 2000 survey found that “the majority of college 

courses use technology primarily to complement traditional instructional methods.”180  

Additionally, 

 60 percent of all college courses now utilize electronic mail as a primary 
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  communication link. Almost half of all college courses use Web resources as part 

 of the course syllabus, and a third of all college courses have their own Web 

 page.181 

These numbers have undoubtedly increased in the intervening ten years, highlighting the 

importance of technological supports in higher education.   

 Importantly, “education deals with many different individuals with many different 

needs not subject to standardized treatment.”182 Students have different learning styles, 

which may change as they develop their identities at a crucial stage in their lives.  

Traditional students, those in the eighteen to twenty-four range discussed above, “are 

finding out about themselves and about the world they live in. They develop a sense of 

identity a few steps at a time, by talking to their peers and puzzling through materials 

they are reading with their instructors.”183 Any use of technology must respond to these 

needs. Therefore, “[t]he big test of electronic technology will be quality, not cost alone, 

and quality is very costly.”184   

UWC RESPONSES AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

 Having examined various challenges currently facing the UWC, I now reflect on 

the UWC, using my experience and expertise as a guide, acknowledging what the UWC 

is doing well and making suggestions as to how it can respond to the challenges in ways 
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that simultaneously allow the UWC to continue to provide quality services and programs 

while also allowing it to expand and legitimize its place within the university over the 

long term in innovative ways. 

Preserving Institutional Knowledge 

 Given the importance of institutional knowledge to effective reflection on 

organizational practices, UWC administrators must work to preserve this valuable source 

of information. One recommendation is for exiting UWC leaders to draft personal 

narratives regarding their experiences at the UWC. Forester argues that information in 

this form, in stories, “can give us a fine and responsive appreciation of the particulars that 

matter practically in our lives”185 and “daily work.”186 In this vein, I have written this 

report, in which I share my own experiences and observations in making 

recommendations for the future of the UWC. Outside of my personal experience, UWC 

administration has asked leaving Assistant Directors to draft a letter to future ADs 

describing what they learned and what they wished they knew. UWC administrators 

should expand this practice to other members of the administrative staff, such as the 

Coordinator and Director. 

 When Lisa Leit took on the Coordinator position, she met with each of the 

Assistant Directors, myself included, to check in regarding my work at the UWC, the 

projects with which I was involved, my thoughts on what was going well or could be 

improved, the questions or concerns I had regarding new leadership. Each new 

Coordinator should continue this practice, as it helps to identify potential problems, 
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ensure the success of ongoing projects, and overall produce a more seamless transition. 

 The UWC has also considered asking consultants to contribute to an online wiki 

as a way to track the decisions and mindset of the UWC staff over the years. 

Administrators should consider what it is they want to track, how best to capture this 

information, as well as how to present this information in a useful format. 

 The UWC must also maintain and update its files related to administrative 

decisions and projects on which the administration staff is working at any given time.  

These files should document key events, transitions, and outcomes. Administrators 

should also consider digitizing these files in keeping with technological developments to 

allow for enhanced organizational capacities. 

Promoting UWC Recognition 

 As discussed above, the UWC is housed within a large university, competing with 

many other units for recognition and, ultimately, funding. By way of example, the UWC 

employs a learning paradigm versus the instruction paradigm adopted by the university.  

In the latter,  

 the mission of colleges and universities is to provide instruction, to offer classes.  

 The successful college, by instruction paradigm standards, is the one that fills 

 classes with students and thus grows an enrollment . . . the instruction paradigm 

 has become not only the rules of the game in higher education but the lens 

 through which many who work in colleges see their own institutions and their 
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  roles in those institutions.187 

Such a paradigm “focuses on delivery and transmission (through services or teaching) 

rather than on student learning.”188 Writing centers, on the other hand, engage with the 

learning paradigm, which 

 constitutes a set of practices aligned with ‘the mission of colleges and universities 

 [,which] is to produce student learning. This end is primary; the means are 

 secondary and are to be judged by how well they achieve the end.’189 Writing 

 centers serve as one of the many ‘means’ to that end . . . deploy[ing] multiple and 

 alternative methods to make learning visible without direct measurement.190 

 In keeping with the instruction paradigm, much work that the larger university 

values is based on technical rationality, the idea that “professional activity consists in 

instrumental problem solving made rigorous by the application of scientific theory and 

technique.”191 Consequently,  

 [a]lthough writing center tradition resists a reliance on a predictable, deterministic 

 model for tutoring, we are still subject to pressure from our institutions to justify 

 our methods, models, and procedures in ways that would encourage such 

 reliance.192 

The UWC, then, must “consider the center’s place within the larger context of academe, 
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 where centers are not valued for their disciplinary status but for the effect of their 

practice on such matters as grades, retention, and service.”193 Writing centers therefore 

“are faced with a schism in our institutional work and in our professional identities.”194 

 To remedy this schism or disconnect between writing center philosophy and 

institutional demands, writing centers may respond by tending “toward technical 

rationality, toward the exclusion of messy Trickster moments.”195 Such responses are 

evident “most directly in the proliferation of tutor training textbooks.”196 I referenced 

earlier an example of such a textbook, the UWC’s Consultant Handbook.  Yet such 

approaches “may rely too heavily . . . on ‘technical’ approaches to staff education.”197 

For example, “an overreliance on [training textbooks] limits tutors’ meaningful 

participation in their own learning”198 as they “may actually discourage tutors from 

admitting or even noticing that on-the-ground practices contradict implicit or explicit 

writing center ‘policy.’”199  

 However, an alternative response exists: 

 If we think of our institutions as the bosses or boss-communities to whom we are 
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  subject, of our discipline as composed by static and/or safe knowledge and 

 practices to which we are bound, and of writing center administration as 

 management narrowly conceived, then the schism appears to us to be intractable.  

 These are not our only options, however. We can reframe by reminding ourselves 

 and each other that our roles on our campuses are those of teachers and learners.  

 As such, we can be administrators who participate in and shape learning cultures 

 within institutions.200 

By reframing, we can think about the activities needed to create a learning community 

such that “[o]ur institutional talk [mirrors] and support[s] our center talk”201 and vice 

versa. 

 The university, in contrast, “explicitly or implicitly values certainty and skills that 

have already been attained and mastered. To keep a learning culture alive in a writing 

center, . . . tutors need to understand they need not ‘have this all down.’”202 Writing 

centers must “constantly struggle to demonstrate, both to our tutors and our institutions, 

that technically rationality can neither predict nor explain.”203 Geller and others ask: 

 What would happen, for example, if we could stop worrying about making 

 arguments about efficiency based on how many conference slots are filled? What 

 would happen if we could imagine tutors’ out-of-conference-time as some of the 

 most important teaching time available to us and them? What if we discovered 
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 that short conferences, or conferences held right before a due date . . . could be as 

 satisfying and productive for tutor and writing as long-term relationships?204 

Such an approach requires that writing centers acknowledge that their: 

 effectiveness depends upon [their] willingness and [their] ability to recognize the 

 institutional authority [they] do have and to claim the functional authority to call 

 one another, . . . tutors and students, and . . . institutions to a sense of mission, of 

 purpose.205   

This task has arguably “been made worlds easier by the current acceptance of the social-

constructionist model of writing, for [writing centers] are a part of the making of 

knowledge every time we engage in one-to-one instruction with a student.”206 This one-

on-one instruction is important given the increase in size and complexity of the 

university, which potentially makes it more difficult for students to engage more in-depth 

with the educational system. The writing center, with its one-on-one focus, can provide 

students with the individual attention necessary to participate more fully with writing and 

with learning more generally. 

 Gaining acceptance also means overcoming stereotypes regarding the scope of 

writing center work. Perhaps the most common misconception regarding the UWC is that 

it addresses remedial or freshman writing-related issues. North attributes such this 

                                                
204 Ibid., 33. 
205 Ibid., 11. 
206 Donald E. Bushman. “Past Accomplishments and Current Trends in Writing Center 
Research: A Bibliographic Essay,” in The Writing Center: New Directions, ed. Ray 
Wallace and Jeanne Simpson (New York: Garland Publishing, Inc., 1991), 36. 



 44 

misconception to “[i]gnorance,”207 a lack of understanding about “what does happen, 

what can happen, in a writing center.”208 One explanation for such ignorance is that 

 [g]iven the relative lack of prestige most writing personnel hold within their own 

 literature-based programs, combined with a general lack of enthusiasm for 

 freshman composition in general,  . . . one begins to see the lab as yet another 

 remedial crutch.209   

If such individuals view the writing center as a remedial crutch, others within the 

university will do so as well. Yet, as discussed earlier, the work of writing center is 

broader than a conventional student service. It is not a form of add on or remediation 

service to assist with core academic work. Instead, writing centers serve invaluable 

instruction and teaching needs, helping to shape and enhance institutional pedagogy 

regarding writing.   

 To that end, the UWC has undertaken efforts to combat such a stereotype through 

presentations to classes and organizations on campus, outreach materials that target 

various sub-sections of the student populations, After Hours events, and the institutes, 

which are discussed in further detail below. The UWC will want to continue to publicize 

and expand such publicity efforts.   

 In particular, the UWC should undertake additional tabling efforts. The UWC 

tables at the start of the fall semester, placing a table with various UWC handouts and 
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materials in front of the Flawn Academic Center, where the UWC is located, to raise 

awareness of the center. Tabling at the start of the year is a good time to introduce 

students to the various resources at UT. However, it should also table at the start of spring 

semester, during mid-terms of both semesters, and during finals of both semesters, times 

when students will most likely be working on papers for class and looking for support 

services. At the table, the UWC should include materials that are both professional in 

nature, highlighting the professional nature of the services the UWC offers, and eye-

catching for students. 

 Despite the UWC’s efforts to present itself as a non-remedial service in the 

outreach it already does, many students continue to visit the UWC the days on which 

their papers are due and in many cases, a few hours before they are due. While 

consultants in such consultations can still carry out non-evaluative, non-directive 

consultations, they feel pressure from students to address lower-order concerns, such as 

grammar and punctuation, rather than higher-order concerns in accordance with the 

Consultant Handbook, because of the students’ time constraints. This pressure manifests 

itself in the form of discontent or frustration on the part of some consultants every 

semester.   

 That students continue to come soon before their papers are due may suggest that 

they are receiving more “editing” type help during consultations rather than the more 

writing process type of advice the UWC advocates. As anecdotal support for this theory, 

students have told me during consultations that they had previously consulted with 
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someone who edited their paper. 

 If the UWC does not want to be seen as a remedial service, it either has to 

disallow such consultations to take place, meaning that students must come in further in 

advance of their paper due dates, with the result that some meaningful work, even if it is 

not on higher-level concerns, will not happen with these students. But it also likely 

indicates a need for additional training on working with students regarding grammar and 

punctuation. Consultants must know that they are not obligated, and indeed should not, 

edit papers. Currently the UWC requires training in ESL consultations for their 

consultants. This training often addresses grammar and punctuation issues, typical 

concerns of students who are ESL. However, training involving more-intensive sentence-

level workshops would be useful. 

 Addressing this concern also requires having a better understanding of students, a 

key group in the deliberative planning process, and their needs and desires. As North 

points out, students are motivated to work on writing.210 But they may be motivated in 

other ways besides the UWC’s desires to take them through the writing process. He 

claims that:  

 [t]hey will, rather, be motivated to (say) finish writing; to be finished with 

 writing; to have their writing be finished. They will be motivated to have the 

 writing they submit for a class win them a good grade, whatever they imagine that 

 will take: for it to be mechanically correct, or thoroughly documented, or to 
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  follow the instructor’s direction to the letter.211  

To that end, the UWC should survey students about how we can better serve their needs. 

The exit poll that students take asks them to rate their experience at the UWC that day, 

but we could ask them more broadly about the role of the UWC in their university 

experience. 

 Data collection should also include capturing student demographic information.  

We input the data that students enter on our intake form into a UWC database, allowing 

us to look at trends in students who visit the UWC. For example, we can examine what 

languages our student visitors speak, in what colleges they are enrolled, and on what 

projects they are working.  

 UWC staffers are currently working on a project evaluating the racial and GPA 

makeup of students to have a better understanding of who attends the UWC along these 

categories. These categories are important because they get at our cultural competency as 

a center. With regard to racial makeup, by comparing the UWC data to university data, 

we can learn if we need to better target certain groups of students. In terms of GPA, we 

can understand how students who visit the UWC are doing in comparison to students at 

the university level, which could enable us to demonstrate the significance of the UWC to 

student education. 

 We can update this information each semester and incorporate this information 

into the UWC’s Annual Report to university administrators describing the work we have 

done to make an argument not only for our legitimacy but for funding to modify and 
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enhance our outreach efforts and services, especially since the UWC is to serve all UT 

undergraduates. This demographics project has encountered some difficulty recently in 

obtaining university information from university administrators because of some 

resentment, as the request for data was perceived as unexpected and time consuming, as 

well as student anonymity issues. Therefore, members of the UWC admin staff should 

make this project a priority, using their positional legitimacy and authority, to help 

project staffers advocate for obtaining certain data in ways that respect university 

concerns. 

 Also related to student demographics, given the increasing trend toward student 

enrollment in the Natural Sciences, as discussed above, the UWC must engage in more 

targeted programming directed at that college. In terms of current engagement with the 

college, UWC consultants attend a training session, put on by the Assistant Directors, on 

science writing, and UWC ADs conduct several workshops for the Science 

Undergraduate Research Group (SURGe),212 a group that promotes undergraduate 

research in the Natural Sciences, each semester that help students create and revise poster 

presentations in which they present original work via a poster to their peers, professors, 

and researchers in the particular field.  In addition to continuing these workshops, I 

recommend that the UWC participate in the orientation of incoming students in the 

Natural Sciences or conduct presentations specifically in introductory science writing 

classes, to make students aware of the services early in their undergraduate careers.   
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 Moreover, the UWC should focus on the College of Natural Sciences when 

recruiting undergraduates for the UWC internship course, a one semester rhetoric course, 

RHE 368C, in the spring that combines a classroom component involving writing center 

theory and practices as well as actual consultations in the UWC. Historically, students 

from the Liberal Arts primarily enroll in the class. With the increasing number of 

students in the Natural Sciences, hiring more consultants with a background and expertise 

in science writing is invaluable. Thus, starting early in the fall semester, the UWC should 

contact Natural Sciences classes and organizations and request a visit to discuss UWC 

services and potential employment at the UWC. The UWC should also put up 

informational flyers in Natural Sciences buildings to continue to promote awareness of 

the UWC.   

 Thinking more long-term, the UWC should consider partnering with a writing-

related course in Natural Sciences in which Natural Sciences students earn credit for 

interning at the UWC and contributing their skills in science writing to staff expertise. 

Harris argues that “[a]dd[ing] credit-generating courses to your center”213 is a good way 

to tie the writing center into other entities on campus. By strengthening the connection 

between the UWC and other department units, the UWC can enhance its value on 

campus, helping to ensure and secure its future place in and funding from UT. 

 The need for consultants to have further training in grammar and punctuation 
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issues as well as in science writing suggests the need for a Training Coordinator. Since 

2006, the UWC ADs have conducted training sessions for the staff. For example, as an 

AD, I helped developed training sessions on working with students who are ESL, 

business writing, and science writing. These training sessions took place at the start of the 

fall semester, after the initial orientation had taken place, to ensure that consultants 

received training on critical topics before receiving many consultations on those topics.  

The two other ADs and I decided to conduct the training sessions on Friday afternoons 

after the UWC had closed, which fit with our schedules and which allowed us to conduct 

trainings without disrupting the consultations of the UWC. However, we encountered 

dissatisfaction among a segment of consultants who did not want to attend training 

sessions on Friday afternoons, outside of their regularly scheduled hours. 

 To remedy this dissatisfaction, the ADs this year, in offering training in working 

with students who are ESL and students with disabilities, held each training session twice 

in the fall semester to provide consultants with scheduling options, making it easier for 

some consultants to attend, but more difficult for the ADs who had to conduct the 

trainings amidst their other UWC obligations.   

 In addition to these trainings, consultants participate in consulting group meetings 

several times in both the fall and spring semesters. These meetings take place during 

consultants’ shifts. Leaders, who are veteran consultants, respond to questions or 

concerns regarding UWC policies and practices. This experience serves as a professional 

development opportunity to these veteran consultants, allowing them to hone, for 

example, their skills in running a meeting and answering questions. During these 
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meetings, consultants are also able to better get to know a smaller group of fellow 

consultants at the UWC. As an undergraduate consultant, I was one of the first consulting 

group leaders, helping to pilot the program in fall 2006. 

 Based on my experiences as both a leader of and participant in consulting groups, 

the quality and consistency of information that leaders disseminate to consultants varies 

based on the particular leader. While some leaders adopt a more professional tone, 

following a specific training agenda, others approach the meeting as more of a social 

opportunity. The latter approach serves a useful purpose in that it makes consultants feel 

more comfortable with their peers at the UWC. However, to the extent that consulting 

groups are to facilitate training and that consultants are expected to understand and be 

able to apply information and strategies to consultations, the success of the groups 

becomes more unclear. 

 Given these inconsistencies in the consulting groups and the time demands of the 

more formal training sessions, the UWC should re-hire a Training Coordinator. In 2005-  

2006, the UWC had a training coordinator, a non-consulting member of the 

administrative staff who organized repeat sessions of a variety of training topics in both 

the fall and spring semester and coordinated the consulting groups. Without the 

consulting and other project group responsibilities that ADs have, the Training 

Coordinator can fully devote the time necessary to finding quality speakers, developing 

training materials, negotiating training logistics, and overseeing training to ensure quality 

and consistency. This final benefit will gain in importance if the UWC pursues its plan of 

enhancing the professionalization of the UWC by providing certifications to consultants 

signaling that they have expertise in certain subject matters (for example, working with 



 52 

students who are ESL, working with students with disabilities, etc.). Offering training 

throughout the year also recognizes that consultants may not be ready to receive all of 

their training in the fall when they are still new to consultations and may not know what 

questions to ask, what they do now know, issues that arise only after they have more 

experience at the UWC. 

 Additionally, the Training Coordinator could also oversee consultant 

observations. At present, and since I started working at the UWC under then-Program 

Coordinator Scott Blackwood, the Program Coordinator observes the consultants to 

ensure that they are consulting in keeping with UWC pedagogy and to address any 

concerns.  In her two year role as Program Coordinator, Lisa Leit has observed all new 

graduate consultants in the fall as well as veteran consultants and undergraduate interns 

in the spring. The ADs and consulting group leaders also assist by doing those 

observations Lisa is unable to because of scheduling conflicts. While this practice allows 

the Program Coordinator to have a better understanding of what is happening on the floor 

of the UWC, it is incredibly time consuming and detracts time from more programmatic 

aspects. 

 Having a Training Coordinator may also eliminate some professional 

development opportunities for the ADs with regard to event planning and coordination or 

working with consultants to improve their consulting skills. However, ADs can volunteer 

to assist with these tasks if they are interested. Moreover, graduate students have other 

time demands involving class, research, teaching, etc. that make working outside of 

regularly scheduled hours to attend to training concerns more difficult.   
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 The Training Coordinator position disappeared as a result of departmental budget 

constraints. However, this person could also potentially oversee the institutes, a new form 

of training discussed in the next section. The income brought in from the institutes in 

combination with grant money or creative budgetary arrangements can help fund this 

position. Advocating for this position in the current budget is justified given the benefits 

of having a highly qualified staff that enhances the professional character and reputation 

of the UWC and contributes to recognition of the UWC as a valuable entity within the 

university. 

 Thinking more broadly, as well as more long-term, the UWC must also consider 

its place within the Department of Rhetoric and Writing and how this position contributes 

to an understanding of the services and programs that the UWC offers. North argues that: 

 where there is or has been misplaced emphasis on so-called basics or drill, where 

 centers have been prohibited from dealing with the writing that students do for 

 their classes . . . it is because the agency that created the center in the first place, 

 too often an English department, has made it so.214   

In referencing North’s argument, I do not intend to place blame on the DRW for the 

perception that the UWC is a remedial service. However, the UWC should consider other 

ways in which this connection may influence this perception. 

 A goal of the UWC for several years has been to increase diversity among both 

the students who utilize UWC services and among staffers. Since the DRW houses the 

UWC, a majority of graduate consultants at the UWC also work for the DRW. To 
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explain, the UWC has a reciprocal agreement with the DRW in which graduate students 

who teach as Assistant Instructors for the DRW work for part of their employment 

appointment in the UWC. Arguably, this connection may suggest to students that the 

UWC specializes in assignments for Rhetoric and Writing; students want to work with 

people who have knowledge of their field of study, which is less likely to happen when 

the students are outside of the Liberal Arts. Moreover, because a certain percentage of 

staffers must come from the DRW, the UWC has more limited flexibility in terms of 

hiring staff members from different departments on campus, especially given the existing 

budget situations.   

 Because writing is important across all colleges and all majors and the mission of 

thee UWC is to serve all undergraduates, the UWC must consider the possibility of 

moving to become a stand-alone entity, one that is not housed within the DRW. North 

would likely disagree this recommendation, as he calls for making the writing center “the 

center of consciousness, the physical locus – not for the entire, lumbering university – but 

for [a particular department such as English] that we can actually, sanely, responsibly 

bring together.”215 Waldo opposes this position, arguing that “writing programs and 

centers should share an equal and complementary relationship.”216 He explains that not: 

 pursuing a broader, more diversified vision, limits potential and actually increases 

 expendability. It is far easier, certainly, for budget cutters to target centers that 

 deal with freshman writing at the sentence level than it is to target those that deal 
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  with writing at all levels throughout the academy.217  

The UWC’s mission is a broad one – all UT undergraduates may use UWC services. 

Thus, reconfiguring the UWC as a stand alone entity makes sense and would cement the 

center’s relationship to the university’s writing program. 

 Politically the move may be unpopular, as the DRW may feel protective of the 

UWC as an entity to which it can reference regarding its own successes as a department.  

Waldo describes a similar situation in that when he was the Director of the writing center 

at Montana State University, the writing center’s “large role”218 and “high visibility”219 

on campus made “some within the English Department, by which the Center was funded, 

[feel] that the Writing Center received more attention from the University than the 

English Department.”220 Keeping the power dynamics between a writing center and its 

housing entity in mind, Deliberative Practitioner Theory calls for careful and strategic 

discussions between the UWC and the DRW emphasizing how such a change is 

beneficial to the UWC and consequently to the university and the DRW as a department 

within the university more generally. 

 Logistically, making such a move requires that the UWC can fund its operations 

without DRW funds, a large undertaking. However, ultimately, the shift would mean that 

the UWC is not dependent on the DRW to dole out its funds. The UWC can work on 
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becoming self-sufficient through grants and income-generating projects, such as the 

institutes project, discussed in detail below. 

 Additionally, if and when the UWC makes the move and more students use the 

UWC, the UWC will need to increase staff numbers and find a larger physical space.    

With regard to these points, to use North’s words regarding his view of writing centers, 

 the amended idea of a writing center I have recommended here will by no means 

 guarantee a happy ending. On the contrary: while this fairly radical restructuring 

 of . . . writing center will certainly address some very important problems of 

 writing program life, it will likely also both intensify any number of extant 

 difficulties and produce new ones, as-yet unforeseen byproducts of these 

 alternative institutional arrangements. Nevertheless, I believe that it represents a 

 crucial move – albeit a somewhat hard-nosed one – in our long-term campaign to 

 renegotiate the place of writing in postsecondary education.221 

The suggestion to become a free-standing one is a long-term goal, one involving 

intensive planning and preparation. Although such a move would be difficult, ensuring 

that the needs of undergraduates are met counsels in favor of this decision. 

 Furthermore, ties to other leaders in the university are also critical. The former 

chair of the Department of Rhetoric and Writing, Linda Ferreira-Buckley, was a strong 

advocate for the UWC. The UWC should develop an ongoing relationship with the 

current chair, Dr. Jeffrey Walker, to solidify the importance of the UWC within the 

department. 
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Engaging in Income-Generating and Interdisciplinary Projects 

 In addition to promoting the unique aspects of writing center culture, the UWC 

may also gain recognition within the university system by engaging in income-generating 

and interdisciplinary projects. Such projects require that writing centers negotiate their 

place within the university structure. They must “address specific needs on specific 

campuses . . . reflect[ing] and serv[ing] the ‘social context’ of which they are a part.”222  

This context:  

 [o]n most college and university campuses, [defines] writing centers [as] 

 instructional hybrids composed of a balance between administrative aims and the 

 traditional practices of writing instruction that reflect writing centers’ early 

 alliance with English departments directly and indirectly with the humanities.223  

Whether this hybrid nature reflects “the limitations of writing centers in educational 

settings [or] their transformative possibilities”224 depends on the center and its ability to 

“capitalize on [its] favorable position[n] and to make the writing center the center of 

writing research and instruction on campus.”225 

 One method for accomplishing this goal is through outreach efforts. These efforts: 

 can be seen as a natural and logical extension of writing center talk [,] [as they] 

 giv[e] writing center instructors opportunities to share experience and knowledge 
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 with faculty as well as students; and as writing centers mature, this knowledge 

 grows ever more valuable within the university.226   

Thus, outreach becomes “[m]ore than just a sign of writing centers’ creativity and 

vitality.”227 

 Outreach in the form of income-generating projects is not the norm for 

departments within the humanities and arts. However, such efforts can be useful for 

writing centers that must compete with other university units for resources, especially 

given changes in the student population, as discussed above. In particular, “more and 

more financial strain is placed on dwindling English departments facing low enrollments 

since more students are selecting majors in business and the hard sciences.”228 

 Given the economic downturn and the subsequent budget cuts at the UWC, 

funding for the UWC has been a definite concern. Through the UWC’s various outreach 

efforts, we use our skills to teach others writing skills. But despite our ability to reach 

many students, I perceive this strategy as necessarily limited in scope – our employees 

and resources can not be everywhere at once to address writing needs and share our 

expertise and institutional knowledge.  

 To that end, Collette Chapman, a graduate student and UWC consultant, and I 

developed and piloted the UWC Summer Institute Series last summer based on a model 

UWC Director Peg Syverson had created for the UT Football Office. With the support of 
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the administrative staff at the UWC, we developed summer outreach programming in the 

form of institutes designed to train tutors, advisors, and instructors at UT to work with 

students on writing and to in turn train their staff members to work with students on 

writing. Each institute would not only provide the opportunity for students to learn, grow, 

and develop their capacities from the writing help they would receive, but the institutes 

would also enable individuals to develop their abilities and serve as leaders who would 

go back into in their communities, translate our writing center pedagogy, and put it into 

practice with their students.  

 The institute model is unique in that, for the first time, the UWC specifically 

trained others, besides our own consultants, in our writing center pedagogy (i.e., student-

centered and process-oriented), training them to teach others writing skills. Providing 

others with the opportunity to incorporate writing center practice into their teaching is 

something with which the UWC is familiar. To explain, many of our graduate 

consultants, including myself, teach writing courses at UT, often through the DRW or 

through their home departments, such as American Studies. Additionally, some of our 

undergraduate consultants serve as writing mentors for various courses.    

 Over the years, our staff has often told us informally that consulting at the UWC 

has given them a better understanding of how to create assignment prompts students 

understand, how to give meaningful feedback to students as they engage in the writing 

process, how to explain concepts to students, and how to handle and respond to concerns 

and issues (both academic and non-academic) students face as they write. Recognizing 

the particular ways in which writing center practice and pedagogy can benefit teaching 

has helped us in terms of knowing how to market the institutes to potential participants, 
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addressing how the form of trainings we offer will be beneficial to them, and developing 

the content of programming in such a way that is helpful to participants. 

 We carried out a two day institute last summer for UT Football, tailoring the 

institute specifically to the needs of the tutors and mentors in the department working 

with student athletes throughout the writing process. This institute has played a 

significant role in the UWC’s capacity building. It has supported the evolutionary process 

in which the UWC is engaged, as we work to broaden our current mission of working 

only with undergraduates to more generally supporting those who support student 

writing. The institute has thus contributed to the UWC Director’s vision of transforming 

the UWC into a center for all writing, both in the UT community and beyond.   

 The institute has also raised the profile of the UWC and our consulting 

practices, moving us toward the ability to become accredited in offering trainings and 

fostering collaborations between UT departments and disciplines. Such collaborations 

give us the opportunity to engage in discussions with others in a spirit of reciprocity to 

share and refine approaches to best practices for teaching writing. Importantly, the 

institute has also provided financial support to expand the writing services we offer and 

hire additional consultants. 

 Demonstrating that the UWC has created a useful profit-generating venture is 

crucial for several reasons. First, this effort is an example of a successful endeavor that 

has brought in funds that will benefit the entire university. In the case of the institute, we 

provided training to an important and much-prided asset at UT, football. Second, it 

contributes to the UWC’s professionalism – “[p]rofessionals, by their very definition, get 
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paid for the services they offer.”229 By providing a useful service and garnering 

recognition for it, the UWC helps to cement its place within the university and secure 

university funds in the future.    

 University units may also consider undertaking projects outside of the university,  

The UWC has begun such efforts. The former Outreach Coordinator of the UWC 

partnered with various community nonprofit organizations to develop and hold project-

oriented writing workshops with students. One of these organizations is Austin Bat Cave 

(ABC), a 501c3 nonprofit organization that works with children and teenagers to develop 

their creative and expository writing skills.230 Another is Badgerdog Literary Publishing, 

Inc., an organization with a two-fold purpose: “to publish work that furthers our cultures' 

collective vision and to equip at-risk children with the language skills necessary to create 

literary art from their joy and their jeopardy.”231 

 Collette and I are also developing proposals for institutes working with 

organizations that are thinking about starting writing centers as well as working with high 

schools. These programs are useful, as “calls for closer involvement between higher 

education and primary and secondary education”232 continue within university 

discourses. 

 The development of such projects may be facilitated with interdisciplinary 

partnerships. These types of partnerships may not come easily. Traditionally, the 
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university system “provides a kind of ‘symbolic territory’ over which different parties 

will compete.”233 Departmental units may associate such partnerships with an 

undermining of their authorities: 

 The ideology of interdisciplinary development substitutes coverage of new topics 

 and approaches for coverage of specialized scholarly fields, the ethos of cross-

 fertilization for the ethos of specialization, and the politics of coalition-building 

 among groups of enterprising faculty and key administrators for the politics of 

  disciplinary authority.234 

Yet writing centers are in a unique situation to bridge disciplines:  

 a major aspect of a writing center’s ability to generate a new vitality . . . is the 

 writing center’s capacity to bridge disciplines in a common search for the most 

 effective long-term methods to instruct students and encourage their intellectual 

 growth.  In this regard, a writing center can serve as a true ‘center’ for an outreach 

 amongst disciplines, and even for a community and regional outreach that offers 

 the type of transformative and liberatory educational experiences described by 

 Freire in which philosophy and practice join for social transformation.235 

This ability to bridge disciplines reinforces the legitimacy of outreach efforts, such as the 

institutes, discussed above.  Interdisciplinary projects also have several practical 

advantages. One is financial – different disciplines and the departments that house them 
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can combine resources.  

 Another relates to conservation of resources or, alternatively, avoidance of 

duplication. The UWC has a history of partnering with other departments on campus.  

For example, in my role as Assistant Director, I and Lisa Leit worked with a 

representative for Services for Students with Disabilities to develop a training session for 

UWC consultants on working with students with disabilities. In my work as Community 

Outreach Coordinator, I worked with the School of Undergraduate Studies to develop 

training sessions for their writing instructors, mentors, and tutors. Such partnerships 

proved beneficial, as we were able to raise awareness of these other departments, 

Services for Students with Disabilities and the School of Undergraduate Studies, 

respectively, at the UWC, and we at the UWC were able to share information about 

ourselves, and, in the case, of the School of Undergraduate Studies, our expertise in 

working with students on writing. The UWC should continue to seek out such 

partnerships, highlighting the mutual benefits. 

 Regardless of the specific form an outreach endeavor assumes, Hughes argues 

that a writing center must have “a clearly defined philosophy and set of principles”236 for 

its outreach programming. These principles should incorporate making sure that it is easy 

for potential participants to request such programs,237 that the programs establish clear 

expectations between participants and organizers,238 that collaboration regarding 
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materials occurs between participants and organizers,239 that the materials are effective 

for the particular participants,240 that organizers keep the limitations of the outreach 

programs in mind,241 that organizers keep records of their outreach programs,242 records 

that can “track the development of their outreach programs so that they can share 

information with deans and department chairs about this contribution the center is making 

to writing instruction on campus,”243 and that organizers adopt a long-term perspective 

with regard to the outreach programs.244  

 In keeping with these principles, Collette and I are currently reflecting on the 

institute we conducted last summer, modifying it for a second institute with UT Athletics 

at the end of the spring semester. With regard to expectations and materials, Colvin 

argues “[i]n all practice activities it’s highly valuable to get others’ views about what you 

should be working on and how you’re doing.”245 He believes it is so valuable that 

“[p]ractice activities are worthless without useful feedback about the results”246 from 

experts who can help individuals focus their energy as well as self-reflection.   

 Upon completion of the institute last summer, we not only asked each other for 

responses to the program, but we asked for feedback, in the form of questionnaires, from 
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both participants and UWC staffers who participated in the institute. We asked questions 

regarding materials and implementation, about what worked and what can be improved. 

 As a deliberative practitioner, I recognized the importance of getting different 

perspectives. When preparing for the institute, Collette and I held institute group 

meetings with everyone who was assisting with creating institute materials and 

presentations. During the meetings we provided an overview of tasks to accomplish, a 

general structure for the institute curriculum, and goals to accomplish. We then asked for 

group members to contribute their ideas to flesh out the specifics, thereby tapping into the 

UWC community of practice and the shared knowledge base and unique skill sets of 

group members. Collette and I kept detailed records, assembling files of information 

related to the institute, to assist us in the development of future institutes. Using this 

information, we have begun thinking of ways to modify the materials to better meet the 

needs of this particular group of participants.   

 Collette and I have also solicited feedback from the writing center community by 

participating in a presentation at the National Conference on Peer Tutoring in Writing247 

that focuses on outreach programs, such as the institute, at the UWC. Our stories are 

useful, as a way to organize attention to relevant and critical issues,248 in this case those 

centered on implementing outreach programs at a writing center. This process of 

discussing our projects and methods supports the “demystification of professional 
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knowledge”249 that contributes to learning. By critically and concertedly analyzing the 

institute, its content as well as our approach and methodology and ways of thinking about 

the institute, we can refine the institute for this year.   

 In addition, Collette and I are planning for the long term. I am graduating this 

spring, so she and I have begun working on a white paper discussing our experience with 

the institute, as another form of recordkeeping and institutional knowledge regarding the 

institute. We are also developing a handbook for future institute leaders that will include 

information about what we learned regarding the implementation of the institute, 

recommendations for institute implementation, questions to consider, and potential 

participants. Given that the number of students in business and science-related fields is 

increasing, as discussed above, future institutes should consider targeting these growing 

fields as a way to increase the number of students the UWC can assist as well as to 

enhance the profile of the UWC.  

 Moving forward, I recommend that the institute project has ongoing 

administrative guidance. To be a viable source of funding for the UWC, the project must 

have a year-round focus, one in which multiple institutes take place. As a current co-

leader of this project, I acknowledge that the amount of work such a project requires is 

difficult to manage as a student staffer who has other responsibilities at the UWC in 

addition to responsibilities outside of the UWC. Moreover, as students, we are limited in 

authority and credibility to ask negotiate payment deals from other university entities. For 

these reasons, I advocate that the UWC hire a non-student, full-time administrator to 
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coordinate this project, ideally someone with management, planning, and business 

experience, who serves as a clear point person for the project.  

 During the piloting of the institutes, questions involving Collette and my 

leadership responsibilities arose. In order for the coordinator to be successful, UWC 

administrators must work to develop a job title for the position, one that clearly defines 

the roles and agency of the coordinator, his or her relationship to the other members of 

the administrative staff, and the nature of the communication channels.  The job title 

should also grant the coordinator the flexibility to carry out the tasks of the institute to the 

best of his or her ability.  

 The clarity of the position depends on having a clear vision for the institutes. I 

have previously discussed my view that the institutes can and should serve as an income-

generating project for the UWC. The institutes are innovative for the UWC as the first 

example of an income-generation model. But requesting funds reinforces the professional 

nature of the assistance we provide and highlights that we are working with non-UT 

undergraduates, populations that are outside of the normal scope of our work. If the UWC 

commits to this perspective, administrators must reflect on questions of drifting toward a 

market model: Does receiving payment for services conflict with UWC philosophy? How 

do the institutes function as an extension of and support the work we do at the UWC? 

What are our legal rights and obligations to the university and institute participants? 

 In answering these questions, UWC leaders will also need to address logistical 

and pragmatic concerns. Questions to consider include: How many institutes are possible 

and desirable without taking away resources from the primary work of consultations?  
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Last summer, the institute group encountered some negative feelings from consultants not 

working on the institute who felt that they were not being well-supported, that they were 

taking on more of the consulting work. The voices of this group must be included in 

future conversations regarding the institute to assess the impact of the project on the 

entire UWC and to ensure successful deliberative planning. 

 Other questions are: How much will we charge? The price should vary based on 

the preparation and presentation time involved as well as what participants hope to get 

out of the institute. The difference between a presentation regarding UWC principles and 

practices versus a workshop in which participants can modify UWC principles and 

practices versus a certification in the UWC’s principles and practices indicating that 

participants will mirror the work the UWC does reflects an increase in the nature, 

intensity, and duration of an institute.  

 Given the different price points, who are potential participants? Do the institutes 

target only those who work with students on writing or can they include students 

themselves? Regarding the last point, Harris points out that a center “will lose some 

potential users who don’t want to make any investments or engage in any real projects 

without some trail runs to see if it’s all worth it.”250 The UWC can reference the work we 

have done with the Football Office by way of example. However, even with this example 

if participants want to have their own pilot, the UWC must consider whether it wants to 

waive a fee for an initial institute with an entity. 
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 As discussed above, we have begun a relationship with the School of 

Undergraduate Studies and did not charge for the training we did last year. However, 

moving forward, the UWC should target this group for income-generating institutes. In 

pitching this idea to the School of Undergraduate Studies, the UWC can highlight its 

newness as a college within the university whose staffers can benefit from professional 

training in writing. 

 A point of debate may also be funding for the coordinator. Initially, the funding 

for this position may come for grants or from within UWC funds. Arguing for the use of 

UWC funds may be a hard sell to university administrators who believe the primary focus 

of the UWC should be consultations and that such a position detracts resources from this 

central mission. However, the UWC can use the positive results from last year’s institute 

to support the future viability of the project and claim that eventually, the funding that 

these institutes bring can fund this position. Moreover, by emphasizing that the project 

can become less reliant on departmental funding will make it more likely to be supported 

by the department housing the UWC, right now the DRW, and the university. 

Incorporating New Technologies 

 In keeping with students’ ever-increasing familiarity with and reliance on 

technology, the UWC should continue to enhance its use of technology. The UWC 

currently employs technology for a variety of purposes. For instance, the UWC emails 

notes, at students’ requests, to their instructors describing what took place during 

consultations; students can obtain writing advice via Virgil; the UWC participates in 

dialogues about writing center theory and practices through Praxis and posts white papers 

online via a wiki; project group members share information via Google Docs; and 
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instructors and organizations can schedule presentations online through the UWC 

website. 

  In terms of new directions, as mentioned above, the UWC is currently thinking 

about how to preserve institutional knowledge through a wiki forum for consultants and 

other UWC staff members. Just as individuals can schedule presentations online, the 

UWC is also moving toward allowing students to schedule appointments with consultants 

online rather than having to make a phone call or visit the UWC to talk with a front desk 

staff. At issue are concerns about preserving student confidentiality. 

  The UWC should also consider how technology can help mediate the tension 

between the increasing number of students at UT and the budget limitations the UWC is 

experiencing. Online consultations can assist with “class conflicts, work schedules, 

transportation issues, practice schedules for sports, and personal preferences.”251 In 

holding online, rather than in-person, consultations, the UWC can experiment with more 

flexible staff hours and perhaps fewer staff members, allowing the UWC to save 

resources on personnel and devote funds to other projects.   

 Although online technology has the potential to assist the UWC in myriad ways, 

several impediments have prevented the UWC from incorporating such technology thus 

far. As discussed above, quality technology is costly. Developing projects like the 

institutes into a viable and ongoing source of funding can help generate the funds for 

such technology, reinforcing the need to focus on such income-generating projects.   
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 The UWC should also consider seeking out grants to incorporate technology. Last 

year, the UWC employed a graduate consultant with grant-writing experience who 

devoted her time at the UWC to locating grant sources and drafting grant proposals.  

However, after she graduated, no one had the necessary skill or interest to continue such 

a project, an instance of a failure to preserve institutional knowledge. One short term 

option is for the UWC to poll its consultants and identify someone with a grant-writing 

interest. The UWC should pay this person to attend a grant-writing training and 

incorporate the information into a manual for future grant-writers at the UWC. A more 

long-term solution would be for the UWC to hire on a full time grant writer. The cost of 

hiring on such a person is not negligible. However, given the importance of finding 

alternative sources of funding, the long term benefits will outweigh the short term costs.  

 Finally, until becoming a separate entity within the university is feasible, the 

UWC should take advantage of its current position as a unit within the DRW. It can 

develop partnerships with UT’s Digital Writing and Research Lab, another unit within 

the DRW, the aim of which is to examine “how information technologies are changing 

the ways we produce and consume texts, the ways we argue, and how we can flexibly 

address these sociotechnical changes.”252 The relationship between the two units 

primarily consists of monthly meetings of the AD Council in which ADs of both units 

update each other on current events taking place within each unit. By strengthening these 

associations and taking advantage of the expertise and resources of each unit, the UWC, 
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in collaboration with the DWRL, can find ways to cut costs during the development and 

implementation of new technologies in the writing center.  

 In the meantime, the UWC must begin the brainstorming process, determining 

how online consultations may be used without undermining writing center philosophy.  

Employing online consultations without: 

 serious consideration of the sociological and economic issues . . . will not work.  

 But intelligent efforts to weave technology throughout the curriculum and to use it 

 to its best advantage do offer the best hope for increasing access for college-aged 

 students, serving the increasing population of working professionals, controlling 

  costs, and meeting . . . national and global priorities.253 

The UWC can communicate with other writing centers who already consult with students 

online to become better informed about potential benefits and drawbacks as well as 

recommendations for implementation. 

Fostering Reflective and Deliberative Practices 

 In addition to responding to these practical concerns, UWC staffers must also 

learn to reflect on their practice, both to help them reveal what they know and to apply 

this knowledge to new or difficult situations, such as those that arise during transition 

periods. UWC leaders are responsible for creating an environment in which such 

reflection can take place. They can accomplish this goal by practicing what they preach 

essentially, by engaging in deliberative practice, modeling respectful communications 

and: 
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 authoring a social discourse that remains perpetually open, continually turning; a 

 social discourse that addresses and answers to many divergent audiences – each 

 other, our own inner audiences, the writers we serve, the faculty, university 

 administrators, and the community at large.254 

 Many at the UWC already engage in reflection, by writing white papers or articles 

for Praxis, creating handouts, and attending conferences. UWC leaders should continue 

to encourage such practices. By providing: 

 careful guidance and attention, these practices can turn writers toward attunement 

 with the world, to the ways in which their being in the world informs their 

 pedagogical work and, correspondingly, to the ways in which their pedagogical 

 work informs their being in the world.255   

UWC leaders should also engage in reflection regarding their leadership. The UWC 

offers professional development training for all consultants in topics such as working 

with students who are ESL or who have a disability and Business and Science Writing.  

The UWC should consider offering training in leadership, with a focus on reflection.  

This training would: 

 create opportunities for tutors to turn that habit of naming and framing on its 

 head, as it were. We want tutors to see themselves, the writers with whom they 

 work, and the complex and dynamic conditions within tutorials through Coyote 

 eyes – not as old problems with fixed solutions but as moments of intrigue and as 
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  opportunities for wonderment and becoming.256 

The insights gained during such trainings could become the subject of white papers, and 

articles, fostering a discussion on the writing center community about reflective practices.  

Moreover, if the UWC moves toward an income generation model, leaders can explore 

the potential benefits, in terms of professionalization and legitimacy, as well as issues and 

concerns inherent to using a model that has previously been disassociated from non-

hierarchical organizations such as the UWC.  

 Leaders must also think about how to foster leadership potential in others and 

continue the work that they have started at the UWC. In this way, UWC leaders must 

conceive of their roles as ones of “designing and putting in place a process to identify and 

fix [a] problem, leaving to others the task of working out their conflicting views of it.”257   

 To bring about such reflection, leaders must demonstrate to staffers “the value of 

the relational, of shared need, to intellectual communities or learning organizations”258 to 

which they contribute. More specifically, they can “suppor[t] new experiences for our 

tutors beyond our centers”259 and “envision[n] ways to develop ‘brokers’ and 

ambassadors to bring those new experiences to bear on other teaching and learning 

environments on campuses.”260 By illustrating how their contributions to the UWC can 

assist them in other settings, for example in a workshop setting or perhaps in partnerships 

with other units on campus, staffers will be more likely to value the work they do at the 
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UWC. In addition, staffers must also feel “a shared conviction that one’s presence, one’s 

engagement, and one’s contributions matter.”261 The UWC recognizes the 

accomplishments of individual staffers, through individual and staff wide emails. This 

type of continued positive reinforcement is valuable.   

 Finally, leaders must be “willing to share responsibility (and credit) for success, to 

risk failure, to laugh at our failures, foibles, and fears, and to show the public face of 

learning.”262 In doing so, we must continue to develop the community of practice by 

“valu[ing] the work of community building and mak[ing] sure that participants have 

access to the resources necessary to learn what they need to learn in order to take actions 

and make decisions that fully engage their own knowledgeability.”263 Including others in 

deliberative planning processes demonstrates how the processes work and how valuable 

they are. Moreover, creating a mentor program in which current leaders partner with 

staffers who have an interest in leadership, nurturing their leadership and working 

together on a project, can help create this sense of shared responsibility. 

CONCLUSION 

 Recognizing that the UWC is entering an important transition period, I aimed in 

this report to examine key areas of focus for new leaders at the UWC. I first provided an 

overview of the UWC. I then discussed writing center philosophy and practice, using this 
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section to transition into reflective and deliberative practitioner theories and the 

relationships between these theories and the work we do at the UWC.   

 Next, I talked about my roles at the UWC and how I have incorporated the 

principles of reflective and deliberative practitioner theories into my various leadership 

positions. In doing so, to use Tompkins’ words, “I want not so much to make a pitch for 

[a particular leadership approach], which, after all, is not that new, as to relay what I have 

learned from these experiences.”264 Through my work, I have helped introduce 

disturbances, changes, into the UWC. These changes have been informed by the culture 

of collaboration at UWC as well as my graduate studies. 

 Continuing my work as a reflective and deliberative practitioner, I identified 

nationwide trends in university culture and examined how those trends fit within the 

context of UT. I used these trends to identify challenges that the UWC, or more generally 

any organization within the context of the university, will encounter as a result. Finally, I 

proposed recommendations to the UWC and identified issues to consider in responding to 

these challenges.   

 In making these recommendations, I acknowledge “the absence of fixed answers, 

predictable outcomes, and determinate meanings.”265 Because of the inherent uncertainty 

of a transition period and of best ways to respond during the transition, reflection and 

deliberative planning policies are critical: 

 Like a truly effective tutorial dialogue, a staff discussion about solutions includes 

 all voices that are participating in the discussion as each has something to 

                                                
264 Jane Tompkins, “Pedagogy of the Distressed.” College English 52, no. 6 (1990): 657. 



 77 

 contribute. And like any good tutoring planning session, everyone participating 

 needs to be encouraged to turn off the editors in our brain which cause us to start 

 judging and rejecting options before we give them a chance to be examined.  

 Collaborative, flexible, individualized solutions to our administrative concerns are 

 bound to produce worthwhile results, just as our collaborative, flexible, 

 individualized tutorials with students do.266 

Having ensuring that others’ voices are heard, “[l]ike our tutors, we who direct writing 

centers must offer advice, make policies, and act according to our best judgment.”267  

Overall, what these recommendations suggest is that the UWC may want “to imagine 

what it would look like once institutional transformation has already taken place”268 to 

help guide it through its transition. 

 Ultimately, by sharing my experiences and observations with others on an entity 

that has served as a second home to me throughout my undergraduate and graduate 

student careers, through this report, I have espoused the principles of UWC, actively and 

consciously continued my reflection process, and, hopefully, communicated my love and 

passion for writing center work. I hope to “advance the common good,”269 contributing 

to the public service and building an active citizenship,270 one that uses writing to 

advance societal goals. I plan to continue to increase access to writing support after 
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graduate school either through writing center administration or through a nonprofit 

organization that focuses on writing. 
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