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For centuries people have explored the world, striking out in search of new
lands and adventures. Often, their journeys were difficult, full of rugged terrain
that challenged and sometimes rerouted the travelers. In the midst of such
terrain, though, the explorers occasionally found a place where they could rest
and relax, a special place that offered them shelter from the wilderness: an
oasis. Such resting places occasionally became more and more populated,
offering not only a respite from travels but also a home for those ready to settle
down. Boise itself is such an oasis, a town named for its forest-lined river,
winding between scrub desert and parched foothills, a place of comfort in an
otherwise arid landscape. It is here that we invite you to come and discuss
The Writing Center as Oasis.
For the 15th Annual Rocky Mountain Peer Tutoring Conference, we at the
Boise State Writing Center ask you to think about writing centers as oases, as
possible points of respite in the otherwise difficult terrain of the academy. Yet
we also encourage you to complicate and question that portrayal–when might
we wish to refuse the image of a writing center as oasis?
Some questions to prompt your thinking:
Finding (or creating) an oasis. If we view the writing center as an oasis,
then what does it take to discover this place? What sort of travels do writers
and consultants undertake in order to find us? When we define the center as
oasis, what assumptions do we make about the ideas of place and comfort? Can
we assume the same expectations for each traveler?
Maintaining and growing an oasis. Once discovered, what must we do in
order to keep a writing center oasis healthy? Do we, and how do we, cultivate
relationships outside the oasis, with our departments, our schools, and other
writing communities? Must we bring in more settlers to keep the oasis strong?
How do we help new consultants become accustomed to the oasis setting? Our
sessions with writers are explorations in their own right–do we have smaller
moments of discovery within those sessions? What have they taught us?
Escaping from the oasis. When might the idea of a writing center as an oasis
prove problematic? We’ve seen times that the writing center has been used as a
punishment or a requirement. We’ve also seen times where writers come in
scared, desperate, and skittish. Is a writing center ever the desert, an antioasis? Do we create certain (unfair) expectations of our work if we label
ourselves an oasis?

These, of course, are but suggestions to help you begin your own travels
towards a proposal, and towards Boise.
We invite proposals from anyone associated with a writing center, and
presentations can take on a variety of forms.
Deadline: February 3rd, 2008
‹ Fall 2007 (Volume 5 Issue
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A recent statistical finding at the UWC revealed that among undergraduates,
men are significantly less likely both to visit the center and to return for a
subsequent consultation than women. This article explores potential
contributing factors and implications with a view to encouraging writing centers
to increase diversity with balanced approaches to gender-specific learning and
motivational styles.
Writing centers have been discussed as feminized spaces (Trachsel & Birnbaum)
and in her 1999 article, “Real Men Don’t Do Writing Centers” in The Writing
Center Journal, Margaret Tipper contended that the structure and practice of
writing centers may not appeal to or work for male consultees. With this in
mind, our research project group at the Undergraduate Writing Center
(UWC) at The University of Texas at Austin (UT) used consultee records
collected during the Fall 2006 and Spring 2007 academic year to statistically
test the degree to which being male or female predicted whether students both
initially visited and returned to the UWC.
A part of the Department of Rhetoric and Writing and partially funded by
student fees, UT’s UWC serves a key function in supporting students and raising
retention rates. To document the important work of the writing center, in the
last three years the UWC administrators have been analyzing data collected
using the Filemaker software program for each consultation held since 1995.
When checking in with the front desk at the UWC, students are asked to
provide information about themselves and their writing projects on intake
forms. The student self-reported data is then entered into Filemaker by the
front desk staff and kept in our consultation warehouse for record keeping
purposes. The two variables from the intake information that are of interest in
the current study are “sex of student” and “first time visit.” For the first
variable, instead of having a student enter his or her sex on the form, the sex
of the consultee was assessed and entered by the front desk person on duty.
For the second variable, students were asked to answer “yes” or “no” to the
question “First visit?” on the intake form. Responses to this question were then
manually entered into Filemaker by front-desk staff. To facilitate targeted
analysis impossible in Filemaker, we exported the 2006-07 consultation records
to the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) software program.
Research Question #1: How Many of our Consultations were Return
Visits?

To get an overview of consultation patterns with regard to sex and return visits,
we first analyzed the descriptive statistics using the 10,107 valid records of
consultations collected between August 2006 and May 2007. Of these, 30%
(2,995) of the consultations were first-time visitors, and the remaining 70%
(7,112) were returning students (see Figure 1).
Figure 1: UWC Profile of Return Visits 2006-07 Academic Year

Research Question #2: Did More Men or Women come for
Consultations?
Despite the fact that we strive to serve all undergraduates, and there is an
equal sex balance in the UT overall student population (51% female in 2006-07
school year), over two thirds (67%) of UWC visitors were women (see Figure 2
below).
Figure 2: UWC Sex of Visitor Profile 2006-07 Academic Year

Research Question #3: Who Came Initially, and Who Came Back?
As shown in Figure 3, returning female students (48%) came to the UWC for
consultations more than returning males (22%) or first time visitors. More
women, 19%, came for initial consultations, than men; only 11% of our
consultations last year were with first-time male visitors.
Figure 3: UWC Sex and Return Visit Profile 2006-07 Academic Year

Research Question #4: Were Women Significantly More Likely to Visit
and Return to the UWC?
Next, we conducted statistical tests to find out if women were both significantly

more likely to visit and to return to the UWC. To test whether women were
significantly more likely than men to visit the UWC initially, we created a subdataset with only first time visits and conducted an independent samples t test
with sex as the grouping variable. Our results indicate that women were
significantly more likely to come to the UWC (t=130, highly significant: p
<.01). To test the question of whether women were significantly more likely to
return than men (significantly meaning greater than would be likely to occur by
chance), we then conducted a binary logistic regression using sex (“Male or
Female”) as the independent or predictor variable, and first visit (“Yes or No”)
as the dependent, or outcome variable. We found that men were 18%
significantly less likely to come for return visits than women (p<.01). These
results indicate that women use the UWC significantly more than men and
support the premise that our writing center is indeed a feminized space.
Discussion: Why Might the UWC be Utilized more Frequently by
Women?
The UWC is significantly more used by women than men. Our findings bring up
challenging questions for our writing center and the entire field: Why might this
be, and what does it mean? Do our philosophy and practices work better for
women? How might gender-influenced motivational and learning styles
contribute to who comes and returns? Does the sex ratio of our staff play a
role? What are potential implications for our practice?

The UWC’s process-centered approach, best seen in our nondirective consulting style, may work better for women than for
men due to differences in preferred motivational styles.
Does our Philosophy Work Better for Women?
Although the goal of the UWC is to be a welcoming and open place for all
students to seek advice during any stage of the writing process, the similarities
between writing-center and feminist-theory pedagogies may contribute to
women being more drawn to seek help from and return to the UWC. As Meg
Woolbright points out, “both have egalitarian agendas, interactive teaching
methods, emphasis on the personal, and conflicts with the patriarchy over the
distribution of power” (16-30).
Tipper challenges us to explore how writing center structures and philosophies
may not appeal to or work for men. She asserts that most men feel less adept
than women at work that centers around on reading, writing, and talking (2-5).
She contends that men may find the collaborative, non-directive approach
inefficient and artificial (2-5). When students come for help, rather than
instructing students on how to improve their papers, consultants encourage
students to create their own solutions. Instead of correcting grammatical
problems by copy-editing alone, consultants work with students to help them
understand their errors and the reasoning behind the corrections. Tipper
asserts that a man visiting the writing center and finding himself in a one-onone collaborative session with a tutor where such “reflection is stressed over
action” might feel like “a cat getting thrown into a swimming pool” (38).
The UWC’s process-centered approach, best seen in our non-directive
consulting style, may work better for women than for men due to differences in
preferred motivational styles. Discussion about the ways in which writing
centers are serving male students has been and ought to be influenced by
research into what Marcus Weaver-Hightower calls “The Boy Turn” in research

on primary and secondary education, a body of controversial work that has
shed considerable light on the motivational styles of boys and young men. The
highly debated Newsweek article, “The Problem with Boys,” made much of the
educational problems posed by the tendency of boys to avoid asking for help if
asking for help is likely to make them look weak (Tyre 3). Furthermore, as
Tipper argues in her discussion of the problems faced by a writing center at an
all-male high school, “Research suggests that men attribute success to their
own efforts and abilities, and failure to bad luck and difficulties with the task”
(36), while women and girls do quite the opposite. Furthermore, young men are
likely to be skeptical about the effectiveness of a form of consulting that is nondirective and that attempts to hide power differences, as men tend to favor
pragmatic problem-solving approaches and more traditional hierarchies (36-7).
Could the Sex Ratio of our Consultants Play a Role?
The UWC is staffed by graduate students in English and the Department of
Rhetoric and Writing, a few graduate students from other disciplines, and
undergraduates trained in a preparatory class. 62% (46 out of 74) of our
consultants are women. This is actually a more balanced sex ratio than most
writing centers’ 65-70% average (Formo and Welch 108). Possibly, as Lisa
Birnbaum has pointed out in her article arguing for a gender balance in writing
center staffing, this sex ratio is one way we create and reinforce the
“feminizing” of our writing center. She observes that most writing center tutors
are women and asserts that the selection of tutors is influenced by a preference
for tutoring approaches which are more stereotypically feminine (Birnbaum 6).
Male clients have been found to prefer male tutors whom they perceive to be
“more authoritative, task oriented, and efficient,” and female students to
appreciate female tutors whom they experience as “more understanding and
caring, easier to trust and talk to” (Hunzer 8).
Conclusion: Potential Implications for our Practice
Our findings that men are significantly less likely both to come to the writing
center and to return for additional support challenge us to reevaluate our
practices and raise a number of questions for future research. Since the UWC’s
motive is to strengthen the writing skills of all students over the course of their
lifetimes, we aim to encourage both male and female students to come to and
return to the writing center. In a process as complicated and ingrained as
writing, a single 45-minute consultation is too short a time in which to expect
profound changes. If men are not returning at the same rates as women, our
long-term strategy is not working for that part of our constituency.
That is not to say that we are not doing a good job: it may be that, even if it is
not as comfortable for some males, both men and women find a haven of
transformative nurturing and caring amidst the dominant academic culture of
competition and autonomous striving (Trachsel 24-45). Moving forward, these
findings call for ongoing evaluation of the effectiveness of our philosophy and
practices for men and women.

Additional research can explore pragmatic ways to bring more
men into the writing center while maintaining a space that is
nurturing and supportive for both sexes.
Consultants may benefit from being sensitized to some dynamics such as
student defensiveness and resistance that may arise as a result of culture shock
when students are used to more hierarchical educational dynamics. Tipper

poses thoughtful questions:
Might the student who tries to enlist the tutor as an ally against the
teacher or who gets into a power struggle with the tutor just be trying to
create relationships that make sense to him? Might the boy who insists
on the tutor telling him what is “right” just be functioning out of his
ancient warrior psyche thinking “this guy is supposed to be on my side,
therefore, he must know what is right”?
We may also want to consider offering some additional services to cater to
more traditionally masculine approaches to learning. In her high school writing
center, Tipper reports having successfully made changes such as small group
sessions related to classes since the boys at her school seemed to prefer this to
their “pseudo-equal” stance in a one-on-one consultation in which they are
seeking expert feedback but asked to collaborate as a peer (38).
With increased sensitivity and accommodation to gender-socialized learning and
motivational differences, writing center consultants may very well be able to
overcome “The Boy Code” problem that Pollock has identified and provide more
motivational support for male clients (Tipper 35). Future studies can be done in
other writing centers to see if they too are more utilized by female clients.
Additional research can explore pragmatic ways to bring more men into the
writing center while maintaining a space that is nurturing and supportive for
both sexes. Further research could delve more into topics such as the
relationship between sex and willingness to seek help from writing centers, sex
and communication patterns in consultations, and whether the sex of the
consultant predicts the likelihood of client return. As Tipper writes, “Let us hold
our sacred practices up to scrutiny and systematically research whether
nondirective tutoring serves men as well as women; whether group critiques
prove to be positive vehicles for response to writing, especially for men;
whether external motivation and competition improved writing among our
young men” (35).
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Emily Heady
Most writing center tutors who work on campuses with substantial numbers of
ESL students know that the misunderstandings and confusions that occur in
tutorials go well beyond language difficulties. While a Korean student might
tend to put verbs at the end of the sentence or omit articles, she might also
find herself struggling to speak in her own individual voice–something an
American tutor is likely to encourage. Indeed, many problems faced every day
in writing centers can be traced to conflicts that arise when the individualism
associated with the ethics, ways of seeing the world, and pedagogical practices
that characterize American universities come into conflict with the more
communal epistemologies and practices that we often associate with Asian
students. Although I do not want to rehearse the experiences of countless Asian
students who struggle to make a transition from “we” to “I” (Staben and
Nordhaus 73), I would like to suggest that a simple binary opposition between
a Korean, Japanese, or Chinese “we” and an American “I” fails to account for
the complex ways in which the writing center interrogates, manipulates, and
reconfigures this binary. The very nature of a writing center tutorial puts
pressure on the opposition of Asian collectivism to American individualism, for it
asks students–perhaps contradictorily–to collaborate one-on-one. But if the
structure of the tutorial often causes confusion, it also offers an opportunity to

reflect productively on the “we” and the “I,” especially when the tutorial is
understood in the context of larger events such as the Virginia Tech shootings
in April 2007. This event in particular, which resonated quite differently for
Korean and American students, offered a striking opportunity to explore the
political tensions inherent in writing tutoring within a larger, real-life context.
Recognizing the politics of the tutorial–the interested and opinionated way in
which it approaches ideas such as “the individual” or “the collective”–allows for
greater understanding and more effective communication between tutors and
the students they seek to help.
In part, the confusions tutors at my school faced as they attempted to help
Korean students deal with the aftermath of the Virginia Tech shootings, in which
a troubled Korean-American student opened fire on a largely non-Asian group
of faculty and students, can be traced to a general haziness about what
“collaboration” means. As Lunsford and Ede argue throughout Singular
Texts/Plural Authors, collaboration is a contested concept within American
academia. Even as the university ostensibly invites group-think and coauthorship, it also privileges the voice of the individual author (in the form of a
monograph, an original point, or a thesis-driven argument) over the voice of
the many or even of the few. This situation plays out dramatically on a day-today basis in writing centers, as tutors struggle to steer a middle course
between sharing what they know about writing and seizing control of students’
drafts (Lunsford 47). Writing centers, then, are caught in a bind, doing
collaborative work in an individualist culture.

[I]nstead of watching a student from a collective culture
struggling to personalize his thoughts, tutors instead saw groups
of students constructing their individuality in relation to one
another.
Writing centers serve as “contact zones”–“social spaces where cultures meet,
clash, and grapple with each other” (Pratt 35)–and as such, they place these
questions about collaboration within a multi-national context. Even so, our
tutors also learned that the ways in which the “contact zone” constructs
relations between individualist and collective cultures shifts markedly when
tutors begin to relate to Asian, and particularly South Korean, students outside
the framework of the one-on-one tutorial. The Graduate Writing Center at
Liberty University, a large and rapidly growing Christian school located in
Lynchburg, Virginia, was set up with the school’s sizeable Korean population in
mind. Of 650 international students, over 200 hail from South Korea, and the
vast majority of these are in graduate school. In our first year of operation,
approximately 75% of our encounters in the GWC were with these Korean
students. We began to address the needs of the Korean students in the usual
way–by training tutors to run effective tutorials. Tutors learned to explain the
American university’s stance on plagiarism, to guide productive conversations
about the difference between indirect and thesis-driven argumentation, and to
seek out a balance between students’ own voices and the linguistic demands of
their chosen fields of study. In other words, they learned (we thought) to help
ESL students meet the expectations of their academic programs without
appropriating or Americanizing their ideas, voices, and selves (Severino 53).
More concretely, tutors learned that what Harris calls “the Asian preference for
indirection” (199) translates into hidden or missing thesis statements and
papers that seem to meander from sub-topic to sub-topic, rather than forcefully
illuminating a single point; that the Asian tendency to value individual

experience less highly than do Americans often causes them to plagiarize
(Harris 199); and that in Korea, as Sarah Graff notes, “students are graded
highly by their teachers if they imitate classic writers” (qtd. in Stanley). Finally,
tutors spent a good deal of time with some Korean professors at the school
learning about how Korean words and sentences are constructed and how
Koreans understand gender roles, age relations, manners, educational
practices, hand-gestures, and so on.
What was less usual about our early days was our willingness to see the Korean
students in situations other than one-on-one tutorials. Initially, we began
offering reading groups and conversational English groups, and these shifted
the understanding of American-Korean relationships that tutors had gleaned
from one-on-one conferences: instead of watching a student from a collective
culture struggling to personalize his thoughts, tutors instead saw groups of
students constructing their individuality in relation to one another. Largely
because of these groups, the relationships the Koreans and their tutors had
already established in writing conferences flourished, and friendships were
formed. Koreans and Americans were beginning to understand each other’s
jokes, fried chicken and kimchi had been shared, and social events, including
field trips to Jiffy Lube and Subway and a Korean Poetry Slam, were in the
works. Under these conditions, our tutors began to theorize the relationship
between American and Korean cultures in a much more sophisticated fashion
than they had previously. In fact, one of the tutors remarked that she had been
wrong initially about what collective culture meant. Whereas when she only saw
Koreans in tutorials she had thought that they simply were not able to construct
original thoughts with any confidence or skill, she later realized that they do so
as frequently as their American counterparts: “They have trouble with a thesis,
but it’s not that they can’t write one–it’s just that they want to bounce their
ideas off everyone else first to see what matters to the group.” It was this
legitimate cultural understanding and the friendships produced by the
conversation and reading groups that opened up the opportunity for another
sort of productive dialogue after the Virginia Tech shootings.

[G]etting to know the Koreans as individuals was a temptation: it
caused our tutors not to recognize some of the ways in which
American and Korean culture really were different.
In the days following Seung-Hui Cho’s actions at Virginia Tech, our Korean
students felt the effects of his actions particularly strongly. At least fifteen
Korean students came into the writing center to apologize personally for what
Cho had done. One of our tutors, a Korean also named Cho, apologized to all of
us and said the he felt particularly to blame because of their shared surname.
Our other staff repeatedly informed the Korean students and our fellow GWC
employee that we knew they were not responsible for the shootings–a move
which came naturally enough to a roomful of Americans but which did little to
help the Koreans feel better. More sophisticated rhetoric was no more effective.
One tutor said that he hoped the Koreans would not blame him for everything
that Caucasians did, but while the Koreans understood the analogy, they did not
find it consoling. As one graduate student put it, “Americans are individualist. If
one of them does something bad, that does not matter for the others. Koreans
are so different.” At this point, we shifted tactics. A tutor who hails from Kenya
stepped in, saying that she felt Cho’s crimes were stereotypically American:
they seemed much more indebted to Rambo and video-game violence than to
anything that could be traced to Korean culture, and the other employees–a

Lebanese and four Americans–agreed. This still did not help. A different Korean
student said in response, “Yes, that is American movie crime. But he is Korean.”
The rhetoric we employed in the writing center after the events of April 16
suggested that our understanding of Korean-American relations had shifted
radically from our early days, but it suggested as well that we had much to
learn. If conversation groups had allowed us to appreciate Koreans as
individuals, this revision caused us to downplay, perhaps too much, the claims
that the Koreans’ collective culture exerted on them. In short, getting to know
the Koreans as individuals was a temptation: it caused our tutors not to
recognize some of the ways in which American and Korean culture really were
different, and it stymied our tutors’ attempts to help the Koreans deal with their
collective grief and sense of guilt following the Virginia Tech shootings. This
radical reversal suggests that the cultural problem Americans and Asians face in
writing centers is less that they occupy different positions within the
individual/community binary, but rather that the various situations in which
tutoring, conversations, or other forms of teaching occur tends to privilege
either individuals or groups. It suggests, in short, that the tutorial is itself a
culture of individualism, the reading group a culture of community, and so
forth. It suggests, moreover, that writing center administrators would do well to
build such self-reflective analysis into their pedagogies as they seek to train
tutors about the rules of the “contact zone” in which they operate. Indeed, it
was only when our tutors together entered into the Koreans’ collective grief and
offered handshakes and prayers from “our people to yours” that the Koreans
were able, finally, to say “thank you” and move on.
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Emily Walker Heady holds a Ph.D. in English from Indiana University. She is
Assistant Professor of English and Director of the Graduate Writing Center at
Liberty University. Her work has appeared in Dickens Studies Annual, Studies
in Medievalism, JNT, Christianity and Literature, and Texas Studies in Literature
and Language. Her book, Conversion in Context: Victorian Heart-Change and
Narrative Community, is currently under review. She is at work on a second
book project dealing with Victorian assessment practices and the idea of
judgment.
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CFP: Spring 2008 Issue of Praxis — Authority and Cooperation
Praxis: A Writing Center Journal welcomes submissions for its Spring 2008
issue. Although we welcome essays on a wide range of topics related to writing
centers, we especially encourage submissions on this issue’s theme: Authority
and Cooperation. Many writing centers try to create a collaborative space free
from the hierarchies of knowledge and power that characterize the classroom
and the university in general; yet difficult issues concerning authority, hierarchy
and cooperation inevitably develop in individual writing consultations and in the
larger physical and institutional space of the writing center. We invite
contributors to interpret the theme of Authority and Cooperation broadly;
however, some possible applications include
Directive/Non-directive approaches to consultations
Undergraduates consulting undergraduates
Using writing manuals/style guides as authoritative arbiters of writing
style
Issues of power, gender, class, race
Overall writing center philosophies
Navigating professors' authority
Creating collaborative spaces within the writing center’s administrative
hierarchies (and within larger institutional hierarchies)
Submission guidelines:
Recommended article length is 1000 to 2000 words. Articles should conform to
MLA style. Send submissions as a Word document e-mail attachment to Jeremy
Dean, James Jesson, and Patricia Burns at praxis@uwc.utexas.edu. Also
include the writer’s name, e-mail address, phone number, and affiliation.
Because Praxis is a Web-based journal, please do not send paper; we do not
have the resources to transcribe printed manuscripts. Images should be
formatted as jpeg files and sent as attachments.
Deadline for Spring Issue: February 1, 2008
Praxis: A Writing Center Journal (praxis.uwc.utexas.edu/praxisarchive) is a
biannual electronic publication sponsored by the University of Texas
Undergraduate Writing Center, a component of the Department of
Rhetoric and Writing at the University of Texas at Austin. It is a forum for
writing center practitioners everywhere.
We welcome articles from writing center consultants and administrators related
to training, consulting, labor issues, administration, and writing center news,
initiatives, and scholarship. For further information about submitting an article
or suggesting an idea, please contact the editors at praxis@uwc.utexas.edu.
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Andrea Gronstal Benton
Name: Andrea Gronstal Benton
Age: 30
Writing center: University of Wisconsin-Madison Writing Center
Size of school: 28,500 undergraduates
Year in school and area of study: Graduate Student in Medieval English
Literature
Number of years working in writing centers: 7
Job title: Writing Center Instructor
Describe the work you do in the writing center:
This semester, the bulk of my work is individual consultations with graduate and
undergraduate students working on writing assignments for their classes, for
applications, or just for their own enrichment as writers. In the past, I served
as the Center’s Lead T.A., which involved teaching courses on literary analysis,
essay exams, and research papers, as well as training and mentoring staff
members and devoting special instructional time to at-risk undergraduate
students. I also worked on the outreach staff, visiting classrooms to educate
students and faculty about the Writing Center’s services and working with
professors and T.A.s to plan and teach short units on writing in particular

courses.
Describe the training you’ve participated in:
In my first semester in the Writing Center, I participated in a ten-week
intensive training course that gave me the opportunity to spend time thinking
and talking with my fantastic colleagues about theories of Writing Center
teaching and the different kinds of challenges all Writing Center instructors
face. As new instructors we also had the chance to observe and be observed by
more experienced colleagues. Since that first semester, I have participated in
monthly staff training meetings and ongoing education sessions that focus on
particular kinds of writing (application essays, for example, or science writing)
or common challenges (helping multi-language learners or approaching issues
of race in Writing Center teaching).

My oddest consultation was one time when one of my regular
students asked me to help him analyze his correspondence with a
potential love interest and craft his next response!
How do you normally start a consultation?
Before jumping into the writing, I try to connect on a more personal level,
whether it’s inquiring about the student’s weekend or commiserating about the
cold that’s going around. Once our conversation is rolling, I ask the student to
fill me in about the assignment and tell me about his or her goals for the
session so that I can make sure to address the student’s concerns before (or at
least at the same time as) my own.
Describe your consulting style:
My goal is to offer my students a model of their intended audience’s response
to a piece of writing. Rather than saying “this doesn’t make sense,” I try to say
things like “as a reader I was a little bit confused by this wording; did you
mean….” Rather than “you need to develop this point,” I try to say something
more like “as a reader, I would love to hear more about this.” I think it’s really
important to help writers consider the needs of a particular audience no matter
what kind of writing they’re doing, and if I can give a voice to that hypothetical
audience and make it seem more concrete, I’m doing my job.
My favorite kind of consultation is one where the student gets excited about
a new idea or a new strategy for expressing or organizing that idea, one where
the student grabs the pencil out of my hand and starts writing furiously and
passionately.
My greatest strength as a consultant is my drive to make sure that my
students retain agency over their own writing.
My greatest weakness is sacrificing my intentions to leave the student in
charge when I feel like a student is desperate for any and all help.
What I like about working in a writing center is learning all kinds of stuff
from each student I meet and each paper I read.
What I don’t like is having to send some students away feeling like they
haven’t gotten everything they needed.
My oddest consultation was one time when one of my regular students
asked me to help him analyze his correspondence with a potential love interest
and craft his next response! This student was not a native English speaker, and
he was uncomfortable with the nuances of the rhetorical situation he found

himself in.
What advice would you give to beginning consultants?
Ask genuine, non-leading questions. Let the student be the expert about his or
her writing.
What kind of writing do you do?
Right now, I write and revise dissertation chapters, and that’s about it.
Hopefully soon I’ll have time to do more personal writing and to write about
writing and Writing Center work as well.
How has working in a writing center affected the way you write?
I’m more experimental when it comes to the writing process, since I’ve learned
lots of tricks for helping other writers overcome writers’ block and produce
effective writing.
What else do you want to tell us about yourself?
I have a sixteen-month-old son who, while he’s not writing quite yet, makes a
mean scribble of pencil on paper. He loves visiting our Writing Center, so I’m
sure he’s headed in the right direction.
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Jane Hirschhorn
The university writing center serves students with a diverse range of skill levels,
learning styles, and linguistic and cultural backgrounds. The two most diverse
groups of students who visit our offices regularly are students for whom English
is a second language (ESL) and students with learning disabilities (LD). This
diversity presents itself both in the scope of their needs at all stages of the
writing process (brainstorming, fluency, sentence structure, organization,
grammar, etc.) and the varying degree to which they need assistance in these
and other areas. Although ESL and LD students’ writing concerns are often
different from one another, these two groups nonetheless encounter common
difficulties in language fluency, comprehension, organization, and familiarity
with the rhetorical patterns of academic writing in English.
As writing tutors, we accommodate the diverse needs of these two groups by
tailoring our tutoring strategies to support them. One strategy might involve
spending more tutoring time with each ESL and LD student we serve by
scheduling regular weekly meetings with them. Another strategy could focus on
reading comprehension by allowing the student to review a reading assignment
along with the tutor before the student begins to write. Still another strategy
could make use of the writing conference as an opportunity for a student to
brainstorm orally before beginning to write. Overall, tutors who work with ESL
and LD students need to provide more focused and lengthy guided instruction
in the areas of fluency, comprehension, organization and rhetorical patterns.

Organization Problems: The Strategy of Reviewing Rhetorical Patterns
ESL students present some of the greatest challenges for writing tutors. These
students are still in the process of mastering written English while at the same
time learning to write academic papers. In addition, some students are still
mastering the concepts behind the fundamental rhetorical conventions of the
American academy. Wayne Robertson, in a written transcript from the DVD
Writing Across Borders, stresses that educators need to recognize that these
rhetorical conventions may not seem “logical,” or even “natural” for this
population. He notes that American rhetorical patterns have been shaped by
western culture, politics and values that may be unknown to ESL students.
Robertson’s idea that what seems natural in writing is often cultural is
important to keep in mind for tutors working with ESL students. Tutors may
need to spend some time explaining and reviewing these rhetorical patterns
and conventions in addition to addressing other writing issues.
This issue of providing guided instruction with respect to rhetorical patterns was
certainly true in my work with an ESL student as a writing tutor at Mount Ida
College, a small liberal arts institution outside Boston. The student, who spent
her early years in China, was asked to write an essay describing her desire to
pursue a career in the field of criminal justice. Her draft described a childhood
experience of watching a pickpocket steal her grandmother’s wallet at a
carnival. The essay involved two rhetorical patterns: chronological narrative and
cause/effect, and it was clear that she was having difficulty with both.

Tutors who work with LD students need to be aware of the
diverse writing concerns this population faces.
In this situation, I tailored my tutoring strategies to accommodate the student’s
specific needs by spending multiple sessions with her on this assignment. It
was clear that that she needed focused, guided instruction within the areas of
fluency, rhetorical patterns, and organization. First, I spent time with her
working on oral fluency, asking her retell her story in the hope that it would
lead to greater written fluency. It did. Next, we talked about how she could
describe her fear surrounding the event more fully using synonyms, which
would draw her readers more deeply into her story.
We also discussed the linguistic conventions within chronological narrative and
cause/effect essays. When we discussed how to revise her story chronologically,
I suggested that she include transition words to make the sequence of events
more comprehensible and organized for the reader. In discussing the
cause/effect aspect of the essay, I offered suggestions on word choice (as a
result of, because of, etc.) to advance her ideas and connect the two parts of
her draft. I know that the additional time I spent with this student contributed
to her writing a more fluent, organized and coherent essay in which her ideas
were more fully developed.
Comprehension and Fluency Problems: The Strategy of Oral Rehearsal

Jane Hirschhorn with a student
Learning disabled students are another population that makes use of the
writing center in great numbers. Diversity for the LD population in writing is
found in the variety and extent of these students’ needs. Some students have
trouble with fluency and vocabulary, while other face difficulty in varying the
types of sentences they write. In addition, they often have difficulty in reading
comprehension, which in turn affects their ability to select paper topics that
reflect the assignment. It has been long documented that the writing process
presents greater challenges for LD students than for their non-LD peers
(Englert and Thomas). These difficulties can occur at any stage of the writing
process. In their literature review, Newcomer and Barenbaum note that: “ . . .
when compared with typical college students, writers with learning disabilities
have greater difficulty with certain aspects of mechanics (particularly spelling),
that they are less fluent (produce fewer words), and that they are not as
diverse in their use of vocabulary” (587).
Later in the same review they add: “We are presented with a picture of writers
whose compositions are marked by irrelevancies, redundancies, mechanical
errors, early terminations, and a lack of organization and coherence” (587).
Tutors who work with LD students need to be aware of the diverse writing
concerns this population faces both with respect to mechanical errors and
problems in fluency, coherence and organization. Consequently, tutors need to
tailor their strategies by providing focused, guided instruction for LD students in
these areas.
I faced this situation in my work with a first-year LD student who told me she
was “a bad writer” and struggled with many of these writing concerns. She
asked me to read a draft of a paper requiring her to describe some aspect of
herself.
Her draft indeed contained spelling and grammatical errors, but the major
problem was in fact a comprehension error: she missed the main idea of the
assignment. The comprehension error in turn led to problems with coherence,
fluency and irrelevance, as mentioned in Newcomer and Barenbaum’s review. I
suggested that she might need to modify her paper topic, so I asked her a few
questions about herself. In the course of our conversation, she told me that she
has possessed great physical strength since she was a child.

In this case, our conversation and her oral rehearsal allowed the
student to express her ideas in order to internalize the

metacognitive processes she needed to begin writing.
Tall and soft-spoken, she mentioned several examples of her strength, a source
of pride for her during childhood. As she entered late adolescence, however, she
became self-conscious of her physical prowess, to the extent that she partially
hid it from her male peers. I asked her why, and then her ideas blossomed. She
spoke of her fear of not capturing attention of men who would know she was
stronger than they were, and we discussed the costs of her deception.
For this student, issues of comprehension and fluency were inextricably bound.
What helped most for her was a writing conference tailored to help alleviate the
above problems and provide an opportunity for her to orally brainstorm ideas
for her revised paper topic. This “oral rehearsal” was successful in allowing her
to prepare a written draft, and greatly improved her written fluency and
organization. The writing conference enabled me to accommodate this student’s
needs, tailoring my strategies to allow for focused, guided instruction in fluency,
comprehension and organization.
Kimberly Lauffer, citing findings from Graham and Harris, notes that the writing
conference plays an important role in guiding students through the writing
process. She writes, “Conferencing allows teachers to prompt students with the
eventual goal of the student internalizing the metacognitive processes used
during the writing process.”
I believe that our writing conference that focused on prewriting was a key
element in the above student’s success. In this case, our conversation and her
oral rehearsal allowed the student to express her ideas in order to internalize
the metacognitive processes she needed to begin writing. The discussion,
coupled with my guided questions that mimicked a metacognitive process,
transformed the quality of her work.
Comprehension and Brainstorming Problems: The Strategy of the
Standing Appointment
In her paper, “Learning Disabilities and the Writing Center,” Julie Neff notes that
LD students need more assistance with the writing process that is more focused
and guided than their non-LD counterparts, as well as a more directive
approach as to what each student needs to improve. She writes:
Most learning disabled students need more support and help rather then
less. And writing centers can provide that assistance. For these students,
writing center professionals need a new picture of the writing conference
that includes the writing advisor becoming more directly involved in the
process and the product. (388)

The writing center must accommodate diversity thoughtfully and
strategically with ESL and LD students because they struggle
more deeply with the complex process of writing in academic
English than their native speaking and non-LD peers.
Neff’s notion of ongoing, directed support for LD students applies to a student
who scheduled an hour-long “standing appointment” with me every week
during the fall semester last year. Shortly after we began working together, I
suspected he had learning disabilities based on the difficulties I observed in his
reading comprehension and writing after he asked me for assistance in both
areas. Before working in higher education, I was a classroom and tutorial
teacher in two private high schools for students with learning disabilities, and

this student’s tentative approach to reading and writing reminded me of some
of my former students. Like some of the ESL students I have worked with, this
student needed to spend more time before beginning to write. Consequently, I
tailored my work to his needs by spending more time on the pre-writing stages
of the writing process (in this case reading comprehension and brainstorming)
than I might with non-LD and non-ESL students. Once I felt he was prepared,
the student began work on his rough draft. As Neff recommends, I became
more directly involved in the prewriting process.
It was clear to me that for this reserved student, a standing appointment
focused on guided reading tutorials with me, as well as the usual writing
conferences, fostered his success in my office and his coursework. Sometimes
we focused the majority of a one-hour session discussing and defining the topic
headings in his textbooks, relating them to his writing assignments. Like many
of my other LD and ESL students, I believe the guided discussion and “oral
rehearsal” improved his fluency and helped make the transition from reading to
writing.
The Strategy of Tailoring
The writing center must accommodate diversity thoughtfully and strategically
with ESL and LD students because they struggle more deeply with the complex
process of writing in academic English than their native speaking and non-LD
peers. Although these two populations face different challenges from one
another in academic writing, my experience has been that they both encounter
difficulties in fluency, comprehension, organization, and familiarity with
rhetorical conventions which affect their ability to produce organized, coherent
text.
The strategies we use to help both populations are tailored to the challenges
they present to us in our offices. With the student from China, reviewing
rhetorical patterns and focusing on fluency and word choice helped her produce
a more comprehensible, organized essay. The physically strong LD student
benefited from a focused, guided writing conference and oral rehearsal so as to
clear up comprehension issues and spark the brainstorming process. The
student with comprehension and writing difficulties made steady progress by
taking advantage of a weekly standing appointment that provided him with
focused guided instruction to address his reading and writing concerns.
Like a tailor who uses tools and expertise to make a garment fit the unique
body proportions of each customer, writing tutors tailor their strategies for each
student through the use of the writing conference and their expertise in
knowing how to guide and direct students through any stage of this complex
process.
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Jane Hirschhorn has been a writing tutor at Mount Ida College in Newton,
Massachusetts since 2002. She holds a master’s degree in Education and has
taught LD students at several high schools in the Boston area.
The author thanks Jane Kokernak at Mount Ida College for her helpful
comments and suggestions. She is also grateful to Christine McLaughlin at
Mount Ida College for her encouragement and support. Finally, the author
thanks the students mentioned in this paper as well as the others she has
worked with at the Mount Ida College Writing Center.
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Rusty Carpenter
The University of Central Florida (UCF) has an enrollment of about 47,000
students across an expansive main campus and a large regional campus
system. We have a diverse student population with a variety of needs and
expectations. Our campus includes centers dedicated to fostering cultural
diversity, such as the Barbara Ying Center for Multilingual Multicultural
Studies, “one of the only buildings in the United States to be dedicated to the
instruction of English as a Second Language (ESL)” (Center for Multilingual
Multicultural Studies). UCF has also embraced diversity by offering new-student
orientations in languages other than English.
We often look at diversity in terms of race and ethnicity, and this is a good
starting point. However, writing center practitioners must think more openly
about diversity to include students with diverse needs–students with disabilities
and students with obligations that take them away from the physical space of
the university campus (place-bound students). Until recently, place-bound
students, those who cannot visit the writing center during normal business
hours in person, had little access to writing center services other than the
resources on our Web site. These students include those who work during the
day, those with children or families, commuters, students taking courses on a
regional campus, and students with physical disabilities.

As writing center practitioners, we must not only consider
diversity in terms of race and culture. We must also consider

diversity in terms of physical ability, proximity to resources, and
accessibility.
Charged with serving a large and diverse student population, the Coordinator
and Director began to reassess our writing center’s role as a student service.
We had an established face-to-face writing center, but we only offered
consultations to students on our main campus.
Technology’s Potential to Enhance Diversity
Virtual spaces are sites of diversity and can foster tightly intertwined writer
communities that bridge writing resources and students. In addition to what
can be accomplished by physical spaces that strive to enhance diversity on
campus, like the Barbara Ying Center, the innovative use of technology can
enhance diversity initiatives by allowing writing centers to offer services to
students in virtual spaces. As writing center practitioners, we must not only
consider diversity in terms of race and culture. We must also consider diversity
in terms of physical ability, proximity to resources, and accessibility.
Our response to the increasingly diverse and decentralized nature of our
university was to expand our services beyond the physical space of our writing
center. At the beginning of the fall 2005 semester, we began a pilot program
named "KnightOWL,” our version of an Online Writing Lab (OWL), which
includes both synchronous online and phone consultations as well as our
existing (and comprehensive) Web site (University Writing Center Home).
During KnightOWL’s pilot stages, we worked solely with graduate thesis and
dissertation writers, consulting approximately 50 students in the first semester.
The following fall, we opened our KnightOWL consultations to the entire student
population. We encouraged place-bound students to try these appointments as
a substitute for face-to-face (f2f) consultations, if they were not able to make it
to campus. We fostered diversity through KnightOWL, helping students with
special needs and unique circumstances through technology. Writing center
practitioners have noted the value of encouraging diversity through OWLs as
well. Mark Shadle, for instance, says “[o]nline writing and tutoring have clearly
begun to test how strong our desire is to define education as convenient or
efficient. OWL materials available around the clock have changed the way we
live and use our time” (14). Writing center services should be convenient and
efficient for students to use. As writing center practitioners, our goal should be
to provide non-traditional and special-needs students with access to writing
center resources, including consultations, that match the services available to
the traditional student living in a dorm near our office.

Now that KnightOWL is available across thousands of miles and
many time zones, we not only promote a supportive and inviting
face-to-face culture, but a lively virtual (or digital) culture as
well.
In an interesting discussion of cross-cultural differences in the writing center,
Muriel Harris writes, “Among the defining characteristics of writing centers is
the commitment to each student as an individual, to helping that particular
writer develop his or her composing skills” (96). KnightOWL is our commitment
to diversifying the writing center. We offer diverse services for students with
diverse needs. Allowing us to be more inclusive as a service, KnightOWL
reaches out to a wide range of students beyond those living on campus.
Although it is a relatively new concept on our campus, KnightOWL’s reach has

already spanned the United States, allowing us to conduct consultations with
working and relocated UCF students in Dallas and Michigan. Moreover,
KnightOWL recently spread its wings to Afghanistan, giving a UCF student in
the military access to writing center consultations via our synchronous online
services. Two years ago, we had no idea that KnightOWL would have such a big
impact on our writing center.
Diversity in a Digital Culture
Technological innovations have allowed us to build an inclusive writing center,
one that encourages all students, regardless of place, space, or mobility, to
access our services in one form or another. Our culture is increasingly a digital
one. Even back in 1995, Nicholas Negroponte noticed that we were beginning to
“interconnect ourselves,” claiming that we would soon “socialize in digital
neighborhoods in which physical space [would] be irrelevant” (7). We continue
to interconnect ourselves, and physical space has become less critical to our
daily work in the writing center. Students schedule appointments online,
download handouts from our Web site, watch virtual tours of our writing center,
and now even have their consultations online or over the phone. Dave Healy
writes:
As the online composition classroom has become more common
on college and university campuses, student writers have become
increasingly comfortable not only composing and revising but also
sending, receiving, and responding to text electronically. . . . As
writers have expanded their horizons and their repertoires, writing
centers have looked for ways to meet the needs of a new kind of
client– one no longer limited by the constraints of face-to-face
conferencing. (183)
With KnightOWL, information is accessible to students immediately, without
their making the trek to the writing center’s physical space, although most oncampus students still prefer face-to-face consultations. The increased
accessibility that our digital culture offers allows us to reach out to students
who would not typically be able to use our resources. Students with families
and children, working professionals, commuters, physically challenged
students, and students who rely on alternative modes of transportation may
find it inconvenient to come to campus to visit the writing center. On the
digitized college campus, students can access writing center consultations from
any location, as long as they have Internet access and a computer.

Our students are culturally and racially diverse, but they are also
linked, integrated, wired, and Internet savvy.
Through hypermedia, KnightOWL has helped us redefine the writing center’s
identity. Jay David Bolter and Richard Grusin help us understand technology’s
potential to redefine our lives, claiming that we “employ media as vehicles for
defining both personal and cultural identity” (231). For writing centers, there’s
a lot of truth to Bolter and Grusin’s statement. Now that KnightOWL is available
across thousands of miles and many time zones, we not only promote a
supportive and inviting face-to-face culture, but a lively virtual (or digital)
culture as well. We are no longer relegated to referring off-campus students to
our Web site if they’re out of reach; we can refer them to our KnightOWL
consultations, an alternative for students with diverse needs.
Although most of us have our own perceptions and opinions about technology,

there is little question that it has had a positive impact on writing center work
and will continue to do so. Technology, if used with great care and planning, has
the ability to unite students. It helps us build diverse networks of people,
networks of students.
There’s No Such Thing as a “Typical” Student
It would be impossible for me to describe the “typical student” in a digital
culture. Writing center practitioners cannot plan for the “typical” student either,
for the “typical” student should include those with diverse needs. If we do,
we’re alienating students who would benefit from our services. Our students are
culturally and racially diverse, but they are also linked, integrated, wired, and
Internet savvy. Some of our students would rather use KnightOWL than come in
face-to-face. In fact, some students with special needs must visit online or over
the phone. These students motivate us to develop better technological systems
and think of new and useful ways to build technology into our programs. In
some ways, these students help shape the ways in which technologies are used
in a “wired” writing center.
Technology has allowed us to build beyond four walls, fostering a culture where
all students are welcome. Of course, we must meet the challenge that Judith
Kilborn poses when she urges writing center practitioners to meet the growing
needs of culturally diverse student populations. However, I pose another
“challenge” to writing center practitioners: We must also reach out to the
students who can’t visit our physical spaces. Technology has allowed us to
bridge gaps–to consider the students who bring their papers to the writing
center on a weekly basis and also the students we never actually “see,” those
not on campus on a regular basis or living far away from the university
community. It is only when we reach out to ALL of our students that we will be
truly “diverse.”
Since KnightOWL’s inception, we have consulted UCF students from all over the
U.S., working with writers who relocated for a variety of reasons, place-bound
students, and students with physical disabilities. With this, our goal is to offer
quality writing resources to a diverse group of students, and technology has
allowed us to pursue this worthy goal.
Using Technology to Diversify the Writing Center
Technology can be a powerful diversifying tool. As you consider diversity in your
own writing center, think about these suggestions:
Integrate resources geared specifically toward non-traditional writers into
your Web site.
Explore options for synchronous online consultations for non-traditional
and place-bound students.
Consider using multiple lines for scheduled telephone consultations for
non-traditional and place-bound students.
Consider developing an online forum where students at your institution,
regardless of location, can share information, questions, and ideas.
Partner with the student disabilities services center on your campus to
verify that your Web resources are compatible with assistive
technologies.
Advertise writing center consultations through campus diversity groups
like the multicultural or multilingual center on your campus, especially on
their Web sites if possible.

Offer brief e-newsletters for students enrolled in ESL programs and other
campus outreach services.
To a large extent, society and the academic community will determine the
writing center’s need for technology. From Dallas to Afghanistan, our virtual
doors are always open. To address the needs of our diverse student population,
we expanded our virtual space to one that is welcoming regardless of physical
location. These virtual environments are inclusive and have helped us reach out
to students we once overlooked.
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Name of center: Tutorial & Instructional Programs
Institutional affiliation: Gallaudet University, the world’s only university
for deaf and hard of hearing students
City, State: Washington, D.C.
Web address: http://depts.gallaudet.edu/TIP and
http://depts.gallaudet.edu/englishworks
Interim Director: Ellen Beck
Coordinator English and ASL Works!: Cindy Officer
Coordinator Math Works!: Linda Williams
Academic Support Services Counselor: Rhonda Madden
Academic Support Services Counselor: Sanremi LaRue

Year opened: In July of 2002 several tutorial programs merged to become
Tutorial & Instructional Programs (TIP).
History:
Gallaudet University has a long history of providing tutorial support to students.
In 1864 Gallaudet was established by an act of Congress specifically to create a
college for deaf and hard of hearing people. Anecdotal evidence indicates that
tutoring was provided in the men’s dorms from inception and later in the
women’s dorms and has continued to evolve for the past 143 years. Our most
recent history has been one of merging different kinds of instructional support.
For example, in 2002 TIP was formed by merging three independent programs:
the Writing Center, the English Tutorial Center, and the Tutorial Center.
Sponsoring department, school, or organization: Center for Academic
Programs and Student Services
Number of consultations in the last year:
We served 546 students during fall semester and 422 students during the
spring semester, providing a total of 17,884 hours of service.
Square footage:
Our main lab is 2,113 square feet, and our second lab is 680 square feet. We
also use additional classrooms for various evening programs like Study Table,
walk-in services, and training.

Group tutoring

Services offered:
- Individual and/or group tutoring for students registered in undergraduate and
graduate programs
- Writing Advice for academic and personal writing projects
- Walk-in language advising for students needing help in American Sign
Language (ASL) and English
- English Works! Online Reading and Writing Lab
- Math Works! online interactive
- Teaching Assistants for developmental English courses
- Evening walk-in lab for students in developmental English and students in the
English Language Institute.
- Supplemental Instruction for historically difficult courses

-

Study Table
In-class presentations
Campus-wide workshops
Biology Group Discussion in collaboration with the Department of Biology
Math Works! walk-in math tutoring
SmarthinkingÂ© online tutoring and writing advice
Online tutoring using webcams and videophones for distance learners

Staff:
We have six permanent staff: director, two coordinators, two counselors, and a
secretary. The permanent staff is responsible for training, program oversight,
and supervising tutors in different academic disciplines.
We have approximately 85 tutors and writing advisors and some office support.
Most of our tutors and writing advisors are students. Roughly 64% are enrolled
in undergraduate programs and 22% are enrolled in graduate programs. We
also employ about 12 professional tutors. Tutors and writing advisors earn
between $8.17 and $13.50 an hour depending on experience and the level of
their position.
Each tutor and writing advisor is required to complete a 15-hour basic tutor
training course taught by the permanent staff. They receive hourly pay for
training and course credit from Gallaudet’s School of Professional Studies. Staff
members also teach advanced and master tutor training courses. Our training
program is accredited by the College Reading and Learning Association’s
International Tutor Certification Program.

Videophone tutoring

Clientele:
Based on last year’s data, about 85% of the students who use TIP services are
deaf, 11% are hard of hearing and 4% are hearing. Of these students, 41% are
freshmen, 25% are sophomores, 11% are juniors, 14% are seniors, 3% are

special students, 3% are students from the English Language Institute, and 2%
are graduate students. A good percentage of students that use our services,
besides being deaf, also have learning disabilities or are Deafblind or have low
vision.
The service most widely used at TIP is writing advice (31%). Some writing
concerns are related to organization, clarity, documentation styles, and
grammar. Some students’ grammar problems stem from inability to physically
hear spoken language, and some students approach English as a second
language with American Sign Language being their first language. Many
students come for writing advice for course work in education, Deaf studies,
social sciences, history, art, and freshmen/sophomore English.
Money Matters:
Our budget is from the University. We occasionally receive internal grants for
technology improvement such as web development.
Current events/programs:
In August of 2007 Gallaudet University adopted a new mission statement, and
it has impacted our services. Gallaudet has always operated as a bilingual
institution where English and American Sign Language (ASL) were both used in
academia, but this has been implied rather than stated. Our new university
mission statement “ensures the intellectual and professional advancement of
deaf and hard of hearing individuals through American Sign Language and
English.” As a result, incoming students are now evaluated on their ASL abilities
along with their English abilities and placed in both English and ASL courses,
whereas in the past only English skills were considered for placement.
Additionally, instructors of all disciplines can now require that a few course
assignments be done using formal ASL prose instead of formal English.
Consequently we are implementing a new program called ASL Works! which
incorporates face-to-face advising with the use of mini-cams, videophones and
appropriate media software so students can record and edit their presentations
in ASL with feedback from an advisor. What was formerly “writing advice” has
become “language advice,” and we are recruiting and training advisors
proficient in ASL as well as hiring advisors who are proficient in English.
Additionally our Math Works! web site has expanded to include a bilingual
component: a section on math topics with each topic having an instructional
video, an ASL glossary to show correct signs for math terminology, and
interactive exercises. We are currently creating material for our website using a
media application called Apreso that allows us to create bilingual tutorials
presented in ASL with spoken English and English subtitles/captions.

Elizabeth and a tutor

Philosophy:
Our philosophy is one of service collaboration among students needing
academic assistance, students who are trained to become certified tutors, and
faculty who help us identify potential tutors as well as provide suggestions for
improvement.
We strive to provide appropriate tutoring for our students to meet their
individual needs in order for them to achieve academically. Of primary
importance is to provide a visual learning environment that is designed for deaf
and hard-of-hearing learners. This includes good lighting and desks placed so
that tutors and students can interact with no barriers that would impede
conversing in ASL. Furthermore, instructional material developed for our web
sites cater to visual learners.
The services provided to students include tutors, advisors, and the use of
technology. The goal is to train tutors to find creative ways of presenting
information that meets each student’s unique learning and communication style
as well as training tutors to be sensitive to each student’s background and
cultural identity.
Tutors are expected to follow a rigorous training program prior to starting their
work as tutors and to earn certification before the end of their first semester of
work. This training and certification ensures that services are provided on a
more professional level and that our tutors practice ethical conduct in their
work with the students.
What else should people know about your center?
TIP recently earned 5-year recertification from the College Reading and
Learning Association’s International Tutor Certification Program for Levels
1/Regular; 2/Advanced; and 3/Master. We are proud of our tutors who train
hard and learn to work with students from a variety of backgrounds and
cultures and communication styles, many of whom are deaf and have additional
learning challenges.
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Praxis tackles diversity in the writing center
This issue of Praxis explores diversity in the writing center. And while authors
have interpreted this theme in appropriately diverse ways, each article supports
two distinct but related observations: firstly, the importance of interrogating
and evaluating the writing center’s response to diversity; and, secondly, the
writing center’s vital role in coordinating, mediating, and sometimes
remediating broader, university-wide efforts to provide equal access to
education.
Our Focus section begins with a challenge to writing centers to fulfill this role.
Sarah Dees, Beth Godbee, and Moira Ozias urge writing center directors and
staff to talk about systematic racism without slipping into distracting
discussions about language difference. Andrew Rihn, in a similar vein, discusses
the importance of raising questions of racial inequality during consultations,
even (or, perhaps, especially) in non-diverse universities. Writing about a very
diverse educational setting, Mirriam Lephalala and Cathy Pienaar examine the
contribution writing centers can make to the huge task of educating large
numbers of low-income students in post-Apartheid South Africa. Also in the
Focus section, Emily Heady recounts the cross-cultural connections and crossed
signals between tutors and South Korean students before and this past April’s
tragic Virginia Tech shootings. Finally, Janet M. Lucas and Jane Hirschhorn each
consider the challenges of tutoring ESL students: Lucas writes about the large
number of ESL students seeking nursing degrees; and Hirschhorn considers the
similar approaches that have worked in tutoring ESL and learning-disabled
students.
Contributors to our Columns, Consulting, and Training sections consider
diversity in a variety of different ways, including, but not restricted to, the usual
focus on race and ethnicity in such conversations. In our Consulting section,
Sayantani Dasgupta relates her experiences as an international student working
as a consultant in a Midwestern U.S. writing center, while Angela Woodard asks
us to consider other examples of “non-traditional” students in the case study of
an adult learner struggling with her return to the classroom and to academic
writing. Rusty Carpenter furthers our understanding of what counts as diversity
and how writing centers can nurture it through his discussion, in our Training
section, of how the virtual space of the internet offers inclusion to place-bound
students who cannot visit writing centers during regular business hours. Finally,
in Columns, our research group at the University of Texas at Austin University
asks how writing centers might better accommodate male consultees when
research indicates that women are statistically more likely to visit the University
Writing Center.
Beyond our Fall 2007 theme of “Diversity in the Writing Center,” Praxis
continues to provide a forum for writing center directors and consultants alike

to discuss their craft. In Training, Marjorie Chadwick describes the extradisciplinary approach to writing employed by the University of Houston,
concluding that “writing is not the province of one department, but the
responsibility of the entire university community.” Deidre Dowling Price, also
contributing to the Training section, takes this logic a step further by developing
a series of lectures and workshops that base writing lessons in popular culture,
which students can more easily relate to.
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Adherence to genres can hinder writers and consultants alike
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Angela Woodward
I hadn’t met her before, but surely I had met women like her. Louise had gone
back to school when her children were grown. She told me she didn’t write well,
she wasn’t organized, she needed help. Don’t worry, I said. Hadn’t I helped
someone like her just that morning? You don’t understand, she said. I really
can’t write. She had a proposal to put together, for a research project. I knew
how to help her. She said she didn’t like the bulleted list of instructions. Many
people can’t deal with those, I said. I have some model proposals, from this
same program. We’ll look at these together.
Much writing center work deals with genre. We can think of genre in a more or
less static way, as texts that conform to certain patterns. We can easily
describe the textual features of so-called genre literature, such as the nurse
novel. Dell, Ace, and Harlequin published many of these in the 1960s and
1970s: Ski Resort Nurse, Dude Ranch Nurse, Arctic Nurse, Wayward Nurse.
They all tell essentially the same story. Nurse loves doctor, doctor appears not
to love nurse, nurse and doctor overcome obstacle together, wedding. Or take a
genre closer to hand, the freshman English essay: some kind of argument,
developed in paragraphs, with an underlined thesis statement, topic sentences,
and a grand and hasty conclusion. Much of our work with novice writers
involves making the requirements of the genre clear. Louise’s research proposal
needed to begin with a glance through relevant literature, relate the project to

the values of the college, and explain what steps she would take next.
We can also think of genre in a more dynamic way that encompasses not just
the features of the text, but also its function in a social world. Carolyn Miller
explains genre as
that aspect of situated communication that is capable of reproduction,
that can be manifested in more than one situation, more than one
concrete space-time. The rules and resources of a genre provide
reproducible speaker and addressee roles, social typifications of
recurrent social needs or exigencies, typical structures (or ‘moves’ and
‘steps’), and ways of indexing an event to material conditions, turning
them into constraints or resources. (71)
Looking at the nurse novel, we then have not only the love of the nurse and
doctor, but perhaps the fantasy that this offers to its typical reader, and the
ways this assuages her. The freshman English paper not only displays an
argument, but is also an attempt by the writer to play a certain role of
academic insider. And its genre is not confined to the page, but includes its
readers–both the “ideal” reader often conjured in the writing center and the
reader with pen in hand, who will respond with comments and a grade. So
Louise’s proposal was not only an outline of her upcoming work. It needed also
to be a signal to the department that oversees our capstone project: here is a
student who can use the language of the research proposal. Thus we can put
our stamp on her trip to Brazil, which has become not just a trip to see her
daughter, but also a scholarly endeavor.
In this way, my initial conversation with Louise fell into genre as well, using
Miller’s sense of genre as not just written texts but also a reproducible “situated
communication.” I found myself in a familiar mode, the wise writing center
director calming and appeasing an older woman. Many students had come to
me with similar writing problems, and I had dealt with them in similar ways
many times, successfully. This was a patterned interaction, with a familiar set of
moves. “You can do it. Let me show you.” I had become versed in a number of
useful genres in my few years of running the writing center.

[A] medical view takes the focus off the broader social question
of the unassailable primacy of writing in the academy, and the
covert workings of genre.
Louise’s genre problems, however, were quite intractable. Somehow she got the
proposal accepted but was back in the writing center often with papers for a
women’s literature class. The student tutors quite patiently did what they were
used to doing: one would reverse outline what Louise had already written;
another tutor would talk to her for a long time and sketch out an outline of
what Louise might write. I had her train on DragonSpeak with another student,
so she could talk her papers instead of type. No matter what, the papers she
came up with jumped around so much, with incomplete sentences and flashes
of thought, that they were more or less incoherent. We worked together to
revise them. “What is the main idea of this paragraph?” I would say. She might
or might not identify a main idea, but she was always quickly onto something
else, and something else again. Her revisions were complete reworkings of the
original paper, making a second, also incoherent version. She was rewriting
extensively, but not fixing up.
It was nevertheless clear that she had a marvelous comprehension of the

literature. The readings often moved her to tears or anger, and our paper
conferences rambled into all kinds of byways, so that eventually I learned about
her family back in Canada, her mother’s recent funeral, and that she was an
artist in pencil and textiles. She brought in the crazy quilts she had made for
her son and daughter, which were in fact miracles of organization and design. I
began working on needlework analogies to help her with her writing: you need
to sew this quote in, it’s not attached; you need to stitch this idea to the next
one. But this didn’t work. Her papers were like collages, with sentences fetched
up next to each other seemingly randomly. Her grades were poor, and the work
made her anxious and unhappy. Her papers clearly did not conform to the
genre of literary criticism. The expected format of the explication of a thesis,
followed by evidence from the text to support this thesis, was not happening.
She did not adhere to other requirements of genre either, such as standard
punctuation and appropriate tone. She often questioned her right to critique
anything, seeing it as a kind of violation of the text, while at the same time
posing cogent questions about the validity of the course, the college, and the
curriculum.

[T]he neat and polished work, the one that clearly fits all the
generic trappings of its discipline, seems to close off investigation
into the underpinnings of the genre.
This is an essay on diversity in the writing center. The word “diversity” in a
higher education setting usually taps into a conversation about race and
ethnicity, perhaps of social class. There was nothing you could see about Louise
that really fired that diversity conversation. To the extent that she was a not a
“traditional” student–not 18 to 22–she was very much the typical “nontraditional” student–the older single woman going back to school to finish an
interrupted education. Yet she was an instance of true diversity, someone really
different, who didn’t fit. Actually, she was foreign, Canadian, and part Cree. But
the truly diverse thing about her was that she was not a writer. She really
couldn’t write. At last she was given a neurobiological diagnosis, of dyslexia and
expressive writing disorder, to explain this condition.
Disorder. That was the heart of the genre problem. Everything she wrote
required a certain order, which she resisted. Her evaluating psychiatrist had
given this a medical name, and in some sense I can see it this way. Louise
seemed to conceive of written words very differently than I did, as tactile and
aesthetic things. She made beautiful Celtic lettering and had very lyrical
handwriting, and the scribing I eventually did for her seemed to go over better
if I used brightly colored ink. Perhaps her sense of language was so
fundamentally different that there had to be some biological fact underlying it.
Yet this medical rationale does little to explain Louise. Seen this way, her
difficulties become solely personal, or an individual obstacle. And this medical
view takes the focus off the broader social question of the unassailable primacy
of writing in the academy, and the covert workings of genre.

Louise's quilts were miracles of organization and design.
David Bartholomae’s “What Is Composition?” questions student essays that
seamlessly reproduce the genre of the student essay, and thus of certain larger
genres (“Great Men and Great Ideas” or historical travel narratives). “As a
faculty,” he says, “we do not have a way of saying to a student, ‘Make that
essay a little worse, not quite so finished, a little more fragmented and
confused,’ and to say this in the name of learning. The institution is designed to
produce and reward mastery, not to call it into question” (14). This is not a
stylistic consideration of why we value the neat over the messy. It’s that the
neat and polished work, the one that clearly fits all the generic trappings of its
discipline, seems to close off investigation into the underpinnings of the genre:
why do we assume a fairly passive “ideal reader” who has to be fed those damn
topic sentences? What if the nurse and the doctor overcome an obstacle
together, but they still don’t get along, and they have to forget about the whole
romance but continue to work side by side in uneasy complicity? What if,
instead of writing an analysis of the Zora Neale Hurston novel, Louise just read
it, talked about it, and appreciated it? Genre, by giving us useful patterns,
smoothes our interactions, minimizes surprise, allows us to grow and to master.
But it also sticks us in categories that might not fit. The unhappy nurse novel
does not exist, though there are unhappy nurses. Louise’s probing into why she
needed to write in order for her thought to be validated, and why she needed to
write in this way about this, really had no place in the classroom.
What place did her questions have in the writing center? It brings up a longstanding writing center issue: how do we tell our institutions that we are not
fix-it shops for broken writing? Because maybe we are fix-it shops. Even if we
are not fixing comma splices, we are constantly repairing genre, affirming its
authority, knitting our students into its conventions. We might ask our tutee:
“what is an appropriate tone for this kind of assignment?” That is an openended question, but the thrust is that the student should settle on something
“appropriate.” We don’t ask for disorder, suspicion, and refusal.

The key to a student like Louise was to allow her to push against
the genre of student-tutor interaction that I had established for
us.
With Louise, her disorder became its own genre, and our interactions too found
a different set of ‘moves’ and ‘steps’ that recurred comfortingly. She took to
writing at her laptop in my office while talking to me. Sometimes we talked a
lot; sometimes I looked out the window at the cars in the parking lot while she
recited what she was typing. But writing as part of a live conversation was what
worked for her, and this method allowed her to get her assignments in on time
with less pain than before. I learned how to ask her for clarification in a way
that would contour her thought, so while her essays remained relatively
disconnected, the way they jumped around was more palatable. Her writing
began to seem forceful and stylish. Her instructors liked these papers, and she
earned high grades. Had I tamed her? She certainly tamed me. She
remembers, though I don’t, that she had asked early on that we work in this
way. She says I replied, “We don’t do that here.” I can’t imagine that I was so
closed about it. But I already had a genre for Louise. At that point, I was
satisfied. Catherine Schryer, embroidering on Miller’s earlier work, calls genre a
“stabilized-for-now or stabilized-enough site of social and ideological action”
(107). When Louise and I first met, I didn’t sense the instability. I didn’t know I
wasn’t listening to her, that I had slotted her in a way that was inaccurate and
may have been harmful.
In order to understand each other, we need a basic framework of expectations,
which genre provides. Wrecking a genre or refusing to play is more often than
not, as in Louise’s case, dismissed as disease, error, or petulance. The key to a
student like Louise was to allow her to push against the genre of student-tutor
interaction that I had established for us. Because I finally recognized her as
someone really different, or because she was very patient with me, we were
able to come up with a new genre of tutoring, one that worked for her and was
like nothing I’d practiced with other students. Though I didn’t do this, it would
also have been possible to use the concept of genre to suggest to Louise’s
instructors other ways to assess her. She was never going to write that
organized literary critique, but she may have been able to demonstrate her
formidable insights into the text through alternate kinds of assignments, such
as rewriting a passage from another character’s perspective, or composing a
fictional exchange of letters between herself and the author. I don’t know how
this would have worked for a biology class with required lab reports. But
perhaps I could have had an interesting conversation with a biologist about
what was really valuable in a lab report, and where the genre might bend to
accommodate a different perspective. Are there alternate genres of lab report,
of history exam, of research proposal? It’s worthwhile to ask if the genre can
adapt, to probe that rigidity. Disorder like Louise’s may bring something better
in its wake–a new genre, a new point of view, or those inconvenient questions
that genre typically sweeps away. We and our institutions can’t adapt, revise,
and change if we constantly confine ourselves to the genres we know and are
satisfied with.
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This year's theme for the IWCA Conference invites us to consider where
writing centers have been and where they are going. As the pioneer trails of
early writing centers have developed into well-traveled roads and information
superhighways, what are the new directions for writing centers? The road
metaphor lends itself to some intriguing discussions.
The IWCA/NCPTW conference welcomes a variety of participants from among
administrators and tutors who are undergraduates, graduate students, and
professionals from all varieties of writing centers--university, two-year college,
secondary school, and community centers. We look forward to your
participation.
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Acceptance Notification: May 1, 2008
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Avoiding evasions when discussing race in the writing center
This issue of Praxis focuses our attentions and intentions on “diversity in the
writing center.” This focus seems inherently “good”: diversity is something
everyone can, and should, support. We find, however, that this diversity work
gets really exciting, unnerving, and potentially frustrating–but still good–when
we think about how differences are more than just differences: they become
unfair organizers of our lives, providing some of us with fewer opportunities,
less insider knowledge, and limited access. Other articles in this issue take up
gender, language, culture, physical ability, and learning style. In our piece, we
invite you to consider how race intersects with these other differences,
influencing “deeply embedded logics and patterns” of everyday writing center
practice (Geller et al., 87). We also want you to consider with us what makes
conversations about racism difficult and what we might do to sustain open,
honest, and still difficult conversations with an aim toward dismantling the
systematic racism that shapes our lives.

[C]onversations that start out as explicitly about racism often
turn into conversations focused on language differences. This
pattern of evasion [...] detracts from efforts to identify and work
against systematic racism.
While the three of us currently work at predominantly white institutions in the
Midwest, we see and recognize individual acts of racism on college campuses
across institutional types and across the United States. These instances happen
in writing centers, such as when a tutor of color is mistaken as a client rather
than colleague, this same tutor is believed to work well with African-American
writers as she can understand “their dialect,” or a Latina tutor is believed to
speak Spanish when she speaks only English. Systematic racism can be more
difficult to identify because by definition it gives foundation to the systems and
institutions that organize our lives, that we often take for granted as “normal.”
What does it mean that so many writing center directors are white? How do we
explain that in a town with two colleges the state institution can afford a writing
center, while the tribal college cannot? And why do many conversations about
these issues get diverted and silenced?
While struggling against racism is everyone’s responsibility, we see that writing
center staff–tutors and directors alike–have a special and important role to play
in antiracism. Not only do we help writers understand the socially embedded
nature of literacies, which gives us a unique perspective into the notion of
constructed inequity, but we also work closely and collaboratively with writers

across the curriculum, which gives us insight into and influence on the future of
disciplines themselves. Often institutionally located “in between” (Sunstein),
writing centers are positioned to influence campus climate and to collaborate
with students, instructors, and staff members in reimagining writing and
literacy as well as power and privilege. Writing centers are places where
different dialogues meet, where we challenge our own assumptions, and where
we ultimately work to change them. By conditioning ourselves to talk about
racism, we will be able to ask difficult questions and pursue conversations with
students who come into the center, which in turn can influence the work
students do across campus, in courses, and within disciplines. Those of us who
work in writing centers are not only individual agents with the social
responsibility to address racism, but also members of larger institutions
empowered to raise difficult questions, to rethink our daily practices, and to
effect change on our campuses and surrounding communities.
We believe, therefore, that antiracism is not only worth our time and attention
but also a process of internal and external transformation–of looking critically
within the writing center at the same time as looking outward to the campus
and community. Critical reflection often begins during staff meetings, colloquia,
and conferences; however, there can be setbacks in these dialogues. What we
have observed in professional development with predominantly white writing
center members is that conversations that start out as explicitly about racism
often turn into conversations focused on language differences. This pattern of
evasion worries us, as it detracts from efforts to identify and work against
systematic racism and leads to suggestions for changing individual writers,
rather than institutions. By focusing on language differences, and by implication
language change, we push aside analysis of systems and instead put the onus
on individual students who are often most disadvantaged by those systems. To
address this troublesome conversational turn, we first describe the pattern we
have observed and then propose strategies for grounding conversations,
strategies we have identified in the literature on teaching and organizing for
social change.
A Pattern of Evasion

When those of us who work in writing centers veer away from
talk about racism, we reinforce the common tropes of “color
blindness” and “cultural diversity” by default.
This pattern of evasion, as we have observed and to which we have sometimes
contributed, involves a shift in conversation from an explicit focus on racism to
a general focus on language differences independent of race. Those involved
discuss tutorials in binary terms of native versus non-native English speakers,
but give little attention to the ways that race shapes tutors’ interactions with
writers, including both tutors and writers who are international students. Rather
than explore white privilege, participants talk about their language privilege and
propose ways for working more effectively with non-native speakers of English,
assuming most often that these writers are unaffected by their race in the
United States.[1] This pattern is itself a form of systematic, silent racism that
impedes antiracist work. The following anecdotes illustrate manifestations of
the pattern, as we have observed them in both face-to-face and online forums:
During a workshop at a professional conference, facilitators ask
participants to identify ways they benefit from white privilege in an
exercise modeled after Peggy McIntosh’s “White Privilege: Unpacking the

Invisible Knapsack.” One person instead identifies her language privilege
as a native English speaker, and other participants (primarily writing
center directors) extend the conversation about language, asking for
strategies in working with international students and whether universities
do a disservice to students who are accepted without “adequate”
language knowledge. The facilitators make several moves to bring the
conversation back to race privilege, but participants continue to ask
about English-language teaching. Although several participants indicate
that the international students they describe are people of color
(primarily Asian), they never discuss the racism facing these students,
nor consider their own participation in white privilege.
During ongoing staff education meetings, tutors participate in one of two
discussions of white privilege. One group distinguishes individual acts of
racism from systematic racism, which they see as more subtle, but with
more wide-reaching effects. Members of the group agree that, as white
people, they each enjoy privileges because of skin color; they brainstorm
ways to work against this system in the present and future. The second
group’s conversation is very different: within a few conversational turns,
the topic shifts to language difference, which seems a natural
progression to nearly all of the tutors. One tutor mentions that it is
difficult to be different from the norm and provides the example of
international students. The conversation focuses on language barriers
facing second-language learners.
On a graduate student listserv, a writing instructor of color identifies
racism he has experienced on campus. His email is personal at the same
time as attempting to open a pedagogical and professional conversation
about systematic racism. Email respondents write that discussions of
race privilege should be paired with consideration of gender, sexuality,
and especially language. They consider the challenges facing
international students, suggesting strategies for better serving people in
the department who are stereotyped by language difference, and they
divert the original concern about racism.
As illustrated in these cases, what we see are not loud objections to talk about
racism, but more subtle shifts in conversation that could result from varied
motivations: from denial or defensiveness (Barron and Grimm), from the
taboos surrounding race as a topic of discussion (Tatum; Villanueva), or from a
sense that our identities are layered and that a focus on race ignores other
oppression hierarchies (Frye). Whatever the reason, discussions such as those
described above tend to focus on inequities based on language differences and,
by extension, citizenship–but ignore the systematic racism that underlies and
complicates such inequalities, especially in a US context. Perhaps by focusing
on language privilege, tutors and directors feel that they are addressing white
privilege, since language, citizenship, and race are linked within understandings
of “new racism.” As Victor Villanueva explains, in recent years our rhetoric has
emphasized identity politics: multiple religions, cultures, ethnicities, and
languages (all plurals and broadly conceived). Movements for multiculturalism
have promoted a celebration of difference that fails to account for power and
privilege. Rather than work against systematic racism, the language of
tolerance and diversity presents a value-neutral version of groups getting
along. This language shapes the ways we understand oppression, and current
rhetoric (tropes from color blindness to plural identities) silences talk about
racism.

[D]isrupting a system that is engrained in each of us involves
discomfort and requires practice.
When those of us who work in writing centers veer away from talk about
racism, we reinforce the common tropes of “color blindness” and “cultural
diversity” by default. Talk about language differences and learning, while
acknowledging differences and political implications of writing center work, also
puts those who are “other” in a position of becoming more like the “us” (with
the “us” narrowly defined by language and citizenship as well as race). If we
focus on racism in a sustained way, then we have to imagine systematic and
institutional change rather than individual language change. We must redefine
notions of “us” and the structures that maintain inequity. We believe that this
talk matters because it shapes our interactions with each other as well as
individual writers in conferences.[2]
Starting Points for Disrupting the Pattern
We see an immediate challenge to our work in writing centers as disrupting the
patterns of conversation that elide race for language privilege. As we hold
discussions of racism in staff meetings, colloquia, workshops, tutor education
courses, and other writing center gatherings, we seek strategies for grounding
these conversations and working toward concrete actions that extend the talk.
While many teachers note the importance of safe spaces and ground rules for
facilitating conversations about race (see, for example, Tatum and Fox), our
experiences indicate that these factors are important, but not enough. We feel
that we are better able to sustain difficult conversations when the talk is
grounded by tangible artifacts, visual representations, storytelling, or research
experiences. Through consideration of particular cases or examples, as well as
humor and meta-narratives, we are better able to think critically about
systematic racism and, we hope, to move beyond talk to problem-solving and
concrete efforts toward institutional change. Further, participating in the
processes of gathering stories, analyzing representations, and researching our
everyday lives can lead to crystallization, awareness through multiple ways of
knowing. We believe that the following tactics,[3] which could be used in many
workplaces, offer potential for keeping conversations in the writing center
focused on racism. While we propose them as useful in formal settings from
staff meetings to workshops, we know from experience that “practicing” open
conversations in these formal settings prepares us to seize other opportunities
in less planned, everyday situations as well.
Examine popular culture. Artifacts (photographs, comics, news
clippings, or films) can anchor conversations by situating readings and
theory within “real world” contexts. Representations in popular culture
(for example, episodes from The Daily Show, Scrubs, or Futurama) call
attention to systematic racism in humorous and accessible ways.
Look at local artifacts. Our local writing center publications and
campus promotional materials (from recruitment flyers and student
handbooks to websites and even songs) represent race, particularly
when defining community membership.
Review visual representations. Review of news images, magazine
covers, websites, advertisements, greeting cards, picture books, and
other visual rhetoric may literally illustrate systematic racism in a way
that words cannot.
Tell personal stories. What stories do you have to tell about the role of
race in your life? Eliciting and sharing personal narratives can bring the

topic close to home and help people involved in the conversation identify
systematic racism in intimate and immediate terms.
Interview others. To put one’s stories and life history in relation to
others’, participants might interview other writers about their
experiences with race.
Become ethnographers. Ethnographic or observational researchers
strive to make the familiar strange. Field research can help us to move
stories beyond individual experiences and to identify how race shapes
and organizes our everyday lives.
Record conferences. Video or audiotapes of tutorials can help us step
back to see how race consciously and unconsciously shapes our one-onone interactions with others.
Reflect, and reflect again. Meta-narratives and meta-talk provide the
means to identify conversational turns, to unpack assumptions, and to
name tensions. Turn to the topic in future staff meetings; take the
conversation onto a staff wiki, blog, or journal; or find other ways to
continue talking through this difficult topic openly and honestly.
Remembering that the “workshop is not the work” (or that activism must
involve more than talk), we also believe that conversations should continue
beyond staff meetings and be carried into partnerships with allies across
campus. It is important to remember that disrupting a system that is engrained
in each of us involves discomfort and requires practice. Consciously and
deliberately pursuing change may seem difficult at first, but with sustained
practice, will become routine. To continue the work of antiracism, we encourage
you to find allies in your local center, your regional writing centers organization,
and in the International Writing Centers Association. If you are not sure who
are allies on your campus, start by seeking your Office of Multicultural or
Diversity Affairs. Both the Midwest Writing Centers Association (MWCA) and the
International Writing Centers Association (IWCA) have special interest groups
on antiracist activism, and there is discussion listserv at
http://www.writing.ku.edu/WCActivism/. (Just click to join.) We
recognize we have much to learn about engaging in the difficult discussions we
see necessary for enacting meaningful change. We want to work together to
sustain conversations that recognize not only difference and diversity but also
power and privilege. Working together, we can begin to dismantle systematic
racism. After all, as Geller et al. remind us: “When we make the choice to
notice, mourn, and struggle against racism in our individual and professional
lives, we are not alone” (87).
Notes

[1]The discussions we have participated in have focused on experiences of
racism within the United States, so assumptions about language difference are
also within an American context.
[2]While our current research is focused on conversations among staff
members (tutors, directors, and other writing center professionals), we are
equally interested in conversations within one-on-one conferences and would
be excited to see research into conferencing itself.
[3]Paula Mathieu in Tactics of Hope: The Public Turn in English Composition
(2005) distinguishes between tactics and strategies. Drawing on Michel de
Certeau, she describes “strategies as calculated action that emanate from and

depend upon ‘proper’ (as in propertied) spaces,” whereas “to act tactically
means to ‘take advantage of opportunities and depend upon them’” (16). We
see these starting points as tactics, to be used when opportunities arise, within
the larger strategies of analysis, storytelling, and researching for more critical
conversations on race and racism.
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by Marjorie Chadwick, Kyung-Hee Bae, Michelle Miley Doss, and Mary
Gray, University of Houston
Writing centers play an important role in establishing an integrated,
university-wide writing approach
At the forefront of current educational discourse is a call for a more relevant
relationship between what is taught in the classroom and what is practiced in
the workplace. In order to meaningfully prepare students to participate in
today’s rapidly changing global economy, academia must transform its
outmoded theoretical approach to educating students by replacing it with a
pragmatic model suited to the current socio-political reality of globalization.
With the interconnectivity and interdependence characteristic of globalization,
come the need for versatile, practical communication skills, making Writing
across the Curriculum and Writing in the Disciplines movements critical in
bridging the gap between the abstract and the concrete. In order to better
assist our students in navigating today’s marketplace, we at the University of
Houston (UH) Writing Center have recognized the necessity of implementing
an integrated, heterogeneous approach to teaching writing, one which provides
students with a toolbox of strategies and techniques to handle the
contingencies inherent in writing for today’s wide-ranging audiences.
Importantly, the UH Writing Center exists as an autonomous neutral zone, an
in-between site with no political agenda belonging to everyone. It is the UH
Writing Center’s neutrality and integrated approach to writing that facilitates
what Jonathan Monroe identifies as “the development of multiple literacies and
a capacity for discursive mobility.”

[W]riting centers can help establish a robust interdisciplinary
network capable of equipping students with the variety of tools
necessary to compete in a complex world.
One example of the UH Writing Center’s role as a neutral zone lies in its
brokering and implementation of linked writing courses, which usually occur at
the beginning of students’ university writing experience. Writing center staff
design and often teach small sections of freshman composition courses that are
paired with large-lecture freshman courses in subject areas such as History,
Hotel Restaurant Management, Art History, and Business. If appropriate to the
content, the writing section may be hybrid, but no matter what the delivery
format, all writing assignments are related to the subject matter of the larger
class. The linked course partnerships blur disciplinary boundaries in that
students discover that writing is not a discreet skill practiced in a vacuum, but
is connected in many ways to a larger academic universe.
The UH Writing Center has recently launched the development of disciplinespecific freshman composition courses. Similar to linked courses, the content

and all assignments of these classes are contextual in that they concern issues
related to the subject matter of a specific college or department. Consequently,
early in their academic careers, students become aware of writing conventions
particular to their majors and develop an understanding of how written
communication acts within the culture of their intended profession. The Writing
Center, accustomed to familiarizing itself with a broad range of academic
discourse communities, makes every effort to be a disinterested, neutral site.
Much like Keats’s egoless poet, “it has no self–it is everything and nothing.”
The UH Writing Center staff encourages increasing the amount of writing
assigned throughout the university-wide curriculum by emphasizing the close
relationship between writing and critical thinking. As an active advocate of the
recently approved institutionally designated core option, Intensive Writing
Experience in the Disciplines (IWED), the writing center staff has been
conducting a series of campus-wide meetings, surveys, and focus groups with
faculty and deans, clarifying specific writing needs and desired outcomes in
order to help develop IWED courses. Repeatedly, faculty cites the ability to
think critically as being a highly desired outcome of an undergraduate
education. Our “writing is thinking” motto gives the Writing Center a
transparent raison d’Ãªtre so that the university at large places its confidence
and trust in the Writing Center, perceiving it as an independent entity dedicated
to the improvement of all writing. In a recent article, Elizabeth Fletcher,
Associate Dean of the UH Bauer College of Business, stated that the “mantra”
of their writing assessment team has been, “outsource to the Writing Center,”
where “the focus is on writing as an organic thinking process rather than a
mechanical abstract exercise.”
Looking to the future, we believe it is possible and essential for university
writing centers to take an entrepreneurial leadership role in contributing to a
campus-wide belief that writing is not the province of one department, but the
responsibility of the entire university community. Put another way, writing
centers should market writing as something that should be everywhere, all the
time. By providing an accessible neutral zone, free from ideology and
preconceived notions, writing centers can help establish a robust
interdisciplinary network capable of equipping students with the variety of tools
necessary to compete in a complex world subject to the inevitability of the
shifting winds of globalization.
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Andrew Rihn
For many, the word diversity has become synonymous with statistical
representations of race, class, and gender. Although this element is a vital one,
there is another, more interior, aspect that must be addressed. Diversity must
also be a state of mind, an ethical code of inclusiveness. Such diversity has the
potential to change much more than numbers; it can change the way tutors
think and (re)act during tutorials. Statistical diversity often has a way of
fostering a more diverse attitude, but how can we cultivate that state of mind in
a non-diverse environment? My writing center is located on a regional campus
of Kent State University, and our student body is overwhelmingly middle
class and very much white. It is imperative that tutor training seeks to enable
us to work with minority students, yet as a conscientious tutor I cannot ignore
the fact that a large percentage of our students come from very privileged
backgrounds. These students’ experiences differ from the usual discussion of
diversity, and this difference comes through in their writing. If our writing
center wants to remain true to our principles of encouraging diversity, what
role does the tutor have in either reinforcing or challenging these privileged
students and their writing?
One central element of writing center work is our role as both a “contact zone”
and a “safe house.” Janice Wolff makes clear the need of the writing center to
become “a safe house in the rather dangerous environs of the academic

institution, a social space where meaning can be made, where risk-free learning
can take place” (45). For minority students and members of oppressed groups,
it is important for writing centers to recognize this role and to create within
themselves the ability to serve as an antidote to the often stifling and unfair
requirements of the academic university.[1] In her book Good Intentions,
writing center director Nancy Grimm explains that these requirements manifest
themselves in “institutional habits, practices, assumptions, and perspectives”
which either impose the dominant culture’s view or marks minority students’
experiences as “not normal” (104, 108). One of our roles in the writing center
is to comfort the afflicted, but another is to afflict the comfortable. That is to
say if we can create a more comfortable and empowering environment for
anyone silenced or displaced by the university, then we can also question those
comforts enjoyed by those whom the university privileges. Just as we can turn
the writing center into a “safe house” for some, we can use it to create a
“contact zone” for others.[2] Defined by Mary Louise Pratt, “contact zones” are
“social spaces where cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in
contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power” (607). For students who
have always found the classroom to be their “safe house,” a conscientious tutor
can add the valuable element of risk into their learning.

Contact zones can be an asset in diversifying the otherwise
privileged tutorial session.
This is a fine line to walk for tutors, as we already work in what Nancy Grimm
calls the “awkward triangulation between student and teacher” (“Rearticulating”
530). Students must write for the rhetorical context of the teacher, with its
assignments, due dates, and grades, while tutors are not expected “to change
what students learn but to get students to conform to institutional expectations
and values” (530). This expectation makes the writing center complicit in the
oppression of minority students. Yet I see our ability to create and work within
contact zones as a way to “change what students learn.” Contact zones can be
an asset in diversifying the otherwise privileged tutorial session. By creating an
uncomfortable site that challenges the privileged student, we are agitating for
change within that individual. This can happen even when the tutor also holds
privileged positions, such as being a white male (like me). As Phyllis Lassner
points out, the “multidimensional issues of difference are nowhere more
apparent than in peer tutoring people who are more peer than different” (155).
This theoretical approach was brought to life for me one day when a white
student came in to the writing center to ask a very basic question. Perhaps it
had been about a citation, or maybe a minor grammatical question — it does
not matter. What she was doing was feeling me out, testing the waters to see if
I was receptive and friendly, a “safe house” for her to pose a much riskier and
pressing question. After I answered her first question, she pulled out another
paper, telling me that for the most part she felt it was fine, but asked if I might
read it over and tell her if I thought the paper seemed racist. She explained
that the paper was for her course Fundamentals of English Grammar, taught by
a professor I knew for bringing diversity into otherwise non-diverse classrooms.
[3] Her subject was Black English Vernacular (BEV) and she wanted to look at
its structure to show that it was as logical and valid a system as any other
system of English grammar.
That was where I stopped her. Before we went any further, I felt it necessary to
make explicit my initial thoughts on the subject. I told her, without having read
her paper, that yes there were probably some racist elements to it. I explained

that I regard the English language as having been constructed on
institutionalized racism and that that makes speaking in an actively non-racist
manner very difficult. Furthermore, as we were both white, and had been raised
in a racist culture that gave us privileged and preferential treatment, our ability
to speak without any intimation of racism was going to be a challenge. At this
point I had made the session somewhat uncomfortable — I had turned it into a
contact zone — but I felt it necessary to alter the “safe” progress of the tutorial
and be as up front and honest as possible with the student. One danger of
discussing racism and racial privilege is that many white people become
defensive, a reaction which can shut down a tutorial. I made sure she
understood that when we spoke about racism, we were talking about her
language and socially learned patterns of thought; I was not judging her as an
individual. Despite this assurance, we both knew what lay ahead was not going
to be easy or fun.

It is, however, important to remember that we can, as tutors,
challenge privilege and incorporate an ethic of diversity into
every tutorial.
She agreed with, or at least appreciated, my thoughts on the subject and
agreed to go on with the session. As she read her paper aloud, I listened
closely to her word choices, to the assumptions behind her thesis, as well as all
the usual things we listen for as writing tutors. Her thesis was well-thought out,
clear and strong. She stayed on topic and did not wander into unrelated
subjects. The paper was pretty good. However, as far as linguistic racism was
concerned, there was a small problem in the introduction. As she read, I
realized that a basic assumption of her introduction was that the reader had
been raised with so-called “Standard English” and was thoroughly
unaccustomed to BEV. Without stating as much, I asked her about the
introduction. My questions dealt with the nature of her audience. Was she
writing for a specific professor? If not, who was her imagined audience and
what did they look like? As we discussed it, she realized the introduction’s
underlying assumptions, and she began to see where she was being exclusive
rather than inclusive. In her draft, she had normalized her experience of
growing up white and middle-class and shifted that experience onto every
potential reader. The conversation soon transitioned to ways to alleviate the
paper’s problem. She began to see that there was little hope of salvaging her
introduction, and resigned herself to writing a new one. However, rather than
dreading the task of revision, she seemed eager for it and pleased that she had
the power to wipe out racism, if only a very tiny bit. This revision was much
more than addressing grammatical concerns or drafting a more fluid paper. For
her, this revision became a moral imperative.
Looking back on the session, I was surprised by how such a seemingly easy and
benign solution could be applied to such a difficult task. Subjects of difference,
be they race, gender, sexual orientation, or anything else, are rarely going to be
comfortable to discuss. In the writing center, there are numerous other
pressures which make such situations even less comfortable, a major one being
that the tutors (as well as the students) are often dealing with a complete
stranger. The task for the tutor then becomes judging how (un)comfortable to
make the session. Is it more beneficial for the student if we only bring up issues
dealing with unclear thesis statements and cohesive conclusions, or is it more
helpful to discuss racial politics and the possibly racist assumptions of a paper?
Should the tutor play it safe or actually work to make the student less

comfortable — i.e., should the tutor provide a “safe house” or a “contact zone”?
Like most aspects of peer tutoring, there are no hard and fast rules for this
element of our work. Every situation is different, just as every tutor and every
student is unique. It is, however, important to remember that we can, as
tutors, challenge privilege and incorporate an ethic of diversity into every
tutorial. Often these goals can be achieved through what we might think of as
traditional or “neutral” means, such as raising a discussion about audience, but
this must be done conscientiously, with intention. As with any session, the most
important ingredient is to first create a feeling of trust by being as open and
honest with the student as possible, even if that means making some mistakes.
That honesty, combined with the willingness to confront such uncomfortable
subjects as racism, is what is needed to turn an otherwise “safe” session into a
contact zone.
Notes

[1] For a more in-depth look at the unfairness of the academic system and its
impact on writing center work, see Nancy Grimm’s book Good Intentions,
specifically Ch. 5, “Toward a Fair Writing Center Practice.”
[2] For another look at ways in which my Writing Center has worked with
contact zones, see Dr. Jay Sloan’s article in Praxis, “Collaborating in the
Contact Zone: A Writing Center Struggles with Multiculturalism.”
[3] For a look at diversifying a mostly white classroom on my campus, see Dr.
Keith Lloyd’s article
“Teaching the Illusive White Student: Encouraging White Students to
Think Multi-Culturally while Challenging the Myth of Whiteness.”
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Andrew Rihn is an English major with minors in Writing and Women's Studies at
Kent State University — Stark Campus, where he is starting his second year
in the Writing Center.
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The 2008 conference will be held March 6-8 at the University of Oklahoma,
Norman.
When we write, do we write out loud? When we work with student writers, isn't
that a form of writing out loud? So, for writing out loud, join us in March to
explore writing out loud!
The keynote speaker is Anne Ellen Geller, Associate Professor of English and
Director of Writing Across the Curriculum in the Institute for Writing Studies at
St. John's University.
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Drawing by Nathan Baran
Most Merciless,
Some of my sentences seem out of whack, but I can’t put my finger on what’s
wrong. Do you see anything amiss in these sentences?
I went to the grocery store, the pharmacy, and I visited my friend
Barbara.
I saw not only the biggest apple pie ever baked but also drank the best
milk shake I've ever had.
Respectfully,
Augustine Bellicose
Most Out of Whack,
A common saw following the demise of a dictator is that at least under the old
demagogue the streets were clean and the trains ran on time. Your sentences
could use the ministrations of such a despot, as they are seriously unregulated.
The problem? A lack of parallel structure.
The dictum at the heart of this treasured feature of well-crafted prose is that
similar things require similar grammatical forms. Linking two or more items
with a connector like and or but requires that each item be structured similarly.
Take your first sentence. The first two items work quite capably as nouns
naming where you went: the grocery store, the pharmacy. That third item,
though, is an entire clause, complete with its own subject and verb. Try to

make that follow the preposition to, will you? “I went to I visited my friend
Barbara?” I think not. To alleviate such a disjunction, you would make the third
item fall in line with the other two by making it a noun: I went to the grocery
store, the pharmacy, and my friend Barbara’s ramshackle manse.
Your second sentence uses a more complicated connector, not only … but also.
For some reason, such correlative conjunctions turn the brains of the less acute
to so much prune whip. After not only is placed, they forget what follows it and
throw in but also willy nilly. To test for parallel structure, place what follows
each half of the conjunction after the main verb: (1) I saw … the biggest apple
pie ever baked; (2) I saw … drank the best milk shake I've ever had. The mind
reels. Since it is in fact the verbs that are being linked, placing the first half of
the conjunction before saw will create sweet parallelism: I not only saw the
biggest apple pie ever baked but also drank the best milk shake I've ever had.
Let me add, too, that your enthusiasm over excessively large baked goods is
suspect. I suggest that you realign your priorities in life.
Yours in majesty,
The Merciless One
‹ South Central Writing
Centers Association
Conference CFP
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by Sayantani Dasgupta, The University of Idaho at Moscow
A consultant explores the writing center as a site for encountering
diversity
One of my most memorable encounters to date in the United States has been
with a freshman I met within my first few days of work in the Writing Center
at the University of Idaho at Moscow. For the purpose of this essay, we
shall call him Tom. He walked in one afternoon, blonde, blue-eyed, just the kind
of young man that the American media shows the rest of the world as
quintessentially American.
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Tom said, “Hi. I was wondering if I could get some help here. I’ve heard you
guys fix writing stuff.”
I replied, “You bet. What can I do for you today?”
He paused to consider my accent and then said, “You sound different. Are you
American?”
I replied, “No. I am not. I am from India.”
“Oh,” his eyes widened with comprehension, and then he asked somewhat
uncertainly, “You mean, like, you’re related to Pocahontas, right?”
“Err…no, I mean the country India. You know the one in Asia?”
“You mean Indians went from here and made a separate country?”

“Not really, I don’t mean your Indians, I mean the kind I am. You know, from a
foreign country, the one that is actually called India?”
He continued to look at me, completely puzzled.
I led him toward the world map – blotches of red, yellow, green, purple
splattered across a blue backdrop – placed on one of the walls of the Writing
Center.
“See, that huge, diamond shaped, purple country?” I pointed, “That’s mine.
That’s India.”
“Jeez that’s far away! You came all this way here?”
“Absolutely.”
“Why?”
“So that I could meet all kinds of interesting people like you.”
He laughed and said, “Cool! And you speak better English than either me or my
friends!”
We beamed at each other, and with that exchange under the benevolent gaze of
the world map, Tom and I became tutor and tutee, and at some level, knocked
down a couple of boundaries as well.

[E]veryone should be part of a minority at least once in their
lives. It’s a humbling yet enriching experience.
That was in my very first month in the U.S., both as a student at the University
of Idaho and as a tutor at the University Writing Center. I was fresh off the
many planes I had had to board to come to Moscow, Idaho. I was even more
homesick than I am today and was still grappling to find my bearings in my
new roles as a student, teacher, and tutor. In this new life, I had to adjust to
counting in dollars and cents, converting kilometers to miles and centigrade to
Fahrenheit, sitting on the right side of the car while not driving, and embracing
the reality that I had given up a near perfect life in India to chase a dream in a
foreign country. To add to my disorientation, I was fielding questions such as,
“Do they have mailboxes in India?” or “Have you ever had an ice-cream?” or
my personal favorite, “Do you ride elephants all the time in India?” and finally,
the question that so far has been asked to me about five hundred and eighty
four times, “Why the University of Idaho?”
Nearly eight months down the line, I still encounter such questions on a daily
basis, but I remain even more convinced than before of the necessity of being
here in the United States. I need to be here not just because I have wanted a
graduate degree in creative writing for quite some time now and there aren’t
any writing programs in India. And not just because I have always wanted to
come to the US, as a child because this was the country where Bugs Bunny and
Huck Finn lived, and as an adult because this seemed in so many ways, to
really be the land of the free. Instead, my conviction stems from my core belief
that everyone should be part of a minority at least once in their lives. It’s a
humbling yet enriching experience. It’s an experience that tells you that it’s
okay to be different, to come from a different background and mindset, to have
an unusual point of view, and to not be able to blend into the background but
instead stick out.

I have taken the role of minority rather seriously, for a variety of reasons.
Firstly, because it teaches the importance of listening to a point of view that is
perhaps completely different from one’s own. Secondly, because a minority
status often comes with an overwhelming awareness of the self and where that
self originates. That in turn invests the individual with the onerous task of
representing her country because she is on foreign soil. This can be a fairly
complicated task because it is up to the individual to ensure that the depiction
is honest, and not colored by the kind of romanticism that homesickness can
create.
At the University of Idaho, there are students from nearly ninety countries of
the world. For any campus with such an international presence, it is imperative
that the university involves its international students within its ambit. This is
essential for two reasons. First of all, so that we get a sense of community and
belonging in a world that is far removed from our own homes and everything
that had been familiar. Second, in today’s global context, new boundaries and
borders are constantly being created and dissolved, and the awareness, as well
as the fear, of “the Other” is a greater reality than ever before. In light of this,
it’s not far fetched to say that in order to understand the changing dynamics of
the world around us and beyond what we really need is personal interaction
with those that we don’t know, yet need to know, in order to further our
understanding of ourselves. In my experiences at the University of Idaho, I
have found that the writing center consultation can be a healthy space in which
to encounter the diversity that enriches our campus.

Even as the difference between us is acknowledged, I feel
validated as one of “them.”
When I first started working at the University of Idaho Writing Center, it was,
understandably, with a fair degree of trepidation. I had already heard from
some quarters that I had a “British accent.” My skin color screamed that I
wasn’t one of the overwhelming majority on the campus. The biographical note
about me at the Writing Center announced that I was foreign. I wondered
whether students–native or international–would walk into the Writing Center
and say, “English is not her first language, is she competent to be my tutor?” I
had also imagined that most tutoring sessions would be with international
students for whom English is at best a second language. But I was wrong on
both counts.
As months sped by, I discovered my favorite tutees included domestic students
as well as international. Students who bring something more than just an
essay, such as enthusiasm, humor, and a willingness to share, instantly win me
over. We have chemistry, and the tutoring sessions turn out to be mutually
satisfactory. With most tutees, I reverse the tutor-tutee relationship at least
once during each session. I ask personal questions both at the start of the
session, like “Where are you from?” and at the end, “Do you get all ingredients
to make your country’s food here in Moscow?” People love talking about
themselves and their work, and since they realize that my interest is genuine
they are kind enough to share such details with me. So I have had an American
tutee take it upon herself to talk to me about Must Watch American Movies at
least once in every tutoring session, a student from Togo who makes
appointments only with me, and an American theater major who comes nearly
once every two weeks to convince me and himself that he doesn’t just read
morbid plays.

It’s because of experiences such as these that today I walk into my office with
confidence, knowing that my consultants accept me as I accept them,
irrespective of color, academic program, or year. Even as the difference
between us is acknowledged, I feel confirmed as one of “them.” Each time
students sign up for a session with me, I am validated as a competent tutor
and member of the university community, and I think that they feel the same
way.
But my experience with tutees alone is not the reason why I feel the University
of Idaho’s Writing Center is an important site for encountering diversity. I feel a
sense of community and belonging also because of the people I work with.
There is a level of cooperation and friendliness here that makes this the most
potent symbol of what it means to be at an American university; it justifies my
decision to go so far away from home to seek a peculiar kind of fulfillment that
I wasn’t getting in my own country. The Writing Center makes sense to me
because my office is one of the few places where I am almost never homesick,
where I am constantly dealing with two of my biggest passions–people and
words–and through them living my dream.

In my experience as a foreign tutor on a campus where the
population is overwhelmingly American, I think I have been
accepted[.]
The people I work with have shared their time, friendship and wisdom with me.
My boss has taught me, among other things, the finer points of pumpkin
carving and Halloween, and one of my American colleagues has coached me
about reverse culture shock and its effects based on his experience of returning
to the U.S. after having spent a substantial amount of time in Ireland. Yet
another colleague is now a close friend and that’s not just because he is also in
the creative writing program and makes excellent chocolate chip cookies! A
younger colleague is now proficient in making Indian lamb curry, which I taught
him after he taught me the rubric of APA styling.
The Writing Center has helped me become a member of a larger, international
community as well and not just remain restricted to that of the University of
Idaho. By letting me answer questions about who I am and where I come from,
my tutees and colleagues have helped me become more Indian than I have
ever been in my life, in spite of the fact that India is geographically far away,
that not all my meals are Indian, and that nearly ninety-five percent of the
conversations I have every day are in English. I feel more connected to my
country than ever before because I stay abreast of developments in India on an
almost hourly basis: I greedily devour online newspapers, magazines, music,
and shows, and I stay in touch with friends and family.
In my experience as a foreign tutor on a campus where the population is
overwhelmingly American, I think I have been accepted, yet at the same time, I
have been allowed to play the role of an ambassador from India. Almost every
new person that I tutor has invariably been curious to know where I have come
from. And each time that I have told someone something about my home or
my country, whenever I have learned something new about the U.S. or the
American way of life, I have felt worthwhile, both as a student at this University
and as a citizen of my country.
____________________

Sayantani Dasgupta is a second year MFA student in creative writing at the
University of Idaho at Moscow. She has a master’s in history and teaches a
course on world religions called Sacred Journeys. Her interests include reading,
traveling, and blogging. This is also Sayantani’s second year as a Writing Center
tutor.
‹ The Merciless Grammarian
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In the spring of 2007, I designed a lecture and workshop series as a service to
Okaloosa-Walton College’s (OWC) student writers. The weekly series
supplemented OWC’s well established Academic Success Center (ASC–our
Writing Center that doubles as a general tutoring center to help students in
other academic areas). Titled “The Writer’s Block,” this series tackled the
most common difficulties for beginning writers and taught types of writing that
mirrored classes offered on campus: essay composition, literary analysis,
creative writing, and technical writing. I created topics that were applicable for
beginning writers yet also applicable for those entering their junior and senior
years.
Getting students into the ASC is often a difficult task because student visits are
motivated not from interest but from necessity. Few students enter the ASC of
their own volition, and most are there as a last-ditch effort to save a grade
already in critical condition because of a teacher’s suggestion or requirement.
Borne out of my desire to see more–and a greater range of–students actively
seeking supplemental writing instruction was “The Writer’s Block,” my attempt
to make writing support (God forbid) fun, a college-level Reading Rainbow of
sorts. And it seemed to work. After only a few weeks of “The Writer’s Block”
with a classroom-full of students in attendance, I began an additional “Writer’s
Block” one night a week at a satellite campus and met of the same success:
students attending regularly, surprisingly enthusiastic about English.
My interests in popular culture and visual communication melded into a new
approach to writing instruction that got students’ attention–step one in any
outreach program. I quickly learned that students were not choosing sessions
to attend based solely on the content of the writing lesson but also on the angle

being pitched: a celebrity tie-in or ‘80s music allusion. Here are a few examples
of the thirty-minute spring sessions:
Comma Comma Comma Comma Comma Chameleon
“Don’t use ten when five will do”: Brad Pitt on Conciseness
“Total E[llipse] of the Heart”: Quotation Lessons of Less is More
“Let’s Get Physical”: Exercises in Concreteness
“Walk Like an Egyptian”: Exploring Similes and ClichÃ©s
“That’s What Friends Are For”: Preposition Myths
“Straight Up”: The DL on Using Slang outside of the Crib
“We Got the Beat”: Everything Subject-Verb Agreement
The sessions sold easily to students. The average age of OWC students is
twenty-nine, so allusions to ‘80s culture were met with enthusiastic
participation. Students followed the attention-getting titles into “The Writer’s
Block,” but my attention to visual communication kept them attending the
workshops. I punctuated the kick-off comma lecture with Culture Club
photography on solid black PowerPoint backgrounds and made the occasional
jab at Boy George’s eyeliner habits. A more contemporary reference to Brad Pitt
stemmed from his advice in Ocean’s Eleven regarding how one lies well; this
advice, equally applicable to strong writing, served as the cornerstone reference
for all other lessons on conciseness.

[A] shift occurred in student focus; their aim was to learn and
practice the skill, not fix the assignment due that afternoon
It’s clear to most that the pop culture references in and of themselves do not
serve as a catalyst for good writing, and I’ve been asked what good such
allusions are when writing skills should be the focus of English instruction. The
answer lies in our difference from our students. Unlike “English people” who
derive some peculiar pleasure from diagramming sentences or knowing why
subject complements mustn’t be objective pronouns, many students are an
entirely different kettle of fish. Yet here we are, sitting in our Writing Centers,
waiting in our offices for student conferences, hoping they’ll come around.
Using pop references from the culture students willingly immerse themselves in
enabled me to connect with students who spoke and appreciated the language
of the songs and films referred to in the sessions. The references surprised and
delighted them in part because the language of music and movies becomes our
language as we consume it. Instead of lines like “Here’s lookin’ at you, kid,” and
“Why don’t you come up and see me sometime?” Adam Sandler-isms and Kevin
Smith’s Silent Bob revelations assimilate into college students’ communication.
It seems that this acute awareness of language in film culture should translate
to a similar awareness in academia. It’s “edutainment,” the combination of
education and entertainment, at work in support services. “The Writer’s Block”
served me as a proactive way to recruit potential lovers of language, or at least
to make explaining comma splices less nauseating, if only for a few students.
At the end of the spring, I collected feedback from regular attendees to
determine what changes should be implemented for future semesters. Two
common requests emerged–one regarding content, the other regarding format.
First, most students sought help starting a paper and requested additional
sessions geared toward the prewriting and drafting phases of the writing
process. Second, and more surprising than the first, was the request to double
the meeting length of “The Writer’s Block.” Contrary to my initial thought that
“The Writer’s Block” sessions should be brief enough for me to perform what

would essentially be a “guided tour” of the material that could be perused at a
later time, many students requested that the half-hour sessions be extended to
a full hour so that more time could be devoted to practicing the skills before
leaving the workshop.

As professors, we love what we write about because we are
passionate about the topics we study. Many students have a
similar love for the culture in which they’re immersed.
While making changes to “The Writer’s Block” format, I considered how it might
satisfy a need the ASC didn’t already meet. Typically, ASC appointments last
half an hour. Students can always make more appointments, but seldom does a
tutor work for a full hour with a student because editing work can be done
independently. Also, one-on-one work can be tedious. A single student likely
has multiple errors that may be unrelated, causing time spent in the tutoring
center to be divided among writing issues. Many times, tutors are advised to
give holistic comments on the work and pinpoint a few sample errors for
students to remedy. For at least three reasons, it is impossible for tutors to
review every writing error appearing on the page. First of all, the ASC is not a
proofreading service. Second, it can be counterproductive to mark grammatical
errors when the content needs significant revision. Also, a grammar lesson on
every error can overwhelm students, and they tend to make brisk cosmetic
changes, or some such, and move on without letting the individual lessons sink
in.
Because students who attend “The Writer’s Block” receive writing instruction,
not a proofreading service or individual essay review, I am able to discuss more
thoroughly the session’s featured skill, providing students with multiple
instances of an error, as well as examples of how to fix the problem. Again,
because the students usually don’t come with present paper projects in hand,
they aren’t sitting in for an immediate answer but instead to learn a skill that
they might take with them for application on future writing projects. As a
result, a shift occurred in student focus; their aim was to learn and practice the
skill, not fix the assignment due that afternoon. A similar shift occurred in
student behavior, as session participants seemed more receptive to the material
than I’d seen before in one-on-one tutoring appointments where some students
attend solely to “get the right answers” instead of learn. These shifts in student
focus and behavior from ASC tutoring sessions to “The Writer’s Block” were
unexpected but certainly welcome.
This fall, per student demand, I created all-new student sessions that
emphasize the early phases of the writing process, followed by sessions that
explore different types of writing for various audiences and editing approaches
for each style. As in the spring, each fall session comes packed with pop culture
allusions and is designed not only for visual learners but for any student whose
attention is captured mostly by the visual and the hypertextual:
Getting Started
“‘A B C. Easy as 1 2 3.’ or Is It?”: Conquering the Language Arts
“Thunder Rolls”: Brainstorming Effectively
Finding Neverland: Essay Topics That Never Grow Old
“Lean on Me”: Coping with Composition–A Social Approach
Workshopping Mechanics
300: 300 Quick-Fix Ways to Write Better
The Exorcism of Emily’s Prose: Soothing Your Diction Demons

Lost in Translation: Saying on Paper What You Mean
“Jenny from the Block”–Quotations, That Is, and How to Format
Them in MLA
Advancing Style
“You’ve Got Mail”: Advanced Email Etiquette for Work and School
The Devil Wears Prada: What Writing Says about You and How to
Dress It Appropriately for Work
“Ice, Ice, Baby”: Repetition as a Rhetorical Technique
Little Miss Sunshine: Writing that Sets You Apart from the Crowd
To encourage continuity among the sessions, I published a website for archives
where students can access presentation materials, session handouts, and
lecture podcasts. I write a monthly e-newsletter that offers helpful writing tips
for students, and even the newsletter includes a modern bent to advertise style
workshops on campus. The result of these marketing efforts has been an
enhanced network between campus support services and increased awareness
of the services available to students. The ASC’s website contains links to my
Writer’s Block site, and my mini-flyers, brightly colored with a retro pop art
image, are aptly placed on tutoring tables throughout the center.
In the end, “The Writer’s Block” has been a way for me to meet students where
they are, engaged in modern media, aware of pop images, and desirous of a
fresher approach than the mundane writing instruction they–and I–grew to
hate: those tedious exercises trying to do the double duty of teaching all the
disciplines at once, using sentences about shipwrecks and penicillin discoveries
to do the hard work of teaching communication. This is not to say that
traditional modes of instruction are lost on all students; rather, we must
consider alternate approaches to reach students who are unreceptive to
conventional teaching. Students who improve their writing by piggybacking off
of discussions of David Hasselhoff’s inexplicable emotional nature are no less
accomplished than those students writing about Christopher Columbus, 1492,
and the ocean blue for the hundredth time. As professors, we love what we
write about because we are passionate about the topics we study. Many
students have a similar love for the culture in which they’re immersed. Britney
Spears, Kanye West, YouTube celebrity Chris Crocker’s “Leave Britney Alone,”
and Tom (everyone’s first MySpace friend) already have students’ attention,
and because these cultural icons are familiar to students, they serve dually to
attract and engage students. If we grant students the same freedoms as we
enjoy, especially in the extracurricular area of instructional support, I think we’ll
find ourselves waiting for them less and working with them more, and that’s the
real goal of the Writing Center.
____________________

Deidre Dowling Price serves as Assistant Professor of English at OkaloosaWalton College in Niceville, Florida. Her article “‘Whatever happens happens’:
Infidelity in My So-Called Life,” appears in Dear Angela: Remembering My SoCalled Life (Lexington Books, 2007). She is currently pursuing a Ph.D. in
Literature from Florida State University where she studies Confessionalism,
feminism, popular culture, and new media.
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Janet M. Lucas
Roseanne, a forty-five-year-old from the Philippines who speaks Tagalog,
decided in early adulthood that she wanted to come to the United States and
study nursing, but her poverty-stricken family could not send her. After
traveling abroad working as a housekeeper to save money, Roseanne eventually
married, settled in the Pacific Northwest, and embarked on her goal to become
a nurse. Liliana, also about forty-five-years old, is a native Spanish speaker
from an upper socio-economic class family in BogotÃ¡, Colombia, where she
and her husband operated a successful document translation business.
However, Liliana’s American husband was increasingly in danger of being
kidnapped, so they moved to the Pacific Northwest, near his family. They
struggled financially, so Liliana decided to become a nurse to help support their
family. Kishori, in her early twenties, is from India and speaks Hindi and
English. Her dream since immigrating to the United States with her family when
she was a teenager has been to become a nurse, so she has been taking
program prerequisites.
What do these women have in common besides speaking English as a second
language and wanting to become nurses? They have all either failed our
college’s nursing program and dropped out, are close to failing, or risk not

being accepted into it because of difficulties with English language proficiency.
While they come to the Peninsula College Writing Center for help, their
needs (as well as those of ESL students in other fields) are much greater than
writing assistance. Even if their proficiency is fairly advanced, they experience
difficulty reading, taking tests, speaking, and listening. Also, faculty members
may have little or no familiarity with language learning and language teaching
and often have unrealistic expectations for these students. Because of these
needs, writing centers, by expanding their services, can serve as liaisons for
students and faculty members, enabling more non-native English speakers to
persist and reach their academic and professional goals.

[ESL students] must also negotiate a new cultural, academic, and
linguistic identity in addition to a hybrid post-colonial identity
with which they already wrestle.
Like many colleges and universities across the United States, Peninsula
College, the small rural community college where I teach composition and
serve as the writing center director and tutor coordinator is seeing an influx of
international and immigrant students seeking nursing degrees. Nursing is one
of the few relatively well-paid professions accessible to such students, meaning
it pays “family wages” and does not require a bachelor’s degree, although one
can earn not only Bachelor’s, but a Master’s or even a PhD in nursing. Many ESL
speakers are already over-represented in low-wage, service jobs, such as hotel
cleaning, restaurant work, and care giving (Duff and Wong 399). Caregivers
work a great deal with nurses and physicians and see nursing as a step up from
what they already do in their current jobs and an opportunity to earn much
higher wages and gain prestige while not having to enter the often intimidating
and, to some, foreign, world of the university.
Unfortunately, ESL students have much more difficulty than their Englishspeaking peers in persisting in these and other programs. The first quarter or
two in the nursing program is often referred to as boot camp. Not only must
ESL students understand the highly technical reading and new vocabulary, but
they also need to communicate assertively in a language in which they may not
feel comfortable. They must also negotiate a new cultural, academic, and
linguistic identity in addition to a hybrid post-colonial identity with which they
already wrestle.
These difficulties often begin with negotiating cultural identities at odds with
both American and academic cultures. Novelist and Philippine immigrant,
Jessica Hagedorn, calls the multiple influences on citizens in and from formerly
colonized countries a “cultural schizophrenia” (173). She alludes to
schizophrenia in its definition as a split mind, recalling its common conflation
with multiple personality disorder, while the disease itself is characterized by
pathological disengagement with reality accompanied often by auditory
hallucinations. The symptoms might also apply to identity constructs because of
the endless parade of images, traditions, and cultural practices brought
together in a single location. The resulting mishmash of indigenous culture
together with colonizing influences creates a societal confluence of identities.
These identities all “undergo constant transformation. Far from being fixed in
some essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous ‘play’ of history,
culture, and power” (Hall 394).

ESL students’ difficulties stem not only from cultural dissonance

and language proficiency but also from unrealistic expectations
on the part of faculty members.
Second language English speaking students come to academia with a
multiplicity of cultural influences to an equally schizophrenic United States
culture. All we say, do, and think is socially constructed, located, positioned,
and contextualized. Students seeking an education find themselves in another
location and position, those of learning in an academic context, learning the
“uncontextualized” voice of academic prose that supposedly “erases the social
location of both writer and reader.” Yet what the academic voice really does is
position the reader through the use of vocabulary, language, and style (Allen
66). Readers from educated, middle-class backgrounds may feel quite at home
with this kind of writing; however, both ESL students and native English
speakers from lower socio-economic backgrounds may feel alien in this new
discursive environment.
The trouble often starts with reading and test taking. Hundreds of pages of
unfamiliar, dense, and highly technical language fill textbooks, especially those
in the nursing field. Although writing centers are viewed as places where
students can receive help with writing projects, centers can encourage students
to come with questions about study skills as well. When discussing problems
with reading assignments, ESL students often think native English speakers
read from the beginning of the chapter to the end and retain every word. These
students then marginalize themselves for not being able to do the same.
Dispelling this myth is an important first step. To do so, tutors explain their own
experiences as readers, then suggest that instead of reading the chapter from
the first page to the last, students should look at the terms on the first page
and all the headings, pictures, graphs, and captions on the subsequent pages,
read the review and discussion questions in the back, read the study guide
provided by the nursing faculty, and then read the chapter a few pages at a
time. ESL students should also be taught test taking strategies such as sitting
without being able to see the clock, glancing over all the questions briefly, and
answering the ones they know first. These strategies may come as a surprise
because, again, ESL students often think native speakers start at the first
question, do not stop until the last, and answer them all perfectly.
ESL students must also learn different ways of studying for tests in nursing
school. They tend to study terms with flashcards and rely a great deal on
memorization, a technique that works well in some survey courses but not in
nursing or its prerequisite anatomy and physiology courses. The test questions
involve medical terms but ask students to apply rather than simply define
them, a task, again, difficult even for native English speakers. These questions
are similar to the NCLEX-RN exam (National Council Licensure Examination for
Registered Nurses), which potential nurses must pass before they receive their
licenses to practice. Tutors are trained to anticipate the flashcard study method
and encourage students to practice applying the terms to hypothetical
situations discussed in class or in the text. The difficulty with testing is
compounded by the nursing faculty’s attempt to stimulate critical thinking on
the part of the students by deliberately obfuscating the assignments. The
reasoning is that when one is working in a hospital, not all directions will be
clear, and experience thinking through similar problems will be vital in the
workplace. The reasoning is understandable, but it elicits poorly performed
assignments.

Support focused only on writing decontextualizes and

compartmentalizes it into something separate from study skills,
speaking skills, cultural knowledge, and identity construction.
ESL students also have difficulty with speaking and communicating assertively
with clients and other nurses in clinical experiences. For example, many of
these students are reluctant to ask for clarification of what a patient said,
instead nodding, pretending to understand, and continuing with the procedure
(Bosher and Smalkoski 62). This problem is compounded by patients, often
elderly, who do not hear well and/or have little tolerance for listening to anyone
with an accent (Wilson). Non-verbal communication can cause problems, too,
when students do not make eye contact with their patients–another result of
non-assertiveness and different cultural norms (Bosher and Smalkoski; Duff
and Wong). Issues regarding privacy, gender roles, and discussion of bodily
functions also contribute to a perceived lack of assertiveness that could be
more accurately attributed to cultural discomfort. Practicing such conversation
in a non-clinical, neutral setting such as the writing center may facilitate more
confident speech in other venues.
ESL students’ difficulties stem not only from cultural dissonance and language
proficiency but also from unrealistic expectations on the part of faculty
members. Because of this, writing centers’ facilitation of professional
development opportunities and workshops is vital in helping retain these
students. Faculty who are unfamiliar with the process of language acquisition
often do not understand that immigrants and international students will never
sound like native English speakers. I often hear them complain about students’
(native speakers and otherwise) lack of command of “proper” English grammar.
One even described it as fingernails scratching a chalkboard. At our college’s inservice week, faculty attend, among other events, professional development
seminars given by other faculty members. At one of these, I gave a
presentation on the discipline of composition and preconceived notions of
correct grammar as well as development and support of points in student
papers. Before beginning my talk, I gave them a paragraph to grade that,
unbeknownst to them, was written by Noam Chomsky. I copied it word for
word, taking off his name, adding double-spacing to make it appear as student
work but inserting one misspelling and one typographical error that lent
confusion to a single sentence in the piece. Assistants collected the paragraphs
and tallied the grades. When finished, I announced the totals–most gave C and
D grades with several Fs, Bs, and a single A. Then I told them who wrote it. All
were surprised, of course, and I used that to illustrate how much of our
perception of writing is based on small surface errors and automatic credence
to prominent figures in our culture.
Later in the year, I gave another presentation designed to facilitate a similar
goal–to make instructors more aware of the idiosyncrasies of our language,
how difficult it is to learn, and especially some of the differences between local
and global concerns (Harris and Silva 526). Also, I wanted to help them
understand that just as they would not disparage a student for speaking with
an accent, so they should not disparage a student for writing in one. ESL
students too tend to marginalize themselves for small grammatical errors and
so come to the writing center insisting we fix them. Muriel Harris and Tony Silva
suggest telling such writers that even non-native English speakers who have
lived in the US for many years do not speak without an accent; thus, students
should not expect perfect English from themselves (531). They further instruct
tutors to tell these students that teachers and others will not penalize their
writing for minor errors. Unfortunately, I have found that is often not the case.

In the presentation, I began by trying to create empathy for ESL students. I
wrote several tasks on the white board for the instructors to complete. One was
to define the word of. Another was to explain preposition use in the following
phrase: “at four o’clock on Friday in July.” Showing some of the taken-forgranted nuances of our language caused the attendees to be more open to a
discussion of the differences between an “accent” in writing and syntactical
errors that obscure comprehensibility.
Writing centers have mostly identified themselves with writing, as neutral
spaces between students and faculty where students become better writers
rather than produce better writing (North 438). This space ideally is
freestanding and not connected via budgetary lines to any academic or
administrative department such as English or student services. Some even
disparage writing centers that fall under the umbrella of a larger learning center
where academic support of many kinds is available (Mohr 2). However, writing
center professionals would do well to consider providing more services than
writing assistance. Support focused only on writing decontextualizes and
compartmentalizes it into something separate from study skills, speaking skills,
cultural knowledge, and identity construction. Providing ancillary support in
these areas and especially with on-campus professional development
opportunities for faculty to better understand ESL students, nursing or
otherwise, re-imagines the writing center as not only a neutral space but as a
liaison between faculty and students. Students like Roseanne, Liliana, and
Kulwinder are not only fulfilling their dreams; they will also provide vital
services in hospitals and care facilities that face enormous shortages of nursing
staff, shortages that will only increase with more retirees needing healthcare.
Writing centers can help fill that void by providing the support students need to
graduate and fulfill their dreams of joining the ranks of registered nurses.
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Janet Lucas is an English instructor and tutor coordinator at Peninsula College
Writing Center in Port Angeles, WA. She recently published "Getting Personal:
Responding to Student Self-Disclosure" and "Music Day" in Teaching English in
the Two-Year College and received the Lisa Ede Award for Teaching Excellence
for adjunct faculty at the Two-Year College English Association's Pacific
Northwest conference in October. A doctoral student at Indiana University of
Pennsylvania, Janet is working on her dissertation on the role of empathy in
teaching and learning in composition studies.
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We invite panel and individual-paper proposals for the UIC Writing Center and
Public Space conference series on "Race in the Writing Center: Towards New
Theory and Praxis" to be held at the University of Illinois at Chicago, February
29 & March 1, 2008.
Keynote Presentations:
Frankie Condon,
U of Nebraska-Lincoln
author of
"Beyond the Known: Writing Centers and the Work of Anti-Racism."
Kevin K. Kumashiro
U of Illinois at Chicago
founding director of
Center for Anti-Oppressive Education
We are seeking new and exciting work that explores the relationship between
writing, race, tutoring, and writing center spaces and practices.
Sample questions for presentations include, but are not limited to, the
following:
* How should tutors address race or racism in their tutoring sessions,
conversations with one another, or in their own writing?
* What theoretical models offer ways to change writing center practice
regarding race?
* How has color-blind ideology influenced our discussions of race?
* Why don't writing centers reflect the diversity of their institutions?
* How has race informed our discussions about ESL and EFL learners?
* How do we respond to dialect and vernacular in our centers?
* In what ways do we racialize writing?
* How are our writers and tutors implicated in silencing issues of race? What
maintains this silence?
* How does "racial passing" occur? How is it part of the texts of our writers?
How is this tactic encouraged or discouraged? How is it a response to
institutional demands? How should we respond?
* How do we forge a "racial literacy" into writing center theory and praxis?
* How are urban institutions doing "race" differently in their writing centers? In
what ways can non-urban institutions contribute to this conversation?
Why has writing center theory been silent around these issues for so long?
The conference will also host several roundtable workshops. Roundtable
discussion will begin with 2-minute statements by each of the participants.

Undergraduate tutors are highly encouraged to participate. To join a
roundtable, please submit a proposal in response to one of these questions:
*How should tutors respond to race issues in a tutoring session?
*How can tutors help create a more diverse body of tutors at their writing
center?
*What are examples of ways your writing center has learned more about race?
*How can we foster ongoing learning about race at our writing centers?
During the conference, there will also be a meeting for representatives of
writing centers from the Urban-13 universities. Several travel stipends will be
available for students from these universities.
250-word proposals (100-word for roundtables) are due December 17, 2007.
Also provide your name, institutional affiliation, mail and e-mail address, and a
telephone number.
Panel proposals should include panel title, description of panel theme, name of
chair, one-page abstracts of each paper, and contact information for each
presenter.
Please mail or e-mail conference proposals to:
The UIC Writing Center
Vainis Aleksa
University of Illinois at Chicago (MC 162)
Chicago, Illinois 60607
OR
raceinwritingcenter@gmail.com
Proposals will be reviewed by Vainis Aleksa, Aneeka A. Henderson, and Lydia
Saravia.
Early registration for students will be $60; for non-students, $100. Meals
will be included for Friday night, and breakfast and lunch on Saturday. More
info on registration and updates for this conference will be posted in September
2007 on the UIC Writing Center website http://www.uic.edu/depts/engl/writing/
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Mirriam Lephalala and Cathy Pienaar
Writing centers have become an integral part of learner support in higher
education. In South Africa widening student participation policy imperatives
have posed immense challenges for universities to provide academic support
that is relevant to students’ needs. This paper argues for the importance of
writing centers in providing the increased and varied student support demanded
by the recent widening of student participation in higher education and, in
particular, in open distance learning (ODL) institutions.
Policies on widening student participation are of significance in South Africa
where, prior to its first democratic elections in 1994, student participation in
some universities was primarily determined along racial lines. The National
Higher Education Act of 1997 requires that universities widen participation to
accommodate students from previously under-represented and marginalized
groups. Expectations are that universities, like all other civil structures, should
advance equal opportunities by accommodating increasing numbers of students
from previously marginalized racial groups and ensure that a greater number of
these students succeed. The main reason for this is to promote social equality
as well as to develop the human capacity required to advance the country's
economic, social, and educational needs.
The UNISA 2015: An Agenda for Transformation
The University of South Africa (UNISA) is the largest ODL institution and
one of the oldest universities in South Africa. The main mode of attendance is
by means of correspondence making it possible for students from all areas in
South Africa as well as beyond its borders to enroll at UNISA.

In line with the policy imperatives of the National Higher Education Act of 1997
(Republic of South Africa, “Higher Education”), UNISA developed a strategic
policy: The UNISA 2015: An Agenda for Transformation. It was adopted by
the substantive Council of the University of South Africa in 2004. The policy
addresses the university’s aspiration to become a center of academic excellence
in distance education for the entire African continent. As part of its mission
statement UNISA aims to
be “accessible to all learners, specifically those on the African continent,
and the marginalized, by way of a barrier-free environment, while
responding to the needs of the global market” and
address “the needs of a diverse learner profile by offering relevant
learner support, facilitated by appropriate information and
communications technology” (University of South Africa, “UNISA 2015”).
Using the statistics from 2005 and 2006 as an example, the tables below
illustrate the extent to which UNISA has grown to accommodate students in all
the provinces of South Africa and from the Southern African Developing
Communities (SADC).

Accessed from: http://staff.unisa.ac.za/ on 24/4/2007

Accessed from: http://staff.unisa.ac.za/ on 24/4/2007
As illustrated in these tables, UNISA, like other universities, faces numerous
challenges in its attempt to address widening student policy imperatives at the
institutional level. Generally, there have been significant increases in the
diversity of students enrolled at UNISA as illustrated in the table below.

Accessed from: http://staff.unisa.ac.za/ on 24/4/2007
Developments, such as increasing student numbers, high-drop out and failure
rates, low pass rates and a disproportionate spread of students across the
various fields of study, show that many policy goals pertaining to redressing the
past have yet to be met (Republic of South Africa, “National Plan”).
Diverse Student Profile
It is clear that at UNISA much effort needs to be put into successfully
promoting access.
But what does widening student participation mean? This involves a two-phase
process: firstly, an increasing number of students from disadvantaged
backgrounds should be accepted at educational institutions, and, secondly,
there should be an increase in the pass rate of these students.
Studying through ODL is a popular option for students from previously
disadvantaged backgrounds. There are various reasons for this, but the two
most important ones are that 1) the tuition at ODL institutions is much lower
than it is at contact institutions; and 2) ODL gives students the option of

studying while earning a living. This is imperative for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds.
However, the failure of existing academic support structures to meet students’
expectations reveals that critical areas of widening participation have not yet
been addressed. Students from underprivileged backgrounds have a greater
need for academic support than can be provided. They are unlikely to succeed
without the required academic support. Many of these students
are first generation university entrants in their families and have little or
no knowledge of what university education entails
speak English as a second or third language
have limited access to the financial, material and emotional support
necessary for university success
come from poor living conditions, fuelled by high unemployment levels.
Increased Student Enrolment at UNISA
Several studies show that student access is largely determined by dominant
and taken-for-granted institutional practices that tend to preclude active
student participation (South African Institute of Distance Education; Lephalala).
At UNISA, for instance, the increase in student numbers was not accompanied
by an equal increase in academic and administrative student support
structures. The table below clearly illustrates the imbalance between the
number of academic and support staff and the student registration figures for
2006.
In 2006 there were 235,463 students registered at UNISA (see Table 3 above)
whereas there were only 1,341 academic staff members and 780 support staff
members as shown in Table 4 below.

Accessed from: http://staff.unisa.ac.za/ on 24/4/2007
These factors all have implications for “access with success.” Institutional
realities at UNISA include:
open and uncontrolled student enrolments
the high student-to-lecturer ratios
varied range of student competencies
teaching and assessing through multiple choice questions at
undergraduate level
the use of formative as opposed to summative assessment
limited and delayed feedback to students
limited interaction between students and lecturers
These realities are in line with arguments that contrary to higher education
policy imperatives, it is evident that ODL might not be the ideal medium for
offering the type of support previously marginalized students require to succeed

at university.
The key to effective distance education is to focus on the academic needs of the
students and address the constraints of ODL. It is clear that in order to widen
participation there is a need for a specific type of support that could enhance
academic success. One such support system is a writing center that takes into
consideration the needs and expectations of multiple and often diverse
students, thus enhancing access with success.
Given this background it is necessary to outline the reason for the
establishment and development of a writing center at UNISA as one of the key
mechanisms to provide academic support and to address the mismatch
between institutional realities and students’ expectations.
The Establishment of a Writing Center at UNISA
Many residential universities in South Africa, such as Stellenbosch and the
University of the Witwatersrand, have writing centers. By 2003 it became
obvious that there was an urgent need to improve academic support structures
at UNISA, and it was decided to establish a writing center to assist students
with their academic writing needs. During the pilot period in 2003 it became
evident that writing as well as reading assistance should be offered, and the
center was then called the UNISA Reading and Writing Center. The first services
were offered to students in September 2003. These included
face-to-face tutoring where students were assisted with problems related
to all stages of the writing process, from brainstorming for ideas to
revising and editing final drafts
regular workshops that focused on a variety topics, such as business
writing skills and strategies for improving written drafts
the START program, which consists of a variety of self-study reading
comprehension worksheets
the “Reading Excellence” computer program to improve reading skills
Initially the UNISA Reading and Writing Center’s services were available at the
two main campuses, as well as at some of the regional learning centers. The
writing center’s attendance register showed that during September 2004, 1,632
students made use of the writing center’s services. In October the figure
dropped to 678, but this was probably due to the fact that students were
writing the university’s final year examinations. During this period students
make limited use of writing center services because the academic year ends in
November. In January 2005 the figure rose again as students registered for the
new academic year and 1,286 students used the writing center’s services.
In 2006 it was decided to change the writing center’s name to the UNISA
Academic Literacies Center as the number of services offered by the center had
increased and it currently offers reading, writing, quantitative literacy as well as
information literacy services. At the time of writing this paper these services are
offered at 18 regional UNISA learning centers throughout South Africa. In
addition to the workshops and face-to-face tutoring, all students can phone for
telephonic tutoring or e-mail queries to the tutors. Services are available to
undergraduate and postgraduate students. In 2006, 9,663 students made use
of the Academic Literacies Center’s services (van Vuuren). These students were
registered at various colleges in UNISA, such as Human Sciences, Economic and
Management Sciences, and Law.

Varied Background and Competencies
Students who make use of the Center have varied backgrounds and
competencies as well as different writing styles, and they often have limited
understanding of the requirements for acceptable academic writing. Tables 5
and 6 below illustrate the diverse fields of study of the students who used the
Academic Literacies Center’s services on the Muckleneuk campus in July and
August 2006. This diversity places enormous challenges on tutors who are
faced with varied, interdisciplinary, and theoretical tutoring on a daily basis.
This context demands that tutoring take place “within a number of sociocultural
and interpersonal contests that lends richness and complexity to the tutor’s
role” (Murphy and Sherwood 1).

Source: R van Wyk

Source: R van Wyk
The attendance figures in the two tables above show that the Academic
Literacies Center plays an important role in addressing the writing needs of
students across the curriculum and from diverse backgrounds. The tables also
show that to work effectively with these students, tutors need “extensive
interpersonal skills” to deal with students “who bring a range of educational and
cultural backgrounds and a variety of learning skills to their tutoring sessions”
(Murphy and Sherwood 1). As a result, no single method of tutoring works
equally effectively with UNISA students.

It is hoped that these attendance figures will continue to increase because the
center makes an important contribution to addressing “the needs of the diverse
learner profile by offering relevant learner support” in line with the UNISA 2015
policy requirements (University of South Africa, “UNISA 2015”).
Conclusion
Learner support offered by writing centers has become an essential part of
distance education institutions like UNISA. A writing center should no longer be
regarded as a service that is complementary to the course content, focussing
only on giving students the necessary assistance to understand the course
content. The UNISA Academic Literacies Center aims to assist all learners to
achieve a high quality of learning, and the services are available to all learners
at any stage of the learning process. Despite the complexity of the ODL
environment, writing centers can provide a barrier-free environment that is in
line with the UNISA 2015: Agenda For Transformation and addresses the policy
imperatives of South Africa’s Higher Education Act of 1997.
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Writing centers have become an integral part of learner support in higher
education. In South Africa widening student participation policy imperatives
have posed immense challenges for universities to provide academic support
that is relevant to students’ needs. This paper argues for the importance of
writing centers in providing the increased and varied student support demanded
by the recent widening of student participation in higher education and, in
particular, in open distance learning (ODL) institutions.
Policies on widening student participation are of significance in South Africa
where, prior to its first democratic elections in 1994, student participation in
some universities was primarily determined along racial lines. The National
Higher Education Act of 1997 requires that universities widen participation to
accommodate students from previously under-represented and marginalized
groups. Expectations are that universities, like all other civil structures, should
advance equal opportunities by accommodating increasing numbers of students
from previously marginalized racial groups and ensure that a greater number of
these students succeed. The main reason for this is to promote social equality
as well as to develop the human capacity required to advance the country's
economic, social, and educational needs.
The UNISA 2015: An Agenda for Transformation
The University of South Africa (UNISA) is the largest ODL institution and
one of the oldest universities in South Africa. The main mode of attendance is
by means of correspondence making it possible for students from all areas in
South Africa as well as beyond its borders to enroll at UNISA.
In line with the policy imperatives of the National Higher Education Act of 1997

(Republic of South Africa, “Higher Education”), UNISA developed a strategic
policy: The UNISA 2015: An Agenda for Transformation. It was adopted by
the substantive Council of the University of South Africa in 2004. The policy
addresses the university’s aspiration to become a center of academic excellence
in distance education for the entire African continent. As part of its mission
statement UNISA aims to
be “accessible to all learners, specifically those on the African continent,
and the marginalized, by way of a barrier-free environment, while
responding to the needs of the global market” and
address “the needs of a diverse learner profile by offering relevant
learner support, facilitated by appropriate information and
communications technology” (University of South Africa, “UNISA 2015”).
Using the statistics from 2005 and 2006 as an example, the tables below
illustrate the extent to which UNISA has grown to accommodate students in all
the provinces of South Africa and from the Southern African Developing
Communities (SADC).
Table 1: UNISA Student Headcount by Province, 2005 and 2006

Province

Total 2005 % 2005 Total 2006 % 2006

Eastern Cape 11,345

5

11,331

5

Free State

6,021

3

5,936

3

Gauteng

93,173

44

92,299

42

KwaZulu Natal 41,531

20

45,827

21

Limpopo

14,920

7

16,828

8

Mpumulanga

10,484

5

11,189

5

North West

8,974

4

9,134

4

Northern Cape 3,853

2

2,982

1

Western Cape 21,927

10

22,748

11

Unknown

14

<1

Total

212,242

218,274

Accessed from: http://staff.unisa.ac.za/ on 24/4/2007
Table 2: UNISA Student Headcount by Country (Africa-SADC), 2005 and
2006

Country

Total 2005 % 2005 Total 2006 % 2006

Angola

120

<1

132

<1

Botswana

1,415

<1

1,309

<1

Congo

8

<1

10

<1

Lesotho

200

<1

137

<1

Malawi

114

<1

118

<1

Mautitius

1,308

<1

1,116

<1

Mozambique 243

<1

210

<1

Namibia

2,574

1

2,335

1

RSA

209,975

95

219,878

95

Seychelles

7

<1

23

<1

Swaziland

992

<1

1,125

<1

Tanzania

77

<1

83

<1

Zambia

316

<1

406

<1

Zimbabwe

4,585

2

3,776

2

Total

221,934

230,530

Accessed from: http://staff.unisa.ac.za/ on 24/4/2007
As illustrated in these tables, UNISA, like other universities, faces numerous
challenges in its attempt to address widening student policy imperatives at the
institutional level. Generally, there have been significant increases in the
diversity of students enrolled at UNISA as illustrated in the tables below.
Table 3: UNISA Student Headcount by Race: 2005 and 2006

Race

Total 2005 % 2005 Total 2006 % 2006

Unknown 612

<1

124

<1

Asian

22, 739

10

23, 314

10

African

128, 604

57

136, 379

58

Coloured 13, 785

6

14, 525

6

White

61, 597

27

31, 122

26

Total

227, 337

235, 463

Accessed from: http://staff.unisa.ac.za/ on 24/4/2007

Developments, such as increasing student numbers, high-drop out and failure
rates, low pass rates and a disproportionate spread of students across the
various fields of study, show that many policy goals pertaining to redressing the
past have yet to be met (Republic of South Africa, “National Plan”).
Diverse Student Profile
It is clear that at UNISA much effort needs to be put into successfully
promoting access.
But what does widening student participation mean? This involves a two-phase
process: firstly, an increasing number of students from disadvantaged
backgrounds should be accepted at educational institutions, and, secondly,
there should be an increase in the pass rate of these students.
Studying through ODL is a popular option for students from previously
disadvantaged backgrounds. There are various reasons for this, but the two
most important ones are that 1) the tuition at ODL institutions is much lower
than it is at contact institutions; and 2) ODL gives students the option of
studying while earning a living. This is imperative for students from low socioeconomic backgrounds.
However, the failure of existing academic support structures to meet students’
expectations reveals that critical areas of widening participation have not yet
been addressed. Students from underprivileged backgrounds have a greater
need for academic support than can be provided. They are unlikely to succeed
without the required academic support. Many of these students
are first generation university entrants in their families and have little or
no knowledge of what university education entails
speak English as a second or third language
have limited access to the financial, material and emotional support
necessary for university success
come from poor living conditions, fuelled by high unemployment levels.
Increased Student Enrolment at UNISA
Several studies show that student access is largely determined by dominant
and taken-for-granted institutional practices that tend to preclude active
student participation (South African Institute of Distance Education; Lephalala).
At UNISA, for instance, the increase in student numbers was not accompanied
by an equal increase in academic and administrative student support
structures. The table below clearly illustrates the imbalance between the
number of academic and support staff and the student registration figures for
2006.
In 2006 there were 235,463 students registered at UNISA (see Table 3 above)
whereas there were only 1,341 academic staff members and 780 support staff
members as shown in Table 4 below.
Table 4: UNISA Staff Headcount for 2006

Professional Total % Non-Professional Total %

Academics

1,341 59 Administration

1,452 74

Support

780

34 Technical

142

7

7 Service Workers

192

10

Crafters/Traders

174

9

Management 159
Totals

2,280

1,960

Accessed from: http://staff.unisa.ac.za/ on 24/4/2007
These factors all have implications for “access with success.” Institutional
realities at UNISA include:
open and uncontrolled student enrolments
the high student-to-lecturer ratios
varied range of student competencies
teaching and assessing through multiple choice questions at
undergraduate level
the use of formative as opposed to summative assessment
limited and delayed feedback to students
limited interaction between students and lecturers
These realities are in line with arguments that contrary to higher education
policy imperatives, it is evident that ODL might not be the ideal medium for
offering the type of support previously marginalized students require to succeed
at university.
The key to effective distance education is to focus on the academic needs of the
students and address the constraints of ODL. It is clear that in order to widen
participation there is a need for a specific type of support that could enhance
academic success. One such support system is a writing center that takes into
consideration the needs and expectations of multiple and often diverse
students, thus enhancing access with success.
Given this background it is necessary to outline the reason for the
establishment and development of a writing center at UNISA as one of the key
mechanisms to provide academic support and to address the mismatch
between institutional realities and students’ expectations.
The Establishment of a Writing Center at UNISA
Many residential universities in South Africa, such as Stellenbosch and the
University of the Witwatersrand, have writing centers. By 2003 it became
obvious that there was an urgent need to improve academic support structures
at UNISA, and it was decided to establish a writing center to assist students
with their academic writing needs. During the pilot period in 2003 it became
evident that writing as well as reading assistance should be offered, and the
center was then called the UNISA Reading and Writing Center. The first services
were offered to students in September 2003. These included
face-to-face tutoring where students were assisted with problems related
to all stages of the writing process, from brainstorming for ideas to
revising and editing final drafts
regular workshops that focused on a variety topics, such as business
writing skills and strategies for improving written drafts
the START program, which consists of a variety of self-study reading
comprehension worksheets
the “Reading Excellence” computer program to improve reading skills

Initially the UNISA Reading and Writing Center’s services were available at the
two main campuses, as well as at some of the regional learning centers. The
writing center’s attendance register showed that during September 2004, 1,632
students made use of the writing center’s services. In October the figure
dropped to 678, but this was probably due to the fact that students were
writing the university’s final year examinations. During this period students
make limited use of writing center services because the academic year ends in
November. In January 2005 the figure rose again as students registered for the
new academic year and 1,286 students used the writing center’s services.
In 2006 it was decided to change the writing center’s name to the UNISA
Academic Literacies Center as the number of services offered by the center had
increased and it currently offers reading, writing, quantitative literacy as well as
information literacy services. At the time of writing this paper these services are
offered at 18 regional UNISA learning centers throughout South Africa. In
addition to the workshops and face-to-face tutoring, all students can phone for
telephonic tutoring or e-mail queries to the tutors. Services are available to
undergraduate and postgraduate students. In 2006, 9,663 students made use
of the Academic Literacies Center’s services (van Vuuren). These students were
registered at various colleges in UNISA, such as Human Sciences, Economic and
Management Sciences, and Law.
Varied Background and Competencies
Students who make use of the Center have varied backgrounds and
competencies as well as different writing styles, and they often have limited
understanding of the requirements for acceptable academic writing. Tables 5
and 6 below illustrate the diverse fields of study of the students who used the
Academic Literacies Center’s services on the Muckleneuk campus in July and
August 2006. This diversity places enormous challenges on tutors who are
faced with varied, interdisciplinary, and theoretical tutoring on a daily basis.
This context demands that tutoring take place “within a number of sociocultural
and interpersonal contests that lends richness and complexity to the tutor’s
role” (Murphy and Sherwood 1).
Table 5: Attendance Figures for July 2006

Colleges

Workshops Visits to writing center Total

Economic & Management Sciences 9

11

20

Law

10

4

14

Human Sciences

17

8

25

Science, Engineering, Technology 4

0

4

Access

99

42

141

Total

139

65

204

Source: R van Wyk
Table 6: Attendance as Per College for August 2006

Colleges

Workshops Visit to writing center Total

Economic and Management Sciences 32

6

38

Human Sciences

53

17

70

Law

54

5

59

Science, Engineering, Technology

19

Access

570

104

674

Total

132

728

860

19

Source: R van Wyk
The attendance figures in the two tables above show that the Academic
Literacies Center plays an important role in addressing the writing needs of
students across the curriculum and from diverse backgrounds. The tables also
show that to work effectively with these students, tutors need “extensive
interpersonal skills” to deal with students “who bring a range of educational and
cultural backgrounds and a variety of learning skills to their tutoring sessions”
(Murphy and Sherwood 1). As a result, no single method of tutoring works
equally effectively with UNISA students.
It is hoped that these attendance figures will continue to increase because the
center makes an important contribution to addressing “the needs of the diverse
learner profile by offering relevant learner support” in line with the UNISA 2015
policy requirements (University of South Africa, “UNISA 2015”).
Conclusion
Learner support offered by writing centers has become an essential part of
distance education institutions like UNISA. A writing center should no longer be
regarded as a service that is complementary to the course content, focussing
only on giving students the necessary assistance to understand the course
content. The UNISA Academic Literacies Center aims to assist all learners to
achieve a high quality of learning, and the services are available to all learners
at any stage of the learning process. Despite the complexity of the ODL
environment, writing centers can provide a barrier-free environment that is in
line with the UNISA 2015: Agenda For Transformation and addresses the policy
imperatives of South Africa’s Higher Education Act of 1997.
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