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Disciplinary Differences, Rhetorical Resonances:
Graduate Writing Groups Beyond the Humanities

Spring 2006 / Focus

by Sherrie Gradin, Jennifer Pauley-Gose, and Candace Stewart

Models for Interdisciplinary Writing Groups at Ohio University.

Sherrie Gradin, Jennifer Pauley-Gose, and Candace Stewart

When we first established graduate student writing groups across the
curriculum at Ohio University in the summer of 2003, we had several goals and
outcomes in mind. Initially, we understood the usefulness of these groups as
outreach projects to students and faculty in disciplines outside of English and
the humanities–in other words, departments that are not always closely
affiliated with our writing center. Second, we had a strong desire to help
frustrated and often very lonely graduate research writers gain a greater sense
of control and authority over their professional projects. Through our work with
graduate students across the curriculum, each of us had noticed the gap in our
current system of education where, as Carrie Shively describes, “expertise has
been formally separated into domain knowledge and rhetorical knowledge. As a
consequence, novices may have access to domain knowledge without access to
rhetorical knowledge” (56). Given this separation between domain knowledge
and rhetorical knowledge, we realized that graduate student writing groups
could serve to bridge this gap between the conventions of discourse that are
specific to each discipline and the conventions of writing that exist across
different disciplines.

Additionally, we felt these writing groups would offer students a space to
discuss the technical, rhetorical, cognitive, and psychological issues that
surround the writing process. Students in disciplines outside the humanities,
where issues of writing may not be fully explored or discussed, often feel
unprepared for the writing task ahead of them as they start larger projects.
Because productive writing does not happen in a vacuum, but is socially
situated, we believed these groups could foster a significant sense of



community among graduate students who are writing in isolation. Specifically,
we were interested in getting students to understand the process of writing and
the rhetorical function of language in their disciplines as those components are
articulated through conversation. In turn, we hoped that what might emerge
through these conversations was a deeper and more practical awareness of
what Spigelman terms “the value of group invention” (238). Below we describe
and assess two different groups from two very different disciplines, organized
and facilitated over the last three years, to illustrate how we negotiated
disciplinary discourses and philosophies while maintaining our focus on the
rhetorical resonances we believed we heard and read among the groups.

[W]e had a strong desire to help frustrated and often very lonely
graduate research writers gain a greater sense of control and
authority over their professional projects.

Our first group’s formation emerged from a conversation that Sherrie Gradin
(director of the Center for Writing Excellence and Writing-Across-the-
Curriculum) and Candace Stewart (at that time the coordinator of the Student
Writing Center) had about piloting a graduate student writing group with Dr.
Lonnie Welch, a very enthusiastic and willing faculty member in our university’s
Electrical Engineering and Computer Science (EECS) department. Lonnie had
previously worked with Sherrie in several faculty writing workshops and had
initiated in his own classes a version of the traditional writer’s workshop (the
writer is invisible and the participants discuss the writing without getting any
input from the writer until after the discussion of the project is over) in order
for his students to begin developing their own rhetorical and writing abilities.
Lonnie’s perception of the successful nature of these workshops for his
graduate writers–in their developing abilities as rhetorical readers of disciplinary
content and as rhetorical writers writing for their professional peers–led to his
willingness to establish a slightly different version of the classroom-based
groups that included all of the graduate students (between 15 and 18 students)
in the EECS department and focused on professional writing genres: conference
paper submissions, master’s theses, dissertation proposals and chapters, and
journal submissions.

Candace and Lonnie co-facilitated this group beginning in the summer of 2003.
Candace’s work consisted of surfacing for the students a meta-language of
rhetorical reading and writing so that they had concrete ways to talk to each
other about their writing beyond comments such as “You’re making no sense in
this opening paragraph,” or “These two sections shouldn’t be together.” She
modeled this language for the students by restating their initial comments and
responses in other terms. For instance, to a reader who responded with claims
such as “You’re making no sense in the opening paragraph,” Candace asked:
“Are you saying that the first sentence in the introduction makes a very general
claim for the experiment, while the following sentences describe specifically the
method of the experiment? Do you want the writer to provide more information
that helps the reader make the transition from the general claim to the specific
methodology?” And to the reader who asserted definitively that “These two
sections shouldn’t be together,” Candace might query in return: “Are you
suggesting that the writer needs work on developing the ideas and then provide
more transitional work in these two sections to show their relationship? Or do
you want the writer to rethink the organizational structure of the content in
these sections separately?” Restating the questions and comments in this way
was a useful method to articulate the language we needed to use, and the



graduate student readers became quite adept at using this language to describe
what they wanted the writer to do.

This initial writing group, which is still meeting weekly, but without Candace as
co-facilitator, has definitely met our original goals in these ways: through
cementing a relationship with the EECS department, through helping the
graduate writers learn the language of writing and reading rhetorically and thus
gaining control and authority over their own writing processes, and through
helping both the graduate students and involved faculty members become more
astute teachers of disciplinary writing. However, we have found that this
particular model is not the only way to achieve success in a disciplinary writing
group outside the humanities.

As the current coordinator of the Writing Center, Jennifer Pauley-Gose has been
building on our prior experiences with the EECS group by facilitating a graduate
writing group in the School of Telecommunications (TCOM). The formation and
development of this group varied in several ways from the EECS group. Yet, this
group is also highly successful in its own way, which Jennifer believes results
from the high motivation of the graduate students involved as well as their
relief at finding a community of interested colleagues similarly engaged in the
often-lonely process of composing a large piece of original work. This kind of
group–one operating without a faculty member present at the meetings–has
created a different type of writing and invention space, one in which the
relationship between Jennifer and the students has engendered the “building of
intellectual relationships between emerging experts” and enabled Jennifer, as
the Writing Center representative, to be “actively engaged in the production of
experts poised to share new knowledge with the world” (Leverenz 60).

Although writing process theory is a given in the world of writing
centers...that process theory hasn’t spilled over into disciplines
outside the humanities and English departments.

Jennifer’s TCOM group, made up of four female doctoral students, began when
a graduate student approached Jennifer about receiving help with her
dissertation. Jennifer suggested that the student help to initiate a
telecommunications writing group, and asked her to gauge interest in such a
group among her friends. Within a few weeks, three more willing participants
had contacted Jennifer. All the members were just beginning the dissertation
process, either working on proposals or drafting first chapters, and seemed
highly motivated. This group decided to meetly weekly for an hour-long
workshop where the participants discuss one writer’s contribution. The group
operates on a four-week rotation; everyone takes a turn and has her writing
workshopped once a month.

Although writing process theory is a given in the world of writing centers,
Jennifer’s work with this group illustrates that process theory hasn’t spilled over
into disciplines outside the humanities or English departments. Because this
theory seems non-existent outside of English, in her capacity as facilitator of
this group, Jennifer sees herself as a coach, training students how to discuss
one another’s writing and giving them the terminology of process:
brainstorming, clustering, outlining, drafting, and revising, as well as the
language of rhetorical analysis that we outlined earlier in the EECS group
sessions.

For instance, Jennifer’s group might discuss the concept of literature reviews



and how they function, both in the project as a whole and for the expert
readers on the writer’s committee as disciplinary colleagues. Other questions
addressed include: How is each individual source important to the student’s
dissertation project? Why are graphs and tables important, and how can the
student use them to her greatest advantage in research and writing? Taking the
time to think about the different sections of the dissertation and their function
is critical to the writing process, because it helps students determine and
implement a specific rhetorical purpose as they write.

[G]raduate writing groups across the curriculum make it possible
for graduate writers to become rhetorically-savvy writers and
readers both within and without their disciplinary discourses.

As in the EECS group, a substantial amount of time in the workshop focuses on
clarifying, defining, and sharpening the rhetorical language of professional
disciplinary projects such as a thesis or dissertation. In this way, the rhetorical
resonances we hear and experience as writing center experts reverberate from
discipline to discipline. Both Candace’s and Jennifer’s experiences with two
different disciplines have enunciated the ways in which the rhetoric of a
particular discipline must depend on explicit ways of communicating that
discipline’s content-rich discourse, but those experiences have also
demonstrated that the rhetoric of a discipline reveals generic features across
the different discourses.

These features or “historical conventions may be so thoroughly submerged in
the day-to-day practices of [researchers] that the rationale underlying them
becomes concealed. Experts tend to codify rhetorical conventions in their own
discipline and treat them as merely formulaic so that they are often unaware of
the role these conventions play in their own writing and are, therefore, unable
to teach them to others” (Thomas, et. al. 83). These groups surface, de-codify,
and de-naturalize such disciplinary conventions in order to reveal rhetorical
resonances in the seemingly different discourses. One group member shared
that she used to suffer from writer’s block before joining the group due to a
popularly-held theory of writing in her field: the idea that good writing equals
clear thinking and, by contrast, that “bad” writing equals a poor thought
process. Her belief in this theory led her to question her own intelligence, and
to become discouraged when she couldn’t produce perfect prose in a first draft.

Fortunately, the writing group has provided this student with a knowledge and
vocabulary of the rhetorical process and the way writing often works, but it has
also alleviated fears about her own capabilities in her profession because she
sees her peers struggling with these same issues. Though there is no
departmental faculty member involved in this group, and the group does not
have the same level of professional expertise as the EECS group, that
difference has not meant a lack of success; as the students’ projects are
approved, piece by piece, by their faculty advisors, the writers grow more
confident that they are establishing themselves within their discipline, and can
then enact this confidence in effective discursive ways.

Overall, we have found that these graduate writing groups help students
discover and fulfill the most important and most difficult rhetorical purpose of
their current academic project: becoming a colleague in one’s field and entering
into the discourse communities of the discipline with authority. Such confidence
is built over time and through discussions of one’s own research, and others’
responses to that research. Often, students don’t see themselves as entering a
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conversation because they are too overwhelmed by the complicated
movements of the research and writing process itself. We strongly believe that
graduate writing groups across the curriculum make it possible for graduate
writers to become rhetorically-savvy writers and readers both within and
without their disciplinary discourses. Through the responses of rhetorically-
informed colleagues and readers, students from disciplines outside the
humanities are given a way out of isolation and a way into writing as process
and community builder.
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The School of Business and Writer's Place
Partnership at The College of New Jersey

Spring 2006 / Focus

by Diane Gruenberg and Nancy Lasher

The authors take an interdisciplinary approach to developing a
business school guide to writing.

Like many institutions, The College of New Jersey, a public college with an
undergraduate student population of about 6000, is grappling with the role and
quality of undergraduate writing. Moreover, we are doing so in the context of a
recent curricular revision through which all courses were transformed from 3-
credits to 4-credits and departments in the liberal arts and professional schools
have begun to develop writing intensive courses. One goal driving this
curricular revision was to have students dive more deeply into the subjects they
study by writing more and better. Through this curricular change, we wrestled
with questions such as “how will changes in the curriculum affect what kind and
how much writing students do?” and “what effect will curricular transformation
have on the balance between content and writing?” A key concern for many
faculty centered on not being sure how to teach writing and to respond to
student papers. As our community focused attention on these matters, we
discovered unexpected and fruitful opportunities for collaboration across
program and disciplinary lines. One such collaboration between The School of
Business and The Write Place began last year in response to faculty concerns
about the quality of student papers.

The Writer’s Place is not actually a place but rather a way of
thinking about the writing assistance provided in our multi-
subject tutoring center...

The Writer’s Place is not actually a place but rather a way of thinking about the
writing assistance provided in our multi-subject tutoring center originally
created in the 1970’s as a remedial reading, writing, and mathematics lab. As
our college has attracted better-prepared students and the need for basic skills
support declined, professors and students expected more flexible, short term
writing assistance. In 2001, the Center piloted twenty five-minute and fifty-
minute single-session Writing Conferences (WC) to supplement long-established
weekly appointment assistance. Some professors require students to attend WC
sessions, others recommend WC use, still others simply announce WC
availability and leave the decision completely to students. Users range from
honors program students to students on academic probation, and most
students attend sessions voluntarily, not as a course requirement. Usage has
grown from 151 sessions in 2001-2002 to 330 sessions in 2004-05. Through
mid-March of the current academic year, 450 WC sessions have met.

Through Diane’s eyes, a story that sets the context for collaboration: When Joe
(not his real name) was leaving The Writer’s Place after his first writing



conference as a new student to our college, we fell into step and had the
following conversation.

Diane: Thanks for coming in for a conference. I hope it was useful.

Joe: Oh, yeah, it helped me. But really, I don’t like writing at all.

Diane: Ah, many of us don’t like the actual writing as much as we
like finishing, especially when we feel good about the piece.

Joe: Well, maybe, but writing isn’t that important to me. I mean,
I’m a business major.

Walking and talking with Joe as he was leaving the center didn’t seem like the
time or place to explore the place of writing in professional and liberal arts
courses or the possible roles of writing in business: a way to grapple with the
intersection of theory and practice, a vehicle for workplace electronic
communication, and the medium for business proposals and plans. However,
the conversation started Diane thinking about differences between disciplines in
which writing is assumed to occupy a central place in the curriculum and
disciplines in which writing students think writing is something apart from the
important work of learning the course content. Although business students
expect to “crunch numbers” throughout their careers, in reality business people
spend much of their time writing memos and reports. Add to that the
widespread use of email, and it becomes increasingly clear that business
requires more writing of its employees than ever before.

Moreover, students are not the only ones to relegate writing to the periphery of
teaching and learning in courses outside of the traditional writing disciplines
such as English and history. At our college, at any rate, it is not unusual for
faculty in professional degree programs to assume that teaching of writing is
the domain of liberal arts professors. During School of Business faculty
meetings, a frequent topic of discussion is the quality of student writing, as
suggested by the following of snatches of conversation.

Through Nancy’s eyes, a composite story that describes various problems that
prompted collaboration:

Prof. Management: Student writing isn’t good at all. They’ve been
taught to write in liberal arts style–too wordy and flowery, not
concise enough or appropriate for business writing.

Nancy: With the College’s emphasis on writing intensive courses,
we need to require that our students take writing classes in
business-related subjects. If we tell them to take WI classes as
part of their liberal arts requirement, we’re sending the wrong
message about the importance of good writing in the business
world.

Prof. Marketing: I agree that the business world needs format and
writing style that’s different from what’s taught in the liberal arts,
and I can recognize what is acceptable for business writing, but I
don’t know how to teach it.

Prof. Finance: And grading! Students come in all the time to argue
about their paper grades. Working out grades is so much clearer
with multiple choice questions, but in the work world they won’t



get multiple choice tests.

Here, then, is a central dilemma facing faculty in professional degree programs.
While an obvious way to tackle problems of teaching appropriate writing skills
to undergraduate students studying toward professional degrees is to
incorporate writing instruction into the professional course requirements,
professors often say, “I am not trained to teach writing.”

To begin addressing this dilemma, Nancy brought together a group of
colleagues who became the Ad Hoc School of Business Writing Committee. Even
though they were from disparate disciplines, they shared similar concerns about
student writing. Coincidentally, all had collaborated with The Writer’s Place
Director, whose work includes supporting student and faculty writing activities,
and the College’s Business Reference Librarian, who meets with their classes to
discuss resources available for assigned research projects. Thus, both The
Writer’s Place Director and the Business Librarian became logical additions to
the Ad Hoc Committee.

Although business students expect to “crunch numbers”
throughout their careers, in reality business people spend much
of their time writing memos and reports.

During early discussions, the Committee discovered that while some classes in
the School of Business required little writing, most assigned research papers,
essay exams, business memos, and diverse forms of analytic writing. But even
if business faculty required different writing formats, all expected to read
papers that are well organized, thoughtfully argued, and relatively free of
surface errors. Committee members agreed that certain elements are common
to all good writing–clarity, punctuation, grammar, spelling, and organization.
Also, in today’s electronic world, “cut and paste” plagiarism has become a
major problem, one that needed an appropriate forum to help students
understand why and how to avoid plagiarism.

Eventually, the Ad Hoc Committee concluded that students would benefit from
having a School of Business Guide to Writing that would provide incoming
students with a rationale for developing effective writing habits and skills and
suggestions about how they can work on their writing in the context of their
business courses. The Committee agreed the following topics should be
included in the Guide: business writing format, types of writing used in business
(analysis, evaluation, and synthesis), grammar and correctness, academic
honesty and ways to avoid plagiarism, campus resources, and sample grading
rubrics. Each committee member volunteered to draft a section.

Over multiple lunch meetings, Committee members engaged in the processes
they recommended students use: brainstorming ideas together, providing each
other collegial comments, smoothing out the various voices, and doing a final
editing/proofreading. Finally, doing several writing conferences with each other,
Diane and Nancy revised the parts, weaving them into a coherent and useful
whole.

When fall 2005 classes began, printed copies of The School of Business
Guide to Writing were distributed to all incoming business students and made
available on the web. At the time of writing this article, we have had only
informal feedback from colleagues and students, and no doubt a second edition
will need to respond to questions and suggestions that emerge from the first
year of using the Guide. But the work of those involved in the discussions,
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planning, and writing of this handbook has placed writing in a more prominent
position in the School of Business. Furthermore, this work has become a
ground-breaking model for other schools and departments in our community to
push through disagreements about writing to find common ground. And
perhaps most importantly, in completing the Guide, we have begun the
conversations anew.

____________________

Diane Gruenberg is Director of The Write Place and Humanities/Social
Sciences Tutoring Services at The College of New Jersey. She taught writing at
Upsala College, NJ’s Middlesex County College, Rutgers University, and New
York University. Diane has an MA in English from Long Island University and an
EdS from Rutgers.

Nancy Lasher is Assistant Professor of Law and Policy in The School of
Business at The College of New Jersey. Her primary teaching interest is
improving student writing within the context of studying business. She
researches corporate governance in for-profit and nonprofit corporations. Nancy
has a J.D. degree from University of North Carolina Chapel Hill.
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From the Editors: Beyond the Humanities
Spring 2006 / Columns

This spring, Praxis explores new partnerships for writing centers
throughout the university community.

UT-Austin writing consultants Kanaka Sathasivan and Matt Davidson

This issue of Praxis addresses some of the problems and possibilities that arise
when writing centers do more than sloganeer about writing across the
curriculum, that is, when they undertake actually to collaborate with faculty or
deal with students from fields other than those directly associated with the
humanities. Each essay in our Focus section--one by Sherrie Graden, Jennifer
Pauley-Gose, and Candace Stewart, and the other by Diane Gruenberg and
Nancy Lasher--explores the complex collaborative process involved in
incorporating writing instruction in disciplines not usually associated with
writing-intensive work: Electrical Engineering, Computer Sciences,
Telecommunications, and Business. The essay in Consulting continues the
focus on consultants and clientele who go beyond the usual. Adam Turner
illustrates the differences between a Korean writing center and its North
American counterparts; in doing so, he reiterates just how important it is for all
of us in the field to question our cultural assumptions about writing. Finally, in
our Training section, Jacob Blumner argues for the efficacy of tutor-training
courses for Education majors and for the mutual edification of both high school
and university communities. And Shannon Carter not only takes us beyond the
humanities, but also beyond the university by looking at the connections
between tutoring writing and such extracurricular endeavors as social work and
hair-styling.

What these articles have in common is their emphasis on the need for more
dialogue between the writing center and the rest of the university. Writing
center practitioners learn much from their encounter with diverse discipline-
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specific writing; in turn, those in disciplines beyond the humanities are often
surprised to discover to what extent we share standards of academic discourse.
Such interdisciplinary praxis fosters the mutual understanding and respect
requisite for writing across the curriculum.
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The Merciless Grammarian spews his wrath on nasty problems of
grammar, mechanics, and style.

Drawing by Nathan Baran

Most Merciless,

I’ve lately developed the tendency to use those three dots … just about
anywhere
in a sentence … sometimes in places where I would usually use a comma. Is
that
okay …?

Tentatively,
Barbara Zarf-Junto

To my hyphenated interlocutor:

“Those three dots”? Oh, had I an interbang to express my incredulity! This
much-misused mark is known variously as an ellipsis, ellipse, points of ellipsis
or, for those with much Latin and more Greek, the plural ellipses. The word
originally means “an instance of coming up short,” as when words are omitted
from a sentence. For example, in the sentence “I turned my side of the torsion
screw and Mortimer his,” the second occurrence of turned has been omitted, an
instance of ellipsis. True to this meaning, ellipses indicate where words have
been left out of a direct quotation.

Ever the pedagogue, I will provide you with an illustration. Say I wanted to
quote the following passage from one of my favorite tomes, Archibald
Clitherow’s Imp to Archfiend in Six Easy Lessons:

Any practiced alchemist must admit that as helpful as a
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homunculus may be, the little creatures have a nasty tendency to
turn on their creators and wreak havoc. How many earnest
experimenters have spent days incubating one of these diminutive
beasts in dung only to have it dash out the door like the
Gingerbread Man?

I want to quote the first sentence to support my general observations about
homunculi. Since I will mention the vexing things in my own words, I can
remove the reference from the original along with anything not crucial to my
purpose. Using ellipses to indicate the missing words, I produce the following :

Well aware of the risks of conjuring homunculi, Clitherow
observes, “Any practiced alchemist must admit that . . . the little
creatures have a nasty tendency to turn on their creators and
wreak havoc.”

If I wanted to omit words from the end of the first sentence and continue with
the second, I would add an extra “dot,” as you so charmingly call it, to mark
the end of the former. Notice I do not need ellipses at the beginning of the
quotation; I can begin it wherever I like without indicating missing words.

As Clitherow attests, homunculi do “have a nasty tendency to turn
on their creators. . . . How many earnest experimenters have
spent days incubating one of these diminutive beasts in dung only
to have it dash out the door like the Gingerbread Man?”.

Perhaps because they represent that which might have been said, ellipses are
also used in dialogue or narration to indicate a pause or a trailing off:

Faustina looked on her handiwork . . . and then realized she would
have to dig the whole thing up again.

“Simple repairs, insulation, cosmetic masking,” Nigel enthused,
“the possibilities of this tape are endless. . . . ”

This last usage brings us to your current affliction, er, situation. Especially in
informal electronic communication, writers may use ellipses to mark any kind of
pause. Perhaps these proliferate points are like thought balloons in a comic
strip . . . indicating when the writer . . . needs time to think. . . or is afraid to
say something directly. . . . Tapping out those “dot-dot-dots” in the same corner
of the keyboard may also make for speedier typing.

Those of us writing in more formal contexts, however, recognize the rich array
of punctuation marks at our disposal. Each mark may indicate some sort of
pause, but in its own way: the piquant verve of a dash, for example, versus the
insistent pointing of the colon or the mute nod of the comma. Why opt for
muddle in place of meaning? Shun not these finer points. Use the mark that
suits your purpose best–and sound surer of yourself in the process.

Resplendently,
The Merciless One
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Re-engineering the North American Writing Center
Model in East Asia

Spring 2006 / Consulting

by Adam Turner

Lessons learned from working with faculty and graduate student
engineers, doctors, and scientists in Korea.

Adam Turner

As writing centers spread internationally, the North American mode of operation
as a largely non-directive peer-tutoring center primarily directed at
undergraduate students will have to be adapted to local needs and cultures. I
would like to describe one such unique accommodation: the Hanyang
University English Writing Center in Seoul, Korea. The English Writing
Center, which is part of the Hanyang Center for Teaching and Learning (CTL),
was first started as a result of a proposal I made in 2003. The center differs
from North American writing centers, not only in practice but even in its
purpose. This article explains how and why adapting to local needs resulted in a
writing center design that is quite different from North American writing
centers.

The process

In meeting the needs of Korean faculty and graduate student clients, even the
process of receiving writing center help had to be modified from conventional
writing center practice. To get writing assistance, clients email their journal
articles or conference papers in English to the writing center. As the only foreign
faculty member in the department, I do the editing and conferencing alone;
however, I have an assistant who helps create materials for research writing,
and the CTL provides organizational support for workshops. I also help with
journal article revisions based on reviewers' comments, which many writing
center clients have trouble deciphering.



In Korean culture, which is strongly influenced by Confucianism,
age differences of even a year must be respected, which makes a
peer model of interaction more difficult to implement.

To help me understand the different types of writing in each field, clients must
include a sample article, in a PDF file, from the journal in which they want to
publish. Seeing so many sample papers from diverse fields has helped me to
better recognize the different characteristics of writing in different fields, genres
of articles within a field, and even the different sub-fields in a particular
discipline. I now recognize how the structure of the introduction section can
differ in civil, chemical, and electronic engineering articles, for example. In
North America, it is a common practice for tutors to ask their clients for a
description of the assignment from the professor. Those who, like me, often
work with students on papers outside of their field might also consider asking
clients to bring or email a good example of the type of writing they are doing
before the conferencing session begins. This would help the tutor understand
what a good example of writing in that field should look like.

With the aid of the editing and comment functions of MS Word, I email the
edited paper with suggestions for revision to the clients. In many cases, I follow
up the email editing with a face-to-face conference. Often, two or three
subsequent revisions are needed before sending a paper to a proofreading
service or directly to the journal for consideration. Hanyang University supports
this time-consuming process by reducing my teaching load and giving me a
quota to limit the number of papers; otherwise, I could not keep up with the
demand.

Online vs. traditional writing centers

Unlike the international students who come to writing centers in North America,
most who seek help at our center are not attending any classes in English or
studying English in a formal program. Some of the students I work with have
limited spoken English skills but a high level of reading comprehension in their
field. Therefore, many of them prefer to take their time to read, understand,
and think about my written comments before meeting me face-to-face in “real-
time.” This also allows both the client and myself to better prepare questions
for a more efficient use of the face-to-face time. Many clients also prefer to
discuss the paper only through email. Just as many universities have chosen to
move toward a hybrid or blended type of learning that combines online and
classroom learning, I have found this combination of online and face-to-face
feedback to be the most effective and flexible for writing center work. The
common separation between online and face-to-face writing center service may
need to be reexamined.

Graduate science students are the main clients

One of the biggest decisions in setting up the Hanyang writing center was to
only serve graduate students and faculty. This was done for two reasons. The
first reason for the focus on research writing for publication in English rather
than writing assigned in class was because Hanyang students write documents
such as lab reports in Korean. Furthermore, students will write most types of
professional documents in Korean in fields such as engineering when they enter
the workforce. They are also more likely than North American students to learn
professional writing skills entirely on the job. The academic field of technical
writing has not developed in Korea.



[R]ather than a non-directive approach based on a peer model, in
Korea clients expect a more directive approach...

The second reason is that, compared to North American universities, Korean
undergraduate students are required to write very few essays, even in Korean.
Furthermore, undergraduate students are often not taught or required to have
the research and referencing skills required at North American universities.
Therefore, the high level of demand for help with freshman composition essays
that exists at North American writing centers does not exist in Korea. Where
undergraduate writing center services exist in Korea they mostly serve general
English programs that build on language skills rather than essays assigned in
content courses. Instead, at Korean research universities, the greatest need is
for English writing support for international journal publication in English. For
example, in order to graduate from the engineering department at Hanyang,
Ph.D. students must publish English articles in international journals. In
contrast, faculty and graduate students in the social sciences and humanities
publish less frequently, are more likely to write in Korean, and are less likely to
publish in internationally ranked English journals than their colleagues in
engineering and other sciences. Therefore, unlike most North American writing
centers, the overwhelming majority of Hanyang writing center clients are not
only graduate students rather than undergraduates, but are also from
engineering and other sciences rather than the social sciences and humanities.

Cultural considerations

Cultural differences also affect the dynamics of writing center work in
interesting ways. In Korean culture, which is strongly influenced by
Confucianism, age differences of even a year must be respected, which makes
a peer model of interaction more difficult to implement. There is also no
tradition of peer counseling or organized peer tutoring in Korea. Partially
because of these differences, Hanyang and the Seoul National University
English Writing Center in Korea, which serves undergraduate students, decided
not to use a peer tutor model for the writing center. Another illustration of the
importance of age difference is that, at Hanyang, the student English
newsmagazine only recruits freshman students so they will not be older than
the current student editors. Some North American writing center staff may not
realize just how culturally-bound the idea of peer tutoring is for some
international students.

The lab is the client

From working with graduate scientists, I came to see the lab,
rather than the individual, as my essential writing center client.

The working environment of the scientific laboratory was also another
important “cultural” influence in designing the Hanyang Writing Center. From
working with graduate scientists, I came to see the lab, rather than the
individual, as my essential writing center client. Almost all the papers I receive
are co-authored, and the ones that are not are usually from the social sciences.
Especially in Korea, the research topic is often set or approved by the professor,
but a Ph.D. student is usually the primary author who writes the paper while
master’s students usually help with the experiments. Therefore, when working
with science students, I do not need to focus on traditional writing center
conferencing priorities such as helping students to narrow down a topic or
create a more focused thesis statement. When I sit down with the primary



author, I am really only meeting a representative stakeholder for the paper. The
final version of the paper I work on with the client must be approved by the
senior supervising faculty member. As a result, I see my role, along with the
primary author, the supervising professor, and the final proofreader chosen by
the client, as part of a team.

Directive vs. non-directive conferencing

Some of the cultural assumptions that underlie conferencing practices in North
America also did not seem to fit the milieu I was working in. In the
collaborative, but often very critical, scientific environment of the research lab
with multiple “editors” and authors working on a paper before and after I
review it, practices such as not marking a student’s paper or concern for
individual voice in writing did not seem to be as relevant to my working
context. Furthermore, rather than a non-directive approach based on a peer
model, in Korea clients expect a more directive approach. Similarly, John
Harbord has argued for trained writing instructor staff who adopt the role of the
teacher as facilitator in writing centers to be a more appropriate model for
Europe rather than a non-directive peer tutor model. I have found Harbord’s
model to also be more appropriate for Korea. Furthermore, as pointed out by
Miller, Bausser, and Fentiman, in the sciences there is also perhaps too much
difference between the more directive approach of professors and professionals
in the field, and the non-directive approach often taken by writing instructors
with regards to feedback. Although I follow a writing center model and do not
proofread and correct all grammar mistakes, I do flag sentences that are not
understandable for revision and may correct some important errors that
interfere with communication. Those who proofread the paper after I work with
the client must be able to understand the sentences in order to correct the
grammar. Therefore, the need to publish the client’s paper and not just have it
receive a grade has caused me to adopt a practice that is somewhere between
editing and conferencing.

In conclusion, some of the practices of the typical North American writing
center model need to be adapted to fit international contexts and needs. This is
especially true when working in fields beyond the humanities. Furthermore, as
writing centers spread, dialogue between international and North American
writing center staff may also help to foster a greater understanding of the
cultural backgrounds and experiences of international students in their home
countries. This understanding may ultimately help North American writing
center staff better serve their international students.
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Featured Center: Middlebury College's Writing Center
Spring 2006 / Consulting

Praxis visits the Writing Center at the Center for Teaching, Learning, and Research at Middlebury
College in Vermont.

Name of center: Writing Center at the Center for Teaching, Learning, and Research

Institutional affiliation: Middlebury College

City, State: Middlebury, Vermont

Director: Kathleen Skubikowski (Associate Professor of English; Assistant Dean for Instruction)

Assistant Director: Mary Ellen Bertolini (Lecturer in Writing)

Year opened: Fall 2004

Web address: http://www.Middlebury.edu/academics/ump/writing

History:
Since fall of 1988, every entering Middlebury student enrolls in a writing intensive First-Year Seminar during
the first semester and then at least one College Writing course, preferably to be taken during the second,
third, or fourth semester. With First-Year Seminars across the curriculum, College Writing courses for first-
and second-year students in most disciplines, junior theses in a few departments, and senior seminar papers
or theses in many more, a large portion of the Middlebury faculty works with student writing. Middlebury’s
Writing-Across-the-Curriculum (WAC) / Writing in the Disciplines (WID) program challenges students to think
of writing as an integral part of their intellectual growth, no matter what disciplines they have chosen for
majors or minors, from the day they arrive until graduation. In 2004, the Writing Program moved from
various basement offices on campus into the Center for Teaching, Learning, and Research in Middlebury
College’s Library, which opened in the same year.

Sponsoring department, school, or organization: The Center for Teaching, Learning, and Research
http://www.middlebury.edu/academics/tools/ctlr/

Number of consultations in the last year: 800 staff; 700 peers
Square footage: 2,200 sq.ft.

Services offered:



Tutoring in Writing by Staff and Peer Writing Tutors,
Faculty Development in Writing: Annual Writing Retreat, Faculty Lunches for First-Year Seminar Faculty,
Individual Consultations
WRITING PROGRAM COURSES:

WRPR 0100 The Writing Workshop I (Fall)
This course is for students who would like extra work on critical thinking and analytical writing.
All sections of this course will address a variety of writing strategies and technologies, from free
writing to online writing. Each section will focus on a particular theme to be determined by the
instructor. This course does not fulfill the college writing requirement. 3 hrs. lect./disc. (B.
Ganley)
WRPR 0101 The Writing Workshop II (Fall, Spring)
This second level workshop is for students who have completed a first-year seminar. All sections
of this course will address a variety of writing techniques and communications tools. Each section
will focus on a particular theme. This course does not fulfill the college writing requirement. 3
hrs. lect./disc. (H. Vila)
WRPR 0200 Writing Across the Arts (CW) (Not offered 2006-07)
What is the relationship between writing and the other arts? Why do we write about the arts and
artists? In this writing-intensive course, we will publish an online weblog-'zine as we travel
across the spectrum of writing in response to the other arts, from a focus on the structure and
content of effective real-world arts reviewing to explorations of creative writing/arts interactions.
We will examine the role of art within a community through a service-learning collaboration with
arts organizations outside the college; attend exhibitions, performances, rehearsals, and
lectures; analyze and write arts criticism; discuss with arts professionals the art world beyond
Middlebury; explore the impact of technology on the arts through making digital stories and
multi-media writing; write fiction, poetry and creative nonfiction as well as a research project.
Class sessions will combine short lectures, discussions, presentations, guest visits from arts
professionals, and writing workshops. 3 hrs. lect./disc ART (B. Ganley)
WRPR/WAGS 0201 Writing Across Differences (CW) (Not offered 2006-07)
This course will explore the many choices we face as speakers and writers when communicating
across human differences such as race, gender, sexuality and class. Organized by literary genres,
and drawing on writers such as Julia Alvarez, bell hooks, Dorothy Allison, Martin Luther King,
Barbara McIntosh, Junot Diaz, Jamaica Kincaid, Leslie Marmon Silko and others, the class will
analyze and produce a range of works that employ diverse methods of argument and inquiry,
including personal narrative, reasoning and analysis, empirical research, fieldwork, and poetic
expression. As writers we will create personal and public domains for our work, using everything
from scratchpads to weblogs. Students will respond to one another's work, creating a writing
community that is both supportive and challenging. 3 hrs. lect. /disc. ART LIT (C. Wright)
WRPR 0202 Writing to Heal (CW) (Not offered 2006-07)
This writing-intensive course examines writing as a catalyst for healing after loss or grief. In a
workshop focused on student writing, we will analyze the fiction, drama, poetry and creative
nonfiction of Arthur Miller, Jane Austen, Frank McCourt, C.S. Lewis, Sharon Olds, William
Wordsworth, Christopher Noel, Madeleine Blais, Susan Minot. Reading James W. Pennebaker's
Opening Up and Louise DeSalvo's Writing As A Way of Healing will create a theoretical
underpinning for our discussions. Assignments for this course will include formal analytical
essays, creative work (published online), as well as electronic journals and oral presentations.
LIT (M. Bertolini)



Writing Center Staff
Faculty on salary
- Kathleen Skubikowski, Director (Associate Professor of English; Assistant Dean for Instruction);
- Mary Ellen Bertolini, Assistant Director (Lecturer and Tutor in Writing);
- Barbara Ganley (Lecturer and Tutor in Writing);
- Hector Vila, Assistant Professor of Writing
- Catharine Wright (Lecturer and Tutor in Writing);

Of the five faculty members teaching in the writing program, two hold PhDs, two hold MAs, and one holds an
MFA. Their responsibilities include Administration (First-Year Seminar Program; Center for Teaching, Learning,
and Research; Writing Program; Peer Writing Tutor Program), Faculty Development, Teaching, and Tutoring.
All five faculty members rotate teaching in the First-Year Seminar Program. Their courses in that program
include: Voices Along the Way (FYSE for International Students), Story as Ritual: Ritual as Story, Future
Communities, Jane Austen and Film, and Contemporary Ireland Through Literature and Film. All five faculty
members incorporate digital media projects and innovative uses of technology in the teaching of writing.

Department Coordinator: Jo Ann Brewer

Staff: Undergraduates (Approximately 60-75 peer writing tutors per year) paid between $8.25 and $8.75 an
hour. Peer writing tutors are attached to first-year seminars and college writing course as requested by faculty
members and provide drop-in tutoring evenings in the Center for Teaching, Learning, and Research.

Clientele: Our students and faculty clients span all the disciplines studied at Middlebury College. Our one-on-
one student clients come from all four undergraduate years. Although first-years predominate, the Center
works often with senior students completing theses and working on fellowship applications. Juniors returning
from a year studying abroad in which they have been writing in a language other than English often jump-
start their reentry to Middlebury with visits to the Writing Center. International students frequently visit the
Writing Center, but our student clients come from every group on campus. We work with students struggling
to master analytical college writing as well as those seeking to perfect their skills and hone their craft.

Our faculty clients consult with us about effective ways to teach writing. We meet with faculty individually, in
lunch-time groups, in faculty development workshops, and in our Annual Writing Retreat held in August. We
have begun to develop web resources for faculty who teaching writing courses.

Money Matters:
The Writing Program budget falls under the budget for the Center for Teaching, Learning, and Research, and it
is funded by the Office of the Dean of the Faculty.



Current events/programs: In the past year, the Center has hosted lunches with several academic
departments, with coaches, librarians, faculty commons heads, and members of the Admissions and
Advancement Offices to better serve our clients and to promote the mission of the Center. The Director of the
Center, also, runs the “Talking About Teaching” series, which promotes discussion of pedagogy and academic
issues facing the faculty. This semester’s topics have included technology, grading and assessment and
advising. Last month juniors and seniors from nearby Ticonderoga High School joined us in the center to
watch college students workshop their papers for a class. In the past week, we hosted a meeting for students
working on new college-wide Orientation initiatives, a workshop for students writing about issues of diversity
as well as a “Thesis Night,” one of three evenings that provide seniors with tasty snacks as well as additional
writing tutors for their senior theses.

Philosophy:
The Program for Writing and Rhetoric in the Disciplines promotes the use of writing both in students' learning
and in their ability to communicate what they have learned. Our writing courses focus on critical and creative
thinking, conventions of academic discourse, and persuasive argumentation. Through writing, students learn
to use the methods of inquiry and the specialized forms and styles appropriate to the major disciplines.

The program offers a number of forums in which students may improve their writing. Some students may
want to develop fundamental writing skills. These students may elect to take one of our introductory "Writing
Workshop" courses (WRPR 100 or WRPR 101) either concurrently with the First-Year Seminar or in the second
semester. Others may want to refine their skills at a more advanced level. They have the option of taking 200-
level Writing Program courses. Taught by Writing Program Staff, all Writing Program courses provide
opportunities for extensive work on students' writing both in the classroom and in one-on-one tutorial
sessions.

All writers can benefit from responses to works in progress. At the Center for Teaching Learning and Research
(suite 225 in the library), all students may schedule individual tutorial sessions with experienced tutors for
assistance in all phases of writing assignments, and for help in developing their writing skills.

The Writing Program also supports the teaching of writing by organizing and encouraging College-wide
involvement in writing across the curriculum. All academic departments participate in the College Writing
Program, offering "writing intensive" courses within the major and in the First-Year Seminar Program. And
members of our staff participate in frequent lunch meetings, open to all faculty and instructors, on the
teaching of writing.

What else should people know about your center?
Besides the Writing Program, the Center houses the Office of Learning Resources, The First-Year Seminar
Program, two Educational Technologists and Tutoring and Study Group Sessions for many academic disciplines
on campus.

Also, U.S. News and World Report has recently named our "Writing in the Disciplines
Program" one of the 36th best in the country:
http://www.usnews.com/usnews/edu/college/rankings/brief/acadprogs/acadprogs08_brief.php

The following online resources and weblogs represent part of the web presence of the Writing Program
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faculty:

Resources:

Faculty Teaching Resources
Faculty Resources for the Teaching of Writing

Blogs:

bgblogging
dis.course
Future Communities
Peer Writing Tutor blog
Slices of Cake
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Consultant Spotlight
Spring 2006 / Consulting

Praxis interviews Trey Tucker, Assistant Director and writing
consultant at Caldwell Writing Center in Chatanooga, Tennessee.

Trey Tucker

Name: Trey Tucker

Age: 25

Writing center: Caldwell Writing Center, McCallie School

Size of school: 627

Year in school and area of study: English teacher at McCallie for 3 years and
former student

Number of years working in writing centers: 1

Job title: Assistant Director

Describe the work you do in the writing center: I assist 9-12 grade
students with writing projects across the curriculum. We keep in close contact
with teachers regarding upcoming assignments, allowing us to work with
students throughout the writing process. I also help promote writing contests
and help to select nominees for such contests. Additionally, I enjoy helping
students with new ways to utilize technology, especially teaching basic web
design and web writing.

Describe the training you’ve participated in: Dr. Pam Childers trains me
daily through collaborative consultations, observation, conversation, and books.
I also read past records kept from consultations in previous years.

How do you normally start a consultation? If I know the student, I use an
opener to reestablish a connection with the student, followed by questions
about purpose and audience. If I don’t know the student, I’ll spend a few
minutes opening with conversation about him to get to know him and establish
a rapport before moving to specifics about purpose and audience.

Describe your consulting style: My goal is to show students the direct
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benefits of writing well. Staying positive while suggesting changes gently seems
to help their confidence and helps them enjoy the writing process. They’re more
likely to be self-motivated and to take ownership of their work when they can
see the life-long benefits and achievements to which writing can lead.

My favorite kind of consultation is . . . working with personal narratives
because it gives me an opportunity to learn more about the student’s
personality.

My greatest strength as a consultant is . . . making students feel
comfortable during the session and confident about their skills and potential.

My greatest weakness is . . . the fact that I have to regularly refresh myself
on the many levels upon which an essay is assessed. For example, I find myself
regularly needing to refresh myself on grammar rules.

What I like about working in a writing center is . . . establishing a bond
with a large number of students and seeing them succeed.

What I don’t like is . . . having to “baby sit” (monitor computer use, etc.)

My oddest (or most challenging) consultation was . . . The most
challenging consultation was helping a student write a speech he agreed to
deliver to hundreds of prospective parents during our school’s “Visitor
Weekend.” Delivering a message to that type of audience is a pressure-packed
challenge.

What advice would you give to beginning consultants? Take an interest in
them as individuals rather than seeing them only as writers. They will trust you
and work harder with you if they see that your interest in them is genuine.

What kind of writing do you do? I also serve in a public relations role at the
school, so the majority of my writing is press releases and other journalism-
based writing.

How has working in a writing center affected the way you write? I’m
more consistent about spending extra time on the front end pre-writing and
organizing my thoughts.

What else do you want to tell us about yourself? Being a McCallie alum
was an immense help in my training because I already knew how the writing
center worked, enabling me to step in and contribute immediately.
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Tutoring Writing is Performing Social Work is Coloring
Hair: Writing Center Work as Activity System

Spring 2006 / Training

by Shannon Carter

How experience in other disciplines and occupations can be used to
train writing center tutors.

Shannon Carter

Melissa Weintraub was a social worker long before she became a peer tutor,
work that she found tremendously useful as she came to understand the value-
sets, special terminology, and tricks of the trade reproduced in the community
of practice we call “writing center work.” As she explains in her recent article for
the Writing Lab Newsletter, “There is a significant overlap in the ways in
which we draw information from students, help them find their own solutions,
and maintain boundaries” (10). Both positions eschew directness in favor of talk
that “draw[s] in” the client, generating the emotional, physical, and intellectual
space necessary for what she calls an “initial inspection of each other” before
moving into the real work of the session (10). In neither position did Weintraub
tell her clients what to think or do but rather pushed them to find their own
answers, all the while, as she explains, “using me just for guidance” (11).

The work that goes on in the writing center is at once nothing like and very
much like the work that goes on anywhere else. I’m certainly not the first to
notice this. Beth Rapp Young, for example, compares tutoring to nursing,
revealing that clients often come to nurses feeling “confused, anxious, and
uncertain about how to be an active part of the healing process,” just as
students often come to the writing center no less “confused, anxious, [or]
uncertain about how to be an active part of the [writing] process” (6). For
similar reasons, Michael Steven Marx suggests that with the many similarities
between tutoring and counseling, we should consider making use of the field’s



“research on termination” in addressing “the unique circumstances of bringing
long term tutorial relationships to a close” (52). The most amusing comparison
to another profession, however, has to be Scott Russell’s “Clients Who Frequent
Madam Barnett’s Emporium,” which articulates a surprising number of
similarities between the work of tutors in the writing center and that performed
by those in the sex trade, specifically with respect to the visitation patterns of
the clients involved.

While these comparisons to other sorts of work may be interesting academic
exercises, however, I am more interested in determining how (or if) we might
make use of such comparisons in the training of new tutors. By articulating the
similarities among the ways expertise is developed in a variety of jobs, new
tutors can develop a higher tolerance for the theory-practice dichotomy with
which the writing center community often struggles and about which much has
already been written. Among those attempting to reconcile this dichotomy is
Peter Vandenberg who argues that “[i]t is by way of theory that we determine
the practical” (66). Conversely, however, in his regularly reprinted article
“Writing Center Practice Often Counters Its Theory. So What?” Eric Hobson
contends that though “conventional wisdom . . . [may] reinforce the idea that
theory leads to practice . . . the inverse is more often true” (2).

The work that goes on in the writing center is at once nothing like
and very much like the work that goes on anywhere else.

Despite the many provocative arguments on the subject, however, tensions like
these are not unique to writing center work. In fact, the theoretical constructs
often said to inform practice are never applicable to every activity performed
within a given community of practice; for this reason, all workers in all types of
labor will be similarly frustrated with this disconnect between the theoretical and
practical and vice versa. Therefore, it seems appropriate to ask new tutors to
develop a deep awareness of the theory-practice dichotomy embedded in work
seemingly unrelated to tutoring writing and to articulate the ways in which they
were able to develop expertise in a more familiar community of practice, despite
the ambiguities such a dichotomy necessarily generates.

Young encourages tutors to “think consciously about concepts or activities from
their majors which might apply to their work in the writing center” (8). In
writing centers like mine, however, where a large percentage of the staff is likely
to come from disciplines like English, the exercise of “addressing concepts from
a consultant’s ‘home’ major” may not be as productive as it could be with a
more diverse pool (10). Thus it seems appropriate for tutors to draw upon
workplace and other similar experiences with which they have some familiarity
and activity theory seems to be a productive tool for doing so. These needn’t be
formal positions, as–for some new consultants–tutoring may be their very first
job. For our purposes, any work with which they are deeply familiar will do–
house sitting, delivering papers, or even the work of others with whom they
have lived for a number of years.

Using the conceptual tools provided by activity theory, this essay will begin by
defining this school of thought and its relevance to writing center work and,
again, using activity theory as conceptual tool, illustrate the ways in which other,
seemingly unrelated work might be similarly constructed via this theory/practice
dichotomy.

Activity Theory



Embedded in activity theory[1] are two, complimentary assumptions: (1)
language, literacy, and learning are embedded in communities of practice rather
than entirely within the minds of individuals; and (2) communities reproduce
themselves through social practices. According to activity theorists Jean Lave
and Etienne Wenger, a “community of practice is a set of relations among
persons, activity, and world over time and in relation with other tangential and
overlapping communities of practice.” The term “impl[ies] participation in an
activity system about which participants share understandings concerning what
they are doing and what that means in their lives and for their communities”
(98).

Asking tutors to reflect on their past experiences in other
workplace contexts is crucial...

In any given community of practice–be it social work or nursing, sex work or
counseling, quilting or basket weaving, Anime fandom or writing center work–
some activities will be understood as “appropriate” and others largely
inappropriate, and the majority of these activities cannot be understood apart
from the activity system in which these actions are perpetuated. These systems
are social and cultural rather than individual and objective in that any activity
system is made up of groups of individuals who sanction and endorse particular
ways of doing things and particular results, identifying some results and
processes as innovative and valuable and condemning others as ineffective,
inappropriate, or even unacceptable. In this context, tutoring becomes not a
process we can represent in any structuralized way so much as an activity
system shaped by ever-shifting rules established by, among other things, the
theoretical assumptions guiding scholarship in writing center studies, as well as
the local conditions of the writing center itself, especially as shaped by material
and historical conditions and as articulated by the current writing center director
and the philosophical principles guiding their vision of what the writing center is,
as well as the training program and materials representing that vision.

To return to Melissa Weintraub–the former social worker whose story opened the
current essay–we could say that she was very lucky that the value-sets and
tricks of the trade reproduced in social work are so very similar to those
sanctioned and endorsed by the writing center community. Not only did her one-
on-one experiences themselves inform her writing center work, but the value-
sets generated and maintained in the scholarship of both communities made her
previous experiences that much more applicable to her new ones. In an article
so influential that many of us call it the “Writing Center Manifesto,” Stephen
North offers a theoretical justification for “The Idea of a Writing Center” in which
he asserts that “talk . . . is the essence of tutoring” (76). Likewise, the parallels
Melissa draws between the techniques she used as a social worker and those
she used as a tutor began with “talking” as a “primary action” (10). In yet
another wildly-successful, regularly reprinted article, Jeff Brooks offers “concrete
strategies for tutors to put into practice Stephen North’s notion that in writing
centers ‘[o]ur job is to produce better writers, not better writing’” (Learner and
Boquet 4, emphasis mine). As the majority of our most popular tutor training
textbooks and materials attest, the writing center community values “talk” that
“draws in” the writer, nondirective or “minimalist” tutoring, and open-ended
questions. These are the same value-sets embedded in social work as Melissa
represents it. According to Melissa, in both “the onus of fixing the problem . . .
is ultimately with the student. It helps to remember that most of the work of
therapy is done outside the session, in client’s real lives; so, too, learning how



to write . . .” happens–to a great extent–beyond the writing center’s walls, in
the student’s real life beyond our sphere of influence (11).

Asking tutors to reflect on their past experiences in other workplace contexts is
crucial for two reasons. First, doing so builds in new tutors a greater tolerance
for the ambiguities that so often emerge in our day-to-day work and greater
flexibility in interpreting and responding to them. Second, exploring more
familiar communities of practice and articulating the similarities to this
unfamiliar one greatly expand the brand new tutor’s repertoire of relevant
experiences, enabling her to draw on experiences that extend well beyond her
current, admittedly limited writing center experiences and apply them to this
new context.

[T]he work of the stylist parallels our work as educators.

Training for writing center work after spending more than ten years in the “real
world” as a social worker seemed natural enough for Melissa. But what of those
positions that at first glance may seem to uphold very different value-sets than
those we promote in the writing center community? How can we make use of
that kind of work?

In The Mind at Work: Valuing the Intelligence of the American Worker, Mike
Rose offers several case studies of workers in a variety of positions that help
him articulate the cognitive dimension of what we rarely consider to be “mind
work” (xvii). Accordingly, Rose challenges what he calls our “biases about
intelligence” when it comes to manual labor and service work. As he explains,
when we dismiss the intelligence necessary to install a new toilet in an older
home, color hair without drying it out, or effectively serve a restaurant full of
hungry customers, we “develop limited educational programs and fail to make
fresh and meaningful connections among disparate kinds of skill and knowledge”
(216). It seems such work also has much to teach us about writing center work
and how it functions as an activity system, especially how new tutors might
come to participate in such work. Thus, it seems appropriate to ask ourselves
questions like the following: What special terminology is involved in writing
center work? What are the “particular movements of the body [that] make
things happen? What are some of the tricks of the trade that experienced tutors
make use of and why? How did we learn these things ourselves? Brooks offers
several practical suggestions, and many of us have made great use of these in
our own work. Experienced tutors, for example, “sit beside the student, not
across a desk”; they “have the student read the paper aloud” (2). How did we
learn to make effective use of these strategies, these body movements, these
“tricks of the trade”?

Tutor Writing is Coloring Hair

Expertise in any community of practice requires what Rose calls “a diagnostic
frame of mind,” which means workers considered “experts” are “both
knowledgeable about the way things are constructed and systematic in the way
they use that knowledge” (59-60). A hair stylist, for example, must have
diagnostic frame of mind. Before a stylist ever touches a client’s hair with a pair
of scissors or brush full of color, she must perform a variety of rather complex
operations that, in essence, translate what the client wants into what her hair
can actually do. As Rose explains, the client “conveys a cut, a style, or, not
uncommonly, a feeling she wants.” One client, for instance, tells her stylist, “I
want something light and summery”; another asks to have her cut “freshened”



and “sassy” (37, 31). Before the stylist can begin developing a solution that will
make the client’s hair “light and summery,” the stylist must first (a) figure out
what the customer really means by these terms and (b) determine what she will
have to do to the client’s hair to make it happen, determine whether it is even
possible, and, if not, determine how to communicate this impossibility to the
customer without hurting her feelings or compromising the stylist’s tip (or future
customer base). The latter diagnosis provides what Rose calls “baseline data.”
That is, the stylist “analyzes the client’s hair . . . ,past treatments, and how the
client manages her hair on her own, all of which can effect the stylist’s decisions
on how to cut, treat, and style the hair” (37).

Once the baseline data have been gathered, the stylist incorporates it into the
process of arriving at a solution to the request, perhaps something “summery”
or “sassy.” Only then can she proceed with the cut, which will require her to
draw on a repertoire of strategies and techniques, some of which she learned
through formal training, much through observation, and more through having
become proficient enough in that community of practice to innovate, make her
own way.

[T]he position of tutor is a unique one in that the new tutor is, at
once, representing the community of practice that is academic
discourse and a newcomer to the community of practice that is
writing center work...

In many ways, then, the work of the stylist parallels our work as educators.
Good educators, like good hair stylists, must have a diagnostic frame of mind.
In the writing center, for example, we often begin by asking the client what she
wants to work on today. Perhaps she wants to “clean up her grammar mistakes.”
It may seem a pretty straight forward request; however, before we can proceed
with the session, we must first develop an agenda that we can only call
informed after an informal diagnosis, which must also make use of, among other
things, the “rule” established and maintained by a large portion of the writing
center community that “cleaning up grammar mistakes” is not what we do.
Perhaps (as is likely) we learn that her paper has much more significant
problems than the surface-level issues she wants to address, a diagnosis
likewise guided by our understanding of related “rules” for writing center work
established and maintained in writing center scholarship and the training
materials that emerge from it. The tutor, like the good hairstylist, must be “both
knowledgeable about the way things are constructed and systematic in the way
[she] use[s] that knowledge” (Rose 59-60). How does writing work? How do
inexperienced writers often approach writing? What might be the real problem
here? How can I figure that out? The “baseline data” come from an assessment
of several different elements, including, among other things, the writer’s body
language, her words and her requests, her past experiences with writing in
general, and the strength of the current draft. We can’t know the answers to
most of these questions without an understanding of a variety of the findings
and arguments in composition studies with respect to how people write and are
taught to write, many of which are hotly debated in the scholarly field itself,
thus mere awareness offers no clear-cut answers, either.

In performing the diagnosis and in approaching the session once the agenda has
been set, the tutor, like the stylist, must rely on a repertoire of strategies and a
range of techniques. Like the stylist, once the tutor has determined the agenda,
she must rely on the “repertoire of strategies and a range of techniques”



accessible to her, some of which she will have acquired through direct
instruction, others by observing experienced tutors in action, and still others by
her own “legitimate” participation in this community of practice. In any case, a
deep reliance on just the theoretical issues debated in writing center scholarship
will not enable a new tutor to participate in this activity system–at least not
effectively; however, neither will a reliance on the “strategic know-how” one
might gather from more practical materials and training methods that offer
assistance with the tutoring “process” with no discussion of the theories and
controversies informing said practice.

Conclusion

Tutoring writing, then, is not unlike performing therapy (as a social worker),
coloring hair (as a hairstylist), or writing a paper. Of course these activities are
not terribly similar to writing center work, either. Among the many differences
articulated here, it must be said that the position of tutor is a unique one in that
the new tutor is, at once, representing the community of practice that is
academic discourse and a newcomer to the community of practice that is writing
center work–at once both master and apprentice, both “newcomer” and “old-
timer.” All of this has rather significant implications for all of us–not only new
tutors but their trainers and the scholars who write about writing center work,
especially given that our work, our identities, our profession, are simultaneously
reproduced and forever altered by any and all goal-oriented behaviors within the
spaces identified as appropriate for writing center work. In the end, then, the
actions of our tutors make us who we are. I, for one, wouldn’t have it any other
way.

Notes

The current essay is culled from a much larger work entitled, "Tutoring Writing
is Bagging Groceries is Coloring Hair is Fixing a Sink: Writing Center Work as
activity System."

[1] The post-process theorist David Russell has made the greatest use of
activity theory as it applies to composition studies.
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A Writing Center-Education Department Collaboration: Training
Teachers to Work One-on-One

Spring 2006 / Training

by Jacob S. Blumner

An English professor explores the benefits of education major writing tutors.

Jacob S. Blumner

Writing centers regularly work to serve an entire campus community, developing satellite centers to
make their services more convenient, and establishing an online presence to serve tech-savvy
students. Some units outside of arts and sciences, such as business or heath science, establish
writing centers to better focus on their students’ specific disciplinary writing needs. Many centers do
community outreach that varies from providing a “grammar hotline” to collaborating with public
schools and outside agencies on projects ranging from high school writing centers to corporate
consulting. All of these activities support the main mission of a writing center: helping students
become better writers. But writing centers can do more.

An often overlooked or underdeveloped element of the writing center is the professional development
of the student-tutor and the place it plays in the student-tutor’s education. For many that
development is implicit; the egalitarian nature of writing centers has tutors collaborating on the
projects listed above, as well as having them present and publish their work. Tutors take on additional
responsibilities in writing centers, giving them valuable experience with things such as administration
and marketing. This model of active professional development should be closely examined, and
writing centers should target student populations who will most benefit from the experience of being
tutors. In this particular case, I am advocating for a program that recruits and trains education
students from all disciplines to tutor in the writing center.

Education students stand uniquely to benefit from the experiences of tutoring in a writing center.
Once these students become teachers, they will need to work individually with their students.
Certainly education students have the experience of working individually with a faculty member, and if
they are fortunate, through their experiences in school, they will work individually with students
through classroom internships or student teaching. But methods classes and student teaching provide
little training and practice for working one-on-one with students. Though some programs may train
future teachers how to conference individually with students, none provide the opportunity to gain as
much experience as working in a writing center. Additionally, writing centers provide a special
environment for conferences because peer tutoring dramatically reduces the authoritarian nature of
student-teacher conferences, thus enabling the tutor and writer to really focus on what matters — the
learning process. Writing center tutors learn how to work specifically on the writing — not the grade,



something on which teachers of writing should be focused. In a writing center, education students will
be able to work with a variety of students from diverse backgrounds, and if they intend to teach high
school, they can see what kinds of experiences and attitudes students have in and about college.
They will also see the diverse kinds of writing demanded in college in all disciplines. So when they
begin teaching high school, they will have a better understanding of what the future may hold for
their students.

The collaboration between education programs and writing centers should be
studied to bring another layer of research and scholarship to writing centers . . .

Collaboration between education programs and writing centers seems natural. They share some
common roots and literature. Both education and writing center scholarship draw on Vygotsky’s zone
of proximal development theory to individualize curricula for students, a theory that also supposes a
collaborative process for education. Irene L. Clark and Dave Healy apply Vygotsky’s theory to writing
center pedagogy, arguing, “tutors should focus on ‘functions that have not yet matured, but are in the
process of maturation’” (92). Education majors who tutor will learn Vygotsky’s theory and extensively
practice pushing writers into the zone through collaborative tutoring sessions. This will eventually
enable them as teachers to apply the same theory in their classrooms. (See Doolittle for an overview
of Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development in the classroom.)

Dovetailing nicely with Vygotsky’s zone of proximal development is John Dewey’s philosophy of
education (see Lampert-Shepe). In Democracy and Education, Dewey argues against authoritarian
teaching methods and for experiential-based education, claiming “When an activity is continued into
the undergoing of consequences, when the change made by action is reflected back into a change
made in us, the mere flux is loaded with significance. We learn something” (Dewey). Essentially,
Dewey claims students learn best through action and reflection, both central practices to writing
center pedagogy. In tutoring sessions, writers act by drafting, revising, and editing, and they reflect
by discussing rhetorical decisions with the tutor. In every session, tutors must facilitate the action and
reflection, maximizing learning by pushing writers into their zone of proximal development. Education
majors who tutor can take their developed knowledge of talking and working with writers to their
classrooms, finding insightful ways to help writers learn through experience and reflection.

The roots between English education and writing centers are particularly extensive, including the
scholarship of James Britton, Peter Elbow, Donald Murray, Nancy Atwell, Stephen Tchudi, and Mike
Rose. In fact, Irene Clark and Joyce Moyers have written about writing centers participating in English
teacher training. But the collaboration should not stop with future English teachers. In her 1989
article, “Writing Across the Curriculum: The Second Stage, and Beyond,” Susan McLeod advocated
integrating writing across the curriculum into the fabric of a university so it will become an ingrained,
accepted component of the academic curriculum. Once integrated, Writing Across the Curriculum will
be better placed to help shape writing instruction. Writing centers also need to strive for integration
into the curriculum, instead of remaining on the academic periphery. For many institutions, the
writing center is what Muriel Harris calls the de facto WAC center. Faculty and administrators turn to
the writing center for assistance with writing issues that range from improving a writing assignment
to helping a program develop a curricular map for writing throughout a major or program. Writing
centers have much to offer, and if they are better integrated into the academic fabric, they will be
better positioned to serve faculty and students in ways that move beyond traditional tutorial sessions.

Writing centers have much to gain from education programs and students, as well. First, much of the
research that writing center scholars rely on comes from education or English education scholars. An
infusion of education students as tutors will bring an infusion of that theory and practice. The
collaboration between education programs and writing centers should be studied to bring another
layer of research and scholarship to writing centers, something writing center scholars, such as Beth
Boquet, note is vital to writing center legitimacy and survival. The collaboration will add to the
diversity of majors in the writing center and will lay the foundation for connections to the public
schools and the community. With education majors as tutors, and in collaboration with schools of
education, writing centers can reach out beyond the university walls. Writing centers can collaborate
with local schools to develop writing centers within them, drawing on graduated tutors who become
teachers. Potentially, the collaboration can serve as another training ground for education major
tutors who, while still students, can work in the local schools’ centers. Tutors can serve as mentors for



students in the public schools, and the university writing center can host workshops or other
programs for local schools and the community. Additionally, education major tutors can lead
community outreach projects involving Head Start programs, adult and community education
programs, and community writing groups, as well as hosting workshops for community members. So
it seems perfectly sensible to create a bridge between education and writing centers.

Writing centers need to move beyond the traditional role of a physical entity
providing services to students who come through their doors or bringing their
services to the occasional classroom.

What might such a program look like? I think it could take many forms, depending on local contexts
and conditions, but here are some possibilities. Despite the heavy course load education students
already have, programs could include a tutor training course as an elective because these courses are
based heavily on pedagogy and on integrating practice (i.e. tutoring). If this is not an option, students
could participate in an intensive tutor-training workshop so they would be adequately prepared to
work with students and their writing. Education programs could make tutoring an elective internship
or a service-learning component of one of their courses. This would enable education programs to add
educational components that would tie the students’ experience in a writing center to what they will
be doing in a classroom. Some education programs may be fortunate enough to create these kinds of
collaborations with local high school writing centers so their students would have the experience of
tutoring the student population they may be teaching in the future. The programmatic possibilities are
endless and exciting.

There are challenges that are real, but they can be overcome or avoided. Education programs,
through state mandates, allow for few elective courses, so fitting a tutor-training course into the
curriculum would be difficult. Strong arguments would have to be made to demonstrate how tutoring
writing would benefit all education students, not just those intending to teach English. Peggy Broder’s
“Writing Centers and Teacher Training” is a good starting point for demonstrating the benefits to
education students. In her essay, Broder details how working in a writing center provides valuable
experience for future writing teachers and extrapolates some of the benefits to all teachers. WAC
scholarship and state mandates for writing success could also be harnessed to argue for such a
program. The National Commission on Writing released a report in April 2003 entitled, “The
Neglected R,” in which they wrote, “We strongly endorse writing across the curriculum. The concept
of doubling writing time is feasible because of the near-total neglect of writing outside of English
departments” (31). Support from reports like “The Neglected R” and innovative programs, such as
mentor programs in which tutors go into public schools to work with students, will entice education
majors from disciplines other than English to participate. Ultimately, this will positively affect
education at the primary and secondary levels, and potentially contribute to a seamless move for
students to move from public school to the university.

With the success of these programs, writing center directors would have to safeguard against the
writing center becoming an arm of the education program, designed only to serve education students
and those writers seeking help, but I think with attention, that can be avoided.

The benefits of enriching writing center activity and personnel while developing a meaningful
interdisciplinary collaboration with education programs outweigh the risks described above. As
universities adapt to changes in student populations and curricular demands, writing centers need to
follow suit. Writing centers need to move beyond the traditional role of a physical entity providing
services to students who come through their doors or bringing their services to the occasional
classroom. Changes in general education programs, the continuing push for greater accountability
through assessment and accreditation, an increasing emphasis on interdisciplinarity, and more
coursework in online and electronic environments make the need for integration and collaboration
within a university more important so campus communities can create more integrated educational
experiences for students.
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Praxis CFP Deadline for Fall 2006 Extended
Spring 2006 / News & Announcements

Praxis is extending its submission deadline for our fall 2006 issue, from
April 28, 2006 until July 31, 2006.

We especially encourage writers to submit articles related to the upcoming
issue’s theme, "Beyond the University: The Community Writing Center."
Responses to the previous issue's articles are also welcome. In addition, we
welcome book reviews on subjects pertinent to writing center work. Since
Praxis represents the collaboration of writing center practitioners across the
country and the globe, consultants and administrators are also invited to
suggest future issue themes and article ideas.

Manuscripts

Recommended article length is 1000 to 2000 words. Articles should conform to
MLA style. Send submissions as a Word document e-mail attachment to Eileen
Abrahams and Jeremy Dean 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.
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Congrats!
Spring 2006 / News & Announcements

Our esteemed colleagues bring their knowledge and experience to new
places.

We are delighted to announce that Praxis founders, Sue Mendelsohn and Eliana
Schonberg, as well as regular columnist, Christopher LeCluyse, will be helping
to strengthen writing center practice across the country. Sue is the coordinator
of the writing center at Saint Louis University. Eliana will be the writing center
director at the University of Denver. Chris joins Westminster College in Salt
Lake City, Utah as director of the writing center and assistant professor of
English. Hearty congratulations to our colleagues and friends!
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