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Researching Micromoments in the Writing Center
Fall 2010 / Training

by Jennifer Pooler, University of Texas at Tyler

UT Tyler's Writing Center Director examines post-modernist consulting, bucking the status
quo, and how the "micromoment" affects the university at large.

Writing center scholars have published several landmark books
researching the unique work that is possible in writing centers,
such as Nancy Grimm’s text, Good Intentions: Writing Center Work
for Postmodern Times. These texts strengthen a field of study that
has in the past (and still today) struggled to legitimize itself.
According to Grimm, this legitimacy movement is wrapped around
positivist notions of what counts as knowledge at the modernist
university, mostly quantitative objective research that emphasizes
generalizable conclusions. These conclusions are often large in
scope, avoiding specific local references that are difficult to
generalize to greater populations.

Unfortunately, the everyday work of the writing center, such as the
local practice of training tutors, is still absent in many writing
center publications. Tendencies to formalize and generalize our
research globally have left a hole in our scholarship because
theorists rarely tie their work back to the local. Most of the
research that discusses the daily local moments of writing center work is relegated to a “practice”
journal, or as in the case with Writing Center Journal[1], segregated away from “traditional academic
essays and book reviews” that “comprise the bulk of the journal’s contents” to a special section with
content and organizational structure guidelines, titled “Theory In/To Practice.”[2] This work may be
more about “how to” do something rather than an analysis of what is occurring. I do not claim that all
local concerns are generalizable to the larger community; I argue, however, that our field needs a
grounded local practice that brings together theory, research, and practice. Local writing center
moments are examples of “micropractices of everyday life” (Kamberelis and Dimitriadis 47). Many local
actions ultimately create and are created by the hegemonic structures within the university system and
the wider social structures outside the university. We need to clarify these relationships and to
acknowledge that local micropractices shape the experiences and thoughts of writers and teachers.

Examining the work of the writing center on the micro level illustrates how the writing center functions
at the macro levels of the university. Tutors both shape and are shaped by the social structures
surrounding the writing center. How tutors approach writing center sessions, what they choose to focus
on, how they discuss the construct of error, what the job of a writing center is at a college, and how
they relate to students illustrates what tutors believe is valuable at the university. Tutors’ interactions
with student writers shape not only students’ subsequent thought and practice, but also their
professors’ appreciation of what students can do with writing. These transactions ultimately reinforce
and strengthen what the university finds valuable about writing and writing center work. For example,
is writing center work about providing band aids and fixes for student papers, or can it be something
else too?

Philosophical explorations of our work are needed, but so are strong practical and local examples of
what the more theoretical looks like in action. This article’s research provides more specific local
direction for practice based on theory, and I focus on tutor education as the everyday micromoment for
study. Examining an artifact of tutor education, in this case a tutor-generated newsletter, reveals much
about the literacy practices of the modernist university, such as current-traditional objective rhetoric.
[3] Studying and wrestling with tutor language during tutor education can provide directors and tutors



with a grounded local practice that contributes to successful writing center work.

Exploring a specific instance of this conflict between current-traditional objective rhetoric and
postmodern composition and writing center scholarship (like Grimm’s text) illustrates the difficulty
faced by directors during local moments of tutor education. While modernism is the dominant cultural
form at most universities, many directors are often asking tutors during orientations to immediately
adopt a postmodern approach to tutoring. Nancy Grimm examines modernist and postmodernist
expressions of legitimate tutoring sessions in a writing center. A modernist approach might be to
restrict labels of absolute “good” or “bad” sessions to how much the paper is improved directly; a
tangible viewable “help” of some kind on the student’s paper is the only legitimate, or good, outcome.
For Grimm, a postmodern approach would be to expand the session to ask questions, such as what did
the student learn? When the session’s unit of measurement is expanded beyond a paper’s grade (the
object: the paper), writers can begin to imagine possibilities. In fact, a legitimate session could be
expanded to include the tutor learning instead of only being locked into a student’s visible improvement
on a paper.

Most tutors, such as those in this study, were socialized into modernist ideas, and the
writing center will only perpetuate the status quo unless it disrupts these
preconceptions.

Like Grimm, I am not trying to advocate for a binary modernist vs. postmodernist approach, something
very un-postmodern; a postmodern writing center includes modernist perspectives because of its
broadened interpretations of legitimate writing center work. A postmodern approach requires us to
“simultaneously maintain multiple viewpoints” to expand the sessions’ benefits beyond the idea of
experts fixing errors in a student’s paper of errors to increase grades (Grimm 2). Yet still, modernist
understandings of “good” sessions continue to pervade writing centers. Most tutors, such as those in
this study, were socialized into modernist ideas, and the writing center will only perpetuate the status
quo unless it disrupts these preconceptions.

This article’s focus writing center receives new tutors yearly who work 20 hours a week as part of their
Graduate Assistantship. They take graduate-level courses in writing center theory and attend weekly
staff meetings. This center subscribed to Grimm’s version of postmodern approaches to recognizing
legitimate tutorial sessions. However, tutors indicated a more modernist goal as they felt a need to help
students work harder to make papers “right.” As many directors may experience, conflicts in
interpretation between the roles of the tutor appears quickly during initial tutor education, and there
are few moments in writing center scholarship that specifically illustrate and discuss this critical
moment of local practice. At the site of this study, what was at first a small newsletter activity became
emblematic of this critical juncture.

At the end of their second semester of working in the writing center I directed and studied, I suggested
a collaborative activity for the tutors: create a newsletter[4] to present the writing center to the
university community. In addition to campus exposure, I was eager to get a sense of the tutors’
understandings of writing center work and how they might navigate the difficult task of representing
that to their teacher/boss and university faculty. I did not see the newsletter until it was finalized and
deemed ready for the university community. When the newsletter appeared in my mailbox for
“approval,” it was clear that current-traditional objective rhetoric guided the representations of the
writing center work as well as what it meant to be a writer in a tutoring session. What was produced
reinscribed the dominant ideology of the traditional “fix-it shop” writing center. This representation did
not match the philosophy enacted through what was taught during class and staff meetings or what I
had overheard in sessions for the past two semesters. Textual examples from the newsletter will
illustrate this disconnect between theory and actual local practice of representing the “work” of tutoring
on paper.

Newsletters have a certain appearance, complete with options for prefabricated templates on most
word processing software, such as Microsoft Word. Writers can visit writing websites to find examples of
typical content of newsletters, such as mission statements, rules of conduct, and staff profiles. While
the tutors had the freedom to choose whatever content and format they wished, the constraints of the
genre of the newsletter becomes a powerful guide for content. Looking at the newsletter illustrates the
local moments, the creation of a written description of the work of the writing center, by new tutors
that help to illustrate tutors’ understandings of what it means to be a writing center tutor. Kamberelis



and Dimitridis indicate that practices like newsletter writing are intentional, but that intentions “are
always already constructed within particular games of truth in the first place and then appropriated by
individuals who are themselves constructed within the same games of truth” (50). In this instance, the
game of truth is the university’s construction of writing center work, and exploring the newsletter will
help to illustrate the “game of truth” the tutors believe they “should” be doing (their practice) as writing
center tutors.

The discussions of everyday life moments in de Certeau’s text, The Practice of Everyday Life, illustrate
how the local, the micro, is responsible for the larger, the macro, formations of social structures. He
suggests that everyday practices should not remain as “obscure backgrounds” because it is helpful to
see the “use” of everyday practices (xi). The local practices shape and are shaped by the macro, and
studying the local moments, such as the “making” of newsletters, provides a way to see the larger
hegemonic forces that mold what it means to be a writing center tutor at a university (xii). Directors
can preach about philosophies and writing center theories, but it is the tutors, the “users,” who can
provide examples of what writing center everyday work means. “The presence and circulation of a
representation (taught by preachers, educators, and popularizers….) tell us nothing about what it is for
its users. We must first analyze its manipulation by users who are not its makers” (xiii).

The material the tutors (or users) chose to present on the first page of the newsletter is critically
important. The front page of the five-page newsletter would be the first thing people saw, and here in
this space, the tutors created an article that summarized the rules of the writing center as well as the
proper behaviors to exhibit during a tutoring session in order to get the most out of the session. Here is
an excerpt of the front page (use of bold font and capitalization is original), with line numbers added for
reading ease:

1 What the WRC does . . . and does well:

2 -We help people to help themselves when it comes to organizing, outlining, and revision.

3 -We always begin appointments at the top of the hour.

4 -We allow a maximum of two appointments per week.

5 -We allow walk-ins on an “as available” basis, if you arrive before 20 minutes

6  after the hour.

7 What the WRC does not do, so listen up ladies and gents:

8 -We do NOT look at exams. Not even a little bit.

9 -We do NOT have appointments that last longer than 50 minutes.

10 -We do NOT proofread or edit your papers for you…even if you ask nicely!

11 -Best of all, we do NOT charge for our services! That’s right, your student fees have

12  paid us already.

Looking at this language closely will illustrate the conflict between modernist and post modernist
interpretations of writing center work. The majority of the newsletter can be cast as a modernist
representation of writing center work. The reader receives the information about what the WRC “does”
in bolded text that stands out and is easily seen. Each list beginning in line 2 and running through line
5 starts with “We,” a clear establishment of a relationship between those people working in the WRC,
the “We” and those not working, those “people” who cannot seem to “help themselves.” The “We” is the
authority; the authors could have used a collaborative term, such as “writers” to indicate equal footing,
but instead, the pronoun, “we” creates a separation between users and experts. Line 2 shows writing
center activity is represented as a service–a place for people unable to “help themselves.” The help
described on line 2 is the linear current-traditional presentation of writing process: organize, outline,
and revise. It assumes a single process for all “people” who need “help.” Line 2 describes what the
writing center “does,” but that is the final instance of space devoted to description of activities.

Lines 3, 4, and 5 are statements of rules. The descriptions of what the writing center “does well” are
framed as rules that must be followed. Language like line 3’s “always” and line 4’s “allow a maximum”
indicates absolutes, rules that cannot be broken. In line 5, students are “allow[ed]” to have a walk-in
appointment, but they have to arrive in the WRC at the appropriate time. Instead of describing actions
that the WRC does, something a person who has never visited the WRC might be curious about, the



WRC is framed, on the first page of the newsletter, by rules: we “do” appointments at the top of the
hour, or we “do” a “maximum of two appointments” in a week. These are WRC policy descriptions; the
WRC “does” policy descriptions, and it “does” that “well.”

The bolded text of line 7 draws the reader’s attention to the binary opposite of the first stanza, what
the WRC “does not do.” In line 7, we also see a reminder to the reader to “listen up,” indicating that the
following information is even more significant than the prior stanza’s description of what the WRC
“does.” This phrase presents the material with a military-like authority to wake up the reader and to
state what is most important. Once again, lines 8 to 12 illustrate the “us versus them” use. Line 10 and
11 speak to the user of the WRC, the “you” that is presumably the student. Line 8 presents a rule that
must be followed, and this line sets up a trend of capitalizing “NOT” to emphasis this action. This “NOT”
capitalization was a rhetorical choice by the tutors to emphasize visually what they felt was important.
In addition to the “NOT” emphasis, the reader sees extra attention in line 8 and line 10. Even if you
“ask nicely” in line 10, the WRC still will not “edit your papers,” and the WRC will not “even a little bit”
look over an exam in line 8. In addition to stating the policy, the writers added more emphasis to these
rules by indicating that even if the student essentially begs for assistance, it will “NOT” occur. Line 11
presents the WRC as a service entity. Because the WRC does “NOT charge for” the “services” they
provide, the WRC is cast as a service provider. Not only are “we” a provider, but students are even told
that they have “paid us already.” This is presented as an exchange of goods–the WRC is a service that
students should not overlook because they have already opened up their wallet and paid tutor salaries.

This newsletter is about policies and following directions for a proper understanding of what it means to
be a tutee in the WRC. The front page of the newsletter serves as a calibrating device–it attempts to
train new WRC users in how to behave, what is acceptable, what is not acceptable, and what to expect
from their WRC service. This representation of writing center work fits within a modernist interpretation
of literacy practices in the university; Grimm reminds us that writing centers “are more often
normalizing agents, performing the institutional function of erasing differences” as well as conditioning
students to acceptable behaviors in what it means to be a successful student of an institution (xvii).
There is little room for exceptions. There is one correct way to attend a writing center session, and
users better be on time and follow the regulations or else the students will “NOT” be able to receive
services that have already been “paid” for. And it is the students’ fault if they do “NOT” follow directions
to receive these services.

During the writing center theory course, we worked to “change their minds” from a
rigid modernist mindset by asking them to critically examine their common sense.

So what does exploring this one example of a newsletter mean for writing centers? At this writing
center, we attempted to challenge tutors to teach writing in a way that supported a postmodern
approach that broadened the notion of successful tutoring. During the writing center theory course, we
worked to “change their minds” from a rigid modernist mindset by asking them to critically examine
their common sense. Tutors’ common sense tended to replicate the default: the modernist university’s
understandings of a “good” writing product as well as the position of tutor as expert who provides
“help” to those who cannot help themselves. Most tutors at the study’s site could easily create the type
of “good” writing their modernist university valued because they had all been successful performers of
this type of writing within the institution. Resisting their common sense involved pushing beyond the
simple default performance by becoming more reflective about what it means to tutor and write and by
questioning their unreflective common sense. But what this newsletter activity demonstrates is it takes
much more than a graduate course or a couple of semesters of talk to broaden a tutor’s view of the
enterprise of teaching writing. As Foucault indicates, discipline is enacted through authority figures, or
trainers. As the writing center “trainer,” I must reflect on what was taught during tutor education.
However, perhaps the most influential trainer for new tutors is their apprenticeship in the modernist
institution; they have been students and “users,” trained in mostly modernist behaviors.

If a modernist representation of the writing center is too narrow, but tutors are inscribed in it, what
should happen with new tutor education? This is precisely the area our scholarship is lacking, focus and
modeling of specific local practices grounded in theory and research. This practice must involve the
writing center director continually working against the common sense–not by providing formulas but by
engaging tutors in critical exploration of what it is they know and what it means to tutor. It is ongoing
and continual learning/teaching. Ira Shor models this approach well in his text, Critical Teaching and
Everyday Life. After first exploring the concepts of critical pedagogy, he included ancillary materials at



the end of his text that illustrate what the theoretical concepts looked like in his local classroom setting.
He provides examples of actual assignments that enable readers to envision the more theoretical in
action. Knoblauch and Brannon also model the same approach in their text, Rhetorical Traditions and
the Teaching of Writing. They begin by discussing theoretical concepts of ancient and modern rhetoric
in the writing classroom, and then they dedicate entire chapters to practical descriptions of actual
classroom activities that illustrate what modern rhetorical practices look like in action.

As writing center directors, we must engage tutors in a critical dialogue about tutoring that applies
global theoretical concepts to local practice to require tutors to question and engage. Broader
understandings of legitimate writing center sessions happen gradually as tutors begin to reflect on their
local understandings of what it means to be a writing center tutor within the institution. Tutors and
writing center directors can interrogate how current-traditional practices persist in college classrooms
even though the profession advocates alternative pedagogies. The newsletter provided a way to view a
micromoment in tutor education that provided a space for interrogation of current-traditional practices
at this study’s writing center. I am hopeful that research concerning the theory behind local moments of
practice like these will continue to have a voice within writing center publications.

[1] The publication guidelines for general Writing Center Journal submissions:
http://www.english.udel.edu/wcj/submissions.html

[2] The Theory In/To Practice can be found at
http://www.english.udel.edu/wcj/theory_into_practice.html

[3] Berlin indicates that the objective rhetoric can be explained as "only that which is empirically
verifiable...is real" (7). Language, or the student's paper, is just a "sign system" that exists to illustrate
a student's understanding of truth, an "external object" (7-8). Current-traditional rhetoric is found in
many first year writing classrooms and modernist universities.

[4] See The Everyday Writing Center, p. 83, for a discussion of newsletter writing projects.
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