
Praxis: A Writing Center Journal (2003-
2011)

Sections
Focus
Columns and Reviews
Consulting
Training
News & Announcements

Archives
Browse past issues of Praxis

About Us
About Us

Submissions
Submit an article to Praxis

Home » Archives » Spring 2007 (Volume 4 Issue 2) - The Writing
Center and the Classroom

"Accomplishing Intellectual Work": An Investigation
of the Re-Locations Enacted Through On-Location
Tutoring

Spring 2007 / Focus

by Holly Bruland, The University of Hawai'i MÄnoa

Classroom-based tutoring transforms the work of the writing center.

Holly Bruland

As a number of our writing center tutors prepared to enter first-year
composition courses as classroom-based tutors, the question they most
commonly asked was, "Will my one-on-one conferences with students be
similar to those I conducted in the Writing Workshop?" My over-simplified
answer, based upon my own recent experiences in on-location tutoring, was
"yes and no." At times, as a classroom-based tutor, I found that my individual
sessions with students played out much like scenes from a writing center,
whereas at other times, these tutoring scenes bore little resemblance to their
writing center progenitors. In the introduction to their anthology, On Location:
Theory and Practice in Classroom-Based Writing Tutoring, Candace Spigelman
and Laurie Grobman speculate about the reasons behind such similarities and
differences, arguing that classroom-based writing tutoring should be treated as
a distinct genre. Here, Spigelman and Grobman stretch the concept of "genre"
beyond its traditional application to the literary text, drawing on Charles
Bazerman's definition of genres as "environments for learning" (2) and Anis
Bawarshi's notions of genres as "constitut[ing] the social conditions in which



the activities of all social participants are enacted"(2). Indeed, when the
learning environment of the writing center meets the social conditions of the
first-year composition classroom, a hybrid genre emerges. The potential of
hybrid genres, Patricia Bizzell theorizes, lies in their ability to "accomplish
intellectual work which could not be done in either of the parent discourses
alone" (Bizzell, 13).[1]

[T]he shared context of the classroom shapes and expands the
range of interactions between tutors and students in one-on-one
writing conferences outside of class.

This "intellectual work"–which I would expand to include social and cultural
work with a nod to David Bartholomae, Mike Rose, and countless others who
have broadened our definitions of the kind of work accomplished in the first-
year composition course–occurs in both classroom interactions and outside
conferences. For the purposes of this article, however, I will focus almost
exclusively on how the shared context of the classroom shapes and expands
the range of interactions between tutors and students in one-on-one writing
conferences outside of class. My data comes from a pilot study of two first-year
composition courses in the Fall of 2006 at the University of Hawai'i MÄnoa
(UHM).[2] Each pilot section, with approximately twenty first-year students
from a broad variety of linguistic and cultural backgrounds, was assigned a
tutor who was to attend class regularly, stay in close contact with the instructor
of record, and conduct individual writing conferences with students outside of
class.[3] Throughout the semester, we collected data on 114 student
conferences lasting approximately thirty minutes each; after each conference
and at the end of the semester, tutors and students reflected on the topics
discussed, interventions made, problems encountered, and questions raised
through this particular tutoring arrangement.[4] The following categories and
subcategories of intervention were synthesized from the tutors' post-conference
data-collection and compared with the students' perceptions in end-of-semester
surveys. These categories are presented as a spectrum, beginning with those
interventions most closely aligned, at least on the surface, with "traditional"
configurations of tutoring in a writing center and continuing to those that more
obviously accomplish the unique work of a hybrid genre.

Improving a paper's organization:
- eliminating redundancies
- composing introductions, conclusions, topic sentences, transitions, "hooks"
- ordering ideas in a logical progression

Clarifying a paper's purpose:
- narrowing a paper's focus
- inventing a title that foreshadows the paper's angle
- connecting a specific paper topic to the assignment's larger theme

Honing issues of grammar, usage, and style:
- keeping verb tense consistent (or only changing tense intentionally)
- improving sentence structure
- teaching rules for semi-colons, colons, commas, and hyphens
- identifying patterns of error
- adjusting one's tone to fit the rhetorical situation
- explaining how to use our grammar reference manual

Inventing more effective composing processes:



- introducing new pre-writing methods for overcoming writer's block
- asking leading questions and guiding students through brainstorming
exercises
- guiding students to use classmates' online discussion postings to generate
ideas
- suggesting ways for students to combine personal narrative with an academic
voice
- walking students through the first step of an "intimidating" multi-step process
(i.e., first entry of an annotated bibliography)

Incorporating research into student writing:
- pointing out cases where students need to cite a source in order to avoid
plagiarism
- helping students regain their voice when the "experts" have taken over
- showing students how to use a reference manual to find proper citation
formats
- introducing quotes, attributing sources, and using in-text citations and block
quotes
- noting unsupported or inaccurate claims that call for additional research

Finding a research topic:
- learning more about students' interests and then helping students identify a
research topic that fits both the assignment criteria and their own interests
- encouraging students to pursue real interests rather than an "easy" generic
topic
- teaching students how to take a critical angle on a topic rather than to write
an encyclopedia-like summary
- modeling how to ask a research question
- advising students on when it is still okay to change topics and when it is too
late in the research process to change topics

Connecting with scholarly sources:
- reviewing the differences between scholarly and popular sources
- brainstorming search terms and practicing searches with different engines
- locating and printing the student's first scholarly source
- culling a "references" section to identify additional potential sources
- troubleshooting with students who believe they have come to a dead end
- reading difficult scholarly publications and translating them line-by-line into
accessible language

Troubleshooting technology issues:
- contacting technology support
- teaching students how to attach a document
- showing students how to email themselves a backup draft
- helping Mac users access online discussion forums
- teaching word processing skills such as how to use a footnote, how to adjust
margins and font, how to create folder data storage systems

Embodying the role of a fieldworker:
- coaching students in how to conduct an interview, including how to find
contact information for an interviewee, how to use biographical details to
generate specific interview questions, and how to ask good follow-up questions
- conducting a practice mock interview as a "confidence-booster" (student's
term)

Utilizing university resources:



- helping students use online campus maps to find libraries and computer labs
- giving contact information for student disability services (in response to
students' descriptions of learning impediments)

Mediating peer writing groups:
- listening to students' concerns regarding group work: voice is not being
represented; paper is too personal for peer revision; peers' feedback is
contradictory and confusing; group members' performance will harm individual
grade
- clarifying individual roles and responsibilities
- coaching students in conflict resolution strategies for writing groups
- strategizing on how to give and receive feedback during draft workshops
- validating feedback given by the students' peers and coaching students in how
to apply peer feedback to a piece of writing

Listening to student concerns and offering encouragement:
- common fears addressed: speaking in class, negative past experiences with
writing, performing poorly in class, feeling "lost" on an assignment,
conferencing with the professor, not being able to handle the research project
(student's high school never required any research papers), losing motivation
for the class and feeling burnt out on school in general
- common encouragements given: to keep up with long-term assignments, to
meet with instructor about concerns, to keep revising, to see a reference
librarian, to sign up for an additional individual tutoring session

Bridging the gap between students and instructor:
- re-explaining concepts or instructions from class
- translating the instructor's handwriting on a graded assignment, calculating
which categories on the assignment's scoring sheet resulted in the highest
deductions of points, and helping student to apply instructor's feedback to
ongoing revisions
- role playing with students on how to approach a professor, showing students
how to look up office hours and location, and accompanying students on their
first-ever trip to a professor's office
- helping students compose their first-ever emails to a professor (how to greet
a professor, how to convey an appropriate tone, how to sign off)
- explaining what an extension is, when to ask for one, how to approach a
professor with an extension request, and how much extra work it takes to
complete an overdue assignment without falling more behind on the current
assignment

Acquiring skills in time management and personal organization:
- teaching students how to read and follow a syllabus
- breaking down a larger assignment into smaller steps
- helping students who have fallen behind to understand the seriousness of
their predicament and to come up with a prioritized to-do list for catching up
- assisting students in setting up and organizing a writing portfolio
- coaching students in how to use the services of a mentor (when to sign up for
conferences, how to prepare)
- recommending better note-taking methods
- outlining the steps students should take following an absence

Discussing elements of college transition not directly related to
composition class:
- other college courses: strategies for balancing research papers in two classes



at once, handling exam week, finding a tutor for other problem classes
- future plans: potential majors and minors, advice on classes to take,
possibility of transferring, post-graduation goals
- personal life: relationship issues (breaking up with significant other, the
challenges of living with a roommate); family issues (death in the family,
homesickness); health issues (recent injury, illness); legal issues (traffic
accident, theft of backpack with laptop and loss of all coursework); work and
extracurricular opportunities (extensive hours and demands of job, how to get
involved in club sports)

On-location tutors operate at the intersections of individual
backgrounds, classroom conditions, and institutional ideologies.

We found that the roles tutors enacted and the conversations they conducted
were shaped profoundly–if not primarily–by the genre in which they were
performing.[5] Even many of the more "traditional" tutoring interventions, such
as helping a student reduce redundancies, took on new dimensions in this
hybrid context. For example, when one of our tutors asked a student why she
had once again returned to a particular point in her paper, this question opened
the way for a discussion of "the personal reasons behind the redundancy of her
writing," including the student's misgivings about her abilities as a writer and
her concerns that her voice was not being heard in her peer writing group.
Here, the student's familiarity with the tutor–as well as the tutor's familiarity
with the individual student and the larger course's groupwork policies, writing
assignments, and student learning outcomes–extended the interaction’s scope.
Furthermore, those situations in which tutors helped students find their ways
for the first time into a professor's office or Inbox; or connected students with
the information and technology resources that store and transmit academic
knowledge; or coached students on how to structure time and approach tasks,
reveal the degree to which the university's distinct set of social conditions also
defined and extended the scope of tutoring. As a tutor on the project, I found
that in most cases my awareness of these intersecting relationships and social
spaces enriched my one-on-one interactions with both the students and
instructor, "enabling," to use Bizzell's words, "new kinds of intellectual work,"
including conversations about the cognitive, social, and cultural dimensions of
performing as a college writer[6] (Bizzell, 11).

On-location tutors operate at the intersection of individual backgrounds,
classroom conditions, and institutional ideologies. As Melanie Kill explains,
these ". . . genres and relationships between genres mediate our interactions in
these social spaces and, in doing so, shape both our presentations of ourselves
to others and our readings of others' selves" (216). The intersecting contexts of
on-location tutoring not only serve to mediate tutors' readings of students'
selves, but also to revise students' readings of tutors, instructors, institutions,
and perhaps also the writing center itself. While most of the first-year students
I have encountered are not likely to seek out a writing center of their own
accord, a semester's worth of productive interactions with a classroom-based
tutor can accomplish significant intellectual re-orienting. This hybrid genre
teaches students that tutoring encompasses much more than grammar, equips
students with the meta-cognitive vocabulary to articulate session goals, and
ultimately positions them to consider approaching the writing center on their
own.

Notes



[1] Spigelman and Grobman envision the writing center as one of four parent
genres for classroom-based writing tutoring: these "parents" include writing
center tutoring, writing across the curriculum, supplemental instruction, and
peer writing groups. For the purposes of this article, however, I will focus on the
relationship between writing center tutoring and classroom-based writing
tutoring.

[2] Assigning a tutor to a first-year composition class is not new for UHM. For
over a decade, on-location tutors have helped UHM students who performed
poorly on the university placement exam to be "mainstreamed" into first-year
composition courses; these first-year students are required to enroll in an
additional 1-hour pass/fail writing lab run by undergraduate tutors who attend
class and hold weekly out-of-class small group and individual conferences. Our
initiative, however, gave every first-year composition student access to an in-
class writing tutor for the first time in institutional history.

[3] I had the opportunity to serve as one of the two tutors, experiencing both
the tensions and rewards of on-location tutoring myself. While there were a
number of differences between the two sections, which I will not address here,
both instructors agreed to exempt the tutors from all grading responsibilities;
this arrangement provided the tutors with insight into the instructor's intentions
and expectations without compromising the tutor's ability to embody a range of
roles that would have been unavailable to graders.

[4] All research was approved by the University of Hawai'i Committee on
Human Studies' Institutional Review Board (IRB).

[5] Such categories also begin to suggest the kinds of additional training that
in-class writing tutors would need in areas such as negotiating interpersonal
conflicts, teaching study skills, and referring students to university resources.

[6] When these varying contexts came into conflict -- demanding that I shift
my allegiance among students, instructor, and institution -- I better understood
Grobman and Spigelman's insight that classroom-based tutoring "operates amid
contradictions within the productive chaos of writing classrooms; it confuses the
nature of classroom authority; it encourages noise and active collaboration at
the very scene of writing" (219).
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