
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 2010 (Volume 7 Issue 2) -
Professionalization and the Writing Center, Part II

A Social Capital View of a Writing Center-WAC
Partnership

Spring 2010 / Focus

by R. Mark Hall, University of North Carolina Charlotte

Understanding WC and WAC resources in the larger university structure

R. Mark Hall

Michele Eodice, in her chapter, “Breathing Lessons, or Collaboration Is,” from
The Writing Center Will Hold: Critical Perspectives on Writing Center
Scholarship, has called upon writing centers to professionalize by developing
collaborative relationships across campus in order to further our missions and
those of the university, to “carry on deliberate, productive relationships about
writing, in writing, for writing with our technology support staff, our librarians,
our student services folks, our center for teaching facilitators, our first-year
experience program designers, our faculty from anthropology to zoology”
(129). Similar arguments have been made by other writing center scholars
(Koster; Murphy; Wingate). This essay describes one Writing-Across-the-
Curriculum (WAC) affiliation fostered by California’s Central Valley State
University (CVSU)[1] Writing Center. By examining an example of a successful
WAC partnership, I hope to lead readers to new insights about developing their
own writing center alliances. As Peter Carino points out in “Reading Our Own
Words: Rhetorical Analysis and the Institutional Discourse of Writing Centers,”
from Writing Center Research: Extending the Conversation, we must strike a
delicate balance. We must make ourselves integral, indeed essential, to the
educational aims of the institution, while at the same time resisting either
marginality or servitude. He argues that “directors must inform without



confusing, must educate without condescending, must promise without bluffing,
must assert without offending, and must offer help without promising servility”
(92). In short, we need to take a strategic approach to building a dynamic
system of supportive associations.

Such associations may be thought of in terms of social capital. The term “social
capital” appeared first in Jane Jacob’s 1961 study of neighborhood
communities, The Death and Life of Great American Cities. In addition to Robert
Putnam's more recent discussion of social capital in Bowling Alone, readers may
be familiar with Pierre Bourdieu's understanding of social capital. With Loic J.D.
Wacquant, Bourdieu offered the following definition in An Invitation to Reflexive
Sociology: “Social capital is the sum of resources, actual or virtual, that accrue
to an individual or a group by virtue of possessing a durable network of more or
less institutionalized relationships of mutual acquaintance and recognition”
(119). Interested in a broader analysis of the foundations of social hierarchy,
particularly the “cultural capital” used by individuals as marks of distinction to
maintain privilege and superiority, Bourdieu was only marginally concerned with
social capital, which he viewed as one dimension of cultural capital. According
to Bourdieu, social capital belonged to the privileged individual.

An understanding of the cognitive dimension of social capital is
necessary so that writing center administrators can identify the
values, assumptions, and beliefs that bind parties together, as
well as those that inhibit trust and reciprocity.

For the purposes of my analysis of a writing center-WAC partnership, James
Coleman's understanding of social capital as an asset that may belong to
anyone, not just the well-to-do, is more useful. In “Social Capital in the
Creation of Human Capital,” unlike Bourdieu, Coleman emphasizes the
reciprocal nature of social capital. The expectation of giving and getting
something in return gives social capital its value. Also, in contrast to Bourdieu,
for Coleman social capital is not individual, but collective, involving extensive
networks of people brought together by shared values, assumptions, and
beliefs, which cultivate affinity and, most importantly, trust. Social capital, the
resources embedded within, available through, and derived from a network of
professional relationships, serves as a lens through which to analyze a writing
center’s involvement with WAC.

In particular, I invite readers to consider what specialists term the “cognitive
dimension” of social capital: “those resources providing shared representations,
interpretations, and systems of meaning among parties” (Nahapiet and Ghoshal
244). According to Max Boisot, in Information Space: A Framework for Learning
in Organisations, Institutions and Culture, meaningful communication, which
requires at least some sharing of context between the parties involved in the
exchange, is essential to the networking process. While institutional ties may
provide access to resources, writing center alliances become vexed and
productive action thwarted when parties do not share the same vision and
goals. An understanding of the cognitive dimension of social capital is necessary
so that writing center administrators can identify the values, assumptions, and
beliefs that bind parties together, as well as those that inhibit trust and
reciprocity. By highlighting the shared–and unshared–contexts of the
institutional relationships of writing centers, the cognitive dimension of social
capital may help us to understand–and to respond more effectively to– conflicts
that arise from the differences in institutional language, codes, and narratives
that we encounter. Viewed through the lens of social capital, the case described



below urges writing center directors to appreciate the dynamic nature of writing
center administration, to move beyond counting tutorials as the primary
measure of our work, and to prepare our centers for coming demands by
explicating the wide-ranging professional relationships necessary to facilitate
them.

First, let me recount a brief recent history of WAC at Central Valley State
University. In 2001, a year before I began as Writing Center director there,
CVSU experienced the initial wave of cuts in a budget crisis that has continued
and deepened since then. This crisis included the cancellation of a new and
vibrant WAC program, which was closely connected to the Writing Center via
partnerships in which tutors were trained and placed in specific courses in order
to offer peer support for writing in the disciplines (Martins and Wolf). In
addition to losing campus-wide support for student writers, the Writing Center
lost a valuable learning experience for tutors, many of them future teachers.
Likewise, faculty lost their only campus resource for writing pedagogy. With no
one else to turn to, faculty began approaching me for help. At the same time,
the Writing Center budget took a big hit. With scant resources to meet faculty
WAC needs, I looked to the University Writing Committee, with its faculty
representatives from each college in the university, for support. Through this
network, I reasoned, I might publicize the cancellation of the WAC program and
galvanize broad support for its reinstatement. In doing so, I hoped to guard the
Writing Center against additional losses. I hoped that by extending the Center’s
mission to include, even on a small scale, a few department-wide WAC
initiatives, we might highlight the necessity of the Center as a resource for both
students and faculty.

Instead of seeing students as a problem, faculty have asked,
“What if the problem is, at least in part, within us?"

The Writing Center’s partnership with the School of Social Work is one such
departmental WAC initiative. At the request of faculty in Social Work,
experienced writing assistants joined the department to learn to facilitate
student practice in the genres, conventions, and rules of writing in Social Work.
Called “Writing for the Social Work Profession,” this weekly workshop is lead by
a writing consultant who guides students in drafting, providing peer response,
and revising writing assignments for a variety of courses in the program. This
course has been, according to the School of Social Work, a huge success.
Initially, one former writing center tutor, Blake, was hired to lead the workshop
for graduate students. His work was so successful that Social Work expanded
the workshops to include undergraduates. With continued growth, a second
consultant was added. As alumni tutors of the CVSU Writing Center, these two
consultants benefited the center directly in several ways. First, they acted as
ambassadors of the Writing Center, educating both students and faculty about
the mission and pedagogical practices of the center. Second, in the absence of a
campus-wide WAC program, their efforts helped to reduce Social Work’s need
for individual tutoring in our center, which allowed us to apply our limited
resources to students in other programs. Third, these veteran writing assistants
returned to the Writing Center to assist in training novice tutors to work in
unfamiliar disciplines. Benefits to Social Work included not only improved
student writing, but also improved communication between students and
professors in the program. Professors–even those who were, at first, skeptical–
now regularly consult with the writing assistants, who also offer guidance to
faculty in designing effective writing assignments and providing productive



feedback. This is the kind of WAC initiative that faculty at CVSU have called for,
one based on a discipline’s request for assistance in writing instruction, which
emerges, not from the writing values of Rhetoric and Composition faculty, but
from the writing values and concerns of a particular discipline.

The cognitive dimension of social capital suggests that our professional alliance
with Social Work was possible in part because our disciplines share some basic
values, assumptions, and beliefs. As Janine Nahapiet and Sumantra Ghoshal
point out in “Social Capital, Intellectual Capital, and the Organizational
Advantage,” “Beyond the existence of shared language and codes, [. . .] myths,
stories, and metaphors also provide powerful means in communities for
exchanging and preserving rich sets of meanings” (254). For faculty in Social
Work, common language, norms, and stories of reflective practice, a
centerpiece of training for tutors in our Writing Center, have enabled our
collaboration. As in Rhetoric and Composition, Social Work focuses intently on
developing in practitioners a deep sense of reflexivity. With this shared value,
professors in Social Work have been willing to reflect critically on their teaching
practices. They have identified areas in which they need improvement, sought
training in writing pedagogy, and revised assignments and response practices.
Rather than view students via a deficit model, faculty in Social Work think of
them as they might clients, in terms of ability and potential. Instead of seeing
students as a problem, faculty have asked, “What if the problem is, at least in
part, within us? What might we do differently to teach students to write in the
genres practiced in Social Work?”

Writing centers need to join together to formalize guidance,
support, and mentoring in order to marshal existing resources of
social capital..

Our relationship with Social Work has been mutually beneficial to the Writing
Center. News of its success spread across campus. Faculty and administrators
alike have touted it as a model the university might adopt as one component of
a reinstated WAC program with enhanced ties to the Writing Center. Here again,
the cognitive dimension of social capital was crucial to developing this resource.
For instance, among its core values, made explicit in the National Association of
Social Worker’s Code of Ethics, is this: “Social workers seek to enhance the
capacity of people to address their own needs.” This ethic resonates with the
mission of the Writing Center, bringing to mind Stephen North’s oft quoted call
in “The Idea of a Writing Center” “to make better writers, not better papers”
(438). This shared value helped to facilitate collaboration between the Writing
Center and Social Work.

In addition to shared values, establishing trust was a critical first step to
building an alliance with Social Work. According to Francis Fukuyama in Trust:
The Social Virtues and the Creation of Prosperity, “Trust is the expectation that
arises within a community of regular, honest and cooperative behavior, based
on commonly shared norms, on the part of other members of that community.
Those norms can be about deep ‘value’ questions like the nature of God or
justice, but they also encompass secular norms like professional standards and
codes of behavior” (26). One challenge to the development of trust was a
negative history in some corners of the university, with faculty in other
disciplines feeling that Rhetoric and Composition specialists, including the
Writing Center director, insist on our views alone about writing and effective
writing pedagogy. A history of top-down WAC initiatives led by compositionists
fostered mistrust when we were perceived as dismissing the values,



assumptions, and beliefs about writing that conflicted with our own.
Understanding this context was essential to developing trust between the
Writing Center and Social Work. An opportunity arose when the chair of Social
Work asked me to come to a department meeting to talk with faculty about
student writing. At the top of her list of concerns was plagiarism. Rather than
resolve this thorny issue in a single meeting, my goal was to establish a
relationship characterized by a spirit of inquiry on my part. Without ignoring the
chair’s request, I suggested that I come to the department meeting not to tell
faculty how to design writing assignments to avoid plagiarism, but first to
listen, to learn about writing in the genres practiced in social work and to find
out what faculty valued in writing in their discipline. I would learn about faculty
perceptions of student writing and invite my colleagues to tell me what they
wanted to learn about writing pedagogy. Based on this information, I returned
later, along with Blake, to offer a workshop that addressed some of Social
Work’s concerns. From this came the idea of our partnership.

This WAC initiative is just one example of a writing center’s efforts to capitalize
on available social capital. Lauren Fitzgerald and Denise Stephens, in their
chapter, “Directors at the Center: Relationships Across Campus,” in The Writing
Center Director’s Resource Book, have argued that writing centers must
develop wide-ranging local relationships with multiple stakeholders if we are to
affect change in the institutions to which we belong. With an eye toward social
capital, in addition to cultivating the resources that inhere in campus
relationships, writing centers need to look outside local contexts in order to
promote social capital. Professional organizations such as the International
Writing Centers Association (IWCA) are an important place to start, a
valuable source of social capital. Just as its website offers a host of resources
for writing center directors, from starting a writing center, to tutor training, to
conducting assessment, so IWCA members need to collect, archive, and share
information to promote both inter- and intra-campus social capital. Like the
IWCA, the WCenter LISTSERV, too, includes conversations in which writing
center administrators share information and ideas to assist in the creation and
maintenance of social capital. Writing centers need to join together to formalize
guidance, support, and mentoring in order to marshal existing resources of
social capital. Because social capital is vital to supporting norms and behaviors
of cooperation and reciprocity–even across conflicting values, assumptions, and
beliefs–we also need to include explicit teaching of relationship-building in
professionalizing future writing center directors.

Note

[1] “Central Valley State University (CVSU)” is a pseudonym.
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