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Meeting the needs of different discourse communities in one writing
center

Andy Bourelle

We at the UNR Writing Center operate under the belief that each
discipline is its own discourse community, with its own styles,
forms, and purposes for writing.

On a typical day at the University of Nevada, Reno Writing Center,
students come to get help on papers for classes such as Management 321,
English 401, Biology 102, History 387, Women’s Studies 450, and Business
Administration 772. Students seek help on resumes and personal statements
for graduate school applications. And, of course, students from our first-year
composition classes–English 098, 101, and 102–are always well represented.
We tutor students from all over campus, from every discipline, and from every
level of instruction, from basic–or “developmental”–writing students in English
098 to people working on doctoral dissertations. It truly is a writing center
focused on helping writing across the curriculum, not just students in first-year
composition courses or a handful of writing-intensive courses. In fact, in an
average year, our writing center tutors between 5,000 and 6,000 students,
from about 300 different classes, representing every major on campus. About
46 percent of the students who utilize the UNR Writing Center are there for
first-year composition courses, and about 12 percent are graduate students,
with the remaining clients coming from a variety of 200-, 300-, and 400-level
courses. It’s also worth noting here that these students generally leave the UNR
Writing Center satisfied. Post-tutoring session surveys that we conduct always
reveal that more than 90 percent of students who visit the UNR Writing Center
say that the tutors they worked with either met or exceeded their expectations.

We at the UNR Writing Center operate under the belief that each discipline is its
own discourse community, with its own styles, forms, and purposes for writing.



So we’re quite proud of our ability to help so many students across the
university’s curriculum. My purpose in this article is to share with you three
ways to make a writing center successful at tutoring across the curriculum.
First, our staff is made up of some rather advanced tutors. Most of our twenty-
five tutors have at least a bachelor’s degree, if not MAs or even PhDs. And our
tutors often have teaching experience, either as current graduate student TAs
or part-time lecturers. The advanced nature of our tutoring staff helps ensure
that we can help a broad range of students, both from a variety of classes and
from all levels of instruction.

The second reason we’re able to help so many students is because we hire
tutors from all disciplines. Many writing centers, intentionally or unintentionally,
have tutoring staffs made up primarily of English students. At UNR, we try to
make sure that at least half of our staff members have specializations outside
of English. We have tutors with degrees in the sciences, social sciences,
humanities, business, and other academic areas. We try, to the extent possible,
to match students up with a tutor with the best disciplinary expertise for their
particular needs.

Even a PhD student in English isn’t necessarily well-equipped to help
undergraduates in biology, sociology, or other specialized majors. Learning to
write in those discourse communities is much like learning to speak, either
initially, as a child, or like an adult learning a second or third language. Writing
is inexorably linked to speaking and thinking, and in order to think, speak, and
write like a journalist, a biologist, an English professor, or a member of other
academic or professional communities, it takes an immersion into that
community. Considerable WAC scholarship supports this view.

The neophyte learns to not only write and speak but to think as a
member of the academic discourse community.

Russian Psychologist Lev Vygotsky, whose research into language development
has become influential to scholarship of the teaching of writing, came up with
the theory of the “zone of proximal development,” which is the distance
between the “actual development level” of a child and “the level of potential
development […] under adult guidance or in collaboration with more capable
peers” (Mind in Society 86). In other words, the zone of proximal development
is the mental work that a child can do with the accompanying help of an adult.
Charles Bazerman has taken Vygotsky’s theory and applied the same language-
learning principles to learning in academic discourse communities. A new
student learning an academic language is a neophyte, Bazerman says, much
like Vygotsky’s child learning language for the first time (304). The neophyte
must gain understanding of knowledge as it exists and is created within the
shared community. As the neophyte is immersed and is learning the discourse
language, often her comments are interpreted through a broad and more
charitable view than a fluent, fully socialized speaker of the discourse language
would be allowed (305). What Vygotsky describes as the zone of proximal
development in language learning, Bazerman calls the hierarchy of expertise in
learning academic discourse languages (306). The neophyte learns to not only
write and speak but to think as a member of the academic discourse
community.

Other scholars have made similar observations concerning learning academic
discourse languages. Carol Berkenkotter, Thomas N. Huckin, and John
Ackerman studied a graduate student, with the pseudonym “Nate,” who entered



an empirical composition research program from a background of writing
creatively and teaching writing (218). After studying the changes in the diction,
syntax, and other writing features Nate used as he was immersed in the more
research-emphasized discourse community, the authors concluded that for
students in Nate’s situation, “making the transition […] involves a difficult
passage from one academic culture to another” (229-230). The researchers
added, “Developing communicative competence requires that they master the
ways of speaking, reading, and writing which are indigenous to the new culture”
(230). In Bazerman’s terminology, Nate was a neophyte who learned to not
only speak but to think as a member of the academic discourse community.
Berkenkotter et al. state that Nate was “struggling in his first assignments to
use a comfortable voice and style to address an uncomfortable and unfamiliar
writing assignment. As his training progressed, he learned through exposure,
practice and reinforcement to use a different voice and style” (230). The
authors point out that Nate was not a “linguistic chameleon” who could change
his voice and style to fit the occasion, simply pretending to be a fluent speaker
and writer in the community (230). Instead, he gained fluency through his
immersion.

Applying these WAC principles to a writing center setting, one can see that it
would be best if the tutors helping students learn to improve as writers are
members of the discourse communities of those being tutored. In other words,
if an undergraduate is climbing Bazerman’s hierarchy of expertise in a
specialized major, it would be best if the tutor helping the student was a
member of that discourse community.

Mark Waldo, the director of the UNR Writing Center, where I have worked for six
years as both a tutor and an administrator, has long been involved in an
ongoing writing assessment project at UNR, where the director meets with
faculty from different disciplines and discusses with them what they want to see
from their student writers. Then, readers assess the performance of the junior
and senior majors from the disciplines based on those disciplines’ values for
writing. The list of values also shows us at the UNR Writing Center that across
the university, disciplines have vastly different values for writing (these
discipline-based values are shown in Waldo’s book, Demythologizing Language
Difference in the Academy). The assessment project shows that values for
writing do not often cross disciplines; in other words, what makes writing good
in one discipline does not necessarily make it good in another.

It’s important that writing center administrators train their tutors
to recognize that they operate from their discipline’s sets of
values and that they shouldn’t impose those values on students of
other disciplines.

But while this WAC scholarship supports my argument that writing centers
should try to compile cross-disciplinary staffs, it also brings up a problem.
Regardless of whether a writing center staff is cross-disciplinary or made up
entirely of English students, if the center works with students across the
curriculum, then tutors will certainly, at one time or another, end up working
with a student from outside their areas of specialization. And it can be
dangerous if tutors make assumptions based on their own values for writing.
What if a tutor with a background in English urges a biology student to put
“voice” in her lab report? What if a tutor with a background in biology urges a
history student to use passive voice? What if a tutor with a background in



journalism says to an English student that all the vivid detail and originality in
the paper detracts from the student getting to her point more quickly and
clearly? There are endless examples of why tutors shouldn’t push their own
values for writing on to students from other disciplines–and just as many
examples of how they can inadvertently do this if they mistake what they value
in writing as givens for all disciplines.

This brings me to the third–and most important–way that writing centers can
help ensure that they are able to help the most students possible from across
the curriculum. And that is to teach your tutors to be aware of the differences
in cross-disciplinary purposes, forms, styles, and goals for writing. It is
impossible for all tutors to know how to write in the language of every
discipline. A cross-disciplinary staff is a part of the answer, but isn’t the only
answer; it can’t be.

It’s important that writing center administrators train their tutors to recognize
that they operate from their discipline’s sets of values and that they shouldn’t
impose those values on students of other disciplines. Administrators should
make awareness of cross-disciplinary difference a part of training workshops
and one-on-one mentoring. It’s very important that tutors do not pretend they
are experts in a type of writing that they’re not. Admitting to a student that you
don’t know the answer to her question or advising her to ask her teacher
instead of you will do far less damage than giving advice that is outright wrong,
contradicting what is valued in good writing in the student’s area of study. A
general understanding of writing across the curriculum can go a long way
toward making sure tutors give the best advice they can, and not give advice
that might seem helpful but really isn’t. The more a writing center staff has this
awareness, the better equipped it will be to handle students from every major
on campus and from every level of instruction. Not all writing centers can afford
to hire highly experienced graduate students or tutors with a variety of
specializations. But all writing centers can train their tutors to be aware of
writing differences across disciplines. And they should, if they want to truly
tutor across the curriculum.
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