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WAC strategies in the writing center

Tiffany Threatt

While working toward my master’s degree in English at Northern Arizona
University (NAU), I had the opportunity to tutor in the university’s Writing
Center. Like many universities, NAU has a writing center housed in the English
department, staffed by English undergraduate and graduate students. While the
tutors who work at these centers may be English majors, the students and
teachers who use the center’s services come from many disciplines across
campus. Unfortunately, especially in such uncertain economic times, writing
centers may not have enough money to hire graduate students or professionals
in other disciplines. With limited budgets, what can be done to ensure that
students and teachers from across the curriculum receive the help they need?

Writing Across the Curriculum (WAC) theory may provide the answer. The
principles of WAC, when implemented into the writing center, can provide these
centers with the tools they need to succeed. Recognizing that it is impossible to
train tutors to tutor in every single discipline, WAC offers other practical
solutions. Many WAC programs will work within a college to implement writing
centers, training tutor to help the students recognize the goals and structure of
a paper; overall, the tutors learn to ask questions and converse with the
student in such a way that the tutor and student come up with suggestions for
revision together. This approach to tutoring works to empower students to
make their own informed choices about developing and revising the writing
assigned to them by their instructors (Barnett and Blumner 3).

While some teachers think writing consists of merely structuring



a five-paragraph essay with correct grammar and punctuation,
WAC encourages them to look deeper.

For instance, at the WAC-based writing center at the University of Nevada,
Reno (UNR), where I am currently the Coordinator of Tutor Training, the
tutoring is very effective. When students come in for help, the tutor doesn’t just
offer suggestions for revision. Instead, the tutor “advances critical thinking by
creating an atmosphere in which students re-see their papers with regard to
the assignment and their response to it” (Waldo 92). The tutor asks the student
what his or her concerns are with the paper; then, after reading the paper
aloud with the student, the tutor asks the student questions to facilitate critical
thinking (Waldo 92). For example, the tutor might ask the student to explain an
idea further, or to re-describe an area of the paper (92). With these types of
questions, the student learns what areas need expanding or more description,
and can make the changes during the session with help from the tutor.

Even with a small budget, centers can implement these principles and train
their tutors accordingly. For instance, the director of the center can learn how
to train tutors in terms of WAC principles, then present workshops using mock
tutoring sessions where tutors apply these principles. Subsequently, the
director can lead a discussion regarding what was effective in the session and
what wasn’t. Once tutors have become comfortable with the question-asking
style of tutoring and have learned how to focus on what the student wants to
improve, the director can observe sessions, critique the tutor’s technique, and
offer constructive feedback. When tutors become accustomed to the WAC-
based tutoring style, they can observe and learn from each other, having
conversations about each tutor’s style.

In addition to improving the style of tutoring, WAC-based writing centers can
also provide more services available to all students, including writing
workshops. Centers should hold workshops on multiple topics covered by
different curricula, including memos, cover letters, lab reports, management
plans, business plans, proposals, and so on. The workshops should span the
length of one hour and include a short lecture and hands-on writing, with a
question-and-answer session throughout. After the lecture, leaders who are
facilitating the workshop can divide the students into groups of two and instruct
them on how to peer edit each other’s papers and provide adequate feedback.
In terms of attendance, teachers could require the students to attend and make
it part of their final grade for each class. This way, the students are sure to get
the help they need.

If there is no one at the center who has the knowledge to facilitate the
workshops, the center director can ask teachers in other disciplines if they
would be willing to host specific workshops. After all, a WAC-based center
should be concerned with helping teachers as well as students. In addition to
the workshops held for students, the center can hold workshops for teachers in
order to provide them with the adequate skills needed to teach a writing-
intensive course. In Writing Across the Disciplines, Art Young and Toby Fulwiler
describe these workshops that are available to teachers across campus,
claiming that the workshops “introduce colleagues across the curriculums to the
why’s and how’s of teaching writing. Teachers commonly learn how to assign
different kinds of writing to serve different purposes to a variety of audiences”
(Young and Fulwiler 2).

It is the hope of WAC that the teachers of different disciplines will take this



knowledge learned through the workshops and apply it to their curricula,
thereby providing a model for other teachers to do the same. Specifically,
departmental centers can house these workshops, asking teachers across the
disciplines to attend and talk through their philosophies, assignment-design
processes, and exercises that have worked for them in their classrooms.

In addition to improving the style of tutoring, WAC-based writing
centers can also provide more services available to all students,
including writing workshops.

Within these workshops, leaders should ask the teachers themselves to
freewrite in the form of journals, poems, and other genres/styles of writing.
After writing their own pieces, the teachers can be paired with workshop alumni
to review their strengths and weaknesses within the pieces (Young and Fulwiler
39). The intention behind these exercises is to show the teachers the same fear
the students go through when writing, and to show them how to improve their
own writing so that they can take new knowledge back to their own students. If
teachers understand these goals, they can adequately alter their curriculum to
fit the needs of their students. Throughout WAC workshops, teachers are also
encouraged to discuss their ideas about writing instead of merely listening to
lectures, in the hopes that new ideas will be generated.

During workshops, WAC theory intends to dispel the simplistic nature of
thinking associated with writing, including the five-paragraph essay. While some
teachers think writing consists of merely structuring a five-paragraph essay
with correct grammar and punctuation, WAC encourages them to look deeper.
In many of the early workshops given by the founders of WAC, few teachers
who had simplistic notions about “the writing product” when they began the
workshops still retained that attitude (Young and Fulwiler 23). Prewriting,
writing, responding and revising, brought to consciousness through group
discussion, emphasizes clearly the student writing process (Young and Fulwiler
23). Group discussion of prewriting, etc. demonstrates the complexity of the
student writing process. One of the goals of WAC is to teach teachers these
concepts in the hopes that they will focus their curriculum around the writing
process; to WAC, it is important that everyone learn the process, including
students and teachers.

The Writing Center at UNR strives to offer multiple WAC workshops for
teachers across the disciplines. Every semester, the director, Mark Waldo, and I
hold writing workshops to help teachers structure their writing assignments. In
his book Demythologizing Language Difference in the Academy, Waldo
advocates using the same question-asking techniques used in tutor training
when conducting faculty workshops. Instead of assigning directives, we ask
teachers questions, carrying on conversations instead of lectures (90). The
intention behind the questions is to find out what “faculty want to accomplish
with their assignment and what they most value in grading” (90). When
teachers come to the WAC workshops, they learn to write assignments that
focus on the goals of their genre, and we are there to help them clarify these
goals for the students in a language that students can understand.

By adopting some of these similar practices, departmental writing centers could
ultimately become better resources for teachers and students across all
curricula. Offering writing workshops for students will help them enhance their
skills for the future, thereby making students better writers who are more
adequately prepared for the job market. In addition, the center can support
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teachers as well by designing workshops to aid faculty in designing writing-
intensive curricula. The WAC model can be effective for all writing centers,
especially departmental writing centers striving to serve more students across
campus. Overall, when structured within a WAC framework, writing centers can
become better support systems for teachers and students in all disciplines.
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