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Adaptive communication methods for new technologies and looming budget
cuts present the perfect opportunity to revisit and reassess the writing center's
purpose within higher learning institutions. Writing centers should be the "hubs"
of academic and professional discourse, places that celebrate the different
written conventions of each discipline. One modest goal of a writing center
should be to help students bridge the gap between different disciplines and
areas of focus. Students may become frustrated by the conflicting messages
received from professors when encouraged to communicate with detailed and
descriptive prose in one class while conversely encouraged to communicate
with crisp, concise bulleted lists in another class. To help students navigate such
rhetorical challenges, the writing center should function as a centralized home
of discourse that is able to explain and demonstrate writing in context.

This is not to say that writing tutors and administrators need to be specialists in
all fields, but they should have an informed awareness of the differences in
curricular styles, which include variances in purpose, audience, voice, and
document type. For instance, when reading a student's lab report, tutors should
be able to identify if the student has written in a style accepted within that
particular field–does the purpose, audience, voice, and document type meet the
standard expectations? With such knowledge of the expectations across the
curriculum, tutors can help students understand writing in the disciplines, a
concept rarely directly taught in the classroom. Within many classrooms,
writing is taught in, as Gerald Graff says, a vacuum, isolated from other
assignments and courses (8, 10). Isolated writing does not connect clearly for
students to other courses and other assignments, much less to academic and
professional writing at large. When students learn a certain style of writing, the
assumption is that this style is the accepted style across campus and
workplaces. Much to the confusion of these novice writers, not all disciplines or
employers accept the same style of writing. "Students who have learned a one-
size-fits-all approach will soon discover it does not fit the varied demands and
diverse writing practices they need to be able to negotiate, not only across but
within particular fields, to write effectively throughout their undergraduate
careers and beyond" (Monroe 7). The writing center tutors should be able to
help demystify the diverse writing practices students will encounter. By working
with faculty members across the campus and learning about the different styles
within each discipline, tutors and administrators can help writers enter the
academic conversation and think critically about their audience, purpose, and
so forth (Graff 8; Hillard and Harris 17).

As Jonathan Monroe writes in his article "Writing and the Disciplines,"



academically and professionally written documents are not one-size-fits-all
texts (5). Every document written has a different style based on the context.
Take, for example, expository essays, engineering documents, and business
documents. A typical expository essay will likely open with an introduction that
includes a thesis statement and possibly a summary of the contents, followed
by paragraphs that support the point or points mentioned in the thesis, and a
concluding paragraph that summarizes the essay (Bean 280). In contrast, an
essay written in the field of engineering may begin with a letter of transmittal,
followed by an abstract, an executive summary, a table of contents, body
paragraphs that discuss the information presented in charts and tables, a
reference list, and then an appendix. A writer of an engineering document will
assume that the reader will not read the document from start to finish, but
rather in sections, thus the need for an organizational style different from that
seen in an expository essay. An engineering document must "convince other
people of its validity in order to be accepted as knowledge. Only documents
that do convince others are used. Documents that for any reason cease to be
convincing cease being treated as containing knowledge" (Winsor 60). Each
section of the document is an attempt to explain the situation and findings for
the reader. A business document, on the other hand, is more apt to cater to the
purpose of the document than to cater to the reader. A strategic business plan,
for example, outlines the specific goals of a company and how the company will
achieve those goals. Since such documents are tailored for purpose rather than
audience, the style of writing differs from the expository essay and even the
engineering document. In a business document, "a different, more relaxed tone
prevails, despite the added verbiage this might cause" (Harris 124).

Since documents written in each field of study differ by purpose, audience,
voice, and type, and since the complexity and diversity of contexts are uniquely
heightened in the new millennium, a one-size-fits-all approach to composing
essays does not apply to academic or professional writing. Context changes
everything about the written text, most specifically the goal achieved by the
text. The rise of "text speak" is just such evidence that the student's job, and
thus the writing center's job, is even more challenging than in previous eras. In
the new millennium, one of the most used forms of communication is texting.
"Text speak" has the specific goal of speed, not to mention typically a 160
character limit, depending on the service provider. For decades, people have
written in text speak and in some circumstances, such as with military
personnel, spoken in text speak before the term was even coined. One engineer
writing a note to another engineer would write in shorthand using jargon and
acronyms with which both parties would be familiar. The goal is to get across
the most information possible in the fastest and shortest way possible. A text
message between two friends who are accustomed to each other's texting voice
may send a message that reads: "Omw eta 15 *? Rpg o fps 2night? mayB
cod?" The writer would likely not send this same message to a different friend
who is unfamiliar with these particular acronyms. In this way, the goal remains
the same, but the audience changes, shifting the style. The message, if spelled
out in complete sentences, would read: "I'm on my way. I estimate my time of
arrival to be 15 minutes. Would you like to get coffee at Starbucks? Do you
want to play a role-playing-game or first-person-shooter tonight? Maybe we can
play Call of Duty?" For a texter who is familiar with another texter's shorthand,
what would be the point of spelling out all of the words or putting all of the
words into complete sentences? This is a waste of time and character space.

The shorthand message may take an experienced texter 10-20 seconds to type,



For students and professors
alike, the writing center should
be the multidisciplinary axis of
the institution.

while the complete message may take
1-2 minutes to type. With this said, a
shorthand message within the context
of a text message between two close
friends is perfectly acceptable. This is
not, obviously, an acceptable message
in an annotated bibliography written for a microeconomics class. The context
would shift, and thus the goal, the audience, and the style.

Without some knowledge of the context, goal, and style within each document
and each field, how is a student expected to navigate these shifts in the tide?
Such knowledge is not intuitive. It is not surprising that when students move
from one course to the next, they are confused by the writing expectations,
unsure if they should argue a point, summarize sources, write concisely for
speed, use vast detail, write a formal essay, compose an informal journal of
free thought, or otherwise (Graff 9; Harris 124). Muriel Harris describes this
well in her anecdote about a student she tutored:

One rainy fall afternoon a student dragged himself into a writing
lab…. he admitted that the paper lying limply in front of us was
considered a disaster zone by the faculty member who taught his
engineering course. As I read his paper, I admired the elegant
sentences, the careful use of transitions, the introduction that led
readers smoothly into the subject, the clear thesis statement, and
so on. This would be an A paper in any composition course, but for
his engineering instructor it was inappropriate and, therefore,
poorly written (Harris 122).

The writing center should be the place that teaches students how to navigate
the constraints of different writing contexts. For students and professors alike,
the writing center should be the multidisciplinary axis of the institution. The
writing tutors must understand what is valued in each discipline and be aware
of the standard document types within those disciplines. How might the style of
a resume objective statement differ from the style of a Facebook status update?
How might the style of a white paper in a political science class differ from the
style of a personal narrative in an English class? While it is not feasible to
expect tutors to be specialists in every field of study and every type of
document, a general knowledge of the values and expectations within each
discipline should be enough to answer these questions. Tutors must recognize
"…audience as a factor in determining if writing meets college-level standards,
and that is to recognize the growing complexity of audiences in academia and
beyond" (Harris 131). The expected knowledge of a tutor in a multidisciplinary
writing center might be something along the lines of the typical documents,
formats, citation styles, organization, evidence, detail, style and language
within the fields of humanities, social sciences, natural and health sciences,
business, and beyond. With such knowledge, a tutor can help a student shift
from writing a business proposal with a first person and persuasive tone to
writing a case study with professional jargon and qualitative and/or quantitative
research data. Together, the tutor and student can explore "the roles and uses
of writing in the field they are studying" (Hillard and Harris 15). The resources
available to students through a writing center should help to develop the critical
thinking and writing skills necessary within academic and professional
communities. The knowledge gained should be transferable as students begin
to identify contexts and the necessary stylistic adjustments.



For the writing center to become the multidisciplinary center of a campus, the
tutors and writing center administrators must respect the expertise and
specializations of the faculty by seeking their guidance on working with
students within their fields. Jonathan Monroe, Director of Graduate Studies in
Comparative Literature and former Associate Dean of Arts and Sciences, George
Reed Professor of Writing and Rhetoric, and Director of the John S. Knight
Institute for Writing in the Disciplines at Cornell University emphasizes
that even with the writing center as the axis, the "primary responsibility for and
ultimate authority over writing rests with individual faculty situated in particular
fields" (4). At all times, the writing center must acknowledge "the faculty who
are the ultimate arbiters and authorities, latently if not manifestly, over what
counts as effective writing in their respective fields" (4).With a multidisciplinary
focus in the writing center, the faculty have an investment in the writing center,
as they can assist in the training of tutors or provision of digital and print
resources regarding writing in their field/courses. The assurance that tutors are
knowledgeable in the faculty's writing style could be enough to increase the
faculty investment in the writing center. Ongoing dialogue between the faculty
and writing center staff creates a commitment to that discourse community
that "cultivate[s] a sustainable sense of ownership among faculty that will
benefit both individual departments and the curriculum as a whole" by
supporting "faculty where they live and work, at the heart of their interests, in
the disciplines" (Monroe 5). The writing center, in this way, builds a reputation
for being cross-disciplinary conscious and competent in all levels of documents–
undergraduate, graduate, professional.

The institutional profile of writing center work increases when faculty members
have an investment in the training and tutoring process. Faculty must trust
tutors to know how to work with documents across the disciplines. The biology
faculty at both the graduate and undergraduate level, for instance, should feel
confident that the writing center tutors know the expectations of writing within
the sciences. If tutors are not trained to work with such texts, there is little
incentive for the faculty members to recommend students to visit the center,
support additional funding for the center, or offer advice or resources to the
tutors. As a multidisciplinary hub, however, the writing center can increase
faculty and staff buy-in, develop strong connections with community businesses
and schools that may also want to send their students or employees to the
writing center, and increase the awareness of students that different contexts
require different styles of writing, especially given the growing number of
contexts in the new millennium.
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